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i

I stood rooted to the spot, wide-eyed and gaping. I’d never seen anything like it.
A blue, undulating wave of … something … was expanding in the dark parking lot outside the Good Times Club. It was a ripple of energy, a distortion in the night, and something about it made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. Maybe it was the sound it made, a high-pitched keening, like the sound the universe might make as it was being torn. Beside me, my new friend April wrapped her arm in mine, pulling me close. Her twin sister, June, gripped her free hand.
Others crowded around to watch. The strippers, the bartender, and the manager Tom. I even spotted that asshole Eddie cowering behind a car, but I didn’t have time to threaten him. The whole scene was surreal, and the only thing that kept me grounded was the cold, creepy, and slightly exhilarating feeling I got from watching the show.
The blue wave of energy pulsed. Blue lightning sparked and crackled around the edges. In the center, it looked almost liquid. I could see through it, in a way, but it was like looking through heavy fog. It wasn’t clear whether I was looking at the normal night sky through some sort of lens or if this thing, this anomaly in space, was showing me a different universe entirely.
As we all watched, it expanded, engulfing more of the parking lot. Whatever it was, it was huge, the size of a barn and then some, and its lower edge touched the concrete of the parking lot. It was difficult to see, but it looked like something was moving within it. Something massive. I squinted, my curiosity getting the better of my fear, but the liquid-fog obscured my view.
I must have taken a step toward it, because April pulled me back. “Caleb! Let’s get out of here!”
“Just a minute.”
Maybe I should have listened, but despite the strangeness, the creepy sounds and Close Encounters vibe, the anomaly held a fascination for me I couldn’t explain. Except, somehow, I actually could. I didn’t know how or why, and all my education couldn’t explain what I was seeing, but somehow I knew I was watching a time event. A rift in time.
I couldn’t explain how I knew. I just did. And with that understanding came a question: had I somehow caused this?
One of the other strippers let out a wail that was almost a scream. My head whipped around, looking for the problem. Joanna was backing away, toward the Club, holding her pregnant belly protectively and pointing to the top of the portal. Everyone followed her gaze.
I blinked to make sure I was seeing things correctly, but the crowd’s response was proof enough. A giant claw had emerged, gripping the top edge of the anomaly like it was a tangible thing.
The claw looked like it could have belonged to a cockroach, except it was about a million times larger than it should have been. The light from the Club’s neon sign reflected redly off the tip, making it look like it had been dipped in blood.
No one waited to find out what else would come through. As if Joanna’s wailing scream was the signal they’d been waiting for, people scattered, their terror getting the better of them as they ran to their cars, to the road, or back inside the club. But I hesitated, feeling like I should do something.
I must have been more stunned than I thought because when I looked down, April was tugging my arm, trying to get me to move.
And then, as if having a huge time rift open up in the parking lot of a strip club wasn’t enough, something even weirder happened.
An old man with a knobbly old staff and knobbly old knees ran out from nowhere and stopped in front of the anomaly. Looking like something straight out of Lord of the Rings, he waved the staff around in front of him, his long, disheveled, gray hair flowing wildly about his shoulders.
He was cursing, fluently and imaginatively, his words partially obscured by the keening sound made by the time rift.
What the hell? I thought.
April stopped tugging on my arm. “What is that dumbass doing?” she asked, incredulous.
Some of the others had stopped to watch as well. Eddie, still drunk, stumbled around the side of the car out into the open. He was gaping like a goldfish and blinking as if he was struggling to focus on the scene. I figure he must have kept drinking after I’d thrown him out of the Club. Dried blood from his nose covered his mustache and the front of his shirt, which was unbuttoned to expose his hairy chest.
The old man shoved his sleeves up to display his knobbly old elbows. He looked almost comical as he swayed back and forth in front of the portal. For all I knew, he could have been as drunk as Eddie, but his cursing changed into a full-voiced chant and he started to trace a pattern in the air with his staff.
Whatever he was doing, the time rift didn’t like it. The lightning around the edges intensified, and the liquid middle bulged outward all around the claw, like a balloon expanding. It seemed to pulse, faster and faster, with energy or time radiating outward in a cold, endless wave.
Nor were the visible responses the end of it. The keening grew suddenly louder, turning into a high-pitched screeching, and we all winced and covered our ears. The old man put his staff out in front him, taking on a guardian-like stance as he leaned forward as if a strong wind were blowing from the portal. Then, his chanting reached a crescendo, and I could imagine him shouting, “You Shall Not Pass!” very easily.
The shriek intensified, and the claw gripping the edge of the time rift worked its way toward the bottom. It then reached through, and all of those still watching collectively took a step back.
Except Eddie, who took a wobbly, drunken step forward, and we all watched in morbid fascination as the claw reached for the old man.
Then the anomaly shuddered, and let out a flash of light and a large bang! The old man—wizard?—stumbled back, and the creature within shrieked again. The rift sucked its bulging, liquid center in, then let it all out with a massive detonation that knocked the old man backwards onto his ass but left the anomaly itself unchanged.
He rolled on the ground and pushed himself to his feet faster than I would have imagined possible. Grabbing his staff, he looked around at the fascinated but horrified crowd.
He kind of laughed. “Well, fuck. That used to work a lot better. Shouldn’t be surprised,” he said, loud enough for us to hear despite the ongoing keening noise. “At my age, it’s a wonder anything works at all.” Even though he was still some distance away, he caught my eye and grinned, then swept his hands out in a grand gesture. “Well, what are you all waiting for? A dismissal bell? Run!”
Putting his own words into action, he ran straight toward me and the girls. Behind him, the creature continued to emerge. The hairs on my arm stood on end as I realized how fucking big this monster was. It was a living nightmare, a blending of the most awful bugs imaginable grown monstrous. At its core, it looked like an overgrown centipede with membranous wings, giant pincers, hundreds of eyes, and a stinger like a scorpion.
The awful creature was like all the nightmares of everyone in the parking lot added together, and it was as tall as the two-story strip club behind me. It screeched as its last leg came out of the opening, and I stood frozen at the shock. I looked at the beer in my hand, wondering if someone had added something to it, but it wasn’t open yet.
Nor was that the only thing crawling out of the anomaly. A handful of other, smaller creatures scuttled out, screeching at different volumes and frequencies. They looked like diseased, mutated variants of the larger monster, and the sight of them was enough to nearly make me sick. Burn them, my brain was telling me. Burn them all with fire.
Maybe the big fucker could read my thoughts, because it stared at me, its eyes giving me an intelligent look, and that’s when I dropped the beer bottle. It smashed on the concrete, and the sound startled me out of my stupor.
That, and the old wizard running into me.
He grabbed my elbow and roughly turned me away from the portal. My arm tingled strangely when he touched it, but I didn’t have time to wonder about that, because the old man was yelling in my face.
“What’s the matter with you?” he cried, his long beard waving in the wind. “Get the hell out of here!”




II

It was damned good advice. He followed it himself, with the girls and I doing our best to stick to his heels. The creatures followed, the click-click-click-click-click of their chitinous feet on the pavement growing ever closer. I couldn’t help looking back as I ran, and saw that the largest monster had paused to pounce on someone. A man went down with a God-awful scream under those claws, and the bug grabbed his neck between a pair of razor-sharp pincers.
“Wait!” I yelled. I jerked unthinkingly away from April’s grip and turned around, breaking into a limping run. Somehow, I thought I heard gunfire from somewhere.
The old man wasn’t too pleased. “Damn it! What do you think you’re playing at? You don’t even have a plan!” he shouted after me.
He was right, I didn’t, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t—
Too late. It didn’t matter. I’d made it pretty close when the captured man gave a second, even more hideous scream that was abruptly cut off when the monster decapitated him. The force of the pincers cut clean through his spine, and the head popped off, bouncing and rolling to land at my feet. I had to jump to avoid tripping over it. The head rolled over, and I saw Eddie’s shocked eyes staring lifelessly back at me, his mustache waving in the breeze for the last time.
He wasn’t the only one who was shocked. I’d seen some brutal things in my time, but this took the cake. It was enough to make me gag.
Except I didn’t have time. The creature was doing something horrible to Eddie’s body, and I turned away. It may have been a bit slow, but my self-preservation instinct had kicked in with a vengeance, and I was searching for the old man and the girls.
Before I could locate them, before I’d done more than take half a step toward any sort of safety, something hit me with the force of a truck. I went flying across the pavement, and I would have skinned my arms as I caught myself if I hadn’t been wearing my leathers. I didn’t know what hit me, but the sound coming closer gave me a clue: click-click-click-click.
I thought I was done for. I thought the huge monster had finished with Eddie and turned its attention my way, and rolled about as fast as I could.
It wasn’t the big one, but one of the smaller creatures. It pounced, reaching for me with oversized scorpion pincers, and I grabbed one in each hand as the lion-sized insect bore down. Sweat poured off me as I tried to hold it back.
“Help!” I yelled without expecting any. This was it, I thought. I was going to die. Not exactly how I had expected to go, and very much too soon.
I tried to concentrate, to slow time as I did whenever I needed to, but it didn’t help much. It was almost as if the hideous bug was immune to my little talent. It was still on me, and I just got to stare at it for more terrifying seconds as I tried to wiggle free.
I couldn’t. I was trapped.
The bug wrenched itself out of my grip, then went for my face. I raised my arms and cried out in anger mixed with real terror, expecting at any moment to learn what Eddie had felt as he died.
Then … nothing.
The loathsome bug-monster had disappeared. Vanished completely, as if it had never existed. I was lying on the ground all by myself, panting hard, my heart pounding loudly in my ears, feeling dazed and confused.
Yeah, and scared as well. You would be, too, if a giant bug had tried to gouge your face off.
Not that I was complaining. I was still alive, and it felt good to draw breath. I wanted to just lie there and rest for a bit, but there were more of the monsters about. And anyway, the old man had appeared beside me.
I heard more random gunfire. Sounded like an assault rifle, but before I could figure out where it was coming from, the old man started to talk.
“You done making a damn fool of yourself?” he asked as he held out his hand and pulled me to my feet, bracing himself against my weight with his staff. Luckily, by then, I’d regained enough composure to not whimper at my near-death experience.
I didn’t have much to say to that, so I nodded.
“Somehow, I doubt that,” the old wizard said with a grin.
Before I could come up with any sort of reply, another bug, a spiny, multi-legged thing the size of a horse, leapt for us. I tried to duck out of the way, but the old man took a small metal object from his pocket and casually flung it at the approaching monster. The object was the size and shape of a pocket watch, and it glinted in the ambient light. To me, it was like lobbing a lollipop at a charging rhino, and I couldn’t for the life of me see what good it would do.
But the moment it made contact with the spiny bug, the creature disappeared, winking out of existence with a flash of blue light.
I stared at the old man.
“What the hell?” I asked.
“Time displacer,” he said. “Not powerful enough to work against the big one, but they can take care of the minor demons, like the one trying to have you for lunch. Moves them to different temporal locations. Now, are you just going to stand there? Or are you going to move?”
He swayed as he spoke, and his breath stank of alcohol. Great, I thought. A drunk wizard had just saved my life. Yet I owed him everything. So I didn’t complain as the old man took off at a shambling run, and did my best to keep up with him on my bad leg.
“Where to?” I asked.
The wizard nodded to an old, beat up Bedford van at the edge of the parking lot, close to the road. I couldn’t think beyond trying to hide behind it. But he pulled out another device, pointed it at the vehicle, and the Bedford gave the familiar beep of a security system disengaging.
I could have laughed if it weren’t for the anomaly still keening in the middle of the parking lot and the nightmare creatures stalking anything that moved. Even so, it was with a sense of relief that I followed the wizard.
Then I stopped. “The girls!” I said, spinning around, looking for any sign of April and June. My heart was pounding more at the thought of one of those monsters killing them than it had when I thought I would die. A trickle of fear rolled down my spine, but the sensation felt strange, almost as if that fear wasn’t mine.
It made me look back toward the Club’s back entrance.
“Here!” April yelled.
She and June were huddled behind the dumpsters next to the building, and I made a beeline for them. As I approached, the sensation of fear grew stronger.
“June sprained her ankle,” April said when I reached them.
Perhaps surprisingly, the old wizard had come with me. I’d mostly expected him to just get in his Bedford and leave when I’d turned back for the girls, but he arrived on my heels within moments, and I couldn’t have been more grateful.
Even though he was drunk, possibly mad, and grumbled every step of the way, he took one of June’s arms and between us we half-carried her to the Bedford, with April following behind.
The van didn’t look very fast, and I worried if it would be enough should the enormous monster turn its attention our way. But a quick glance over my shoulder gave me some reassurance. That walking nightmare wasn’t looking our way.
Maybe we would be able to get away cleanly.
The wizard heaved the side door open, and the girls and I piled in. As I sorted myself out, for no reason I could see, the old man brought out the remote he’d used to disarm the security. He looked me dead in the eye and said, “While I remember, take this. You’re going to need it.”
“Huh? What?” I asked. What would I need his remote for?
“Take it,” he repeated in a way that was strangely authoritative. I reached for the device out of reflex.
“Put it in your pocket,” he said.
I looked at it and saw it was a lot more complex than it had any right to be. It looked like it controlled far more than just the alarm.
As if under some sort of spell, I did as he said. Moments later, the old man slid the door shut behind me, and I forgot all about the remote as he climbed in the front. The crazy old man stashed his knobbly staff in the passenger seat and started the engine.
I started to relax as I tried to help June get settled in the back. But it wasn’t to last.
“Shit!” the wizard yelled. “One of those bastards is after us. Must have seen the lights. Hold on!”
“To what?” I yelled back. There were no seats. Instead, cushions and pillows surrounded a glowing egg-like thing that looked a little like EVE from that animated film, but without the arms. There were curtains over the windows and trinkets dangled from the ceiling, and they all swayed as the van took off.
“Hippie van,” I said out loud. But the front seat where the wizard sat was totally different. It looked more like the cockpit of a fighter jet, complete with an array of instruments that had no business in such an old van. Yet the wizard seemed perfectly comfortable. He settled in and put the van in gear.
He didn’t answer my question, and the Bedford roared in protest as he put the pedal to the floor. The vehicle bounced over the curb and into the street, throwing the girls and me backward to the floor.
“This piece of junk can’t handle that treatment!” I said. “You’re going to throw a rod!”
The wizard giggled. Yes, giggled. “Don’t you worry about my rod!”
“What?” I asked, slightly confused. Was he making a lurid joke? If so, he had really terrible timing.
“I said,” he yelled back, “don’t worry about my rod! You know, my—oh, never mind. It’s not funny when you have to explain it.”
April gave me an alarmed, incredulous look, and I understood exactly what she was thinking. The man was absolutely, hands down, straight up from the loony bin, and he’d been drinking as well. And he was driving.
He yelled back to us. “Hang on, this is going to get bumpy!”
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I grabbed the edge of the back window and pulled myself to my knees. The cushions and pillows slid around beneath me as the van bounced and squeaked over the potted road.
Behind us, one of the insectoid monsters was giving chase. It wasn’t the vast, winged nightmare, but an elongated thing with too many legs, and way too big for me to feel comfortable with it on our six. It screeched, long and loud, and if I hadn’t been holding on for dear life, I would have covered my ears. It was like being in a Spielberg movie with giant bugs instead of dinosaurs. The monster’s pincers worked back and forth, something wet and stringy flinging from its maw. Drool?
Gross.
“Uhh … hey, old man,” I called over my shoulder, doing my best to sound calm even though I was so frightened my lips had gone dry. “Wizard! Can this thing go any faster?”
“I thought you were worried about my rod?” he returned from the front, laughing like a maniac as he did.
“He’s fucking crazy!” June yelled, then she winced as she slid into the wall.
“Shit,” I said. I grabbed hold of the windows and worked my way over the pillows and past the glowing, floating egg-thing toward the driver’s seat.
I could still see the monster through the side mirror, and it looked close enough to reach out and tear the back off the van. It was one of the most hideous, nightmarish, terrifying things I’d ever seen, second only to its bigger, uglier, nastier brother, and I really didn’t want it to be anywhere near that close.
“Faster!” I screamed at the old man.
From my new spot right behind him, I could see the instrument array very clearly. The speedometer hit eighty miles per hour, then eighty-five, and the monster gave voice to a mighty roar behind us that sounded like metal being torn into bits. The girls screamed, I screamed, and the wizard cackled and steered straight for an intersection. The roads so far had been empty, but not so the one up ahead. It was a larger highway with cars streaming back and forth, all of them perfectly oblivious to the steel and claws bearing down on them.
It was a recipe for disaster even without the monster behind us. Cars could magically shoot through gaps in traffic only in films. In real life, a truck would come out of nowhere and cut us in half.
But the wizard didn’t slow.
“We’re going to die,” I said. It was the second time in fifteen minutes that I’d had that thought. This time, I was certain. Surely, we couldn’t beat death again. “Stop!” I shouted. “We’re going to crash!”
The wizard ignored me. As the speedometer hit eighty-eight miles per hour, he grabbed a lever near the steering wheel and yanked it down, still cackling under his breath.
A flash of light burst from the van. I could see it through the window, a bubble of energy all around us. The engine cut off, replaced by a loud whoosh. Outside, the monster screamed briefly, then became silent. From what I could see, it had been cut cleanly in half, leaving bug guts and blood raining down on the outside of the Bedford.
“Take that, you bastard!” the wizard shouted.
The Bedford jerked to a sudden stop, and I bounced into the back of the wizard’s seat and off again. I tried to stop myself, but I’d lost all control. I spun about, crashed onto the floor, and rolled onto something soft.
The girls yelled, swearing, and one of their voices was strangely close to my ear. I blinked and realized I’d fallen on top of June, my face pressed between her breasts. She shoved at me, and I scrambled away, muttering an apology.
We sat on the cushions, stunned, checking for injuries, finding new bruises. June gritted her teeth as she raised her leg—her ankle was obviously swollen and already turning a painful, purple color. Either a bad sprain or a break.
The wizard climbed out of his cockpit and sank down on the cushions with a sigh. “Damn,” was all he said. Yet he was grinning broadly through his beard.
“Gross,” April said, looking at the yellow ooze sliding down the windows.
“I’ve seen grosser,” June said caustically. She glared at me and the wizard as if it was all our fault.
I turned to the old man, doing my share of glaring. “What the fuck is going on?”
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Earlier that evening, the Good Times Club had throbbed to the tune of loud music. Lights flashed, penetrating dark corners before disappearing, then strobing around the room once more. The smell of beer, sweaty armpits and tobacco permeated through everything, including my clothes and hair, but I’d worked as the Club’s bouncer for so long I barely noticed.
There were a few tables scattered about, but most of the guys sat on bar stools around the stage where two of the girls followed the music’s beat, their bare breasts moving a split-second after their bodies, their nipples perfectly peaked. The men in the crowd gawked appreciatively, occasionally calling out or whistling to get their attention.
These two dancers were new. The pick of the month, by a long margin. Most didn’t stay around long, but I found myself hoping these two would.
For one thing, they were beautiful. Like, movie-star, supermodel level perfection, and it was a surprise to see anyone like that in a place like this. For another, they moved together, dancing near each other suggestively before moving off to tease the men around the stage. A nice touch.
Also—the best part—they were twins, nearly identical except for the color of their hair. One was blonde, and the other brunette.
Another nice touch.
Individually, they would be well worth watching in their own right. Together, they were sublime.
With no more than a thought, I slowed down the seconds, watching the show in slow motion, enjoying the way they danced. It was a gift of mine, the ability to slow down time. A secret power, if you will. Great for winning fist fights, avoiding car accidents, and watching strippers.
It was something I’d always been able to do, but even after a couple of years in college studying physics, I didn’t know how or why. Now, my degree was almost complete, and I was no closer to an answer than I had been when I began.
The women all danced for the money, I knew that, but these two ladies put on a good show, and the men were responding well. They had thrown out large tips already, and the twins had only been on stage for a song and a half.
As I watched, I felt a slight tingle. No, not that sort of tingling. This was more mental, as if there was something pushing at the corner of my mind. I couldn’t help but feel it had something to do with the twins, but I didn’t understand how. Or maybe it was somehow related to my talent.
I frowned, seeking answers. What was it I was sensing?
Not time dilation, I didn’t think, although I’d never met anyone else with my peculiar skill. It was confusing, and I wanted to figure it out.
Before I could, something caught my attention. I took my eyes away from the show to watch a group of men down in front. One of them laughed hard, his face red, and his words a big, slurry, slow-motion mess. I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but the way his buddies were laughing and pointing at the girls onstage, he was working himself into a state.
They would need to leave soon, I thought, before they started something they shouldn’t.
That was my job. Removing problems before they arose.
In my mind, I watched the pervert jump up on stage, expose himself to the girls, and try to grope the blonde. It was so real I thought for a moment I’d messed up, and somehow just stood in place while it all happened. Had I let time speed up instead? But no, it wasn’t real. My talent was just acting up. Showing me an alternate reality that might happen if I didn’t do my thing.
That had never happened before—the alternate reality thing, not the drunk guy exposing himself—and it spooked me a little. So I shook my head and did my best to focus on the here and now.
The drunk guy was slobbering all over himself, still in slow motion, a dollar bill in one fist and a beer in the other. Instead of putting the money on the table or stuffing it in the dancers’ thongs when they got close enough, he thrust his beer out over the stage, sloshing most of it under their feet.
The twins pulled back but kept dancing. They maintained their professionalism about it too, not letting even a hint of disdain into their expressions. It wasn’t the first time a stripper had been splashed with beer, but it was the last time this asshole would get the chance to do it at the Good Times Club.
With a sigh, I put time back to normal and walked over. The drunk in the center saw me coming. He was a scrawny guy with a fat mustache that waggled over his top lip. The mustache was so big I was sure he was compensating for something.
If he’d been smart, he would have calmed down the minute he saw me walk over. At six-foot-one, I wasn’t overly muscled, but compared to this guy, I was Superman. And, with a cold death stare practiced against the Afghans, I liked to think of myself as intimidating when I wanted to be. I held out my hand, silently asking the men to calm down.
This guy wasn’t smart. He laughed and took a swig of his beer, which dribbled down his mustache. “Ooh, I’m in trouble now!”
He was, but it looked like he didn’t yet know it. “Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to leave,” I said. I always asked nicely the first time.
The man’s friends backed off. One of them tried to put a restraining hand on his arm, but he jerked away and wobbled to his feet. When he felt sure of his balance, he took another look at the girls, then at me, and then slowly set his beer on the edge of the stage.
Sensing trouble, I widened my stance, shifting my weight to the balls of my feet, ready to move. My bum leg shook a little, and the drunk noticed.
He sneered at me, sensing a weakness that wasn’t really there, then spent a moment stroking that ridiculous mustache.
“Eddie,” one of his friends said, watching me carefully, “let’s get out of here.”
“Fuck off,” Eddie said to his friend. He reached for his beer, missed it, and ended up grabbing the stage for support.
I sighed. “Hey, asshole, get out of my club, or I’ll throw you out. Last chance to leave with your nose intact.”
Eddie smirked. “Like to see you try,” he slurred.
“Caleb!” someone called out from the back.
I glanced there, keeping Eddie in my sights, and saw the manager, Tom. He didn’t often get involved in these little altercations, but every now and then liked to show his support. “Get that skinny fucker out of here!” he said.
“Sure thing,” I replied, just as loudly.
Apparently, Eddie thought I wasn’t paying attention because he used that exact moment to take a swing at me. Of course, he was drunk, I’ll give him that one. But even then, he threw one hell of a bad punch.
I almost didn’t need to slow time at all, but I wanted to end the whole thing without disrupting the Club too badly. So I did, then watched as his fist flew toward me in slow motion. His trajectory was off, and I couldn’t even tell exactly what part of my head he was aiming for.
Eddie’s eyes went wide as he punched and he opened his mouth to give voice to an unnecessary battle cry. Spittle flew out in an impressive arc as his whole body joined his arm in its quest to bash my head in.
I barely had to duck to stay out of the way. I almost yawned, but I didn’t want to make it look too easy. No one knew about my little ability.
Of course, Eddie missed, and his body now followed his fist around toward the stage. I didn’t need to do much. Just hooked his foot out from beneath him and guided his head gently down to where he’d spilled his beer.
His face hit the stage with a horrible crunching noise. I heard a collective grimace from the watching crowd as blood spurted. Eddie bounced back up, but the impact had done its job. His eyes were already glazed, and he started to topple.
I allowed time to return to normal as he fell to the floor. It was my turn to smirk. It never got old seeing a jerk get what was coming to him.
Most of the other patrons had backed away from the mess, but Eddie’s friends stood looking at me with expressions that ranged from fear through to shock. I signaled that they could take their buddy away, and two of them grabbed Eddie by his arms.
At least they had some sense.
People didn’t realize how much blood your nose could lose until they saw it. I had seen more than my fair share of the stuff, and this was minor. Still, it was bad for business, and Tom had already sent the janitor over to clean it up. At the same time, a couple of the serving girls delivered drinks all around, and by the time the song changed, things had returned to normal.
All through the altercation, the twins had kept dancing as if nothing was happening. When it was over, the brunette locked eyes with me for a second before turning her attention to the customers.
Whether it was a silent thank you or something more, I didn’t know.
<<<>>>
Tom found me in my usual corner at the end of the night. There was one of the regular girls on stage, but she looked bored more than anything else, and there were few customers still about.
“Caleb,” Tom said. “You know the broken nose guy?”
“What about him? His name was Eddie.”
Tom nodded, not really caring that much. “Terrance noticed him hanging out by the back door a few minutes ago. Apparently, he refused to go get his nose seen to. Walking around, still drunk, blood covering his shirt. Terrance scared him away, but I’d appreciate it if you’d escort the girls to their rides tonight.” He elbowed me and gave a dirty wink. “No pun intended.”
I rolled my eyes. Tom was a decent manager, but his obscene sense of humor had plenty of fodder here, and his puns were just awful.
“I usually do anyway,” I said.
“Good. Good. Oh, and Caleb,” Tom added as he turned back to his office. “Good job tonight.”
“That’s why you pay me the big bucks, sir.”
I said it with only the merest hint of sarcasm. My pay was fair enough. For a vet with a bum leg who couldn’t imagine himself driving a desk, bouncing at the Good Times Club was a decent job. I made my rent every month, ate at the club most nights, and was even saving a little cash here and there for my dream car, a 1969 Chevrolet Camaro, a classic.
Yet somehow, it wasn’t really enough. I couldn’t help but feel I was meant for something more than just being a bouncer. Something important.
I’d thought that being a marine would lead me there, and in a way, it had—until that thing with my leg had happened.
It wasn’t just about money, either, although at the rate I was going, it would take a few more months to buy my Camaro. It would have to be a junker, too but doing up old cars was something of a hobby anyway. Until I did, I had to make do with my bike.
The last song finished, and the DJ announced we were closing up for the night. With that, he turned up the house lights and the stragglers got the message without me having to do much to usher them out the door.
On my way to the coatroom, the bartender handed me a cold, unopened beer. It was my nightly reward to myself for a good job. Technically, it wasn’t allowed, but if Tom knew about it, he looked the other way.
I climbed into my red-and-blue motorcycle leathers and made my way to the girls’ dressing room.
“Knock-knock,” I called, putting a hand over my eyes. I pushed past the heavy velvet, tobacco-stained curtains, holding my beer out in front of me as if to feel my way forward like a blind man. The curtain tangled in my bum leg. “Damn. I’m coming.”
“Caleb, sweetie,” Joanna called back, “I expect bad jokes from Tom, but not from you.”
“Shit, sorry.” I kicked free of the curtain. “Is it safe to look?” The girls weren’t exactly the modest type, and I’d seen them all in various states of undress on the stage during the evening. Yet I didn’t want to presume.
I felt a hand on my hand, prying my fingers away from my face. “Don’t be like Tom,” Joanna said.
I crossed my heart with my beer. “Never.”
Joanna had put on a simple wrap-around dress that made her pregnant form look stunning. She patted my arm. “Have you met April and June? They just moved here.”
April was the blonde twin, and June the dark brunette. June frowned as if she didn’t approve of something, but nodded all the same. The mental tingle I’d noticed when they were on stage was still there, still teasing the edge of my mind. But it was more muted now, and I chose to ignore it.
April smiled and tossed her soft hair. She wore a blueish shirt and brown pants that matched June’s dress and hugged her in all the right places. Of course, I’d just seen a whole lot more of her and her sister while they were on stage, but I did my best to pretend like their beautiful bodies weren’t in my mind as I said my hellos.
They were ready to go. June took April’s hand and pulled her to the door. I shut off the lights and opened the door. Looking outside, I didn’t see anyone out back who might be suspicious, but that didn’t stop me from checking every dark corner.
“All clear, ladies,” I said.
April smiled. “Are you always this polite, Caleb—?”
I smiled back. “Winter,” I supplied. “And I try, April. So, where are you from?”
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Back in the present, the old man answered my question. “All you need to know is that this whole thing, the anomaly, the bug demons, it’s all because of you, Caleb Winter,” he said.
“Me?” I asked, mostly confused by his words. “It’s my fault a giant bug jumped out of another dimension and attacked a strip club?” As I spoke, I couldn’t help but wonder how he knew my name.
The crazy old man raised his unruly eyebrows. “Good, good. You’re started to understand. Except no, not quite. Best I can figure is these bugs never intended to come to this time at all. They only did so because something pulled the rift in this direction.”
He looked at me with a twinkle in his eye, and I couldn’t escape the idea that I was that something.
The twins both missed the significance of the implication. They were both looking his way with expressions of uncertainty mixed with concern. June shifted about on the cushions to find a more comfortable spot, wincing as she jostled her ankle. “Another dimension?” she said. “What do you mean?”
Her sister turned to me. She was sitting almost close enough to touch. The van wasn’t exactly bigger on the inside but there was still more than enough space for all of us to spread out. Even with the floating egg-thing in the middle.
“Do you know what that thing was? That magic hole, and the monsters that came through it?” April asked me. Maybe she found being close to me comforting, given what we’d just been through.
I shook my head, still wondering if someone had slipped something into my beer. Even though I hadn’t managed to drink any of it, it was still the best explanation for everything that had happened. “This is the weirdest night I’ve ever had.”
The wizard grinned. “But it won’t be the weirdest night you’ll have.”
“What?” June asked. Then she frowned as if it didn’t matter. “Whatever. I’m getting out of here. Come on, April. This guy is nuts.”
I wasn’t sure if she meant me or the wizard, but I’d had about enough as well. When April moved to get out, I followed.
The blonde twin opened the door, and bug goo dripped from the top of the van onto dark pavement. I hopped out and then turned to help June, but she gripped the van instead, leaning most of her weight on one leg.
“You can’t go,” the old man said casually from his place among the cushions.
“Watch us,” I spat. The adrenaline rush was fading, and I found myself fed up with the whole situation. It was late. We’d all had a fright. All I could think about was getting June to a hospital and then getting myself home to bed.
But something was wrong. The road was quiet. We had stopped on a one-lane track running through dark trees. The full moon rose over the treetops, illuminating an eerie mist that blanketed the forest.
I frowned. Trees? The club was near the middle of town. There were no forests nearby, and we hadn’t traveled that far.
Then it hit me. The moon. It hadn’t been full at the Club.
“Where are we?” I demanded.
“Ah,” the wizard said, as nonchalant as you like. “You noticed.” Still sitting on the cushions, he reached around to root in a rusty foot locker behind the driver’s seat. When he turned back, he held a bottle of bourbon.
“Are you purposely trying my patience?” I asked, using my most intimidating bouncer’s voice.
The old man took a long swig from the bottle and then peered at me, completely unfazed. “The question isn’t ‘where’ but ‘when’. You can’t go back because we’ve left 2019. One of the minor bug demons ended up here. It’s an unfortunate side effect of those time displacers.”
April had wandered a short way away. At the wizard’s words, she edged closer to the van. “One of those bugs is in the creepy forest?” The fear in her voice was noticeable.
“Just a little one,” the wizard said. As if that made a difference.
“We’ve left 2019,” the old man had said, but it seemed as if I was the only one to focus on that particular nugget. June had turned herself around and glared at the old man again. “I’m not getting back in there,” she said.
“My dear June,” the wizard said, treating her to one of his knowing looks. “You have about two minutes before the demon senses us and makes its way onto the road. I suggest that just for this once, you give up that stubborn front and get in the van post haste.”
June gaped at him. She could have asked a million questions, but the one that came out of her mouth was, “How do you know our names?”
It was a good question. I followed it up. “Who are you?” I asked.
“What are you?” April added.
They were all fair, logical questions, but the wizard answered none of them. Instead, he took another swig of bourbon and began muttering to himself.
Finally, I’d had enough. Even though I preferred to handle things without resorting to violence, sometimes there was just no other way. I reached in past June, grabbed the old man by his raggedy collar, and jerked him clean out of the van.
“Hey!” he yelled, grappling with me.
“Tell me what the fuck is going on! Where are we? When are we? And how the fuck do we get back home?” I shouted in his face. “Or so help me, I’m going to leave you for that demon bug’s dinner!”
The wizard chuckled again, which only soured my mood more.
“It’s not funny.”
“Oh, yes, it is, from where I’m standing,” he said.
I wanted to smash his head against the van, but he was an old man, guilty of nothing more than saving my life and not giving me the answers I sought. The best I could do was give him a shake. “I’m warning you,” I growled.
He continued to chuckle. “Whatever makes you happy, I guess. But you might want to ask yourself one question before feeding me to that beast in the woods. Do you think you can drive my van by yourself?”
It was an odd question to ask, but I didn’t get a chance to answer it. From the trees, a soft scuttling noise caught my attention. The girls heard it too, and there was no more hesitation. They scrambled back into the van.
But I was feeling stubborn. I didn’t let go of the wizard, who managed to take another drink even as I half choked him with his shirt.
Then his chuckling stopped. “Oh, damn,” he said softly.
“What now?” I asked, caught between anger and worry.
This time, he actually answered. “The timelines are shifting. Always at the most inconvenient moments.” He looked down at his arms, which seemed to be fading.
This wasn’t happening, I said to myself. It was all a dream. A terrible, terrible dream.
The bottle of bourbon shattered onto the pavement. The old man hadn’t dropped it. Not exactly. His arms had just become too insubstantial to hold it. At the same time, something in the darkness screeched. My heart began pounding, and I let go of the old geezer to turn and watch the trees.
“What are you going to do?” he asked from behind me.
It seemed like a random question. “I’m not going to do anything. Aren’t you going to use some of your mumbo jumbo on it?”
“A time incursion, yes?”
“What? How should I know!” But when I glanced at the wizard, he wasn’t addressing me, but the glowing, floating egg-thing in the van.
This dream, I thought, was becoming more and more surreal by the second.
“Yes, yes, I thought so,” the old man said.
The tell-tale click-click-click of pincers on pavement told me our time was up. I shoved the man—or what was left of him—into the van and slammed the door shut just as the monster emerged from the forest. It was a small one, as the old man had said, about the size of a lion, and it was armed with oversized scorpion pincers that gleamed in the moonlight.
I shuddered, recognizing it as the one that had nearly killed me.
To their credit, the girls didn’t do that woman-in-jeopardy-Hollywood-scream thing, but they did back away from the door in real terror.
“Let’s get out of here,” I whispered.
The wizard looked at me and the twins as if assessing something. “I think you may be right. Time to get started!”
He made his awkward way into the cockpit and tried to pull the lever next to the steering wheel. But his arms were no more than ghostly memories of what they once were. Despite this, he looked at me and grinned.
“A little help?” he said, and I pulled the lever for him.
The van lurched into motion with a cough that didn’t sound right, and this time I fell onto April. She moaned under me, and not in a good way.
“Sorry,” I said, moving off her.
The van bumped along the forest track, going faster and faster. The time bubble appeared again, and once more I worked my awkward way to the front.
I made it just in time to see something materialize in front of us. “Look out!” I yelled. The old man was guiding the van with his teeth on the wheel and didn’t let go to reply. We lurched over or through whatever it was without slowing down.
The whole thing felt different this time, and I couldn’t help but wonder if it was because I’d pulled the lever first rather than at the critical moment. Either way, everything outside became a blur, and this time the girls did let out a quick squeal or two in sheer fright.
Then we careened out of the time bubble, hitting the road so hard I thought the wheels would fall off. The Bedford catapulted toward a stand of trees, and for the third time in less than an hour, I was sure I was going to die. And not just me, either. April, June, all of us. Tires squealed, and the vehicle skidded along the road, failed to make the bend in front of us, and skidded sideways toward the trees.
We sputtered to a stop with a gnarled old trunk inches from the passenger window. I was sure that the trunk wouldn’t have budged an inch if we’d hit it.
Fortunately, we had not. Thankful that we’d somehow managed to survive yet again, I pulled myself up from the floor to cuss the old wizard.
But he wasn’t there any more.




VI

Everything was quiet. The van had conked out when the old man disappeared, and the headlights had died. Yet, with the glowing egg thing floating in the back, it was still light enough to see clearly.
“We’re still in the forest,” April said haltingly.
With the tree inches from caving in the passenger door, I’d already figured that out. Except that as I peered through the windshield, I could see the moon, no longer full, shining between the branches above.
“We’re in a forest,” I said. “Who knows if it’s the same one? But we’re in a different time.”
April moved up to the front with me. “How can that be?” she asked in an uncertain voice. “And where is the old man?”
Good questions, I thought. The same ones I’d been wondering about. As incredible as it seemed, I couldn’t deny that we were actually travelling through time. And not just at a rate of one second per second, in an exclusively forward direction.
As to the how, I had no idea, but I was starting to wonder if it might be related to my talent. Hadn’t the old man hinted as much?
I shook my head, not knowing how to answer. For a moment, all was silent in the back of the van as each of us consulted our own thoughts and feelings.
Then, out of nowhere, someone spoke. “Ahem,” it began. “If I might be so bold?”
All three of us flinched in surprise. The voice came from the glowing, floating egg, which until then I’d simply accepted as being just another weird little part of this entire adventure.
I hadn’t even considered that it might start talking. Even when the old man had spoken to it, I’d just assumed he was mad.
“Uh, go ahead,” I managed.
“Thank you. The forest is the same one we were in before, time shifted by a week to escape the immediate attentions of the minor insectoid demon,” the Egg explained. Its voice was feminine and soothing, and hinted at an English accent. “That demonic entity has created – or will create – a disruption in the timeline that has resulted in the Wise One’s present non-existence. It is only by your presence, Caleb Winter, that I have been able to anchor the van itself to this reality. I am afraid it is up to the three of you to correct the disruption. If you fail, the Wise One will not return.”
All three of us simply stared at the floating, egg-shaped source of unexpected information. June was the first to find her voice. “That’s not the worst thing that could happen,” she said caustically.
Part of me tended to agree. Even though he’d literally saved my life, there was much about the old man I found irritating.
“If the Wise One does not reappear, you will be unable to return home,” the Egg said.
“Perfect,” I said. But June seemed unwilling to accept the pronouncements of an electronic device on faith.
“We’ll see about that,” she said. She looked about as if searching for something. “Damn. I don’t have my handbag. April, do you have your phone?”
The blonde twin looked momentarily surprised. She didn’t have a handbag with her either, but at least her pants came with pockets. She dug around in one of them and brought out a phone.
“No service,” she said after a moment, sounding disappointed.
“Maybe we could wander around a bit?” June suggested. “Pick up a signal?”
“Please accept my apologies, but that will not work,” said the Egg.
“Why not?” June demanded.
“Because we are no longer in the year of 2019.”
The three of us took a moment to digest this. Of course, it made perfect sense, I thought. We’d already accepted that we’d traveled through time. It was just that none of us had yet asked the important question.
Until now. “Um, what year is it, then?” April asked.
“The current year is 1954.”
1954. I didn’t know when cellphones were invented, but I was pretty sure it was a long way after that. Nor was it just cellphones. I mean, not even my favorite classic car had been designed. As an added bonus neither I nor the twins had been born, not by a long way.
I wondered briefly if I should try to find my parents, but then realized neither of them had been born either. Maybe my grandparents?
June stared at the Egg for a moment, then, without saying a word, tucked her phone back away.
“Okay,” I said. “So. As much as I hate to ask, how do we get him back?”
“You must neutralize the insect-demon haunting these woods. If you succeed at that, before it disrupts the time line, then the Wise One will reappear and we should all be able to go home.”
That’s when everyone started to talk at once.
“You can’t be serious,” June said. “Didn’t you see how that thing killed that man? Eddie, or whatever his name was?”
At the same time, I ran my fingers through my hair. “How do we defeat the bug demon?”
And April asked, “Is your home the same as ours? What are you, anyway?”
The Egg addressed each question separately. “The demon in these woods is not the large one that killed Eddie Tompkins outside the Good Times Club,” it said. “This is a much less powerful insectoid. Yet it is dangerous still, and more than capable of causing death. There is only one way to defeat it, and that is by killing it. If it lives, it will by reason of its very nature continue to disrupt the timeline. And that can and will result in ramifications beyond calculation.”
The Egg paused. Its surface was featureless, yet it still seemed to turn to face April. “As for my home, it is difficult to explain to those without a detailed knowledge of temporal mechanics and quantum field generation. Suffice it to say that my home is both here and not here, in much the same way as Schrödinger’s cat is concurrently both alive and dead. I am an Artificial Intelligence, and it is my role to track and preserve the timelines. Call me Shell.”
I stared at the Egg. The AI. Shell. I didn’t know quite what to say. It was a lot to take in.
April was quicker. “Shell. What about the bugs? The insect-demons?” the blonde twin asked. “What are they? Why are they here?”
“They are demons, but not in the sense of Heaven and Hell. They are extra-dimensional entities from beyond the space-time continuum as we know it, and they are forever seeking to bring destruction to this dimension. They look for weak spots and critical time nexuses, and do what they can to work those weak spots into tears in the fabric of time and space.”
Shell paused again. Perhaps the AI was organizing its thoughts. More likely, it was just giving us the chance to catch up. “The insectoid in this forest has trapped this area in a localized malformation of time. The forest is shrouded in darkness, skipping all daylight hours. If this continues unabated, the darkness will spread, potentially causing a tear that could eventually grow big enough to end all of time.”
I could only stare at the Egg, but it – or she – hadn’t yet finished.
“You must stop it,” Shell said.
Both April and June gasped in surprise. They did it in unison, as if of a single mind, and I was reminded that they were twins even though they seemed quite different from each other. April was friendlier by far, while her sister seemed more aggressive and highly strung.
My reaction was different. “How?” I asked.
“Any way you can. I suggest you work together.”
“Really?” I said. “Do you expect the girls to go out there and fight it?”
“Hey!” June said. “First, I’m not a girl, I’m a woman. Second, why are we talking to this thing anyway? Start the van, and let’s get out of here. Whatever the hell is going on, it’s the old man’s problem, not ours.”
I admit to feeling sheepish. Not only for being called out by June, but also because I hadn’t even thought of moving the van. Yet I wasn’t sure I agreed with the dark-haired twin. After all, the Egg had said that all of creation was at stake. If we didn’t do something, who would?
“You will not be able to operate the vehicle,” said the Egg.
I looked at April, seeking her input. The spectacular blonde bit her lip in a gesture that I couldn’t help but find appealing. “Maybe at least see if we can?” she suggested.
It made sense. I crawled into the cockpit and looked around. There were far too many instruments, buttons and levers for my liking. Yet there was also a standard steering wheel, speedometer, fuel-gage and the rest. And an ordinary looking key to start it all up.
I turned it.
Nothing.
I looked about for some sort of clue, but nothing had changed. Was the old van modern enough to need the clutch to be pressed before it would start? I tried it.
Again, nothing.
“I am sorry,” Shell said. “You can go nowhere until the insectoid demon has been neutralized.”
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June wasn’t happy to hear it. “You piece of shit,” she yelled at the Egg. “Take us home, now!”
I’d already half-turned back toward them, and could see the girls and the floating, egg-shaped AI clearly. Shell swiveled to face the dark-haired twin. “I am sorry, June. While I have some capacity to control the van, I cannot pilot it. Only the Wise One can do that. So there is no point cursing at me, although your face is lovely when it is flushed in anger.”
The Egg was right, I thought. June was every bit as beautiful as her sister. Not a surprise, really, given they were twins. Interestingly, the AI’s casual complement also seemed to take some of the sting from June’s vitriol. Her cheeks were still flushed, but I thought that might not have been solely due to anger any more.
Either way, it seemed there was only one option remaining.
I sighed. “What do we have to do?” I asked.
<<<>>>
Ten minutes later, April and I stood on the edge of the road with our backs to the van.
We’d torn up the curtains and used them to wrap some of the cushions around our arms, chests, and torsos as pitiful bits of armor. I still wore my jacket underneath, but figured any additional protection would be welcome. For weapons, I held a pair of scissors we’d found in the glove box, and April held an ice scraper. Pathetic, really, and not what I’d choose to face anything, let alone an overgrown bug that wanted to eat me. But they were still better than nothing, or at least I hoped so.
Shell had pointed us toward one of the side compartments next to the passenger seat, where we’d found a set of small transmitters that we poked into our ears. I could now hear myself, April, June, and Shell on an open channel. With her bad ankle, June couldn’t do much of anything, but she had begrudgingly promised to keep a lookout from inside the van.
“Keep your eyes peeled,” Shell advised in my ear. “The smaller insectoids may lack the power of the larger ones, but are known to be stealthy.”
“Perfect,” I muttered. April shot me a sideways glance. Her hands trembled, and I reached for the one closest to me and held it.
“Are you trying to make me less afraid?” she asked. She looked undeniably anxious.
“No, I’m trying to make me less afraid,” I said, smiling thinly. I gave her hand a squeeze, and she squeezed back. Funny how dangerous situations brought people together. It had been the same way in Afghanistan, although my Marine buddies hadn’t looked half as good as April. Even in the moonlight, I could see the way her golden hair fell around her face, and I couldn’t help but remember how she’d looked on stage back at the Club. Something in me stirred, and okay, this time maybe it was that sort of stirring.
But it was more than just attraction even then, I think. Maybe it had something to do with my talent for time, but at that moment, with us holding hands, I somehow knew our destinies were linked.
“Ahem,” Shell said in my ear, interrupted my musings. “I am detecting something. Two o’clock.”
My focus shifted to the trees. “Whose two o’clock, mine or yours?”
“Mine.”
That didn’t help. “Which way are you facing?” I asked.
“Did you know time is relative?” Shelly asked.
Seriously? Was the floating AI in the old man’s van trying to make a joke? It was both unbelievable and frustrating at the same time.
“Forget that,” June interrupted. “We’ve got a big-ass cockroach out in front of the vehicle.”
I turned in time to see the monster dart quickly into the trees, but had no idea if it was heading our way or had even seen us. “Damn. Shell, can you turn on the headlights?”
“Yes.”
I gripped my scissors as if they would do any good. “April, stay here and keep a look out. Shell, I’m going to lure it closer, and when I give the signal, turn the lights on.”
I half expected April to object to my ‘stay here’ comment. Her sister would have. But all she said was, “You’re going to blind it?”
“That’s the plan. I figure it’s keeping this forest in perpetual night for a reason, right? Maybe it doesn’t like the light.”
“Not the greatest plan I’ve ever heard,” Shell said, “but it appears to be all we have. Time is of the essence. Good luck.”
I let go of April’s hand, but she grabbed it again and pulled me back. “April,” I said, “you’ve got to let me go.”
She stood on her tiptoes and kissed my cheek. “You got this, Caleb.”
“Thanks.” Clearing my throat, I stepped away and limped around toward the front of the Bedford. My cheek burned where she had kissed it, but it was very pleasant.
“I just want you to know I’m rolling my eyes in here,” June said.
“It may be the last time we see him,” April replied, her voice quiet but very clear in my ear. “What if he gets killed, like Eddie? I wanted his last memory to be sweet.”
“If he gets killed like Eddie, his last thoughts will be full of pain and terror.”
“Ladies, please,” I said, shivering, “a little silence would be good, if you don’t mind?”
“I forgot he could hear us,” April whispered, sounding mortified.
“I can still hear you,” I said. Maybe it wasn’t great to know that April thought I might get killed, but it was somehow comforting to know that she cared, at least a little.
Holding my scissors in front of me like a combat knife, I stepped carefully forward, walking the edge of the forest. The bastard insect-thing was close, and I wanted to see it before it saw me.
“Caleb, be careful,” April said.
“I’ll be all right.”
“Pain and terror,” June reminded me.
“Thanks, June.”
“No problem.”
There was rustling in the trees to my right, and I spun toward it. The sweat of tension started forming on forehead and made my shirt damp, and I had flashbacks of the desert with its perpetual heat.
“I’m not meant to die yet,” I muttered, forgetting the others could hear me.
“None of us are,” Shell said matter-of-factly, “but the timelines are shifting. Things that aren’t meant to happen can still happen.”
I gritted my teeth. “Not helpful,” I muttered.
Slowly, agonizingly, I stepped toward the trees. Aware that each breath could be my last, I listened with hyper-attuned senses. Every sound seemed like the roar of a dragon to my ears. With a bum leg, I couldn’t move very fast, but somehow the thought of being eaten by a bug the size of a horse motivated me more than usual.
For three or four minutes, the forest kept up its usual sounds. Crickets chirped, frogs croaked, an owl even hooted, and I listened to it all. In the distance, a pack of coyotes yipped and howled, sending a chill down my spine. Coyotes didn’t attack people, I didn’t think, but I couldn’t really say. The most time I’d spent outdoors was in the desert of Afghanistan, and since coming home, I hadn’t had much desire to become one with nature. Anyway, Afghanistan didn’t have coyotes, although they did have a jackal that looked similar. Not to mention roving packs of dogs, scorpions, and the occasional snake.
With the Bedford maybe twenty paces behind me and a cloud moving over the moon, I heard a soft clattering in the brush to my right. Forcing myself to breathe calmly, I stood still, waiting. Looking back, I should have slowed time right then, before the bug appeared. At the time, though, I had thought to wait until it had emerged.
“Caleb,” June whispered. The transmitter worked so well it sounded like she was standing with her lips to my ear.
“Yes?”
“I found a tire iron. Might be a good weapon.”
“Too late now,” I whispered back. “It’s here.”
The demon emerged from the trees, its scorpion-pincers glinting in what remained of the moonlight. The bug didn’t hesitate, but swarmed toward me like the murderous nightmare-monster from another dimension it was.
“Caleb, look out!” April yelled.
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I sank into a squat, slowing time. As well as the pincers, this minor demon also had a scorpion’s stinger that it tried to impale me with. And again, it seemed to be immune to my talent. I barely evaded its stinger. The creature scuttled sideways, going for another jab, and its entire body was now out in the open.
“Now!” I shouted. “Turn ’em on!”
Shell was as good as her word. She turned on the headlights, and they hit directly in the demon’s many eyes. The monster gave a scream that sounded like the tearing of metal. Just as I’d hoped, it was sensitive to light.
But that’s when things started to go wrong. Instead of freezing in place, the monster flailed about with its pincers and stinger. Even so, I gritted my teeth and charged the bug with my scissors, intending to do as much damage as I could.
I’d been in many dangerous situations before, both in Afghanistan and as a bouncer at the Club. I was more familiar than I wanted to be with the adrenalin spike, the heart-pounding, and the surge of anger and fear that came with it.
But no amount of experience could prepare me for fighting a monster insect from another dimension that wanted me dead, with nothing but a pair of scissors for a weapon. Even though I’d slowed time, the loathsome creature was still quick enough to deflect my first blow. The scissors skittered over its armored pincer and bounced off its thick carapace next to its eyes, which had been my target.
I cursed out loud, and maybe that was a mistake. The bug aimed its stinger right at me. If it had been moving at normal speed, I would have been stung. Even slowed down, the horrible thing had too many weapons to track.
I dodged, hesitating for just long enough to lose my grip on time.
The awful creature screamed again, but instead of continuing to attack, it turned and clattered off into the trees.
“Fuck,” I said. I stood in the glare of the headlights, wondering what to do. Should I go after it? Maybe pick up a branch or rock or something more useful than my scissors?
I was still undecided when April gave voice to a scream of terror. I turned, stepped out of the light from the van’s headlights, and saw where she was looking. A second demon had come out of nowhere and was charging for her at full speed. This insectoid monstrosity had a dozen jointed legs that moved like those of a centipede.
It was closer to her than I was. Even with its weird, undulating run, the vile monster was going to beat me to the van.
“April, get inside!” I called as I lurched into a run.
“Not without you!”
“Now, dammit!”
“Don’t yell at her!” June yelled.
Behind me, I heard the scrape of claws, and I knew that the scorpion-demon had also decided to attack. But for me, April was the priority, so I pushed my body to run faster. April scrambled into the van, but she left the door open.
“Close it!” I shouted.
“Not without you!” came the reply.
I cursed again, knowing I couldn’t get there in time. The second bug was too close and moving too quickly. I considered flinging my scissors at it, but knew that wouldn’t help. April had left her and her sister open to the monster’s attack and there was nothing I could do. Even slowing time wouldn’t be enough. I just couldn’t move as quickly as I needed to.
Except that the old man had given me his remote device back at the Club. “Take this,” he’d said. “You’re going to need it.”
I was willing to grasp at any straw, regardless of how flimsy. As fast as I could, I jammed my hand in my pocket, brought out the remote, and jabbed at a button at random. The Bedford’s horn honked once. I pushed another, and the door slid closed, locking the girls inside.
“Caleb!” April yelled, sounding distressed.
I was just in time. The second bug attacked the Bedford. Its claws scraped across the metal roof sounding exactly like nails on a chalkboard. Gritting my teeth against the noise, I tried to slow it in time and kept moving. As I neared the van, I risked glancing back.
My personal nemesis was so close it could have snipped me in half with its pincers if it were quicker. It was shocking to see, and I flinched out of the way by reflex and circled the van away from the other demon. The first one followed, maybe a little more slowly than normal. It weaved its head as if it still couldn’t quite see me clearly. Good news, I thought, but I was sure it wouldn’t last.
In my ear, I heard April and June saying something, but I had other things on my mind. The adrenaline rushing through my body helped me focus. Somehow, I felt June’s fear as well as my own. It was weird, but I didn’t have time to figure out why.
Instead, I let it fuel me. I promised myself I would protect the girls from the bugs if it was the last thing I did.
Even though it probably would be the last thing I did.
I ducked and rolled as the scorpion tried to sting me. At full speed it would have got me, and there would have been nothing I could have done. As it was, it barely missed, ripping at my cushion-armor as I hit the ground. I felt the transmitter pop out of my ear and heard it roll somewhere under the vehicle.
No time to deal with it then, I thought. I left it and jumped back to my feet.
The second bug had jammed two of its claws into the tiny gap between the door and the frame. It was attempting to pry the van open like a tin can.
“Hey!” I yelled at it, waving my arms at it like it was an old friend I’d spotted on the other side of the road.
It ignored me, making creepy sucking noises as it worked on the metal. With a hiss, the other demon found me. I turned my back to the van, keeping both demons in my peripheral vision. What the hell was I doing? I wondered. I realized I’d trapped myself between two demons, either of which could have killed me without any problems.
The first bug-demon raised its stinger. I waved my hand in front of its face and leaped closer to the second, which was still busy with the van. The nails on chalkboard noise was driving me crazy, messing with my ability to slow time.
<Caleb,> April said.
Huh? I’d lost the transmitter. How could I still hear her in my head?
“What?” I said aloud, keeping both monstrosities in sight.
<Shell says they are antagonistic, even to each other.>
“So what—Ah! Got it!”
It was like a light-bulb going off in my head. My pair of scissors was not the only weapon I had against these monsters. I had the monsters themselves.
As fast as I could with my bum leg, I turned back to the scorpion-monster and kept waving and yelling. Obligingly, it click-click-clicked closer. I had a moment in which to wonder what the hell I was doing, and then the scorpion raised its stinger.
Just as it struck, I dove toward the feet of the centipede-monster.
It worked like a charm. The scorpion, still struggling to see, stung its counterpart in the middle of its segmented body. The second demon squealed and wrenched its pincers away from the van, then turned to attack the demon that stung it.
They scuffled, not quite at full speed, clacking at each other as the first stung the second multiple times. Goo flung from their wounds, hitting me. It sizzled on my skin, burning.
The fight didn’t take long. The scorpion-thing was much stronger than its opponent. It defeated the centipede, ripping into its segmented body with its pincers again and again.
The centipede gave one final cry before dying.
Then the scorpion swung toward me. I used the scissors, taking advantage of the moment before the monster struck. Gathering all my strength, I put more effort into slowing time than I’d ever done before. It didn’t halt the demon, not even close, but it slowed its attack enough for me to step past its pincers and plunge the scissors into its eyes, over and over.
Blood and flesh flew everywhere. The creature screeched, blinded properly now.
Inside the Bedford, I could feel June’s elation at my near-victory. It spurred me on, and the creature slowed even more. I had enough time to stab it through the thinner armor at its the throat three times before its stinger swung down again. This time, evading it was much easier. I had dealt the animal a lot of damage, and it visibly stumbled.
I don’t know what happened. One moment I was happily attacking the bug-demon, confident of chipping away its life one pathetic stab at a time while it stood, held still by my talent for slowing time. And then, somehow, I was on my back with the damned thing looming over me and time returning to normal.
<Caleb!> April said.
I was stunned. The creature moved closer, its pincers clacking together above me as it sought for its prey.
I couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. The demon had dealt me a terrible blow. Thankfully, my jacket and the cushions tied to me had softened my landing, but pain still coursed through my ribs.
Get up, you idiot, I said to myself.
At the same time, I tried to focus, tried to slow time again, but the monster was right on top of me. Even blinded, it knew where I was, and for the second time since the time rift had let it through into our world, the horrible scorpion-thing bore down on me.
I gritted my teeth and strove with everything I had to keep its pincers away from my face. Once more, I thought I was done for. I couldn’t see how I could survive, how I could keep the vile creature away. Its strength was monstrous!
For how long I would have continued to struggle, I didn’t know. All I knew was that I was a heartbeat from despair, a heartbeat from giving up hope, when the van door opened up next to my head and April emerged.
Still wrapped in cushions, she wielded the tire iron at the demon and spat curses at the demon. The sight of her screaming like a warrior stepping out of a history book jolted me back to life, and her first attack with that heavy piece of metal did the trick. The demon staggered off me with a screech that hurt my ears.
I sat up, then stood.
The demon lunged. It couldn’t see, but its aim was true. I shoved April roughly out of the way and drove my scissors deep into the monster’s obscene-looking face. It reeled back, screaming and writhing in agony. Maybe my scissors were a better weapon than I’d given them credit for.
Then April was there, bashing it with her tire iron. I had abandoned the scissors in the creature’s flesh, but I slowed time again, focusing my talent on the demon itself, affecting it and nothing more.
If I’d done that to a person, they would have practically stopped. But the bug-demon’s resistance remained true. It slowed, but only a little.
Hopefully, it was enough.
“Cut its head off!” Shell called from inside the van.
“With what?” I yelled. We didn’t have anything with that kind of cutting power.
Before the AI could answer, I spotted one of the dead demon’s claws. It had been wrenched off in the fight. I grabbed it and turned back to the scorpion before it could turn its attention to April.
The claw sliced through the monster’s flesh like a cleaver through jelly. More of the insect’s gross innards splashed over my arms and face. This time, the burning didn’t bother me as I hacked at the demon’s neck.
April saw what I was doing. With a look of fury Bruce Banner might have been proud of, she jumped on top of the demon, straddling it, and drove the tire iron into the other side of its neck, punctuating her strikes with grunts of sheer effort.
The sight of her atop that monster with her hair flying around her face and her hands covered in bug goo was something that would stick with me until the end of time.
I knew right then that I was in love.
Working together, we finally brought the demon down. It fought until the last tendrils of flesh were severed. When the head rolled onto the concrete, I helped April away from it and we sank, exhausted, into the van.
“You okay?” I asked.
“Yes,” she answered, grinning broadly. “You?”
“Never better.”
“Wow,” June said softly. I didn’t know if she was legitimately impressed, or if she was making a sarcastic noise in response to the tenderness she might have seen between April and me. Nor, at that moment, did I care.
“Well, that wasn’t so hard, was it?” the wizard asked.
I sat up. He had reappeared, arms and all, sitting in the cockpit at the front of the van.




IX

My response at seeing the old man was complex. Relief featured heavily because his presence meant we could go home. But there was also a healthy dose of resentment, and if I’d been less shattered by yet another near-death experience, I would have been angry as well.
“I have a few questions,” I said, then decided I was too tired to sit, so I flopped back down on the floor of the Bedford. April was lying down beside me, looking equally spent. We were both covered in bug guts that soaked our cushions, clothes, and hair. Despite the gore—and the stink—I still thought she was the hottest woman I’d ever met.
“I have more than a few fucking questions,” June spat. She was sitting against the van wall with her foot propped up on a cushion. “What the hell is going on, old man? Start explaining. Wait, you know what? I don’t care. Just take us home, now.”
The wizard favored her with his casual grin. “Before we talk about that,” the wizard said, “let’s assess where we started and where we have gone.”
“I don’t see—” June began.
The wizard held up a hand to stop her and nodded to the floating AI. “Shell?”
Shell glowed purple instead of white for a moment, and then holographic screens appeared in the air and filled up with glowing text. April and I hauled ourselves back up once again. As the AI started to speak, I pulled the cushions off my body, and April did the same. Gross, yellow ooze stuck to each of us in strings.
“You have both learned that you are stronger working together than you are apart.”
“What, so all this was just a team-building exercise?” I asked, pausing briefly.
At this, the old wizard uttered a snort of a laugh. “In a way, lad. In a way.”
“The point is that neither of you would be alive if you hadn’t helped each other,” Shell continued.
“It doesn’t take a genius to figure that out,” April said, sounding tired.
“But it does take a genius to assess whether or not the timelines have been straightened out, and I am happy to report that by destroying the minor demons in this area, you have quelled the tide of incursions. For now.”
“For now?” I asked.
“Shell is correct,” the wizard said. “As usual. There are more minor demons out there, and of course, there is the major demon as well.” I hadn’t seen where he’d pulled it from, but somehow he had another bottle of bourbon in his hand. Perhaps it had materialized with him. As he finished speaking, he took a swig any seasoned, practicing alcoholic would have been proud of.
I tossed the last of the ruined cushions outside the van. They made a disgusting pile next to the dead insects. “I could use a drink,” I said.
He held the bottle away from my outstretched hand. “Go find your own damn liquor. Shell, that assessment, if you will.”
“Your ratings,” Shell announced. A holographic screen appeared in front of April, June, and myself.
Despite myself, I was curious, and I could see that April was as well. June, not so much.
It was like a character sheet from a video game. Most of the information displayed was stuff I already knew. Name, Age, Description, etc. It was only near the bottom that things got interesting.
There were categories for Strength (12), Speed (6), Wisdom (8), and Luck (8). I wondered if the speed figure was low due to my leg. In addition, it had a health bar. Happily, mine was still green, and about 90%. I figured all I needed to do was eat a few blocks of cheese or swallow a health potion and I’d be back to 100% in no time.
There was also an item I didn’t understand:
Augmentors: 2 (x1.0 augmentation)
I didn’t know what an Augmentor was, but if I was reading it right, apparently I had two of them. And the figure in brackets—was that some sort of multiplier?
I could have asked, but there was something even more interesting. At the bottom of the holograph, under a heading called Atypical Skill, was this:
Time Bending: 1
“Time Bending?” I murmured out loud.
“Would you prefer to call it something else?” Shell asked.
“No, no,” I said. Time bending was as good a description for my talent as any, I thought. It was just that until then, it had been my secret. “What does the ‘1’ signify?” I asked.
“It is your rating. Power level, if you will, on a scale of one to ten.”
I didn’t find the idea flattering. “And I rate only one? How do I rate only one out of ten?” I asked.
“You fought only one tiny insectoid,” Shell responded. “And you would not have survived if April hadn’t assisted. Given your potential, how could you rate more?”
I didn’t know what she meant by my potential, and didn’t ask. “Two bug demons,” I corrected. “And both at once. That should count for something.”
She didn’t budge. “The ratings are only to help you see what your power is. They are estimates of how much damage you can inflict and endure during battle.”
I looked at my bum leg. “Trust me, I can endure plenty during battle.”
“Ha,” the wizard said. “That’s what you think. But we aren’t talking about guns and bullets here. You should have been able to freeze the demons in their timelines completely, long enough to kill them without worrying about being eaten. But don’t worry, my friend, that skill will come.” His eyes twinkled as he looked from me to the girls.
June rolled her eyes. “Look, this is all wildly entertaining and all, but can we just leave now?”
The wizard shook his head. “Not yet. Not with those other insects out there. We have to stop them. If we don’t, it could trigger the end times,” he said.
It was a sobering thought. I couldn’t help glance at the dead demons outside. Could their actions really lead to the end of the whole universe?
“We didn’t sign up for this,” June said.
The wizard ignored her. “Are you excited, young Caleb?” he asked. “You feel it, don’t you? The ebb and flow of time, the way it moves around everything. This is what you’re meant to do, isn’t it? This whole gig, tracking down time demons and giving them hell. You were born for this.”
“I feel like shit, actually,” I said. I didn’t want the wizard to know how right he was. As he spoke, it was like he was awakening something long hidden within me. I could feel something deep in my psyche resonate with him, something deeper than the universe itself.
It was inexplicable. Was it a sense of destiny, maybe?
What was destiny if not time?
And yet, that wasn’t the only thing going through my mind right at that moment. Remembering what happened during the fight, I turned to April. “How were you able to talk to me out there after I lost my transmitter?”
April blushed. “I … I don’t know for sure.”
The old man snorted. “Liar.”
April shot him a dirty look.
“You do know, don’t you?” I asked.
Instead of answering, she deflected the question. “How were you able to slow down those demons?”
I shrugged, then grinned. “I don’t know for sure.”
“You have something in your teeth,” the wizard pointed out. “Just there. Looks like bug guts.”
I quickly shut my mouth and then spit out the door.
June had been quietly seething throughout the entire conversation, but now she spoke up again. “Why won’t you take us home? In case you hadn’t noticed, I need medical attention!”
The wizard moved out of his cockpit and shuffled over to June’s side, and with one hand still clutching his bottle of bourbon, gently lifted June’s leg. The dark-haired twin looked about ready to deck him. To my surprise, she gasped instead.
“What are you doing?” April asked, moving closer, hovering over her sister protectively. Nor was she the only one. In my mind, the wizard was an untrustworthy old man whose motives were suspect, and I felt surprisingly possessive toward both sisters.
Touching June’s swollen ankle, the wizard began chanting. A faint blue glow emanated from her skin, and the air began to tingle as it did before a storm.
“That tickles,” June said, sounding uncertain.
The wizard stopped chanting and removed his hand. The swelling and bruising had disappeared.
June moved her foot around, testing it. “It doesn’t hurt anymore. What did you do?” The way she said it was almost an accusation.
The old man gave a grunt and took another swig from his bottle. “Localized timeline shift,” he said. “Took your ankle back to a time before it was sprained. It never happened, my dear.”
“Wow,” I said. I was impressed despite myself. At the same time, I was trying very hard not to look at June’s beautiful legs, which had become exposed when her dress slid upward. “How…?” I began.
“It’s just something I picked up over the years. Well, millennia, actually.” The wizard made his way back to the driver’s seat, and June gingerly stood in the back of the van, testing her ankle.
“Millenia? How old are you, then?” I asked.
“Old enough to know that some things don’t need to be told until their time,” the old man said as he settled himself into his cockpit.
I snorted. “Ridiculous.”
“Is it?” His bushy eyebrow shot into the hair flying over his forehead. “You’ve never withheld information because it wasn’t the right timing?”
I scratched my face. Stubble had grown on my chin, and drying bug goo peeled off. “Of course I have. But we just defeated the demons, don’t we deserve to know something?”
“How about a hot shower instead?” the wizard asked.
“As long as it’s in our apartment,” June said.
“Nope, not yet,” the wizard said.
I was getting annoyed. “Look, you can’t just keep us here against our will. That’s called kidnapping where I come from,” I said. “We have lives to get back to.”
The old man looked at me with a remarkably sober expression given the rate he was drinking his bourbon. “Do you really want to go back there? To the Good Times Club, in 2019 or whenever it was? There’s an open rift there, in case you had forgotten, not to mention an enormous time demon. Oh, and let’s not forget Eddie, shall we? The police will be wanting to investigate. That’s if the Feds haven’t already showed up to quarantine the area.”
He made a good point. “I have classes,” I muttered weakly.
“Ah, yes, the pursuit of higher knowledge. A noble calling. Tell me, Caleb, have those classes shed any light on your abilities?”
“You seem to know an awful lot about me,” I noted.
His eyes twinkled mischievously. “You have no idea.” He looked around at the three of us, then nodded. “A hot shower it is. Shall we get to it, then?”




X

As if it was a signal, the various displays Shell was showing faded away. At the same time, the door closed all by itself, and the old man yanked the lever down on the van.
We went hurtling through time once again. It was just as before, with the three of us in the back bouncing around and the old man laughing maniacally in the front. But this time, when we stopped, the world outside looked grey and nebulous.
“Where are we?” April asked.
“We’re going to get some rest, and then I will give you your next mission,” the wizard said, proving once again that he really was very bad at answering questions.
“Are you deaf as well as crazy?” June demanded. “We are not going with you. We’re going home!”
April reached an arm around June’s waist. The move was sisterly, protective, but I couldn’t help remember the way the twins had danced on stage earlier that night. Now that we were out of danger, my mind was drifting to places it shouldn’t go, filled with entertaining possibilities. Yet I wasn’t exactly well-placed to do anything about it. Covering myself in bug juice didn’t strike me as a sure-fire way to win a woman’s heart, after all.
The wizard turned back around. “Look, I need your help. There are things going on that you simply don’t yet understand. Going back to the Good Times Club isn’t really an option, and I’m tired. For much of today, I didn’t exist. So tonight, I’m going to rest. Which means so are you. Okay?”
We didn’t argue, but I would have liked to rest in my own bed, in the privacy of my apartment, where I could stop my head from spinning. Yet it didn’t seem to be an option.
I sighed out loud. “These cushions aren’t exactly the recipe for a good night’s sleep,” I said.
“And I’m not sleeping anywhere near you,” June shot at the old man.
“Well then,” the wizard said, as casually as ever. “We’ll have to fix that, won’t we?” He looked at the floating AI, which had been largely silent since the old man had returned. “I’m thinking a Greek palace, yes? Complete with columns, soft linens, giant baths, and salty sea air. What do you say?”
“Why not just wish for your own private island?” I joked.
“We can do that,” Shell said. And, incredibly, as soon as she finished speaking, the Bedford began to change.
One minute, we were crammed into the back, sliding around on cushions, the next, the walls pushed outward and the ceiling grew taller. With a thump, the wheels fell off and the van landed on something solid beneath us. The driver’s cockpit became hidden by sheer, luxurious curtains, and everywhere I looked, the van was morphing.
Elegant, Ionian columns sprang from the van’s metal frame, the floors turned to marble, and calming yellow light filled the space.
“I’ll be damned,” I said. It was incredible. Unbelievable. Tardis-level amazing, and then some. Instead of the van, we were now inside what looked like a Greek villa. Or at least, pictures of some I had seen. I had never been in one.
There was only one real room, but what a room. A large bed sat in one corner, draped by more sheer material that hung from the ceiling in cascades. A pool-sized bath steamed in the opposite corner, fed by a fountain at one end. The smell of sand and salt filled the air, and I rushed to the high windows on one side to look out.
Sure enough, a blue sea had replaced the forest. “Is this the Mediterranean?” I asked.
“But we haven’t moved, right?” April asked. She came up beside me, her expression echoing my own astonishment as she closed her eyes and breathed in the sea air.
“Isn’t it romantic?” the wizard asked.
“It really is,” Shell replied. “I’ve outdone myself this time.”
“But you got it all from my head,” the wizard said. “Speaking of head, there’s lots of room here, but not too much, you see. We’ll all be perfectly comfortable, of course.”
June was staring at the bed. “You couldn’t have summoned multiple beds?”
“What would be the fun in that, my dear?” The wizard ran with surprising nimbleness for one so old over to the bed and tossed himself onto the white sheets. “This is perfect.”
I couldn’t help but think of him outside the Good Times Club, where he’d walked with the aid of a knobbly old staff. Maybe the staff had been just for show. He didn’t appear to need it.
April was staring at him with a disgusted look on her face.
“Don’t worry,” I said. “I’ll sleep on the floor.”
“But there’s plenty of room,” Shell said.
“Yes,” the Wizard agreed. “Plenty of room for whatever your imagination can conjure. And I bet you have loads of ideas.” He grinned at me.
I was starting to get the idea that the old man was a bigger pervert than I’d thought, but he wasn’t wrong. The notion of spending the night with the girls would be like a fantasy come true, and it sent my heart racing. Of course, there wasn’t any privacy, so nothing would happen.
“I’m bone tired,” I said, trying to deflect. But as soon as I said it, though, I realized my mistake.
The wizard guffawed. “Bone! Ha ha. Did you hear that, Shell? Bone?” He sat up on the bed and offered a half-bow to June. “His bone is tired, milady, but I bet he could find enough energy for one more go … or is it two?”
He laughed crazily. April just shook her head, and June scowled at him. The dark-haired twin grabbed her sister’s hand and stalked to the bathtub. I’d already seen the women naked, but I wasn’t about to let the old man get that satisfaction. So I pulled the curtains closed around the pool behind them. Even though they were sheer, they would give April and June at least the illusion of having their own space. Then I turned my back, crossing my arms over my chest like I was their bodyguard.
The wizard waved me off. “You’re so close, Caleb. Don’t you want to peek? You don’t have to worry about me. I have my own at home.”
“Your own what?”
He winked. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”
Shaking my head, I uncrossed my arms. “Where is your home?”
“Here and there. A long ways away. Come on, while they’re freshening up, I’ll give you a tour.”
“I thought there was just this one room?”
“Not a tour of this, but of my mind.”
“Now that’s something I’m not sure I want to see.”
“Trust me, you’ll want to see this.”
Despite my best intentions, the wizard led me back to the cockpit. I couldn’t help but glance at the bathing pool area, and I saw both women were naked. The sheer curtains only tantalized me, showing off the girls’ perfect forms in an unconsciously sensuous display that was better than any seedy stage. As I turned away, I tried to discreetly adjust myself.
The wizard giggled as if at some private joke. Then he motioned me into the driver’s capsule, which was the only thing about the van that had stayed as it was.
“Now. You’ve got questions. I’ve got answers. You’ll find everything you need to know here. Of course, some of it is locked away for your own good, but I figure much of my knowledge is safe for you to know now.” The old man grinned very broadly. “First and most important: you are just at the start. That one out of ten rating was no joke. From here on, you will continue to gain power and so will the girls.”
Just like that, the old man had gained my full attention. I had a million questions, most of which revolved around how he seemed to know so much about me, April and June.
“The girls?” I asked.
The old man gave a knowing grin. “Yes. Surely you’ve noticed they are different?”
I had. “Well, yeah. That thing with April. She can communicate telepathically?”
The wizard nodded. “And June?”
“I’m not as sure about her, but I can sense her feelings, somehow. Like she can project her strongest emotions.”
“Good. Exactly right. And it will get better with time.”
A day ago, I was working at my job as a bouncer in a strip club, and the only peculiar thing in my life was my minor talent for slowing down time. Since then, I’d faced down enormous bug-monsters from another dimension, traveled through time in an aging Bedford van, and watched that Bedford van transform into a luxurious, exotic apartment. I’d also seen the old man fade into non-existence only to reappear, had several discussions with a floating AI, and been in telepathic conversation with April.
Because of all this, I was more than able to believe dozens of impossible things before breakfast. I didn’t even bat an eye.
“Do they know?” I asked.
“They are only just beginning to understand their own abilities.” The wizard winked. “And you are the key to unlocking them, just as they are the keys to unlocking yours.”
I rolled my eyes, not at the words so much as at his delivery. Was everything a dirty joke with him? I mean, the girls were beautiful, smart, courageous, and had the best bodies I’d ever seen, but I didn’t want to think about sex with them at every waking moment. That was bound to become uncomfortable.
The wizard had a wicked grin plastered across his face. “Hard, isn’t it?”
“What’s hard?”
He cleared his throat.
I adjusted myself again. Suddenly, my pants had become too tight. I shook my head, thinking about the near-death experiences that night. Those memories would surely dampen my mood. To the contrary, I found myself more aroused than ever when I remembered the way April had ridden that minor demon, beating it with her tire iron. She had been incredible!
“Dammit, old man. What do you have to show me?”
“Loads.”
I swear, he made everything sound perverted.
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“Shell, get your shiny metal ass over here,” the old man commanded.
Obediently, the floating, egg-shaped AI did as he asked.
“It’s time,” said the wizard. “Give young Caleb here the information he needs to know. But keep it short. Cliffnotes version should do the trick.”
Shell had no face, no ability to convey expression at all, and yet I got the distinct impression she was happy to accept the old man’s will. And with that, the AI started to speak.
“The universe we live in is not singular. Instead, it is one of an infinite number of universes, a vast, ever-moving, ever-changing sea of universes, all with their own rules, their own worlds, and their own physical laws.”
It was a theory I’d heard before, but Shell made it much more real by projecting a holographic image that somehow conveyed it clearly. It was a dazzling display in perfect color, and it was majestic to behold. A Total Perspective Vortex and then some, because it managed to convey the multiverse in its entirety, and it made me feel very small indeed.
“Within this multiverse, there are millions of time streams at once. Some of those time streams are within our grasp. Others are not. The timelines are fickle, but not without rules.”
The images changed and warped, showing me through a thousand different universes at once, and all along the timelines. I caught glimpses of the beginning of everything all the way through to the end of time itself. Dinosaurs changed places with alien lifeforms and enormous cities that had never existed, in our timeline at least.
It was incredible. Inspiring. Magnificent. And yet, also as scary as hell, for as I watched, drawn in completely, I saw the bug-demons in their own inimical universe, and knew true horror. They were a nightmare made flesh, bent on destruction, and it seemed to me that they were congregating on the borders between their universe and ours.
Nor were they the only beings that made my skin crawl. There were others, many others, from amorphous blobs of pure hate through to AIs like Shell, but distinctly unfriendly. And a multitude of things that defied description.
It was eye-opening, terrifying, and it seemed utterly hopeless. How could our universe, which up until then I’d never thought of as fragile, hope to survive against such ongoing hostility?
Yet, for some reason, I also felt hope. And a sense of determination to DO something about it.
And then everything changed. Instead of showing the mysteries of the universe, the holograms showed … something else. For lack of a better word, call them spells. Written words described with associated gestures, and each one I focused on displayed a holographic image of the old man performing them.
I watched the old man mumble a spell that made an apple rot in an instant, then return to full health. Another showed him opening a rift in time and stepping through. Still another, and he seemed to be imbuing small devices with weaponized time.
It was fascinating, and I would have liked to see more. But all too soon, the images faded.
The old man began talking. “So now you understand,” he said, sounding very sober. “I’m doing all I can to keep those things you saw from breaching the walls between their own universe and this one, all along the timelines. But it’s becoming harder with every encounter. You saw what happened to me in the forest. I am weakening, and I don’t know why, Caleb. My ability to fight them is becoming restricted, and I don’t know for how much longer my efforts will suffice.”
Despite the doom and gloom of his words, the old wizard managed a grin. “But that’s where you and the ladies come in.”
It was a lot to accept. My mind was whirling like a galaxy around a supermassive black hole. “I get it. My ability to work with time. Time bending. You’ve got something similar, right? But more developed. That’s why you need me. You think I could help. But why are you dragging April and June into this mess? Let them go home.”
“The twins don’t know it yet, but they are important as well. They are augmenters.”
As the old man spoke, April approached from the main room. “Aug-what?” she asked. She smelled like fresh flowers and clean water. Her wet hair hung over her shoulder, and she was wrapped in a sheer linen she had found somewhere. The blonde had wrapped it around several times, though, obscuring any nudity. A drop of water fell out of her hair and trailed down her shoulder, disappearing beneath the folds of fabric. I tried not to follow it with my gaze, but I only partially succeeded.
Think of something else, I told myself. I was as horny as a teenager discovering porn for the first time.
“An augmenter,” the wizard answered, completely unruffled. “Someone who aids Caleb with his powers. You noticed he could slow time? Well, his ability improved when you were near, especially after you decided to help him.”
It did? From my perspective, it had barely worked at all, at least as far as the bug-demons were concerned. And yet … it had certainly felt easier once April joined the fight.
“I helped him, how?” she asked.
“How indeed.” The wizard grinned his dirty grin again as he looked at me. “Simply put, you and those like you give Caleb strength. The closer you become to each other, the more your powers are enhanced. You will gain strength just like he does.”
“So, he really could hear me,” April said thoughtfully. “I wanted to talk to him so badly.”
I nodded. “I heard you speak to me, April, inside my head. Have you always been able to do that?”
She shook her head. “Tonight was the first time, really. But I’ve always felt like it was possible. I wonder what June will think of this.”
I thought about the dark-haired sister. “She doesn’t like me much, does she?” I asked.
April flashed me her smile. “She likes you fine. You did save us, after all. It’s him she doesn’t like.” She pointed to the wizard.
The old man just grinned. “Ah, June, June, she’ll come around soon. Give her a little reason to love you, Caleb, and she will.”
I wasn’t entirely comfortable with the wizard’s familiarity, so I changed the subject. “Back at the Club, you already knew about my talent, didn’t you? And you knew I’d be there. How?”
“That’s one question I can’t answer today. You’ll figure it out on your own.”
“Why not just tell me?” I asked.
The wizard shrugged. “I don’t want to.”
Infuriating old man, I thought to myself.
“Caleb,” April said. “June and I are finished, and you stink.”
“You really do,” the wizard chimed in. “Why not let April help you off with your clothes?”
“No way,” she said. “I just got clean.”
“Too bad,” the old man said. “Caleb should have joined you two in the bath, then you would all be clean at the same time. Not to mention the pool is there for community bathing, and all sorts of fun things can happen when you’re in the steaming water, splashing each other, touching—”
“Enough,” I said. I swear, the old wizard really did like to push the limits. “I can take off my own damn clothes.”
I acted annoyed, and I was, but April’s words contained an element of hope. Her objection to the old man’s suggestion had been based on not wanting to get dirty again. Of course, maybe she was just being polite, but I couldn’t help think that maybe she wouldn’t have minded in other circumstances.
As I shed my clothing and limped into the hot water, I remembered the glimpse I’d had of April and June’s bodies in here moments before. I grunted, annoyed once again. If I were in my own apartment, I could let my mind wander and my body respond. Here, with April, June, the wizard, and Shell as an audience, I needed to keep my thoughts on something more boring.
I focused on the way the water poured over a marble basin and into the pool. The gentle waves rocked me, and before I had finished washing, I was almost too tired to stand. I did anyway, and turned my attention to my clothes.
My jacket had been with me for years. It was padded and a little unusual, but it had served me well. Now it and my pants were disgusting, covered in drying bug-guts. Even my shirt hadn’t escaped the carnage, so I grabbed one of the folded linens near the bath, just like the girls had, and wrapped it firmly around my waist. It looked like I was wearing a skirt to my ankles, but at least I was covered.
When I joined the girls, they were arguing with the wizard.
“…why can’t you just add more beds?” April asked. I’d been aware of the conversation for some time as I bathed, but hadn’t paid attention to it until now.
“Because you and Caleb need to get to know one another,” the old man responded, just as blithely as ever.
“Why, so you can watch?” June demanded.
The wizard chuckled but he didn’t really deny it. “I’ll just sleep in the cockpit, and if anything happens to, ahem, happen tonight, don’t you worry about me. I’ll seal myself in and won’t know a thing.”
“Look,” I interrupted, “it’s a big enough bed for the twins. I’ll pile some of these curtains on the floor and sleep there.” I shrugged. “I’ve had worse beds.”
“Nonsense,” April said, eyeing my bare chest before looking into my eyes. “You must be exhausted after the fight.” She bit her lower lip for just a moment, then turned away, her cheeks slightly flushed. “The bed is plenty big enough. Sleep at the foot?”
June elbowed her, and April turned to her sister. “Why should Caleb have to sleep on the cold marble floor just because the old man is too perverted to give us all our own beds? He’s a decent guy. You know it as well as I do.”
June looked at me.
“Hi,” I waved. “Decent guy here. I just want a good night’s rest,” I said, even though that wasn’t strictly true. After all, both of the girls were absolutely stunning. Only a dead man would have felt no desire for either of them.
The dark-haired sister sighed. “If you talk in your sleep, I’m kicking you out of the bed.”
“I’ve never talked in my sleep, ever,” I said.
“He doesn’t snore, either,” the wizard said. “In fact, he’s a perfect sleeper. One you can cuddle and hold and do naughty things to, all through the night.”
“Enough! You aren’t helping!” I said, and then muttered, “What is wrong with you?”
June didn’t look completely sold, but she didn’t argue anymore, and within a few minutes the three of us had settled into the massive bed. I was curled up at the girls’ feet like a puppy, and while I had mixed feelings about that, it felt good to relax into the soft mattress.
At first, my mind whirled with everything that had happened combined with the nearness of the twins, but soon, I forgot about everything and fell into a deep, comfortable sleep.
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I woke to someone’s icy foot in the small of my back. Wincing, I sat up and tried to remember where I was.
The Greek palace looked the same as the night before, only dawn was just breaking over the distant hills visible out the window. I had rolled out of my makeshift linen skirt sometime during the night, and it was entangled beneath the girls, leaving me completely naked.
April was the one who had woken me with her foot, which stuck out beneath the gossamer sheets. The sleeping form of her naked body could have been that of a goddess. One breast was exposed, the nipple taught in the cool air. June lay beside her, her dark hair spread out over her pillow in a sexy cascade.
Turning away, I went to look for something with which to hide my erection. I hadn’t woken up next to a woman in some time, never two at once, and never anyone this hot.
The pile of linens beside the pool had disappeared, as had my clothes. Since they’d been there last night, I could only assume the wizard had stolen them. Of course, he wasn’t anywhere to be seen.
“Dammit, old man,” I grumbled. Who did he think he was? Some ancient, disreputable Cupid wannabe?
April stirred, and I put both my hands in front of my crotch. But that was only a temporary solution, at best. Eyeing the curtains draping the bath, I grabbed one to yank it down, but it proved remarkably resistant to my efforts.
“What are you doing?” April asked. She rose and draped herself with her own linen with the grace of a goddess, but didn’t bother to do much wrapping. Overnight, her hair had dried into waves that fell down over her bare shoulders.
I gulped and covered my crotch again. April smiled, a bit wickedly, I might add, as she walked over.
“Did you lose something?” she said, her eyes drifting over my body.
The way she looked at me set my body on fire. “The wizard stole my clothes,” I said by way of explanation.
“Good. They were putrid and needed to be burned. Do you want mine?” April pulled the corner of the linen wrapping away from her body as if she were going to disrobe right there. The smile on her face was teasing, but there was enough of a challenge to it that I thought she might actually mean it.
Was I dreaming? I gaped at her, wishing this were happening but not daring to hope. If it was a dream, though, then I could relax a little, right?
Before I could come up with an answer, April hesitated. She grew serious. “What the wizard said last night about us getting closer. Do you think it’s true? Will our gifts, your thing with time, my telepathy, will they grow?”
My lips had gone dry. Now wasn’t a good time to talk about the wizard. He was the last thing I wanted to think about. “I don’t know. He’s crazy, but somehow I think he’s telling the truth. At least, I think he believes it’s true.”
April nodded. “I believe him too. I think. But I can’t explain why.”
“Me, neither.” My voice was husky with need. Did April know how badly she was teasing me? Her linen wrapping barely covered her right breast, and it exposed one thigh up to the hip.
“I’m naked,” I stated fuzzily as all the blood rushed to my groin.
April giggled softly. “I know.”
“Can we talk about this maybe … later?” I said as she moved closer. Hell, she must have known the power she had over me. The evidence was barely concealed by my hands, which I didn’t dare move.
She gazed into my eyes and put a hand on my shoulder. “Thank you for saving us last night,” she whispered.
I breathed heavily, mentally fighting for control of my body. “Couldn’t have done it without you. Thanks for fighting with me. It was the bravest thing I’ve ever seen. And the sexiest.”
My last words lingered in the air between us. April stood on her tiptoes to kiss me on the lips. It began softly, but then she wrapped her arms around me and deepened it. Soon, I moved my hands to her waist, feeling the thin fabric covering her warm skin, her breasts pressed against my chest. Our tongues danced around as we explored each other’s mouths. She pushed her hips against mine, and I knew she felt my hard cock as I grabbed her ass and pulled her closer. My erection pressed into her firm abs, and I lifted her so it pressed instead between her legs. Fuck, she was hot, I thought, and when my hand found the gap between the folds of fabric and touched her bare ass, she gasped.
“Caleb,” she moaned.
It almost made me come right there.
I was hot, turned on, and needy, but there was only one bed, and June was still sleeping in it. I fantasized for an instant about waking her up and crawling in with both girls, but then decided that one was more than enough, at least for now.
“Where?” I croaked out.
“The bath.”
I didn’t need to be told twice and lifted April completely. She wrapped her legs around my waist as I stepped into the warm water. The cloth between us got soaked, and we laughed quietly as we tried to untangle it from around our legs. Once it floated away, April stood there with water up to her waist. This time I didn’t hide my appreciation for her perfect breasts, cupping them with my hands and kneading her nipples with my thumbs.
April arched her head back and smiled. “Perfect,” she said, echoing my thoughts. Her hands found mine as she urged me to continue. Smiling, I ducked my head and took one pert nipple in my mouth, sweeping my tongue over the soft skin. I wrapped my arm around her waist and pulled her closer. The ends of her hair dipped in the water as she bent backward. The motion reminding me of the dance moves I’d seen her perform on stage and made me wonder how flexible she really was.
Maybe I would get the chance to find out.
Sucking on one nipple, I waited until the areola softened and grew before moving over to the other breast, teasing it with my tongue, my teeth. April began to moan appreciatively, and her breathing became more ragged. I had never seen a woman respond so well to having her breasts kissed, and found that I liked it. If possible, I became even harder.
<Don’t stop, Caleb,> she said into my mind. I could get used to having her inside my head. She wrapped her legs around me again, the soft lips of her entrance tantalizingly close to my penis. And still I kissed her, swirling my tongue over her, tasting her, pinching one nipple while I essentially made love to the other. April was leaning all the way back in the water now, half floating, half supported by me.
And she came. Her face scrunched up, and her mouth opened in a silent Oh! as her body shuddered with her orgasm.
I supported her for a moment, letting her calm down.
“Wow,” I whispered.
“That’s never happened before,” April said, still breathing hard and smiling as I set her down in the water. She got her feet under her and leaned against me shakily. “I didn’t know I could do that.”
I smirked, more than pleased. “Any other skills you want to share?”
April kissed my chest. “Au contraire, it was your skill that was shared, Caleb.” She winked and kissed my lips. “But I’ll be happy to find out if either of us has more to offer.”
Her nipples were red and swollen from my ministrations, and thinking about her orgasm from that made me proud. My cock was so hard now my balls hurt, and the thought of moving things further only intensified the sweet torture.
But before we could move on to part two, June shouted from across the room.
“What the hell are you doing?”
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Naturally, I thought June was yelling at us. “Shit,” I muttered, but April looked confused.
The next moment, it became clear June had a different target for her outrage. The wizard had returned from who-knows-where, and I could see he was stark naked even through the curtain.
I couldn’t believe it. He really was a big pervert.
At first, I thought he had something sordid in mind, and I sprang into action. But two steps out of the bath, I realized something wasn’t right. The wizard wasn’t intent on anything vile. He was just wandering about, muttering to himself, apparently oblivious to his own nakedness and not even looking June’s way.
“Dammit, put some clothes on!” June yelled.
The wizard glanced down at his body, but then just shrugged as if it didn’t matter. To me, his shriveled body looked like a pale, white raisin, all wrinkles and saggy skin. His junk dangled down way farther than I thought possible. I mean, he was old, I knew that, but I hadn’t taken him seriously when he said he’d been alive for millennia. It looked like all those years had taken a toll on his body, and especially his, um, private areas. Averting my eyes, I looked around for something to cover the man with.
The wizard hadn’t paid much attention to June, but when he saw me, he smiled mischievously. “See what you have to look forward to?” he said.
I raised my eyebrows. “Huh?”
The wizard nodded his head, glanced down at himself, and grinned.
“You are certifiable,” April said from behind me. She had wrapped herself in the wet sheet, but this time it was tied tightly, hiding her beautiful body.
June finally took notice of me (naked, remember), and her mouth dropped open. She pulled the covers over her own body and scrambled out of bed. “What the fuck? Is everyone around here crazy? There are too many naked people in this room!”
My hands went back to my crotch, and I eased over to the bed while June moved away.
“I just need something to cover up with,” I explained. “Take it easy.”
That was the wrong thing to say.
June’s eyes practically blazed, and I felt hot anger radiating off of her in waves.
“I’ll take it easy,” she said, “when everyone in this damn magic van gets some clothes on!”
The wizard didn’t seem to take June seriously. He looked me up and down and raised his hands to his mouth in a gesture of mock-shock. “Oh, my!” he said, channeling George Takei, and I could hear the grin in his tone. “What on earth is going on here?”
“We could ask you the same thing,” I muttered, finally grabbing one of the sheets off the bed and wrapping it around my waist. After seeing the old man’s wrinkly private bits, my own steamy thoughts had cooled considerably.
The wizard surveyed the room one last time in all his glory. Then he nodded to himself as if all was right in the world, and marched over to a wooden chest I hadn’t noticed before. Maybe Shell had conjured it during the night. Either way, he began searching through it. He tossed out random items of clothing—a t-shirt, jeans, a lacy bra and thong, a dress, some others.
April tiptoed over to grab some of it. “This is the top I was wearing last night.” She tentatively held it up to her nose. “Smells like laundry detergent instead of bug guts.”
The wizard continued tossing clothes onto the floor until he found a set of robes, which he then pulled over his head, fighting with them as they got tangled in his long hair.
I picked up the t-shirt and jeans, and they smelled fresher than they ever had before. “I thought these would have to be burned.” Even my jacket was back to its best.
June and April hurriedly gathered their clothing and retreated to a corner to get dressed. Since at this point everyone had seen me naked, I didn’t try to hide while I pulled on my jeans. I couldn’t find my underwear, so had to go commando. Not my first choice.
“There isn’t a pair of boxers in there, is there?” I asked the wizard, who had just managed to tie a belt around his waist to secure his robes.
“I pulled everything out,” he said. Then he chuckled. “Get it?”
“I get it,” I muttered as I pulled my t-shirt over my head. “How did you clean these?”
“Shell did it,” said the wizard. “If you ever need clean clothes, just pop them into that chest and she’ll take care of it.”
“What are we supposed to wear in the meantime?” I asked.
The wizard winked. “I’m sure you’ll think of something.”
From the far corner, one of the twins giggled. Since June hadn’t been in a good mood only two minutes ago, it must have been April. Had she told June what happened? My thoughts returned to the bath, and I glanced back at it longingly. Too bad our tryst had been cut short, although I did think it a bit weird that June had effectively been in the same room. I’d never had sex without being behind a closed door before.
I did have sex in a car once. The night before I’d left for Basic, I’d taken my then-girlfriend up to one of the few drive-in movie theaters still operating. We parked under the only tree in the lot, away from the other cars, and made love. It was the closest I’d got to having sex in public. Don’t remember the name of the movie, but the car was a 1974 Dodge Challenger I’d restored. That was as a great ride (the car and the girl), and to buy the Challenger even as a junker, I’d saved every penny from mowing yards, shoveling snow in the winter, and various other jobs in my teenage years.
Once we were all fully clothed, I expected the Greek palace to transform back into the van, but that wasn’t the case.
“We don’t need to transform to move,” the wizard explained.
“We’re just going to land a palace outside the Good Times Club?” June asked. She crossed her arms over her chest. It pushed up her boobs, and I tried to avert my eyes before she caught me staring.
“My dear June,” said the wizard, “we are not going anywhere right at the moment. Shell has a problem.”
“What problem?” Shell asked, her metallic, feminine voice carrying a hint of confusion. The wizard just glared at the glowing AI, which was hanging near the driver’s capsule.
“Oh, yes,” she said. “A problem. So many things to keep track of, what with the incursions and the timelines shifting. Speaking of timelines, we’ve got another alternate universe spinning up. Before we can fix it, however, I need you to go to the museum down the road. They have an artifact on display that also happens to be a part I need to repair the van.”
“There’s a museum down the road?” April asked. “Did we just happen to land where you knew you could get a part you need to fix a problem you didn’t have yet?”
I smiled. April was surprisingly sharp, and I could hear the open suspicion in her voice.
Nor was she the only one. June, wearing a deeply troubled look on her face, went to stand beside her twin, and I moved to join them.
June glared at me for a moment, then seemed to accept my presence.
“Anyone else feel like they’re just being used to hunt these bug-demons?” the dark-haired twin asked.
“I told you that last night, June,” the wizard said from directly behind us.
Startled, she and I both jumped. He poked his head between our shoulders and grinned his usual grin.
“Are you always this rude?” June asked.
“Only when the fate of the universe is in our hands, my dear.” He offered June his elbow as if to escort her outside.
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The dark-haired twin crossed her arms over her chest again, causing her breasts to lift upward and her cleavage to spill out of her dress, and damn if I wasn’t getting hard again. This isn’t the time, I thought. June’s breasts were just as perfect as April’s. This, combined with her dark hair, dark lashes, and bright eyes, June looked like a sultry seductress from the underworld. I felt like a jerk for getting a hard-on for June when I had just been with April in the bath, but the whole situation was weird.
And, even though I didn’t know June as well as April, I still felt we shared a connection as well. Or maybe that was no more than lust. Pleasuring April had awakened my appetite, and I was having a hard time focusing on the conversation.
“Now, if Caleb here can stop ogling June’s boobs for just a moment or two,” the wizard said, bringing me back to reality, “I’ll explain what we are going to do.”
I did my best to ignore that he’d just outed my ogling. “Didn’t Shell just do that? I thought we were going to the museum to get a part,” I said.
The wizard blinked at me. “Do you think the guards will just let us go on a shopping trip as if we’d just arrived at the Dollar Store? We need a plan of attack!”
“Before we go into that,” Shell interrupted, “might I suggest that Caleb and April check their stats. I believe they leveled up this morning.”
April stared wide-eyed at the floating AI.
June frowned. “Leveled up? What do you mean?” she asked.
But the wizard cocked an eyebrow. “This morning, eh?” he said, grinning like the lecherous old goat he was and punching my arm. “That’s the spirit, Caleb. We never did beat around the bush with these things, did we?”
“Don’t touch me,” I said. “And I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“The bath,” Shell explained. “Caleb and April were intimate in the bath, and since orgasm was achieved, their powers were enhanced.”
More stats popped up in holographic form in front of my face. It wasn’t what I was interested in just then, so I waved my hand through them as if that would shoo them away. Yet I couldn’t help notice a couple of changes. My Time Bending skill rating had improved to a 2, and that odd Augmentors category now read:
Augmentors: 2 (x1.5 augmentation).
I didn’t see April’s stats, but figured they would show a similar improvement.
“What the hell, Shell?” I asked. “Were you watching?”
“Orgasm, huh?” June said, casting a knowing glance at April.
“I don’t have to watch,” the AI said, “because obviously I do not have eyes. But I felt an orgasm, since you were in my bath water.”
“The bathwater lets you feel when people orgasm?” April asked. “That’s a bit creepy.”
“There’s nothing sexual about Shell,” the wizard said casually. He opened the outside door, letting a salty sea breeze enter the room. “But she’s more than just the floating device you see here. She’s everything, in fact. And if she can sense disruptions to the timelines, why shouldn’t she be able to sense the vibrations of an orgasm?”
“The vibrations of a—” I began, feeling my cheeks redden. Could Shell feel my erection, too? Or just the climax?
Like April said, it was creepy.
“Of course, you didn’t achieve penetration,” Shell added, not helpfully. “When you do, it will double your powers.”
“Wait,” I said. “That makes it sound like—oh, what do I care,” I said, shaking my head.
“Orgasm, huh?” June repeated, looking at April.
The blonde twin glanced at me and grinned. “You can’t blame me, can you?”
It was then that the wizard decided he’d indulged us long enough. “Are you coming?” he asked with his most lascivious grin. “Or was that earlier?”
Before anyone could respond, he grabbed my arm and ushered me out the door. I was blinking in the bright sunshine before I knew it. He must have enjoyed the joke, because he repeated it. “Coming, girls?” he said, giggling.
He tried to goad me toward a stone pathway, but I stood my ground and waited for April and June. None of us had actually agreed to help. The sisters looked at each other. Perhaps April said something telepathically. If she did, I didn’t hear it, but after a moment, June nodded.
“Okay,” she said. “If we must.”
The wizard’s grin grew broader. “Oh, you must. Absolutely,” he said blithely. “The entire universe depends on it.”
It didn’t do much to endear him to anyone, and the girls grudgingly joined us outside. But then, it wasn’t like we had another option. If we didn’t help, we would just be stranded in the middle of who-knew-where.
“Right, then,” the old man said as we began walking. “When we get to the museum, there’s an ancient artifact we’re looking for.”
“What sort of artifact?” I asked.
“A tribal pendant from the Amazon. I’ll know it when I see it.”
“Fantastic,” I muttered.
The stone path soon joined a road, and we walked a short couple of miles into a small city. It looked … modern.
“I thought you said we were in 1954?” April said.
“No, that was back at the forest,” the wizard said. “We’re now in 2005. Not long before the recession that hit the United States and Europe.”
Stunned, I stopped walking, and April collided with me. I would have been a young teenager, still living with my parents. No, wait. Maybe not. My father was already dead by then.
“Where are we?” I asked.
The wizard grinned. “We’re in Greece, of course, but there’s been an incursion in the museum. Sometimes, the minor demons will latch onto residual space-time disturbances caused by keeping so many artifacts from different times in the same room. Museums are time-traps, if you will, for these little buggers to wreak havoc. We’ll need to root this one out before we can move on. Right, so here’s the plan—”
June grabbed the wizard’s shoulder to stop him. “You told us we needed a part for the van!”
“And we do,” the wizard said, gently removing her hand, “but it’s in the museum where a minor demon has taken up residence. Now, if you’re done… ah, damn.”
He was fading again. This time, the hand holding June disappeared, followed by his arms and rib cage. Inconveniently, his robes vanished as well, and we were left staring at two wrinkly, hairy legs, his junk (again), and his face.
April closed her eyes and shook her head with a grimace. She looked like she was trying to dislodge the picture from her mind. I didn’t blame her. I felt like I needed to bleach my own mind.
“Listen quickly. I don’t have much time,” the wizard said. “The pendant will hang in the Amazon exhibit. You’ll know it because of the time dilation surrounding it.”
“Huh? The what?” I asked.
“You’ll sense it, Caleb. Work together, get the pendant, and try to lure the minor demon away from any crowds. With any luck, that monster is hiding in storage and hasn’t yet figured out there are easy meals walking the halls.”
“Absolutely not!” June said. “We’re not fighting another one of those things! April almost got killed last time!”
“It wasn’t that close,” April said defiantly. Despite her tone, her face had paled.
“What do we do?” I asked. The wizard’s toes had disappeared as well. Considering what was left, I wished the rest of him would go, too.
“Work together,” he repeated. “It’s the only way you can get home. Oh, and don’t let anyone know you’re from another time. That’s very important.”
And then, for the second time, he vanished.
“Fuck,” June said.
I agreed.
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The museum was easy to find. All we had to do was follow the signs, which, usefully, were in both Greek and English.
Part of me was admittedly excited for this mission. Call me crazy, but I liked the idea of saving the universe. It was a refreshing change from being a bouncer in a seedy night club where all I had to worry about was the occasional obnoxious drunk.
The museum was free admission, so we waltzed in, catching a few stares. Mostly, April and June did, but the only place they’d fail to draw more than their fair share of attention would be at a convention for the blind. Individually, they were stunning. Together, they could have stopped traffic at the Indianapolis 500.
We quickly found the Amazon exhibit. It was fashioned to look like an artificially lit jungle. Behind glass cases, all manner of spoons, bowls, and necklaces were displayed with tiny cards written in Greek announcing what they were. None of them looked like a pendant, nor did anything jump out at me as being something that would help fix a time-traveling van.
I was starting to worry that we’d been sent on a wild goose chase when April paused. “Is this it?” she asked, pointing to a beaded necklace with a circle carved out of bone hanging at the end.
The wizard had been right. I sensed something emanating from the pendant. Time seemed to move around it in waves, and I wondered if the vibrations were similar to those Shell had felt when April orgasmed.
Stop it, I thought to myself. We were in a public place with a possible monster on the loose. I needed to focus on what we were doing.
“Yeah. That’s it,” I said.
“How do we get it?” June asked. “I wonder if either of you thought of that before we embarked on this great adventure.” She sounded sullen and grouchy.
April answered the underlying issue instead of June’s actual question. “I want to go home as much as you do,” she said. “I’m just ready to help us get there.”
June didn’t seem satisfied. She shook her head and muttered, “Fucking ridiculous.”
April turned to me with a smile. “I’m sorry about my sister’s foul language,” she said, tossing her blond hair. “She’s always been a potty mouth.”
“I don’t mind a dirty mouth,” I remarked without thinking. The twins looked at me. April raised an interested eyebrow. “I mean,” I said, “in the Marines, I heard much worse than that on a daily basis. In case you hadn’t noticed, what comes out of my mouth isn’t always language you’d want your grandmother to hear.”
June offered a snort. “Who do you think taught us to swear?” she said.
“We were raised by our grandmother,” April explained. <Although I would like to know more about your dirty mouth, Caleb, and what comes in your mouth.>
My jeans instantly became uncomfortably tight, and since I was commando, there wasn’t much to hide the bulge growing down there. I turned toward the glass and whispered, “I said ‘what comes out of my mouth.’”
April smiled. “I know what you said.”
My gaze drifted down to April’s breasts, and the memory of the morning flooded back. We really did need to get home, and I hoped when we did, April would come over and spend some more time with me.
June cleared her throat. “For fuck’s sake. We’re going to die while you two stand there eyeing each other. Flirt later.”
“Yes, ma’am,” I said, grinning. “So, we never came up with an answer to how we’re going to get that pendant.”
“Really, Caleb?” June asked, with a hint of both sarcasm and humor. “You have no idea?”
I thought about it for a moment. “Oh,” I said. “I guess you mean my talent.”
April nodded in agreement. “That might work. Seems like all you need to do is slow everything down, go in there to get it, and come back out. If anyone’s watching, it’ll be like the pendant just disappeared.”
Made sense to me. I looked around to see how the display area could be accessed. Not through the front, obviously. Somehow, the museum staff must have accessed it through some sort of access corridor at the back.
“Does anyone see how to get in behind it?” I asked.
We looked, and three displays down, we found a door hidden behind some fake vines and trees.
“Locked,” I said after trying the handle.
June pushed me aside. “I’ve got this.” She pulled a hairpin from her hair and crouched in front of the lock.
April and I stood watch. “That’s handy,” I said.
April gave me a naughty look. “So are you.”
I couldn’t help but grin at her words. “Glad you liked it this morning.”
“Can you two cool it for a minute?” June asked. “And maybe do something useful, like keep a look out?”
I had to admit that the prospect of getting caught picking this lock and having to escape the museum without the pendant didn’t excite my libido. But that didn’t mean I was above some flirting.
Still grinning, April and I turned to watch the families stroll by, oblivious to the hidden dangers that might even then have been waiting in the rafters above, ready to strike. They passed us without noticing what June was doing, but I spotted a guard heading in our general direction. I slowed time, taking care not to let it affect June or April. This time, the crowds practically stopped.
“You’re getting better at that,” April remarked.
“Do you think it’s like Shell and wizard said? That the closer we get, the greater my powers become?”
“Maybe, but I don’t like the idea of the wizard being right all the time. Because that means there’s a giant bug roaming around in this building. And if there is, why hasn’t anyone seen it?” she asked.
“I have no idea,” I said.
“Got it!” June hissed.
She stood and opened the door, and all three of us stepped through. Before closing the door behind me, I allowed time to flow back to normal. The crowds continued their strolling, and the guard resumed his rounds. At the same time, I couldn’t help but wonder at the twins’ upbringing. Swearing and picking locks? I was impressed.
Inside the back corridor, it was utilitarian and dark. All along the hall, the back doors of displays lined one side while other regular doors lined the other. We counted display doors until we found the third one from where we had entered.
“This must be it,” April said. “Damn. It’s locked, too. June, can you get it?”
The dark-haired sister frowned at the lock. “I don’t know. This one looks more complicated. I can give it a try.”
She bent to the task. This time, she cursed quietly under her breath as she worked, and as the minutes slowly ticked by, I began to feel the frustration coming off her in waves.
Maybe it was June’s frustration, but I started to feel anxious. Every second we were there was another second in which we risked getting caught by a museum worker. Not to mention that bug the wizard had mentioned.
Nor was I the only one. More than once, April shot me a worried look. I wondered what we would do if June couldn’t pick the lock. Would we have to break the display door open somehow? Or what?
It was a pity my talent couldn’t help with this, I thought.
Although … I was starting to think that maybe it could.
June stood up. “Damn it!” she said. “I can’t do it!”
She looked at April and me standing there, her frustration clear. “Sorry,” she said.
“Now what?” April said.
“My turn,” I said with more confidence than I felt. “I’m going to try something. You have to keep watch, though. I don’t know if I can slow time and do this, too.”
The twins didn’t ask any questions. They just stationed themselves to either side of me, keeping watch down the hall. We heard the sounds of doors opening and closing, but no one appeared within view.
I thought back to when the wizard fixed June’s ankle and thought I might be able to do something similar with the lock. Of course, the old man had been muttering some sort of incantation at the time, but Shell had shown me that spell. Could I remember it? Could I bend time around the door to a point where it had been unlocked?
Perhaps I could. Of course, I didn’t actually know how the old man’s spells worked. Maybe all I needed to do was repeat the words and focus…
I touched the keyhole and closed my eyes, thinking about the lock and how time was moving all around it. I spoke the words of the spell and made the appropriate gestures as best I could remember.
For a while, nothing happened. Then, I felt a something shift.
<Hurry,> April urged. <I heard something. Sounds like someone is heading this way.>
More tumblers turned as I imagined my fingers melting into the keyhole and manipulating, not the tumblers themselves, but the currents of time around them.
Finally, the lock clicked open. I was surprised to find sweat beading on my forehead, and I was panting as if I’d just been for a run.
“Neat,” April whispered. “Now, slow time while you steal that artifact because someone is definitely walking down the hall.”
I did as I was told, slowing time before I grabbed the handle and turned it. The exhibit door opened, allowing bright yellow light to flood the darker hallway. A kid was standing with his mouth pressed against the glass, making faces. When he saw me, his eyes slowly widened in an expression of surprise. I wondered what I looked like to him. A blur? A sudden apparition? Either way, his mother wasn’t looking at me, so I took my opportunity to grab the pendant off its stand.
There was no time to celebrate. As soon as my fingers touched the beads, the timelines shifted. I felt them in my bones, twisting and turning, criss-crossing over one another until they were tangled like a hairball in a shower. A flicker of fear ran through me, and I realized that once again, it wasn’t my fear, but June’s.
“Caleb, look out!” the dark-haired twin screamed.
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I didn’t know how she knew to warn me. Maybe her own talent told her something was in the ceiling above me. Maybe she’d sensed its anticipation and hunger. Either way, the ceiling started to sag in the middle, and it was no longer just June’s warning that told me to run. I could hear it, a massive something shifting its weight just above my head.
I needed no further encouragement. I dove for the door with the pendant in my hand. At the same time, the thing in the ceiling let out a blood-curdling screech and came crashing down inside the display. I fell into the hallway as the lights flickered and died. The hallway became pitch black, the terrible screeching filled the air, and I lost my grip on time.
April had the presence of mind to slam the door behind me.
“I’ve got it!” I said, stuffing the pendant in my pocket. It was almost as if the demon heard me, because the sound of its claws on wood made my skin crawl as it tried to force its way out of the display. I scrambled to my feet, grabbed April and June, and we felt our way down the hall toward the door.
“Here,” April said. When she opened the door, the public spaces weren’t much lighter than the hallway. The lights had gone out everywhere. To the right, glass shattered, triggering screams nearby. More people joined the pandemonium, and everyone began running.
“It’s loose!” I yelled over the din. The click-click-click-click of claws on the tile floor of the museum caused my arm hairs to rise.
“Back inside!” April yelled. She pulled me backward, and then all three of us were back in the pitch black of the hallway with the door pulled closed behind us. The screams outside intensified, changing from expression of fear to those of pain and death as it the monster caught up with those outside.
I knew those sounds, and a shiver ran down my spine. “We’ve got to go out there and help those people.”
Partial lights returned, and I could make out the girls’ eyes. April’s were fearful, June’s were defiant.
“This isn’t our fight,” the dark-haired sister reminded me. “Just because we survived from blind luck last night doesn’t mean we’ll survive today.”
April took my hand. “I’m with you, Caleb,” she said. “We’ve got to help those people.” At her sister’s words, June started to swear under her breath.
Something heavy hit the door. It made the wall shudder, and we lurched away from it. Expecting a mad bug-demon creature of unknown shape, size or nature to come bursting through it at any moment, I looked around for a weapon of some sort, but the hallway was clear. There wasn’t even a spare broom lying about.
“Ideas?” I asked.
June let out a noise of disgust. “All right!” she said. “Wait here. I’ll be right back.”
She made her way quickly back through the corridor to the Amazon exhibit. As the dark-haired twin disappeared into its depths, I realized April was still holding my hand. She was squeezing it tightly, and I imagined her knuckles turning white in fear.
All we could do was wait for June to return and hope the bug on the other side of the door didn’t make it through in the interim.
Three more times, the monster pounded itself against the door before June made it back. Three more times, the door stood up to the punishment. But only just. The third time, there was aloud, wood-splintering crack! that caused April to hold my hand even tighter.
But then it was silent, as if the monster had wandered away.
When June finally returned, she held up a stone ax from the smashed exhibit.
“Great thinking,” I said. Then I studied her closely. “Are you with us?”
“I don’t have a choice. I don’t want to see April get killed,” June said, glaring at me.
“Trust me, I don’t want to see any of us get killed,” I said. “So we’ll do like we did last night. I’ll go out there as bait, and when it gets close enough, I’ll slow time again so we can all attack it together.” I ignored the fact that my talent didn’t seem to work as well on these monsters.
“Last night, we let the other demon attack it,” April pointed out. “Something tells me June’s ax isn’t going to be enough.”
“We’ll grab those spears from the other exhibit,” I said, “and use the ax to smash the glass.”
“Because that won’t attract the monster at all.”
“We’re supposed to attract the monster. That’s the point.” As I spoke, more screams sounded, providing more evidence that the monster was no longer at the door—as well as telling us that we needed to hurry before more people died. “Let’s do this!”
Not wanting to rush straight into the demon’s claws, I cracked the door open and peered back out into the main museum floor.
“See anything?” April whispered.
“No,” I replied. I took a deep breath to calm my pounding heart. “April, if you see anything, tell me through your thoughts.”
<Okay.>
With that, I crept out of the maintenance area, stealing behind the fake trees hiding the door. The scuttle of feet sounded close, accompanied by a disturbing crunchy sound and the smell of a fresh kill. I felt April put her hand on my back as she tiptoed out behind me.
<Those spears over there look sturdy enough to attack it. Can you get them off the wall?>
I nodded and sprinted as best as my bum leg would let me toward the spear display. There were half a dozen of them, all stone spearheads. I figured if they were good enough for tribes in the Amazon to bring down their prey and defend themselves against others, they could certainly help us kill a giant bug.
<Uh, Caleb, we have a problem.>
I turned toward April, catching her eye. She was still hidden behind the tree. I raised my hand in a gesture to ask, ‘what?’
<It’s a giant spider thing. Like Aragog from those films. A really big fucking spider with a hairy tail.>
I didn’t like spiders, but we knew it was going to be a giant bug of some kind. I didn’t see why that was more of a problem now than it was a minute ago.
<June is deathly afraid of spiders. Even tiny ones. It’s a real phobia.>
Oh. More than anything, I wished I could talk back to April through her telepathic connection, but no matter how hard I thought my words, she didn’t seem to get them. I grabbed every spear I could off the wall, glad they were only cordoned off and not behind more glass. Carefully, holding them so they wouldn’t click together, I limped back to April.
“Does June know it’s a big-ass spider?” I whispered as quietly as I could. The dark-haired twin was still in the hallway.
April shook her head.
“She can stay here,” I said. “We took two of the monsters last night by ourselves.”
April looked doubtful, but she paused for a moment, and I thought she was communicating something to June via telepathy.
Sure enough, a second later, I felt a flash of surprise and fear from June, and heard her say, “Oh, hell no.”
It was such a perfect response to the situation that I had to chuckle under my breath. Then I calmed myself down. I gave April most of the spears, keeping two for myself and assuming she would give a couple to her sister. “When I give the signal, attract its attention,” I said.
April nodded.
There wasn’t much else to do but get on with it. I drew a deep breath and let it all out at once. “You got this,” I muttered to myself. With that, I left the relative shelter of the plastic trees and made my way toward the creature.
It was still crunching on something. As I drew closer, I saw that April’s description of it as a, ‘really big fucking spider’ didn’t do it justice. It was the size of a rhino, and for a moment, my courage failed me as I gazed at the beast that was calmly eating one of the guards. Someone whimpered in a corner, and the creature turned.
I realized then that the person who whimpered was me. This demon was as scary as hell, and I was sure it had come straight from there.
How did I manage to get myself into this mess? I wondered.
The spider let a partially chewed leg fall from its maw as it moved toward me. I focused all my energy on slowing down time. The wizard had said I should be able to freeze it completely, like ice. But I couldn’t. The creature barely slowed.
<We’re with you, Caleb, even June. She said she won’t leave you out there to die.>
That was comforting, I thought. Especially right then, as the spider decided to lunge.
I actually screamed in fear as I dove to the floor away from the creature. Not fast enough. It reared over me and attempted to crush me under its feet.
“Now!” I yelled. I rolled beneath the spider, slipping and sliding on the floor slick with blood. The spider’s tail whipped around, cracking the air as it broke the sound barrier. People screamed as glass and displays went flying. Glass cut into my face and hands as I pushed myself to my feet. The spider had stopped directly over me, and it looked ready to bite my head clean off my shoulders.
“Hey, hairy ass spider!” April yelled. “Over here!”
Words couldn’t express how much I loved that woman just then. Her courage was beyond compare. The creature turned its attention to her, and I seized the opportunity to drive a spear into its belly.
It screamed. Not screeched, screamed, and I fell to my knees at the force of it.
Then something unexpected happened. I felt it clearly. The fabric of reality was ripping apart all around us.
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At first, I couldn’t believe what was happening, but then I just knew. The monster was tearing space-time apart. It was creating a rift, like the one in the parking lot at the Good Times Club. Up until then, I hadn’t even considered that the rift had been made. I’d thought of it as an anomaly that the bug-demons exploited.
I’d never even considered the possibility that the insects had created it on purpose.
It was a staggering thought, and if I’d had the time, I would have been shocked out of my mind. But I didn’t have time. I must have hurt it. The creature was trying to run, and there was no way we could let that happen.
If we did, the monster would just reappear somewhere else to wreak whatever havoc it wanted, and we wouldn’t be there to stop it.
Still screaming, the spider rose up on its back legs, pulling the spear out of my grasp. Surprised, I didn’t let go quickly enough and was pulled off my feet. I crashed to the floor, bashing my bum leg on the hard wood. Pain shot up my thigh, but I had no time to worry about it. Sensing the beast preparing to attack, I rolled as fast as I could away from the monster.
April yelled an incongruously sexy battle cry, and from somewhere behind her, I heard June shouting as well.
Somehow, I’d lost my second spear. “Throw me another spear!” I bellowed.
April never hesitated. She tossed the one in her hand to me. I caught it, swinging it around like a staff, and in one swift movement I thrust it toward the injured creature. Even now, that monster was still trying to create a rift big enough for it to escape. I stabbed at its head, going for what I thought might be eyes, and then the tail whipped around and slapped me across the back.
I was flung sideways, but managed to turn so I landed face first. My nose hit the floor with a sickening crunch. Blood spurted, but the pain was nothing compared to the searing fire I felt across my shoulder blades.
“Caleb!” April yelled. “Watch out!”
Was she offering a late warning? Or was I in yet more danger?
I was winded. Trying to remember to breathe, I forced my body into another roll. The pain had jolted my senses, and I lost the last of my grip on time. The creature was no longer slowed down even a little, and I feared for the lives of April and June.
Real terror gripped me like the jaws of a beast. I’d never known anything like it. I couldn’t think, couldn’t even move. We were going to die, I just knew it. It was visceral, a sense of alarm like no other.
Yet there was something about it that felt a little detached, and in a flash of inspiration, I realized I was feeling June’s emotions rather than mine. Her phobia of spiders was intense and paralyzing, and I felt a sense of empathy I hadn’t expected.
At the same time, once I realized it wasn’t me, I found I could act. Lying on my back, I breathed in a great gulp of air. Then I reached out once again, forcing my eyes to stay open despite the pain, and did my level best to slow time once again.
April took her opportunity. She lunged at the monster, thrusting her spear at its eyes, which grew in clusters on stalks. Her aim was good. She sheared off an entire section of eyeballs from the head. Dark, vile blood poured out, and the creature screamed again and dance-skittered on the floor. The dangerous, whip-like tail thrashed about, still dangerously fast despite my efforts in the dimly lit hall.
April stabbed again, this time lodging her own spear in the creature’s throat. She let go in time to duck when the spider tried to crush her beneath its body.
“June! Kill it!” April screamed. “Now!”
But the other sister was nowhere to be seen.
I finally found enough strength to sit up, but my movements were slow. Nor could I do much without losing my tenuous grip on time. April tried to get hold of the spear I had dropped, but the demon thwarted her at every turn, somehow sensing through its pain that if she got the weapon, it would die.
I was losing my grip. I didn’t have the focus to slow the monster enough to be useful. All I could do was sit where I was, watching in horror as April struggled by herself to defeat a monster too big for any human to fight.
Where was June? I wondered. Yet somehow, I knew. The dark-haired sister was cowering in a corner. I didn’t need to see her to know what she was feeling.
April dodged another attack. The creature was slowing, but I wasn’t sure if it was because of its injuries or something I was doing.
Either way, I had to do something to help.
I gritted my teeth and pushed myself up to my hands and knees, giving the fight everything I had.
But even if I’d been able to do something, I was already too late. With a terrifying ripping sound, the fabric of time tore, and the spider disappeared inside the rift it had finally created. What had been a screeching, earth-shaking battle ended so abruptly that for a moment, I couldn’t believe it.
Then I collapsed onto the floor and rolled onto my back. I lay there, panting to regain my breath and gritting my teeth against the pain. For the second time in twenty-four hours, I was covered in blood. This time, it was all mine.
April’s beautiful face appeared over mine. She looked like an angel as she gave me a smile and gently touched my cheek. Then June appeared as well, her expression troubled, with the wizard at her side.
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“It’s not dead,” the wizard said as he entered the palace. “Did you get the pendant?”
The old man had worked his magic on my back and nose. Neither injury hurt any more, for which I was grateful, but I still felt generally drained and battered after the fight. He had offered to fix my bum leg, as well, but I wasn’t ready to forget that I was mortal, that I wasn’t infallible. Nor did I want to erase the trials I had faced.
I wondered what my health bar might display now. Thirty percent? Twenty? Either way, I doubted it would be cheerfully green any more.
I reached inside my pocket for the pendant. “This better be worth it,” I said.
The wizard grabbed it from my hand and headed over to where Shell hovered near the cockpit. For the first time, I noticed a slight limp to the old man’s gait. Just like mine. Had he been injured somehow during his latest period of non-existence? Or had he just been drinking again?
The old man casually threw the pendant at the AI, which seemed to catch the artifact as if it was sticky, then absorb it in its entirety. It was a fascinating thing to watch, and I made a note to ask the wizard about it at some point.
But there was still too much urgency as yet. As the wizard had said, the spider-monster wasn’t dead.
Shell glowed purple while the Greek palace shrank, quickly replacing sheer curtains and the bath with the old musty window coverings and cushions of the Bedford van. As I eased my weary body onto the pillows, the old man plonked himself in the driver’s seat. The van started with a roar, and once again we careened through time. The girls and I slid around in what was becoming a familiar experience. I wondered why, if Shell could conjure a Greek palace out of nowhere, couldn’t she create a few actual seats, with seatbelts?
“We have to get to the minor demon!” the wizard called over his shoulder to us. “We can’t fucking lose it again!”
The Bedford lurched to a stop, bounced a couple of times, and then slid on what felt like dirt. It tilted up on its left side as if it would roll over, but the wizard jerked the wheel and the van righted. We bounced once more and finally came to a halt.
“Where are we?” April asked. She had ended up squashed in a corner with her sister practically on top of her.
“On the moon,” the wizard answered, “with the minor demon.”
I snorted, thinking he was joking. But when I rose to look out a window with April and June doing the same beside me, all of us swore out loud.
We weren’t in Kansas anymore. That much was clear. The landscape looked barren and lifeless, just like every picture of the moon I’d ever seen. I wouldn’t have been surprised to see the original moon lander just outside the window, with maybe a bleached, American flag not far away.
“Oh my God,” April murmured. June said nothing, but I felt waves of confusion and anxiety from her that echoed my own feelings precisely.
“How…?” I asked. I wasn’t sure which of many different questions I was trying to ask. So I asked them all. “How are we still alive? Is the van air-tight? How did that monster create a rift?” I thought about it for a moment. “Why do I feel the same? The gravity hasn’t changed.”
The old man heaved himself out of the cockpit and glared at me in irritation. “You watched this van turn into a Greek palace and back, and you’ve travelled through time in the back of it. And you’re still surprised by what it can do?”
He had a point.
“The important thing is that the demon you failed to kill is here. It’s injured and weak, and we still have to stop it!”
“How?” I asked. “And why did it come to the moon?”
June had a better question. “How can it survive without any air?”
“How did it even get here?” April added.
The old wizard widened his irritated glare to include everyone. “Really? You’re asking these questions now?” he said.
The three of us just looked at him.
“Fine! Waste what little time we have on banalities! These creatures are more advanced than they appear. Their technology isn’t built on circuits and wires, though. It’s biological, and from what I’ve been able to find out, is related to their size. The smaller bugs can’t do much. The medium sized ones, like our spider-friend, can sometimes create rifts through space and time, survive in space, and a bunch of other things. But it’s the really big ones you have to worry about. Their capabilities can be extraordinary.” He paused in his speech, but kept glaring. “As to why it came here, how should I know? Best guess, it’s injured and this is as far away as it could get. Now, are you all completely satisfied? Can we get on with this now?”
Without waiting for an answer, he made his way to the back of the van and started rummaging through the laundry chest, which had somehow survived the transition from the Greek palace.
“What are you doing?” I asked.
“You think I want to go for a walk on the moon dressed like this?” the wizard grumbled.
At the same time, April spoke as well. “I see it!” she said. She had crossed to look out the window on the other side of the van.
All of us joined her to stare at the monster. It was maybe a hundred and fifty feet away, yet I thought I caught a glimpse of anger in its eyes. It wanted our blood. Slowly, it took one step for the Bedford, then another. It looked as it if was working itself up to attack, and that was a scary thought. We weren’t prepared.
What if it managed to puncture the van?
As if in answer to that thought, the wizard shoved something at me. “Put this on,” he said.
It was a spacesuit, but it didn’t look much like the more bulky one Neil Armstrong wore when he landed here. Yet the helmet was unmistakable, as was the oxygen tank on the back.
I hesitated for only a moment before bowing to the inevitable. The spacesuit looked reasonably straight-forward. Feeling like I’d barely had time to catch my breath since the last battle, I kicked off my shoes and stepped into it.
“Right,” said the wizard. “Here’s what we’re going to do.”
I turned to him and realized he was naked again.
“Jeez, dude! Do I have to stare at your dangling, hairy old nuts all day?” I said.
He looked at me with a vaguely perplexed expression, as if he couldn’t understand my outrage. “I can hardly stuff these robes into the suit, young Caleb,” he said.
“At least put some underwear on.”
The wizard grimaced. “Nah. Too confining.”
“Boxers?”
But he was already climbing into his own spacesuit and wasn’t listening. I turned away from him, trying to find all the fasteners on my suit. April helped me with them.
“Are you really doing this?” she asked.
“Can’t see any other way.”
“What are you going to use to kill it?”
“If I can last long enough,” the wizard said, “which I always do in some settings, between the two of us, we should be able to slow it down enough for one of the ladies to kill it. I have some more suits around here somewhere.”
“Not me,” June said, shivering.
I thought about what had happened back at the museum. “June,” I said. “I know you were frightened, but I need you to contain your fear. When you project it, I can’t think clearly. If that means you stay in the van, then do it.”
“Don’t worry,” June said. “I’ll stay as far away from that thing as I can.”
Remembering her paralyzing fear, I took a step toward her. “I’m afraid, too,” I said. “But we can beat this thing. It’s already half dead.”
June looked into my eyes, and she grabbed my arms in a surprisingly strong grip. “Don’t get killed.”
“Yes, ma’am,” I said, giving her my best grin.
June reached up and gave me a quick peck on the cheek, lingering just long enough I almost pulled away, afraid that April would get jealous. But the blonde twin bounced over to me and did the same to my other cheek.
“What about me?” the wizard asked. “I’m going to risk my life, too.”
“It’s because of you that we’re in this mess,” June said, glaring over my shoulder at him.
“You can do it, Caleb,” April said. Then, she kissed me again, this time on the lips. Her mouth tasted like apples. Was that her lipstick? Our tongues brushed against each other all too briefly, and then I tore myself away to go face down a big fucking spider.
The wizard grinned as he handed me my helmet. “Nice job, young Caleb.”
“I haven’t done anything yet.” I donned the helmet, turning it so it latched onto the suit. Immediately, a colorful in-suit display popped up, overlaying the visor. It displayed my oxygen levels, the temperature within and without, and my current state of health. Brilliant, I thought. I could watch what was happening to me at the moment of my death. Surprisingly, it was higher than I’d thought, at forty-six percent.
The wizard checked my seals, then put on his own helmet. I checked it in turn, and we stood at the door.
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“Wait!” June said. “What about the oxygen in here?”
The wizard shook his head. “The van will keep the atmosphere in place for us to get outside and close the door.”
“How does that work?” I asked, suddenly interested. I couldn’t begin to envisage the physics required to make that possible.
“Would you like me to go make some tea so we can all sit around and chat about it?” the wizard asked sarcastically. “Or is it okay if we go kill this spider first?”
“No need to get snarky. We’re here because of you, remember?”
“You’re here at my invitation, yes, but I’d rather not have to stop to answer irrelevant questions every five minutes!”
I drew a deep breath. “What are we going to do, exactly?” I looked around for another tire iron. Something, anything, to fight the spider with.
“We’re going to go out there and kill it.”
“How?”
The wizard gave me one of those looks like he was wearing invisible bifocals, and shrugged. “However we can, of course.”
Right then, I understood that he didn’t have the slightest hint of a plan. Alarmed, I looked back at April and June, but they looked just as stunned as I did. With a sinking feeling, I knew we were going to die trapped on this moon with only a crazy old time-wizard to laugh over our corpses.
“Young Caleb—” he began.
“Stop calling me that!” I rounded on him. “What is it with you? Do you have a death wish?”
“If I did, I would have died millennia ago. Trust me, I’ve had plenty of opportunities.”
“It’s a wonder no one has helped you out,” I muttered. “You are absolutely the craziest person I’ve ever met.”
Incredibly, he grinned at me. “Maybe so. But we still have to go out there and kill this thing,” he said.
Even though I had half a mind to clunk him over the head and try to convince Shell to fly us away from there, I knew he was right. And besides, the AI had said she couldn’t fly the van. Whether she was lying or not, I didn’t want to find out. Not while the big hairy spider with a tail whip had us in its sights.
“However we can, huh?” I said.
“Yes.” The wizard apparently decided he’d said enough. He opened the door and jumped out. “Ladies, if you want to join, feel free.”
April was already fishing through the chest for another spacesuit, but June was standing with her arms crossed under breasts again.
I hopped out of the van and learned that the normalized gravity extended only as far as the atmosphere and no further. I basically bounced and flapped my arms like a chicken to avoid falling on my face. It was a giant leap that all mankind would not have been proud of.
But I got everything under control for my second touch, and tried not to think about the fact that only a dozen or so people had walked on the moon before me.
The spider was heading straight at us, its movements slow as it did its best to deal with the low gravity. It was maybe fifty feet away now, and its intentions were clear. It was no longer trying to run. Maybe it couldn’t. It wanted to fight.
The old wizard and I had precisely no weapons between us. Yet the old man didn’t back down and I would be damned if I was going to let him show more bravery than me.
I gritted my teeth, clenched my fists, and went out to meet it.
“Caleb!” April said in my helmet. Her voice was similar to June’s, but I could still tell them apart. “Wait!” she said.
I glanced back at the van and saw her in the process of putting on a suit. But I couldn’t wait. The monster was closing in fast. It was going to be up to the old man and me.
Thirty feet.
“Get ready, young Caleb,” said the wizard.
Twenty feet. I felt June’s discomfort. Not like I did before, not debilitating. It was still there, though.
Ten.
“Any time now, young Caleb,” said the wizard.
And all of a sudden, I saw something, and knew exactly what to do. The spear was still sticking out of the monster’s gut, and that was all I needed.
“Slow time!” I shouted. “Do it now!” I didn’t know for sure that the old man could duplicate my talent, but he’d said enough that I assumed he could. At the same time, I bent my own will to the task.
Given the trouble we’d had with it before, the end of the rhino-sized spider was almost anti-climactic. With the old man’s abilities added to my own, we slowed the bug-demon almost to a stop. I grabbed hold of the spear, yanked it out in one heave, then drove it back into the monster again and again.
It was dead before it could even react. Panting heavily in my space suit, I stood back to admire the corpse. With no bacteria or other micro-organisms on the moon, it would probably be there forever. Would some astronaut find it—as well as the spear—someday? Would future Moon colonists wonder what alien civilization had come before?
I thought briefly of burying it all in the moon dust, but decided against that pretty quickly. I didn’t know how much oxygen my suit had. And anyway, I liked the idea of leaving my mark on the moon.
I turned to the old man, feeling pleased with myself. But, with an expression of surprise on his face, visible through his helmet, the wizard vanished in front of my eyes.
“What the hell?” I said out loud.
<<<>>>
I was still swearing under my breath when I reached the van and closed the door behind me. “We killed the damn thing!” I said to Shell. “Why the hell did the old man vanish? Shouldn’t the timelines be more stable now?” I demanded.
“Sometimes, the timestreams remain crossed for some time, Caleb,” the AI replied. “He will find his way back. I hope.”
“You hope?” I echoed.
“This is a unique situation. I can calculate temporal probabilities and track multi-universal timelines, but the Wise One’s abilities are, by their intrinsic nature, beyond those calculations.” Shell had no shoulders, but she somehow managed to convey a shrug. “Yet I still believe he will return. Whether he does depends on you more than any other factor, and you have so far proven to be reliable in your actions.”
I didn’t know what to say to that, so I just fumed to myself as I started to work my way out of my suit. The twins both helped as much as they could, and in minutes I stuffed the space suit into the laundry chest, where April had already stashed hers.
Then I asked the important question. “How do we get out of here?” I asked Shell.
“You’ll have to pilot the van, Caleb. First, though, let’s have a look at your stats.”
“Forget the fucking stats!” I shouted. I felt a wave of irritation from June as she moved up to the driver’s capsule. Without waiting for permission, she turned the key.
Nothing happened.
“Why isn’t this working?” she demanded.
“You are an augmenter,” Shell said. “You do not possess the type or degree of power required to pilot the time machine. Of the three of you, only young Caleb is powerful enough to do that.”
“Why do you keep calling me that?” I asked. The AI and the old man both called me ‘young’ Caleb, and it was becoming annoying. “And I’m not exactly a vessel of unending power, either.”
“But you are.” Shell glowed brighter as she spoke, pulsing as if it were breathing.
“Try, Caleb,” said April.
Unless we wanted to spend the rest of our lives stuck in a van on the moon, I didn’t see any other choice. June moved out of the way, and I settled myself into the cockpit.
Just as June had done, I turned the key. Again, nothing happened. Not even a click. It was as if the key was connected to nothing at all.
I pounded my fist on the wheel, blaring the horn. “Shit! Shit, shit, shit!” I looked around at the girls and saw their concern. They were thinking the same as me, that the old man had trapped us there on the moon.
Maybe Shell could convert the van into some sort of habitat where we could live for a while. But we still needed food and water to live. Could the AI conjure that from thin air?
“You must use your powers to move us,” Shell said. “Simply turning the key won’t do it. I would have thought you had understood that when June tried it.”
The AI made sense, but I didn’t exactly enjoy hearing it. “Smartass,” I grumbled under my breath.
I closed my eyes to help me focus. This time, I didn’t try to slow time, but instead simply reached out to time itself. At first, I felt nothing. Then, it was like time was fighting against me. It pushed and pulled me, spun me around. Eventually, I began to feel the current and to work with it rather than against it. It was like I was swimming, and soon, I did even more. I lifted myself up out of the sea of time to walk on top.
For the first time, it felt like Time itself was mine to control. It was a feeling I’d never had before, and I felt as if anything might be possible. Like I could reach out and touch any moment that had ever existed, like the multiverse itself was mine to behold.
That’s what it felt like, anyway. Really, all that happened was the Bedford started with its characteristic roar.
Just like that, all my doubts and worries faded away. “Where to?” I asked, grinning broadly.
“Home,” June and April said together.
“You hear that, Shell? Plot a course for Nowhere, USA, the same night we left, outside the Club.”
The AI did as I asked, and I pulled the lever just as the wizard had done. The van lurched forward, and I almost bashed my nose on the steering wheel. Then we were moving, transported once again into the glittering purple bubble of time.
I gave a whoop of triumph and then fell back against the seat.
Unfortunately, when we landed, the view outside was not as we expected.
This time, it was April’s turn to say it. “What the hell?”
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“No fucking way,” June breathed. I could feel her anxiety and knew it was completely justified. We’d been expecting to turn up in a drab but familiar world lit by the neon of the club. Instead, we were looking at a wasteland.
Nothing of the Good Times Club remained. The streets, the parking lot, even the surrounding buildings were in ruins.
“What happened?” April asked.
It looked like a war zone. By the light of the moon, we could see piles of rubble, fallen streetlamps, and cracked and broken concrete.
At first, nobody responded to April’s question. I spun in my seat and looked at the floating AI. “Shell, what the hell happened? Did we get the time wrong?” I didn’t want to think about any other possibility.
“Calculating,” she responded. “But the indicators are clear. This is the time and location specified. Given the Wise One’s latest disappearance and the obvious change in this time point, it is apparent that something has happened to disrupt the timeline.”
“No shit,” said April.
I felt a profound sense of disappointment. I’d been looking forward to a moment of normality, even if it was only temporary. And now that normality had been ripped away from us.
And it was more than that, too. I’d been thinking that the best time to take care of these bug demons was when they arrived. Before they could do any damage at all. But now it appeared we didn’t have that option at all.
Yet my disappointment was nothing compared to how June took the news. I felt her frustration like a ball of acid eating her up inside. She gave voice to an inarticulate cry and pulled the door open. Both April and I reached for her, but she shrugged us off and stepped out into the ruined landscape.
“June!” April said.
But the dark-haired sister didn’t go far. She just stood next to a pile of rubble and stared out into the night. I could feel her roiling emotions. Beyond her frustration, there was fear, resentment, and despondency. It was like she believed we were stuck, that we could never go back.
Maybe she was right.
April shot me a quick look. <I’ll talk to her,> she said, and left me alone in the back of the van.
I swore under my breath and turned to Shell. “What happened? What changed the timeline?” I asked. I knew even then that we had to fix it.
“I do not know. This timeline is still propagating. My sensors are as yet unable to accurately assimilate all variables, and as such I cannot extrapolate to find an answer. Initial calculations indicate that it is likely associated with the large insectoid that emerged from the rift at this point in time. Beyond that, I have only guesses.”
It wasn’t the response I was looking for. “How long might it take for you to come up with a better answer?”
“This appears to be a cataclysmic shift, with ongoing ramifications. The disruption itself is multivariate and cascading. There are alternate timelines spawning and respawning around a locus of instability, and each new timeline draws to a catastrophic end more swiftly than the last. This is hampering my efforts.”
The importance of the AI’s words took a moment to grasp. “Hold on. Are you saying that this time disruption is so major that the entire fabric of the universe is at stake?”
“Effectively, yes. If the disruption continues unchecked, it will warp the multiverse as a whole. If this becomes unsustainable—which the evidence suggests is no more than a matter of time—the results are inevitable and irreversible. Everything you have ever known will be as if it had never existed.”
I admit it. I might have let out a whimper. Shell’s words were terrifying, and I couldn’t help but look at the twins just outside the van. I’d only just started to get to know them….
I opened my mouth, but couldn’t form any words. So I coughed to clear my throat and tried again. “How long?”
“It may take a day or two to complete my calculations,” Shell said.
“No. How long have we got? Before the universe ends?”
“In this timeline, it will be more than several million years before the tear forms.”
I started to let out a let out a sigh of relief, but that relief was short-lived.
“Once the tear forms, it will work backward and forward through all of time, nullifying everything. For us, it will appear instantaneous.”
“What?” I blurted. “You’re saying it doesn’t matter when it forms, destruction will be instant if it does?”
“Yes.”
“Holy fuck,” I said, still struggling to comprehend it all.
“Yes,” Shell agreed.
In my mind, I imagined thousands of threads forming, timelines all, that were never supposed to be. I pictured them distorting the shape of the multiverse as a whole to the point where its fabric ripped open. And I imagined that singular tear turning the whole structure into dust.
Perhaps some timelines would remain unaffected. They might survive. But Shell seemed to believe this one, the one most important to me, would not be so lucky.
“How many more timelines can the multiverse sustain before tearing?” I asked, my mouth feeling unaccountably dry. “How long will it take the disruption to generate them? How long have we got?”
This time, Shell gave an answer I could use. “A matter of days,” she said.
I sat there in the back of the van, doing what I could to accept that the universe was indeed on the verge of ending. All of a sudden, I had more sympathy for the crazy guys with their signs of impending doom who wandered about in large, metropolitan areas. Who knew? They were actually right.
Or, maybe not quite.
“What can we do about it?” I asked.
“Once I locate the source of the disturbance, you must neutralize it.”
So, basically, I could do nothing until Shell finished her calculations. “And until then?”
“You will need to be as powerful as possible when you face this challenge. Bond with your augmenters. Become one with them. If you do not, none of us will survive.”
Once more, I looked at June and April out in the night. They were beautiful, and if I was honest, I already felt pretty close to both of them. April more than June, but I couldn’t help feel drawn to both.
I thought about what Shell had said, and nodded. I took a deep breath and held it. Then slowly let it out.
“Is it safe, here?” I asked, looking at the destruction. For all I knew, the entire area could have been awash with radiation.
“The radiation levels are higher than normal, but still within safe levels,” Shell replied. “I would not have allowed young June to open the door otherwise.”
Good to know, I thought.
With the fate of the known universe and beyond on my shoulders, I left the van and joined April and June.
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The dark-haired twin was leaning her head on April’s shoulder. She seemed calmer than she’d been when we arrived, but still projected waves of disappointment and sadness. Both sisters turned toward me as I approached.
“Are you okay?” I asked June.
She nodded. “Yeah. Sorry,” she replied. “It’s just … I wanted to go home. I’m not like you and April. You seem to be fine with this mad careening through time to face giant bug-monsters from another dimension. I’m not so brave.”
When I’d first met June, I’d thought of her as angry and maybe a little cold. Now I was starting to think that might have been just a front.
I gave her a grin and a hug, which she returned without any hesitation. “It’s been an eventful couple of days,” I said. “And it isn’t like any of us turned up to work expecting anything like what happened. I think we’ve all done really well.”
June didn’t say anything. She just stood there, holding me. The disappointment and sadness she projected faded, to be replaced with a feeling of warmth and comfort. Then April said, “Hey, what about me? I get scared too!” But she said it with a smile so broad it made me and June both laugh. Nevertheless, she joined in the hug, and that made me feel better as well.
We held each other for what felt like a long time. Finally, though, April and June stepped away.
“So. You spoke with Shell. What do we do now?” April asked.
I decided not to tell them of the massive impending doom looming over our heads. “She says it’ll take a while to calculate what happened to the timeline, and how to fix it.” I shrugged. “Until then, I guess we’re stuck here.”
April frowned. “Well, this isn’t exactly my idea of a great place to camp,” she said. “But at least the van can turn into a Greek palace. We might as well be comfortable.”
Surprisingly, June shook her head. “How about something more normal?” she said. “Can it turn into our home?”
I understood the dark-haired twin’s desire for normality. I felt it too. “Let’s ask,” I said.
But, when we got back to the van, the answer wasn’t positive. “Your home doesn’t exist in this timeline, and I currently lack the processing resources required to locate an alternate,” Shell said. “However, young Caleb’s apartment, as it was before the time rift appeared, is a known nexus point.”
“Meaning?” I asked.
“If you wish, I can convert the van into your apartment.
The thought of going home for a bit appealed very strongly. As for the girls, they displayed a combination of disappointment and curiosity.
“What do you say?” I asked them. “Want to go back to my place?” I said, giving it my broadest possible grin.
Both of them laughed, and April raised a lascivious eyebrow. “Sure,” she said. “Why not?”
Still grinning, I said in my best Picard voice, “Make it so.”
For the second time, the old Bedford began to change. Just like before, the walls moved outward and the ceiling became higher. This time, the driver’s cockpit became hidden by a door, and the various parts of my old apartment morphed into being.
Shell did a good job. She got everything right, all the way down to the pizza box I’d left out, and the beer bottles I’d left on the counter instead of in the trash. Fortunately, that was the only evidence of my bachelorhood lying about. Between school and my job at the Club, I wasn’t there enough to make much of a mess.
“Ladies,” I said. “Welcome to my home.”
They seemed to approve. June wandered in and assessed the couch, which sank in the middle. She plopped herself down with an expression of relief. Her wraparound dress slid up, and the side fell open to reveal her entire thigh. She didn’t seem to care because she made no attempt to pull it back down.
I had a thought. “Shell, is this all real? Like, even the food in the fridge?”
The AI was floating above one of the chairs. “Young Caleb, just as the Greek villa was real, this is your apartment. The food in the fridge is the food in your fridge. As such, it is normal food, as edible and nutritious as it would normally be.”
I couldn’t believe it. “How?” I asked.
“Through the use of your power. Just like I can tap into your talent to preserve you, April, and June in this timeline, I can also tap into your talent to bring your apartment through to a given moment in time.”
Even though the proof of what she could do was all around me, it was still pretty incredible. I couldn’t even begin to comprehend how she did it.
But then, I didn’t need to. I headed to the kitchen. April followed me as I hunted around in the fridge for more beer. She grinned as she took one, and we stared at each other for a moment. “So,” I said awkwardly.
“What now?” she asked.
“Don’t know.” I opened my own beer and took a swig. “I need a shower.”
“Yes.”
I raised an eyebrow. “That bad?”
April smiled. “Well, yes, but I meant that I needed a shower, too.”
My heart raced a little faster, and I took another swig of beer to hide my eagerness. The universe might be coming to an end, but I wasn’t against something happening with April. Or June. Dammit, which one? Both had kissed me, and I felt a connection to both of them, but it would be a bad idea to make one of them jealous.
I snorted. Down, boy. Women have never fought over you before, I thought, and they weren’t going to start now.
April frowned. “What’s so funny?”
I pulled her to me and kissed the tip of her nose. “Nothing. It’s just been one hell of a night.”
“Can’t argue with that.” April pulled back. “Cheers.” She clinked her bottle against mine and we went back to the living room to give June her drink.
The rest of the evening was a blur. We just chatted about different things, the three of us telling stories and laughing, pretending that everything was normal. In the end, we didn’t get our showers. It had been a long day, and the three of us were tired. We just kinda dropped off where we sat, with June and April sharing the couch, and me on the chair opposite them.
I didn’t even think of heading to bed. It didn’t seem right when the twins had to make do squished together on the couch.
When I woke at dawn, I saw the girls were still asleep. So I tiptoed into the bathroom, shut the door, and finally got my shower, lathering up three times before deeming myself clean enough to emerge. When I pulled the shower curtain away, though, April was standing in the open doorway.
I reached for the towel, thinking that she wanted to use the bathroom. Instead, she grabbed the towel and held it away from me, teasing.
I could have covered up with the shower curtain, but hey, I’m a guy, and she was clearly enjoying what she was seeing. Why deny her?
I nodded toward the door. “Shut it, will you?” I whispered hoarsely.
April quirked an eyebrow as if considering my request, then she hooked the towel over the rack and closed the door with her still inside with me.
It’s what I was hoping she would do, but I hadn’t been sure. Even though she clearly enjoyed teasing, I didn’t know her as well as I felt I should have.
“Help me get washed up?” she asked.
I turned on the water again and moved aside so she could step into the shower with me. April slowly unbuttoned her flannel shirt, and I felt the water hit my new erection as I watched her shrug off the garment and unhook her bra. Her beautiful, perky breasts popped free, and I longed to touch them. Next, she wriggled out of her slacks, and they fell to the floor along with her lace thong.
Damn, I was already breathing heavy, and she hadn’t even touched me yet.
Her hips were perfectly curved, her slit visible below a small strip of hair.
“You’ve seen me naked before,” she said as she stepped into the shower. “Why are you drooling now?”
I knew she was talking more about the club than the fun we’d had in the pool when the van had been a Greek palace. I smiled. “You weren’t naked for me before. And I was on duty. I take my job seriously.”
April put a finger on my chest and traced it down my sternum. “I was naked for everybody and for no one.”
“Right,” I said. I kissed her then, unable to allow her to tease me any longer.
Pulling her body to mine, I felt her soft, firm breasts against my chest, her thin waist against my abs, and her thighs against mine. She kissed me back, and I wanted to slow time so this never ended. With a smirk, I realized I could do exactly that, but I was already aware of the water going lukewarm instead of hot, so instead I turned April around and grabbed the shampoo.
She let the water run over her hair and then let me wash it for her.
“It smells like a man’s shampoo,” she said.
“It’s all I have.”
“I don’t mind. I’ll smell like you.” She grabbed the bar of soap from the dish to lather up.
I finished with her hair and then took the soap from her when she needed her back done.
Her body was perfect, and I knew I’d never get tired of running my hands over it. As she rinsed, I bent down to suck on the place between her neck and collarbone, eliciting a soft moan from her. When my hands moved to her breasts, she arched back, turning her head so the water sprayed between us. I played with her nipples while licking up her neck to her ear. When I nibbled April’s earlobe, she grabbed my shoulders and turned us away from the water.
“How do you want to do this?” she asked.
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I pushed her against the shower wall and smiled. “Any way that will make you come.”
I lifted her up and pinned her to the wall. She wiggled, seeming eager, but I took a moment to touch between her legs. Unexpectedly, she pushed my hand away and put her feet down. Before I could say please, she had sunk to her knees and taken me in her mouth.
“This isn’t what I had in mind,” I protested, burying my hands in her hair.
The sounds of sucking accompanied April’s movements, and I almost groaned in disappointment when she took her mouth off me to say, “I always finish what I start, Caleb.”
“Good to—ah!”
For the next few minutes, I tried my damnedest to stay on my feet while April gave me the best blowjob of my life. Maybe the knowledge that the universe might come to an end at any moment actually helped. My knees quite literally buckled when I came, and the sight of her swallowing prolonged the pleasure until I sank down in the tub with her on top of me.
As we lay panting, the water turned cold, prompting us to get out and towel off. I tried to help April, but she giggled and smacked my hand away. I responded by lightly smacking her ass.
She arched an eyebrow. “I don’t know if you are up to that challenge.”
“What challenge?” I grinned. “You like it rough?”
April smirked and wrapped her hair up in another towel, sticking her rear end out for me to smack it again. Her eyelids fluttered closed, and I was about to see how far she was willing to take this when June pounded on the door.
“You two done in there? A girl can’t hold it all morning.”
Still naked, April opened the door. I was naked, too, and I wrapped my own towel around my waist.
June pursed her lips and ignored our butt nakedness. “Did you leave any hot water?”
April moved past her sister, pausing at the door so I could get another glorious view of her ass. “Sorry,” she told June. “Wait a few minutes, huh?”
I didn’t know whether she was speaking to June or to me.
<<<>>>
April dressed herself in one of my sweatshirts. It fell to the top of her thighs like a short, fuzzy dress. She didn’t have any panties, and I tried not to slobber thinking about how if she bent over at all, I’d get a nice eyeful.
To my dismay—and delight—after her shower, June grabbed one of my button-down shirts. I had trouble not fantasizing about her as well. I sat, fully clothed again in t-shirt and jeans, on the end of the couch, watching them put their dirty clothes in the laundry chest, which had once more survived the transition. Despite April’s efforts in the shower, I needed to adjust myself again as the girls walked around my apartment.
“Right,” said April. “We need to decide what to do next.”
I winked at her. “I have some ideas.”
June shook her head in mock-dismay at my words. “First, we need food. I’m hungry. What have you got?”
I thought Shell could probably conjure whatever we needed out of thin air. But everyone seemed much more relaxed in this pretend-normality than we had been before, and I didn’t want to break the illusion.
“Bread? Some meat and cheese to go with it?” I suggested.
“Sandwiches?” June replied.
I shrugged. “Not much of a cook,” I admitted. “It’s all I usually have.” Yet the girls seemed happy enough as we piled into the kitchen and I grabbed what we needed.
“Where are the pickles?” April asked.
“Caleb has all the pickle you need,” June said, smirking.
I raised an eyebrow. “Damn straight.”
“It is straight,” April said without missing a beat.
“Looked kind of shriveled to me,” June answered.
“That’s because you missed the part where she sucked out all the juices,” I said.
April gave a laugh that was almost a snort, and even June had to grin. Damn, and now I was hard again.
“Looks like she missed some,” June said, glancing at my crotch and then winking at her sister.
I didn’t know what to say to that. April took a moment to lick mayonnaise off her thumb. She did it suggestively, and I wanted to strip that sweatshirt off her and take her there on the kitchen counter.
If June hadn’t been there, that’s exactly what I would have done. Instead, we finished making our sandwiches and headed into the living room.
As we ate, Shell started to speak.
“Calculations complete,” she said. I swallowed the last of my sandwich with a mounting feeling of dread. To me, this was the signal that our pleasant little hiatus was over. Judging by the disappointed looks April and June shared, they thought the same.
“Okay,” I said. “Hit us with it.”
“I have extrapolated the locus of the initial disruption back to a single point in 1976. At the time, Jimmy Carter was the Democratic candidate giving a speech to a crowd in Iowa. I can show the footage.”
I expected Shell to display that footage in the same way she’d shown information before, as a holographic image. Instead, the TV turned itself on, and we found ourselves watching a reporter on a news show from the era.
“Mr. Carter announced today,” said the reporter, “that he would change his stance on nuclear weapons. He now believes they are the only means to remaining recognized as a global power, and he wants more government funding for the Department of Defense. This has upset his base greatly, as until this morning, Mr. Carter was anti-war and anti-nuclear weapons. What this will mean for voters in a few months, no one can guess, but some are questioning the change. What happened to Mr. Carter to change his mind?”
We all sat frowning at the screen. Having survived one war, I had no desire to see another, especially if nuclear warheads were involved. The shot changed to a press conference, and Jimmy Carter straightened his neck tie as he fielded questions. I would have thought that was a sign of guilt, but instead, he looked like he was in pain. His eyes didn’t look right, either. They were dull and defeated.
“Something’s not right.” Even as I said it, I moved closer to the television, watching Jimmy Carter intently.
“What is it, Caleb?” I felt June’s uncertainty flit about the room.
Before I could answer, Shell interjected. “Young Caleb is right. Jimmy Carter never made that speech. He never changed his stance on war or nuclear weapons. What you are witnessing is the aberration that spawned the first of the new timelines.”
“But why?” April asked.
“Because he is being controlled by the big-ass bug that came out of the time rift outside the Good Times Club,” I said.
“What? How could you possibly know that?” June asked.
“I … I just feel it,” I stammered. “The way he looks on screen. It’s not right. You’ve all seen him before, right? The energy he has about him? The sparkle of humanity in his eye? It’s gone. Completely vanished. He’s talking like he’s a robot, like people do when they really don’t want to do what they’re doing. I think it’s the giant bug controlling him.”
“What, like in that Will Smith movie? You think the giant bug is somehow wearing a fucking Jimmy suit? That’s not possible,” June said.
“I don’t know how,” I answered. “But I can slow time simply by thinking about it. April is telepathic. You can project your emotions onto others. Why couldn’t the big bug demon control Jimmy Carter somehow? Why is it any different?”
The dark-haired twin didn’t want to believe it. She shook her head. “No fucking way. Maybe it’s just some sort of ordinary conspiracy, or someone blackmailing him.” She made a face and I could feel her uncertainty. “It could be anything, couldn’t it?”
Shell interjected. “June, I am sorry, but young Caleb is correct once again. My calculations are conclusive. The large insectoid creature is at the root of Jimmy Carter’s behavior. It is having direct, irrefutable influence over him.”
June pursed her lips. She may not have wanted to believe it, but Shell had left no room for uncertainty. She uttered a deep sigh and nodded. “Fuck. Okay. What do we have to do?” she asked.
Before she even finished talking, my comfortable, familiar apartment was morphing back into the van.
“We have to fix it,” I said.
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We were back in the old Bedford van. As usual, the only things that remained in place were Shell and the laundry chest. The girls were still wearing my shirts, and while it was sexy as hell, it probably wasn’t appropriate attire in which to go up against giant bug-monsters that could control ex-presidents. Future presidents. Whichever.
So they pulled their usual clothes—magically cleaned and pressed again—from the chest and got dressed as I started the van.
“Where to?” I asked.
“You’re the genius time wielder,” June said. “Where should we go?”
“We need to reach Jimmy Carter.”
April laughed. “Yes, let’s just march up to him and ask if he’s being possessed by a giant bug demon. Brilliant idea.”
“I’ll think of something, but we’ve got to get there,” I said.
“Where is there?”
“Didn’t Shell say he was campaigning in Iowa?”
“Never been,” June said. She settled onto the cushions behind the front seats and hung on, preparing for the van’s lurch.
“Me neither,” I said. “But it’s our best shot. Shell, plot a course?”
The AI did as I asked. Feeling more confident now about working the controls, I made sure the girls had a good hold and then launched.
When we landed in the middle of a tall cornfield a few moments later, I thought something had gone wrong. “Shell?” I said.
“We are ten miles from Des Moines, the state’s capital.”
I was confused. “Why?”
“Because there is something the Wise One enjoys doing,” she said. “Young Caleb, your presence is required to enable normal van operation, but if you remove your hands from the steering wheel, I can drive.”
Perplexed, I did as the AI asked. Immediately, we lurched through the corn, flattening stalks in the shape of a circle. Then we careered through the field for a moment before lurching sideways again. It was all I could do to stay in place, and I heard the girls start to curse in the back.
“Shell! What are you doing?” I asked.
“A moment longer,” she replied, and the van lurched again.
I’d had enough. I reached for the steering wheel to wrest control back from the AI. But before I did, we launched into the air and hovered maybe fifty feet above the corn.
I was shocked. The van wasn’t a DeLorean. I hadn’t even suspected it could fly.
“If you would like to look down?” Shell suggested.
Curiosity drove me to do as the AI said, and I heard more curses from the girls as they untangled themselves. On the ground, I could see that Shell had created a pattern of interconnected circles and geometric shapes. I stared, confused for a moment, until April provided an answer to my unspoken question.
“Crop circles?” she said. “You make crop circles?”
The AI offered a metallic laugh. “If I am honest, it isn’t just the Wise One who thinks its funny to watch the humans scratch their heads when they discover them,” she said. “Young Caleb, if you would like to re-engage the temporal drive, we can be at the correct coordinates shortly.”
For the third time in a matter of minutes, I did as the AI asked. I pulled the lever near the steering column, and the familiar, purple time bubble surrounded us once more.
<<<>>>
This time, we landed with a bump in a narrow alley, and I had to jump on the brakes to avoid hitting a dumpster. We came to a halt barely inches away from it, and I couldn’t help but wonder how good Shell’s calculations actually were. What if she was half a dozen paces off? What if we ended up materializing inside the dumpster?
Or a concrete wall?
It didn’t bear thinking about.
“You will find Jimmy Carter on the top floor of the Excelsior Hotel,” Shell said. “Good luck,” she added.
I was already halfway out of my seat when June stopped me. “So, you’re just going to charge in and attack? What’s your plan?”
“I haven’t figured that out yet.”
She looked at me, projecting waves of doubt. “You barely survived the other bug monsters before. This one is much more powerful, and you don’t even have any weapons. What are you going to do? Snap your fingers and make it disappear?”
It was a good question. Trouble was, I didn’t know. All I knew was that at any moment, a huge chunk of the multiverse could blink out of existence if we didn’t do something, and quickly.
I couldn’t take the risk of procrastinating for even a moment. What if life was like a Mission Impossible film where the bomb was always a single second from going off? What if a moment’s hesitation was all that stood between success and catastrophic failure?
I thought quickly. “You’re right,” I said. “But we can’t make a plan without information, right? So how about a fact-finding mission? We go in and find out everything we need to know. How busy is this place? How many bodyguards, Secret Service personnel are there? Where on the top floor is he, exactly? And how is this monster controlling him?” I paused for a moment. “Does that make sense?”
April seemed keen, but June was slower to respond. Her uncertainty faded, but didn’t disappear. “Even that sounds dangerous.”
I couldn’t deny it. “You saw the ruined world we just came from. If we don’t do something, that’s what the future will be,” I said.
“Maybe we could just stay here?” she suggested. “Or another time? Somewhere safe?”
It didn’t matter where or when we happened to go, I knew that nowhere was safe. But I didn’t want to tell her that.
Fortunately, April stepped in. “June, that might work for us, but what about our friends?” she said gently. “Our family back in 2019? Do you want to leave them to the world we just saw?” She didn’t have to say that there was a good chance those family and friends had been dead. June understood. She pursed her lips and nodded.
“Fuck. Okay. Let’s do it,” she said.
It was enough for me. We piled out, and I closed the door and locked the Bedford behind us. I hoped no one would bother it, but as thieves couldn’t drive it anywhere, I figured it was safe enough.
The alley opened out into the center of downtown, and I couldn’t help but wonder at the architecture. I was used to concrete and glass, shiny towers reaching into the sky. But the buildings around us were comparatively squat and made mostly of brick.
Except for one. This building was taller, maybe thirty stories, but it still had that old-world, elegant feel to it.
“Is that it?” April asked.
She was pointing toward the taller building, and even before I saw the sign proclaiming its name, I knew it was the one. It just had the look of a place that would host presidential candidates.
“Well, no time like the present,” I said.
But it was April’s turn to stop me. She grabbed my arm. “How do you want to do this?” she asked.
“Split up. Find out what you can. We’ll meet back in the lobby in, what, an hour?”
I could see the disappointment in her eyes at the thought of splitting up. But she accepted it readily enough. “And what if there’s trouble?” she asked.
“You can call me telepathically. I’ll come and get you.”
The blonde twin smiled. “What if it’s you who is in trouble?” she asked.
“Me?” I shrugged. “It’s not like I’m without skills,” I said, winking at her.
Despite the seriousness of what we were planning to do, the beautiful woman still replied with a grin.
Then I relented. “I’ll use my ability to slow time. All going well, I should be able to waltz past any trouble.”
Even as I spoke, I knew my answer wasn’t enough. It didn’t include June.
Both April and I turned to the dark-haired sister at the same time. She looked from one to the other, then said. “I’m not staying in that old Bedford any longer. If we’ve got to save the whole damned universe, then I’m doing my part. I’m coming with you.” She glared at us as if daring either April or me to disagree, and I could feel the determination within her.
Neither of us did. June turned away for a moment. “Fuck,” she said. It seemed to be her favorite word. “But I can’t slow time or call out telepathically. So I’m not going alone.”
“Sure,” April said. “You and I can—”
“No. Caleb,” she said. She kept her face perfectly neutral as she said it, but her emotions betrayed her. I felt a tingle of mischievousness coming from her that I couldn’t interpret.
Whether April felt it as well, I didn’t know. The blonde sister just looked at June for a moment, then nodded, the smile on her lips suggesting she was in on the joke. “Okay, then. Let’s do this.”
There was nothing left to decide. With April on one side of me and June on the other, we headed toward the Excelsior entrance.
“We’re going to get our asses eaten,” June muttered under her breath.
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The lobby of the Excelsior proved to be a wonder of elegance, from the rich, crimson carpets and extensive use of dark wood paneling through to the magnificent chandelier hanging from the triple-height ceiling. It was also surprisingly busy, with a number of people waiting at the expansive front desk, others sitting on the various seats, and several more just milling about.
Maybe that was because of the time. Late afternoon. People were getting back from wherever the day had taken them, or starting to think about food for the evening.
Either way, I could see no overt signs of security for the candidate, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t any. The solidly-built man in the dark suit sitting in a corner could have been just waiting for someone, but could equally have been a member of the Secret Service on watch. Nor was he the only one. I started seeing undercover agents in the doorman who had greeted us on the way in, in every guest who seemed to be by themselves, and even in the elderly supervisor gent standing watch over the front-desk staff.
Our entrance didn’t go unnoticed. I was dressed a touch too casually for this crowd in my jeans and overtly modern motorcycle jacket, and together, June and April were stunning enough that they would turn heads in a morgue. It was like one of those scenes in a western where the hero walks into a tavern and everything stops for a moment.
Given that we really didn’t want the attention, it wasn’t a great start to our mission.
April recognized the issue as well. “Time to get on with it,” she said, smiling broadly. With that, she headed over to the front desk, taking about half of the eyes in the place along with her and leaving me alone with June.
The dark-haired twin wrapped her arm in mine and flashed me a smile to match her sister’s. “Come on. Let’s see if we can’t convince these people we belong.” So saying, she whisked me through the crowd toward an alcove that hid the elevators.
I don’t know what I’d been expecting. Probably just normal, bland-looking elevators. Press a button and it’ll take you to whichever floor you wanted. But instead, June and I found ourselves looking at one of those old-fashioned cage elevators, complete with an operator.
The operator was an old man wearing the same uniform as the rest of the staff but topped with a conductor’s cap. He looked our way just as I hesitated.
June pulled me on. “Come along!” she said.
The old man closed the cage door behind us. “Welcome aboard, Sir, welcome aboard, Ma’am. Which floor would be your pleasure this afternoon?”
I’d fought wars in foreign countries. As a bouncer, I’d dealt with all sorts, including drunks trying for a grope, fights, and even an attempted robbery. More recently, I’d killed giant bug monsters from another dimension, both on Earth and on the moon.
Despite all that, I was completely unprepared for the elevator operator’s question. I couldn’t ask him to take us to the top, because it was obvious we didn’t belong there. But that’s exactly what we needed to see.
June took one look at me and understood my confusion. She didn’t hesitate. She just turned to the operator and put on her most winning smile. “Is it true you have Presidential Candidate Jimmy Carter staying here?” she breathed at him, the very picture of a devoted supporter.
The operator looked from June to me, and I hastily smeared a goofy grin on my face. He answered with a more tolerant one of his own. “Well, Ma’am, we don’t often get dignitaries passing through this neck of the woods, but when they do, this is where they stay.” His eyes gained a twinkle, and he nodded. “And Jimmy Carter is about the biggest dignitary around these days. Yes indeed, Mister Jimmy Carter is here, that he is.”
“Ooh, can we see where he’s staying?” June gushed.
“I’m sorry, Ma’am, I’d like to say yes. Surely I would, but it would be more than my job’s worth to do so. His floor, I’m sorry to say, is strictly off-limits to anyone who doesn’t have a special pass.”
June proved to be a surprisingly good actress. Her face was the perfect expression of disappointment. “Aww,” she said. Then she gave a small shrug. “I really wanted to see where he’s staying. Just to be able to say I’d been there. You know? It’s not like I expected to actually meet him….” She trailed off. “Is there nothing you can show us at all?” she finished.
I have to admit, if she used that particular puppy-dog eyes expression on me, I would have given her anything she wanted. Even the old guy wasn’t immune.
“Well, I’ll tell you what I can do. I can take you to the floor directly beneath him. Layout’s just the same, and it should give you an idea. How does that sound?”
June shot a look at me, and I shrugged and nodded. “Sure!” she said. “Take us there!”
The old man chuckled. “Okay then. But don’t be surprised if you see a Secret Service agent or two even there. I think they’ve got most of that floor just about booked, too.”
Neither June nor I made any objection to that, so the old operator moved his lever into the ‘up’ position, and we began our slow rise to the top of the building.
What we would do once we got there, I didn’t know. I really wanted to see the top floor, the one Jimmy Carter was actually on, and wasn’t sure the next-to-top floor would do.
Out of no more than a desire to do something, I reached out to slow time around the old man. Maybe, I thought, if I stopped him but kept the elevator going, we could sneak to the top without him being any the wiser.
Except that it didn’t work. Not as well as I’d hoped, anyway. The old man slowed, but not nearly as much as he should have.
June sensed my consternation. “What’s wrong?” she whispered to me.
“I don’t know,” I began. “My ability isn’t working properly.” But as soon as I said it, I came up with a theory. “Maybe it’s because April isn’t here with us.”
The dark-haired twin understood. She nodded, and bit her lip as if thinking about something. Then, without saying a word, she grabbed my shirt and pulled me close. Before I could say anything, June covered my mouth in the hottest and most sensuous kiss I had ever experienced. Her hands roamed everywhere—my abs, my hair, my ass, and one hand even came around to grope my instant erection.
I felt her urgency and need, and shoved her into the wall, reaching my hand toward her breast. In a single moment, everything changed. I knew I wanted her as much as I wanted her sister. Somehow, the simple act of kissing me broke through a barrier, and I knew without having Shell there to tell me that I’d leveled up again.
I crushed June against me and kissed her hard. The fact that we were in an elevator that was open for all to see meant nothing. I just reached out and stopped it all, and just like that, we had all the time in the world….
June pushed me away, laughing under her breath.
“What?” I said.
“It worked. Your talent. Look what you’ve done.”
It took real effort for me to pull away from her and look around. She was right. I’d stopped the operator, the elevator, in fact everything within view. Completely stopped them.
I felt more powerful than ever. Maybe I would be able to stop the bug demons as well.
“What were you trying to do?” June asked in a more normal voice.
For a moment, I didn’t know what she was talking about. I thought my intentions toward her had been perfectly clear, and would have gladly continued. Except that the moment had passed. June was smoothing out her dress, and showed no real signs of wanting to continue.
Had she been acting?
And, of course, there was April to worry about as well. What would she think if she knew what her sister and I had just been doing?
Then I understood June’s question. “I was trying to slow him down but leave everything else as it was. So we could get to the top floor.”
June nodded. “Can you do it now?” she asked.
I grinned. Two seconds later, the old elevator operator was still frozen, and we were on our way to the top.
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If we’d been in a normal elevator, we might have been stopped as soon as the door opened. There were two Secret Service agents standing guard in the elevator alcove, and I wouldn’t have seen them until it was too late.
As it was, I could see their feet and legs through the cage as they came into view. I felt June’s quick moment of alarm, then reached out and froze both agents in time.
After that, I turned the operator’s lever to Stop, and opened the gate. We stepped out onto the top floor of the Excelsior Hotel where two Secret Service agents stood as motionless as the elevator operator.
It was a little surreal, but I was getting used to that feeling by then. Even so, I couldn’t help staring at the agents for a moment. I’d never managed to stop time completely before. Not by myself, anyway. It was like being in a waxwork museum.
“What now?” June asked.
“Now I freeze everyone on this floor, and we go see what we’re dealing with.”
“Can you do that?”
I grinned. “Only one way to find out.”
I was expecting June to be hesitant. She’d said it herself: she wasn’t as brave as April. But instead, she seemed eager, almost excited. “Okay. Let’s do it,” she said.
I reached out and froze the whole floor in a single moment of time. Then, together, we left the relative safely of the elevator alcove and walked into the hall.
There were agents stationed regularly down the hall. As we passed them by, I half expected one or other of them to acknowledge our presence, but none of them did. That feeling of unreality I’d had outside the elevator was nothing compared to this. It was totally freaky, and even though I couldn’t feel June’s emotions just then, I could feel her grip on my arm tighten with every step we took.
“We could dance naked in front of them and they wouldn’t notice,” June said, her voice sounding strained.
I laughed quietly. “Is that what you want to do?”
She eyed me sideways and gave me a lopsided grin. I thought she was seriously tempted, and had to readjust my understanding of her again. She could be angry and cutting, but was often afraid, and yet now I saw an impish side to her nature as well. Up until then I’d thought April might be the one to accept a dare on a whim, but now I knew that June would as well. She might even enjoy it more than April.
“Better not,” June said. “What if you get distracted and lose your grip on time?”
It was a good question. I couldn’t help but think of the scene from the agents’ point of view. One moment, they would be doing their duty, standing guard, and the next June would appear, naked and dancing in front of them.
Or maybe both of us, if that’s what June had in mind.
It might be a funny story to tell one day, but there was a pretty good chance it would end with jail time in a 1976 prison. And that wouldn’t help us against the time demons in the least.
“Is this it, do you think?” June asked. We’d reached the door at the very end of the hallway without any trouble. It was wider than the rest, double-size, and that alone was enough to suggest a more luxurious suite behind it. In addition, there were several agents on guard, including one at a desk.
If it wasn’t Jimmy Carter’s suite, the agents were doing a very good job at mis-direction.
“Has to be,” I said.
I felt June’s hesitation. “Now what?” she asked.
I studied the agents for a moment, searching for any sign of movement. But there was none. My hold over time was still strong.
“We have to find out what we’re facing,” I said. With that, I reached forward and tried the door.
Locked.
“Damn it,” I muttered. “I don’t know if I can do that lock trick at the same time.” Despite this, we had to get in. We had to see what we were up against, and hopefully do something about it. Should I try to kick the door open? With my bum leg, I wasn’t sure if I could.
“Maybe one of these agents has a key,” June said.
Of course.
We searched them, and June proved to be right. The agent to the right of the door had an old-fashioned hotel key in his jacket pocket. I stole it from him, unlocked the door, and put it back in his pocket without him knowing a thing.
June grabbed my arm again before I opened the door.
“What are we doing?” she asked. “How far are we going to go?” She was anxious, but also excited. “Can you keep all of them frozen?”
I had images of a swarm of Secret Service agents pointing their guns at us as if we were terrorists. “Hopefully,” I said, answering her last question first. “As to how far we’re going, I need to see how the bug is controlling Carter. Then we ought to be able to figure out what to do about it.”
Privately, I was thinking of this as more than just a reconnaissance mission. I didn’t know how long we had. If I saw an opportunity to do something, I intended to take it.
I took a deep breath, reached out with my talent to make sure everyone was frozen, and pushed the door open.
The room inside was filled with people. An agent stood next to the door, two people sat at a table in the center of a dining room, and a woman sat at a desk in front of a typewriter, her fingers poised perfectly over the keys.
They were all perfectly frozen. But Jimmy Carter was nowhere in sight.
“Wow,” June said. She wasn’t looking at the people, but at the suite itself. Her mouth gaped open at the luxurious furnishings and the chandelier hanging over the table.
“Yeah,” I agreed. “Maybe we’ll get Shell to duplicate this next time. Let’s find Carter.”
It didn’t take long to find the Democratic candidate. He was in the bathroom. I stuck my head in the door and quickly pulled it back out. “Ah … problem.”
June rolled her eyes. “Really? Is he sitting on the john?”
“No, but he’s standing in front of it.”
She giggled and made a face at the same time. “Unbelievable,” she said. “So, now what?”
“There’s only one thing to do,” I said. All by itself, the bathroom was more spacious than my first apartment had been. There was plenty of room to step inside, pulling June along with me, so I could release my hold on time.
I figured that the elevator operator might have a confusing moment or two, but other than that, nobody would even notice.
Carter finished his business, zipped his pants, flushed, and turned around. A wide look of surprise hit his eyes, but I stopped time again.
For a moment, none of us moved. Jimmy Carter because he was frozen in time, and June and me because it was a moment to remember. We were in a bathroom in 1976, standing in front of the Democratic candidate and future President of the United States, Jimmy Carter.
It was a lot to take in.
Then June said, “Well, we’re here. Jimmy Carter is in front of us.” She looked at me. “He looks normal to me. Are you really sure he’s being controlled by the bug? It just seems so far-fetched.”
I cocked an eyebrow. “More far-fetched than a floating Artificial Intelligence and a time-traveling Bedford? Or any of this, for that matter? And anyway, Shell confirmed it.”
The dark-haired twin sighed. “I know,” she said. “I guess I just don’t want it to be true.” She drew a deep breath and waved her hand at Jimmy. “So, are we done here? Have we learned everything we can?”
“Not yet,” I said. I studied the man in front of us. Shorter than I’d expected, but even now the stamp of his features suggested genuine warmth and friendliness. “I’m going to see if I can…” I paused, struggling to find the words. “I don’t know. Reach out with my talent and see if I can understand what’s happening better.”
June projected a wave of uncertainty. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”
“No. But if I don’t, what have we got? And anyway, he’s frozen, just like the rest.”
June didn’t seem keen, but couldn’t refute what I’d said. “Be careful,” she said.
“What could go wrong?” I asked. Then I closed my eyes, reaching out with my talent through the space-time continuum, trying to understand what was going on with the man in front of me. I almost laughed at myself as I did. I had no idea if what I was trying to do was even possible, let alone if I could do it.
Yet, I had to try. We’d learned much about the layout of the hotel and how to get to the presidential candidate, but without knowing how the giant bug-monster was controlling him, it might all come to nothing.
I had to understand what was happening if I hoped to stop it.
So I pushed out with my talent, feeling my way through the molecules of time all around us. Just like when I’d tried this in the van, it was like swimming in thick syrup. I struggled, feeling like I was drowning. Even though I wasn’t doing anything physical, the effort was tremendous. Sweat poured off my face, stinging my eyes, and I almost gave up.
Yet, at the same time, it felt like it was working. I understood the way time flowed in this room better than ever before. I could see the currents of it flow all around us, only to stop at Jimmy Carter. It was as if he was a chunk of ice in a sea, solid and immovable while the ocean drifted around him.
I could also sense something else. Something not quite right about Jimmy Carter.
There was something in his mind that didn’t obey the normal laws of space and time. A connection of some sort that joined his reality here and now with another here and now that was also subtly different.
At first, I didn’t know what I was sensing. I only figured it out when the giant bug demon turned to look straight back at me.
And it was pissed.
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All at once, I realized three things. First, I’d made a terrible, terrible mistake. Second, somehow the gigantic monster from the rift was occupying the same time and space as Jimmy Carter, yet simultaneously, it was not.
And third, it wasn’t bound by my time freeze in the least.
I was able to draw in a quick breath, and then all hell started to break loose. The bathroom grew dark, and the tides of time swirling within it turned into a whirlpool, sucking me down into an abyss, with the monster at the bottom. I felt a moment of real terror as the bug demon drew me toward it. I knew that if it managed to pull me in, all would be lost.
It was all I could do to wrench my consciousness away. I cried out in fear and opened my eyes.
The terror remained. My heart was pounding in my chest and my hands were shaking. June stood next to Jimmy Carter, who in turn stood next to a giant shadow that hadn’t been there before and was taking over the bathroom. The shadow grew, quickly taking shape, coalescing into something more real. It was like the monster had found a pocket dimension in which it could hide, and it was now working its massive, unstoppable way back into our own. Claws and pincers materialized out of nowhere and reached for June, who stumbled back into the bathtub in panic.
Without thinking, despite my own fear, I threw myself between her and the claws. Sharp pain pierced my ribs, and I was hurled back into the mirror. It shattered, raining glass down onto my neck, back, and the floor. It hurt like a bitch, and I lost my hold on time.
June yelled something, my head spun, and the tile floor rose up to my face. I put my hands out, knowing that if I lost consciousness, I’d probably never wake again.
June’s terror consumed me, mingling with my own until I couldn’t see straight. Her scream stabbed my eardrums, and more shouts ensued as the agents, responding quickly to the noise, rushed inside.
They took the monster’s attention away from me and June. With great effort, I heaved myself off the floor, staggering toward the monster that was trying to take physical shape. It was stuck halfway between this world and the next, and Jimmy Carter was slumped back on the toilet. His eyes were glassy, his expression blank, and I hoped he wasn’t dead. Surely he couldn’t be? Unless the monster had done something to him as it clambered between worlds?
The agents shouted in confusion and fear, but they were trained well. Guns fired, the flashes of muzzles lighting up the space. The monster gave a screech that made me wince in new pain and reached for the nearest shooter.
The agent didn’t stand a chance. He screamed as the monster’s claws tore him in half.
Then June was tugging my arm. “We’ve got to get out of here!” she shouted.
My head was still spinning from my collision with the mirror, but I knew she was right. So I did the wrong thing entirely. I pushed myself back to my feet, straight into the line of fire between the agents at the door and the monster coalescing in the bathroom.
“Get down!” shouted one of the agents. He didn’t care about us. All he cared about was the monster looming over the presidential candidate. It was huge, far too big to fit in such a space, and I didn’t want to be there when it fully emerged.
With desperate energy, I reached out to stop time yet again.
It only partially worked. The agents lurched from one pause in time to the next. It was like watching a scratched DVD, except this was real.
It was also enough to let June and me shove our way through the agents at the door, slipping over the blood on the floor. We made it partway through the main room before my head finally cleared.
“Wait!” I said. “We can’t leave. It’s killing people—we have to help!”
June shook her head, clearly terrified, “We can’t help them if we’re dead!” she replied, and as much as I hated it, I knew she was right. I didn’t have the power to stop it. We had to get out of there. We couldn’t do anything else.
We weren’t the only ones with that idea. The secretary at the desk ran screaming, but as she reached the door, more agents burst in, guns drawn.
As one, they aimed at us.
“No!” I yelled. “Don’t shoot!”
At that moment, the giant bug demon crashed its way through the bathroom door, dragging a limp Carter along behind it. The doorframe wasn’t strong enough to withstand the impact. It was as if it had been hit by a battering ram, wood and plaster shrapnel exploding into the room. I covered June as best I could, and took advantage of the moment of shock and horror the agents experienced. As they hesitated, we ran for the door, leaving everything else behind. I tried to slow time properly, to help make good our escape, but, judging from the shriek behind us, my attempt only pissed the monster off further.
On our way to the stairwell, June pulled the fire alarm. People began bustling out of rooms, at least those who hadn’t already been checking on the noise. I wondered who would be sharing a floor with the democratic candidate, and figured they were probably all members of his staff. Then we reached the elevator alcove.
“Stairs!” I shouted, and we burst through the door to make our way down. A handful of terrified people came with us, and the walls shook from the onslaught above. I had a brief flashback to shells raining down around a building where I’d lost a couple of buddies in Afghanistan, but shook it out of my mind and kept going, with June beside me.
Finally, we reached the ground floor and piled into the lobby, then outside onto the street. There was less abject terror and confusion there, but the fire alarm was making an awful racket and more and more people were filing out to join us. It must have been only minutes since the alarm started sounding, but already fire engines were pulling up outside, along with the police.
Yet that wasn’t my main concern. I was looking around the crowd, searching for the other sister.
“April!” I called.
As soon as I said it, June froze. Then she looked about as well, and with a wave of desperation, turned and fought her way back into the chaos. “Fuck. Fuck, fuck,” she said. “April!”
Dammit, I thought. I circled the crowd, looking for the blond bombshell but not having any luck. June’s desperation permeated my skin, making it crawl. “April!” I shouted.
“Sir, you’re bleeding,” someone said. A paramedic. I didn’t have time for him, not with April unaccounted for, so I shook him off and ran back into the crowd as fast as my bum leg would allow.
<Caleb!> April’s voice in my mind was a welcome relief.
“April!” I yelled, still desperately looking for her.
<I’m trapped inside. It’s here!>
A cold chill swept over me, and I pushed people out of the way to get back into the hotel. Police and agents and random hotel guests blocked the doors, but I threw my hands out in front of me and briefly stopped them in their place. I was desperate to find April. If something happened to her, it was my fault. I couldn’t bear the idea of her getting hurt.
“April!” I called. More people streamed through the lobby, and I pushed my way against the crowd, limping quickly toward the screams coming from the restaurant area.
Somehow, the monster was there. I didn’t know how it had come down from the top floor, nor did I care. All that mattered was that it was entirely present in our universe. It was huge, as big as I remembered, with its head putting holes in the ceiling as it rampaged over tables to chase the hotel staff.
I saw April hiding behind an overturned table. The monster bore down on her, its claws tapping on the floor, putting holes in the carpet, shoving tables out of the way. I tried to stop it in time, putting everything I had into the effort.
The monster paused, its head weaving from side to side as if to say, “No.”
<Caleb, get out!>
“No, I won’t leave you!”
The creature turned its intelligent eyes on me, its pincers clacking together as if it couldn’t wait to make me its next meal. The remnants of its last victim hung in shreds from its maw, and I shivered.
It charged. My talent for stopping time meant nothing to it. Yet perhaps it saw me as a threat rather than food, because instead of biting my head off, it swung one if its massive pincers, throwing me backward into a wall. I crashed all the way through it, coming out into a conference room feeling bruised and broken, and for a moment, the shock paralyzed me. April screamed my name, and I felt waves of worry from June, who must have been somewhere nearby.
The ongoing fire alarm was maddening. I tried to block it out of my mind, and at the same time, tried to wiggle my toes. They responded, so I climbed painfully back to my feet as the monster started forcing its way through the hole in the wall, ripping wood paneling and supporting beams apart.
But the distraction I’d provided proved sufficient. I’d taken its attention away from April. With the monstrous bug halfway through the wall, I staggered to the conference room door and out, and found both April and June heading my way.
Together, we stumbled away from the ongoing destruction through a side exit.
There were fewer people there than out in front of the hotel, but the signs of confusion and panic were still prevalent. We could see the police out in front starting to take control even though they couldn’t know what was truly going on. Part of me wanted to help, to warn them of what they were facing, but my first priority had to be to get the girls—and me—to safety.
It was time to regroup. So, ignoring the ongoing fire alarm, the intermittent sounds of the bug monster’s screeches, and the general confusion, we made our way back to the Bedford in the alley.
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The three of us sat among the cushions in the relative safety of the van. The mood was one of disappointment and residual horror mixed with relief that we’d made it out alive.
“Is everyone okay?” I asked. Despite being thrown around, I was relatively unscathed, with just a few minor scrapes from the glass and bruising over much of my body that would probably be a bitch in the morning. Other than that, and a lingering ache in my ribs that I didn’t want to think about, I was doing pretty good.
June nodded. “I’m fine,” April said. I had to agree. The blonde twin was very fine indeed, despite the recent mayhem. She looked a little smudged here and there, but otherwise might have stepped straight from a salon.
Not to be outdone, June had also maintained her immaculate appearance. Only her slightly gloomy expression gave any hint of the experience we’d just had.
Somehow, April even managed to conjure a smile. She reached out to me and put her hand on my cheek. “You came back for me.”
“June did, too,” I said, taking both their hands. “I wouldn’t leave either one of you, ever. I hope you know that.”
The twins leaned in close me, and we rested quietly for a minute.
“I’m sorry. I couldn’t do it,” June whispered a few minutes later.
“Huh? Do what?” I asked.
“You needed my help. I was there when you found the monster with April, but all I could think about was being eaten by that thing.”
I pulled her closer. “It’s not your fault. It’s mine. I pushed too far and attracted the monster’s attention.” I repressed a shudder at the memory. The loathsome insect had nearly dragged me into the pocket dimension with it. “And I couldn’t do anything to stop it.”
June seemed to take some comfort from my words. She relaxed a little. “Thank you for saving my sister, Caleb,” she said.
“Yes. Thank you,” April agreed. She showed her appreciation by kissing my cheek.
I breathed a sigh. “At least now we know what we’re up against,” I said.
“Yes, but what good does that do us?” June asked.
She was right. “What we really need,” I said, “is the wizard.”
“The Wise One cannot return until the time lines are corrected,” came Shell’s slightly mechanical voice.
“Yeah, I know that already,” I said, a little grumpily. “But how are we supposed to do that? That monster barely blinked when I tried to slow it down. How can we defeat it? Can it be defeated at all?”
Before the AI could answer, April asked another question. “What’s happening now?” she said. “You can monitor things, right? The news, the police radios. What’s going on?”
Shell chose to answer the blonde twin first. “The immediate panic is over. While there are witness reports of a giant bug-monster, they are not being taken seriously. It appears that this is because the insectoid demon disappeared moments after the three of you left the Excelsior. Likely, it returned to the pocket dimension from which it was controlling candidate Carter.”
I jumped in. “Speaking of which—is he alive?” I was deeply concerned that he hadn’t survived. He was supposed to be president. It would be a major shift from the established timelines if he died before taking office.
“Democratic candidate Carter is alive. Officially, the disturbance has been put down to an assassin attempt gone wrong.”
“Well, that’s something, at least,” June said, sounding grumpy. Then she stretched and stifled a yawn. I couldn’t help but watch the way the fabric of her dress moved over different parts of her body. “I’m beat. Time travel takes it out of me. How about we put all this doom and gloom out of our minds and find something to eat, and then call it a day?”
The dark-haired twin’s dress had fallen open to expose her entire thigh again, and she hadn’t cared to fix it. I remembered my brief fantasy in the Greek palace, of hopping into bed with both twins. Damn, that was a sexy fantasy, and I thought it was likely to stay in that realm. The twins wouldn’t share me, would they? I imagined one of them straddling my hips while the other straddled my—
Oh, sweet time traveling gods, please let that happen, I thought.
“Caleb?” April asked.
I blinked. She had been speaking.
“Earth to Caleb,” June said. “Where are we going to sleep tonight?”
“In a bed,” I said without thinking.
“Preferably more than one,” June said.
“Ahem,” Shell said. “Forgive me, but you are still overlooking an obvious reality. Young Caleb asked how or if this insectoid could be defeated. It can be. As for the how...” She paused, maybe for effect, but it only annoyed me.
I made an impatient noise. “Well, how?” I asked.
“You need to become more powerful.”
“Well, shit, of course we do!” I snapped, perhaps a bit rudely. It had been a trying day, and Shell wasn’t telling us anything we didn’t already know. “But how?”
Even as I asked, I knew what she was going to say.
“You must become one unit, move together, work together. Bond.”
“Yeah, that’s old news,” June said, echoing my own thoughts. “But I want to know why it’s even our responsibility to defeat this thing.”
“You are bitter, young June,” Shell said. “The world has been hard on you, so you want to be hard on the world.”
June glared at the floating, egg-shaped AI. “Maybe I just don’t want to die. Did you ever think of that?” Apparently, I wasn’t the only one feeling snappy. Maybe surviving a few too many life-and-death situations in too short a time did that to a person. “Anyway, it makes no sense. There must be others who can fight this thing. Why us?”
“You are the only ones who can do it in time.”
There wasn’t much any of us could say to that. But June tried anyway. “Of course we are,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm.
“Enough,” I said. The atmosphere within the van had changed from pleasant to verging on hostile, and the only way I could see it changing back was to take us away from there. With a sigh, I crawled into the driver’s capsule. “I’ll park us somewhere with more room, the van will transform, and we’ll get a good night’s rest. Shell, plot us a course.”
With that, I pulled the time lever and we shifted out of the alley, to materialize in a cow pasture, startling the herd of black cows. I pulled the Bedford in under a stand of trees, and we prepared to spend the night.
But when I asked Shell to transform the van into something more comfortable, with a full pantry and more than one bed, she didn’t respond.
“Shell?” I said.
Nothing.
“Now what?” June said.
“Shell, what’s wrong?”
The AI appeared the same as normal. A luminescent, egg-shaped thing floating just behind my seat. Only her silence was unusual.
“Have we lost her somehow?” April asked. “Is she malfunctioning?”
But June had a different interpretation. “You have got to be kidding me!” she said.
“What?” I asked.
“Shell! There’s nothing wrong with her. She’s just in a snit!”
I blinked in surprise. “Shell?” I asked.
Still nothing.
But June was having none of it. “Shell, I’m hungry, and it’s been a hard day. I am not going to be happy sleeping in these cushions. So, please turn this van into something more comfortable, and make sure the pantry is full.”
No response.
“At least tell us what’s wrong,” I said. I still wasn’t convinced that June’s interpretation was right.
The dark-haired sister grabbed the tire iron from somewhere and stood over the AI. “Listen here, you piece of shit, we’ve done nothing but fly around with you for three days, being attacked by giant fucking bugs, and being thrown around like beans in a can. So you will make something good for us to sleep in, right now, or I’m going to wrap this tire iron around your glowing blue orb. Got it?”
Shell remained silent a moment. April and I shared a private grin. Damn, June was sexy when she was mad. I just hoped she never turned that anger on me.
The AI made a noise that sounded like a sigh. “As you wish,” she finally said.
At once, the van began to expand. The pillows grew into giant mattress-sized cushions piled atop one another. Bamboo sprouted from the floorboards, and the windows disappeared in favor of thin paper screens and wooden walls.
I had spent some time in Tokyo during my enlistment, and this came close to some of the houses I’d heard about while I was there. The cushions were distinctly not Asian, however, because they were too plush, almost decadent.
When water began trickling from behind one of the doors, I grinned.
“Nice,” April said approvingly.
June sniffed. “It will do.” She kept the tire iron as she slid one of the doors open to explore other parts of the house.
“Thanks,” I said to Shell.
“You are welcome,” she replied. “But please remember, I am not just some appliance you can order about. Nor am I an inanimate object fit only for you to snap at. I may be an artificial intelligence, but I also have feelings.”
I stared at the floating AI, surprised. “You do?”
“Yes, I do. And I do not appreciate being taken for granted or treated with discourtesy.”
I thought back to the conversation we’d had. “You’re right,” I said. “I’m sorry.”
Shell didn’t say anything.
“Me too,” June added, a little grudgingly. She let the tire iron fall from her hands. “Sorry. It’s been a difficult day.”
“You are forgiven. But please, do not let it happen again.”
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The girls and I spent a pleasant evening putting together a decent Japanese-inspired meal, but when that was done, April and June both called it a night.
I had been thinking about the spells the old man used. Somewhere during the evening, I started to understand that this madness was more than just something I had stumbled into. It was real. A part of my life now. And I needed to start acting accordingly.
Rushing into battle against giant, powerful insect-creatures with no plan other than hope wasn’t a long-term strategy for survival. So, once the girls had gone to bed, I sat myself down on the large cushion in the middle of the floor and asked Shell to show me what I needed to know to use my talent effectively. The spells I’d glimpsed before. The ones the old man had used.
She obliged. She showed me screen after screen of different things I could do with my talent, if only I understood how.
It was too much, too fast, so I asked her to slow it down. To start with the basic stuff I could be expected to do at my present power level.
Again, she obliged, and I studied what I could before falling asleep where I sat. I hadn’t even taken off my shoes. The last few days had exhausted me, and I hadn’t been that tired since Afghanistan.
<<<>>>
I woke to April tickling my ear.
“Stop,” I mumbled sleepily, batting her hand away.
“Are you always grumpy in the mornings?” she asked, shifting beside me on the oversized cushion.
I opened one eye. “There’s only one way I enjoy being woken in the mornings, and tickling my ear isn’t it.”
“Even if it’s foreplay?”
I opened my other eye. “Was it foreplay?”
April smiled. She looked beautiful lying there with her hair splayed out around her face. Light was streaming in from a skylight somewhere, and it fell on her, making her look like a fairy queen or maybe a goddess.
“Do you know how beautiful you are?” I asked, realizing it wasn’t the first time I had thought of her that way. She could be my goddess. I wouldn’t object.
“Lots of guys have said so,” she said, trailing her finger over my arm.
“They were right,” I said. “You are a living work of art.”
April smiled and sat up, looking down at me. Now, the sunshine shone behind, lighting the sides of her hair like gold. I reached up to touch it, but she moved my hand down to her breast.
“Eager,” I said, raising my eyebrows.
April leaned over to kiss me, and I found that I really liked waking up this way. My tongue slid into her mouth, and soon the kissing turned heated, our tongues battling for control. I grabbed her breasts, feeling her nipples through the t-shirt she had found. She moaned and placed her hands on my thighs, shifting up so she could straddle me.
“Wait,” I said, “I’m still dressed.”
Despite my plea, April began to roll her hips against mine, stimulating my already rock-hard erection. I bucked against her, cursing the layers of fabric between us. Grabbing the back of her neck, I pulled her toward me for another rough kiss. “You’re a damn tease, April,” I growled. “But if that’s all you ever do to me, I’ll be the happiest man in the universe.”
April bit her lip and grinned coyly. “Teasing is half the fun.”
“You think so, huh?” My mind rolled with all of the ways I could return the favor when June appeared from behind a screen. She wore a bathrobe, and her dark hair was tousled as if she had just battled with the wind and lost.
Still sexy as hell, though. I tried to return my attention back to April, who hadn’t acknowledged June’s presence and had turned her attention to kissing my three-day beard.
I cleared my throat as June sat on the edge of the cushion and yawned. Was she doing this so April and I couldn’t have any privacy? Did she like to watch? What? I was confused. It must have registered on my face because April pulled back and smirked. She still sat on my lap, straddling my hips, and despite her sister’s presence, continued to grind her hips into me. Glancing at June, I stilled April with my hands.
“April,” I said.
April leaned forward to whisper in my ear. “Fuck me, Caleb.”
“Here? Now?”
“Yes. Here. Now.”
I glanced at June, but April grabbed my chin and forced me to look at her. “Don’t worry about her. I want you.”
“I want you, too.” I grabbed April and rolled her over onto the cushion. Moving down, I pushed up her shirt to see she wasn’t wearing panties, and she was already wet. “But I’m not going to fuck you yet, not until I return some of this teasing.”
With one more glance at June, I turned all my attention to pleasuring April. She moaned appreciatively as I tasted her, and in a few moments she was panting beneath my lips, tongue, and fingers. I felt the cushion shift, and a quick glance told me that June had left. Without pausing to wonder why, I went back to my fun.
To further tease April, I slowed time, dragging out her pleasure until she was writhing beneath me, calling my name, and still I kept her on the edge, not allowing her release. She panted, grabbed my hair, even kicked me, but I always stopped just before she came.
One of my favorite tricks, and an advantage of being able to manipulate time.
“Please,” she gasped. “Caleb!”
Finally, I gave her what she wanted, and she yelled as her orgasm wracked her body in wave after wave.
Pleased with myself, I crawled up her body and lay my head between her heaving breasts. She wove her fingers into my hair, and despite my intentions to turn her over and take her from behind, she fell asleep. Only slightly annoyed, I shifted off of April and pulled her close.
I needed something else, but instead I wound up watching her sleep. Still, not a bad way to spend a morning.
After maybe half an hour, I felt the cushion shift again. June had crawled in behind me.
Surprised, I looked back at her. She smelled good, not much different from her sister.
“April and I were talking last night,” June whispered. She put her hand under her head as a pillow and lay on her side to look at me.
Reluctant to let go of April, I turned to June as best I could. “What about?”
“You.”
“Oh. Good, I hope?”
“Yes.” For a moment, she was silent. Then, “We’re supposed to kill that monster,” she said, somewhat incongruously.
“Yes.”
“If we do, our world will go back to the way it was, and that old wizard can go back to protecting us. Instead of us having to do it. Right?”
“That’s how I understand it,” I said, even though I couldn’t imagine going back to my old life either way.
“Shell has been telling us what to do all along, hasn’t she?” June asked.
I raised an eyebrow. “Get closer.”
“Yes. And we all know what that means although we haven’t talked about it. The thing is, Caleb, April is good at showing men how she feels, but I never have been. I always stay closed off, you know? It’s just easier that way, especially with our line of work.”
“What are you saying, June?” I reached out to take her hand.
She ran her thumb along mine. “That Shell has been suggesting we need to be physically closer, and while you and April have been getting there, I haven’t. Well, except for in that elevator yesterday.” June smiled, a bit shyly.
Then she sat up and leaned over me, running her hand lightly over my chest. My breath hitched. I was already turned on, and having another beautiful woman touch me wasn’t going to make it go away.
“Do you want to get closer?” I asked, barely daring to hope.
“Yes,” she whispered. “April is on board with it. I was planning to jump in a little while ago, but I lost my nerve and had to leave.”
So that’s what that had been about.
“You mean,” I said slowly, excited that my dreams may have been coming true, “that you want to join in? Not separate?”
June shook her head. “It makes more sense, doesn’t it? All three of us together would bring us closer than just two at a time. And we need to defeat the bug-monster.”
“Right.” I frowned. “Because of the bug-monster. Is that your only reason?”
June turned away. “Yes. No. I don’t know.”
While the idea of a threesome excited me more than I could fathom, and little Caleb was straining at my jeans, I didn’t want the girls to sleep with me just because they thought it would make me—or even us—more powerful. That didn’t seem quite right.
Yet before I could say anything, June leaned down to kiss me, and it wasn’t a chaste kiss, either. I responded, opening my mouth to explore hers with my tongue. We made out for a few minutes, and by then I was so hard, I had to pull away before I took it too far. “Are you sure about this?”
June frowned. “Are you trying to save me from something?” she asked in return.
I treaded lightly, not wishing to offend. Really, would I ever figure out what the right answer was? Women were so confusing. “I just don’t want to take advantage.”
June ran a hand through my beard and then behind my head. “Caleb, maybe we are taking advantage of you.”
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That did it. June pushed me down on the cushion, and I would have been out of my mind to fight her. As she lay on top of me, I wondered how best to wake April, or even if I should.
I needn’t have worried. The blonde woke to the sound of our passionate kisses, and when she saw what was happening, she smiled broadly.
I reached over to touch April’s face, looking into her beautiful eyes, then down to her perfect breasts. June opened her robe as if reminding me that she had breasts, too. I reached up to cup one in my hand. It was firm like April’s, and a tad larger. Sitting up, I shifted so June was straddling my hips, and April moved so she was beside me.
I had never been with two women at once before, and while my fantasies had run wild the last few days, now that it was happening, I wasn’t sure where to begin.
So I kissed April. She still tasted like apples, and her hair was soft to touch. Winding my fingers through her hair, I pulled her in close as I used my left hand to caress June’s body, which was sliding away from me. She undid my zipper and reached into my pants. Today, I was actually wearing underwear, and I lifted my hips so she could pull them and my pants off.
I pulled away from April to see what June was doing. June nodded to her twin, and April pushed me back on the cushion. Next thing I knew, she had pinned my arms with her knees and was straddling my face. April pulled off her t-shirt, allowing me a tantalizing view of her nipples lit by sunshine. Since she was essentially pinning me down, I couldn’t grab them. All I could do was move my head and kiss her warm, moist folds. April moaned and reached up to tweak her own nipples. That made me harder than ever.
June wasn’t idle, either. She took my cock in her hands and was kissing up and down my length. I paused as a shiver went up my body from the tiny touches.
April wiggled on top of me. “No stopping,” she said.
Grinning, I licked her, still wet from the last time, and ran my tongue up to flick her clit a few times. She arched her back, still teasing her own nipples. At that moment, June deep-throated me, and I bucked off the cushion, almost unseating April. She hung on and began to writhe above me. It was the most erotic experience of my life.
While June sucked me, April’s moans grew wilder and more frantic. In turn, I sucked her most sensitive point, and she exploded, her juices dripping into my mouth and beard.
“June,” April breathed. She slid off of my face, and June slid her lips off my cock.
“Fuck, I’m so close!” I said, halfway sitting so I could see what June was doing down there. She smirked then began to remove her robe completely, treating me to a view her supple, tight curves illuminated by golden sunshine. Better than any strip club lights, that was for damn sure.
June moved up my body to straddle me. Breathing heavily, I grabbed her hips to guide her. When she slid down on me, her walls were wet and tight. Considering no one had been pleasuring her, I assumed she had either been masturbating while giving me head or she was turned on by the whole situation.
I was certainly more aroused than I’d ever been in my life. When April moved behind June to grab her breasts, I almost came right there. June closed her eyes and tossed her head back as she began to roll her hips and grind on me. April supported her head, kissing her neck and pinching June’s nipples. I ground back, certain that with all the physical and visual stimulation, I wouldn’t last long. June’s movements became harsher, more uncontrolled as she rode me. When she came with her mouth open and eyes closed, I bucked twice more into her for my own release.
We all collapsed onto the cushion in a heap, me holding June and April holding me from behind, sweat glistening our bodies and our hearts pounding in our chests.
Sighing deeply, I found April’s mouth and kissed her. She pulled me closer, and I let go of June in favor of rolling on top of April.
“You’re still hard,” she said, wriggling her hips beneath me. “And I want you.”
All too eager to comply, I pushed inside her, making her gasp.
“Too much?” I asked, grinning broadly.
April raised her hips into me as if testing our position. “Just right.”
Then, she surprised me by pushing me away and turning so she was on all fours with her ass toward me. She wiggled it sensuously, and I remembered something. I lightly smacked her backside, and she grinned back at me. I smacked it again, harder, and she moaned.
<Please, Caleb!>
Never one to be told twice, I entered her once more, and at this angle, she moaned again and rocked back into me.
Sex with April was rough and quick. Since we’d both come already, I expected a slower session, but as I thrust into her, her pace quickened, and I took my cue from her. In a few moments, we were both panting for release. I angled my body to hit her just right, hoping to bring her to climax. Leaning over, I fingered her until she cried out. We both came, and this time when I fell onto the cushion, I pulled both women to me, one on each arm.
“Winter is coming,” April said, giggling.
I gave a snort of laughter, and then we rested in silence for a time.
After a while, I started to think about what Shell had been saying about our various power levels. I had to ask. “Do you feel any different?”
“Mmmm,” April said. “Other than relaxed? No. You?”
“I feel lucky.” I laughed. “What man wouldn’t? You are both incredible.”
June rolled over to caress my chest. “Do you feel more powerful? Can you manipulate time better?”
“I don’t know. Should we test it?” Just at that moment, I would have been quite happy just to go back to sleep. But the sun had moved higher, reminding me that although I could manipulate time, I couldn’t stop it altogether.
“How would we test it?” April asked.
“The best way to test it,” Shell interjected, reminding us of its presence, “is to confront the insectoid demon once again.”
I looked over at the floating AI. For some reason, instead of her normal blue, Shell was glowing faintly pink. I didn’t really want to think about the gigantic insect, not just then. But I figured there wasn’t really much choice.
“I guess we have to,” I said.
The AI seemed to approve. If she’d had a mouth, I would have sworn she was grinning.
Even so, I was dubious. “We tried that and it didn’t work. Is a bit of sex really going to change things that much?”
As if in answer, my stats popped up in front of my face. The basic ones hadn’t changed, and nor had I expected them to. The one I was interested in was the one under the heading, Atypical Skill:
Time Bending: 2
I had to admit, I was disappointed. A two? That was barely any better than a one. But then I saw that it wasn’t the only stat that had changed. There was also this:
Augmentors: 2 (x2.5 augmentation)
Did that mean what I thought it meant? That, because of the augmentor multiplier, my Time Bending skill was now five times stronger than it had been at the start of this crazy adventure?
Right then, I finally understood what Shell had been saying. June and April were my augmentors. Even though my initial skill hadn’t changed much all by itself, because of the multiplication factor they introduced, I’d still experienced a substantial increase.
Maybe enough of an increase to actually be of use.
Interestingly, there was one more stat that had changed. My health bar. It was now back in the green, hovering at seventy percent. Amazing what some food and a good night’s rest could achieve.




XXX

After quick showers, Shell transformed the Bedford for us once again, and moments later we were back in the alley, an inch or two away from the dumpster.
The AI spoke up as I let the van’s engine die. “With the damage done to the Excelsior Hotel, the Democratic Candidate and his retinue have been moved to a secondary location,” she said. “They are now resident at the Embassy Apartments, a smaller establishment which you will find behind the Excelsior.”
We thanked Shell for the information, got out, and headed toward the Apartments.
But things had changed. The earlier mayhem had resulted in a more obvious Secret Service presence, as well as police blockades keeping back a growing crowd of interested onlookers.
As if that wasn’t enough, it appeared that Carter’s change of policy was drawing its fair share of attention. Protesters waving placards were shouting anti-nuclear messages into the streets.
With that many people about, it was too dangerous to try anything. We all knew it. Yet April offered a suggestion anyway. “You can slow time and get past all these people,” she suggested.
She was right. Even though I hadn’t felt much immediately after our ‘bonding’ session, I was starting to feel increasingly powerful. The feeling had been subtle at first, but by then I was sure things were different. I felt every bit as good as Shell’s character sheet display suggested I should.
But I shook my head. “No. What happens if the bug gets loose again? We need to find somewhere less crowded. Or somewhen.”
The girls agreed, and, with a last, slightly disappointed look at the crowds, we turned and headed back to the van.
Along the way, I decided to test what I could do. I randomly reached out and stopped … everything. The girls, the crowds, even a helicopter flying high in the sky. It was easier than ever before, and that wasn’t the end of it.
I thought about what Shell had shown me the night before. The various things I ought to be able to do, and the spells necessary to do it. I didn’t remember them all, but one or two were clear in my mind.
Into a frozen world, I focused on what I wanted to do. The words came easily to my tongue and I made the correct gestures.
The results were almost beyond belief.
“Augmenters,” I whispered, shaking my head and letting time flow normally. “Wow. I didn’t realize how much power you could really add.”
“Huh? What do you mean?” April asked. She was totally unaware of what I’d done.
I stopped walking and pointed to the diner to our right. “Watch this,” I said.
This time, I made sure the girls weren’t frozen, and repeated what I’d just done. The words and movements came to me naturally and fluidly.
Time moved backward.
The sun moved across the sky and started to sink in the East. Night fell, and the streetlights turned on. I twisted my arm, and the darkness sped by until the sun rose in the West, a replay of the setting sun from the night before, until it was daylight again. I twisted again, and the speed everything changed slowed down a little.
We watched a Cadillac, blue with chrome trim, drive down the street in reverse and park smack in front of the diner. The driver got out and walked backwards inside.
“Wow,” April said softly.
“Holy shit,” June said, but it was more an expression of amazement than disbelief.
The world was still moving backward through time, at considerable speed. An old Ford pickup truck reversed into place next to the Cadillac, parking too close and blocking himself in on the driver’s side. We watched the driver climb out via the passenger seat, curse at the Cadillac, and then he too walked backwards inside, picking his teeth.
I couldn’t help but grin at the sight. I let time return to normal, and the truck’s owner walked straight back out of the diner, still picking his teeth. He saw the Cadillac, cursed, and then crawled through the passenger side to leave. I sped up time a little, until the point where the Cadillac’s owner also left the diner, got in, and pulled out of the parking space and drove down the street. We watched the car turn and then I spun my hands again. The sun set, the night fled, and then it dawned.
At this moment this morning, we had been lying on the cushion in the transformed Bedford, enjoying the afterglow after our intimacy. I kissed April, then June, and then fast forwarded to the present. At least, our present. Time travel was all relative, and I only had an inkling then of what that meant.
“How did you do that?” April asked. “That’s amazing.”
“Yeah. It is,” I said. “I wouldn’t have been able to do it before. Looks like I can now rewind time,” I said, taking their hands and walking down the street. “At least, the parts I experienced for myself. Not sure how far back I can go yet.”
“Caleb,” June said, squeezing my arm, “I thought I had reached the limit of what I would believe. I thought things couldn’t get crazier. But this is fantastic!”
“I have a feeling things will only get more interesting,” I said. “As I learn how to control my power, and as we get closer.” I paused. “That is, if you want to get closer?”
April smiled. “I feel like we’re just getting started. What about you, June?”
June looked into my eyes. “That’s exactly how I feel, too. Although, I think we’re fucking crazy for saying it.”
I grunted. “Trust me. I’m just as shocked about it all as you, but you make me happy, and I can’t tell you how relieved I am that you want to hang with me a while longer.”
We were still walking hand-in-hand when we reached the van and climbed in.
I made my way to the cockpit as the girls settled themselves in the back, but before we could choose a destination, April looked over my shoulder at the controls. “Can I try?”
“Didn’t Shell say it was just me who could?”
April grinned coyly and winked. “Yeah. But maybe I’ve leveled up too. Who knows what’s possible in this crazy world we live in?”
“Go ahead.” I was curious whether or not April could work the van as well. It might prove beneficial if she could.
Instead of trading places, April crawled into my lap. I put my hands on her hips, shifting pleasantly under her weight. She grinned over her shoulder and then turned the key. But the Bedford didn’t start.
She made a disappointed noise, but didn’t seem too upset. “June? You want to try?” she asked.
Before June could answer either way, the AI interjected. “I’m sorry,” she said, “but it will not work for either of you. Only Caleb has the requisite power, and it is not about the level he has achieved. He is the Time Wizard. As Augmenters, your job is to support him. He will need to draw on your abilities.”
Still sitting in my lap, April frowned. “There’s something I don’t get,” she said thoughtfully. “What do June and I gain from this? I mean, aside from the obvious benefits of being with Caleb.”
I wiggled an eyebrow at her. “Benefits, huh?”
April glanced at our position and wiggled her ass on my crotch. “Definitely.”
We smiled at each other stupidly for a moment, until Shell cleared her throat. Or at least made some noise akin to that. She didn’t have a throat.
“April asks a good question,” she said. “The answer is simple. Just as Caleb’s powers are growing, yours are as well. Have either of you tried to do anything new?”
April shook her head. “No.”
“What do you suggest?” June asked.
The artificial intelligence paused. “Caleb can feel what you feel, June. Can you make him orgasm without touching him?”
My mouth dropped open. “Um,” I said hoarsely. I could have sworn Shell was taunting me. Us. “I’m not against trying, but what the hell does that have to do with her powers?”
“It would show the degree to which June has advanced. It would also aid in your efforts to get closer, which will in turn increase your powers again. Remember, time is limited, and the insectoid demon is powerful. This is a good use of the time you have. To me, there appears to be no downside to this.”
I swear, the AI was enjoying this.
Yet there was also some truth in her words. And June was biting her lip and projecting waves of curiosity at the same time. Nor was she the only one. April turned about in my lap, her mouth coming close to mine. “It would be fun to try, wouldn’t it? I have an idea.”
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My breath hitched, and I shifted April’s weight so it would be more comfortable on my growing erection. April looked at June and raised an eyebrow. She slid off my lap and moved into the back of the van.
As quickly as I could, I crawled out of the cockpit and sat on the cushions propped against the wall. It was broad daylight, and although the shades hid the back windows from prying eyes, the windshield would allow anyone to look into the back.
I was excited and also a little uncertain. Were they really about to do what I thought they were about to do?
June grinned at April, who was kneeling next to her. “Are we doing this?”
April glanced at me. “I kinda want to find out what happens.”
Oh me, too, ladies, me too. But … “Um, is this right?” I asked. “I mean, you’re sisters. Twins. Should you be doing this?”
June cast me a sideways look. “Should we tell him?” she asked her sister.
“Maybe later,” April replied, grinning broadly. “Let’s do this first.”
“Tell me what?”
April ignored me. She leaned in to kiss June. It was soft at first, hesitant. I wondered if they’d kissed before but remembered that onstage they had always danced close to each other. Yet that hesitation told me that either the twins were good actresses, or they hadn’t done anything like this before.
Still not touching anywhere else, they deepened the kiss. Then they moved closer to each other now, June straddling April. Their kissing turned hotter, eliciting soft moans from both of them. It was exciting and naughty, and the vague concerns I had over them being sisters somehow made it more exhilarating. After all, they were both adults, capable of making their own choices.
Right?
June ground her hips as if riding April, and the blonde moved one hand down beneath her sister’s dress between her legs. I couldn’t see what April was doing, but June leaned her head back and closed her eyes, still wriggling her hips. Waves of pleasure hit me that weren’t entirely from the show going on in front of my eyes. They were from June.
April freed June’s right breast and began to suck the nipple. With a gasp, I almost felt her lips on me like a phantom. It was unreal, but the pleasant sensation moved from my nipple to my groin.
“Girls,” I said. “Come here.”
With her eyes still closed, June said, “It won’t be a proper test if we stop now.”
Then, she bit her bottom lip as another wave of pleasure began to build. I felt it as if it was my own. April sure was doing a good job.
Damn, I wished I could see what her fingers were doing under that dress.
When June came, I felt it almost as if it was me. I had to grit my teeth and hold on with everything I had, and it didn’t help when April turned to look at me with an overtly eager expression.
“Fuck me,” June said, panting hard. It was an expression of amazement.
“Damn straight,” I agreed. My cock was throbbing, almost painfully erect. It had been one of the most highly-charged, erotic moments of my life.
“No,” June said, opening her eyes and looking straight into mine. “Fuck me, now.”
I didn’t need to be told a third time.
We spent the next hour on the cushions in the back of the Bedford pleasuring each other. Once again, April proved to be the most aggressive, and it contrasted to June’s affinity for tenderness. Both were sexy as hell and the most sensuous human beings I had ever met. By the time we finished, June and April had both climaxed at least twice, as had I.
Finally, the three of us collapsed naked into the cushions, exhausted. We took a few minutes to catch our breaths.
We were displaced in time, trying to defeat a monstrous bug-demon before it disrupted the multiverse beyond the point of no return. The only person who could help us was currently non-existent. And as far as I knew, we could have been months, weeks, or even seconds away from joining him.
Yet in that moment, I was happier than I’d been in a long, long time.
I would have been content to just lie on the cushions for hours, still tangled up in each other, and just let the world pass us by for a bit. But my body had different ideas. After only a little while, my stomach growled. Loudly.
June stifled a giggle. April just let it out, and then we were all laughing, both in response to the pressure we’d been under and because we were now relaxed and happy.
“So, you’re hungry, then?” April said after the laughter faded.
“You might say I’ve worked up a bit of an appetite.”
April ran her hand over my bare chest. “Us, too.”
I took her hand and then reached for June’s. “I meant for food.”
“So did I.”
Yet none of us actually went as far as moving.
“Um, can I ask a question?” I said.
June sat up and gazed languidly at me. “You want to know what we were talking about. Before.”
I nodded.
The dark-haired twin glanced at her sister, and April nodded.
“What would you say if I told you we weren’t actually twins?” June said.
“Huh?” I said. It wasn’t the most insightful comment I’d ever made.
June and April were watching me, grinning broadly.
“We’re not twins,” April said, reiterating what her sister had said. “We’re not even blood sisters.”
I looked from one beautiful face to the other, but didn’t get the joke. They obviously were twins. Sure, there were small differences here and there. April’s lips were slightly more luscious, and their eyes were slightly different shades. But each beautiful face was virtually identical to the other.
“What do you mean?” I managed.
They both laughed. “Have you ever noticed that our hair is a different color?” asked June.
I just stared.
“We don’t color it,” April said. “Neither of us. This is the hair we have.”
I was starting to wonder if they might be serious. “You’re not twins?” I asked.
“Nope,” April said, and June shook her head.
“But you spoke about your grandmother,” I said. I looked from April to June, then back again. It wasn’t difficult. They were beautiful and naked. Very easy to look at, and very much copies of one another. “Your collective grandmother,” I added.
They exchanged a quick glance. I still wasn’t sure what was going on, but June was projecting nothing but enjoyment at my confusion. I could sense no devious intent from her at all.
I frowned. “Spill,” I said. “Tell me the story.”
April’s grin grew broader. “Have you ever heard the theory that everyone has a doppelgänger? Well, I was an only child until I was six. June is my doppelgänger, and I’m hers. She’s adopted.”
June nodded, confirming. But I still wasn’t satisfied. “You’re not actually twins?” I said.
“No,” April said. Then she relented. “But it’s easier to just let people think we are. And, really, we might has well be. I can’t imagine any real sisters being closer than we are. Not even twins.”
“Yeah. We share everything,” June said. Then, realizing the implications of her words, she smiled. “Well, I guess we do,” she added.
I was starting to get used to the idea. Maybe they weren’t actually twins, but their resemblance to one another was staggering. Even their voices—it would have been difficult for strangers to tell them apart on the phone.
I shook my head in wonderment. One day, I thought, I would like to look into their relationship a bit more closely. But right then, I had a different question in mind.
“So, you’re not twins, but you share everything.” I grinned at them, teasing a little. “Have you ever done this before?”
“No, that was a first,” April said, smiling. “So were you, in a way.”
I knew she was talking about the threesome. “Me, too.” I sat up and kissed them both, then sighed quietly. As much as I wanted more private time with them, we had a mission to complete, and laying around all the time wasn’t going to get it done. It was time to get dressed.
As we did, April spoke in my mind. <Caleb,> she said. <Try to think your thoughts to me. I’m feeling … strange.>
Strange? I asked, frowning.
<In a good way,> she said, grinning broadly as she put her shirt on. <And yes, I heard you.>
I smiled. Can you sense how sexy I think you are?
<I think you’re going to have to think to me directly for me to understand you.>
That was good, I thought. It would be disconcerting for her to go rummaging around in my thoughts all the time. I didn’t think she would want to browse my war memories, for example.
Can you include June? I silently asked.
<Yes, but I don’t know how to open your minds so you can hear each other.>
Maybe you have to level up some more for that. We’ll work on it. I winked and mouthed, “Later.”
“Can’t wait,” April said, grinning and putting on her shoes.
That grin was going to be the death of me. Not literally, of course, but in years to come, even when we were on the outs, April’s smile was my favorite thing about her. It was slightly naughty and oh so beautiful. But there was also kindness there, and despite her penchant for rough sex, she was tender.
“Right,” I said. “I think I know where and when we need to go.”
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The Bedford didn’t lurch nearly as badly this time. It was much better than when the old man drove, and ten times better than my first attempt. We landed outside Washington, DC, three days after President Jimmy Carter had been sworn in.
If anyone had asked, I doubt I could have said why this particular moment felt right. Shell hadn’t calculated it as any more critical than half a dozen other possible points. Nor did I have any real logic behind choosing it. It was far enough away from our efforts in Des Moines that any lingering commotion caused there would have died down, but that wasn’t why I’d chosen the time or location.
Something had changed within the past few hours. I had, as Shell could attest, attained a new level of power. I was starting to get a sense of the timelines, and even though I couldn’t really explain it, there was something about this time and place that drew my attention.
We needed to be here. I could feel it. This moment was pivotal in some way.
It was also a problem. If it had been difficult to approach Jimmy Carter when he was a candidate, it would be nearly impossible now he was President. So, instead of charging in blindly, we found an out-of-the-way field filled with enough trees to hide us from the road, and Shell converted the van into a 1970s motel room, complete with fake wood-paneling, mottled-brown-and-orange carpet, and a 22 inch console TV standing in the corner.
It wasn’t exactly the Greek villa, and nor was it as familiar as my own apartment. But it was spacious and comfortable, and I figured it would do for the time being. Except that it didn’t address an immediate issue.
“Shell, is there any chance you could magic us up some food?” I asked. As if to emphasize the point, my stomach rumbled again.
Before the echoes of that rumble died down, two large pizza boxes materialized on the formica table, together with a six-pack of beer, and the room filled with the enticing aroma of warm deliciousness.
The three of us descended on the feast like starving piranhas.
“Random question,” April said between bites. “How does this work, exactly? Where did the pizzas come from?”
“The same way I can conjure a Greek villa, or young Caleb’s apartment. I have all of history within which to search for it,” came Shell’s reply. “Using young Caleb’s power, I reach out for what I need and bring it into the localized time distortion.”
I could sense the uncertainty within June. The dark-haired twin—or not twin—frowned. “You mean, at some point in time, some poor guy is going to be about to eat their pizza only to have it disappear in front of their noses?”
It was a good question.
“With all of history to choose from, it isn’t difficult to find pizzas that would never otherwise be enjoyed,” Shell replied. “These ones were drunk-ordered by a guy who was then arrested as the pizzas were delivered. Not only will he never remember he ordered them, but his stay in jail will be long enough to ensure that the pizzas would have been long decomposed before he gets out.”
I had to admit it. I was impressed. If it had been up to me, I might have taken the pizzas straight from the oven as they were being cooked. Not as clean as Shell’s solution, but I figured the confused looks on the faces of the workers would have been an amusing bonus.
April’s mind went in a different direction. “You mean, you can reach out and literally pluck anything you want out of thin air?” she asked Shell.
“Within limits. The item has to be in the current timeline, or else I need complete data of its existence in a neighboring timeline. Like young Caleb’s apartment, for example. But in essence, yes.”
The sisters—I was having difficulty thinking of them as anything else—glanced at each other. I knew what they were thinking even without April’s telepathy. Honestly, I was thinking it myself.
Why continue working as a bouncer when the world’s riches were there for the taking? The Cullinan Diamond could be ours in an instant. Lost works of art could suddenly be retrieved. Millions of old dollar bills could suddenly disappear before being recycled.
The possibilities were endless. And tempting.
Although, maybe it wasn’t as easy as that. The Cullinan Diamond was historically significant. If its history suddenly changed, it would spawn another timeline all by itself, and add to the imbalances the bug-monster was making.
Yet perhaps there were things Shell could conjure that might help. Like maybe a big-ass gun.
After eating, we spent time watching the news Shell displayed on the television, and just thinking about what we had to do.
I no longer needed Shell to tell me that new timelines were continuing to propagate. I could sense it happening. It was like the multiverse was part of my own skin, and every time a new timeline spun itself into existence, it felt like a soft, uncomfortable breeze rippling all over me.
As the newscaster reported increased tensions with Russia and riots in ten major cities, I closed my eyes and felt my way through the timelines. Without understanding everything, exactly, I knew that what I was seeing was genuine. The riots would get worse. They would spread throughout the nation. And they were justified. Before the year ended, war would break out, and that would be that.
If the bug-demon continued to control President Carter, it would start a nuclear war and end life as we knew it on planet Earth.
Would that be the final straw? I wondered. The last, massive change that spawned a future so divergent from what was meant to be that the multiverse couldn’t sustain it?
It was hard to tell. Maybe, I thought, although something told me even that was only the beginning. Not that it would matter much to the poor people of Earth. They would be dead either way.
Unless we did something about it.
June and April were sitting beside me on the couch, with serious expressions on their faces. For a moment, I imagined what it would be like to live a normal life with them. To spend time just sitting, binging the latest Netflix show together in a safe future that no longer existed, without having to plot the destruction of a bug from another universe.
I smiled at the thought. It was undeniably appealing.
Then I shook my head. I’d really only known the girls for a few days. Such thoughts were way too premature despite how very, very right they felt.
And then there was the small matter of our actual survival.
“Shell, what can you tell me of the White House floor plan?” I asked.
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The AI provided everything I asked for, including the plans and weapons. I chose an M4 Carbine assault rifle with a mounted M203 grenade launcher, mostly because I was familiar with it. Shell included half a dozen magazines for the rifle and a mix of both explosive and gas rounds for the grenade launcher.
Unfortunately, the girls didn’t have any experience with guns. One look at their expressions and I didn’t even suggest leaving them behind. Besides, I needed their proximity. Shell had already explained that my talent for time depended on April and June being close, and that meant physically being there.
Yet they didn’t want to enter the White House with nothing. So June chose a metallic spear that could deliver an electric shock, and April chose a force shield that looked like it was straight out of a video game. It came in the form of a bracelet she wore around her wrist, and could project an impenetrable shield big enough to cover the three of us.
Finally, we were ready to go. Except for one thing. “Shell, why didn’t you mention you could conjure weapons from nowhere?” I asked. “They could have come in handy with the other bug-monsters.”
“You didn’t ask,” came the AI’s reply. “Also, consider this: if you had been able to rely on traditional weaponry, would you have thought it necessary to develop your powers?”
It was a good question, but I couldn’t help feel irritated at Shell’s response. The girls and I could have been killed during our earlier battles.
But before I could say anything, Shell continued. “There is also a question of power. As you know, the insectoids exhibit a certain immunity to your abilities. This is because their biological technology gives them an affinity for time, as your talent does for you. Some of them are able to use this as a shield against normal weapons.”
I stared at the floating AI, but it was April who spoke. “You mean Caleb’s gun might be useless?” she asked.
“Perhaps. It is the larger insectoids that more commonly have this shielding technology. As for this one in particular, I lack the required data to be sure.”
It wasn’t exactly what I wanted to hear before going into battle. Yet there didn’t seem to be much choice. “Let’s see if it can shield itself from a grenade jammed up its ass,” I said. Then I looked at the twins. “Are you ready for this?”
Despite what Shell had just said, April looked fierce and defiant, and even June showed considerable determination.
“Then let’s do it,” I said, slinging my rifle over my back.
Shell turned the 1970s motel room back into the Bedford van, and we drove back to the White House. We ended up parking a few blocks over and walked the rest of the way with our weapons on clear display. I had no choice but to reach out and freeze everyone in a moment of time to even get close. If I hadn’t, we doubtless would have been seen as a threat, and the various armed forces in the vicinity would have responded accordingly.
I felt it best not to give them that chance.
The crowds outside the White House were waving placards of protest and showed frozen expressions of anger. It was eerily silent as we pushed our way through. I could sense June’s concern, but it was her who gave it a voice.
“Fuck. There are more people here than outside the Excelsior,” she muttered. The dark-haired goddess didn’t look happy about it. “Tell me again why it’s better to go after the bug now?”
“Because the crowd is further away,” I said. It wasn’t a particular solid answer, but it was all I had. That, and a certainty that this was where we needed to be. I couldn’t say where that certainty came from, but it was there nevertheless.
Somehow, this point in time was meaningful. Pivotal, in fact. I just felt it.
At the same time, I knew she was right. There must have been more than a thousand people there, and if the bug-monster got loose on the grounds, it would be hell.
I unlocked the gate the same way I’d done at the museum, only this time I kept everyone frozen at the same time. It was easy. I’d grown strong enough to do both at once without any issues.
There were more Secret Service agents than usual. At least, that’s what I assumed because the sidewalk leading up the White House was thick with them. Getting in through the North entrance wasn’t difficult because a man had paused in the act of opening the door. All we had to do was squeeze around him to get in.
We paused in the cross hall just inside, taking in the quiet grandeur of the rich, red carpets and alcove walls complete with the busts of previous presidents. We weren’t alone there, but, just like those outside, the people were frozen.
The fact that the girls and I had just entered the White House uninvited and armed did not escape me. It felt distinctly wrong, like a clown in full costume gate-crashing a funeral.
“Now,” April said. “Where is the President, and how do we find him?”
I brought my rifle around and held it ready. Then, even though I had no real clue where I was going, I led the way. “The Oval Office, maybe? Isn’t that where presidents conducted most of their daily meetings?”
April shrugged. “Makes sense, I guess. I have to admit to never paying much attention to anything political, so all I’ve got to go by is what I’ve seen in movies. Too busy trying to make a living.”
“About that,” I said as we walked. “What are you going to do when this is all over?”
“Caleb,” June interjected, “is this really the time to talk about it?”
“You’re right,” I said, and she was. We were walking through the literal corridors of power, armed and on the hunt for the most dangerous bug-monster I’d never known existed, and here was me thinking about the future. I should have been alert and focused.
Yet, in a way, I was alert and focused. Even back in Afghanistan, I’d walked missions with half my mind distracted by less urgent tasks. Talking to my buddies or even just humming a tune. It seemed to take the pressure off.
So I pressed on. “But do you really want to go back to stripping?”
“As opposed to what?” April asked. “Traveling through time in a rusty van, having sex with you, and trying to keep from being eaten by giant bugs?”
“When you put it that way, it loses some of its charm,” I admitted. “Although I hope the sex with me part wasn’t too bad.”
April tossed her head, grinning. She seemed to understand my need to talk as we moved through the White House. “It’s not, lover boy, but I’d hoped not to spend my life banging my man in the back of his sex van.”
I snorted. “We’ll make sure the Bedford transitions every night. I’m feeling a bit stiff after our last session on the cushions.”
“You were stiff then,” April said, smirking.
“If we’re not careful, I’ll get stiff now,” I said, winking at her.
“Oh, come on, you two!” June said. “Now is most definitely not the time.” Yet she projected amusement along with her irritation.
We passed three men in suits who had paused in the middle of a conversation. So far, my abilities had impressed even me. No one even batted an eye as we walked by.
“I don’t know,” I said thoughtfully. “Haven’t you ever wanted to have sex in the White House?”
June scoffed. “That isn’t something I ever thought about before.”
“Me neither, although now that I have, I can’t not think about it.”
“I’m game,” April said with another toss of her head. “Should we find one of the guest suites, or what?”
Still holding her spear, June made a gesture of disbelief. “Why not just use Mr. Carter’s own bed while we’re at it?”
“I wonder how powerful we’d feel then?” I asked, enjoying teasing June. At least, I was halfway teasing. If the girls decided they wanted a romp in the West Wing, who was I to deny them?
But June shook her head. “We’re not finding out. Besides, the bug-monster might not be frozen. It could hear us.”
We continued to walk down a long hallway now, checking each room as we passed. So far, Jimmy Carter was nowhere to be found.
“How long can you hold everyone like this?” June asked.
“I don’t feel my hold slipping. Seems like I can do this forever.”
June’s natural concern was returning. “Last time, in the bathroom, the monster came charging after you when it sensed your power. Why hasn’t it done so now?”
“Maybe it’s frozen as well. I’m stronger now than I was.”
June frowned but didn’t say what all of us were thinking. Sure, I had grown more powerful. I was able to do things with my talent by then that I’d never even imagined earlier. But that strong?
It didn’t matter, I thought. I just needed to be strong enough. If I could slow the bug-monster down for long enough to fire a grenade or two at its face, hopefully that would suffice.
I was still envisioning that end when I heard a sound that shouldn’t have been possible.
Somebody sneezed. It wasn’t me, nor was it one of the girls.
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I whipped around, looking for the source of the sound, my rifle at the ready. In my mind, there was nobody in the entire White House who could have sneezed. Even a household pet should have been frozen between one moment and the next.
My only thought was that somehow, the monstrous bug-demon had extended its resistance to my talent to include Jimmy Carter as well. Or did nightmare creatures from alternate universes also sneeze in a very human-like way?
April and June also turned toward the sound. I caught the dark-haired sister’s fear—my brain wouldn’t think of them as anything but siblings—even as she stood holding her spear out in front of her.
“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” she said at the same time as April spoke in my mind.
<Is your power still working?>
I didn’t answer. In front of us was the heavy, wooden door to yet another room. I reached for the handle to the tune of more questions.
“Is it the monster?” June asked, her fear growing.
<Should I activate my shield?> April asked.
It wasn’t a bad idea, but I shook my head. If the specs Shell had given us about April’s shield proved accurate, the giant bug-monster shouldn’t be able to attack us through it. But I wouldn’t be able to shoot through it either.
And besides, something told me this wasn’t the bug-monster at all. For one, the sneeze had sounded feminine. And, I didn’t know how else to explain it, but I sensed that whatever was behind the door wasn’t dangerous.
At the same time, I wondered if it was why I’d chosen to come to this point in time in the first place.
“No,” I said. “Just be ready.”
<For what?>
“Anything.”
With that, I threw the door wide.
It was the red room, a stately space filled with elegant, red-themed furniture and a number of artworks on red-painted walls. Other than that, it seemed no different from many of the others we’d seen. Except in this one, there was a woman standing in the middle, her expression one of shock.
She was tall and beautiful, dressed in a corporate suit, and had the most magnificent mane of brilliant red hair I had ever seen. She glanced first at my weapon, then at the girls before her eyes settled on me.
“You,” she said in a tone of recognition and acceptance.
April and June started speaking at once, but my attention was on the woman. There was something about her that I knew was important. It was as if my own personal timeline had just been forever altered, and I could feel the ramifications of it on my skin.
The red-haired woman and I stared at each other.
“Do you two know each other?” April asked.
“Why isn’t she frozen?” June said. Her fear had started to fade as soon as she’d seen that it wasn’t the bug-monster.
But the red-haired woman had also found her tongue. “Are you the cause of all this?” she said, and it was clear what she was talking about.
“What if we are?” April responded.
The red-haired woman looked at the blonde. Despite what must have been a very strange situation for her, she seemed calm and collected. “Then I’m going to have to call security,” she said.
I smiled. “It won’t do you any good,” I replied.
The woman seemed to accept me at my word. She nodded, then glanced at my gun, still pointed her way. “Are you going to shoot me?” she asked.
Immediately, I pointed the rifle away. “No.”
The redhead’s skin was that shade of pale that it would easily burn in the sun, and she had the body of catwalk model, slim and perfect, but distinctly feminine as well, with her hips and breasts straining against her skirt and fitted blouse. I couldn’t help but wonder how she might look as part of April and June’s act.
She looked at us sideways. “So, are you going to tell me why you can walk around here when everyone else is frozen?”
“The question is,” I said, “why aren’t you frozen, too?”
“How do you expect me to know that?” she asked. She glanced at the gun. “What do you plan to do with that?”
For no reason I could understand, I felt I could trust her. “The President is being controlled by a loathsome creature bent on destruction. We’re here to break him free of that control,” I said.
The red-haired woman stared at me. After a moment, she nodded. “The President is in the room at the end of the hall,” she said.
That was enough for me. “Let’s go,” I said, and as one, the three of us turned to leave. But the red-haired woman called out after us.
“I have to know. What’s going on?”
I glanced back at her and thought, what the hell. Who was she going to tell? “We’re time travelers sent from the future to save the President. I’ve frozen everyone here between one moment and the next so we can do what we’ve come here to do, and I have no idea why you aren’t frozen as well.
The woman’s capacity to accept the incredible was amazing. She simply nodded again. “I have dreamed of you … all three of you … for years. Why is that?” she asked.
“I have no idea,” I said. Even as the words escaped my mouth, I was thinking that maybe she had a talent similar to mine or the twins. Could this woman’s dreams have been of the future?
I turned to go, but the red-haired woman stopped me once more. “At least tell me your name,” she said.
“Caleb. Caleb Winter.”
“I’m Gwen. Short for Gwendolyn.”
“Nice to meet you, Gwen short for Gwendolyn. Maybe we’ll meet again sometime.”
We left Gwen behind in the red room and made our way to the end of the hall.
<<<>>>
“Well, that was weird,” said June.
I had to laugh. “What, compared with all the other completely normal stuff that’s been happening over the past few days?”
It was enough to bring a smile to the dark-haired woman’s lips. “When you put it that way…” she said, letting her words trail off.
We’d reached the door in question. Just like back at the Excelsior, there were Secret Service agents standing guard. Just like everyone else except Gwen, they were completely immobile.
I motioned the girls to move to either side of the door. Once more, I set myself, rifle at the ready. But unlike outside the red room, this time I had a deep sense of foreboding. Somehow, I knew the prize was behind door number one.
Nor was I the only one. The girls seemed to know it too. April stood waiting and ready, and from June I sensed a mixture of fear and worry, but mostly determination.
That would do.
I nodded to the dark-haired sister, who understood my intent. She threw open the door and backed away. As I charged into the darkened room, my eyes took a moment to adjust, and I almost didn’t see the razor-sharp claw swinging at my head. Ducking just in time, I rolled onto the floor out of the way. The resulting whack against the doorframe felt like a wrecking ball had struck the building.
“Stay back!” I yelled to the girls. “The monster is loose!” And not just loose. If my efforts to freeze it made any impact on it all, I couldn’t tell.
As if to confirm my statement, the gigantic centipede-bug let out a hideous screech that was loud enough to shake the walls. I didn’t have time to wonder that the creature wasn’t still locked away within the President’s mind. Perhaps my meddling with time had alerted it. Either way, I regained my feet, took aim and fired at the monster’s head, getting off half a dozen quick shots.
The monster screamed again, but for all I could see, the bullets caused little damage. Was Shell right? Was it somehow shielded by time?
If it was, it was a neat trick. Maybe one day I would be able to do the same. If I survived long enough.
The monster rounded on me, and I had to duck out of its way. At the same time, I learned that April had ignored me. She’d followed me into the room.
<Caleb, Jimmy Carter is here! He’s injured!>
“Shield him! Get him out of here!” I replied. We still couldn’t risk the damage to the timelines that might occur if President Jimmy Carter died.
Trusting that she would follow my direction, I scuttled about the room as if I was the bug under the monster’s feet, firing at anything I thought might be a soft point. It reared up tall and tried to behead me. Feeling like Will Smith fighting a bad-tempered alien, I ducked and dodged, then immediately rolled the other way to avoid being stabbed with its foot-long stinger.
“Come on, you fucker! Is that all you’ve got?” I raged at it, hoping to distract it from the girls and Carter. My eyes had adjusted. I could clearly see April and June hauling the President out into the hall, all three of them partially obscured by an energy shield that was wholly out-of-keeping with the elegant, old-fashioned décor of the White House.
The enormous bulk of the demon-bug shifted toward me, cutting off my escape. I couldn’t use the grenade launcher, not in such a tight spot, so I unleashed a hail of bullets at the same time as trying my hardest to slow the monster in time.
The air filled the acrid smell of gunfire, but the bullets might as well have been made of dust for all the good they did. My efforts to slow the bug to a standstill were marginally more effective, but even then, the monster remained mobile.
<We’ve got him into the hall! Get out of there, Caleb!>
I couldn’t see April any more and didn’t know if shouting would do the trick, especially with the monster roaring and crashing about to the tune of my gun. So I thought my reply to her as hard as I could.
Take Carter! I’m going to try to finish this! Will meet you at the Bedford! But even then, I didn’t really think I could ‘finish this’. The monster ignored everything I threw at it, and it was all I could do to stay out of its reach.
<We won’t leave you.>
Dammit, April! Leave!
I dodged again. Later, we would have to go back in time and apologize to Thomas Jefferson and all the presidents who had lived in the White House. The house shook, the walls shook, and my teeth rattled with each blow.
I kept firing, seeking some way to actually hurt it, but the monster was too big, too strong. All I could really do was try to keep out of its way.
At one point, I let it get too close. I cried out in pain as it felt like hot acid was burning my arm through my jacket sleeve. But I didn’t have time to check it. The monster charged toward me, trying to crush me under its bulk, crashing down on the floor again and again and forcing me to throw myself out of the way.
Surely not even the White House could take that sort of punishment. And maybe it would be a good thing if it didn’t…
I stopped aiming for soft spots on the bug itself. Instead, I slapped my last magazine into place and aimed at the floor. Then I fired until I ran out of bullets.
Just as I’d hoped, the monster crashed down onto the weakened floorboards. With a squeal and crash of splintering wood, the floor caved in, and the loathsome thing disappeared.
“Take that, asshole!” I yelled. I figured that if bullets didn’t hurt the creature, maybe gravity would. I just hoped there was nobody underneath it, and aimed the grenade launcher.
Before I could put it to good use, the part of the floor I was standing on also gave way. I jumped toward the door, but too late. I grappled desperately for purchase, but everything began falling—the floor, the walls, the desk. I managed to push myself away from the heavy desk so it didn’t crush me, but as I fell and fell, I realized I should have landed already.
I hadn’t. Wood and plaster tumbled all around me, but I kept falling. Everything turned dark, and there wasn’t anything for me to judge where I was. The pain in my arm magnified, and I felt legs and pincers grabbing me, pulling me into an abyss from which I would never escape.
With real terror clutching my heart, I figured out what had happened. The monster had pulled me into the same sort of pocket dimension it had used to hide within while controlling the President.
As I continued to fall, I thought of April and June, hoping they had got out and saved Carter. Would my time lock disappear if I died? It was all I could do to try to release it before pressure increased on my ribs and I started to run out of air.
Not for the first time during this mad, crazy time-traveling adventure, I was sure I was going to die.
Shit, I thought.
But here’s the thing. I’ll admit that because of my talent, my life has been a little easier than it could have been. Even in Afghanistan, I’d been able to get out of spots where the chances of survival would have been low for anyone else. But that didn’t mean I was going to roll over and die as soon as things got tough.
I hadn’t done so when facing the minor bug demons, and I certainly wasn’t going to do so now.
Instead, I gritted my teeth and held onto the last of my consciousness with everything I had. I thought about all I knew about how my talent worked, and how space and time were all one. I didn’t know of any particular spell to get me out of this, but that didn’t stop me. I gave voice to a snarl of anger and instead of reaching out with my talent, I unleashed it.
It was like an explosion of rage and passion that burst from me like light from the sun.
Then the world faded away. I had no idea if my efforts had made the slightest difference or not.
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When I woke up, I was surprised that I wasn’t dead. Somehow, I still held on to my rifle. My arms worked. The right one hurt like hell, but it worked. My legs moved on command. Everything hurt, but that was a good thing, right? It meant I still had feeling, that I hadn’t severed my spinal cord or gained some other debilitating injury.
Once I’d finished taking stock of things, the smell of dirt and plaster hit my nose. A faint light shone above. I stood shakily and turned, wary of the monster potentially lurking nearby. But I didn’t hear it, nor did I sense it in any other way. It had vanished, probably gone back into that pocket dimension it had twice tried to draw me into.
Just in case, I decided against shouting. April! Where are you?
<Up here! We’re trying to get you out, but we have to stay hidden.>
What’s happening?
<Lots of confusion. People are moving. There are sirens.>
Shit. Okay, Caleb, think, I said to myself. First, I reached out and re-froze everyone except the twins. Then…. What happened to the President? I asked.
<The bug-monster got him, Caleb. We tried. I’m so sorry.>
I felt a deep-seated sense of dread. Is he dead?
<I don’t know.>
Double shit.
The gigantic bug-demon was gone. Jimmy Carter may or may not have been dead, along with an unknown number of White House staff. We’d accomplished precisely nothing of what we’d set out to do, and in fact may have made things worse. And I was stuck down a hole in the middle of the White House.
It was the very definition of a failed mission. And with the President and the monster both gone, all we could do was make our way back to the van with our heads bowed and tails between our legs.
Not a great outcome, but at least we were all still alive.
I slung my rifle over my back and laboriously started to climb. To make it easier, I focused my talent on the debris all around me, freezing that in time in the same way I normally froze the people. My whole body groaned in protest, but within a couple of minutes I’d made my way back up to April and June, who helped me up the last couple of feet.
I turned to look at the hole and wondered how exactly it had come about. Sure, the bug-monster had crashed through the White House floor, but the hole went much deeper than that. Had my use of power somehow blasted through the White House’s foundations?
I didn’t know. “Come on,” I said. “Let’s get out of here.”
April and June followed me as I hobbled along. This time, my hobbling had nothing to do with my bad leg and everything to do with the fact that I’d just fallen down a massive hole in the middle of the White House.
We reached the van and piled in with something akin to relief. For a moment or two, we just lay on the cushions and stared up at the ceiling. Then June turned my way. “Caleb, I’m really glad you’re still alive,” she said, “but don’t you ever fucking scare us like that again.”
I could sense her roiling emotions. “Yes, ma’am,” I said, knowing she meant it.
April eyed my arm, which she could see beneath my tattered jacket sleeve. It was covered in blisters and still felt like it was burning with acid. “Can you fix your arm?” she asked. “Like the old man?”
Given that the only other option was to suffer, I figured it was worth a try. I closed my eyes and muttered the spell I’d used before, and in moments, both my arm and jacket sleeve were whole again.
If I’d thought about it, I might have realized that in enacting that spell, I’d effectively unlocked a key to immortality—or at least the potential for a really long life. I mean, I could heal any injury that wasn’t immediately fatal, and if I happened to grow old enough that things started to fail, I could just wind back the clock until they were as good as new.
“Right,” I said. “Let’s find somewhere a little further away and figure out what to do next.”
<<<>>>
We drove back to the out-of-the-way field, and Shell converted the van back into a 1970s motel room of before. Not my preferred option, but at least it was comfortable and familiar.
April grabbed a shower while I asked Shell to display any news. As she’d done before, the AI obliged, showing multiple angles of the disaster at the White House. Much of the East Wing had been destroyed, and no one could figure out where the massive hole beneath had come from.
“I’ll be damned,” June said. She was watching the news with me, and we had just watched a rescue crew pulling Jimmy Carter out of the rubble.
“I thought you said the bug got him,” I said.
June leaned over and turned up the volume. “It did. It snatched Carter away and disappeared down that hole. If April hadn’t used her shield, it would have got us as well.”
It was the first time I understood how close I’d come to losing the girls. I didn’t know what to say. I was just intensely relieved that they were okay. At the same time, my focus was on Carter.
“The bug must be in control of him again,” I said.
“Shh. Listen.”
The footage of the President getting pulled from the rubble couldn’t have been live, because the screen switched scenes to show him holding an impromptu press conference out on the lawn.
“Furthermore, this attack on our capitol will not go unpunished,” Jimmy Carter was saying, sounding justifiably angry and looking as if he’d just been dug out of a hole. “As you can see by the events that played out today, it appears that the Russians will stop at nothing to destroy the United States, and I won’t stand idly by while our country burns. There will be consequences for their actions. They think they killed me, but I’m made of stronger stuff than that. There will be no more warnings.”
It sounded just short of a declaration of war. June and I sat there, stunned by the President’s words. We watched as reporters asked a few more questions, seeking clarification, but President Carter added very little before being escorted away, still fuming, by the Secret Service.
I wondered at the control the bug-demon had over the man. Was Carter really angry, or was the monster just making him appear that way?
Either way, Shell then showed us various expert interpretations of what we’d just seen, most of which was no more than what we could have figured out for ourselves. It was just a panel of talking heads saying things like, “These are dangerous times,” “The threat of war is real,” and “Carter is lucky to be alive.”
I watched it all, feeling numb, and no longer had any doubt. We had made things worse. Significantly. Even as April returned from her shower and we explained what had happened, I felt the familiar unpleasant tingling of new timelines spinning out, and I wondered if we hadn’t hastened the unfortunate end Shell had predicted.
April sat next to me and put her head on my shoulder. “What do we do now?”
“Sleep,” I said. I was too tired for anything else. “And hope that the world doesn’t end before we wake up.”
<<<>>>
The world didn’t end overnight. When I woke, the sun was already streaming through windows. Feeling stiff and sore from the previous day’s adventures, I crawled out of the bed and headed for the shower.
Since the girls were sleeping, I took my time, not really looking forward to our next task. Somehow, we still had to free Jimmy Carter from the bug-demon, and set everything back to how it should have been. Considering how easily the monster had defeated us in the White House, we needed a better plan for taking it out.
If only we had the wizard with us, I wished again. Then we might have had a fighting chance.
Sighing, I reached for the tap as I heard someone enter the bathroom.
“Hey,” April said. She stood on the other side of the clear wall, treating me to a view of her stripping out of the t-shirt she was wearing as a nightie. “Got room for another?”
I turned the water back on and stepped aside for her to get in. “We seem to keep meeting in the shower,” I said.
“Mmm…” she began as I tilted her head back into the water. The ritual began simply enough. Water, shampoo, lather, rinse. By the time I finished, she was moaning into my fingers.
I chuckled. “Like that?”
She smirked without opening her eyes. “You’re okay.”
Shifting so she was pressed against the wall, I lifted her legs and wrapped them around me. “Just okay? I’ll have to work on that.”
“I’m looking forward to it.”
I slid into her warm, wet body. She gasped, and I set a fast, hard rhythm. I was learning what the girls liked, and was happy to please them. With my hands gripping her butt and my body pressing her into the wall, we lasted only a few minutes. April came hard, digging her nails into my biceps. With a few more thrusts, I followed.
When I let April down, she leaned her head against my chest for support, and I held her.
Then, I heard heavy breathing that didn’t belong to either of us. Turning, I saw June standing at the shower door, naked, touching herself. Her fingers worked her clit as she rubbed her own nipple. Grabbing her arm, I pulled her under the water where she leaned back and continued to masturbate. I watched, mesmerized by her body and the pure, almost shy way she moved beneath her own fingers. Turning her around, I hugged her to my chest, her ass pressed against my cock. She writhed now, increasing her pace, and I touched her hips, her hair, and her breasts as she came.
“Caleb!” she breathed.
When she finished, I helped both girls get washed, feeling like the luckiest man in the universe.
It was then that we all heard the city’s warning sirens begin to sound in the distance.
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“Shell, what’s going on?” I yelled. The three of us had burst through into the main room, naked except for the towels we’d grabbed on the way from the bathroom.
The AI floated near the TV, which turned on in response to my question.
“Just fucking tell us!” June said, her tone a mixture of frustration and worry.
Fortunately, Shell did as June asked. “Less than half an hour ago, President Carter ordered a pre-emptive strike on numerous Russian targets. Needless to say, this did not occur within the original timeline. The Russians have responded in kind. The sirens you hear are Washington’s early warning system. It is an indication that there are missiles inbound.”
“Nuclear?” April asked.
“Yes.”
Each of us stared at the AI, stunned. “How long have we got?” I asked.
“Minutes.”
“Good of you to fucking tell us!” June shouted. I felt the terror coming from her in waves, and had to fight to remind myself that it wasn’t mine.
I feared for a moment that Shell would go into one of her sulks at the dark-haired twin’s tone, but she didn’t. “You were bonding, which is the most important—” she began, but April cut her off.
“Do we really have time for this? Shell, turn this lousy 1970s hotel back into the van. And Caleb, get us out of here!”
Within moments, we were back in the old Bedford van, complete with curtains on the windows and its never-ending assortment of cushions with the laundry chest nestled among them. The girls immediately began sorting through the chest for something to wear, but I figured it was more important for me to get us out of there.
“Shell, plot us a course!” I said to the floating AI. Then, buck naked, I took a single step toward the cockpit, and all hell broke loose.
The horizon lit up in a burst of bright energy. I shielded my eyes and dove for the girls, doing my best to protect them. The van rocked as something hit it hard, and we all yelled when it flipped completely over. We tumbled onto the ceiling. I lost my hold on the twins and bounced into Shell. The van continued rolling, and we crashed against the walls over and over.
“Caleb!” April yelled. “Do something!”
I attempted to put a time lock on the van and was surprised when it worked. The Bedford halted with two wheels on the ground, and I scrambled into the cockpit. “Shell, plot a course!”
“Where too?” the AI responded.
“I don’t care! Anywhere!” All I wanted was somewhere quiet where I could think. “The same place we are now, two days before we arrived!”
At the same time, I turned the key, pulled the time-lever, and jammed the Bedford into gear. We lurched forward, the van groaning as if stuck on something. I stomped on the gas and with a squeal of tires, we jumped off the ground and into the space-time continuum. The van righted itself, and the purple bubble formed around us like a cushion.
In moments we were back in the field among the trees. Everything was quiet and peaceful. Importantly, there were no massive explosions trying to throw us about like a toy.
I checked on the twins, who were picking themselves up off the floor.
“Was that a nuclear bomb?” June asked shakily. She was still naked, but there were more important things to worry about. Her expression was one of wide-eyed terror, and this was matched by the waves of emotion coming from her.
“I think so,” I said. As soon as I said it, June’s terror grew worse. Nor was she the only one.
“Does that mean we’ve all been hit with a bunch of radiation?” April asked.
It was a good question. “Shell?” I said.
“The integrity of the van remains intact,” the AI responded. “It is impervious to radiation just as it is impervious to the vacuum of space. Your health, other than that impacted by minor bruising and contusions, remains as it was.” So saying, Shell once more displayed our character sheets.
My health bar was no longer a cheerful green. It was starting to dip into the red, at thirty percent. Which was about how I felt.
I wondered what it would have been last night, before I’d slept.
More interesting, however, was my Time Bending skill, which still showed a two, but was now augmented to the tune of x3. Which meant I was six times stronger than I had been before any of this started.
I wondered if that would be enough to help me finally put an end to the bug-monster.
The waves of fear I’d been feeling from June started to subside. Shell’s words and display had reassured her that we weren’t at risk of a painful, radiation-induced death any time soon. Abruptly, she seemed to realize she was naked, and scooted herself over to the wooden chest.
But it was April who put my own thoughts into words. “So, we’ve just witnessed what will happen if we don’t stop the bug-demon,” she said. “We’ve already faced it twice, and barely made it out alive. Worse, our efforts just moved up the timeframe. So, what do we do? How do we beat it?”
She sat in the middle of a pile of cushions, naked as the day she was born and not making any effort to do anything about it. I looked her up and down, admiring the view and wondering whether or not to tell her what I knew.
In the end, I figured she deserved to know. They both did.
“It’s worse than that,” I said quietly. June stopped rummaging through the chest and stared at me.
“Worse? How?” she asked.
“Go on,” April said.
I sighed out loud. “It isn’t just our world that’s at risk. It’s the whole universe. Or multiverse. Hundreds of timelines. Thousands, maybe. I don’t know.”
I could see the confusion on April’s face just as I sensed June’s fear, and knew I wasn’t explaining it clearly. “It turns out that the multiverse has a definable shape, with all the various timelines helping to form that shape. Think of it like a knitted sweater. Our timeline is just one of many threads that helps form its shape. Shell, show them, if you would.”
Obediently, the AI displayed a three-dimensional, holographic representation of the multiverse. It was a lot more complex than a knitted sweater, but even so, the analogy still held.
“This bug monster’s actions are causing new timelines to spin off like mad. It’s causing a jumble, and is twisting the fabric of the multiverse out of shape.” As I spoke, Shell shifted the holographic image to match what I was saying, showing a bulge in one area that she shifted perspective to focus on. “If it continues, the multiverse will rupture, and an unknown number of timelines will cease to exist.”
Again, the AI made the holographic image match my words. Like an ornament made of crystal, the multiverse shivered, and a vast number of threads splintered into dust.
I hesitated for a moment, then dropped the other shoe. “We don’t know exactly when this might happen. We might have weeks, or days. Or even hours. But when it happens, there won’t be anything we can do about it. We will just be gone, never having existed at all.”
There was complete silence in the back of the van. Then June let out a small noise combined with a wave of dread. “Like Thanos snapping his fingers,” she said. “Or even worse.”
But April’s response was different. “Why didn’t you tell us this before?” she asked, her eyes flashing dangerously.
I didn’t flinch. Just looked at her. “I wanted to protect you,” I said. Her expression didn’t change. I figured she was mad at me for keeping it secret. But I wouldn’t have done it any differently if I had the option. “Would it have made any difference if I had?”
“Then why tell us now?” the blonde sister demanded.
That was a question I didn’t quite know how to answer. “I don’t know. It’s just—it feels like it’s important that we all know what we’re up against,” I said. “I couldn’t not tell you.”
“You couldn’t not tell us?” April asked. For some reason, she still seemed angry, and I didn’t understand why. “First, you keep this to yourself as if it’s your cross to bear, and then you decide to tell us when there’s nothing we can do about it?” She seemed incredulous.
“No, that’s not what I meant,” I began. “And there might still be—”
“Then tell me, what did you mean?” April demanded, interrupting me. She was sitting in the back of the van, completely naked, and yet she seemed far more dangerous than usual. At that moment, I would almost have preferred to fight the bug monster itself with nothing but a pair of toothpicks than her.
I tried to gather my wits to explain what I meant, but surprisingly, I didn’t have to.
“If I may?” Shell interjected. When nobody objected, the AI continued. “Caleb’s motivations are clear. At heart, he is a protector. He will seek to prevent harm from coming to both you and June, regardless of what form that harm might take.”
“Yes, I get that,” April said, her tone slightly begrudging.
But Shell hadn’t finished. “Paradoxically, this has made it more difficult for the three of you to bond in the way that is necessary.”
I sensed June’s confusion before she spoke. “But I thought—”
“Sex is just one part of it,” Shell continued, answering June’s question before it was fully articulated. “A necessary part. But consider, if Caleb is always the protector, the relationship between the three of you will always be unbalanced. It will be akin to that of a parent protecting her offspring, rather than the love that can grow between equals.”
The AI paused for a moment, allowing her words to sink in. I felt my cheeks start to grow pink at the implications. Yet Shell hadn’t said anything I could disagree with.
April’s expression slowly softened. Finally, she quirked a grin. “You told us that the entire multiverse might snuff out of existence because you love us?” she said.
I’d known the girls for such a short time, but we’d been through a lot. I felt like I knew them. And, yes, Shell’s words were true, as were April’s.
I loved them both.
I didn’t answer out loud, but instead looked away. It was all the answer April needed.
“How about that. He loves us,” she said, her voice full of wonder.
“Well, that’s just great,” June said. “And how does that help us, exactly?” Yet even as she said it, she projected waves of gentle amusement mixed with a deep affection that made me feel comfortably warm and content inside.
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“It boosts your talents,” Shell responded. “And that is the most important thing of all.”
June wasn’t satisfied. “You keep saying that,” the dark-haired twin said. “But the bug-demon is still out there, still kicking our asses. How is Caleb’s ability to stop everything except the bug in their tracks actually helping?”
It was a question I’d asked myself several times before. But this time, Shell provided an answer—and it wasn’t one I expected.
“Caleb’s ability to stop time is only one aspect of his talent,” Shell said. “I have mentioned before that I tap into his power to conjure items from different times into our present. Transitioning the van into a Greek villa or Caleb’s apartment is also dependent on his power. As is traveling through time itself. The van is not a time machine as such, but rather a prosthetic, a device designed to let Caleb use his power more freely. He is the time machine. Without Caleb’s talent, none of it would be possible at all.”
I didn’t know what to say to all this. It was true, Shell had mentioned most of it before, but I just hadn’t understood what it all meant.
She hadn’t finished. “Nor is that the limit of it. Remember, I was unable to conjure April and June’s home, because it no longer exists in this timeline. I was able to conjure Caleb’s apartment, even though it also doesn’t exist in this timeline either, because of his link to that apartment.”
All at once, the penny dropped. I understood everything. Or at least, thought I did, and the implications were staggering.
“This timeline we’re in now,” I breathed, scarcely believing what I’d only just grasped. “It’s one of the new ones, isn’t it?” I said. “It didn’t exist before the bug-demon’s arrival.”
“Correct,” said Shell.
“But our original timeline still exists in the multiverse. Just like all the others.”
“Again, you are correct.”
“And, with your help, I have the ability to travel not just forward or back within a single timeline, but between different timelines. Am I right?”
“Very well done, Caleb. Top marks. Yes, exactly, but only if you are powerful enough to do so.”
I looked at April and June, but neither of them seemed to have figured it out yet.
“So, if I am powerful enough, we can go back to where this all began, even though it doesn’t exist anymore in this timeline,” I said.
Shell was incapable of forming facial expressions, yet it felt like she was grinning. “Yes.”
Now the girls were starting to get it. “You can stop all this before it happens?” April said, at the same time June projected a wave of hope.
“If I’m strong enough. Shell?”
Once more, the AI displayed my character sheet. My Time Bending skill still showed a two, but it was now augmented to the tune of x3.5. Which meant I was now seven times stronger than I was at my starting point.
All because I’d felt it was right to tell the girls what I knew.
“Is it enough?” I asked.
“Yes.”
<<<>>>
We were in agreement. The girls understood how pressed for time we were, and not even June felt the need to argue against immediately trying to cross timelines. All we needed to do was get dressed, and we were ready.
It worked.
From my perspective, it wasn’t much different from traveling through time, except it seemed to take longer.
We arrived at night on the day it all started, a couple of hours before the time rift appeared. The van came to rest in an empty lot down from the Club where I knew our past selves wouldn’t accidentally see it. Learning from past mistakes, we tried to plan for every contingency. At midnight, we walked toward the Club and positioned ourselves across the road, waiting for the final call. Each of us was armed as before, the girls with their spear and shield, and me with my assault rifle slung over my shoulder and additional magazines, conjured by Shell, in my pockets.
After an hour of waiting, we saw Eddie stumble out of the club with his buddies and a bloody nose. His friends tried to load him into a car, but he wouldn’t have it. Finally, they abandoned him and left with tires squealing. Eddie leaned against the dumpsters and tried to light a cigarette. He was still drunk and ended up burning his fingers.
It would have been funny if I didn’t still have the image of his severed head rolling around in my brain.
At the thought, I wondered if it had to happen like that. Could we save Eddie’s life? If we did, would that result in an entirely new timeline?
Maybe it would, if the change proved significant. But wasn’t it just as likely that Eddie’s life was essentially meaningless, able to be reabsorbed in the current timeline without creating a new one?
And, really, what would it matter if a single new timeline existed? Better than the thousands the bug-demon would produce if we didn’t stop it.
I made up my mind. “Stay here,” I said.
“Caleb,” April said, her voice alarmed. “Where are you going?”
“I’ll be right back. Promise.”
<You’d better be,> she warned.
I headed for Eddie, making sure my rifle was hidden from view.
He saw me and started. “Who are you?”
That surprised me. I would have thought he would recognize me, but then, I hadn’t been wearing my jacket last time we met, and maybe my beard and his drunkenness made it more difficult than it should have been.
All the better.
“Hey,” I said. “It’s dangerous out here. I need you to come with me.”
Eddie backed away and raised his fists. “I already got into a fight with one fucker tonight,” he slurred. “If you want, I can do it again. Scram.”
“Charming as ever. Look,” I pointed back across the road. “There are two girls over there who would like to meet you.”
No way was I letting him get close to the twins, but it was the only thing I could think of to get him out of harm’s way.
Eddie lowered his fists. “Yeah?” he said.
“Yeah.” I resisted the urge to grin at his gullibility. He really was an idiot. “Come on.”
“Girls?” Eddie said. Then he narrowed his eyes in suspicion. “You first.”
“Alright.” I led the way, keeping him in my peripheral vision. He stumbled along behind me.
On our way, I thought to April, Eddie thinks I’ve found him some girls.
<Just how stupid is he?> I imagined April’s arms crossed under her boobs, a scowl on her face.
Pretty stupid, but he doesn’t deserve to die.
“Hey!” Eddie called. He had caught sight of April and June and was pointing to them. “Those the girls? Here, girlie!”
<Caleb, he better not get close enough for me to deck him. It wouldn’t be a fair fight.>
I think you could take him, I said, teasing a little.
<He’s drunk, and I could beat his ass from here all the way back to the moon.>
Damn, you’re sexy when you talk like that. Also, remind me never to piss you off.
We reached the twins, and Eddie ogled them openly, completely failing to recognize them from the Club. I guess he hadn’t been looking at their faces at the time. For a number of reasons, that thought made me angry, and I struggled to resist the urge to knock him off his feet.
Eddie reached for June, who promptly grabbed his hand, bent it back, twisted his arm, and pushed him to his knees.
“Ouch!” he whined. Then, his temper returned. “You little bitch—”
April and I moved to hit him at the same time. She got there first. With a swift kick to the groin, Eddie, already inebriated and suffering from a broken nose, let out a cry of pure agony and keeled over onto the ground.
“You know,” I said, wincing despite myself, “when I had the idea to save his life, I hadn’t planned on beating him up to do it.”
“He deserves it,” April spat.
I didn’t disagree. Eddie was writhing on the ground and whimpering. It would have been entertaining to simply watch for a while, but there was no more time to waste on him. With a loud tearing sound, the rift suddenly appeared in the parking lot. It was a ripple of energy, a distortion in the night, and, just like before, the high-pitched keening noise it produced made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end.
A bright light accompanied it, and the three of us gaped anew as the rift grew wider. There were a couple of people in the parking lot. As one, they gasped and stared, spellbound.
Then the back door of the Club opened, and there was me standing there with April and June. A few seconds later, the old wizard appeared and began chanting.
This was my chance. All by himself, the old man hadn’t been able to close the time rift, and everything that had happened since had been as a result of that.
But what would happen if I joined him and added my power to his? I hadn’t known what the crazy old man had been trying to do the first time I witnessed it, but now I did. I could help.
And if that still wasn’t enough, I had my grenade launcher as well.
I’d taken only a single step toward the rift when April grabbed my arm and June called out a warning. “Caleb!” she hissed, projecting a wave of fear.
One of the minor bug-demons had already escaped through the rift, and it was heading our way.
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All thoughts of helping the old man became secondary. With long wings like a dragonfly and pincers like a beetle, the demon in the shadows was as big as a small car. It charged toward us, buzzing along a few feet off the ground.
I raised my rifle, squeezed off a few rounds, and charged back, throwing a time lock on the monster to slow it down. The bullets seemed to bounce off its thick carapace, so I cursed out loud and did something completely crazy. I swung my rifle out of the way and jumped for the beast, grabbing a hold of one of its delicate wings.
If I hadn’t managed to slow it down somewhat, it wouldn’t have worked. But I was stronger than I’d ever been before, and this bug wasn’t as immune to my talent as the big one seemed to be. I managed to hold onto its wing for long enough to tear it.
The monster shrieked and fell to the ground. I landed heavily enough that my hold on time slipped, and only just managing to roll away from the monster as it tried to stomp me flat.
Climbing to my feet, I raised my rifle as the minor demon charged at me again. It paused, however, and veered off course.
It had spotted Eddie, who was no longer moaning on the ground. He had managed to get to his feet and stagger away from the girls. It just wasn’t his night. The bug-demon, for reasons of its own, decided the drunk man was as good a target as any.
Eddie sobered up really fast. With wide eyes, he turned and ran—in the completely wrong direction.
He was heading straight toward the massive bug-monster, which had by then worked its way out of the time rift.
“Eddie!” I yelled. “Wait!”
The minor demon began to pursue, but April intervened. With a battle-cry the like of which any Valkyrie would have been proud of, she grabbed the torn wing as the monster passed her and threw all her weight against it. The creature let out a screech of anger and pain and bucked like a bronco, twisting left and right until it ended up facing June.
Eddie would have to look after himself for a moment, I thought. The girls were my priority. With desperate need, I reached out and slowed time down again. For a moment, the monster had its back toward me, and I didn’t even pause to think. I just lunged at it and clambered awkwardly onto its back, crawling up to its head.
With an angry shout, I jammed the barrel of my weapon against one of its multi-faceted eyes and pulled the trigger.
The eye literally exploded, spraying gobs of vile, green, pus-like fluid in all directions. The demon screamed, drowning out an all-too-human cry of fear.
I rammed by gun barrel against the other eye and squeezed off another few rounds at the same time as June, oozing courage along with her fear, thrust her spear into the monster’s body.
It was too much for the minor bug demon. It let out a cry that sounded almost forlorn, then collapsed in stages. April had already let go when I jumped clear, landing with most of my weight on my good leg. Even so, my bum leg let me down and I struggled to keep my balance.
There was nothing I could do for Eddie. He was already beneath the huge bug-demon’s claws, and the monster was about to severe his head once again. I realized then that Eddie had been running away from the minor monster we were facing, not toward the rift. And it was my fault entirely.
I felt sick.
With a terrible squelching sound, Eddie’s head popped off and rolled toward the Club. I couldn’t see my past self at the time, but figured he—I—was about to have an unpleasant time fighting one of the smaller demons only to be rescued by the old man.
I felt June’s revulsion tinged with horror at the same time as I heard April’s expression of disgust in my mind. The gigantic bug-monster munched Eddie’s body for a while, then turned to look for more victims. Thankfully, everybody had scattered.
Everybody except us, of course.
The monster was looking our way. I could sense its malignant intelligence, and knew what it was planning to do. We were to be its next targets.
“Stay behind me,” I said to the girls. This was the moment of truth. Our chance to end this once and for all. Perhaps it would have been easier if I’d been able to work with the old wizard, but he was off somewhere saving my life at the time. It was down to me and the girls.
Or at least me and my grenade launcher.
The gigantic bug-monster let out another of its hideous screams. It was still more than a hundred yards away, but even so, the volume was enough to make me wince. As calmly as I could with my heart pounding in my chest, I loaded an explosive round into the grenade launcher and sighted on the monster.
I was about to fire when the Bedford appeared out of nowhere and careened madly through the parking lot with one of the smaller demons behind it. I let out a curse as the van passed, then sighted again and fired.
The shot was good. It hit the monster high on one side, where one of the legs connected with its body, and exploded with a satisfying boom!
The monster roared, this time with pain. I felt June’s anticipation and excitement combined with my own sense of relief, and April spoke in my mind. <It’s working! Hit it again!>
She was right. The enormous bug monster might have been immune to small arms fire, but it wasn’t immune to a grenade. Even from as far away as we were, I could clearly see the damage I’d done to its side.
“Get ready with your shield!” I replied, at the same time as I reloaded and took aim again. I fully expected the monster to charge at us, to do its best to wipe us out entirely. I expected it to loom large in my sights as I sent another grenade sailing toward it.
Instead, with a shriek that rattled the windows of the Club, it turned and launched itself back toward the rift.
<No!> April cried. I have no idea if she knew she wasn’t speaking out loud. At the same time, June projected confusion and then fear in increasing measures, mirroring my own feelings exactly. I couldn’t believe it. Was the monster actually running?
<Stop it!> April shouted in my mind. <We can’t let it get away!>
For the briefest moment, I stood as frozen as if I’d used my talent on myself. I didn’t know what to do. Didn’t know how to stop it. Should I just fire at the monster’s back and hope to wound it enough? Or what?
Maybe June sensed my confusion. Whether she did or not, she gave me what I needed. “Fire at the rift!” she shouted, projecting a mixture of hope and certainty I couldn’t match.
I didn’t have time to second-guess. I just changed my focus and fired, and scarcely a moment before the monster reached the rippling distortion, my grenade exploded within it.
Instead of appearing like a pool of liquid suspended on its side, the rift solidified. For a single heartbeat, it was like a huge, circular mirror standing on its edge. Then, it fractured, a spider’s web of cracks covering it entirely.
It wasn’t silent. The keening sound was cut off as if it had never been, only to be replaced with the sounds of massive chunks of ice ripping themselves away from a glacier.
Then, the entire thing shivered itself into non-existence. Not even any dust remained of where it had been.
The monstrous bug-demon gave another shriek, this time sounding frustrated. I thought for sure it would turn to attack and reloaded again. Instead, the bug-monster launched itself into the sky and flew on gossamer wings away from us.
All three of us stared in surprise. This time, it was me who was first to recover. “We can’t let it get away!” I yelled. “Back to the van!”
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We were back in the Bedford within moments, with me in the cockpit and the girls in the back. “Shell!” I yelled as the engine roared into life. “You made this thing fly before—can you do it again?”
The AI didn’t argue, didn’t ask any questions. Perhaps she sensed my urgency, or maybe she was already tracking the gigantic bug-monster. Either way, we rose smoothly into the air and hovered maybe thirty feet off the ground.
I didn’t hesitate. I just jammed my foot on the accelerator and wrenched the steering wheel about. We took off with a lurch that drove me back into my seat and dislodged the girls in the back, and then we careened through the air on the tail of the monster.
“Fucking hell!” said June, but April was laughing as they tumbled about. “I’m going to call you Harry from now on,” she shouted. “And maybe we could convince Shell to turn this thing into an old Ford Anglia!”
I got the reference but had other things on my mind, like not letting the bug-monster get away. I did my level best to avoid think about the fact we were flying over a populated area in a magic van, chasing a giant bug that wanted to put an end to large chunks of the multiverse.
“I wouldn’t let that monster get away if I were you,” a familiar, raspy voice said from behind me. I flinched at the sound and looked over my shoulder to see that the wizard had returned. He was standing up with his hands on the back of my seat.
“About fucking time!” I shouted, both relieved and irritated at once. “Where the hell have you been?”
“Nowhere,” he said. “Literally. And I’m not exactly back, yet. The timelines haven’t finished propagating.”
I risked a longer look. He was right. The wizard’s body was transparent, like that of a ghost.
At least he wasn’t naked again, I thought.
“I have a better question. Why is he back?” June asked, her expression not exactly welcoming.
“Because we changed things already, maybe when we blew up the time rift?” I suggested. At the same time, the van shuddered as if it had hit turbulence. I gripped the wheel tightly and turned my focus back to the monster, which seemed to be pulling away. I put the pedal to the floor, and the Bedford roared, but we were having trouble keeping up.
“Young Caleb is correct,” Shell said. “To generate the timeline in which it controlled President Jimmy Carter and instigated a nuclear confrontation, the large insectoid used the time rift to travel back to the 1970s. As soon as the rift fractured, that timeline ceased to exist.”
I felt a surge of hope from June. “Does that mean we’ve won?” April asked. “The timeline is back to what it should be?”
It was the old man who answered. “If you don’t count the major bug-demon we’re currently chasing, sure! Unless it gets away and creates another time rift, of course.”
“No need to be sarcastic,” April said.
The bug-monster in question began weaving like a gazelle escaping a lion. Only, maybe we were the gazelle, and we were foolishly chasing a lion as if it made sense to do so. I mean, what would we do if we actually caught it?
No sooner had I finished the thought than the monster seemed to have the same idea. It came to an abrupt halt in mid-air, then hurled its massive body about and charged straight toward us.
“No!” I said, hitting the steering wheel for emphasis. “No, no, no. Shit!”
The monster was a lot bigger than we were, and despite how flimsy its gossamer wings seemed, it was fast! It hurled itself toward us like bugs have hurled themselves at car windscreens ever since they were invented, only this time I was pretty sure it wasn’t the bug that was about to go splat!
At the last possible moment, I jerked the steering wheel. It was almost enough, but not quite. The monstrous bug clipped us as it went past, sending us spinning out of control.
As one, the girls screamed. They bounced around like pinballs in the back, and I could only hope the cushions were enough to protect them. I gave voice to a shout that mixed anger and fear, and the van careened toward the ground, spinning and turning until we hit with a bang! and rolled, upside down, into a ditch.
I was strapped into the cockpit. I hung there, upside down, and shook my head to clear it. My ears were ringing as if someone had used my head as a bell, and somewhere along the way I’d bitten my tongue badly enough that I could taste blood in my mouth. But my first real thought was for the girls.
“Everyone okay?” I asked.
“No,” Shell complained. “I think I disconnected a circuit.”
Everyone else responded with grumbles about bruises, but it appeared that April and June were largely okay. As for the old man, perhaps his insubstantial nature helped. He stood on the van’s ceiling as if he didn’t have a care in the world.
“I wouldn’t celebrate just yet, young Caleb,” he said, his words at odds with his relaxed pose. “It’s coming back!”
He was right. As soon as he finished speaking, the monster outside shook the van with another ear-splitting screech, and then something hit the van with the strength of a demolition ball.
No prizes for guessing. It was the bug-demon. The van rocked back and forth like a boat in rough waters. The monster’s legs were visible through the windshield. Above us, the creature let out another menacing cry of insectoid rage.
“How is the glass not broken?” I asked randomly. At the same time, April and June were cursing out loud, with June projecting waves of fear.
“Do you really want to waste time with questions like that?” the wizard asked. He shook his head, incredulous. “If you have to know, do you honestly think I’d use actual glass on a time machine?”
“For fuck’s sake!” June shouted as the monster smashed its weight down on us again. “Fucking do something you fucking fucks!” she said.
She was angry, and I had to admit, it was fair enough. Even the old man seemed to agree. He nodded grudgingly. “What would you like us to do, young June?” he asked.
“I don’t know, how about you start with GETTING US THE FUCK OUT OF HERE?”
Amazingly, the old wizard shook his head. “It wouldn’t do any good,” he said, sounding as if there wasn’t a massive bug demon trying to smash us into smithereens. “The bug will just open another time rift and we’ll be back to where—”
“So how about we kill the damned thing instead?” April interjected.
The old man nodded as if it wasn’t a bad idea. “Sure. How would you like us to do that, then?” he asked.
By that stage, I was struggling to untangle myself from my seatbelt without falling on my head. But I couldn’t help stare at the old man. His lack of concern was staggering.
Nor was I the only one to think so. June projected waves of disbelief as the monster outside slammed itself down on the van and screamed at us again. “Any way you fucking can!” she bellowed.
“How about we start with the two of you stopping it in time?” April said.
Having finally managed to sort out my seatbelt, I crashed to the van’s ceiling and did what I could to right myself. The old man was the only one close enough to help, but it appeared he didn’t even think of it as an option. He just studied me and said, “How strong is your Time Bending skill now?”
I wanted to throttle him. The old man’s presence was stunningly irritating, but then again, so was his absence. I found myself simultaneously wishing he would just go away, and fearing that he might.
Instead, I answered his question. “Level two,” I said.
He grimaced and shook his head. “Pathetic. Nowhere near strong enough. What about the Augmentation factor?”
This time, it was Shell who answered. I was too busy glaring at him while trying to stay on my feet as the monster outside bashed itself against the van again and again.
“Three point five,” the AI said.
“How much more can this rust-bucket take?” April asked.
“Oh, don’t you worry yourself about that,” the old man responded. “It’s much tougher than it looks. And besides, if its integrity does fail, we’ll all be dead anyway, so what does it matter?” He favored her with a benign grin, then included us all in his gaze. “Three point five, huh?” he said, his grin taking on a knowing, lecherous look. “My, my. You have been busy. It’s a start. Shell, what rating would you give the bug?”
“I lack the required data for an accurate assessment,” the AI began.
“Ballpark it.”
“From observation, I would estimate it would be equivalent to a level 34 opponent.”
June let out a rude noise and even April seemed taken-aback. As for me, I wasn’t a big gamer, but had played enough to know that I was seriously outclassed.
“So, you’re saying there’s nothing I can do?” I said. At the same time, I was thinking about my grenade launcher, still resting up front next to my seat. Couldn’t it level the playing field a bit, so a level seven (counting the augmentation) could take on a level 34 opponent and come out on top.
“I’m saying that if you’re going to try to freeze the bug in time, you’re going to need help for it to stick.”
“So, help me,” I demanded.
The old man just grinned, but said nothing.
“You know,” April said thoughtfully as she stared at the old man. “His face looks a bit like yours, Caleb, now that you’ve got the start of a beard.”
“What?” I said. The comment had come out of left field, and I didn’t know what to do with it. Out of reflex, I reached up and scratched at the offending hair on my chin.
“He does,” June agreed. “Like if you crossed your face with a wrinkled, gray-haired prune, they might be much the same…”
June trailed off and looked at me with a puzzled expression. I looked from her to April and then to the old man, who was grinning like a madman to some private joke.
I glanced down at his legs, remembering that just like me, he limped when he walked. Almost as if he had the same type of injury…
All at once, everything clicked into place. The old wizard knew our names without being told. More than just our names, he knew us. The girls and me. And he knew more about my talent than I did, and seemed to be the only other person I’d met who had the same talent himself.
He called me ‘young’ Caleb.
“No,” I whispered. “Couldn’t be.”
At this, the old wizard let out a bemused laugh. “So, you’ve finally figured it out, huh?” he said.
I shook my head, not wanting to believe it. To me, this was as big as Darth Vader telling Luke he was his father. Bigger. Even the giant bug-monster trying to pound us into the earth shrank to insignificance in comparison.
“Tell me it isn’t so,” I begged him.
The old man just grinned more broadly. “Why would I do that?” he asked.
I looked at him. Really looked at him. He was old and unpleasant, a drunk who took way too much for granted, and I found every little thing about him either offensive, irritating, or downright despicable. And yet, I had to acknowledge that I recognized the seeds of all his repulsive characteristics in me.
“You can’t be,” I said.
“Want to bet?”
The girls were looking between the two of us with incredulous expressions. I sent a silent plea to them both, but they didn’t help.
Finally, I had to face it. “You’re me,” I said, very much wanting it not to be true.
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“Ten points to Gryffindor!” the old man said.
“But you’re so vile!” June blurted. In a way, I was glad, because it saved me from saying the same thing.
The old man barely batted an eye. “It’s taken literally millennia of practice to become so,” he said. “Now, are we going to talk about this all day, or are we going to do something about that bug that’s trying to kill us?”
The wizard had given me a lot to think about, but he was right. Now wasn’t the time to sort it all out. First, we had to deal with the monster that even then continued to pound itself against the floor of the van above us.
Yet I couldn’t help it. There was one more question I had to ask.
“Just how old are you, exactly?”
“Old enough to know that when I’m unsure of myself, I ask irrelevant questions.”
He really did know how to get on my nerves. “April,” I said loudly, “remind me to not be such an asshole when I’m as old as this bastard.”
“You got it, Caleb.”“All right,” I said. “What do we do?”
“Everything we can,” he replied.
<<<>>>
It didn’t take long to prepare. I had my rifle at the ready with a fresh magazine in place and a grenade in the chamber, with a couple more in my jacket pockets. The wizard—old Caleb—had an evil glint in his eye and was toying with a couple of his time displacer discs.
When asked, he explained that he’d removed the safety features and narrowed the focus of the devices to no more than a yard or two. The idea was that instead of wrapping the monster up in a time displacement field and sending it careening through time, whole and undamaged, each device would shift only as much of its surroundings as it could carry.
If it happened to be stuck on the monster’s side at the time, the bug might suddenly find a big chunk of its thorax suddenly reappearing in the year 1298.
I could see how that could prove annoying, and both of the girls seemed to approve.
Yet that didn’t stop them from worrying. June projected a curious mixture of warmth and uncertainty that nevertheless made me feel good inside, and April faced me with her characteristic courage.
“I’m going with you,” she said to the tune of the monster outside doing its best to flatten us.
I started to shake my head.
“No,” she said. “I know you want to be the hero, but here’s the thing. You’re not the only one with something to lose. In case you haven’t figured it out, June and I would quite like to have you around for a bit longer.”
“But—” I said.
“No buts. Remember, you might have your gun, but I’ve got my shield. I’m coming.”
“Give it up, young Caleb. You can’t win,” said the old man. “And anyway, she’s right. If you could just put aside that protection thing you’ve got going on, you’d see it for yourself.”
I shot my infinitely older self a glare that he completely ignored, and admitted defeat.
“Is everyone ready?” I asked. There were nods all around. I felt the familiar surge of adrenaline I always felt before a battle, drew a deep breath, and said, “Let’s do this.”
Together, the old man and I reached out and did our best to freeze the giant bug monster in a single moment in time. It was half-way through one of its ear-shattering screeches when that sound abruptly stopped.
I took that to be a good sign, and opened the van door.
We piled out, with me in the lead. We’d landed in a ditch next to a vacant industrial lot at the edge of town, and as soon as my feet touched the ground, I spun about to take aim at the bug.
Imagine the monstrous offspring of a centipede and a cockroach. It was forty feet from its fang-like mandibles to the end of its scorpion tail, and it was draped over an upside-down Bedford van with two of its wheels slowly spinning.
That’s what we were facing. A nightmare with coldly intelligent eyes, unlimited strength, and a real short temper, doing its best to pound the van into oblivion.
I was delighted—and somewhat surprised—to see that it was frozen. Caught with one of the van’s wheels in its maw, it was completely immobile. Our efforts had worked!
“Go! Go! Go!” I shouted to April and the old man. The plan was to get far enough away from the monster that I could use the grenade launcher without endangering any of us. Yet even as the woman of my dreams and the old man of my future made their way past, I stayed in place, ready to fire my rifle at the bug’s slightest twitch.
I thought that perhaps, at this distance, mere bullets would do some good.
Then everything turned to shit.
The bug demon didn’t just twitch. Between one moment and the next, it shook itself free of the temporal lock the old man and I had cast around it. Or maybe it had never been truly frozen. Maybe it had simply recognized what we were doing and pretended, to lure us all out.
If so, it had worked. “Look out!” I yelled. I fired repeatedly, aiming for the monster’s eyes, but to little effect. The monster loomed large over me for a moment, then, shrieking madly, came crashing down. I figured I was done for, but still didn’t fire the grenade launcher. I couldn’t risk it without knowing for sure April was safe. As for the van, it had already survived the vacuum of space, the rigors of traveling through time, and an extended pounding by the monster. It would surely survive a blast from a grenade.
Yet even then, I wasn’t ready to give up. I gave a mindless battle-cry and threw myself back, but the monster was too big. It was going to crush me like I was the bug instead of it, and there was nothing I could do about it.
Then, at the very last moment, two astonishing things happened.
First, April was there, holding a shield of pure energy over me in a pose Gal Gadot would have been proud of. At the same time, the old wizard was there too, just a little further away.
He hurled one of his time displacers at the monster. I’d heaved myself up into a sitting position and saw it clearly, glinting in the moonlight, a silvery disc no bigger than a pocket-watch. I had a single moment of hope that this tiny device would do the job. That it would blink out of existence, taking enough of the monster with it that the rest couldn’t survive.
I watched that glowing beacon of hope float toward the monster even as the massive bug came crashing down. My heart was in my mouth and I felt the most urgent anticipation. I needed this to work. The old man needed it too, because he was just as much at risk of being squashed as me and April. I willed the device to do its job.
The disc touched the monster’s underbelly. I felt a moment of exaltation completely out of proportion to the event itself, and thought that maybe it was good enough.
But instead of activating and blinking great chunks of the monster’s flesh away, the device bounced.
And returned to the old man.
“Oh, shit,” he said. He couldn’t move fast enough to get out of the device’s way entirely, but he did manage to duck into a ball, making himself smaller.
Then the time displacer touched him on the shoulder.
He vanished.
Gone. Just like that, a more complete disappearance than any of his others.
What little hold I had over the bug-demon disappeared with him, and a mountain of chitinous flesh came crashing down.
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April’s shield was more than an oversized frisbee. It was a glowing dome of energy that covered us entirely. When the weight of the bug crashed down on top of us, there was a pulse of power, but that was it.
The shield held. The monster let out another screech of rage and heaved itself up, ready for another try.
“What do we do?” April yelled. She was brave and capable, but the desperation showed clearly in her voice. Nor did I have a ready answer.
“Maybe you can turn the shield off long enough for me to fire!” I suggested as, with an almighty thud!, the monster hit us again.
But April shook her head. “It takes a few seconds, too long to activate. We’d get caught in the blast.”
It was a valid point, and one to which I had no answer. The monster above us was too big, too strong. With the old man’s help, we’d had a chance. Without him, I couldn’t see how we could beat it.
I saw the same understanding dawn in April’s beautiful face, and felt a surge of sorrow. I didn’t want to die, but could accept my own imminent demise much more easily than hers. Or June’s, for that matter, and the dark-haired twin would be defenseless in the van if we failed.
Even though she was still safe for the moment, I could feel June’s anxiety as clearly as my own, and a sadness that was akin to grief. She could see what was happening but couldn’t do anything about it.
Once more, the monster crashed down on us, and I wondered how much longer the shield could last. Not long, I figured. The glowing dome already seemed to sputter and spark, not badly as yet, but it was a definite indication of things to come.
I thought to offer a comforting word to April, but she surprised me by smiling my way.
“Well, we’re safe here for the moment,” she said, looking down at me. “Fancy a quickie while we’re not doing anything?”
As thoughts went, it wasn’t a bad one. I smiled up at her in return. “What, and try to level up some more?” I suggested.
She grinned more broadly. “Do you have a better idea?”
I had to laugh. If I hadn’t already known I loved her, that would have done it. Maybe, I hoped, June would somehow sense our good humor and take comfort in it.
At the same time, I knew April wasn’t serious. There were certain logistical issues that would be difficult to solve with her effectively holding the shield in place. Nor was that the only flaw in her plan.
“It won’t work, though,” I said with regret. “We’d have to level up multiple times to match what the old wizard could do. And even that wasn’t enough.”
April nodded, her smile fading as the grim reality of our situation returned. “If only he’d thrown that time displacer thing at us,” she said. “Sure, it would have sent us somewhere in time, but at least we could have lived to fight another day.”
The monster reared up over us again, bellowed its frustration at April’s shield, and crashed down with all its immense power and weight. The shield held, but only just. It buzzed and flickered as if it would fail at any moment. April knew it, and so did I, and I felt June’s distinct brand of panic from the van.
One more attack would be enough, I thought. Yet I wasn’t going to go down meekly. I stood so I could hold onto April, and gritted my teeth in preparation.
“Are you ready?” I asked, and the fierce, blonde woman at my side nodded. She understood what I was about to do.
I held my rifle at the ready, my finger on the trigger of the grenade launcher. If we had to go, I was going to do all I could to take that monster with us.
The bug-demon might have sensed it was close to breaking through. It reared up so high it blotted out the stars behind it. For a moment, it held itself there, as if anticipating the victory to come.
And I had a thought. Something April had said about sending us elsewhere in time. Not us, but me—because that’s exactly what had happened. The old man was just another version of me, and he’d inadvertently sent himself off somewhere, to live rather than being killed by this monster above us.
But how could he have even returned if I died here, smashed into the ground by a bug?
The fact that he had meant that somehow, I would survive this. And if he was able to return, then surely there were any number of different versions of me out in this timeline who could also return to this spot, at this time, to lend a hand.
Wishful thinking, I thought to myself. Not to mention paradoxical. More probably, the timelines simply hadn’t completed propagating, and when it did, the old man would have disappeared again.
We were going to die. I just hoped to get off one good shot before we did.
The monster came crashing down, and I knew this was it. I felt April stiffen beside me, and felt June’s despair from the van. The monster came closer and closer, collapsing over us like the mother of all waves, ready to smash us out of existence…
…and then stopped.
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It was frozen in place, and this time I was certain.
I couldn’t believe it. I felt relief combined with confusion, and a million other competing emotions. June exuded wonder and hope from the van, and April’s expression was one of puzzlement.
“How…?” she began, but didn’t finish her question.
Yet, to me, it was clear what had happened. My wishful thinking had come true. All around us in the dark, I could make out different versions of the van, all with me sitting in the cockpit. There were half a dozen of them, all of them from different times, and their combined power was more than enough!
“We’re saved!” I said, and even I could hear the disbelief in my voice.
At the same time, I wondered about the paradox. Thinking about it made my head hurt. How could I possibly have come back to help me if I would have died if I hadn’t? It didn’t make sense. Yet, at the same time, obviously I survived, because I’d come back to help me.
Even trying to describe it was nothing short of torture, and I couldn’t help but wonder what it meant for the multiverse itself. The giant bug-monster had spawned multitudes of new timelines by changing Earth’s history in meaningful ways. What would the impact of this paradox be?
Would it cause a festering sore on the multiverse that leads to its entire destruction? Or would the multiverse simply ignore the paradox and carry on as before?
Either way, I didn’t have time to worry about it just then. This wasn’t over, not yet. Though frozen, the monster wasn’t dead.
There was still more to do.
“Turn off the shield,” I said, and in a state of ongoing disbelief, April did as I asked.
From there it was easy. We both backed away, and, once we’d reached a safe enough distance, I took careful aim. The monster was stuck in the grip of future me, multiplied by half a dozen. It couldn’t break free, couldn’t get out of the way, and couldn’t retaliate. All it could do was glare at us with a cold, inhuman hatred that was palpable despite its intensely alien nature.
I returned that hatred in full measure, and had a nasty smile on my face as I squeezed the trigger.
Boom!
A blackened, smoky crater opened up at the monster’s thorax, just below the head. Such was the size and power of the monster that I couldn’t be sure it was enough, so I took a second grenade from my jacket pocket, reloaded, aimed, and fired again.
Boom!
Not such a good shot. I’d hoped to land this grenade in the crater caused by the first, but missed. Yet it still did significant damage, and despite the time lock, the monster seemed to know it was in trouble. I felt it straining against the combined efforts of my future selves—and it was starting to break free!
Even as I loaded my last grenade, the monster began to move. It let out a high-pitched keening and swung itself slowly away. At the same time, a rift in time began to form next to it.
The monster was trying to escape.
“Caleb,” April breathed, and I felt a shiver of fear crawl up my spine. I had one more shot, and knew I had to make it count. I couldn’t let the monster get away.
I took a deep breath to steady myself, aimed carefully, and fired once more.
Boom!
My third shot was good. It blew the monster’s thorax apart, spraying disgusting bug innards all over and severing the head from the rest of its body.
The forming time rift dissipated, and I lowered my weapon with a broad grin on my face.
“Is it over?” April asked. “Is it dead?”
She had good reason to ask. Though now in pieces, the main part of the monster still stood. But then, even as we watched, the remnants of the monster started to topple, and crashed, lifeless, to the ground. The future versions of me had released it from its stasis.
I couldn’t help it. I let out a whoop of sheer jubilation, and said, “It’s over! The monster is dead!” I gathered April up in an embrace, swinging her into the air, and she caught my jubilation. She relaxed, then giggled, and moments later we were lost in a world of triumph and open laughter.
We’d done it! The monster was dead, and the timeline was now back to how it should have been. The only thing left to do was thank my future selves and return to June in the van.
Except that when I turned to look, I saw that most of the vans had already vanished. There was only one left, and even as I watched, I saw myself give me and April a casual wave through the windscreen and then disappear as well.
We were alone in the vacant lot, standing in the dark, with only the corpse of the bug-monster for company. April caught my hand in hers, and together, we headed back to our own, upside-down van in the ditch.
June met us half way, and threw herself at us with her emotions all over the place. She was laughing and crying both at once, and the intensity of her relief was beyond anything I’d ever experienced myself.
“I thought you were dead!” she cried, hugging us tight. “But then all these other vans appeared out of nowhere!” She continued to hold us close for some time, then took a step back. “You’re going to have to tell me how you did that,” she said, glaring at me. “And where the hell has the old man gone now?”
<<<>>>
We were in the back of the van, just resting among the cushions, the girls on each side of me, lying close enough that I thought a proper celebration might be in order. Yet just for the moment, I was happy, as were April and June. We were still alive, the monster was not, and all was good in the world.
I would have been happy to just lie there forever, enjoying the close warmth of the girls. For me, it was a moment of perfection, the type of simple pleasure I would always treasure given the chance.
But no good thing can last forever, and after a few minutes of contented silence, June raised herself up onto an elbow and looked at me.
“Does this mean we can finally go home now?” she asked.
I reached over and brushed a lock of dark hair from her forehead. Her question had stolen some of my pleasure and replaced it with sadness. For me, this adventure had been more than a life-or-death struggle against monstrous bug-demons. It was an awakening, an acknowledgement of what I was meant to do with my life.
Yet I couldn’t deny her the chance to return to her old life, if that’s what she wanted.
“Do you really want to?” I asked.
She hesitated. “Yes,” she said. Then, “Maybe. I don’t know. This has been the most terrifying few days of my life. But they’ve been kind of exhilarating too. You know?”
I understood her completely. We’d opened the magic box and seen the universe for what it truly was. Would anyone really be able to put that box back down and choose never to play with it again?
But even that wasn’t the real question. “I’d hoped that maybe you’d like to stay with me,” I said.
All at once, the atmosphere changed. June laughed out loud. “Of course!” she said. She seemed much more sure of herself. “We won’t leave you.”
At the same time, April smirked in that way that made me love her all the more. <You couldn’t get rid of us if you tried.>
“Even if it means more of these mad, crazy adventures, saving the universe every now and again?” I asked.
The twins smiled. “Well, when you put it that way,” June said, “then yes. And maybe we’ll save your ass once in a while in the bargain.”
It was a better answer than I’d dreamed to hope for. But it was only one of the sisters.
“April?” I asked.
<Do you even need to ask?> she responded in my mind, and by the look on her face, June heard her as well.
I lay there with a silly grin on my face, happier than I’d been in a long, long time.
“But I’d still like to go home, if only for a little while. You know, to pick up a change of clothes, and sleep on my own bed for a change.”
<<<>>>
With the monster dead and the three of us having decided on our future together, I thought our adventure was over. I thought we’d have time to relax. Of course, I still needed to time myself back and save us from the monster, but overall, I felt we had earned a break.
Instead, Shell, our helpful, floating AI, gave us something new to worry about.
“Forgive me,” she said in her characteristic, metallic voice with the faint English accent. “I understand that you are basking in your victory, but unfortunately, something has gained my attention. As you know, one of my functions is to monitor the timelines, which are indeed largely back to how they were before the insectoid demons appeared.”
As soon as the AI started to speak, the girls and I held our collective breaths, wondering what was to come. Somehow, we all sensed it would be something bad.
We had no idea.
“However,” Shell continued, “they are not the only dangers the multiverse has to offer. Nor do they typically act without being prompted to do so. There are other forces at work, and those forces will not take kindly to their plans being disrupted. As well, there are those who consider the timelines to be their exclusive domain. They have left a message, embedded in the timelines themselves.”
The AI paused, not hesitating so much as increasing the tension. “I have translated the message. It is a threat,” she said. Then, without asking, she projected a holographic image throughout the interior of the van. The image wasn’t as clear as the other images she had projected, but I could make out an indistinct shape full of tentacles and doom.
It reminded me of one of the Old Gods from mythology. Something Lovecraftian.
I felt June shudder beside me, and even April seemed uncertain.
“PROVOCATION … DO NOT … TIME,” it began, its great, booming voice that of doom incarnate. “DOMAIN IS MINE … ENCROACHMENT … NOT … FORJUDGMENT … IS … ANNIHILATION.”
No more than a dozen words, and yet they made me shiver in real fear. This wasn’t some voiceless bug messing with the timelines. This was something monstrous, sentient and steeped in old evil.
Nor was I the only one to think so. April’s expression mixed horror with disgust, and June projected something just short of panic.
Yet, surprisingly, it was the dark-haired twin who broke the pall that had fallen over us.
“Is it too late to change my mind?” She said it with just enough humor that I knew she was joking.




Author’s Note



THANK YOU! for reading the first in my Time Master series. If you did (and I really hope you did), it really, really helps if you write a review on Amazon. Go on, I know you want to. Head back to where you got this book and let others know what you thought. And remember, please don’t include any spoilers. :-)
I understand that Amazon is making it harder for people to leave a review, so if you can’t, I understand, but if you can, a short sentence or two is as useful as a full-on, in-depth analysis.
Other than that, if you have any questions or just want to say, “Hi!” drop me a line at:
wyatt@wyattkaneauthor.com
Or if you just want to be kept up to date with my latest releases, sign up to my newsletter here:
http://eepurl.com/dwy0cL
Until next time,
Wyatt.
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