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CHAPTER ONE
THE POLICE CHIEF WITH NO STORIES
It was 10:48 when I got the call.
“Chief Snowiks, the clocks are wrong!”
The statement was delivered with such urgency that I found myself reaching for the long-forgotten safety gear in the closet. This was it. After decades on the force being eternally ready to deal with disaster, I was finally going to do something useful. I was finally going to protect my town against—
I paused. Did Officer Grayson say something about clocks?
“Can you repeat that?” I said into the radio.
“The clock outside the Geo Center is reading 10:45, my watch says 10:47, and Mrs. Fisher’s cell phone is at 10:48.”
I dropped the bulletproof vest back into its box. Broken clocks were unlikely to cause a life-threatening situation. “And this is a job for the police?”
“Sir, the clocks are wrong,” Grayson repeated, as if he couldn’t understand how I could possibly be so dismissive of such a tragedy. “Not just one. All of them!”
I glanced at my own wall clock, which had changed to now read 10:46. “It’s an acute observation,” I said carefully. Grayson was such a rookie, and I didn’t want to cripple his confidence by calling him an idiot. “What do you propose we do about it?”
“Well… clocks aren’t supposed to be wrong anymore, sir. Unitime made that impossible,” he said, circling back to his defense since he couldn’t answer my question.
I rubbed the corners of my eyes, trying to urge my headache back into its cave. Come on, kid. You can get this. “So, if something is wrong with the clocks, who do you think ought to fix the problem?”
A long pause. “Probably the scientist in charge of the Unitime project.”
“His name is Willow Ayers,” I said. “And I’m sure he’s well aware of the glitch in the system. If clocks are wrong here, we can assume they’re wrong everywhere.”
“Oh… right. Yes, sir. Sorry.”
He sounded upset now. Too upset. “Thanks for the report, Grayson,” I told him. “Good to know you’re keeping your eyes open.”
I could hear the smile in the rookie’s voice. “Thank you, Chief.”
I set down the radio and returned to shuffling the already completed reports on my desk. Broken clocks: this is where my career had delivered me. I would retire soon and be remembered as the man who lived through the Great Clock Crisis of 2054.
I’m old enough to remember clearly when clocks broke and it was no big deal. You asked someone for the correct time, reset your watch, and proceeded with your day. Now if the clocks are wrong, some big-shot scientist halfway across the country needed to fix it for you.
It took yet another straw of self-reliance away from the people. I’d said as much when the Unitime Satellites launched fourteen years ago, but even then I was old enough to be ‘behind the times’ and therefore dismissible.
I honestly hadn’t felt my age until they announced my retirement, and after that, the web of wrinkles finally seemed to suit me. I was no longer ‘leathery’ or ‘distinguished’ or any other euphemism people used to make it sound like my decades of experience had any value. Now I was simply an old cop, ready to sit on my front porch with a pipe and tell the same stories over and over to the passing neighbor kids.
Except that I had no stories.
Thirty-four years on the force, and my most impressive accomplishment was being able to fill out a parking citation with my eyes closed. Idaho is quiet. Chagrin Heights makes the rest of Idaho look like it’s having an all-night rave.
It would be wrong, of course, to wish some great tragedy on my hometown, and that isn’t what I wanted. Not truly. It’s just that I became an officer because I wanted to leave this world knowing it was safer because of me, to outsmart criminals and solve mysteries and protect the innocent. But Chagrin Heights is already as safe as towns come.
I’m thankful for that; I just wish the safety had anything to do with me.
The phone rang and I answered it with the same urgency I had on my first day. “Chagrin Heights Police Department. Chief Snowiks speaking.” My hand automatically found a pen to record the pertinent details of the case.
“Harold. Hey, pal, it’s James.”
I set the pen down. “What is it, James?”
“Did you know the clocks are wrong? Weird, huh?”
“James, I need to keep this line open for emergencies.”
“Oh, right. Yeah. Just thought you should know. Weird. Ever since—”
I waited for James to finish his statement, but he didn’t. The phone had disconnected.
Cop instinct kicked in, and within seconds I made a mental list of all possible reasons a call could end mid-sentence; they ranged from uncomfortable to fatal. Time to move. I glanced at the computer to determine which officers I had on the streets, and started running a trace on the previous call’s location.
The phone sounded again. Half a ring, and I answered it.
“Hey, man, are you angry or something? Why’d you hang up?” James asked, and I told my cop instinct to settle back down. James was obviously not in danger.
“I didn’t. I thought you did.” I canceled the location trace request. It took me more than a few moments to recall the name of this strange phenomenon, which had been such a familiar frustration before Unitime. “I guess the call dropped.”
“The call… dropped?” he repeated, as if I’d blamed the situation on a unicorn.
“Yeah. Ended unexpectedly.”
James laughed dismissively. “Sure, if you say so. See ya!” He hung up deliberately that time.
The call dropping left a bitter aftertaste in my mind. Sure, wrong clocks weren’t a big deal, but wrong clocks and dropped calls within the same hour… I hadn’t seen either of those things in fourteen years. Come to think of it, didn’t the Unitime Satellites control cell phones as well?
I let this thought take root and extend thorny branches, and suddenly the clock crisis looked more like an actual ‘capital C’ Crisis. Almost everything was controlled by those satellites: GPS, Internet, television, automatic sprinklers. Hell, even my garage door opener came with a Unitime chip.
And what about security systems? Supposing the Unitime glitches caused doors to lock and unlock as sporadically as a clock gained or lost a couple minutes? And then there was electronic banking—all that imaginary money floating in Unitime’s ‘unhackable’ cyberspace.
The phone rang again. “Chagrin Heights Police De—”
“Time is broken!”
I had to hold the phone slightly away from my ear. “Ma’am, time is fine, I promise. It’s just the clocks that aren’t working.”
“Will we be invaded? Is there a terrorist group behind it? Should I move my babies to a bomb shelter?”
“Just a glitch in the system,” I said. “I’m sure Willow Ayers is working hard to fix it.”
“Who’s that?”
“He’s the creator of Unitime. Well, one of them.”
“Are you sure he knows? Are you sure?”
After a few minutes of talking some sense into the woman, I was back to my silent contemplation. Was I sure? I had said yes, but truly I wasn’t. There was always a chance, however illogical, that the malfunction was isolated to my town.
I picked up the phone and dialed my superior in the Idaho State Department. It took a long time to reach her; unlike me, she has constant demands on her time.
“Yes, Snowiks. Report,” came the eventual gruff invitation.
“Ma’am. There have been some complaints in my district about clocks being out of order.”
“We’re aware,” she said, much in the same tone I had recently used with Grayson. “Ayers is working on the problem. Anything else?”
I cleared the embarrassment out of my throat. “No. Sorry to bother you, ma’am.”
~
THE WIFE WHO ANSWERS PHONES
You come home from shopping, and the first thing you do is check the clock above the oven. Yes, apparently the chatter at work is correct. Clocks are wrong everywhere, not just in the lab.
Your coworkers had been scrambling around the idea like little kids at a piñata, hypothesizing together at what might have caused the discrepancy. You didn’t understand half of what they were saying, and no one bothered to explain it to you.
After all, you aren’t a scientist like them. You are just the lady who answers the phone: overweight, awkward, and no longer young even by the most liberal standards. You have more in common with the furniture in the front of the building than with the lab coats milling through it, and they haven’t exactly let you forget it.
But it’s a steady job, and you make good enough money, so you really shouldn’t complain.
“Bethany?” Ralph’s voice reaches down the stairs.
“I’m here,” you call back and wait to see if your husband wants an actual conversation, or just confirmation of your existence. It turns out to be the latter, so you set about unpacking the groceries.
In all practicality, you could quit the receptionist job. Ralph was a philosophy professor, and had earned tenure a few years back. You didn’t truly need the extra income anymore, but the thought of spending every day alone in the house, running the same dust rag over the same clean surfaces makes you queasy.
You reach the bottom of the grocery bag, extracting the last item and pushing down the storm of ‘what if?’
It’s a pregnancy test. You felt just a touch of nausea this morning, and you want to be sure.
You hear Ralph on the stairs, and impulsively shove the test deep into your purse. To the judgmental eye, it must look like you are having an affair, but that isn’t it. The notion of another man being even remotely interested in you is so funny you feel like crying.
Instead, you hide the test because if Ralph knew how often you bought these things, he would dust off his argument that you were getting too invested in the notion of children. “If it’s meant to happen, it’ll happen,” he’s told you before, but you would rather not trust your future to fortune-cookie sayings.
It wasn’t always like this. You can remember a time when both you and Ralph had equitable excitement for the possibility of parenthood. It was the main selling point that convinced you to move to Nowhere, Idaho, where you would both face hour-long commutes if you wanted decent jobs. “Small towns are great for kids,” everyone said, and with the low crime rates and pollution statistics, both you and Ralph were sold on the idea. But after a few years of trying to conceive, Ralph got too absorbed in his job at the University and didn’t have time for silly dreams like starting a family.
“Have you heard? The clocks are wrong,” Ralph tells his notebook as he walks into the kitchen. His hair has gone prematurely gray, and it makes him look scholarly and wise. Your hair is also graying, but you are vigilant with the hair dye because you aren’t a scholar.
“I’ve heard, dear,” you say.
“It made for such an interesting discussion in class today,” he continues, speaking now to the window beyond your shoulder. “What is time? Why is the ability to tell time so important?”
“Well, for starters, if we didn’t have clocks, you would never get all of the students to show up together.”
He ignores your perfectly valid point. “And if all the clocks are wrong, how is it really possible to know what the correct time is?” His eyes widen as his chain of questions approaches deeper levels of ridiculousness. “And what if there is no such thing as correct time?”
“Do you want broccoli or corn with dinner?”
“The correct time…” he repeats, drowning in the excitement that you once thought so attractive, but you understand now that it’s just an escape—a more socially acceptable refuge than drugs or alcohol, perhaps, but an escape all the same.
“I’m sure it’ll get fixed soon,” you say, glancing at the clock and watching it skip from 5:46 to 5:49. Ralph keeps rambling on about ‘what is time?’ but you don’t try to comment any more. You let his voice become the formless backdrop of noise that it normally is.
You take the broccoli from the freezer since he hasn’t bothered to designate a preference.
~
THE WAITRESS WHO FAILED TO BE A NURSE
I hate being a waitress. I’m just sure I ended up working a longer shift at Gracie’s Place than I was supposed to. I’ll bet you anything I don’t get paid for that extra time.
People need to shut up about the clocks not working. I know already, and I’m getting kind of sick of hearing about it. Everyone’s playing it off as the end of the world, when really I think it’s an excuse for Aunt Gracie to squeeze an hour of free labor out of us. No, she’s not my aunt, and she’s definitely not as sweet as she acts in front of the customers.
But whatever.
Today would have been crappy even without the clocks thing. There was this table of guys on some kind of road trip, probably from a big city. Sleazy guys. They would not stop hitting on me. Not flirting, by the way. None of that nice stuff. It was all “Hey, baby,” and, “What time do you get off work?”
That sort of thing happens to me a lot and I hate it. I guess that’s the problem with being blonde, blue-eyed, and skinny.
And yeah, I can hear you right now: “Oh, great. Another shallow, stupid, pretty girl whining about how hard her life is.” People write me off like that all the time, so let me just say this once: I’m not shallow. I’m not a slut. I don’t go around acting like being pretty means the world owes me anything. I’m not—well, okay, maybe I am stupid.
You see, high school talked me into that whole ‘you can be anything you want to be’ crap, so I tried to go to college for nursing. Well, it turns out you can’t be anything you want to be because I flunked out in my third year, and now I’m stuck in this hole-in-the-wall town, living with my dad, and struggling to pay off my stupid loans.
I’m going to get out someday when I save enough money. I don’t even care where I go at this point. Anywhere is better than Chagrin Heights.
I’ve given up telling anyone that’s my plan, though. They always fake-smile and give me this look that says, “Yeah, sweetie, you keep thinking that,” but they know I’m going to be trapped in Idaho for the rest of my life. I failed at nursing, why should I succeed at anything else, right?
Anyway, as long as you’re stuck listening to me ramble, you probably ought to know my name. It’s Zabby, short for Elizabeth. Do you have any idea how hard it was to come up with a unique nickname for Elizabeth?
I’ve lived in Chagrin Heights all my life. I’ll be twenty-five in a few months. I like animals and the smell of ginger.
And believe it or not, my life’s harder than you think.
~
THE DOG WHO IS A GOOD BOY
The dog’s tail hits the floor. The door isn’t open. He sees the sun. The door should be open when the sun is up. It’s walk time.
He whimpers. Nothing.
Time for exploring!
He trots down the hall, shedding amber-brown fur as he goes. A familiar smell: that’s Daddy’s room. He scratches at the door. Nothing. Oh well. Next room. Another smell: sourer than it used to be. This is Mommy’s room. The door is open. That never happens anymore!
The dog prances into the room, yipping. Let’s play, Mommy. Let’s play! He nuzzles her hand peeking from under the covers. The hand pulls away. Cider knows this game. It’s called ‘hide and seek.’ He’ll find the hand.
Nuzzle, nuzzle.
Mommy groans weakly. Come on, Mommy, move around. It makes the game more interesting. There’s the hand! Nuzzle. Found it.
“Cider, get out! Bad dog.”
The dog pulls his head out from the covers. Daddy’s awake, standing in the doorway. Cider wags his tail because he is happy to see him. Daddy will play. The mutt runs into the hallway to find the soft, squishy toy shaped like a dragon. Here it is. Cider drops the dragon at Daddy’s feet. He is by the bed now. Perhaps he doesn’t see the dog?
Cider barks.
“Quiet.” Daddy pulls out one of his human toys and pushes buttons on it. “Hello? Yes, my wife missed one of her medications. Our alarms didn’t go off… I don’t know how long ago it was!”
Cider goes back to playing hide and seek with the hand.
“We can be there in fifteen minutes… Wait, where?… That hospital is two hours from here!”
There’s the hand! Found it. What a good dog. Nuzzle.
“If your equipment doesn’t work, why should that hospital’s?… Well, Unitime is in everything. Why are there—Cider!”
Yanking the collar. Cider hates that. He is shoved into the hallway, and the door is shut. The door is always shut nowadays. Mommy and Daddy leave the room, but not to play any games. They open the door, but not to walk the dog. Instead, they play a game called ‘go for a ride in the car.’ This is one of Cider’s favorites, but he is not allowed to join because he is a bad dog.
Cider waits by the door. They’ll come back to walk him soon.
~
THE SCIENTIST IN CHARGE OF UNITIME
Willow Ayers heard the news station’s ‘breaking story’ jingle, and promptly abandoned the simulation he was running on his computer. He crossed the cozy bed and breakfast suite in a few less-than-graceful strides and crouched in front of the little television, breathing shallowly, eyes wide and terrified as they locked on the news lady reporting that the hostage situation in Boise was finally under control.
“Now that the hostage has been rescued,” the anchor announced, “authorities have confirmed that it is not the Unitime engineer, Willow Ayers.”
Yes, but is the hostage okay? Willow thought desperately as the reporter summarized the story for the benefit of those who hadn’t been following it all day. Is he hurt? Will he recover?
“It is unclear as to whether the hostage-taker was aware that he captured the wrong man, or if he thought a look-alike would similarly accomplish his goals.”
Will he live? At least tell us that much. Willow felt dizzy from holding his breath. He didn’t know anything about the actual hostage, but if that guy died because of him, Willow would never forgive himself. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t right. He should be the one with some maniac waving a gun in his face, and yet here he was sitting on a plush carpet miles away from any danger. Please be okay. Please.
“Officials have reported that the hostage has been taken into protection, and while he sustained minor injuries from the ordeal, he is reported to be in good health.”
Willow let himself breathe normally again. It was over now. Everything was okay.
But the fact that it had happened at all was a failure on his part for not fixing Unitime quickly enough. The demands of the hostage-taker had been outrageous: nearly a billion dollars in return for not blowing ‘Willow’s’ skull apart. The frightening thing was how nearly the ransom had been paid. Willow shuddered to imagine he was that valuable to anyone.
Well, not him. Just his brain. He was the only surviving creator of Unitime, after all, and the world was convinced that without him the failing system would simply never get fixed. Not only was this a tremendous amount of unwanted pressure, but apparently now there were individuals looking to profit from the situation.
But Willow refused to focus on that; it made him too sad. Today was a victory. The hostage got out alive and well.
As a picture blinked onto the screen, Willow got his first look at the man who had endured such a miserable day because he looked like him. Willow frowned at the screen, thinking that the similarities weren’t all that impressive. Sure, the hostage had curly-blond hair and pale skin, but he was also taller, younger by at least a decade, and altogether more important-looking than Willow had ever managed to be.
Willow was short, slump-shouldered, and chubby enough that it was difficult for him to look serious even when he was trying to be. His curls spilled around his face in an unpredictable pattern. The color was uneventful, diluted, vague in its attempt, and the curliness had the same problem of lackluster performance.
“The real Willow Ayers still remains in hiding,” the reporter continued. “Officials are standing by their statement that having his whereabouts known to such a small group of people is in the best interest of society. However, as we have received so few updates on the status of these Unitime glitches over the past few days, many are wondering—”
Willow turned the television off before it could ruin his good mood with a reminder of how the general public viewed his retreat into solitude. All of his supervisors agreed it was for the best. If he went off the map, he would be able to focus more of his time toward correcting the problem and not have to worry about media.
Feeling lighter now that the hostage situation was settled, Willow checked the progress of the simulation he was running. It was less than half complete, but this was to be expected. Since any software worth using was controlled by the Unitime Satellites, he was forced to run the data on an antiquated system to ensure accurate results.
The slower processing times were annoying, but also exciting because he had time to reread part of his favorite book while he waited for the results. When he prepared to go into hiding, he was told not to bring any personal items, which meant no books, which was simply unthinkable. Willow compromised by smuggling only one battered paperback into Idaho with him: Quest for the Enchanted Dragon.
He was a few pages into the nearly-memorized chapter when he heard a slight rattling at the door. Willow froze. Even though he knew it had to be Jasper—no one else had a key to the room—the events in Boise made it hard to believe in the small-town safety of Chagrin Heights that had initially seemed so apparent. People really were after him, and no amount of science could predict their actions if they found him.
But it was Jasper at the door, so Willow relaxed again. “Hey. How is it out there?” he asked once Jasper had flipped the deadbolt into place.
“Oh, delightful,” the man drawled, stretching muscled arms over his head. “The same conversation over and over. ‘Did you know the clocks aren’t working?’ Yes. Yes, I’ve heard.”
“Nothing’s wrong with talking,” Willow offered hopefully.
“Yeah,” Jasper scoffed, straddling a chair backwards. “Nothing’s wrong with cattle stomping around a little bit, either. Until they stampede.”
Jasper was taller than Willow by almost a full head. He had dark skin and a stern expression that implied he was always angry about something, but Willow knew better. They had been roommates in college, and remained close as they went off to become highly successful in their own fields.
Jasper was an FBI Agent, and begged to be assigned as Willow’s federal protection during this crisis. He joked that this was because he didn’t think any other agent would be able to stand sharing a small space with someone as messy and irritating as Willow. The real reason—unspoken but understood—was that Jasper refused to trust Willow’s safety to anyone but himself.
“So, it’s bad out there, then?” Willow asked.
“Of course it’s bad,” Jasper mumbled, chewing at a hangnail. “I’m actually wondering now if it was a mistake to tell so many people I’m in town.”
“It’s your town,” Willow reminded him. It was the biggest deciding factor when they’d picked Chagrin Heights out of all the other tiny towns in the country. “You’re supposed to be establishing a presence here. That cover-story-mission-thingy.”
“I’m going to talk to my superior about ways to strengthen that cover,” Jasper said. “People are going to question eventually why I’m just waiting around here while the world’s ending.”
“The world isn’t going to end,” Willow sighed.
“Yeah. Tell that to everyone else, because they don’t seem to know.” Jasper’s dark eyes settled on the book Willow was still holding. He plucked it out of his hands before Willow could attempt to hide it. “Wow. Seriously, man? You’re supposed to be fixing time itself. You don’t have time to read this…this…” He raised an eyebrow at the smiling dragon on the cover. “What is it?”
“Quest for the Enchanted Dragon,” Willow said, taking the book back and shielding it from the harsh judgment Jasper normally awarded to his reading choices. “It’s, y’know, fantasy.”
“You’re still reading that stuff?” Jasper said, as if he couldn’t quite believe it. “You were reading this in college, and that was twenty years ago.”
“Twenty-two,” Willow corrected, just for his love of accuracy.
“I thought at least you would have moved on to the fantasy books written for adults. That one looks like it’s meant for twelve-year-olds.”
“I like young fantasy,” Willow said. “It’s innocent, and the endings are almost always happy.” He decided to change the topic before they could rekindle their literature debates from the undergrad days. “Hey, speaking of happy endings, did you hear they settled that hostage thing in Boise?”
Whatever expression Willow was expecting from his friend, he got the opposite. “I heard,” Jasper said around a grimace.
“What’s wrong with that?” Willow asked. “The hostage wasn’t even badly hurt.”
“Nope,” Jasper agreed. “But those two officers who got shot down during the breach were.”
“Two officers?” Willow repeated quietly. “I didn’t—”
“Yeah, I’m sure that didn’t make it into the celebratory newscast, but that’s how it fell out. That’s what happens when you’re forced to breach. They should have tried longer to talk the guy down; he might have submitted.”
Jasper didn’t want to say the next part, so Willow said it for him. “If you’d been there, it would have ended peacefully.”
Jasper rubbed a hand over his face as if to dislodge the emotions that were more apparent than he intended. “I didn’t mean it like that. There’s no way of knowing what would have happened.”
But Willow knew. Jasper’s area of specialty in the FBI was crisis negotiation. Willow was sure his friend didn’t regret being here and protecting him, but that didn’t mean he didn’t also wish he could have negotiated the situation in Boise. Jasper was always frustrated by his unyielding inability to be in two places at once.
“Well, give me some good news, genius,” Jasper said. “Are you making any progress here?”
“Not as much as I’d like,” Willow admitted, glancing at the simulation.
“Any thoughts on what caused it?”
“Not yet.”
“Any brilliant ideas on how to fix it?”
To this, Willow was silent and examined his stubby fingers.
Jasper sighed, “Look, buddy, I know this Unitime thing is your magnum opus and all that, but don’t you think maybe it’s time to start talking about going back to the old way of doing things?”
“That’s just it. We can’t go back,” Willow said. “Yes, hypothetically, we could replace all of the Unitime systems with their original versions and start up the atomic clock again, but that hardware is useless without the space component.”
“You mean the old satellites you took down so your Unitime ones could go up?” Jasper said, and Willow nodded. “And you couldn’t just replace them like you did before?”
“No,” Willow said. “Putting satellites like that into orbit involves precise calculations that you can’t even fathom. The old satellites aren’t even up there anymore. As of right now, all of NASA’s equipment is controlled by Unitime, so we can’t safely launch anything, or bring anything down.”
“So, in other words, you have to fix Unitime before you can get rid of it.”
“Exactly. But between us, I don’t know if it can be fixed. Not permanently anyway. The best idea anyone has come up with so far is for me to find some way to temporarily stabilize the system for twenty-four hours. NASA says if I can do that, they’ll be able to pull the Unitime Satellites down and put the old ones back up.”
“Well, at least there’s a plan,” Jasper said. “That’s something.”
“Yeah, there’s a plan,” Willow said. “But who knows how long it’s going to take for me to do that? It could be years, and with the way the programming has been degrading… It’s getting worse all the time, Jasper.”
“You’ll figure it out,” Jasper said, though Willow could see fear behind the words of unyielding confidence. “You always do.”
“Thanks,” Willow said, putting the book aside.
“I’ll quit distracting you,” Jasper said, and Willow immediately took a seat at his computer.
Truly, there wasn’t much he could do until his simulation finished running, but he would feign productivity anyway. He couldn’t bear Jasper thinking that he wasn’t working, that he didn’t think the situation was important. It was.
It was more important than anyone realized, even now.
CHAPTER TWO
ZABBY – THE WAITRESS
Well, I am one exhausted girl when I get home from the diner. That whole weird problem with the clocks still isn’t fixed. Seriously: it’s been, like, five days now. A bunch of my worthless coworkers have stopped showing up.
I guess I can’t blame them all that much. Sure, Aunt Gracie says that we’ll be paid fairly for our hours during the time crisis, but we all know that’s a joke. And besides, it’s been a pretty dead scene in there. People are so weird. When we get a tornado warning, everyone wanders outside to watch, but time messes up, and everyone hides until it passes.
The clocks are wrong, people. That’s it. You aren’t going to get blown over by an incorrect watch. Everyone needs to get over it and get on with their lives. I’m sure someone’s grandmother out there still has the old-fashioned wind-up clocks with the little hands on them. Yeah, yeah, it won’t be exactly right, but it would be close. Or, here’s an idea, let’s go back to sundials. Then we won’t need to worry about synchronizing them with other people, because the sun does that for us.
I actually got to thinking my sundial idea was pretty good, but then I mentioned it at work, and Aunt Gracie laughed at me. But I guess she’s right. Going back to sundials is a really dumb idea.
Anyway, because we’re short-staffed, I’m pulling some pretty insane hours, and the only tip I got today was, “Repent! This is a precursor to the Rapture.” Awesome. But I can’t afford to quit like everyone else. Eventually that big-deal scientist—Willow? That’s his name, right?—is going to fix things, and when that happens I want to still have a job.
I really hope he figures it out soon, and not just because of the crappy work hours. The clocks are starting to mess with people’s heads. It’s getting sort of scary out there. The gas station by my house got robbed today. Like, the full deal with guns and everything.
That sort of thing never happens in Chagrin Heights. Ever.
After I get changed out of my work uniform, I compare the time on my clock to my cell phone. I know it’s kind of stupid, but I’ve been keeping track of how far apart they are. I thought maybe it would be cool if they were always twenty minutes apart or something. I was wrong, of course, but I like checking anyway.
My phone says 8:02 and my clock says 10:13. I write these down and then go to the third column… Darn, this step was so much easier before when the clocks were only a couple of minutes apart. I’m horrible at math. Well, it’s two hours from 8 to 10, right? And that’s 60 minutes in an hour so that’s… Gosh, I don’t know. Where’s my calculator?
Okay, it’s 120 minutes. But then there’s the 13 and 2 thing. So, that’s 9 minutes. No, wait, 11. I’m such an idiot. So, that means… I use the calculator again…131 minutes.
Isn’t it weird how those numbers in my third column keep getting bigger? Also, check this out: sometimes my phone is faster, and sometimes it’s my clock.
Maybe I ought to tell someone, but if I picked up on it, I’m sure everyone else knows already.
I guess I’ll watch mindless TV or something to unwind before bed. I’m so tired.
I hear the front door and I freeze. It slams shut. Something falls and shatters, and now my heart is sprinting like it hopes I’ll take the suggestion. I shut the door to my bedroom, but there’s no lock.
I stare at the space under my bed and wish I was still small enough to fit there, and just now I don’t even care how pathetic that sounds. The closet? Yeah, I fit in the closet, but he’ll check that. The window? Do I have time?
I open it, but it’s summer so I had the screen in to keep bees out. I’m so stupid! Why did I put the screen in? I fumble with the latches. They’re rusty, and my fingers are trembling. Come on. Come on.
Footsteps in the hallway.
I should have shoved my desk in front of the door. No time for that now. One of the latches pops open.
He’s right there, rattling the doorknob like his hands are shaking and he can’t get a good grip on it.
The other latch releases. I shove the screen out.
I get one leg over the windowsill.
The door opens.
I stop. It’s over.
A whiskey bottle dangles from my father’s fingers. It’s a big bottle, but only half an inch of caramel-colored liquor sloshes at the bottom. He’s bit his lip and blood trickles into his stubble that almost passes for a beard. He probably doesn’t even notice he’s bleeding. Even from here I can smell his musk of week-old sweat and beef jerky.
His eyes stab the area around me, but he’s too drunk to look at me directly. “What you doin’ gurl?” he growls at me. “You runnin’?”
“No,” I say. It would probably be more convincing if I pulled my leg back inside, but I can’t make myself move.
He stumbles closer. “You runnin’ from y’ur father, Zabby?”
“No, I was just…” I finally get that stupid leg back in. I feel sick. I’m so pathetic.
“I let y’ur ass live here when you failed outta school,” he pauses to cough and take another gulp from the bottle, “and now you runnin’?”
He’s so close now that I can taste the alcohol in the air. I close my mouth, but it burns the inside of my nose just the same.
“Whassamatter? Scared?” He sneers with what’s left of his teeth. “You scared of your father jus’ ’cause he had a little drink?”
I shake my head and try to say, “No, sir,” but my throat’s too dry, so I just make a pathetic croaking sound.
He drains the last of the whiskey, and some of it dribbles down to mix with the blood on his chin. He examines the empty bottle in his hand.
Then he hits me with it.
I’m on the floor, and I don’t remember falling. The side of my head hurts like that huge bottle is inside my skull and there’s no room for it.
He’s kicking me, so I curl up and wait. It won’t last long because he’s too drunk and tired.
See? It’s already over. I don’t move for a long time, and when I do it’s not too bad. Bad enough that I’m going to be a baby and cry about it later but really not that bad.
I sit up, and he’s lying in my bed, and that actually makes me angrier than anything else. My bed. Drooling blood and whiskey into my pillow.
He reaches for my desk and finds the piece of paper I’ve been using to write down the differences between my clock and phone. His laugh is so wet I’m sure he’s going to throw up. Not on my pillow. Please. “Wha’s this?” he asks.
“It’s nothing,” I say.
“You doin’ math?” he says, like it’s the funniest thing he’s heard all week, and maybe it is.
“Not really,” I say. “It’s just numbers.”
“You doin’ math.” He chuckles as he slumps into unconsciousness. “D’you remember when you tried to do college? Bein’ a doctor or somethin’?” He nuzzles his face into my pillow, and that’s it.
I guess that means I’m sleeping on the couch tonight. I shut the window so the bugs don’t get in and hope he doesn’t pee on my mattress like last time.
This kind of thing doesn’t actually happen that often—maybe twice a month. And honestly, he has a point. He’s letting me live here without paying rent, after all. If I had to buy an apartment—even a really crappy, tiny one—that would take almost all of my paycheck, and I’d never save enough money to move out of this town. So, I owe him a lot for that.
I just wish he didn’t drink so much.
~
SNOWIKS – THE POLICE CHIEF
The crime reports on my desk for these past three weeks probably numbered higher than the crimes for the rest of my career combined. Somehow, I felt like this was indirectly my fault. I complained about being a cop in a quiet town, sure, but I never wanted this.
Apparently the malfunctioning clocks had awarded everyone a sense of reckless abandon for traditional moral standards. From the looks of things, many of these crimes weren’t even committed by residents of Chagrin Heights. Small-time robbers were making a tour of the country in hopes that they could use the lack of accurate time stamps on security cameras to slip the legal system.
The worst part of it all was how little I could do about it. I could treat the symptoms, maybe, but this particular illness of society could only be cured by Willow Ayers, who was still in hiding.
The door opened, and I was so accustomed to bad news being on the other side that it took me a moment to recognize the visitor. It had been nearly eight years since Jasper Ekals had visited his hometown. “Detective Ekals?”
A wide, familiar grin bloomed on his face, and he didn’t seem interested in reminding me that he was a Special Agent now. “Hey there, Chief. Been a while.”
I laughed softly, standing and trying to look like the strong mentor Jasper remembered, instead of the old man I had become. “Too long,” I agreed. “How are you possibly not on duty?”
“I am, actually,” he said. “I suppose you’ve heard about all airline travel being suspended?”
I nodded. I couldn’t believe it didn’t happen sooner. Air Traffic Control received all of their data from the Unitime Satellites. It should have been the first thing we addressed. Of course, back in the beginning, everyone was sure it was only about clocks.
“Yeah. Well, we’re dispersing the Crisis Negotiation Unit as much as we can across the country. It increases our chances of being nearby if something happens.”
“And they sent you here?” I asked, thinking a big city would be more logical.
“Nah, they gave me the choice. I figured this place was central to the region I’d be covering. Make it fair, that way. Yeah, I could have picked a more populated city, but then if something happened on the other side of my area… Well, I was never good with ‘if,’ Chief. You know that.” Jasper had said that often enough while I trained him.
“I remember.”
“So, how have things been here, Snowiks?” Jasper asked, dropping into a chair and looking around the room with fond nostalgia that I almost couldn’t comprehend. If I’d actually gotten out of Chagrin Heights, as was always the plan, I would hate any reminders of where I started.
“The same,” I said, and then patted the reports conquering my desk. “Until recently, that is.”
“I know. If things keep escalating like this...” His dark eyes narrowed as he went off on a private trail of thought, upon which I wasn’t invited to accompany him. I was merely treated to the end destination. “It’ll get fixed, Chief. They’ll figure it out.”
I tried to remember if he had been this senselessly optimistic as a trainee under my command. “Well, when they do, I’ll be damned if I’ll let them enforce my retirement before the damage control is complete. Whether they want my help or not, they’re getting it.”
Jasper blinked at me. “You’re retiring?”
I grimaced. I hadn’t meant to bring that into the conversation. “Supposedly next month.”
Most people would have spouted off an immediate congratulatory response, but Jasper wasn’t the type to assume things. After studying me for a moment, he determined, “You’re going to miss the job, aren’t you?”
Was I? Some days I wasn’t even sure. I’d certainly miss what I’d hoped the job would be. To Jasper, I just smiled and said, “You know it, Rookie.”
~
BETHANY – THE WIFE
You reach over to Ralph’s side of the bed and find it cold and long-abandoned. It’s still early, but you are fully awake now. You look at the clock and are shocked to find that it’s a quarter past midnight, but then you remember that the clocks are still wrong. Two days ago, a police officer went around delivering salvaged clocks from before Unitime started, instructing everyone to set it to 6:32 at the moment of sunrise. This was a huge help, but you only had one, and kept it in the kitchen. You should really unplug the others so it isn’t so confusing.
A gentle clattering of dishes downstairs informs you that Ralph is still in the house, so you get up instead of falling back to sleep. Sitting on the edge of the bed, you wait to see if maybe you feel just a hint of morning sickness, but the only nausea tickling your stomach is that of disappointment.
Ralph smiles at you when you enter the kitchen. “Morning, Bethany,” he says, looking far too alert for someone framed against a completely dark window.
“Are you going to work now?” you ask, although it’s pretty obvious from his state of dress that he is. You glance at your one correct clock and read 3:07.
“Just until Unitime gets fixed,” he promised. “The school’s doors are time sensitive, so there’s no way of knowing when they’ll lock and unlock. I want to make sure I catch an unlocked moment so I can grab my notes. Obviously, we’ll have classes outside. Fire hazard, and all. But this is certainly the weather for outdoor discussions!”
“Oh… I thought…” You pick at your tangled nest of morning hair. You never get to see Ralph as it is, what with his hour-long commute to the University, and your forty-five-minute drive to the lab.
He puts a hand on your shoulder. “What is it? Are you not feeling well?”
If only, you think. “I’m fine. It’s just that I’m on layoff starting today. I thought maybe the school would do the same. Do you really think the students are going to show up?”
Ralph gives you a hopeful shrug. “Some might.”
And that’s probably true. It makes sense for your lab to be closed because so much of the scientific equipment is linked to Unitime. With no scientists, they certainly didn’t need a woman to answer the phone. But teaching was different; Ralph was needed. The fact that you’d hoped to actually spend some time with your husband isn’t nearly as important as young, brilliant minds hungry for philosophical knowledge.
“Here’s a thought,” Ralph says. “Why don’t you come with me? You can sit in on my classes until they call you back to work.”
“Ralph…” you sigh, “we’ve tried that before. I just don’t get what you’re talking about when you teach.”
“We’re not reviewing any essays,” he promises, as if that were the real problem. “We’re just discussing the nature of time. Completely low-key. You’d like it.”
But you would most certainly not like it. You always feel intimidated being surrounded by conversations like those, too afraid to offer your opinion even if you managed to have one other than, “This is so confusing.” And how could you explain to Ralph that delving into the mystery of time was no substitute for taking a day to cuddle in pajamas on the couch?
“Thanks,” you say, “but I have things to do here.”
“Okay,” he says, giving you a lightning-fast kiss on the cheek and shouldering his bag. “I love you. I’ll see you when I get home.”
You almost ask when that will be, but he is gone before you can form the words. As you hear his car starting through the closed door, you decide it’s going to be a long time.
~
WILLOW – THE SCIENTIST
It wasn’t often that Willow compared himself to the main character in Quest for the Enchanted Dragon, but as he read the chapter in which Cassell is imprisoned in the underwater kingdom, he couldn’t help but draw a few parallels to his own life. The mermaids and water spirits guarded every possible exit, all of them waiting for him to cast a spell to rescue their dying world. Some of the sea-folk feared Cassell, some revered him, and all recognized him as the only one who could save or destroy their kingdom. Not one of them realized that Cassell wasn’t able to do what they wanted.
Willow sighed, looking to the data and charts he’d taped over the walls, and wondering how long the correlation between himself and this particular fantasy hero would last. Quest had a delightfully happy ending, so Willow prayed that he could emulate that bit of the story as well, although it was hard to imagine such a thing right now.
The wailing of a small child outside of the bed and breakfast rose from the silence, pushing the idea of a perfect ending even farther away. As Willow crept closer to the window, he reminded himself that Cassell hadn’t seemed likely to succeed in the beginning, either.
He crouched on the floor and peeked beyond the thick curtains which Jasper had told him firmly and repeatedly to leave shut. What with the news reports lately, his mind was prepared for all sorts of nightmarish reasons a little girl might be screaming, so he was relieved to find that it was nothing worse than an ordinary temper tantrum.
The mother stood next to the open door of the car, obviously travel-weary and looking forward to a mattress. She put a hand to her forehead and murmured to her daughter in words that were swallowed immediately by the squalling. On the other side of the car, a second child—also very young—was quietly playing with her stuffed dog.
Willow couldn’t make himself retreat from the window. The scene just looked so normal, and he hadn’t observed anything like that for weeks.
As the woman put on a firmer mom-voice, Willow found himself focusing on the second child. She was seemingly oblivious to the bad day her sister was having. Occasionally Willow saw glimpses of tiny, white teeth as she smiled. Someone in the world still knew how to smile. That, at least, was something.
The screaming toddler finally grew submissive enough for the mother to coax her out of the car. As she opened the door for the second child, the girl hopped cheerily out of her seat, and no one but Willow saw the stuffed dog slip from her fingers and land in the shadow of a tire. The family would probably leave the toy behind when they departed, and the thought made Willow’s chest hurt. It wasn’t fair, and there was nothing he could do about it without leaving the room.
That was when he noticed the man.
He was middle-aged, wiry, and creeping toward the car in a way that made Willow think he wasn’t intending to put a community bake sale flyer on the windshield. Squinting at the intruder in the dimming light, Willow needed only a moment to identify the metal object he carried. A Cyber Leech.
Willow knew exactly what the man was planning, and it was even less fair than a little girl losing her favorite toy. But then Willow realized he could do something about this threat without leaving the room.
With an excited smile, he retrieved his computer from the other side of the room and scanned his fingerprint to gain access to the Unitime mainframe. Once inside, he maneuvered through the eternities of data flying between his satellites and Earth, looking for the vehicle parked out front.
It wasn’t until he was viewing data for cars several states away that Willow remembered that his mainframe was, indeed, broken. But it wasn’t quite as broken as it appeared to be in public, not to the eyes of its creator. He knew how to slide around the corroded bits of code and signals.
True, he couldn’t locate the car just by an external search. However, if he got close enough to scan the car’s Unitime chip manually, he could still stop the man from using the Leech. But that changed his plan a little: it would mean going outside.
It was a very good thing Jasper wasn’t here.
Willow unplugged the handheld core of his computer and rolled up an extra screen—a device he would have found exceptionally helpful in college, but hadn’t been invented until afterward. He stuffed both items in a pocket before opening the window. Jasper had been distressed that there were only rooms available on the ground floor, which were more vulnerable to intruders. Willow had offered condolences, but secretly rejoiced because it offered him more freedom.
Willow skirted along the grass, which was rapidly browning since the sprinkler systems were linked to Unitime. He found a nice silver sagebrush to hide behind just as the thief got to the car and started connecting the Cyber Leech.
This ingenious little device was relatively new to the thieving world, and it represented one of Willow’s big regrets. Back when cars had run on petroleum, fuel could be siphoned out with a minimal level of criminal expertise. However, when the gasoline was replaced entirely by Refined Solar Energy, there was no physical substance to steal.
The Cyber Leech would tap into the car’s fuel reserves and transmit a greedy percentage of the energy to a remote location of the thief’s choosing. Every time the car’s owner went back to the refinery to purchase more energy, it would go straight to this guy. There seemed to be no way to remove the leech without destroying the car, so it really was a devastating crime.
If only Willow had thought to bring the Refined Solar Energy systems under Unitime as well, the Cyber Leech would have been impossible. That had been his original vision: a world unified under a system so complex and all-encompassing that no one would be able to penetrate its armor. The only way Unitime could possibly fail was from the inside, which Willow had assured the world couldn’t possibly happen.
But now wasn’t the time to consider past mistakes. Willow took out his handheld and spread the pliable screen over one leg. Both blinked quietly to life as he scanned his fingerprint. After a quick investigation, he found the car’s identification number and eased into the aspects of the vehicle that were under Unitime’s protection. GPS, the car’s alarm, Bluetooth, and the information dashboard: that’s what he had to work with.
The easiest solution, of course, would be to transfer the data to the police so they would have the evidence necessary to arrest the man, but Willow had a far more interesting idea that he wanted to try.
He wove through the network of Unitime, searching for some kind of tag on the Leech. He found it using a program that recognized the existence and positioning of all earthbound electronic equipment—radio towers and such. He didn’t have the authority to alter any of these things, but now he knew the ID of the Leech, and he did have control over the car’s security system.
Finger’s flying, he danced through the Unitime programming of this particular vehicle’s alarm, accessing the code that would trigger the alarm to sound. From here, he just had to alter the code slightly so that the car would recognize the ID of the Leech, and respond whenever the criminal tried to attach it.
Done.
Willow sat back, feeling satisfied and almost giddy since he had enough time to implement the more enjoyable aspect of his plan. He found his way into the sound clips that the car used for the alarm. In the end, these were just files, and could be replaced with any sound he told the system he wanted.
With the swipe of his finger, he pushed the alarm code to the side of the screen and searched another section of Unitime to find a music database, something from a television show, something a family with two young children would be sure to recognize. Willow smiled and highlighted the file he wanted. Perfect.
He inserted it into the car’s security coding and waited. The man finally finished his preparatory work and attempted to join the Cyber Leech to the car.
The theme song to The Bouncy Bears erupted, and Willow couldn’t resist peeking through the bush to see the thief’s reaction. The guy leapt back, panting and bewildered. Willow shut the alarm off, daring him to try again.
The man rose to the challenge, cursing quietly as if to assert his adulthood after the intrusion of cartoon bears that sing about friendship. Willow searched the database of Bouncy Bears sound clips, dropping the one he wanted into the code.
This time, a song called “It’s Fun to Ask Permission” serenaded the unfortunate thief. He gaped at the car in astonishment, and then looked at the Leech in his hand as if maybe that was the problem. But, no. His problem was a weird little man with his computer, and he wasn’t quite done yet.
On the screen, Willow finished compositing various clips of dialog and dropped the file in. The voices of Bouncy Bears informed the highly disoriented criminal, “It’s not nice to steal things. You should leave that red car alone.”
That was when the man started running. Willow increased the alarm’s volume so that he would be sure to hear the final parting of, “The Bouncy Bears are always watching! Have a fun, bouncy day!”
Willow switched the alarm off just as the mother came running from the building. An old police officer pulled up at the same time, since all Unitime car alarms automatically called the nearest police station unless overridden by the owner’s fingerprint within thirty seconds. As the cop walked around the car, checking for signs of damage, the little girls came running out as well, declaring, “Mommy, did you see? The Bouncy Bears saved the car! Did you see? Did you?”
“Ma’am, I don’t see anything out of the ordinary,” the cop said, which Willow found odd. The Cyber Leech requires the user to rearrange some wiring beneath the vehicle. Maybe the cop wasn’t looking hard enough.
“Then why would—”
“Just another Unitime glitch, ma’am. I’m sure these will keep happening until Ayers fixes the problem.” The officer wrote something on a pad and tore the page out. “My number at the station if you notice any other suspicious behavior. The address is also there in case your phone gets caught in the Unitime glitch and stops working. Have a good night.”
The woman guided the two girls back inside, mumbling tiredly to her children that yes, she saw, she saw. Yes, it was amazing. No, we’re not going to watch Bouncy Bears right now.
Once they were inside, Willow gathered up his equipment and prepared to go back to his room as well. Then he remembered the child’s stuffed dog, still lying unnoticed beneath the car.
Well, he was already outside, after all. Willow checked around him before venturing forward and retrieving the toy. He set it on the car’s roof, where it would assuredly be noticed in the morning.
And then someone grabbed him from behind and pulled him to the ground.
“Shut up, you moron! It’s me,” Jasper hissed at him and Willow stopped struggling. He was still afraid, but now for an entirely different reason. Jasper would certainly give him an ear-full back in the room.
A few minutes later when they were behind locked doors again, his friend did not disappoint. It had fully transitioned to night when the man finally took a break from repeating how close Willow had come to compromising the entire purpose of the assignment. The whole world depended on him to fix the problem, didn’t he know that?
Jasper was certainly no mermaid, but Willow couldn’t help drawing the comparison between himself and Cassell once again.
Eventually, Jasper found himself a soda and sat down on the couch. “What were you doing out there anyway?” he asked in a tone that let Willow know the lecture was over.
“There was this guy with a Cyber Leech planning on stealing energy from that lady’s car.”
“Why didn’t you just call the police?”
Willow shrugged. “I thought I could do something better than that.”
“You’re lucky I like you so much because you can be really annoying,” Jasper grumbled, and Willow knew it was an expression of affection, so he smiled.
“Thanks.”
They might have attempted a conversation after that, but a car alarm blared from outside. Willow knew better than to run to the window, so he did the next best thing: he went to his computer.
It was the same car as before, but the alarm had reverted back to the original sound clip. In fact, as Willow looked at the detailed codes for the alarm, he saw no evidence of the changes he made just a few minutes ago. The alarm had randomly reset itself to an unknown moment, and now it was reacting to no threats at all. It would not respond to Willow’s attempts to shut if off.
The corruption of the Unitime mainframe was inside it.
It wasn’t the first time Willow had found one of these patches, and just like all previous instances, there was nothing he could do to coax order out of the chaos.
The corruption was spreading like an illness through all things controlled by Unitime. It was getting worse.
Outside, the woman was sobbing and screaming in frustration as her car threw a temper tantrum to make her daughter’s earlier attempt seem like a sniffle. Inside, Willow was unable to help her. Unable to help any of them. Just like the unfortunate Cassell imprisoned in the underwater kingdom, he didn’t have the power everyone claimed.
But unlike Cassell, Willow’s fate was not in the hands of some benevolent author gradually steering the story toward a happy ending. His world wasn’t a fantasy adventure. His world was simply broken, and had been for so long before Unitime crashed.
~
CIDER – THE DOG
They’re back!
Cider can hear them getting out of the car and he knows what that means: time for a walk! He’s waited so long and he’s been such a good dog. They’ll probably give him a treat. Or cuddles! Cuddles would be better.
The door opens. Cider runs up to them.
“No! Bad dog. Down,” Daddy says.
Bad dog? Why?
Mommy is very quiet. Cider brings her a tennis ball so she will feel better.
The door to Mommy’s room is open. How lucky! And Daddy is inside, standing in the corner. Mommy is already in bed. She makes a small noise and puts a hand to her belly. She pats it again. Cider knows this game. It’s called ‘jump up on the bed and cuddle.’ He drops the ball and leaps up like a good dog.
Mommy screams and rolls away from the cuddles.
“Cider!” Daddy yanks the dog off the bed and doesn’t give him a treat. Instead, he drags Cider down the hallway and pushes him through the open door.
Cider knows this game as well. It’s called ‘walk the dog.’ But Daddy seems to have forgotten the rules because he doesn’t put the leash on and he doesn’t follow the dog outside. Cider looks at him in the doorway. What’s wrong, Daddy?
“Cider, go.” Daddy points. When the dog doesn’t move, he yells, “Go! Damn it, just go!” He slams the door.
Go. Cider knows that game too. It’s the game where he is supposed to start walking until Mommy or Daddy says ‘okay’ and then he gets treats or cuddles or both. But cuddles are always better.
Cider likes this game. He starts walking like a good dog and listens for the word ‘okay,’ but it doesn’t happen. He wants to turn around, but if he stops too early then Cider doesn’t get treats or cuddles because he is a bad dog.
Daddy still doesn’t call him back.
Cider keeps walking.
CHAPTER THREE
BETHANY
You stare at the pregnancy test, silently begging it to change its mind. It’s negative. Again. You keep telling yourself to stand up and get on with your life, but your legs—like your womb—seem to have forgotten their primary function.
Maybe you really are too old to have children.
The thought that eventually pulls you out of the chair is that Ralph is home today. Any distraction would be welcome right now.
Your feet are heavy on the stairs, and you grip the railing more than you used to. Ralph is in the den, making a mess. Books are spread across the couch in no particular order, and you are about to ask him what inspired this sudden relocation of your collection when one cover catches your eye and stalls your breath.
Quest for the Enchanted Dragon.
The picture on the front cover seems to have grown more ridiculous with age. You hurry to extract it from the pile of infinitely more worthy examples of literature. It distracts you from the pregnancy test, but not in the way you wanted.
“Ralph… why is this out?” You hide the book against your body.
Ralph peeks back at you, flashing a bright smile that only makes your frown feel dimmer. “Morning, sweetie. Didn’t hear you come in,” he remarks and then turns back to the shelves without addressing the question.
“These books…” you try again. “You weren’t going to read them all, were you?”
“What’s that?” Another glance, even shorter than the last. “Oh! No, I wasn’t. Just looking for an old copy of Wittgenstein with some margin notes.”
Embarrassment swims through your stomach. Of course Ralph wasn’t planning to read Quest for the Enchanted Dragon. It was far too juvenile for him. It always had been.
“Have you seen it?” Ralph asks. “The one with the blue and gold cover.”
“I haven’t,” you say, and leave without properly closing the conversation. It hadn’t really been a conversation anyway.
Without meaning to, you find yourself in the empty room.
It is truly far from empty. You currently use this place for storage, and the boxes nearly obscure the original furniture. But no matter how many things you put in it, you will always think of the room as empty until it holds a child.
You look down at the book in your hands. Once, you had dreamed of the day you could read this as a bedtime story, and the memory rises up from your sadness to slap you.
You can’t convince yourself to bring the book downstairs, so you leave it in the empty room with the other broken dreams, and pull the door shut behind you.
~
WILLOW
Darkness pressed against Willow like a death sentence. Each lungful of air had to fight against the unyielding tension in his body, like blowing up a balloon that had gone rigid with age. His heart seemed to think he was running from a bear, a headache pulsed behind his eyes, and the darkness somehow managed to make everything worse.
Under normal circumstances, Willow enjoyed the night: the tranquility, the stillness. But right now the long, identical hours of unchanging shadows made it hard to convince himself that this fear wouldn’t last forever.
As usual, it started with an uninvited dream. Not even a nightmare this time, just a memory. In it, Troy was coaxing a song from a well-loved guitar. Troy—Willow’s partner in Unitime—didn’t seem the type to love music, but he did. He said it cleared his mind, helped him think when he was stuck on a problem. Once, when they were working through an early bug in the Unitime system—
No. No, he couldn’t let himself think about Troy. It only got worse when he dwelled on memories of his friend.
However, there wasn’t much to think about that wouldn’t make it worse. Even though Jasper made a solid effort to hide the reports of the world’s continuing descent into chaos, Willow found out anyway. A shooting in Arkansas. A riot in Maryland. A boat lost somewhere in the Atlantic with no way to guide it home.
And all of it was his fault. People were dying, and it was his fault. He didn’t want this. Never this.
He still believed it was fixable; without that belief, he would have lost himself to despair weeks ago. If he gave up now, it would have all been for nothing. He couldn’t allow that. It would get better. It had to. He promised everyone that Unitime would be the greatest thing to ever happen to the world. He couldn’t let himself be a liar on top of everything else.
No! Stop. He could not think about Troy.
Willow reached for the book by his feet and found the chapter where Cassell first learns of the enchanted dragon, but the words blurred together. Even Cassell couldn’t save him tonight.
He wanted to call for Jasper, but didn’t. He woke the poor man up too often as it was. Maybe he could get through this one on his own.
It would have to be completely on his own, though. Willow’s anxiety medication had run out a week ago. He contacted his doctor back home, but was told that pharmaceutical companies had dire shortages of such things. It made sense; everyone was terrified. Everyone was looking for a crutch to make the world bearable.
And this was also Willow’s fault.
The shrieking of a car crash found Willow as he perched on his desperately defended ledge of sanity, and took great delight in nudging him into the yawning chasm of a full panic attack.
No, no! Oh, God, make it stop, make it stop. The memory throbbed against Willow’s closed eyelids. His arms scrambled around him, looking for something to hold onto as the car rolled.
He wanted to scream, but only a half-human moaning emerged from his lips. He was gasping. He wanted to vomit, but felt sure he would choke on the bile if he did. All through him was the frantic need to run, to get away from the car before it exploded—even though there was no car.
He scrambled from the couch to the floor, gasping, sobbing, scratching at the scars on his arms as if to dig them out of his flesh.
It wasn’t until Jasper’s fingers encircled his wrists that Willow noticed the man had entered the room. His first instinct was to fight against anything trapping him, but Jasper’s grip wasn’t tight or restrictive. “Hey, buddy. It’s me. You’re safe.” The softly spoken words fought against the memories of screeching tires and fire and shattered glass.
Willow forced his eyes open to find Jasper nodding encouragingly at him. “That’s it. Good. You’re okay, Willow.”
It took the better part of a half hour for the terror to release him enough so he no longer felt like he was suffocating. He attempted talking a few times, but failed. Jasper brought him some water and Willow tried again.
“Thanks,” he whimpered finally.
“Was it another nightmare?” Jasper asked.
Willow shook his head. “No. I was awake already.”
“How long have you been up?”
Willow gave a faltering shrug in response.
“You should have gotten me if you couldn’t sleep,” Jasper said, eyes concerned and honest. “I told you to wake me when you get stuck in your head like that.”
“I know,” Willow said.
“It might be a while before you get more of those pills.”
“Right.” Willow nodded. “I might never get them.” Most pharmaceutical equipment was tied to his Unitime Satellites. Unless people worked together to find a way to manufacture these prescriptions without the standard equipment, pretty soon no one would have the medications they needed.
Jasper sighed and rubbed his eyes. “Look, Willow, I know you said you didn’t want to talk about the car crash…”
“I don’t,” Willow said. He’d already relived that night with several therapists, and it never helped.
“Yeah, but maybe you should. I hate seeing you like this. I know survivor’s guilt is rough,” he said, and by the tone of his voice, he also understood how ‘rough’ didn’t begin to cover it. “I’ve known agents who lost their partners on missions, and it’ll just keep gnawing at you unless you do something about it.”
“I’m fine,” Willow said, his words easily refuted by the evidence that he couldn’t get himself off the floor.
He expected Jasper to point this out, but the man just quietly helped him onto the couch and sat next to him. “I’d really like to know what happened,” he said, staring down at his loosely clasped hands. “Please tell me.”
Willow glanced at Jasper. He could obviously never tell him everything, but maybe giving some of the details of that night wouldn’t be so terrible. Jasper was a good friend; he deserved more information than what Willow was currently allowing him.
He let out a slow breath of resignation. “It was right after a conference we attended,” Willow said, starting with the information that everybody knew. “Unitime was in the final stages of development, and we had just gotten access to a grant that would let us put the satellites into orbit.”
He paused, not sure where to continue from there. Before he could decide what words he wanted, his mouth carried on without permission. “It was my fault. God, I was so stupid. I should have known better. I shouldn’t… I…” He stalled again.
“What?” Jasper prompted, looking confused but not eager to judge. “Were you speeding? Goofing around at the wheel?”
“Troy was driving.”
“Oh.” Jasper reconsidered possible ways to fill in the blanks. “Did you two go out drinking beforehand?”
“No, nothing like that,” Willow said. “But we had a fight earlier. I should have told him we ought to cool off before we got in a car, but I didn’t.”
“Well, that’s as much his fault as yours. Why should you have to take full responsibility for it?” When Willow didn’t respond, he tried another question. “What did you fight about?”
Willow shook his head and climbed onto wobbly legs. “Forget it. I don’t want to talk about this.”
“Hey.” Jasper put a hand on Willow’s arm. “Listen to me: it’s not your fault that you lived and he didn’t. That’s just the hand you were dealt. I know if you’d had the choice, Troy would have survived the crash with you.”
Willow stared glassily at him for a moment, not sure whether to thank his friend for having such a high opinion of him or tell him that there was so much more going on that night than a random deck of cards. In the end, he did neither. He just told him, truthfully, “You’re a good friend. I’m glad you’re here.”
Jasper smiled. “Sure thing, buddy. Can you sleep again?”
And the moment for truth ended. “Yes, I think so.”
~
SNOWIKS
Every time I attempted to leave the police station, I changed my mind. How could I even consider sleeping? Crime reports lay in small mountains on every flat surface in my office.
Armed with another cup of coffee, I glared at the written statements until the smoky blotches ordered themselves into words. Riots were starting in my town. I wouldn’t have thought people in Chagrin Heights knew what a riot was, but it seems that it only took a month of malfunctioning clocks for them to learn.
Banks across the country were in temporary shutdown. This decision—however logical—had severed the last thread holding society together. People became reacquainted with their more animalistic sides, concerned only with survival. Stores were being raided by mobs desperate to grab as many supplies for the apocalypse as they could.
Chagrin Heights’ first casualty came today; a man trampled to death in the canned goods aisle of the mall down the highway. Our own corner store had long ago run out of the essentials, so residents risked venturing to the bigger cities.
Hospitals were overflowing and undersupplied. Fortunately, most of the medical staff had some sense of duty, so they didn’t abandon their posts like the majority of society. Even still, between the car accidents and general stupidity of the panicking populace, there weren’t enough of them to treat everyone.
All because we let ourselves become so dependent on those damn satellites.
I heard footsteps in the hall, and knew instantly that it wasn’t one of my officers reporting in. From the sound of it, my visitor was drunk, or injured, or both. I rested a hand against my gun as I made my way out of the office.
The wiry man gripping the wall for support didn’t look injured, and when I saw his eyes there was too much clarity in them to suppose he was intoxicated. He was so haggard that I didn’t recognize him until he spoke. “Been a while, Chief Snowiks.”
I took the hand off my gun.
I guess part of me knew that he was still a resident here, but he had withdrawn so dramatically from the community that I no longer associated him with Chagrin Heights. “Quinton?”
He nodded, not looking at all offended that I had to ask. The man had shriveled since I last saw him, with skin hanging lazily from sharp bones, and hair that had grown brittle and gray far beyond his years. The man couldn’t have been more than fifty, and yet he looked older than I did.
“A real shame what happened to the clocks, isn’t it?” Quinton’s expression was so sour it made me want to clean out my refrigerator.
“Look, I know you’re still angry with me, but I’m truly very busy right now.” I wasn’t being my most professional self, but I was also running on pure caffeine by that point.
“Not here to yell at you, Chief,” Quinton said. “Just thought you might be willing to reopen my brother’s case. You know, now that Willow has single-handedly destroyed the world.”
“Troy’s death—”
“Was murder,” Quinton finished.
“Troy was the one driving the car,” I said, trying not to sound aggravated for repeating the facts of the case for the hundredth time. “Forensics found no traces of a struggle. We had no evidence to support your claim.”
“You gave up,” Quinton translated my words into the ones he wanted to hear.
Yeah, and you never let me forget it. “Quinton, go home,” I said, finding the blend of gentle and authoritative that had taken decades to perfect. “Troy’s case is closed.”
“Seven-one-four-five-four,” Quinton responded, as if he believed this was an acceptable way to progress the conversation. I thought he might have finally cracked, until I remembered the significance of those numbers.
The night of his death, Troy sent Quinton a text with those five digits. Just that, no other explanation. Quinton was convinced that they were a code of some kind, and that his brother was trying to explain some underlying reason for the accident.
I spent more time on those numbers than anyone else would have. I tried every possible way of tying them into Troy’s case, but ultimately I found nothing. People accidentally sent texts like that all the time.
I was trying to find a more sympathetic way of telling Quinton, “Your brother’s final words were probably just him sitting on the phone,” when he said something that would change everything.
“What date did the clocks first start malfunctioning? Do you remember?”
I looked down at my calendar, but didn’t need to. That day was too important to forget. “July 14th, 2054.”
“Seven-one-four-five-four,” Quinton repeated. “He knew. Troy knew years ago that this was going to happen, which means it wasn’t a random glitch in the system. For whatever reason, Willow planned this. My brother found out, and Willow killed him for it.”
Given my history with Quinton, it was strange to hear him saying something that didn’t immediately crumble for lack of a logical foundation. I had to remind myself that the man was paranoid and prone to fabricating conspiracies. However, if there was ever a situation that reeked of conspiracy, it was this one.
“Reopen the case.” At first I thought Quinton was ordering me to do so, but when I met his grief-sunken eyes, I realized that he was begging. “Please,” he whispered.
“I don’t have the authority to investigate a closed case like Troy’s.”
“Then do it off the record,” he said. “This is more than me having a grudge, okay? Think about the rest of the world.”
“I am,” I said. “We owe it to them to let Ayers work on fixing the problem without interference.”
Quinton leaned closer. “And you’re sure that’s what he’s doing? You’ve seen him working?”
I hadn’t, of course.
“No one has,” Quinton said, letting this thought sink in before continuing. “Whatever he’s doing out there, you can bet he’s not quite as surprised by all this as the rest of us.”
~
CIDER
Cider is cold and lost and lonely. He has forgotten where home is, and he is hungry. He is under a bush that is not his bed, watching a man who is not Daddy and wondering if he has treats. The man is drinking something while sitting on a bench. He finishes and throws the can across the grass.
Cider knows this game. It’s called ‘fetch.’ Cider is feeling very tired, but he likes fetch, and maybe he will get treats if he does it correctly.
He chases after the can, picks it up, and trots back to the man who is not Daddy. Cider even sits like a good dog and wags his tail.
The man pulls away and says, “Ugh, stupid mutt,” which is not Cider’s name, but perhaps the man has just forgotten. Cider gives him the can. Maybe he will throw it again?
“No, go away,” he says. “Go.”
Go. Cider knows this game. He is getting very good at it.
Cider turns and walks away.
His paws hurt. He normally likes the game ‘let’s play outside’ but he has been playing it for a long time, and wants a different game.
A door!
Cider sees a door that is open, and this is exciting because the door is always shut nowadays. It is not his door, but maybe the people inside will help.
He goes in and there are so many new smells. Cider loves new smells! Time for exploring.
Here is a girl who is not Mommy. She is startled to see the dog, so Cider sits and wags his tail to show he is good and friendly.
She holds out a hand, and Cider knows this game. It’s called ‘shake.’ He puts his paw in the hand. Does he get a treat now?
“Wow, what a good boy you are,” she says, and gives him cuddles.
Cuddles! Cuddles are always better than treats. Thank you, girl who is not Mommy! But the girl is sad, and Cider can feel it. What’s wrong? Cider gives her kisses to make her feel better.
There are footsteps, and Cider is excited because footsteps mean he will make even more new friends today. What a lucky dog! But the girl doesn’t seem excited. Why?
“Zabby, what th’ Hell?” the man says in his angry voice.
“It… it just came in…” the girl says. “I’m sorry…”
Cider will try to play ‘shake’ with the man, and maybe that will make it all better. He turns and sits and offers a paw. The man raises a hand, but after that he forgets the rules of the game.
Fast movement, and Cider is scared.
Pain, and Cider barks because he doesn’t understand.
Cider has never played this game before, and he doesn’t like it at all. He runs away, but the pain follows him. Why did the man do that? Was Cider a bad dog? Please don’t do it again.
~
ZABBY
I can’t believe Dad hit that dog! I mean, really, who does that? He wasn’t even drunk this time. I hate him so much, and I know that’s wrong of me since he lets me live here, but I also really like dogs.
I don’t stick around, just in case he’s in the mood to keep hitting things. I take a walk looking for that dog to make sure he’s all right. I find him hiding behind some trashcans two blocks away. The garbage situation is disgusting right now, because no one bothers collecting it. Seeing the dog hiding in that gross pile just makes it all sadder.
“Are you okay?” I ask, as if the dog could actually answer me. I don’t know where the dog lives, but I’ve definitely seen him before, so it’s not a stray.
It looks like it wants to come to me, but now it’s scared and I don’t blame it. I dig in my pockets and find a pack of cheese crackers. Can dogs eat crackers? I have no idea, but I try it anyway.
The dog gives me the saddest, most confused look I’ve ever seen—seriously, it would break your heart if you saw it—and then creeps forward to sniff my hand. I guess dogs like crackers after all. Or maybe this one is just really hungry. God, he looks thin. I give him all six and then perch the wrapper on the pile of trash.
I wish I could take him home with me, but obviously that isn’t an option.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper, and hug him again. He licks my face. This dog is seriously so sweet and he totally doesn’t deserve to get beaten and it makes me so sad that I start crying.
“I know. It really sucks when he hits you. It’s not fair.” I’m crying harder now because it’s really not fair, and I’m so relieved that someone—even if it’s just a dog—understands. “I don’t like being hit either.”
CHAPTER FOUR
You don’t bother to turn on the lights as the darkness slowly invades the bedroom. You just sit there, letting yourself gradually vanish into the shadows until Ralph gets home.
“Oh! You’re still up?” he says, turning on the small bedside lamp and placing a distracted kiss on your forehead. “I thought you’d be asleep by now.”
You wanted to be asleep. You were so tired it hurt, but you also wanted to talk to your husband at least once that day. He left the house before you woke up. But now that he’s here, everything you planned to say during the silent daylight hours dries up on your tongue.
“How was work?” you ask, even though you don’t want him to talk about how amazing and thought-provoking this whole nightmare is.
You expect him to say, “Oh, excellent,” like usual, but he hesitates. He stands there for a moment, halfway out of his shirt, until you start to worry.
“Ralph? What happened?”
“One of my students didn’t show,” he admits, resuming undressing with heavier movements than before. “There was another accident on the highway, and it’s likely he was involved. Five fatalities.”
You have been trying to ignore the traffic reports because they frighten you so much. “Maybe you should stop going to the University,” you suggest yet again, and for once he doesn’t automatically reject the idea.
“Jeffery wouldn’t have been on the road if I’d canceled class,” he says, sitting on the bed next to you.
And of course it’s all about the students. The fact that you are home alone wondering if Ralph would be the next roadway statistic has never factored into this. But the end result is the same, whatever his motivation. “Don’t go back again,” you urge him, hoping he’ll finally listen.
“I guess I could volunteer around here until things get fixed,” he says. He sits there for a while longer. Once he is convinced there isn’t anything else to say, he gets properly into bed.
You get under the covers too, turn off the light, and into the darkness you find yourself confessing, “I still want a baby.”
Ralph props himself onto an elbow. “Bethany… sweetie, we agreed a long time ago that having kids wasn’t going to work out. We’re both too busy. I’m always at the University, and you have your career at the lab.”
You almost laugh to hear it called a career—as if answering the phone for condescending jerks is what you’d dreamed of doing since childhood.
He misinterprets your expression. “Don’t worry, I’m sure they’ll open again as soon as Unitime gets fixed. You’ve worked so hard in that position; I know you wouldn’t want to give it up.”
If that’s really all he knows about you, it’s obviously not worth the effort to continue talking. You just say, “You’re right,” and roll over to go to sleep. He does the same, and you are so far apart on the mattress that you can’t even feel his warmth. You might as well be sleeping alone.
~
“Now, this is what I really came to show you,” Quinton said. We had spent most of the afternoon discussing the printed copies of every e-mail Troy and Willow had exchanged and whether or not there may have been a secret code embedded in the words.
Blinking the afterimages from my eyes, I squinted at the laptop Quinton was opening. On the screen was some fairly compelling evidence that I should arrest Quinton for stalking. “Why do you have so many pictures of him?” I asked with as much neutrality as possible.
“It was a photo shoot for a science news blog,” Quinton explained, and then noticed the suspicion which I wasn’t hiding as well as I’d hoped. “I’m a photographer, remember?”
I had forgotten, actually, since he hadn’t been actively involved in the business for years. I guess it’s for the best that I’m retiring if my memory’s starting to go. “Okay. So what about the pictures?”
“Willow got to them.” Quinton glared at the images as if dusting for virtual fingerprints. “He hacked into my computer and deleted certain files. Nine of them.”
I was about to protest that this seemed like a lot of effort for an already busy man, but then I remembered that Unitime was inside everything, and Willow Ayers was inside Unitime. He could probably go anywhere he wanted in cyberspace as easily as a kid with a bike can explore all of Chagrin Heights in one afternoon. “Are you sure it was him?”
“I’m sure, yes, but he knew I wouldn’t openly accuse him. He made it so that I shouldn’t have been able to prove that those nine pictures had existed in the first place.” Quinton paused for a smile. “But I can prove it.”
I didn’t bother asking how because Quinton was already rummaging in the suitcase for the evidence that would supposedly make everything clear. When he pulled it out, I was even more confused. He was holding up a collection of plastic strips the color of storm clouds.
“Negatives,” Quinton explained. “An outdated method of producing images, but I’ve always liked them. Thanks to some lucky salvage trips and a brother who’s an engineer, my camera uses a beam splitter: digital images and physical film. Willow can’t make these vanish; he doesn’t even know they exist.” He held the negatives to the window, and I could see the whispered suggestions of photos within the little boxes.
“Why didn’t you tell me this when we were first doing the investigation?” I asked.
“Because I hadn’t found the right chemicals to process the film. D-76 developer hasn’t been commercially available since I was a toddler. But I finally managed to find a copy of the Ansel Adams collection: he has the formulas for me to make those developers myself. Even then, it took a while to track down everything I needed. Hypo was impossible to get.”
“Hypo?” I repeated, hoping sincerely he wasn’t expecting me to follow all of this.
“Sodium Thiosulphate,” he explained. Like that made anything clearer. “I wanted to tell you, but I was worried if Willow found out these existed, he would arrange a fire in my house or something.” He pointed sternly at me. “And don’t think that guy is above arson. He’s not.”
I certainly wasn’t going to waste time arguing hypotheticals with the man. “So, I take it you found these chemicals?”
“Yes. Sodium Thiosulphate has been reserved exclusively for the medical industry for the last thirty years. But after the time crisis began, a market opened up for all kinds of things.” Quinton opened a folder and spread nine large, glossy photographs on my desk. Gesturing to them, he said, “It took me a while to notice what they all have in common. Tell me if you see the same thing I did.”
I looked over the pictures and referenced them with the ones on the laptop that hadn’t been deleted. I saw nothing unusual. The shots depicted Willow and Troy having animated discussions, pointing at diagrams, and tinkering with various pieces of equipment that I couldn’t even identify.
There was nothing in the nine physical pictures that wasn’t also in the others, but I continued staring at them long after I came to this conclusion. My pride wouldn’t let me admit that Quinton had discovered something that eluded me with all my training and experience.
Well, training, anyway.
Then I found it. “This machine, here.” I pointed to the dark green object partially obscured by Willow’s leg. It was maybe ten inches long and three thick, though it was hard to tell because it was never in full view.
“Exactly,” Quinton said. “Willow hacked into my computer to delete any shot that accidentally glimpsed that one machine.”
Quinton was right. With this new knowledge, that unassuming green box suddenly had the potential to be dangerous. “What do you think it is?”
“Don’t know,” Quinton said. “But Willow was being extremely careful to make sure that nobody knew it existed.”
~
Willow crept into the warm night air, knowing fully that it was a bad idea to do so. It wasn’t safe beyond the locked doors of one’s home, and even if that weren’t the case, he was supposed to be in hiding.
It wasn’t long before a chorus of screaming and breaking glass replaced the brief stretch of serenity, maybe another riot or a robbery or a car accident. The vocalized chaos traveled directly to Willow’s stomach, settling there like thorns that pierced him with every breath.
This was his fault.
Willow raised his eyes to the moon, begging forgiveness from the only thing his time experiment hadn’t destroyed. He should have waited before launching Unitime. He should have done more tests. He should have predicted this dystopia.
Maybe he should have listened to Troy.
He remembered back to the early years when things had been so impossibly simple. The two of them were so mentally synchronized at first, and so excited by the notion of bringing everything in the world under the same system. It was an underlying skeleton to connect all electronic networks and make them truly impenetrable. Computer viruses would vanish. Identity theft would become impossible. Never again would anything be ‘lost in cyberspace.’
Willow traced the scars that littered his arms. How had such a pure vision degraded into this? Why hadn’t Troy understood?
A jangling much closer than the sirens had Willow deeply regretting his decision to venture outside. Before he could run, however, the threat proved to be anything but dangerous.
A scruffy, auburn dog appeared around the corner of the bed and breakfast, and seemed delighted by Willow’s existence. After dancing around him in a manner that exceeded ecstasy, the mutt stood still enough for Willow to stroke it.
As much as Willow appreciated the unsolicited affections from the dog, they made him feel guilty. He didn’t deserve them after all the trouble he brought into the world with his idea. He glanced back at the room, and wondered earnestly for the first time if it would be better to go back inside and just end it.
That was when he noticed the girl.
A woman, truly, though her posture spoke of the hesitance of childhood. Her blonde hair was coated silver in the moonlight, and she would have been beautiful if she carried herself with confidence to match her features.
“Sorry,” she said, as if she expected Willow to berate her for intruding. “Is that dog yours?”
~
Cider is with the girl who is not Mommy and she is not very happy, so he is trying to get her to play a game. She doesn’t know as many games as Cider does, but that’s okay because she knows how to give excellent cuddles.
He brings her a very good stick. Lots of interesting smells on it; just the right size to carry in his mouth. He tries to give it to her to see if she knows the game ‘fetch.’
“Hey, what did you find, boy?” she says, and kneels down to give him cuddles. Wonderful! Cider is getting cuddles even though he hasn’t yet won the game! But he would like to play fetch anyway, and then maybe he will get treats or cuddles again! Or both. But cuddles are always better.
He drops the stick on her lap.
“Okay, I get it,” she says and sounds not quite as sad because now she is playing a game, and games are the best thing ever. She stands up and throws the stick. She does know this game! So exciting!
Cider chases after the stick like a good dog. It is nighttime, and that makes the game even harder, but he will find it because he is very good at this game. He starts sniffing around the many sticks for the special one: the one that smells like him and like the girl who is not Mommy.
But, look! There is a person standing there, and this is so exciting that Cider forgets he is playing a game. He goes to meet the man who is not Daddy and maybe make another new friend who will give him treats or cuddles or both.
Yes! The man who is not Daddy is nice and pets the dog. Cider looks around for the girl who is not Mommy so that they can all be friends together.
~
I follow Cider when he runs off. (That’s his name, by the way. It was on the collar. Adorable, right?) I’m with Cider a lot these days. I can’t bring him home with me since Dad hit him that first time, but whenever I’m out of the house, Cider normally follows me around.
And yeah, don’t tell me, it’s idiotic to be roaming around this late at night. I’m aware. But Dad robbed the liquor store down the highway, and I figured I might as well get out of the house while I could. If I wait long enough, he’ll be passed out—in his own bed, I hope—by the time I get back.
Anyway, it turns out Cider sprinted off because there was a guy behind that little hotel. I’d never seen him before and he has these really bad scars on his arms, so I’d probably remember him. Something about his face looks familiar though, and I can’t place it.
“Sorry,” I say, nodding toward Cider. “Is that dog yours?”
“No, he’s not,” the guy says, and I’m honestly kind of relieved. “I think maybe he’s just friendly with everyone.”
I know I probably ought to be running from strangers, but he doesn’t look particularly sleazy. And generally, Cider doesn’t get quite that excited about new people, so I figure I’ll trust the dog’s instincts. I come in closer.
“What’s your name?” he asks me.
“Zabby,” I say, reaching out so Cider will come back to me. He does, and I feel better.
“How are things out there?” he asks, which seems like a weird question to me, but maybe he’s a shut-in so he doesn’t know. I remember from nursing school that in rare cases, humans can be allergic to sunlight.
“It’s awful,” I say. “People are talking about packing up and going somewhere else, but I have no idea where. As far as I know, everywhere’s as bad as here. Worse, sometimes.” It’s starting to bother me now. He looks so familiar. Where have I seen this guy?
“So, no one’s found a solution to the problem yet?” he asks. “Is anyone even talking about it?”
“Are you kidding? Everyone’s talking about it. They’re saying that the scientists have no idea how to fix it. That main guy—Willow Something, right? Ayers?—anyway, he’s dropped off the map. Probably underground or hiding in the desert. I heard a customer at the diner say that he bribed NASA to put him on the moon.”
“What? That’s not… NASA’s not even running! If it was, they would have put the old satellites back in orbit by now.”
God, I’m such an idiot. When will I learn to keep my stupid mouth shut? No wonder I flunked out of school. “Oh. I didn’t know that,” I mumble and put my hands behind my back.
His attitude changes immediately to something so sensitive I don’t even know what to call it. “I’m sorry. That just surprised me. What did you say your name was, again?”
“Zabby. Short for Elizabeth.”
He sits on a quaint little bench. “That’s pretty. I’ve never heard that as a nickname before.”
“Yeah, thanks,” I say and stand there like a moron.
“I really didn’t mean to upset you,” he sighs and rubs a hand through his already messy curls. “So, is that really what people are saying about Willow Ayers?”
I nod.
“Do you believe them?”
I shrug at this.
“Seriously,” he says, “I’d like to know what you think.”
“I’m probably not the best person to ask.”
He tips his head to one side like a puppy. “Why do you say that?”
I should probably find some way to laugh it off, but I’m so tired and I just want to go home, but I can’t because Dad’s drinking, so I answer, “Because I’m stupid and don’t have anything worth saying.”
He looks absolutely wounded, like I made a rude joke about his grandmother. “You really think that, don’t you?” he says quietly. “Zabby, everyone has something worth saying. Everyone matters.”
Everyone matters, huh? That may well be the most adorably corny thing I’ve heard anyone say outside of a kindergarten classroom. Okay, fine, maybe I like this guy. I’m not entirely sure what world he’s living in, but I figure if he’s secretly a thug looking to steal my wallet, he could have found a much easier method than this.
“Well, if NASA’s not running then I guess Willow is still on the planet. But I believe that he’s stumped like everyone says. Why would he hide if he knew how to fix it? He’d be a hero if he did.”
“Maybe he doesn’t want to be a hero,” the guy says, and I wonder why he sounds so sad, but I don’t dare ask.
“Well someone’s got to step up and be one,” I say. “It’s awful right now.”
“I know,” he says. “But does ‘someone’ need to fix it? Why can’t everyone work on fixing it? If Willow really is hiding because he doesn’t know what to do, then we shouldn’t be relying on… him… so much.”
Okay, he paused on ‘him’ like he meant to say something else. We all heard that, right?
Suddenly, I remember where I’ve seen him: on TV. Whenever there’s an update on Unitime his picture is normally featured in the corner. I blurt out, “Wait, you’re Willow Ayers, aren’t you?”
I watch a slideshow of emotions on his face: shock, fear, disappointment, confusion, but eventually he arrives at acceptance and nods slowly. “I’d appreciate you not telling anyone. I really am supposed to be hiding.”
Did that actually just happen? Is he mocking me or something? But, no, I don’t think he is. Wow. Wow.
I join him on the bench. “So, what are you doing here? Chagrin Heights is so boring it barely exists.”
“That’s why my friend suggested it,” Willow says, looking up at the moon. “My handlers thought if I could be completely free from distractions, I’d be able to solve the problem faster.”
“So, are you actually stuck like everyone says?” I ask, and maybe that was rude, but I don’t take it back because I really want to know.
“Hopelessly stuck. They’re right about that.”
Once he says it, I realize how badly I wanted him to say something different. I wanted to believe that somewhere in the world was this brilliant little scientist who had things totally under control and would eventually swoop in and save the day. But now he’s not some imaginary superhero. He’s just a good-natured, pudgy, curly-haired man, and he’s as scared as the rest of us.
“I’m sorry,” he says quietly, and I feel like he’s directing the apology to more than just me. “I didn’t want this.”
“What did you want?” I ask, but I sort of don’t expect him to answer. It’s a lot easier to know what you don’t want than what you do, but it turns out Willow knows exactly what his perfect world looks like.
“I wanted everyone to fix the problem together,” he says. “I don’t mean the Unitime framework—I understand that most people aren’t trained in that type of engineering—but there are other things we could be doing besides robbing stores and starting riots. Supposing Unitime can’t be fixed? What if this is our world now, and it’s not going to go back to the way it was? We need to find a way to actually live in it. That has nothing to do with science.”
“Live in it: meaning what, exactly?” I ask, mostly because he’s really into what he’s saying and I want him to keep talking. It’s the most optimistic attitude I’ve seen from anyone but Cider in a long time.
“Okay. Clocks are broken,” Willow says. “How else can we plan public transportation so nothing crashes? GPS isn’t functional. How else can we get directions? The Internet isn’t consistent. How else can we communicate information? That’s the sort of problem anyone can try to solve, and the answers will get better as more people contribute to them. Things will occur to a construction worker that an accountant would never consider, and vice versa. Then you bring in concert pianists and History teachers and Olympic swimmers—”
“What about homeless guys?” I offer.
“I’d bet they’d have ideas, if anyone asked them.”
“And criminals in jail?”
“Why not?”
“And college drop-outs waiting tables?”
Willow nods. “Everyone.”
Wow. You know what? I really like that. Let’s be honest, a world where everyone is working together on solving a problem sounds so much better than this mess we’ve got now. But I’m the only person he’s told about this, and that’s just wrong. I mean, come on, I think everyone should…
… Zabby thought that everyone should know about this. “Tell them that,” she said, turning to face Willow more directly. “You should hold a press conference or something and tell everyone exactly what you just told me.”
Willow shrank back, and Cider put his head on the man’s knee. “Oh, I couldn’t do that,” he said, and then looked to Zabby with tentative hope. “Could you tell them for me?”
Zabby couldn’t hold back her thin, humorless laugh. “I’m nobody. I’m about as nobody as you can get. People won’t listen to me. You’re famous.”
Willow petted the dog in silence. He didn’t look in the mood to be convinced.
“Okay, how about this, then?” Zabby started digging in her purse for her cell phone. She held it up, explaining, “It doesn’t make calls anymore, but the camera still works fine. I’ll record a video of you, and then I’ll give it anonymously to the police. They’ll pass it along to the news stations, and you don’t have to actually go out in public. How’s that?”
“Would that be enough?” he asked, as if trying to figure out why it wouldn’t. “Not everyone is as open-minded as you are, Zabby. I don’t think the average person will be motivated by a video saying ‘Hey, let’s all work together and stop fighting.’”
Zabby hated to admit it, but Willow was right. Pretty much everyone she knew would scoff at the video and then carry on with their apocalyptic daily routine.
But she really liked the world Willow described to her, and wasn’t ready to give up that notion quite yet. “Okay, so let’s give them better motivation,” she said.
“Meaning…?”
Zabby felt both proud and embarrassed of the thought tip-toeing through her brain. But the great thing about this idea was that no one would be able to trace it back to the source. Such anonymity could make even a girl like her feel bold.
She turned on her phone to record the video. “How about this…”
CHAPTER FIVE
Zabby wanted to turn up the television’s volume, but then she remembered that her father was already asleep and she shouldn’t risk waking him. Instead, she slipped off the couch and knelt on the stained carpet to be closer to the speakers.
Even though she had recorded the video that was scheduled to air that night, the threat of the unknown nearly crushed her. Sure, she knew the contents of Willow’s speech, but she had no idea how the rest of the world would react.
The perpetual dead air of the news station flickered and was replaced with a logo proclaiming this as an emergency worldwide announcement. A reporter explained that after nearly seven weeks of silence, the scientist behind Unitime was finally issuing a statement on the status of the Crisis. Then the video began.
“Hi, everyone… Um… Well, my name is Willow Ayers,” he began, glancing repeatedly at the notes he’d written on the back of a receipt.
Zabby once again found herself baffled that someone as important as Willow had never learned effective public speaking. Granted, she was no master of the art, but even her short college experience had included some general guidance for presenting an idea. But then again, she supposed that people as smart as Willow were allowed to skip over whatever basic skills they wanted.
Willow rubbed a corner of the thin, waxy paper between his fingers as he proceeded clumsily into the carefully planned words. “I had this vision a long time ago for a system that would unite all systems. I thought it would make people safer, make the world easier to live in, and it worked in the beginning. You’ve all heard the reports of crime going down over the last decade.
“Well, I’m sorry to say that we’ve made up for that in the past few weeks. I’m here to tell you that I still don’t know what caused Unitime to fail. So, now I need to extend a challenge to everyone. We can’t just…” he stared down at his notes for a moment, grimacing at the sounds coming out of his mouth. Then—as if suddenly released from a full body cast—he sat cross-legged on the grass and caught his drooping head with both hands. “I can’t do this.”
The camera jostled as Zabby sat on the ground as well, and for a moment it only captured the stars. “What’s wrong?” she heard herself asking.
“I just—I can’t. It sounds wrong. It sounds fake. No one’s going to listen to this.”
“Let’s try it again,” she said, preparing to end yet another attempt at the video, but Willow stopped her.
“No. Keep recording.” Willow came back into the picture. He had crumpled the speech notes like a wadded tissue. He stared right in the camera this time when he talked. “Look, I’m not great with words. I’m really not great with saying those words without sounding…well, like I did just now. But this is important, so if this video actually gets out to the world and you’re watching, please listen to me.
“Unitime controls everything, and that was a mistake. I was arrogant, I guess. I was so sure that it couldn’t be corrupted. But it was, and all the tools capable of fixing it are run by it. But you already knew that. Here’s what you don’t know: right before Unitime started collapsing, the satellites sent a blast of energy out into space. I don’t know much about it, and there is no equipment left to research it or even verify that it happened.
“But whatever that energy pulse was, I think it did something awful. The last reports I saw from Unitime indicated that meteors somehow changed course and turned toward Earth instead. They’re far away, still. Ten years, maybe twenty. I’m not sure. But when they get here…” He didn’t have to finish.
“I wasn’t going to tell anyone. Everything’s already so out of control, and I thought knowledge like this would just make the panic get worse. But that was when I thought I would be able to fix Unitime, and now I’m not sure of that.
“But I trust you. All of you. Maybe we don’t have to be victims running scared. I think this world has the potential to be better than that. So, here’s what I’m asking: let’s forget about waiting for me to fix Unitime and figure out a way to live without it.
“We need to essentially reinvent all of the technology over the past century so that it can run without satellites. Here’s the thing, though: I bet we can. That’s exactly what was wrong with Unitime’s original concept. It set up the idea that technology is so complicated that no one can really understand it, but that’s not true. I think everyone has something they can contribute to this, and if we’re going to get the world back up and running in time to deal with those meteors, we’ll need everyone.
“We can survive this. Really: I’m sure of that. But we need to start working on a solution right now. Everybody’s top priority needs to be talking to each other. Seriously, every time you see someone—strangers, even—you should be talking to them, asking what they’ve heard, what their ideas are.
“Either the world’s going to end, or we’re going to be part of the most amazing victory humankind has ever had. I think we’re capable of that. I know we’re capable of that. If you agree with me, go outside right now, find someone, and start the discussion.” Willow shrugged, looking past the camera. “That’s it, I guess.”
The video looped around to the beginning and started again. Zabby figured they would run it all night to make sure everyone heard. She waited without breathing to see if her stupid little idea would make things worse or not.
The world wasn’t really going to end. There were no meteors, no mysterious blasts of energy, and no impeding collisions. She convinced Willow that people needed to hear something dramatic if he expected them to do anything about it. But now that it was done, she realized it could just as easily push the world into a panic even more chaotic than the one currently smothering it.
She waited. She listened. Everything was quiet.
The video reached the end again, with Willow telling the world to “find someone and start the discussion,” and Zabby wondered if anyone was following his instructions or not. Probably not, but she decided to check anyway.
She poked her head out of the front door, and then felt even more stupid than usual as she observed Eclipse Drive, looking as antisocial as ever. Of course people wouldn’t come out into the streets just like that. Why had she ever thought—?
But then she saw a porch light flicker a few houses down, and another one answered it like boats signaling each other in the fog. Zabby flipped on her own lights as well, and she saw that her neighbors were peeking outside exactly like she was.
Now that all of their querying faces were illuminated, no one could exactly slip back inside without subjecting themselves to a whole pitcher of awkwardness. They all laughed nervously at each other and themselves, and collectively decided that they might as well gather in the street and say hello.
After the silence became unbearable, Zabby said, “Guess you were watching that TV report, too, huh?”
They passed a guilty smile among the group. Two others joined them, wondering what they were doing.
Mrs. Fisher pulled her bathrobe tighter and said, “Silly, isn’t it? I wonder how many people are standing in the streets like us.”
“Yeah,” Zabby agreed, because she truly was curious. Could the video have actually worked?
Mr. Cornwallis glanced around at the other houses. “As if the whole world really could talk to each other at once.”
More lights came on down the street. More people inched outside.
“So,” Zabby tried not to sound too excited as five others gathered, “what does everyone think about time?”
There was a brief pause. “Well,” Mr. Cornwallis said, “I certainly don’t think we can wait for the scientists to fix it, if that’s all the control Ayers has over the situation.”
“I think it’s aliens,” a small boy offered.
“Patrick, hush. It’s probably space debris, don’t you think?”
“The way I see it,” Mrs. Fisher said, “It doesn’t matter what went wrong. We need to stop this crazy dependency we’ve got on Unitime.”
Zabby wished more than anything that Willow could be here listening to this; that awkward little man would be dancing if he knew this conversation was happening right now. She’d be dancing right there with him, and not even caring how ridiculous they both looked.
Mark Zephyr from the next block jogged up to the discussion and said, “Our street was just saying that we should convert the farms nearby to have more variety since trading is almost impossible now. There’s no point in growing just potatoes if we have to keep them all here. What do you guys think?”
“Hang on, my sister owns a few fields. Let me call her… Oh, wait, my phone doesn’t work.”
“I think someone on Spectrum can still make calls. Let’s visit her.”
“What about those old amateur radio systems people used to use? Doesn’t anyone know how they worked?”
“If we found a way to do our recycling locally, I’ll bet we could lessen the trash problem. Is there any real reason we have to send it all so far away?”
Zabby found a smile on her face. We did it, Willow! she thought, sending an invisible hug to her co-conspirator for a better world. Oh, God. Oh, God, it actually worked! The excitement was so empowering that she even wanted to contribute her own opinion to the discussion. “I was thinking we could go back to sundials.”
~
I checked the news station again as I assembled the various pieces of my police uniform. When I turned on the television in my living room, I was not surprised to find that they were still running the video. I watched a full repetition before flipping it off and returning to the kitchen.
The coffee was finally finished brewing. I poured a cup, but it was too hot to drink. According to the mug’s built-in thermometer, the coffee was…322 degrees? Unitime was inside my goddamn coffee cup! This was ridiculous. Why did we need everything to be joined to this system, anyway?
I drained a cup or three of the coffee, hoping it would be enough to keep me awake. I was still exhausted from answering questions for the Department of Homeland Security to get that video into the public sector. It would have been out sooner, but we also needed to work with the UN and find translators so that the broadcast could be worldwide.
Global exposure for the video was, after all, Ayers’s intention. Or at least, that was what he claimed his intention was. After working with Quinton for almost a month, I couldn’t deny that there was infinitely more going on than just a science experiment gone wrong. I wasn’t sure that I subscribed to Quinton’s belief that Willow was the devil incarnate, but I certainly didn’t trust the guy anymore.
I heard my doorbell, and wondered who could possibly be here so early. The bell sounded again, and then knuckles played a staccato melody that spoke of such urgency I fully expected to see Armageddon waiting outside my door. Instead, I saw Quinton. How did he find me? I certainly never gave the man my home address, and I’d decided to live outside of Chagrin Heights specifically to avoid encounters like this.
Before I had the chance to ponder this, Quinton showed me a wide grin that would have made me want to run if I hadn’t been a police chief.
“It’s great, isn’t it?” he croaked at me. He sounded like he hadn’t slept in quite some time. “I’ve already made some progress.” Without waiting for the invitation, Quinton let himself into my house and deposited an armload of charts on my coffee table.
“Quinton, what…?”
“The video. Don’t tell me you haven’t seen it?”
“Of course I’ve seen it. But—”
“There were trees in the background,” he continued, spreading out huge sheets of paper on the floor. “And stars. We can use the stars to calculate his exact position! And you won’t believe this,” He looked up at me, and there was an animalistic sheen over his eyes that I’d never seen on a human before. “He’s here!”
“Here?” I repeated. The video had been an anonymous transmission, and I assumed the only reason it ended up in my possession was because Ayers was no where near Idaho. It never even occurred to me to look into the video’s geographic origin.
“Yes. He’s either in Chagrin Heights, or inside a fifty-mile radius. Look: I’ve already marked some likely hiding locations.” He directed my attention to a map with circles so red they might have been drawn with blood.
“Okay,” I said carefully, realizing now that I should have insisted that Quinton get psychiatric help long ago. “Thank you. That’s good work. How about you let me take it from here?”
“Not a chance,” Quinton said with a fanged grin. “I want to be there when you put the bullet through his eye. How soon do you think you could get warrants for these six places?”
“I’m not going to get warrants,” I told him.
“Good plan,” he said, still not comprehending. “Bringing the red tape in would just slow things down. If we do it quick, it could look like an accident.”
“Quinton, listen to me.” I put a hand on the man’s shoulder, feeling his bones shifting when he turned to meet my eyes. “I’m an officer of the law. My intention was never to murder Willow Ayers. If he did what you claim, he will go through due process like everyone else.”
A soul-deep transformation came over Quinton’s features. He no longer viewed me as a fellow hunter. Now I was just an obstacle between him and his prey.
“Is that so?” he said. “Willow had his due process once and walked away free so he could dance on Troy’s grave.”
“You need help, Quinton,” I told him softly.
“Yeah,” he said. “I did. And I thought you were finally man enough to give it to me.”
He closed his fist around the crumpled corner of a map—just the top one with the circles—and stormed toward the door.
Of course I couldn’t let him leave, not now that he’d made such a direct threat. I reached the door before him, barring his path. The police chief part of me had already decided to arrest him. The rest of me, whatever small percentage remained, wanted to give Quinton a chance to recant his statement.
“Out of my way,” Quinton growled, not looking at me.
“You know I can’t just forget statements like that,” I said.
“Good. I don’t want you to forget it.”
Damn the man. Damn him for crushing out every other option I had. “Quinton, you need to come to the station with me for questioning.”
I prepared myself physically and mentally for him to strike out or resist. While I didn’t trust my strength against everyone, we both knew I was stronger than he was. However, I didn’t brace my emotions, and that turned out to be Quinton’s weapon of choice. His eyes snapped up to meet mine, and while I expected the anger and hatred, I wasn’t ready for the sadness. A baby left crying in the street couldn’t have looked more abandoned than Quinton did in that moment.
Before I could gain control of myself again, he had pushed past me and was climbing into his car.
I pulled my gun even though there was no way I’d use it. “Stop! Quinton, freeze!”
He drove away. I wanted to drive after him, but that would be a rookie move. Instead, I found my radio and called the station for backup.
I had to call three times before someone copied in a breathless, strained voice. “Grayson here.”
“Grayson,” I said. “This is Chief Snowiks. I need—”
“Oh, thank God!” he gasped. “Chief. You need to get down here now. There’s a…” He stalled, and I could hear shouting in the background.
“What?” I said. “What’s happening?”
“It’s Amerton. He’s killed three others.”
“When did he get out? Grayson, if a prisoner escapes you contact me, got that? I don’t care if—”
“No! No, he didn’t bust out. He killed three inmates in his cell. Strangled the first, then managed to crack two skulls open before we could contain the situation. I called the medical examiner, but they’re booked until evening. Don’t know what we’re supposed to do with the bodies until then.”
Realization tightened its ugly claws around my lungs, but I forced myself to focus on how to fix the situation rather than dwelling on my failure. “Put Amerton in isolation. Now.”
“Can’t, Chief,” Grayson said. “Every cell here already has more than it’s supposed to. Nothing’s empty.”
“Transfer him to County, then. Or State.”
“Everything’s full,” he said. “Everything.”
Before I could think of another course of action, there was a clattering like Grayson had dropped the radio. I heard him yelling, “Hey! Hands where I can see them. Get them up, now!” It was the first time I’d heard Grayson use a tone like that. I never doubted that he could, but I hadn’t planned for him to need it for another year at least. The kid should have had the chance to discover that voice gradually. Not like this.
“What’s going on?” I asked when I heard him reclaim the radio.
“The inmates. They’re in the cells, but we have them all standing at gunpoint until we figure out what to do.”
“I’ll be right there,” I said.
“Thank you, sir,” he said, adding after a moment. “Chief, why did you call? You said you needed something.”
That is what I said, but now I couldn’t bring myself to finish the order. Under normal circumstances, Quinton should be detained, but this world was anything but normal. If I crammed him in a cage with men like Amerton, chances were better than good that Quinton would be the next corpse with a cracked skull rotting in a corner because forensics was too busy to drop by.
Quinton was damaged, but I wasn’t sure he was dangerous. After all, he never threatened to kill Willow personally, right? He’d only said he wanted to watch me kill him. It was weak reasoning, but I clung to it anyway. Quinton needed a therapy couch, not a jail cell. I would find a good doctor for him and keep that last conversation to myself.
“No, Officer Grayson,” I said. “My situation is under control. I’ll be down at the station as soon as I can.”
I clipped the radio onto my belt and got into the car. As much as I wanted to focus all of my energy on fixing the mess that waited at the station, I couldn’t put Willow Ayers out of my mind. There was truth behind some of Quinton’s ramblings.
Every time I reviewed the facts, I found myself more convinced that Troy had discovered something he shouldn’t have, and Willow had ensured his silence in the strictest possible way.
I wasn’t sure how, since the theory lacked solid forensic evidence. Yes, Troy had been driving, but maybe he had been drugged or Willow had sabotaged the car beforehand? No: if that was the case, why would Willow have gotten into the car with him? It didn’t add up.
I couldn’t do this investigation alone, and I knew it. I always worked better with a partner, but all of my officers were understandably busy. And besides, this was no ordinary case; I needed someone I fully trusted, someone I had worked with before.
I put my phone on speaker and made the call. The initial silence made me worry that my phone had joined the majority of mobile devices sacrificed to the Unitime Gods, but then it delivered the call. It rang four times before Jasper answered. “Ekals speaking.”
“Jasper. It’s Harold Snowiks.”
“Hey, Chief! Good to hear from you.”
“Are you still in town?”
“I am, yeah.”
“I know you’re on a mission, but I was wondering if you could come see me. I got involved in a case. A big one. I could use someone trustworthy on my side while I work through it. You interested?”
“What kind of case?”
“Willow Ayers,” I said. “I have reason to believe he’s here in Chagrin Heights, and I’m trying to track him down.”
The silence over the phone made me check to see if the call had dropped. I couldn’t help noticing that the time on the screen read 32:15. Great. The clocks weren’t even spitting out real times anymore.
“I don’t think I can help with that, Chief,” Jasper said finally. “Sorry.”
“Look, I know you and Willow were friends,” I said. “But I think something was going on with the Unitime project. Something big. I have reason to believe that his partner’s death was no accident.”
“Willow didn’t kill Troy,” Jasper said, and I could hear the glare in his voice. “He already feels so much guilt about that car crash. Don’t stir things up and make it worse.”
“Maybe he has a reason to feel guilty.”
The pause was thoughtful this time, and I hoped that meant I could soon enlist my former protégé’s assistance. Then, when words refused to make an appearance, I understood that this silence was something new entirely.
“You already know where he is, don’t you?” I said, and of course it made sense. Since Jasper arrived in Chagrin Heights, he hadn’t once been called to assist in a hostage negotiation. It was just as Quinton suspected—Willow was here.
“I can’t help you, sir,” Jasper said, all formality now. “I apologize.”
“Listen, I know he’s your friend, and your loyalty is admirable. But that was your problem when you first joined the force: you sometimes mistake emotions for logic. Step back from the situation for a minute. If Willow really is innocent, then you know I’ll protect him. If not…” I wished I’d stopped at the previous statement.
“I was never good with ‘if,’ Chief,” he said, a cold reference to when our bond still meant something to him. “I should really go.”
“Listen, if you really do know where he is, you should also know that he might be in danger,” I told him, though I’d convinced myself by now that Quinton didn’t truly have the stomach for such violence.
“I appreciate the warning,” Jasper said.
“Be careful, Special Agent Ekals,” I said, with honest concern for his safety.
“You as well,” he said automatically. “Goodbye, Chief Snowiks.”
~
“Jasper?” Willow gave the man about half a second to answer before calling again. “Hey, Jasper!”
His tone must have been more desperate than he intended, because when Jasper rushed in he had drawn his gun and was actively looking for the threat.
“It’s fine,” Willow said quickly. “Nothing like that. Just come here, okay? I think I’ve almost got this.”
“Wait…you fixed Unitime?” Jasper said, joining Willow by his computer.
“No, not all of it,” Willow said, pulling up various windows of code. “But remember how we talked about finding a way to patch it for 24 hours so NASA could put the old satellites back up?”
“Yes. You found a way to do that?” Jasper sounded impressed rather than skeptical, as if the program had already succeeded. His confidence was humbling.
“Hopefully, yeah. If the program works, it should reverse the corruption for twenty-eight hours. Maybe thirty if we’re lucky, but NASA said they could do everything they needed in twenty.”
“Well, let’s get everyone on the line,” Jasper said, moving as if this was a well-practiced fire drill as he called all essential authority figures. Willow was glad they were only on the phone; if he could actually see the crowd he would probably get sick with stage fright.
“All right, buddy, you’re on,” Jasper said, holding down the mute button a little longer to add, “And keep in mind that not everyone is a scientist, so speak English.”
“Got it,” Willow said. “Thanks.”
Jasper handed off the phone and then sat nearby, watching the computer screen with such undivided attention he looked like he was trying to make it levitate.
Willow cleared his throat. “Hi, everyone. Um… this is Willow Ayers. I think I have it.”
“Excellent,” a voice congratulated him, albeit less trustingly than Jasper had. “How does it work?”
“It’s a reboot, essentially,” Willow said. “The mainframe wasn’t designed to be able to revert to a previous state, but I think I figured a way around that. The corruption will still come back and probably degrade faster than before, but it should give you enough time with functional equipment to get the old satellites back in orbit and take mine down.”
The key figures talked to each other for a moment, while Willow chewed on his lip and answered whatever questions they tossed his way. They all agreed the plan was solid, and NASA confirmed they were ready at Willow’s word.
“Okay, I’ll start running the program,” Willow said. “But don’t launch anything until I can confirm it’s stable, okay? Wait for me to run some initial tests on it. I don’t want anyone to get hurt.”
“Understood. Go ahead, Ayers.”
Willow took a breath and entered the initializing code. “Program’s running,” he reported, and watched the flood of numbers as the Unitime mainframe reacted to the transplant. The new code was accepted. The program began the process of resetting the entire Unitime system.
And then Willow noticed the first problem. “Wait…” he said. Jasper rushed over, standing behind Willow’s shoulder as if the code might jump out of the computer and start attacking him. It didn’t. This was something much worse.
“It looks like…” Willow’s eyes darted around the technological arteries of the reboot program, watching as the codes impossibly changed, moved, mutated.
“Ayers, what’s happening?” someone from the conference call demanded.
“Don’t launch anything,” Willow told NASA. “The program’s failing. I don’t know why.” He maneuvered himself into Unitime, trying to edit things, but the infection was spreading faster than he could find the corrupted areas of code, let alone repair them. He only had to monitor it for a few minutes before delivering the indisputable conclusion, “Hold everything. This isn’t going to work. I’m sorry.”
The next few minutes were tense and embarrassing as he answered their questions, with his most frequent response being “I was wrong.”
When it was once again just him and Jasper in the room, he shrugged and went to make himself a sandwich.
Jasper followed him. “I’m sorry, Willow. Are you okay?”
“Oh, it’s all right,” Willow said. “I’ll think of something else.” He offered Jasper a slice of pepperoni.
The man waved it away, despite it being his favorite food. “Did any of that seem weird to you?”
“Well, I was expecting it to work, so yeah.”
“No, I mean beyond that,” Jasper said, leaning against the table. “How quickly it happened. You said it’s impossible to predict which section of Unitime will fall apart next.”
“Right. So?”
“That program started failing almost immediately. Like Unitime knew that this was trying to help us fix it. Like maybe someone else knew the program’s objective. That code wasn’t infected; it was attacked.”
Willow was glad he had a bite of sandwich in his mouth so he had an excuse to not answer right away. But you can’t keep chewing forever. “I’m sure it was just—”
“What, coincidence?” Jasper said. “You’re the math guy: what are the statistics on that?”
Impossible, Willow knew. “So what are you suggesting, then?”
“Maybe this isn’t just technology collapsing on itself like you thought,” Jasper said. “I think there might be someone behind it, actively breaking down Unitime, watching for any attempts to repair it and snuffing them out. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”
“It doesn’t make sense at all, actually,” Willow said. “Unitime is unhackable.”
“It was supposed to be unhackable,” Jasper clarified. “And I’m not trying to—”
Luckily, Jasper’s phone rang before the conversation could proceed any further. “Ekals speaking.” He motioned to Willow that he would be right back and headed to his bedroom. “Hey, Chief! Good to hear from you… I am, yeah…What kind of case?”
Willow wandered back to the living room and collapsed into the couch. He needed to convince Jasper that he was wrong about Unitime, that there couldn’t possibly be someone lurking in the shadows controlling this chaos. The illness was random. Truly random. That would really mean something to the world if they understood the impossibilities of real randomness.
It turned out the phone call had left Jasper totally uninterested in continuing their previous conversation.
“Sorry, buddy. We have to leave,” he called from his room.
“Leave? Why?”
Jasper returned from the bedroom and tossed a suitcase in Willow’s direction. “The police chief here is looking for you,” he said. “Probably because of that stupid video you gave him. Why didn’t you run that by me first?”
“I didn’t give it to him. A girl did. Zabby.” But Willow somewhat doubted that this slight correction of the truth would inspire Jasper’s forgiveness on the matter.
“Yeah, whatever. You can explain to me in the car why you thought telling everyone that the world was going to end could possibly be a good idea.”
“Jasper, I’m not leaving.”
“Really? That’s interesting. Because I was put in charge of your security, and I say you are.”
“I can’t leave.” The tone was stronger than Willow normally employed; strong enough to make Jasper stop and look at him. Willow let out a slow breath. “Please, just trust me on this.”
“Trust you?” Jasper repeated, letting the statement season the air between them before he sat down. “How can I possibly trust you when you refuse to tell me what’s actually going on?”
Willow shifted as if by doing so he could dodge this conversation which he so badly didn’t want to have. “You know what’s going on… The Unitime project—”
“I’ve never heard you admit before that you couldn’t fix something,” Jasper said. “And now you go and say that weird speech to the whole world. Also, you went into hiding to be free from distractions, but all you ever ask me is what things are like outside; I hardly ever see you working. And now I just told you that your life might be in danger, and you can’t even tell me why you insist on staying here.”
They were fair points, and to Willow’s tired mind, they were irrefutable. He would have to give Jasper something worth believing, or he felt sure that his friend would move him out of Chagrin Heights with or without his consent.
“I need to stay here,” he said quietly, “because of Quinton.”
Jasper’s eyebrows lowered in suspicion. “Troy’s brother?”
Willow nodded. “I’ve been meaning to contact him for years.”
“And saying what to him?” Jasper asked.
“I’m not sure, really. But maybe if I tell him I’m sorry about Troy, I’ll sleep better at night.”
Jasper didn’t look like he believed for a second that this was about Willow’s nightmares. Willow held his gaze, silently begging him not to ask any more questions. I’ve told you all I can, he thought desperately.
“If you’re going to meet with this guy, I want to be there with you,” Jasper said. “I know Quinton accused you of murdering Troy. You’ll need protection if you’re going to interact with him.”
“Okay, I understand,” Willow said, without any intention of accepting Jasper’s offer. “Not yet, though. I need more time to figure out what I want to say.”
“And after you meet him, I expect you to tell me what all of this is actually about.”
Willow would slay that particular dragon when he came to it. For now, he just nodded his acceptance, and waited for Jasper to leave again.
Once alone, he reached for the phone number he located weeks ago but had been too afraid to use. There wasn’t time for hesitation now that even Jasper was growing suspicious of him.
As he held the phone to his ear, his breaths were too shallow to satisfy a chipmunk. He found himself relieved when Quinton’s voicemail picked up instead of the man himself. Willow listened to the recording, simple and polite, and when the beep invited him to summarize seven years worth of emotion in a few sentences, he froze.
When he was sure that his dry tongue wouldn’t produce words, he hung up, promising to try again the next time Jasper was away.
~
You realize yet again that you are staring at the book without making sense of the words. Maybe it was a mistake to read on the couch. You should try to read at the table instead, where you won’t be tempted to fall asleep.
You try to make yourself get up. Nothing happens.
You rub your eyes and give the book another try.
After running out of things to clean around the house, you decided that you should use this free time to read and improve your mind. This particular book is a collection of academic essays about twins and psychology. It is so painfully boring it makes you want to cry, or sleep, or both.
Something must be wrong with you, obviously. Twins aren’t boring at all. Maybe it’s just been so long since you tried to learn new things that you don’t know how anymore. Maybe you are just getting old.
You place the book facedown on your chest and close your eyes for another nap, but sleep refuses to find you twice within the same hour. Instead, you just lie there, thinking of all of the things you could do to make yourself feel better and hating yourself for not being able to attempt a single one of them.
Ralph returns home. He pauses in the living room and smiles at you. “Oh, hey there, honey,” he says as he unties his sneakers. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you.”
“I wasn’t sleeping,” you say.
“How’s the book?”
“Fine,” you say, although your mind screams that it’s tedious and you hate it.
“Listen, if you want to take a break from it, there’s a neat experiment going on at the park.”
You feel your stomach tighten in a way that no amount of deep breathing can relieve. Ever since Willow Ayers’s video came out, these little ‘experiments’ are continuously popping up. What started out as people talking has evolved into everyone acting like they’re in a grade school science class, where every baking soda volcano is a discovery worthy of legend. You can’t say why the whole concept makes you feel so angry, but it does. Every idea is valuable now, even the ones that aren’t valuable at all. “I’d rather not,” you say, knowing that won’t stop him from explaining today’s pointless game.
“Some statisticians in Ireland are asking people all around the world to try to count to a minute, all beginning together. They’re working on a theory that the perception of a minute varies based on geography, culture, temperature… all kinds of things! It could be really enlightening.”
You feel sick, and not in the hopeful early-morning way. Thousands of intelligent adults are now spending their afternoons counting. “No, thank you,” you say. “I’d rather read.”
“Are you feeling all right?” he asks.
You aren’t, but he would never understand. “I’m fine.”
“It’s just that you’ve been cooped up for so long. Things aren’t as dangerous out there as before.”
“You know I hate groups of people. You’ll have more fun without me.”
“I’d really like it if you joined me,” he says, and you pick up the boring twins book again. “Well, if you change your mind, I’ll be at the park.”
You don’t look at him as he leaves. Somewhere outside, a group of people are laughing and cheering, and the sound is like shards of glass in your veins. But even so, a hypocritical part of you wishes you could get yourself off the couch to join them.
~
A woman who is not Mommy throws a ball. Cider brings the ball back, and everyone tells him he is a good dog. He has been playing with so many different people, but none of them are Mommy or Daddy.
Even though Cider loves having so much attention, he would rather be home. But Cider has a problem because he doesn’t remember where home is. He decides to go exploring, but then he hears a little boy say, “Doggie! Come here, Doggie.”
‘Come.’ Cider knows this game! He follows the rules, and then receives cuddles, and forgets that he is supposed to be looking for his house. It is so easy to get distracted, because the humans have become so much nicer. It’s great being outside playing with the people. He hasn’t gone on walks since Mommy got quiet. Daddy never liked to play ‘walk the dog’ or ‘let’s go to the park.’
“Hey, does anyone know who this dog belongs to?” a man says as he strokes Cider’s head. “Is he lost?”
“His name is Cider,” a girl says, and Cider knows this girl. It is the sad girl who cried and cuddled him after the mean man got angry.
“Oh, is he yours?”
“No, not exactly.” The girl smiles because she is happy, and Cider likes that.
“Well, he has a microchip, doesn’t he?” the man asks. “Couldn’t we…” and then he laughs because he is also happy and this is a great day. “Oh, wait. Unitime.”
“Yep. Unitime,” the girl agrees and pats her knee. “C’mere, Cider.”
Cider wins the game again and gets treats, and because he has forgotten what he is looking for, he follows the girl who was once sad but is now happy.
Everyone is happy nowadays.
~
Quinton will be determined to locate Willow Ayers without the help of Chief Snowiks.
He will find an empty voicemail on his phone, and Quinton will know immediately that it was the murderer who called. He will be able to feel it.
Quinton will call him back, and Willow will be surprised to hear his voice. The man will sound afraid, and he should, because he doesn’t have much time left.
Willow will try to apologize. He will say, “I want you to know that I never intended the accident to happen.”
Quinton will tell him, “Don’t lie to me like you do to everyone else.” Willow will try to tell him that the accident wasn’t his fault, and Quinton will answer, “Yes, I know. But that won’t save you. Unlike the others, I know what really happened in that car.”
There will be silence as Willow slowly realizes his adversary knows more than he expected. Then he will say, “What did Troy tell you?”
Quinton will say, “Enough,” and he will hang up the phone.
And then he will smile.
CHAPTER SIX
Twelve days later, Zabby no longer cared about counting the number of days that passed since the world started talking. She sat cross-legged in the park doing her time-dissolving meditation. It was an idea from someone in Asia. Thanks to the resurrection of amateur radio, the ability to communicate across continents was back.
When she finished, she decided to head to the Geo Center. The walk was about a mile, but the route was pretty enough, so she didn’t mind. She just followed Spectrum Avenue until she reached the bigger, wealthy-type houses, the ones right by the park. She turned at that intersection—one of her town’s two stoplights—and the Geo Center was on the corner of Rosemary and Chameleon.
This was the biggest building in Chagrin Heights, and she had no clear memories of when it wasn’t the Geo Center, but she’d heard her father complain about it often enough to know the full story. Originally, it had been a lovely civic center built by a generous donation from some philanthropist.
But that was a long time ago, and when the Energy Revolution came around, even a small place like Chagrin Heights needed a center to collect and distribute solar energy. It was either convert the civic center, or somehow find the money to build one from scratch. Apparently, the debate didn’t last very long.
If her father wasn’t so busy drinking, he might actually be happy with the current situation, because the Geo Center had more or less reverted to its original purpose. It wasn’t locked anymore, and people often met inside for group discussions. They even started bringing in chairs and couches and decorating the place to make it more homey.
She made the mistake of telling her father about this development recently, and he’d beaten her for bringing it up because it was a stupid topic. The results were worse than usual: huge bruises under her eyes. It had taken hours to get her makeup thick enough that no one could see.
It was her own fault, really. She shouldn’t have bothered him while he was trying to relax. But she didn’t want to think about that right now.
As Zabby walked, she smiled at the graffiti decorating the fences and sidewalks and even the cars. All of it posed questions or solutions about Unitime. And that was only a small piece of the delightful weirdness that surrounded her.
She passed a person who was completely painted green and smiled at him. “Hello. Why are you green?”
“Start planting trees,” he told her with a wink. “We’re going to need a lot of resources to rebuild the world, so we should start replenishing them now. Spread the word.” He walked on.
Zabby dodged a few flyers that blew like modern day tumbleweeds across the street. There were three people carrying on a conversation on different rooftops, causing them to shout. As she got closer they called down to her, “Everyone should learn a second language! We need more translators. Spread the word!”
By the time she reached the Geo Center, Zabby had collected two more flyers and also had ‘time is irrelevant’ stamped on both hands. She entered into the bustling, excited crowd, accepting an orange from an old woman who informed her, “If we all stay healthy, the doctors will be free to think about other things. Spread the word.”
“Thanks,” Zabby said, peeling the fruit. “We should start planting trees. Also, we should all learn a second language.”
The woman tapped the side of her nose and continued distributing her oranges.
“Cell phones fixed: spread the word!” she heard someone call, and was immediately intrigued since not being able to make calls was a huge problem.
She tracked down the man who spoke and asked, “Did they really find a way to fix the phones?”
“Sure did,” he said with a broad smile. “Before Unitime launched, most were controlled by radio towers instead of satellites, and the majority of the towers are still standing. Teams of engineers are coming together all over the world to make the towers operational again.”
“That’s great!” Zabby said.
“You bet it is. People have been touring the country to adjust everyone’s phones so they link to the towers and not the satellites. Should be in… what’s this place called?”
“Chagrin Heights. Where are you from?”
“Montana. Anyway, a phone-fixing team should be here within the week.”
“Thanks for letting me know.”
“Spread the word,” he said, and then went off to continue doing the same.
Zabby heard an elated yipping and was happy to find that Cider was already here. Cider did his traditional ‘happy to see you’ dance around her before he stopped to be petted.
“That’s a great dog,” someone informed her. “Yours?”
Zabby wondered if she said yes then maybe it would start being true. “I wish,” she said. “He’s a real sweetheart.”
A woman dressed in a toga loudly posed the question, “How do animals perceive time?”
A flood of opinions on the matter asserted themselves. “Animals must have internal clocks.” “Animals don’t need time like we do.” “Maybe we could use animals to tell time?” A man perched on top of a huge generator shouted, “Animals: spread the word,” pumping his fist in the air.
The rest of the crowd echoed him, the words swelling through the building like pure adrenaline. Zabby smiled, put both hands in the air like she was riding a roller coaster, and cried out, “Animals! Spread the word!”
But then there was a scream from down the hallway. The discordant sound tore the cloak of delight from Zabby’s shoulders, leaving her emotions naked to the reality she had almost forgotten.
Sounds of the fight had a similar sobering effect on everyone, and the more agile people started running away, not wanting to be the next victim. The braver members of the crowd moved forward to help. Zabby stood where she was, unable to figure out which group she belonged to.
The fight didn’t last long, and soon the assailant was sprinting out, clutching something to his chest.
“She’s hurt!” one of the helpers called. “Are there any doctors or nurses here?”
For a tiny, delusional moment, Zabby thought of volunteering, but then she remembered that she was not a nurse. She had failed at being a nurse.
A few actual medical professionals stepped forward to care for the victim. Zabby couldn’t see the woman, but she could hear the frantic babbling. “Stop him,” she begged, “That man… lighter fluid… blow up the Geo Center!”
The scary situation suddenly became terrifying, and Zabby wondered why she had ever thought the world could magically become a safe place just because some guy suggested they start talking to each other. She had believed him, and now she was going to die in a flaming mob of idealistic morons just like herself.
Zabby was so lost in fear and regret that she didn’t notice the reactions of the crowd around her until she caught that familiar phrase, “Spread the word.” They rushed past her in dozens, but not in the frantic stampede that she expected. These were people running with a purpose.
A hand on her shoulder brought life back to her frozen limbs. “Stop that man,” the stranger said, and then called over his shoulder as he ran on, “Spread the word.”
Zabby ran with them, and by the time she caught up with the crowd, they had already surrounded the arsonist. She waited, tasting bile in her throat, expecting at any moment for the mob to rush the man and beat him to death. That’s what happened when mobs got over-excited, right?
Apparently not this mob.
Someone had gotten the lighter fluid away from him, and also whatever weapons he was carrying, so the man was only as dangerous as people believed him to be, which apparently didn’t amount to much right now. After the arsonist tried and failed to break through the ring of people in an adult version of Red Rover, he stood panting in the center of the circle, looking as confused as Zabby felt.
A silence that felt completely out of place settled through the building as everyone wondered what they should do next. Then someone asked, calmly and conversationally, “So, why do you want to burn down the Geo Center?”
“It’s… a gathering place,” he stammered roughly. “For… people like you… You and your stupid questions and games. It’s sick.”
Several people asked their own version of “Why do you think that?”
“Well, it’s not solving anything,” he said.
“How would you solve it?” someone asked, echoed by another question, “What do you think about time?”
“Time isn’t the issue,” he said. “The issue is those meteors heading toward us. What good is singing and meditating if we’re all going to be dead in a decade? Why isn’t anyone addressing the real problem?”
And then everyone was talking again. The people closest to Zabby were discussing how the world seemed to be moving toward a new era of space exploration, maybe something completely independent of our previous space program. But should they really be abandoning all of the previous work? Maybe some people should be focusing on recreating what existed before, instead of seeking a completely different answer.
Or something like that. Zabby wasn’t exactly following the conversation. She was watching the arsonist, who was also talking.
By the time the police arrived, everything was so relaxed that it took a moment to point out which person needed to be arrested. They led him away in handcuffs, with a few of the chattier members of the group trailing behind so they could continue the conversation.
As everyone slowly eased back into a more serious version of the prior atmosphere, Zabby was aware that a gentleman was giving her an odd look. As soon as she made eye contact, he said, “I know you, don’t I? You seem very familiar.”
Zabby thought the same of him—silvery hair and a forehead wrinkled from a lifetime of thinking—but she couldn’t place him. “I’m a waitress at Gracie’s Place,” she offered.
“No, more than that,” he insisted, and then smiled luminously. “Zabby! Yes. Zabby, short for Elizabeth. You were in my Intro to Philosophy class four years ago.”
Now that he said it, Zabby remembered Professor Gardner. It was hard to make the connection because he was dressed in jeans and a T-shirt. And now that she recognized him, she wished she had left with the arsonist. Hoping her embarrassment wouldn’t be visible under her heavy makeup, she said, “Oh… yeah, I guess so. Well, nice seeing you again.”
“What happened, Zabby?” he asked, prolonging the painful conversation. “I was looking forward to seeing you in my intermediate class. I’d hoped to make a philosophy minor out of you. What was your major again?”
“Nursing,” she said. “And I dropped out in my third year. It just… didn’t work out.”
“I see.” He looked at her with pale, sad eyes, which brightened when he remembered, “I have your final paper at my house! Please, drop by sometime and let me give it back to you.”
“Oh no, really. That’s okay,” Zabby said, but Professor Gardner was already writing his address down.
“It’s close to the park: 19 Spectrum Street, blue house, white shutters.”
One of the rich, perfect houses. She didn’t know many people on that block. “Thanks, but I don’t need the essay. I have it saved on my computer.” She didn’t really; she deleted all evidence of her college attempt after dropping out.
“But not with my comments on it,” he said. “It was a well-done paper. You should have it.” He ripped the page out of his memo pad and handed it over. “If I’m not there, my wife, Bethany, can probably find it for you. Stop by whenever you want.”
~
Cider lies down on the sidewalk. It is not the game ‘lie down’ because no one has told him to lie down, and no one will reward him now that he has. He is tired. He has been walking all day and he is still not sure where home is.
Even though Cider loves all of his new friends, he would rather be back with Mommy and Daddy. After all, Mommy and Daddy are the most wonderful, amazing people in the whole world, and Cider misses them.
But he cannot find them, and it makes him sad.
Cider gets up and keeps walking. He must be close now. He will see Mommy and Daddy soon.
~
You look through the refrigerator, trying to combine the items inside into coherent meals as quickly as possible. Apparently the current way of processing solar energy is inefficient, so they’re talking about shutting the Geo Center down temporarily as they work on streamlining it.
It seems you are the only one concerned about this. Everyone else is busy making candles and discussing organic ways to heat their homes when winter gets here. The thought that this won’t be fixed by winter makes you want to scream.
There is a knock at the door, so you leave your task in the kitchen. You hope it isn’t another person inviting you to an astronomy class or asking your thoughts on echolocation. You don’t have the energy to deal with that.
When you open the door, you find a young woman with a dog sitting obediently beside her. Even though it is sunny outside, she is completely soaked with water. Eyeing her in confusion, you ask, “Can I help you?”
She blushes, absently squeezing some water out of her hair. “Does Professor Gardner live here?”
You almost want to say no because you see him so infrequently, but that isn’t the sort of conversation you ought to have with a stranger. “He does, yes.”
“Okay. Well, I know this is really random, but I was a student of his once, and he said he had a paper of mine to give back.”
You aren’t even a little bit surprised. You know Ralph never throws away anything his students turn in. You are about to send the visitor away because Ralph isn’t here, but then the girl wipes at the moisture on her face, unknowingly smearing her carefully layered makeup. You can see a grayish-purple bruise around her eye.
The fact that the bruise exists isn’t nearly as suspicious as the fact that she had tried so hard to hide it. It couldn’t be vanity; the rest of her appearance was extremely modest with very little consideration given to choosing clothing that flattered her figure. You can only think of one way a person could obtain a bruise like that.
Poor girl.
“Ralph should be home soon,” you say, not wanting her to go back to whoever did that to her. “You can wait here.”
“Oh, thank you, but…” She laughs, gesturing to her current sodden state. “I wouldn’t want to get water on your furniture.”
You hold off on asking why she is wet. “I could find some dry clothes for you to borrow,” you say. “You’ll make yourself sick wandering around like that.”
She smiles shyly. “Um, okay? Thank you. My name’s Zabby, by the way.”
“Nice to meet you, Zabby,” you say. “I’m Bethany. Come on in. I’ll get you a towel.”
While she is rubbing her hair with the faded pink bath towel, you try to think of what clothes you own that might fit her. Even in your thinnest days, you were never Zabby’s size, but there might be something close to it stored with your other old things in the baby’s room. The empty room.
You try to ignore how stale the air is as you open the door and locate the box of old dresses you keep meaning to donate. “Here,” you say, placing the box on the bed and trying not to stare at the girl’s bruise. “See if you can find something you like. I won’t be needing these anytime soon, so you can return it whenever you get the chance.”
“Thanks, Bethany,” she says, and you leave her alone, pulling the door shut after you. As you wait in the living room, you wonder if there is any way you can help her. You have never been so close to an abuse victim before. It happens, sure, but always in other cities. Not in Chagrin Heights.
But what could you possibly do about it? You can’t even find the right words to mention the topic.
After a few minutes, you hear her on the stairs. She has chosen the blue sundress from when you and Ralph first started dating.
“Thank you, that’s so much better!” she says. “I got caught in a group doing an experiment with producing rainbows. Walked right through the hose they were using.”
You hope she isn’t one of those people obsessed with pointless games and activities, but then you notice something that makes you forget everything else. She is holding Quest for the Enchanted Dragon. You are baffled for a moment, but then remember that you put it in the baby’s room earlier. “Oh, that book,” you find yourself saying. “That’s nothing, really, it’s just…”
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to poke around,” Zabby says, holding it up, “but I just have to ask…”
Your mind is swimming. You wish you had hidden the book under the bed, up in the attic, deep in a box. You wish you had burned it.
“Your last name would be Gardner, too, right?” she says, smiling as cheerily as the dragon on the book’s cover.
“Yes, but—” You don’t want her to say it. She obviously knows, but you don’t want to hear it out loud.
She says it anyway. “Did you write this?”
Your first impulse is to lie about it, but her finger is tapping your name beneath the cover art. Bethany Gardner. That ridiculous, whimsical princess script you just had to have. You clear your throat and admit, “Yes. It was a long time ago.”
“That’s wonderful! Wow, Bethany. You’re, like… famous! I didn’t know we had any writers in Chagrin Heights.” She starts to open the book. “Can I read it?”
“No!” The only thing stopping you from grabbing the book from the girl’s hands is that your reflexes aren’t what they used to be. But then Zabby’s look of shock at the outburst is enough to remind you that you are a grown woman and—for Heaven’s sake!—you need to get a hold of yourself. “That is… The book wasn’t very good. I’d rather you didn’t read it.”
“Oh. That’s fine, I guess,” Zabby said, diplomatically returning the book, though you can see she is uncomfortable now.
You feel much better now that the book is safely in your arms again. “It was just a silly little phase I went through. I’m not a writer anymore.”
“Why not?” she asks. “Didn’t you enjoy it?”
You want to drop the conversation there, but it has been so many years since anyone has asked about your book, and the words climb uninvited into the space between you and the girl. “I loved it. When I was your age and younger, it was the only thing I wanted to do.”
You take a seat on the couch, and after a moment’s hesitation, Zabby joins you. “What happened?”
“It was a disaster,” you say, clutching the book almost violently, hating yourself for writing it in the first place. “Horrible reviews. Almost no sales. My publisher dropped the contract as soon as he could. I never bothered writing again.”
“That’s sad,” Zabby decides quietly. “I’m sorry.”
You try to shrug like it doesn’t matter, like you aren’t close to tears. “Some people don’t have the talent to be writers. It’s not enough to just want it.”
“I know how that feels,” she says after a moment, which confuses you. She doesn’t look nearly old enough to have tried and failed at something.
“Did you also want to be a writer, Zabby?”
She shakes her head. “No, but I wanted to be a nurse. I thought it would be really cool to know how to help people. But it wasn’t until I got to college that I realized I’m too stupid for that kind of work.”
“I’m sure you’re not stupid,” you say.
“No, I am. Really. I couldn’t keep up in any of my classes. He warned me that I wouldn’t be able to do it, and I wish I’d listened.”
You hear the way she mentions this ‘he’ and feel sure it’s the same person who’s been hitting her. It seems her batterer has been damaging much more than her face if she has such a low opinion of herself.
Sure, you had resigned yourself to failure, but the thought of this young woman doing the same just seemed unfair. There must be someone in this town who can help her. You aren’t the right person for such a job, obviously. But someone else, someone more balanced in their own life, someone happier.
But then again, why not you? You’re here, right? It’s not like you have any other demands on your time. Why can’t you be the one to help this girl? You can’t come up with any compelling reasons, so you decide…
…so Bethany decided that even if she couldn’t figure out her own problems, she could at least make an attempt to fix someone else’s. “Darling, please tell me who’s been hitting you.”
Zabby became very still. “I-I don’t—”
“I understand that you’re scared,” Bethany told her, “but you shouldn’t have to live with someone like that.”
Zabby stared at her, as frightened and fragile as a woodland fairy from Quest for the Enchanted Dragon. Then, all at once, Zabby laughed—a clear, refreshing sound—and said, “Oh, you mean this?” She pulled her hair back to poke at the bruise on her face. “Yeah, that. I-I’m—I… Well, I’ve been taking this karate class on weekends. Sometimes we get a little over-enthusiastic, you know? I promise, it’s not a big thing.”
But Bethany knew this was a lie. The karate classes met in the park during the warm months, and she could see them practicing from her house. Zabby was never once among them.
And even if this weren’t the case, Bethany wouldn’t soon forget the expression Zabby held just before laughing. She had never seen anyone look so lost and alone. The girl needed help, even if she was too afraid to ask for it.
~
I entered my Officer ID, fully expecting to be denied access to the database, but unexpectedly, my clearance level was accepted. Then I realized that this was most likely a Unitime mistake, and there was no telling how long the error would persist.
I began searching for reports cataloging the items Willow registered when the Unitime Facility moved three years ago. The move took place shortly after the photo shoot Quinton had done for Science Weekly. That green box Willow had tried so hard to keep a secret should have been on this registry, but—as I suspected—nothing quite fit that description.
So, this wasn’t just a secret Willow was withholding from the general public: he didn’t want his superiors to know about that machine either.
There was a hesitant knock at my office door. Not now, I pleaded to whichever deity was the least swamped. If I stopped to listen to one more person chatter about Unitime to me, I might lose my only chance to examine this information. Please, not now. Let them find someone else.
It seemed the deity I was praying to couldn’t be bothered. The door opened and a young woman let herself into my office. “Are you Chief Snowiks?”
“Yes,” I said. I vaguely recognized her face, but not enough to know exactly who she was. She certainly wasn’t a member of Chagrin Heights prone to making trouble. “How can I help you?”
“I… well… I’m not very good at this. I really don’t know…” she sighed, and I gave up any hopes of this being a speedily concluded conversation.
“What’s your name?” I asked, pulling out a notepad. I didn’t have time for this. I was finally working on a case that mattered.
“Zabby Reynolds,” she said.
The name sounded familiar, but my retirement-ready brain couldn’t figure out why. “Are you experiencing some sort of problem?”
“No! No, I’m not. That’s just it.” Her chin drooped until she was having the conversation with my trashcan. “There’s been a mistake. Someone called you guys saying that I was being abused, so an officer visited my house last night… Really, it’s not what it looked like. I slipped in the shower earlier, and that’s why my face was all red. And my dad and I were arguing about something, but it wasn’t serious, but Officer Grayson thought he’d been hitting me, so he arrested my father. Anyway, I’d like to…” she squirmed as she attempted to find the correct legal jargon, “…drop the charges? Or whatever. It was really just a mistake. Everything’s fine.”
Reynolds. I remembered her now. Grayson brought Felix Reynolds in on domestic violence charges after witnessing evidence of an altercation. I pulled up the report on my computer. “What did you say your name was?”
“Zabby. Well, Elizabeth, I guess.”
There it was. I knew her now. “Yes. Elizabeth. It’s good you came in. I was actually going to contact you for a statement today.” I remembered in a flood the list of things I’d been putting off as I researched Willow. I hadn’t even begun trying to get a jury together for the trial. That was certain to be a headache.
Then I realized the girl was crying, and I really ought to be paying more attention to her. “I’m sorry, Elizabeth. Would you like to sit down? Could I get you some water?”
She shook her head, voice growing quieter, as if the conversation was gradually depleting her ability to speak. “No, thank you. Can you please let my father go and forget this happened?”
“I can’t do that,” I said. “Once the report is made, we need to proceed with a full investigation.”
“He didn’t do anything. Really,” she whimpered, trembling now. “He was just… Please, I don’t want this to be a big thing.”
As I tried to wrap the same answer in more sympathetic packaging, Bethany Gardner joined us in the office. She was the lady who reported the incident, and I’d asked her to come back in the early afternoon to give her official statement.
“Mrs. Gardner. Thank you for—”
“You have some nerve, you know that?!” Zabby interrupted, somehow finding all of the volume that had eluded her previously. “I told you there was nothing wrong. Why couldn’t you just stay out of it?”
Bethany’s hand hovered in front of her, like she couldn’t decide if touching the girl would be helpful or utterly destructive. Ultimately, she put the hand behind her own back, and kept it there. “Sweetheart, it’s not right to let him hurt you. I really just wanted to help.”
“You think you know everything, don’t you?” she demanded, crying again, but with more assertive tears. “You have no idea how much worse things just got because you couldn’t keep your mouth shut.”
“Zabby, please try to understand…”
I returned my attention to the manifest of Willow’s belongings. Perhaps it was wrong of me to tune out their conversation. At the very least, it was not professionally responsible, but I rationalized it with the knowledge that I probably wouldn’t get another chance to make progress on what Willow was really doing.
There was a note in the manifest that Willow had a private computer that was supposed to be on the plane with him, but they found out later that he had forgotten it. Willow—a man entrusted with calibrating time itself—just forgot his laptop? A more plausible explanation was that he needed that space for something else, something similarly sized.
“Harold isn’t just anyone. I trust him,” Bethany said, and my curiosity flickered when I heard her use my first name. I stopped introducing myself as Harold years ago. Also, what reason did she have to trust me, other than my uniform?
“I don’t care what you trust,” Zabby said, growing visibly wearied of the conversation. I knew she was going to walk out soon, and I think Bethany could sense it as well.
“Sweetie, he helped me with something like this a long time ago. I know what it’s like to be scared of the legal system—”
“Stop saying you know what it’s like!” Zabby sobbed. “You don’t. You can’t.” And within the minute, Bethany and I were alone in my office.
Bethany took the chair that I’d offered Zabby earlier. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Was I wrong to tell you? I just wanted…I didn’t think it was fair, her being in a situation like that.”
“You did the right thing,” I said, though secretly my attention was focused on remembering how I came to be on first-name terms with this woman. The database threatened to log me out. The Extend Session? button appeared and I clicked it just in time. “If there’s even a chance that she’s in an abusive home, we need to investigate. We need to be sure.” Was she married to one of the other Chagrin Heights officers? No, that wasn’t it.
“Should I have told her first that I was going to report it?” Bethany asked. “I know she didn’t want any attention on the problem, but I thought she just might be intimidated by you. I certainly was before you helped with that stalker.”
Yes, that was it: the woman with the phone calls. I felt ashamed that I hadn’t recognized her, given that hers was my first serious case as a police officer. When she was young, and I wasn’t yet old, I led an investigation against a man who was threatening her. I genuinely felt like I’d helped someone feel safer when it was over.
The fact that she not only remembered me, but was willing to vouch for me after all these years, was moving. I turned away from the computer.
“These situations are very difficult for the victim,” I told her. “She probably already feels like she has very little control over her life.”
“And now I’m just another person forcing her into things, right?” Bethany twisted her fingers together. “I just met her. She’s right. I hardly know anything about her. But now that I—” She swallowed. “I can’t forget the bruises I saw.”
“You did the right thing,” I repeated, though I gave the statement more thought this time around.
“I tried earlier to offer her a place to stay during the investigation, but she refused. I can’t stand the idea of her going back there once he’s released. But the nearest women’s shelter is at least three hours away, and I can’t imagine she’ll want to go that far.”
“Chagrin Heights has lodging options,” I said. “The bed and breakfast is still open, isn’t it?”
“No. Well, I mean, it’s open, but Zabby’s worried about finances.” Bethany sighed, but then some of her helplessness retreated. “Could you just tell her ‘the room has been paid for’ and send the bill to me? But don’t tell her I’m the one paying for it. I don’t think she’d like that.”
I thought about it, and didn’t see any real problems. At least, nothing that seemed mildly important next to the world’s current difficulties. “We can do that.”
“Sorry to put you through so much trouble.”
“It’s no trouble. This is what the police system is here for. I know the Unitime crisis has made people think that they need to deal with everything by themselves, but…” My computer flashed at me again, Extend Session? and I remembered how imperative this research was.
I was about to ask if she could give her statement to Officer Grayson instead, but Bethany surprised me by saying, “It’s not just the Unitime crisis. I get the impression that this has been happening a long time. I’d bet that man’s been beating her for years.”
I looked away from the computer. “Years?” I repeated.
Bethany nodded. “Her whole life, probably.”
Her whole life. Extend Session? The computer blinked at me, but I somehow didn’t care anymore. Some jerk has been beating his daughter for decades in my town, and I didn’t know about it. What kind of police chief was I?
“I understand more than she thinks,” Bethany continued, somehow oblivious to my horrifying incompetence. “Back when that stranger was harassing me, I was terrified of going to the law. I thought that people would think I was making it up. But you were so understanding… I think if anyone else had handled the investigation, I wouldn’t have gone through with it. I suppose I never properly thanked you for that, did I? Thank you, Harold.”
My voice wasn’t cooperating, which was just as well since I had no idea how to respond. I may have grunted something before Bethany went on.
“I thought Zabby would feel comfortable around you too, but I guess she’s more afraid than I realized.”
But it wasn’t that. How could Zabby possibly feel comfortable around me? I was too distracted by a mystery that might not exist to notice the girl crying in my office. Extend Session? I made no move for the mouse.
I remembered Bethany’s case, back before I had labeled my career as a failure, back before I pinned my self-respect on my ability to solve huge mysteries and save the world. Maybe helping Bethany really was the only thing of significance I had done with my life, but if so, then it was still worth it. And I wasn’t retired quite yet. Maybe there was still time for me to help…
…for Snowiks to help one more person.
Extend Session? Snowiks clicked “no” and turned to give Bethany his full attention. Willow Ayers could be someone else’s problem from now on. “I’d like to take a statement from you,” he said, and committed himself to doing everything possible to make this investigation as complete as Zabby deserved.
~
Willow made an initial attempt at folding his shirts before stuffing them into the suitcase, but that good intention quickly burned itself out. Wherever he was hiding next, he doubted anyone would be around to criticize his wrinkled clothing.
And besides that, he was feeling too depressed to care about such things.
He had been so sure that he could reach an understanding with Quinton, maybe even earn the man’s forgiveness. At the very minimum, he assumed that making a formal apology would achieve some level of closure for both of them. He never imagined that Quinton would become vengeful in his grief.
Muffled voices in the hallway made him pause. He dropped the balled-up pair of pants on the bed and crept closer to the door to confirm why the female voice sounded so familiar. Yes, that was definitely Zabby. It sounded like she was checking into a room.
Once or twice, he’d gone back to the courtyard hoping to run into her again, but she never came. He tried to remind himself that he was in Chagrin Heights to hide, not to make friends, but the logic didn’t stop him from feeling lonely. He had been so absorbed with creating and maintaining Unitime that he’d given up on letting anyone new into his life.
He realized with a pang of regret that he’d never thanked her for her assistance. After all, none of the world’s progress would have happened if she hadn’t suggested their lie about the world ending. He wished he could tell her how helpful she’d been. He got the feeling that she tended to dwell on her failures and ignore successes.
Well, actually, why not? He would be leaving later that night anyway.
He listened as Mrs. Chandler finished explaining where the ice machine was and retreated back to the front lobby. When he was sure she was out of sight, he unlocked the door and ventured into the hall. Even though he occasionally climbed out the window to get to the courtyard, he hadn’t seen this hallway since the day they arrived in Chagrin Heights.
“Zabby?”
The girl jumped and the key fell from her hand.
“Sorry!” Willow rushed forward to pick it up. “Didn’t mean to scare you. Remember me? We met out in that courtyard.”
She calmed down, but something about her eyes was disconcerting. She was flighty, exhausted, distracted. She blinked away some of this and forced a smile. “Oh… yeah. Willow. Sure, I remember.” She glanced nervously over her shoulder.
“Everything okay?” Willow asked, holding out the key.
“Oh, yeah. Yep. Everything’s…” She disappeared so deeply inside herself that Willow feared she might not come back. But she did and immediately applied herself to the task of unlocking the door. “Well, it was good seeing you.”
“Anything I can do to help?”
“No. Thank you. You’re sweet. Thank you.” She turned her face away.
He didn’t want her to leave, but before he could think of the right thing to say, she was inside the room and he heard the deadbolt engage. Willow trudged back down the hall, and was almost to his room when he heard Zabby’s door open again.
“Hey, Willow? I…” She paused, leaning halfway out of the doorway as her words dangled in a similar state of indecision. She sighed. “Nothing.”
“Do you want to come over for a minute?” Willow asked, gesturing to his own room. Jasper would be furious at him for entertaining guests while he was away, but Willow didn’t care.
“No, that’s fine,” she said, but remained where she was.
“Are you sure?” Willow said, and nudged the door open. “I’m a pretty good listener.”
She shifted from foot to foot until the twitchy energy manifested itself in a reluctant nod. Once Zabby was inside, Willow cast an embarrassed glance at the clutter on the couch and shoved it to the floor.
“Thanks,” Zabby mumbled, sitting and hugging both arms across her belly. “Sorry. I hate to bother you.”
“You’re not,” Willow promised, sitting next to her. “Besides, you did a good job of keeping my secrets. I sort of owe you.”
She laughed wetly. “Oh, trust me, my problem’s not a secret. Everybody knows.”
“What happened?” Willow asked.
“Don’t freak out, okay?” she said. “I’m so sick of people freaking out.”
Willow nodded.
“Okay… So, my dad drinks. And sometimes when he’s drunk he gets mad and hits me.” She paused here to check if Willow was going to give the standard reaction or not. Willow fought to keep his expression level, which Zabby found acceptable enough to continue. “It doesn’t happen very often—the hitting, that is. The drinking happens all the time, but he goes weeks sometimes without hitting me.”
Willow thought that the frequency was irrelevant. Once was too many times. But from Zabby’s prelude, there seemed to be another problem hiding in the shadows of this one. “And… someone found out about this?” he prompted.
“Yes. Bethany. Well, she sort of just guessed. And she told the police, if you can believe that. And he got arrested! And—” She choked on a sob, and Willow got up to retrieve tissues. “Thank you,” Zabby mumbled, pulling out a fistful and pressing them against her face. “I just don’t know what to do now. No matter what happens, my life is ruined.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Because he’s going to think I’m the one who told, and he’ll never speak to me again. Even if he doesn’t go to jail, he’ll throw me out of the house for sure.” She paused to cry into the tissues and blow her nose. “This all got so messed up. I didn’t want this to happen.”
Her words reminded Willow of their first conversation in the moonlit garden, when he’d expressed a similar sentiment. He decided to respond the same way she had that night. “What did you want?”
Zabby sniffled over the question for a minute. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I guess I just wanted to have a normal dad who doesn’t drink or get mad all the time. I want things to be like when I was little, and he’d come to watch my school plays, and we’d go out for ice cream if I got an A on a test, and we’d play poker betting with pieces of trail mix.”
“Trail mix, huh?”
“Pretzels were worth the least. Then peanuts. And when we started betting the M&M’s, things were getting serious.”
“Sounds fun.”
“It was.”
Willow watched her for a moment, and then tried to take a guess at what was truly upsetting her. “You still love him. Even though he hits you.”
Zabby’s head drooped. “Stupid, right?”
“No,” Willow said firmly. “Zabby, if loving someone is considered stupid, then maybe the world really is beyond saving.”
The girl relaxed, and Willow hadn’t realized until that moment how tense she’d been for the rest of the conversation. “Thanks. Well, anyway, it hardly matters at this point. Now that he’s been arrested, there’s no way we’ll ever go back to the way things were. The only question is whether I should make it worse by telling the police everything, or not. I know everyone wants me to, but…” She shook her head. “I guess he’ll hate me either way.”
“Wow,” Willow said. “That’s a really tough decision. I’m not sure what to tell you.”
“Yeah, well, everyone else is. Everyone else seems to think that if I press charges and he goes to jail, then suddenly my whole life will be fixed. Like I’m a broken computer and I just need a new hard drive.”
Having dealt with technical engineering his entire life, Willow understood better than anyone that no computer system would ever be as complex as a person’s emotions. “It’s not that simple,” he said.
“It’s not,” Zabby agreed, and then leaned back into the couch with a grave-weary sigh. “I don’t know what to do.”
“I wouldn’t either in your position,” Willow said. “Sorry, I guess I’m not all that helpful.”
“No, you are,” she said. “I really appreciate you listening. I guess I just need to think about it some more.” She stood up and searched for a trash can to throw out the tissues. At the door, her shyness returned to surround the question, “Would it be okay if I came back to talk about this later?”
It wasn’t until she asked that Willow remembered he had been preparing to leave Chagrin Heights forever.
She interpreted his hesitation as something different. “That is—Sorry. Never mind. Sorry to bother you.”
She was halfway down the hallway by the time Willow got out the door. “Zabby, hold on.” She stopped, but wouldn’t look at him. “You can talk to me any time you want.”
“You sure?”
“Absolutely,” Willow said. His heart made the decision before his mind even had the opportunity to consider the other options. “I’m not going anywhere.”
“Okay.” She smiled: a tiny smile but a real one. “Thanks again.”
When she was safely in her room, Willow retreated back to his suitcases and emptied them out. As he piled the clothes back in the closet, he decided that he wouldn’t tell Jasper about the threatening phone call after all. Quinton didn’t know his location. He was safe from him. There was no point in making Jasper worry.
But when Jasper got home an hour later, it seemed he was already worried without Willow’s help. He paced the room, frowned at several innocent objects as if they had caused all of this madness, and then sat down next to Willow. “Hey, buddy. I’ve been thinking.”
“Apparently not about happy things,” Willow said.
“You’re not going to want to hear this.”
“You’re probably right.”
“Look, you’re a smart guy. Smartest guy I know.”
“Yep. Definitely didn’t want to hear that,” he said with mock disappointment.
“Listen to me. I’m serious. I’ve been thinking about the Unitime project, and it just doesn’t make sense to me that you could be so blindsided by this. I know you; you don’t make mistakes like that. But I’ve been doing some investigating and I don’t think it was a mistake. I think this was built into the original programming.”
Now this was something Willow truly didn’t want to hear. “You’re wrong,” he said. “Troy and I were the only ones with top clearance for it.”
“Exactly.”
“So, no one could have possibly sabotaged it from the inside.”
“Except maybe Troy.”
Willow felt fear rippling through him. “No, that’s not it. Troy was devoted to the project.”
“Look, I know he was your friend, and I think that’s why you couldn’t see it. Troy must have been working on this the entire time. I know you trusted him—”
“Seriously, Jasper, you’re way off on this one,” Willow insisted desperately, now wishing that he’d never gotten Jasper involved in the first place. The man was too in love with mysteries to ignore this one.
“I think we should move somewhere else,” he said. “I know you wanted to contact Quinton, but we don’t know how much Troy told him. He might be a threat.”
“I can’t leave,” Willow said.
“But you’re going to,” Jasper said. “I’m sorry, but I’m not giving you the option anymore.”
“I can’t,” Willow said, wishing he could think of a better reason. Jasper would never understand if he told him about Zabby’s situation.
Jasper’s already suspicious mind starting filling in the empty spaces without Willow’s guidance. “So, you’re saying you absolutely can’t leave?” he repeated slowly. “But you also can’t tell me why.”
“I mean… maybe?” Willow said.
“So, something deeper is going on, then? Something you can’t talk about.”
“Jasper…”
“Tell me honestly,” Jasper said. “The night of the accident, was there any chance that Troy was trying to kill you?”
Willow’s “No” came a second too late.
“I thought so,” Jasper said. “I’ll keep digging.”
CHAPTER SEVEN
“This is a temporary restraining order,” Snowiks explained as he handed Felix the paperwork. “It prohibits you from contacting, associating with, or otherwise coming near Elizabeth. Violation of this order is punishable by fines and jail time. Do you understand?”
Felix rubbed his eyes, so bloodshot that the man’s tears would have been tinted pink, assuming he knew how to cry. He looked like he wanted nothing more than to get the whiskey he’d been denied during the past investigation, but he made a small attempt to look at the document first. He mumbled something, so garbled with his alcohol withdrawal that Snowiks couldn’t decipher it.
“What was that?”
“How long’s this last for?” he repeated, folding the papers and unceremoniously stuffing them into his pants’ pocket.
“Ten days,” Snowiks said. “But there will be a hearing before then to determine if the restraining order will be made permanent. The court date is next Thursday at sunrise. You are legally obligated to be there.”
Felix laughed at this. Or rather, Snowiks assumed it was supposed to be a laugh; it sounded more like he was just rearranging the phlegm in his throat. The man framed his broken teeth with a grin. “Court date at sunrise?” he repeated. “You actually trying t’pretend like anyone out there gives a rat’s ass about courts an’ summons an’… and you?”
Snowiks bristled at this. “The law is still the law, Mr. Reynolds. We will prosecute if you do not show up for your court date.”
“Sure, yeah. Maybe you c’n fine me for being late?” He did some more phlegm juggling in celebration of his own humor.
Unfortunately, he wasn’t as wrong as Snowiks wanted him to be, but there was nothing Snowiks could do about it except repeat sternly, “Next Thursday. Sunrise.”
“Yeah, whatever, I’ll play your game,” he said. “Won’t matter none.”
But it would. Snowiks would make sure that the trial was fair and accurate and binding. Whatever strange world the Unitime crisis had thrown them into, Snowiks would insist that the world contained justice and accountability.
Snowiks held on to his optimism for about an hour. After that, Zabby arrived for her official interview, and Snowiks realized that the lack of measurable time was far from their biggest obstacle in this investigation.
“How often does your father get angry at home?”
The girl across from him continued to stare at her laced fingers. Her eyes were empty, stagnant. She shook her head numbly and said, “I don’t really know. Not a lot.”
“What does he do when he gets angry?”
Silence for this one.
“This is a safe place, Zabby,” he told her for the eighth time. “He isn’t here. You can tell me the truth. I’m just here to help you.”
“Thank you,” she said, sounding like she meant anything but that. “But there’s nothing wrong. Yeah, he gets angry sometimes, but so does everyone. It’s not a big deal.”
“No one deserves to be abused,” he said. “If he has somehow convinced you that you earned this kind of treatment, he is wrong.”
Zabby retreated back into silence.
“Attacking another person is a crime,” he reminded her. “He needs to go to court and answer for that.”
Zabby looked at him with surprise strong enough to break beyond the mask she’d fashioned for herself. “Court? Are you kidding? I said I didn’t want to press charges or anything!”
Snowiks wasn’t sure what to say. Telling her ‘this isn’t in your control anymore’ seemed like a bad choice, as did ‘what you want doesn’t matter.’ In fact, there was nothing in his legal toolkit that Zabby would want to hear at this moment.
He leaned forward, resting his arms on the table. “I’m worried for your safety. There is help out there for victims in situations like this, but you have to be willing to accept that help.”
“I don’t need any help, thank you.” The mask had returned with a fresh coat of lacquer to seal her emotions away. “Do I have to be at that court thing?”
The powerless police chief ground his failure between his teeth before answering, “Yes, you should be there, but no one can force you to testify.”
“And what about right now?” she asked. “Legally. Do I need to do this whole statement thing?”
Snowiks saw Felix’s broken smile mocking him. “No, you don’t.”
“I’d like to leave, then,” she said softly, as one quite used to having her requests denied.
“You’re free to do so,” he said. As the girl stood, he asked, “Do you have somewhere safe to sleep tonight?”
“Yes, I… I’m at that hotel.” She paused. “Am I still allowed to stay there now that my dad’s back at home?”
“You can stay there as long as you need to,” Snowiks said.
“Thank you,” she said, and it was the only time in the meeting she sounded like she meant the words.
“Take care of yourself, Miss Reynolds.”
She got up and as she approached the door, it was like watching her walk through a mist that transformed her back into the happy, carefree girl that Snowiks saw at the diner. She smiled and waved at him, and if Snowiks hadn’t witnessed the last hour with her, he would have sworn the smile was real. He wondered how many people had been fooled into thinking she was just a silly girl with a happy life.
Bethany arrived next, and was exactly as helpful and cooperative as he expected her to be, but her testimony would only go so far. She wasn’t a lifelong friend of Zabby’s. Snowiks supposed he still had time to track down statements from coworkers and neighbors, but his opinion of these prospects must have shown on his face because Bethany asked, “Harold, is something wrong?”
Everything was wrong. Zabby was more than likely going to end up back in the house with that man, and things would become harder than ever for her. “Mrs. Gardner, have you spoken with Zabby recently?”
“I think I’d be the last person she’d want to see.” The tone had been dismissive, but when she saw his look of dejection, she pursued the topic. “Did something happen? She’s all right, isn’t she?”
“Zabby’s safe.”
“Then why do you look so scared?” she asked.
Even though Snowiks trusted that Bethany had the girl’s best interests at heart, he couldn’t tell her what Zabby did or didn’t say in her own interview. The best he could do was offer a factual statistic and hope it would be enough. “In most domestic violence cases, if the victim refuses to testify against her batterer, the case is dismissed. Once it’s dismissed, there’s really nothing I can do about the situation.”
“Oh,” Bethany breathed. She understood, but that understanding didn’t seem to help her very much. “Well, she certainly won’t listen to me. She pointed it out herself: we barely know each other.”
“Right,” he said. “And even if you had, she would be unlikely to do anything just because you tell her to. This decision can only come from her. People around her can offer support and encouragement and advice, but ultimately she needs to be the one to decide that she’s ready for it to stop.”
~
There it is!
Cider sees the yard of his own house! He’s finally home and everything is okay again! Right here is one of his very own toys lying beside the bush. Hello, squeaky apple! Cider picks it up so he can bring it inside. Maybe Mommy and Daddy will throw it for him and they can play the game called ‘fetch’ and he will show them he has been practicing. They will give him treats or cuddles, but probably both because he is such a good dog.
Cider waits at the door. When he is tired of waiting, he drops the apple and barks. Here I am, Mommy! I’m home, Daddy!
But the door is still shut. Why is the door always shut nowadays?
Cider needs a human to open the door for him. But this is a good day, because Cider now has many friends, and one of them will help. Cider bounds off the porch and looks for his friends.
He finds the girl who is not Mommy. She is the one who gives the extra-good cuddles, and he likes her. She will open the door for him.
But right now, the girl is not happy. She is sitting under a tree, and if she were playing the game ‘stay’ she would be winning. But humans don’t normally play that game. What’s wrong?
“Hey, Cider,” she says, reaching a hand out to pet the dog. Cider lies down next to her.
“I don’t know what to do,” the girl says. “It all got so complicated. And now everyone wants me to testify and say my dad’s a horrible person. I mean, he’s not. Not really. Anyone would get fed up with me after a while. It’s all so embarrassing.”
She is crying now. Cider wishes he had brought his squeaky apple to make her feel better. “I’m embarrassed for him, and for myself, and for dragging so many people into my stupid problems. I wish no one had found out. I would have moved somewhere else in a few more years anyway.”
Her face is wet, so Cider licks away the salt from her cheeks. He puts his head in her lap, and she strokes his ears, and Cider likes that, but he wishes she wasn’t so sad.
Cider thinks he had something important to tell the girl who is not Mommy, but he forgets now. Was it something about a door? Oh, well. It can wait. Cider will lie here until the girl feels better.
~
Zabby sat on the bed—the bed, not her bed—wishing Mrs. Chandler didn’t have a “no dogs” policy for her hotel. She was feeling afraid again and wanted Cider with her.
To her, every sound belonged to her father. So many times she heard people outside, and her throat would tighten because she was sure it was her father coming to punish her for telling.
She didn’t tell, and it would be so hard to convince him of that.
There were footsteps in the hall, and Zabby’s insides twisted as if all her organs were trying to trade places with each other. He’d found her! He’d ignored that stupid restraining order, and now he was probably drunk and angry and—
He knocked on the door and Zabby nearly screamed. But then she realized that he knocked on the door. Knocked, not pounded. That wasn’t like him.
Swallowing, she crept closer to make use of the peephole and found that her father wasn’t there. It was Bethany. At first, Zabby was so relieved that it was anyone else that she almost opened the door to hug her, but then she remembered that Bethany was the reason why everything was so darned complicated.
“Zabby? Sweetie, are you in there? It’s Bethany Gardner.”
Zabby’s hand didn’t move for the doorknob. She didn’t back away from the door, either.
Outside, Bethany’s shoulders slumped. “Listen, I know you’re still angry with me. I made a mistake; I shouldn’t have gone to the police without asking you first. Could you please let me in just for a minute? I want to apologize, and it just doesn’t feel right saying it through the door.”
Part of Zabby wanted to go back to the bed, hide under the covers, and wait for Bethany to leave; but a far more heavily muscled part of her was tired of sitting in the room alone. While she was angry with Bethany, she didn’t fear her. That was more than she could say for a lot of people.
She opened the door.
Bethany offered her a sad smile. “Hi, Zabby. How are you feeling?”
“I’m fine,” Zabby said before she could stop herself. Without bothering to correct her answer to, “I’m miserable, thanks,” she waved Bethany into the room so she could close the door and lock it again.
They both took seats on the cute couch and soaked in the awkwardness for a minute or so. Then Bethany said, “I don’t blame you for being upset with me. It should have been your decision whether or not you wanted to reach out to the police and get help, and I was out of line to take that step for you.”
“Yes, you were,” Zabby agreed.
“I don’t understand everything about your situation. Actually, I know almost nothing about you at all.”
“That’s right,” Zabby said.
Bethany paused. “I’d like to change that.”
“Meaning what?”
“I’d like to be your friend,” the woman said. “If you’ll have me. I’ll warn you, I’m a little out of practice at friendships—it’s been a long time since I’ve talked socially with anyone but my husband—but I could work on that.”
“I’m not very good at friendships, either,” Zabby informed her. “You’re wasting your time if you think I can say, ‘oh yeah, we’re friends, so here are all my big, stupid secrets.’ I’m not that kind of person.”
“No, I wouldn’t expect that. But the door is open if you ever wanted to tell me anything.” She started hunting through a bag on her lap. “Well, whatever you decide, I have something for you.”
“Oh, no that’s not necessary,” Zabby said. She hated getting presents. They always made her feel like she owed the giver something that she could never properly pay back.
“Please take it,” Bethany said. “I hurt you by starting this process without your permission. I want to make that right.” She handed her a paperback book with a grinning dragon on the cover.
It took Zabby a moment to remember that this was the book Bethany wrote.
Bethany seemed unsure what to do with her hands now that they weren’t holding the novel anymore. “I know it might not seem like a big deal to you,” she said, “but I haven’t let anyone read Quest since it went out of print. I haven’t even read it myself. It brings back things I’d rather not remember.
“There’s too much of me in the book, I guess, and that’s why I don’t want anyone to know about it. That’s why I didn’t let you read it when you first asked me: I felt like it was too personal. But I invaded your privacy, so this was the fairest way I could think of to say I’m sorry.”
This was obviously the full extent to which Bethany had planned the conversation out in advance. She busily gathered her belongings to make an exit. “That is… if you still want to read it. I won’t be offended if you don’t. It really is terrible.”
“No, I’ll read it,” Zabby said quickly. “Thank you. I’m really excited to see what it’s about.”
“You’re such a sweet girl,” Bethany said so softly that Zabby figured the words were only out loud by mistake. At the door, the woman added, “Oh, I also wanted to let you know that you can stay with Ralph and me if you like. For however long you like. I’ll understand if you’d rather stay here until things clear up, but you’re welcome at our house any time.”
“Okay. Thank you,” Zabby said, with no intention of going. People said stuff like that all the time because it’s polite, but no one really meant it. Even still, the gesture was thoughtful. Bethany was really trying to be nice, and Zabby didn’t deserve it.
She was able to wait until Bethany left before crying. Once she was out of tears, she made herself a nest of pillows and blankets on the couch, and started reading Quest for the Enchanted Dragon.
The next morning, she woke in the same place with the book on the floor next to her. Stupid. If she wrinkled the book, she would never forgive herself. Zabby picked it up to make sure it wasn’t creased, and was startled when an envelope fell from between the pages.
A shameful bit of arrogance thought that it might be a secret note to her, so she opened it. It was an anniversary card from Bethany to Professor Gardner and even though she tried to put it down immediately, she couldn’t help glimpsing a few key phrases. “Best part of my life.” “Can’t wait to start a family together.” “I love you.” It looked old and worn, with a coffee stain on the back. As much as Zabby wished she could pretend she never saw it, she knew she’d have to return the card. Bethany might worry if such a sentimental item went missing.
Standing on the Gardners’ front porch, Zabby tried to script the least embarrassing way to start this conversation, but this turned out to be wasted effort.
“Zabby! Oh, it’s so good to see you,” Bethany said, pushing the screen door wide open and looking around the porch. “Did you bring any bags with you? I’ll help you carry them.”
“No, that’s not—” Before she could explain that she wasn’t here to take advantage of the earlier offer, Bethany was guiding her into the house.
“I’ll have Ralph pick up your things from the hotel later. Come with me, sweetie. The room’s already made up. I can make some french toast for breakfast. Have you eaten?”
Before Zabby’s confused mind could even remember what french toast was, she was standing at the threshold of a lovely little guest room A basket of toiletries was on the nightstand along with two candy bars and a vase of freshly picked daisies.
She didn’t realize Bethany had asked her a question until she noticed the woman staring expectantly at her for a reply.
“I’m sorry, what?” Zabby asked quietly.
“Just wondering if there was anything you needed.”
“No, this is perfect,” she said, and her throat was too tight with gratitude to say anything else. Remembering the card in her hand, she held it out.
“What’s this?” Bethany took it and then covering her flushed cheeks with a hand. “Oh my… I didn’t realize that was in there. Thank you for bringing it back.”
“Sure,” Zabby said, the epitome of eloquence.
Bethany pushed the card into a pocket. “I’ll give a call when breakfast is ready.”
The woman’s footsteps faded down the hall, and Zabby could hear the clatter of pans on the stove before the whispered “Thanks,” found its way to her lips.
Once she was inside the house, she very infrequently left it. More than once, she wanted to walk to the bed and breakfast to visit with Willow, but decided against it because there was the chance she might run into her father if she went outside. Even with the temporary restraining order, she was afraid of seeing him. She couldn’t see him right now. Just couldn’t.
Luckily, in one of their previous talks, she and Willow had exchanged phone numbers, and they texted often. When her messages were particularly stressed out, Willow would call her. His voice had a way of calming her down when everything seemed too overwhelming.
When she wasn’t sleeping or crying, she was reading. Part of her knew that she had a very important decision to make, but it hurt too much to think about, so she read about dragons instead.
For all that Bethany had talked down about the book, Zabby found that she truly enjoyed it. She was eager to hide away in Cassell’s adventures with the magical fairies and spirits of the forest. She found herself stupidly jealous of Cassell and his friends, and wished that she also had an enchanted dragon to make all of her problems vanish.
But the real world wasn’t as pretty as fantasy, and the court date was getting closer.
Zabby waited for Bethany to bring up the topic, but she never did. Finally, Zabby asked, “Do you think I should testify against him?”
Bethany just told her, “I think you should do whatever you feel is right.”
But Zabby didn’t know what she felt was right. She sat alone for long spans of time, waiting for some great revelation to come to her. She was expecting it to be a huge moment, like when Cassell first found out about the dragon that would save the world. But no ancient spirits appeared to give her an amulet of courage like the book’s hero carried. No prophesy gave her direction. No fairies offered to help her solve the riddle.
Days passed. The court date arrived. And then, the unthinkable happened: her decision became harder.
She was standing outside the courthouse, hoping the fresh air would clear her mind, when he arrived.
As soon as she saw him, Zabby’s whole body seized up in preparation for him to start beating her. The fact that there was a cop standing nearby was irrelevant, somehow. He was here; he would get to her. Period.
She was so deeply prepared for physical pain that she barely heard his first words—not the words she expected.
“Zabby, I don’t get it,” he said. He was sober now, and confused, and sadder than she’d ever seen him. “What happ’ned? Things weren’t that bad, were they?”
She had no idea how to respond.
Chief Snowiks noticed the situation and rushed forward with handcuffs ready. “Felix, you’re not supposed to be talking to her. Step away.”
“No, that’s… that’s okay,” Zabby found herself saying, but only because she was still trying to make sense of the way he’d started the conversation. Chief Snowiks held his ground, watching her father with something that surpassed suspicion.
“I mean, I know there’s been some rough bits,” he continued. “I know I ain’t perfect ’n’ all.” He swallowed, and then cursed under his breath as he turned away. “I did the best I could with you, girl. It weren’t enough, I guess. Y’ur no-good bitch-of-a-mom left, and I sure didn’t know shit about raisin’ a baby. I did the best I could, and I thought you got that.”
Zabby was fully listening now. Her father almost never spoke about her mother, and grew angry whenever she asked.
“See, all these people with their perfect-ass houses, they’d always looked down on us, ’cause they don’t get it. How hard it is. Yeah, sure, I get angry, but damn it, I did the best I could.”
“Zabby, I really advise against this,” Chief Snowiks said, but Zabby chose not to hear him.
“I know you did,” she said in a broken whisper. “I know it was hard.”
“It weren’t always bad,” he reminded her, chewing at a cracked fingernail. “I thought we had fun sometimes.”
Her mind was so full of memories that they started squeezing out as tears. “Daddy, I’m sorry. I didn’t tell! I swear, I wasn’t the one who told.”
“Felix, we need to go inside now,” Snowiks said. He put a hand on his arm, but her father shook it away.
“But you gonna tell today, right?” he said. “You’re gonna tell them everything, even though they won’t get it because they don’t know how hard it is. Them and their perfect families in their perfect houses.”
Of course she wasn’t going to tell them. How could she? He was right: no one in Chagrin Heights understood. Everyone here had two parents and plenty of money and nicely kept lawns and cute dogs.
She was about to promise her silence when a slight change came over him. His hands were curled into fists at his side; a gravelly edge returned to his voice. “You ruined everything, didn’t you? Stupid girl.”
The fear was back. Zabby inched away from him. “I’m sorry,” she whimpered. “I wasn’t the one who told.”
He looked up at her, reddened eyes narrowed. “Where you goin’, girl?”
“All right, that’s enough,” Snowiks decided, placing himself firmly between the two of them.
It didn’t stop her father from leaning around him as Snowiks tried to herd him into the courthouse. “You runnin’ again?” he spat. “That’s all you ever do. Run.”
It was certainly all Zabby wanted to do at the moment. Allowing him to speak with her was a mistake. The trial was a mistake. Her whole life was a mistake. “I have to go,” she said in a pathetic voice, and turned.
“Fine, just run, then!” he yelled over Snowik’s attempts to assert authority. She could hear him even when she held both hands over her ears. “Run and hide. It’s all you’re good for!”
She managed to get around the side of the courthouse before she lowered herself to the ground. She leaned against the cool bricks, thankful for the minimal privacy, as tears held her captive once again.
She cried until she felt sick. When she had enough control over herself to reach into her purse for a tissue, she found Quest for the Enchanted Dragon. She started flipping through it, but her eyes couldn’t decipher the blurry words. She didn’t know what she was looking for anyway. Inspiration? A means of escape? Or maybe she was hoping the characters would somehow come alive and tell her what to do.
“Oh, sweetie…” She heard Bethany’s voice before she realized the woman had joined her. “I’m sorry. You won’t find the answer in there.”
Bethany sat on the ground next to her and put an arm around her as she continued her disgusting, sloppy crying into Bethany’s blouse.
“I can’t do this,” she gasped out between sobs. “I can’t just stand there and tell everyone—tell him—he wasn’t good enough.”
“No one’s asking you to do that,” Bethany said, stroking the tear-tangled hair away from her face. “You’re just telling the truth. The facts. That’s all.”
“But he’s right! It’s more complicated than that.”
“Do you really think so?”
Did she? Zabby didn’t know. She wasn’t sure what she thought about anything.
She was too exhausted to cry anymore, so she started wiping at her face with a sleeve. Bethany pushed some tissues into her hand.
“I don’t want to hurt him.”
“I know,” Bethany said. “You have such a good heart. That’s exactly why you deserve better, but it’s not enough for me or anyone else to believe that if you don’t.”
They sat in silence until Zabby told her she needed a minute alone before the trial started. Once Bethany disappeared around the corner, Zabby fumbled for her cell phone and dialed Willow’s number.
She intended to give him a word-for-word recap of the last fifteen minutes, but when he answered the phone, all her words abandoned her.
“Zabby?” Willow said after she failed to respond to his greeting. “Zabby, are you there?”
“I’m here.”
“Is the trial over?”
“It hasn’t started yet.” She wished it was over. She wanted so badly to hit fast-forward and just skip this moment in her life.
“Did something happen?”
“No.” At first she thought it was just her automatic response, but this time it was actually true. “Nothing happened. That’s the problem. I keep waiting for something to happen so I’ll know what to do. I tried reading, and talking to Bethany, and sitting in the park before coming here, and calling you, and…and…” She pulled her knees to her chest, as if occupying a smaller space would make the sadness decrease as well. “I don’t know what to do. I just don’t. I don’t know. It’s here and happening right now, and I don’t know!”
“It’s going to be okay,” Willow said in that tone that could make just about anyone believe him. “Can you talk me through everything you tried? What happened at the park?”
“Well, I mean, I was watching parents playing with their kids,” Zabby said. “One little boy fell down and his mom came rushing over and stuff. You know, like parents do when their kids cry. And I thought seeing ‘normal’ relationships would help; like, seeing them would make me realize I should have had that, like Bethany says.”
“But you didn’t feel like that,” Willow guessed.
“No. I mean, I was jealous, but I also saw a lady with red hair and wished I had color like that. That doesn’t mean I think I deserve to be a ginger and the world is somehow unjust that I’m a blonde instead.”
“Okay, that makes sense,” Willow consented. “What happened after that?”
Zabby relived each moment of her day. She told him of catalyst after catalyst that might have been a big revelation in anyone else’s life, but for her they were all just moments, and she was still as lost as ever. No matter where she looked, nothing was going to be this magical sign she hoped for.
“Even this,” she finished. “Me calling you. I want you to say something and I’ll say ‘Of course, I get it now,’ but that’s not fair to you. Everyone says the decision needs to come from me, and maybe I’m just not strong enough for that, so I’m waiting for a push that isn’t going to happen.”
Willow was quiet for a moment, but Zabby didn’t worry that he’d hung up. She’d learned he often got quiet while thinking. Eventually, he said, “It kind of sounds like you’ve already had the revelation.”
“Trust me, I haven’t.”
“I don’t think you’re looking for something to help you decide between two choices. I think you want something external to give you permission to believe what you already decided. Otherwise, why would it wound you so deeply when a moment doesn’t turn out to be the moment?”
“Willow, I can’t just suddenly say, ‘I deserve better,’ and have it be true.”
“Sure you can. Look, I love books as much as you, but they can spoil us. Big decisions in books are always surrounded by something huge and dramatic because that’s what’s fun for the reader. But when you’re not in a book, those moments don’t have to be perfect to mean something. Real people just decide things, and there’s nothing special about the moment except for that one decision.”
Zabby looked down at the book in her hands, so full of those perfect moments of epiphany Willow was describing. Maybe that really was what she was waiting for?
“Tell me honestly,” Willow said. “Do you deserve better?”
Zabby wanted to automatically say that she didn’t know, but for once, she bit the words back and really considered it. She thought about the kind of person she’d become, how she treated others, and how her father treated her, and she found the answer. “Yes. He’s wrong to hit me. I…” she swallowed.
“It’s okay,” Willow said. “You can say it. I want to hear you say it.”
“I… deserve… better.” She waited for someone to jump up and tell her she was wrong, that she hadn’t earned the right to say those words.
Instead, she heard Willow’s voice, soft and proud, over the phone. “You really do, Zabby.”
They ended the call, and she sat there for a moment longer until Chief Snowiks found her.
“Miss Reynolds? Sorry to disturb you, but we really need you inside.”
Zabby nodded that she understood, wiped the tear residue from her cheeks, and climbed back onto legs that no longer shook with the terror of indecision.
She might have imagined it, but the police chief seemed to have a hint of admiration when he said, “Are you ready?”
Zabby looked up and met his eyes. “Yes, sir. I’m ready.”
She didn’t wait for Chief Snowiks to lead her inside. Zabby walked through that door on her own. Inside the courtroom, she stood in front of the judge and told him exactly how her father treated her. He was sentenced to three years, and after that, a permanent restraining order.
Zabby cried when he was taken away, and the hate-filled glare he gave her carved a fresh wound in her heart, but she didn’t regret the decision.
It wasn’t nearly as neat and beautiful as Quest for the Enchanted Dragon. There wasn’t the sense of victory for overcoming evil, and she was sad more often than not in the following days. It wasn’t perfect like the storybooks, but it didn’t have to be.
Her own enchanted dragon had been those three words: I deserve better. And unlike Cassell’s dragon, they didn’t have the power to instantly fix everything in her life, but it was a beginning.
It was enough.
~
“Okay. Take care, sweetie. Will you be coming for dinner tonight? Lemon chicken stir fry.”
“Maybe,” Zabby said over the phone. The girl still sounded so exhausted. “I’ll think about it.”
“Or I can just bring some to you if you don’t feel like coming over,” Bethany suggested. She worried that Zabby wasn’t eating enough.
“I mean, it’s not that I don’t want to see you,” Zabby stammered. “I didn’t mean… It’s just…”
“Honey, it’s okay. Really. Ralph and I won’t be offended if you need the time to yourself.”
“I don’t want to seem…” She couldn’t find the word, but Bethany decided that it wouldn’t be applicable, whatever it was.
“You won’t. Do whatever you need to do.”
“Okay. Thank you.”
“And the spare key is still under the duck statue if you decide you want to sleep here tonight.”
“I remember,” she said.
Bethany made sure to formally extend the offer every day. Since the trial, Zabby had some nights where she couldn’t stand being in her house alone, and Bethany wanted to be perfectly clear that she was welcome here anytime. “Have a good night, Zabby.”
“You too. Bye.”
It wasn’t one of Zabby’s better days. Bethany could hear the tension and confusion in the girl’s voice as she tried to sort through the emotional debris left behind after her victory in the courtroom. It was a slow healing process, but she believed Zabby was healing.
On a selfish, shameful level, Bethany wished that Zabby’s healing process didn’t demand so much time alone. She missed having her around the house, and had secretly hoped that she would stay here once the trial was won. But, understandably, Zabby preferred to be around her own familiar belongings.
Now that her house was empty again, Bethany rediscovered the fine art of wandering around aimlessly and feeling crushed by each purposeless day. Ralph occasionally asked after Zabby, but beyond that their conversations were as uneventful as ever. He remained distant and distracted. She remained lonely and childless.
Bethany moved back to the couch and retrieved the legal tablet from this morning. She had woken up with a dream still lingering behind her eyes, and for the first time in years, it occurred to her that the dream might make a good story.
But now that she looked back at those wobbly paragraphs, she saw that it was just a dream, as nonsensical and insignificant as anyone else’s dreams. Sighing, she scribbled over it. Who was she kidding, anyway? She hadn’t written anything since Quest for the Enchanted Dragon. She couldn’t get back into it now, even if she did have something worth writing about.
“Bethany!” Ralph called before he had his body fully through the front door. “You need to hear this.”
She shoved the tablet under a couch cushion. Ralph would never understand. As it turned out, he was so excited about something that Bethany could have shaved her head and he wouldn’t have noticed. “Hear what?” she asked.
“We’re going to send a number around the world!”
“How?” Bethany asked, although “Why?” was the better question.
“Someone in Western Europe is going to start passing a number from person to person, and everyone is supposed to spread the number as quickly as possible to as many people as we can. No Internet, no television, nothing that uses the Unitime Satellites. After five minutes, they’re going to broadcast the number over the radio, and if you got the number right, you shoot a road flare into the sky.” His smile was so expectant that Bethany almost wished she could give him the enthusiasm he was looking for.
Unfortunately, she simply didn’t have the energy to fake such emotions. “And…what’s the point, Ralph?”
“Well, it’s never been done before,” he said, as if that was a sufficient reason for any amount of foolishness. “Come outside and be part of it, Bethany.” He paused and his tone softened a little. “Please come.” He held his hand out, and the invitation seemed different from his offers to bring her to his lectures. She believed that he actually wanted her there this time. This unexpected development tricked her mind into accepting the offer, just this once.
They joined the odd collection of neighbors and strangers as they stood chattering excitedly on the street. Being in this crowd was every bit as uncomfortable as Bethany predicted it would be. There was such an overpowering sense of not belonging that she might as well have been naked. Although, when she noticed a group of men wearing loin cloths and proclaiming the powers of vitamin D, she realized that nakedness might make her more acceptable to these people.
“Good morning,” a man far too well-dressed to be from Chagrin Heights said to them, even though it was nearly evening.
Bethany had never seen him before so she didn’t answer, but Ralph said, “Interesting choice, Franklin. Why ‘good morning’?”
“Because I do my best thinking in the morning,” Franklin explained, teeth flashing in a smile. “So, I’ve decided it should always be morning for me.”
“Excellent!” Ralph said, although Bethany didn’t see how such praise could possibly be warranted. “In that case, good morning to you, as well.”
“Thank you,” the man said and then, to Bethany’s horror, turned to address her. “Ma’am, I don’t think we’ve met. Tell me, what do you think about time?”
Bethany wished that she’d stayed in the house where she belonged. “I… don’t think about it,” she said.
“Now there’s a notion!” Franklin proclaimed, even though Bethany had given him a distinct lack of a notion. “Perhaps there’s some value in not thinking about time at all. Tell me, have you learned anything from doing this?”
Bethany had no answer, but it turned out she didn’t need one. A wave of excited calls progressed toward them from the other end of the street. When it reached them, the message revealed itself as, “Nocturnal people: spread the word!”
Once Franklin and Ralph had dutifully passed the phrase along, they looked at each other with mirrored fascination. “Becoming nocturnal,” Ralph repeated. “What do you think about that?”
“If half of the population were nocturnal, we would have the option of running more systems manually, which would cut out dependency on electronics to run things in the off-hours. Security systems, for example,” Franklin said, and for a dread-filled moment, Bethany was sure he was going to ask her opinion again.
But then the Vitamin D club jumped into a loud debate about how humans need sunlight, so being nocturnal would be a mistake. Franklin wandered off to join their conversation, and Bethany breathed a sigh of relief.
“Ralph, I should go back in,” she said. “I really hate this sort of thing.”
His fingers tightened comfortingly around hers. “What sort of thing?”
“This,” she said, gesturing around her. “All of it.”
“You don’t have to say anything if you don’t want to.”
The words were disgustingly familiar. He had said the same thing when she made the mistake of attending his philosophy lectures. It was a reminder that she didn’t have anything worth saying. “I’ll see you tonight,” she said, releasing his hand. “Enjoy your five-minute thing.”
“Bethany, wait.” He put both hands on her shoulders, and looked at her more closely than he had in years. “Can’t you tell me what’s wrong? Please? You’ve been so upset lately, and I thought being involved with the experiments would help, but if I’m wrong then tell me what would help.”
Her breath caught.
Bethany had waited so long for Ralph to notice that she was unhappy. His words cracked open a tomb where all of her unvoiced requests lay rotting together.
I want you to spend more time at home.
I want you to tell me I’m beautiful.
I want you to think I’m smart.
I want a kiss that lasts more than half a second.
I want a baby.
Oh, Ralph, I really want a baby…
But the only wish that she pulled into the light at that moment was, “I want to be excited about this Unitime thing like everyone else. I’m just not.”
Ralph looked as surprised to hear her response as Bethany was to give it. “Well, you could try passing an idea along,” he suggested gently. “Maybe you would feel excited if you initiated something.”
“I don’t have anything to say.” Bethany was miserable because it was so very true.
“Sure you do,” Ralph said. “You have such a creative mind.”
Bethany remembered the reviews of her book, negating Ralph’s comment a hundred times over. “I don’t,” she said. “To me, none of this makes any sense. It’s like being the only sober person at a party.”
Ralph glanced around him. “Well, then say that.”
“Say what?”
“Tell someone that the lack of time makes people act like they’re drunk.”
“I can’t say that,” Bethany said. “They’ll get offended!”
“No, they won’t. Trust me.” He leaned in and kissed her cheek, whispering again, “Trust me.” The kiss didn’t feel obligatory like all of the others.
Ralph waved a grinning woman with red hair over and informed her, “My wife had an idea.”
“Awesome,” the woman said. “What is it?”
Bethany felt like she was back in high school giving an oral presentation. She looked down at the woman’s bright pink shoes. “I was thinking… that maybe the lack of time has… an intoxicating effect on people.”
“Oo, really?” the woman said. “That’s a neat perspective. I guess we do seem a little tipsy.”
Bethany looked to Ralph, who gave her an encouraging smile. She chewed at her lip and then mumbled, “Um… Spread the word?”
“You got it.” The woman winked and hurried over to the nearest cluster of people. “Hey, guys: timelessness is intoxicating. Spread the word!”
They repeated the phrase, and Bethany watched as the idea spread down the street in both directions until everyone was discussing the similarities between time and alcohol.
She couldn’t remember another moment where so many people had been interested in what she had to say. But then she noticed the way Ralph was looking at her, and she didn’t care about anyone’s opinion but his.
Ralph was smiling, but he was truly smiling at her, not just at his wife who happened to be her. “I’m so proud of you,” he said, sweeping her into a tight hug. Then, even more surprising than the smile, he whispered, “I know that must have been hard.”
Bethany wrapped her arms across his back, as if keeping him from moving would likewise keep the moment from turning into a dream. Of course it had been hard, but it never occurred to her that Ralph might notice.
There was a French voice on the radio, and the entire world grew quiet. They crouched over like cats ready to pounce, waiting, listening. Bethany waited too, but with less hope. The world couldn’t really pass a number around the planet without it getting altered in some way. Even still, she knew Ralph would be happy if it worked, and she wanted that for him.
The silence lengthened the minutes until Bethany was sure that the stopwatch had been set for five hours instead. Then suddenly a man ran to the edge of his rooftop, cocking an ear toward the highway. He turned and hollered into the waiting street, “Fifteen! The number is fifteen: spread the word!”
The street dissolved into a flurry of activity as if to compensate for the earlier stillness. One car and three bicycles took off in opposite directions, calling the magical number as they went. Cell phones came out. A skywriter could be seen in the distance drawing ‘15’ between the clouds.
The waiting then resumed, but a far more electric version than before. The radio proclaimed the French voice again, and an old man translated, “We were right! The number is fifteen. Everyone fire your flares!”
The road flare pistols pointed to the sky and in a deafening crack, the glowing orbs rose majestically above them. So many of them—and there would be people all over the world doing the same thing.
“It’s beautiful,” Bethany found herself saying.
“It is,” Ralph agreed, pulling her close against his side. “Thank you for being here. I love you.”
“I love you too.”
Ralph pulled away just far enough to see her face. His eyes were confused and delighted, and at first, Bethany couldn’t fathom why. Then she realized that even though he told her often—in his quick, distracted way—that he loved her, it had been years since Bethany had formally returned the words.
His fingertips explored the edges of her face, and with all the timidity of two teenagers, they kissed. They remembered how to kiss. Bethany felt warmth and excitement awakening from her past where it lay forgotten for so long, and when they pulled back, short gasps tickled each other’s lips.
As Bethany rested her forehead against his, something occurred to her that was so silly she chuckled breathlessly.
Ralph smiled before asking, “What?”
Trying to ignore how ridiculous it sounded, Bethany said, “Love: spread the word?”
Ralph laughed as well, but not at the content of the idea. It sounded like he was laughing at himself for taking so long to realize it. “Love, spread the word,” he agreed. “Definitely.” He kissed her again, and then called into the streets, “Hey, everyone! Love: spread the word!”
Others took up the cry, and it gained momentum as they passed it along so that Bethany could hear from the other side of town. She hoped Zabby was listening.
A few minutes later, the radio crackled and the French voice said, “L’amour: Faites passez le mot.” No one translated. They just cheered.
~
Willow heard the latest idea leap from mouth to mouth outside the bed and breakfast. “Love: spread the word,” he echoed softly, though he knew he could never go out there to formally join in. Even still, he smiled. He was happier now than he had been since before the car accident.
“Willow?” Jasper called once he’d secured the front door. He sounded hopeful, but it was difficult to project anything less than that with so much excitement outside.
“In here,” Willow called, putting away Quest for the Enchanted Dragon and trying to look like he’d been working on the Unitime problem.
“Hey, buddy, I think I found something,” Jasper announced. He was holding some kind of signal-measuring device, which Willow eyed suspiciously. Jasper made his way methodically through the room, scanning each of Willow’s machines.
“What are you doing?” Willow asked.
“I know how Troy sabotaged the Unitime project.”
“He didn’t,” Willow said. “He wouldn’t have. I told you that.”
“Look, I know this is hard for you—”
“You don’t know anything,” Willow said, wishing he could keep it that way.
“—he was using his clearance level to access the work of highly classified mathematicians who were researching true randomization.”
“There’s no such thing,” Willow said. “Anything created by humans will ultimately have some algorithm behind it.”
“Which is exactly why that type of work is classified,” Jasper said. “Think about it: what reason could Troy possibly have for looking at randomization? Why do you think no one has been able to find a pattern in the way the Unitime corruption is spreading?”
“Jasper…”
“I figure there has to be a device somewhere. If we can destroy that one machine, Unitime should function normally again. Did Troy design any of these exclusively? Were there any—?”
“Jasper, seriously.” Willow was on his feet now, trying to keep from betraying the secret by looking at it. “This is crazy. You can’t—”
And suddenly Jasper was angry. “When are you going to wake up? Look, the world’s not the place you like to pretend it is. Trust me, I’ve been looking at the ugly parts my whole life, and there are some dangerous people out there. And yes, sometimes they’re the same people we trusted. And yes, sometimes friends betray us, and it isn’t fair, but Willow, that’s just how the world is!
“Reality isn’t as perfect as those stupid fantasy books you’re always reading. There isn’t always a happy ending, and the good guy doesn’t always win just because he deserves to.” But then the device in Jasper’s hand made an urgent beeping, and he abandoned his lecture about reality and fiction. He pointed at the otherwise unremarkable piece of equipment at Willow’s elbow. “That one.”
Before Willow could evaluate whether doing so would be a bad idea, he swept the green, textbook-sized machine into his arms. “You can’t destroy it!”
“Willow, this machine is…” But then Jasper looked at him, and the man’s intensity faded to understanding, but not the comforting kind. “You already knew,” he said.
It wasn’t a question, so Willow didn’t bother answering. He tucked his arms more securely around the randomizer and looked down at the machine that had caused so much trouble in their already troubled world.
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
That one was a question, but Willow held his silence.
“Troy still has some kind of hold on you, doesn’t he? Yeah. I know you; you wouldn’t let the world go to hell like this without someone forcing you. He’s threatening you. Somehow. It’s got something to do with Quinton, doesn’t it?”
“Look, Jasper, really…”
“Willow, either you level with me right now about what’s actually going on, or I’m going to assume whatever scenario I find most dangerous to be true, and act accordingly.”
Willow had no doubt that Jasper could imagine some pretty nightmarish possibilities. None of them would be the truth, but it would be enough to open his life up to a whole world of difficulties. He swallowed, condensing an hour’s worth of decision-making into a few seconds. “You were right,” he said. “We should have left this town a long time ago. I’ll tell you, but not here, okay? It’s not safe here.”
Jasper looked shocked almost to the point of disbelief, but then nodded. “Okay. I’ll get everything together.”
“Give me the keys.” Willow stuck his hand out. “I need to secure the randomizer in the car.”
“You stay here. I’ll take it down. Where do you want it?”
“No, I need to store it myself. I’m the only one who can touch it.” Willow was glad he was gripping the machine against his chest. If not, he was positive Jasper could have seen the way his heart pounded even through the thick sweatshirt he was wearing. Hating himself, he added, “Trust me.”
Reluctantly, Jasper tossed him the keys to the car. “Okay, but I’m going with you. Also, you should wear a vest out there. I don’t want to take any chances.”
He went into his room to retrieve the bulletproof vest. As soon as his back was turned, Willow made his way as soundlessly as possible to the front door. Halfway down the hall, he found himself regretting that he hadn’t grabbed his book. Quest for the Enchanted Dragon had been out of print for years, so he was unlikely to ever find a replacement copy. He focused on this needle of regret so he could ignore the larger blades slicing at his conscience.
Jasper was a good man. Why had Willow ever pulled him into this? He would write to him later and explain everything. Well, not everything. He would at least say he was sorry.
Willow stowed the randomizer in the back seat and got behind the steering wheel. Ever since the accident, he possessed a vivid dislike for cars, so he was out of practice but he was sure he could remember how it was done. And besides, Jasper would have no means of coming after him for a little while. He could be far away by the time Jasper came looking.
But there was one thing he had to do before he left Chagrin Heights.
~
Quinton will watch the house and nothing will happen. When he is tired of waiting, he will drop a smoke bomb into the open window. The inhabitants will think there is a fire and come outside. Willow will not be among them, so Quinton will cross this house off the map.
Quinton will move on to the next circle.
CHAPTER EIGHT
It was one of Zabby’s stronger days, so she let Bethany talk her into taking a walk outside. The first ten minutes were stressful, but, just as Bethany promised, it got easier. Also, she did have to admit that the sunlight felt wonderful.
Cider wasn’t with them, unfortunately. He was off somewhere, but he would come back. Now that Zabby was living alone in her father’s house, she kept the dog with her at night and fed him. Cider still wasn’t hers, though; she let him run off and explore whenever he wanted. She knew what it was like to feel trapped, and refused to enforce that on such a good dog.
She and Bethany didn’t say much as they walked. Some days Zabby wanted nothing more than to keep talking through the discord of emotions, hoping they would finally make sense, but not today. Today, it was enough to watch the happy people milling through the park: doing Tai Chi, discussing theories, smiling.
The scream was so jarring against the hum of intellectual curiosity that it affected Zabby like a physical blow. A middle-aged woman stumbled through the crowd, clutching something to her chest. Initially, she only expelled unintelligible syllables, but with some coaxing from the Tai Chi crowd, the words formed themselves: “My daughter’s not breathing!”
She only got the explanation out once before dissolving back into hysterical sobbing, but luckily, everyone had truly become experts at passing messages along. In a few seconds, calls of “Is anyone a doctor?” were spreading in a high-speed ripple in all directions.
For once, Zabby did not join in spreading the word. She even forgot about her own raw nerves as she looked at the toddler lying motionless on the grass. Without formally requesting the information, her brain started searching the dusty file cabinets of her college days for possible causes of pulmonary distress in a two-year-old female.
But then there was a man standing next to the child ordering the others to stand back, and Zabby remembered that she was not needed. There were people here who actually completed their degrees.
The doctor crouched over his patient for a few minutes, calling instructions to those around him. When the girl started coughing and opened her eyes, everyone cheered, and the girl was carried on a quickly made stretcher to a waiting car.
Zabby leaned against a tree, thankful that the doctor had been there. Had it been left to her, the girl would have died.
“Do you think you’ll go back and finish your nursing degree?” Bethany asked, mercifully not looking at her when she said it.
Zabby made herself laugh through the feelings of inadequacy. The result was wet and strained. “I’ll find something else to do, but it won’t be that.”
“But you want it to be nursing,” Bethany guessed. “Don’t you?”
Zabby tried to shrug, but it felt like lifting a car. “Well, I obviously like it or I wouldn’t have picked it in the first place. But I’m not—”
“You’re more intelligent than you think, sweetie,” Bethany said. “I know your father convinced you otherwise, but he was wrong. You know he was wrong.”
About a lot of things, Zabby thought. Not that. “I don’t have money for college,” she said, opting for a less subjective argument.
“When was the last time anyone paid for anything?” Bethany said, and they both paused to reflect on how profoundly the world had changed in just a few months. “I’ll bet if you walked into a hospital and said you wanted to finish learning how to be a nurse, they’d teach you.”
The floating sensation in her chest told Zabby that Bethany was making a valid point. Learning new things and passing knowledge along was the cornerstone of society right now. “I…” she waited for another argument to rise to her lips, but instead she found herself saying, “I’ll think about it.”
Before Bethany could prolong the discussion, Zabby remembered that she had a perfect topic-changer and blurted out, “I finished your book.”
Bethany’s eyes widened in something that looked more like fear than surprise. She twisted her hands together and pretended to be very interested in the sky before asking, “What did you think of it?”
“I loved it,” Zabby said, and at Bethany’s ‘oh, please’ glance, she repeated, “No, really: I thought it was wonderful. I don’t understand why it wasn’t more popular.”
“Well, lots of reasons,” Bethany said, sounding as if she could recite these reasons as automatically as her goodnight prayers. “But I think the main one was the ending.”
“What about the ending?” Zabby asked, clearly remembering how delighted she had been with the book’s conclusion.
“My editors told me that it was too happy. ‘Too perfect,’ they said. There was no emotional value to it. They asked me to change it so that my main character died in the climax.”
Zabby’s whole body tensed like she was preparing to run to those editors right now and tell them off. “Not Cassell! He was my favorite. Watching him die would have totally ruined the book!”
Bethany smiled in sincerest gratitude for her reaction. “That’s what I thought too. I convinced my editors that people secretly loved happy endings as much as I did, so they let me publish it. But it turns out they were right. I never wrote anything else after that.”
“That’s awful,” Zabby said, thinking back over the novel that had been such an anchor while she was struggling with the hardest decision of her life. “I’m glad you didn’t change the ending.”
Bethany’s eyes grew distant for a moment. “So am I.”
Zabby’s phone buzzed with a text, which she wouldn’t have normally checked on the spot, but she had an irrational fear that Chief Snowiks would contact her any day to say that the judge reversed his decision.
It wasn’t Chief Snowiks. It was Willow.
Are you busy? Could we meet?
Zabby frowned at the phone, suddenly worried.
“What’s wrong?” Bethany asked.
“Oh, nothing really,” Zabby said, putting the phone away. She obviously couldn’t tell her about Willow, but Bethany was good about not prying secrets out of her. “I just need to meet with someone. Friend of mine.”
“A safe friend?” Bethany asked.
“Very safe,” Zabby assured her.
Bethany nodded. “Okay, have fun, sweetie. I’ll be back at the house with Ralph if you need anything.”
“Thank you,” Zabby said, and they parted. On my way, Zabby texted. She was halfway to the Bed and Breakfast when Willow informed her that he was on the corner of Still Pond and Jindo Street, which about as close as one could get to her house without actually entering residential areas.
Now she really worried something was wrong. Why was Willow out of his room? Luckily, she didn’t have far to walk, so her imagination couldn’t draw her too deeply into possible devastating scenarios. When she saw Willow standing next to a humble-looking car, he seemed whole enough. It was strange seeing him in daylight.
“You’re outside,” she said when she was close enough. “How come? Are you not hiding anymore?”
“No, still hiding,” Willow said. “I’m just going to hide somewhere else for a while.”
Zabby felt an unexpected frost in her belly. “You’re leaving?”
“I’m sorry,” Willow said. “Staying in one town too long is dangerous. I just didn’t want to go without saying goodbye.”
“Oh… okay, I get it,” she said, and started babbling. “I’d ask where you’re going, but I know you can’t tell me, and that’s fine. Well…”
“Hey, look at me.” Willow put a hand on her shoulder. “Are you going to be okay? I’ll find a way to stay if you need me here.”
He probably would too. But Zabby knew this was one of those moments where she shouldn’t treat ‘need’ and ‘want’ as synonyms. She found a smile for him—a real one, since Willow was one of the few people able to tell the difference—and said, “Yeah, I’m okay now. Or, at least, I’m getting there. You should worry about yourself for a while.”
“I couldn’t have done this without you. Thanks, Zabby.”
She laughed softly. “I didn’t do anything.”
“Yeah, you did.” He hesitated and then pulled her into a hug. He held on longer than she expected before finally stepping back. “When things quiet down and I’m not hiding anymore, I’ll come back to visit.”
“I’d like that.” Zabby shuffled her feet. “I guess this is the part where I’m supposed to wish you luck on solving the Unitime problem. Am I a total jerk if I don’t want you to ever figure it out?”
“Not at all,” Willow laughed. “Just between us, I don’t really want to figure it out either. Not anymore.”
Zabby put a finger to her lips. “I won’t tell anyone.”
There was barking and the scrambling of doggy feet on the sidewalk as Cider joined them. “Hey, there you are!” Zabby cooed, ruffling the dog’s ears. She had given him a bath recently, so his fur was clean and silky.
Cider licked her hand, darted back down the sidewalk, and looked at her. He barked again.
“I think he wants to show you something,” Willow said with amusement.
“Guess so.”
“Take care of that dog. He’s a good one.”
They exchanged parting wishes, and then Willow got in the car and drove off. Zabby watched until the vehicle was out of sight, and might have stood there longer if not for the doggy nose at her fingers. Once he had her attention, Cider did his ‘follow me’ routine again.
“Okay, I get it, boy,” Zabby said, walking after him. “I’m coming.” Even though she had pretty much reached her limit for social interaction today, she knew Cider had been wanting to show her something for a while now, and it wasn’t fair to keep him waiting.
~
Quinton will arrive at the Bed and Breakfast, knowing beyond doubts that Willow is hiding inside. There will be an attendant at the front desk, and Quinton will knock him out easily since everyone has become far too trusting. He will find the key to Willow’s room.
Outside the door, he will pull out the bottle of Potassium Ferricyanide. Wasting it will be hard since it took so long to find, but he has already used it to develop the photographs he needs. He will take out another bottle—this one with Acetic Acid—and heat it using a device originally intended for portable coffee.
He will hold his breath, combine the two bottles, and place them just inside the room, pulling the door shut. The resulting Cyanide gas will be colorless and smell like bitter almonds. It will be unlikely that Willow will figure out the source before the poison affects him.
Quinton will wait, but not too long because he doesn’t want the exposure to be fatal. Not yet.
When he hears the sound of coughing and stumbling turn to the silence of unconsciousness, he will put on the gas mask and enter the suite. After sealing the bottle and opening the windows, he will look for Willow, but he won’t find him. He will discover a black man lying on the floor, holding a gun which he hadn’t had a chance to use before the chemicals took their effect. Quinton will bind the man’s wrists and ankles, and take away his gun. The poison will have dissipated, so he will take off the mask and examine the weapon with deep curiosity, having never held one before.
The man will wake up, strangely calm for someone in such a position. No screaming or begging or wild struggling. He will just swear quietly and look around the room until he sees his captor.
“I’m looking for Willow Ayers,” Quinton will say. “He was supposed to be in this room. Where has he gone?”
“Hi, Quinton.” The man will sit up against the wall. “You don’t remember me, do you? Jasper Ekals. I grew up in Chagrin Heights, but I moved out shortly after you got here. I remember you, though. You took my graduation pictures. Good pictures.”
Quinton will point the gun and refuse to remember Jasper. “Where is Willow Ayers?”
“I have no idea,” Jasper will say. “If I did, I don’t think I’d tell you.”
Quinton will grow angry. He will not lose his chance at Willow because Jasper stalled him too long. “What if I started breaking your fingers? Would you tell me then?”
Jasper will not react to the threat, because he won’t believe Quinton has it in him. But he does. “Quinton, how about we just talk for a minute, okay? I don’t think you’re the kind of guy to do anything rash. Let’s sort this out.”
“What are you, some kind of shrink?”
“I’m a crisis negotiator for the FBI,” Jasper will say and then shrug. “It seems like you’re having a crisis.”
“The whole world is having a crisis. Either you’re going to help me find the man responsible, or I’ll make sure you don’t stand in my way.” Quinton will cock the gun to emphasize his point.
“I do want to help you, Quinton. You’re going through a rough time; I get that. But trust me, it’ll get much worse if you kill a federal agent.”
Quinton will start to realize that Jasper truly doesn’t know where Willow is. In that case, he will be wasting his time here. Quinton will look around the disorderly room. “You were just about to leave, weren’t you?” he will ask. “Maybe you sent Willow ahead to keep him safe. No… No, you’d go with him. Guard him. You wouldn’t let him leave on his own. Unless you didn’t let him leave at all.”
“Think about what you’re doing,” Jasper will urge him. “Talk to me. Why do you need to find Willow?”
Quinton will not be listening. “Yes, he’s already gone. Abandoned you. Running.” Quinton will stop pacing to look at the agent on the floor. Jasper will find a way to follow him, but Quinton will not allow that. He will point the gun. And hesitate.
“This isn’t you,” Jasper will say softly. “You still have time to back out of this.”
Fury will set fire in Quinton’s chest. “Time? Haven’t you heard? Time is broken.” He will squeeze the trigger.
The bullet will miss, grazing Jasper’s arm, so Quinton will beat the butt of the gun against Jasper’s head until he falls back into unconsciousness. He will still be breathing, but Quinton will not finish him off. He could, but he will choose to save the bullets. And he will not allow Willow any more of a head start than he’s already given him.
~
“His name was… Adrian, I think,” Ralph said as he dried the freshly washed dishes. “He was retired when the time crisis started, but now he just travels around helping people repair buildings that were wrecked in the beginning.”
Bethany was amazed that he could talk about that span of chaos like it was as distant as the biblical Beginning. It had only been a few months since that particular dragon had retreated into its lair, and Bethany wasn’t sure if the beast was dead or just sleeping. What if the crime and the anarchy returned?
She obviously couldn’t say this to Ralph, not when he was so giddy with optimism. “Sounds like you had a good time,” she said, then paused before taking the next plate from the sink. Maybe she could tell Ralph what she was actually thinking. He had become more receptive since Unitime crashed.
“I did,” he said cheerily, snapping the dishtowel as if swatting a fly. “I never realized how difficult—”
“What if it doesn’t last forever?” Bethany interrupted and then pressed her lips together and waited to see if he would ignore the concern like he used to.
He didn’t. “Well… I’m sure things will continue changing and evolving. Is that what you mean?”
“No. I mean what if the world goes back to being dangerous like it was? This is all wonderful, but it might not last. Doesn’t that worry you?”
Unexpectedly, he said, “Yes. I worry about that all the time.”
Bethany rubbed her hands together, feeling the gritty soap substitute that someone had delivered, stating that it was better for the environment. This wasn’t the right moment, but after so many years of talking to the locked door of Ralph’s exterior, she didn’t know if she’d get another chance to talk to the man behind that wall.
“Ralph, I want a baby.”
He stopped wringing the dishcloth in his hands. “What?”
“You heard me,” she said quietly. “We talked about it before. You used to want to be a parent as much as I do. What happened?”
Ralph stared at her for several heartbeats, and then put the damp towel aside. “Let’s sit down,” he suggested and headed for the living room.
Bethany rinsed her hands and joined him on the couch. The water wrinkles were fading from her fingertips when Ralph finally spoke.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I should have told you weeks ago.”
Bethany’s insides twisted together. “Told me what?”
Ralph looked down at the empty space between them. “I can’t have children.”
“Yes, you can,” she said, speaking to the corpse of the old discussion. “You’d be a good father.”
“That’s not what I mean,” Ralph said, hesitantly taking her hand like he wasn’t sure she wanted him to. “Back when we first talked about this, do you remember how we considered going to that fertility specialist? But we didn’t because you were so afraid you weren’t…” He struggled for the word, but essentially anything he chose would be painful, “…capable?”
“I remember,” Bethany said.
“Well, about a week before the Unitime crash, I went there on my own,” he admitted, squeezing her hand in apology. “I wasn’t expecting to get the results back since most labs shut down, but I suppose they opened again because they called me, and…” He let out a slow, shuddering breath. “You were never the problem, Bethany. I was.” He let the words settle like the mound of dirt over a grave before repeating, “I can’t have children.”
Bethany wanted to leave, but she couldn’t think of a location where this putrid reality wouldn’t follow her. She almost forgot Ralph was sitting on the couch until he put his arms around her and whispered, “I’m so, so sorry. I know being a mother was important to you.”
It was more than important, and Bethany tried to tell him that, but the sobs she had chained back for so many years threatened to escape, so she shut her mouth and tried to swallow them back.
“I should have told you as soon as I found out,” he said. “But you were just starting to get involved with the experiments and such. You seemed happy and I didn’t—”
“I wasn’t happy,” Bethany said. She hated herself for saying it, and shame itched beneath her skin. What right did she have to be unhappy when people like Zabby were being beaten and degraded? Nothing was wrong with her life. It was selfish and pathetic, but Bethany said it anyway, “Ralph, I’m not happy.”
“Why?”
Bethany couldn’t answer. It was so many things.
She thought of telling him how she cried when he was away, and used to put on makeup to hide it before he got home. Then one day she abandoned the powder and mascara, and he asked her if she had allergies.
She wanted to say that she was so disappointed with her life. She had never quite figured out what she was supposed to do, and now she feared that she was too old to do anything of substance.
She considered admitting that she kept every love note he’d written to her, and she originally assumed he did the same. Then one day, she saw the card she gave him for their first anniversary buried on his desk with a coffee stain on it. She took it, just to see if he would notice it was missing. He didn’t.
But all of those things were too large of a step for a couple that hadn’t fully communicated in over a decade, so instead she told him the most tangible source of her depression. “I wish I hadn’t given up writing.”
Ralph looked at her with surprise that broke her heart. “You said that you were tired of it. You wanted to try new things.”
“I was angry that my first book was such a failure,” Bethany said. “That I was a failure. But I might have come out of it eventually and tried writing again, except that everyone seemed so relieved when I got a ‘real’ job. Even you. Especially you.”
“If you were sad about not writing, why didn’t you say something?”
“Because, I…” The words lodged in her throat, begging not to be released because they sounded so childish, but she forced them out anyway. “I wanted you to tell me my writing was worth something. I kept waiting for you to say that you liked my book and you wanted to see more, but—”
“Bethany, I do like your book,” he said.
Anger bubbled in her chest, but was neutralized by the bog of regret before it could do any real damage to the conversation. “You don’t have to pretend to like it just because I’m your wife,” she said. “That’s the problem with us: we haven’t been honest in years. We just say what we think the other person wants—”
“Listen to me: I loved Quest for the Enchanted Dragon. You know that scene where Cassell is solving that riddle and the fairies offer him the answer in exchange for his favorite memory? I cried when he gave that memory up. I cried again when the fairies returned it to him at the end. Bethany, that book was wonderful, and I was as upset as you when the critics were so hard on it.”
Bethany stared at him in shock. It was the first time Ralph had ever mentioned her characters by name. Up until now, his comments had been so vague that she was fairly certain he never actually read it. But apparently he had, and if he remembered details like that after so long… “Ralph, why didn’t you tell me?”
“I thought you would want me to encourage you in your new job,” he said, though he obviously didn’t think so anymore. “I figured you wanted a stable paycheck since I was going through those problems with the University.”
Bethany’s eyebrows lowered in confusion. “What problems? When?”
He mirrored her bafflement. “Well, right about the time you were first published, I guess. It was before I had tenure, and that student had gone to the dean about my grading methods. There was an investigation.” Their expressions remained unaltered on both sides. “You don’t remember that?”
“You never told me,” Bethany said, horrified that her husband could come close to losing his job and she only found out years later.
“I did tell you,” he said. “I always tell you about work.”
It was true: whenever Ralph was home, he always seemed to be chatting about this cryptic passage or that thrilling debate. Bethany never had anything to contribute to these talks, but even still, was it possible her mind was wandering that much?
She thought back to before the Unitime crash, trying to remember the specifics of Ralph’s day. There were none. There was only the white noise of his words framing her own thoughts of how lonely and miserable she felt.
She was as much to blame as he was.
“How did this happen?” Bethany wondered, her voice quiet with self-loathing for how one-sided she had assumed their problems to be. “We were so close once.”
Ralph nodded, and seemed to struggle for quite some time before admitting, “I miss that.”
They paused. There was the curious sensation of following a path in the woods and thinking that the parking lot was right over that crest, only to find that the trail continued on for miles: overgrown, uninviting, and mocking their hopes of being almost finished.
“Bethany, I don’t know what else to do,” Ralph said. “I want us to be close again, but you always shut me out.”
“You don’t want to be close to me,” she sighed.
“I do. I’m always trying to talk to you, or invite you to my classes—”
“Yes, exactly,” Bethany said, “even though you know I’m not comfortable being at the school. Ralph, you only want to let me into your life on your terms, even when you know that’s not what I need. You don’t offer me any other windows.”
“You don’t offer me any windows at all,” Ralph pointed out.
Bethany wanted to protest, but couldn’t find any evidence to support such a statement. “Well, I used to.” They sat in silence for long minutes until she asked, “So, what happens next?”
“We can work on it,” Ralph said, glancing tentatively at her. “There are marriage counselors, or books we could read together. That is, if you want to.”
What he was describing sounded like a painful process. They would need to drag years of pollution out of the river of their marriage and really look at it. But she remembered back before the river had grown murky and toxic. She remembered when it had been clear, and the most beautiful thing in the world. She was willing to do what it took to get that back.
“Yes,” she said. “I want to.”
~
Snowiks signed and filed the sentencing reports, and had never been so happy to put his name on a document in his life. He had been worried about Zabby in the days preceding the trial, but the girl managed to unearth enough courage to give an honest and complete testimony.
Now she would have three years free from her father to get her life in order.
Assuming the world lasted that long.
The thought nudged at his mind like storm clouds on the horizon of an otherwise perfect day. As good as he felt about helping Zabby, the Unitime crisis was still a threat. True, order was restoring itself as all of the Unitime-dependent facilities were being replaced by more rustic versions, but that didn’t change what Willow said about the meteors potentially crashing into the Earth. Eventually, someone was going to need to deal with that.
The phone rang and Snowiks wondered if it was the therapy clinic he’d contacted earlier. He figured if someone like Zabby had spent years without anyone knowing she was in trouble, there had to be others. Maybe Chagrin Heights wasn’t as safe as he thought, and these people needed to know they had places to turn for help.
“Chagrin Heights Police Department, Chief Snowiks speaking.”
“Snowiks. We had an update on your report concerning Willow Ayers.”
Definitely not the therapy clinic. “To whom am I speaking?” he asked, though he thought he knew.
“Agent Walker. FBI.”
Snowiks was glad he was already sitting. Why would the FBI be contacting him? Sure, he’d submitted his report according to standard procedure, but it never occurred to him that anyone would read it. “Yes, Agent. Go ahead.”
“Willow Ayers was recalled to the Unitime facility in Seattle, and we haven’t heard from him since. You said in your report that you had reason to believe he may be in your jurisdiction. Is that still the case?”
Snowiks hadn’t given Willow more than the occasional thought since he became involved in Zabby’s investigation. The Unitime conspiracy, whether or not one existed, hadn’t seemed half as important as an innocent girl with a bruised face. “I’ve discovered nothing to negate that as a possibility,” he answered.
“We were planning to send a team to look into the situation,” Walker said. “Are you currently involved with anything that couldn’t be assigned to other officers? We could use your insight and knowledge of the town.”
“Well, I was…” Snowiks stopped himself. Was he truly going to turn down the opportunity to work with the FBI just so he could set up a therapy program? Sure, it had been easy to convince himself earlier that he should leave Willow to others, but that was before he had other options.
The people of Chagrin Heights were important, yes. But supposing Willow really was behind a conspiracy? After all, the man hadn’t reported to his superiors when called. He hadn’t made any progress toward fixing the time glitches. As Quinton stated, he didn’t even seem to be working on it. Snowiks decided…
…I decided that the therapy clinic could wait. It seemed that, for the first time, I was actually needed, and I couldn’t turn my back on that. “No, sir,” I said firmly. “I have no other obligations, and would be honored to work with you.”
“Good,” Agent Walker said, as if the conversation was so predictable he might have napped through it. “We will be there at—” he hesitated, “well, early tomorrow morning. Please have any case notes prepared.”
The phone disconnected and I set it on my desk, trying to decide what my next step should be. I’d collect the notes, certainly, but wouldn’t it be better if I had more than that? What if when they arrived, I told them I knew Willow’s exact location? I didn’t know it, but I knew someone who might have made significant progress since I last spoke to him.
The phone rang eight times before Quinton answered it. His voice was gravelly, like he had aged decades since we last spoke. “Chief Snowiks. Didn’t expect to hear from you again.”
“How are you feeling, Quinton?” The answer was obvious, but I wanted the guy to know I cared about his well-being. For a moment, it occurred to me that he would be an excellent candidate for the therapy clinic if I ever got around to setting that up.
Then Quinton laughed, and I considered that maybe the man needed something a little stronger than basic counseling. That sound brought threads of winter through my spine. “Oh, fine, Chief,” he chuckled. “Just fine. Tell me, are you calling about Willow Ayers, by any chance?”
“I was, yes.”
“Finally realized I was right about him, have you? Well, it turns out that I don’t need your help after all. You’ll just have to wait and watch like the others now.”
“Watch for what?” I asked, but Quinton’s serrated laughter ended with a click, and there was silence on the line.
A new urgency drove me forward, one that had nothing to do with a desire to impress the FBI. No, things were moving too quickly now to even hope that the federal agents would be around in time to help.
I dialed Jasper’s number before I remembered that breathing was important. I assumed he wouldn’t pick up, and he didn’t. I waited through his voicemail message which took nearly a hundred of my heartbeats before I was permitted to speak. “Ekals, listen to me. Remember that guy? Quinton? He’s coming after you, probably soon. Please, let me help you. Call me as soon as you get this.”
I hung up, closing my eyes against the assault of warning signs that I’d been too distracted to notice. How had I ever thought that Quinton was mentally stable enough to let him go like that? Especially after I’d failed him twice. I should have seen. I should have known.
The timer in my head sounded, and my allowance for self-pity was over. I needed to find Quinton. I couldn’t trace the previous phone call now that phones were once again controlled by towers and my equipment was still satellite-based.
As I headed to the squad car, my initial thought was to check Quinton’s house on Jindo Street first. I somehow doubted I’d find the guy there, but maybe I could get insight from family or neighbors. It was better than cruising blindly, anyway.
But I didn’t get that far. As soon as I pulled out of the station, I heard the latest chorus of ‘spread the word,’ and it sounded important. Apparently something serious was happening at the bed and breakfast, so I headed there instead. A swarm of people were tending to the front desk clerk.
Ordinarily I would have told everyone to clear the building so I could do a proper search, but I suspected this would only encourage them to join me in my task, and I didn’t want that. Helpful people are wonderful. Helpful people charging into situations without proper training are an invitation for disaster.
The first room I checked was empty. The door was standing wide open, but there was no evidence of a struggle. The next room was vacant and neatly prepared for a new tenant.
The room after that made me pause outside the door. There was an odd smell. Not gunfire or blood or any familiar warning flag, but it made me suspicious just the same. I eased the door open, and saw some fairly conclusive evidence that I was justified in my caution. Jasper was bound and motionless against the far wall.
I couldn’t tell from my position whether he was dead or not, and it infuriated me that I couldn’t check until I’d properly cleared the rest of the space. I did, and once I was sure that Quinton wasn’t still here, I approached that bright-eyed rookie I’d coached so long ago, hoping to God that he was still breathing.
Jasper moaned softly when I put a hand to a swelling cut on his head. “Ekals, are you with me?”
The man opened his eyes. He didn’t look that bad. “Chief… Quinton is…” Jasper winced in pain or anger. “Oh, damn him!”
“All right, easy,” I said, cutting through the tape on his wrists and ankles. “Are you hurt?”
“No,” Jasper said, poking at his head and finding only a minimal trace of blood on his fingers. He then examined a shallow wound on his arm, seeming equally unconcerned.
“I take it Willow was here with you. Do you know where Quinton took him?”
Jasper was suddenly suspicious and looked at me through fiercely calculating eyes.
“Rookie, I need you to trust me,” I said, as all the reasons flooded back to me why this was a difficult request. “He’s your friend and you’re trying to protect him. Meanwhile, I want to stop Quinton before something irreversible happens. You and I have the same goals. If you really want to help your friend, then don’t hold information from me.”
“Fine.” Jasper started climbing to his feet on cramped limbs, allowing me to help him do so. “I don’t know for sure that Quinton has him yet. Willow gave me the slip maybe five minutes before Quinton showed up here. How long have I been out?”
“Can’t have been long,” I said.
“He took my gun,” Jasper said.
I stored this new information with a nod. “Any idea where Willow might have gone?”
“Probably looking for another small town to hide in. But he’ll drive first, maybe a week on the road until he’s a few states away.”
“Squad car’s out front,” I told him, not bothering to formalize the invitation for him to accompany me on the search. “Let’s find him before Quinton does.”
~
“Well, it turns out that I don’t need your help anymore,” Quinton will tell Chief Snowiks over the phone. “You’ll just have to wait and watch like the others.”
“Wait for what?” Snowiks will ask, but Quinton will only laugh and end the call. He will enjoy this conversation with the police chief. He will marvel that he ever thought he needed the assistance of such a man to accomplish his goals. At the time of the phone call, Willow Ayers will be less than thirty feet from him.
At first, Quinton will think Willow’s car has broken down, but then he will look at the way the man drops to his knees and trembles, and it will be obvious that Willow is the one who has finally broken. Quinton will be glad.
He will finger the gun he stole from Jasper Ekals, wishing he could kill Willow right now, but he will resist. That moment will come, but not yet. First, Willow will tell the world what he’s done.
~
Willow thought that once he said a proper goodbye to Zabby that he’d be able to leave with a clear conscience, but he was wrong. His guilt probably outweighed the car that carried him to his next hiding place.
How could he do this to Jasper? It was cowardly and ungrateful and he hated himself for it, but Jasper was too close to the truth now. That was more important than Willow’s ability to call himself a worthy friend.
“I’m sorry, Jasper,” he whispered as he drove down a winding back road that would eventually lead him to a highway. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want this.”
He didn’t see the bird until the moment it struck the windshield.
It happened so fast he couldn’t even take a guess at what kind of bird it was, except that it was small, innocent, and now lifeless. The little streak of blood on the glass multiplied itself in Willow’s mind until rivers of it gushed over the car. Pull over! the last sensible piece of his brain screamed at him. Get out of the car! Get out!
He wasn’t sure how, but he managed to get the vehicle off the road, but by then he was already in the unyielding grip of the panic attack. He clawed at the safety belt, trapped, terrified. Broken glass and fire and screaming. I’m sorry, Troy. Need to get out. But wait, the randomizer! He couldn’t leave it behind; the car was going to explode.
No, no, it wasn’t. The car was fine. Only a memory.
He freed himself from the car and fell to his knees in the roadside gravel, moaning, gripping his head to keep the demons inside from ripping it apart.
“Hey, are you okay?”
He thought it was Jasper at first, even though the voice sounded nothing like him. The man kept talking, and Willow clung to the words, letting the sounds gently pry him from the chains of his memories. It took a long time but he succeeded and found himself staring at a stranger.
“That’s better,” the man said. “Are you hurt, Willow?”
“No,” he said, and then recognized the use of his name. “How…?”
“You don’t remember me, do you?” he said. “It’s been a long time. But we did speak on the phone recently.”
“Quinton?”
“Yeah.” He held out a bottle of water. “I apologize for our conversation earlier. I spoke rashly. I was angry.”
Willow sipped at the water and his mind cleared a little.
“Anyway, I’m glad I found you,” Quinton continued. “I was hoping we could talk; maybe work things out.”
Willow felt dizzy with relief. “I’d like that.” To think he’d almost left! He would have run away somewhere and missed his chance to finally make peace with Troy’s brother. He vowed never to lose faith in people again.
“Great. You still look pretty shaken up. How about I drive?”
The thought of getting back in a car made Willow feel sick, but he refused to let that keep him from having this moment of reconciliation. “Sure. Thank you.”
Quinton helped him to his feet and they climbed into the car, and the fact that the man looked genuinely happy gave Willow more hope than anything. Maybe Quinton had secretly been longing for this moment to bury the past as much as Willow had.
Everything could get better now. Willow wouldn’t need to leave Chagrin Heights after all. He could stay here and build a group of friends and this could be his home.
Willow caught sight of the gun wedged beside the driver’s seat.
Before he could process this information as odd, there was a fiery flash of pain as something solid collided with his head. The second blow brought no pain. Only darkness.
~
Cider reaches a house, but it is the wrong house. It is the house with the man and the woman who are not Daddy or Mommy, but Cider loves them anyway.
“Oh! Zabby, is everything okay?” the woman asks.
“I was going to ask you the same thing,” the girl says. “Cider led me here. He seems really upset about something.”
“Poor thing,” the woman says and reaches down to stroke Cider’s ears.
Cuddles! How wonderful. Maybe now they can play a game together?
But wait, not yet. Cider is not in the right place. He wants them to follow him to his house with the closed door and the squeaky apple under the bush. And isn’t he lucky? Now he has three people to open the door for him, and this is the best day ever. He barks in the yard to invite them to join in.
The man steps outside. “Do you think he wants us to come?”
“I don’t know, maybe,” the girl says. “Could you? If someone’s hurt or something I’d rather not deal with that on my own.”
“Sure, just a minute,” the woman says, and soon Cider continues on his way with three of his new best friends with him.
He sees the house and starts running because he is so excited. When Cider rounds the last corner, he sees that the door is open.
Wait—The door is open!
The door is always shut nowadays, but finally it is open and Cider can go home!
He is almost inside when he realizes that his new friends aren’t following him. Cider misses them. He wants them to come inside so he can show them his toys. So, instead of going in the house, Cider goes back…
…Cider went back to Bethany, Ralph, and Zabby, and brought them inside with him. It was lovely inside the house, just like Cider remembered. Little sounds filtered out of the far room, and Cider knew who it was by his smell.
Feeling happier than ever, Cider raced down the hallway to tell Mommy and Daddy that he was home at last, and everything was okay again.
~
There will be a bruise forming on Willow’s head from when he bludgeoned him into unconsciousness. It was troublesome getting Willow back to Quinton’s house, but also necessary. Cops will doubtlessly arrive soon, and Quinton will feel more confident defending his own home than an unfamiliar hotel. Plus, all of the broadcasting equipment was here, already set up, waiting.
But Quinton will have made a mistake. He will forget to lock the front door, and the wind will blow it open. He will hear people inside his house.
A dog will nearly fly into the room, overcome with excitement, and Quinton will recognize him.
“Cider?”
But Cider will not be alone. There will be three people with him: a middle-aged couple and a young girl with blonde hair. This will be unexpected, and Quinton will panic for just a moment.
The intruders will not know what to say at first. Then, the girl will ask, “Wait, is Cider your dog? Is he—” The girl will then properly see the situation, and she will choke on a scream.
It has been months since Quinton threw Cider out of the house, and he was sure he was finally rid of that nuisance. He will be annoyed when the dog starts barking, but will attend to the more immediate problem first. The heavy woman will yank the girl and the man back toward the hall. Quinton will not allow this.
He will pull out the gun he had intended for only Willow and yell, “Don’t move! I swear, I’ll shoot if you take another step.”
They will stand very still and Quinton will decide that they are not intruders after all. He will call them hostages instead, and then he will be back in control of the situation. “All of you on the floor. Here.” He will gesture with the gun, and they will obey. He will tie them up, then close and lock both the front door and the door to the study.
Willow will moan as he starts to wake up, and then it will begin.
No. It began long ago.
And now it will end.
CHAPTER NINE
I didn’t know what Quinton was planning, but apparently finding him wouldn’t be a problem. From what I gathered over the radio chatter, he was holding Willow in his own house, along with three other hostages.
There was probably a lot that Jasper and I needed to say to each other by way of apologies, but we managed to condense all of that into my telling him, “We’ll get your friend out.” Jasper nodded, and everything else was understood.
More people were arriving at this point. My officers were setting up a perimeter until the State Police arrived, and hopefully the FBI would be here soon after that. We had instructions to maintain the situation until that time, and for once I was okay with someone else handling the crisis. I had already failed with Quinton twice. Hopefully the people inside wouldn’t die for my mistakes.
Jasper stepped off to the side as a new order from his superiors came through. When he returned, he announced, “They want me to make the call. Before I do, I need you to tell me everything you know about this guy. Any information helps.”
This was beyond the moment for secrets, so I quickly handed over any memories about Quinton that might be pertinent to the investigation.
Jasper absorbed the details as fast as I could say them. “And who are the hostages?”
I looked at the picture someone had taken right before the incident. That’s Ralph and Bethany Gardner, and the girl is Elizabeth Reynolds. She goes by Zabby. Also, there should be another person in there: Lilith. That’s Quinton’s wife. She’s been bedridden for the past two years.”
Jasper gave me a confused look and referenced the report in his hands. “No… According to this, his wife died within the first month of the Unitime crisis. He never told you?”
“Never,” I said, though I realized now that I hadn’t asked. If I had, I would have insisted that Quinton get psychiatric support immediately. The man was devoted to his wife; finally losing her after the long battle with cancer must have pushed him to this. Why hadn’t I asked?
Jasper made the call.
“Hey, Quinton,” he said after the phone rang for almost a minute. “This is Jasper Ekals of the FBI. We met earlier. So, how are things going in there?”
He waited, listening.
“All right, Quinton, I’ll see what I can do about setting that up. In the meantime, are Bethany, Ralph, and Zabby okay?…All right. Hey, listen, it’s going to take a while to get broadcasting equipment like that set up. In the meantime…”
Even though Jasper’s face gave no indication of what he was hearing, I could guess, and I didn’t like it.
“Now, see, if you do that, there isn’t much chance I’ll be able to help you. I understand that you just want to get the message out there, but once you start firing—” Again, a pause, but this time he looked directly at me. “Yeah, he’s here.” Pause. “Look, I’m not sure if he has the clearance to set up what you need.” Pause. He muted the phone and told me, “He wants to talk to you, Chief.”
“No, I’m not—” But Jasper un-muted the phone so I confined my protests to hand gestures after that.
“Okay, Quinton, I can do that. But before I put him on, how about you hold the phone up to Zabby? She’s the one with the blonde hair.”
As Jasper negotiated the small trade of hearing Zabby’s voice in exchange for mine, I tried to remember everything I had learned decades ago about hostage negotiation. Listen. Keep the subject talking. Don’t give them anything without getting something in return. Show that you want to understand.
But if Quinton truly thought that I was interested in understanding him, this wouldn’t be happening in the first place.
Jasper held the phone out to me, adjusting a headset so he could hear our conversation as well.
“Chief Snowiks here,” I said.
“I found him, Chief. I told you I would.”
“You did,” I said. “What now, Quinton? You know you can’t kill him with the whole world watching you.”
“No, I’ve thought of something better,” he said. “I want to make him admit to everyone what he did, so you’ll all know that I’m not crazy. That Troy wasn’t crazy.”
“Quinton—”
“I’m not crazy!”
The scream was so loud I heard it both through the phone and from the house. “Look, I know. I agree with you: there’s more going on here than it seems.”
“Then why did you drop the case?” Quinton demanded. “Why did you drop it twice? If you’d put Willow behind bars the first time, this wouldn’t have happened. My wife might still be alive if the time crisis hadn’t collapsed the medical system!”
“I’m sorry about Lilith.” And I really was; she had been a delightful woman. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“Because nothing mattered but the time crisis. She died, and they gave me ten minutes to decide whether I wanted her cremated or not because they needed space in the morgue.” His breaths were shrieking between words, like he was fighting back tears of grief or rage. “None of her heart monitors were even working! It said her heart was beating long after it stopped; if the nurses had known, they might have helped her. She might have lived. Why the hell did we need heart monitors linked to satellites?”
“Quinton, what happened was terrible, and I’m not arguing that, but—”
“Unitime Satellites control everything! That was always Willow’s idea, not Troy’s. Most of our technologies were fine, Troy said. But this bastard,” there was a muffled thumping followed by a cry of pain, “said his God damned satellites had to control everything. You knew this would happen! You could have left the hospitals out of your Unitime noose, but you insisted, didn’t you? She might have lived!”
Jasper typed a message on a tablet and held it up to me. If he keeps emotionally escalating, he’ll start shooting hostages. You’ve got to bring him back down.
I muted the phone. “How?”
“Chief, he wanted to talk to you for a reason. I don’t know your history with this guy, but he’s looking for some connection with you, and he’ll refuse to get it from anyone else. Connect with him.”
Connect. It wasn’t until Jasper said it that I realized how much the idea frightened me, and had always frightened me. It was why I never married, never established close friendships, never got involved beyond the facts of the case.
Maybe meaningful cases had been around me my entire career—like Zabby’s—but I subconsciously ignored them because I was waiting for something bigger.
But in the end, police work wasn’t the ultimate logic puzzle like I saw on TV. There were always people behind those mysteries. Real people. And if I truly wanted to do something that mattered, I needed…
…Snowiks needed to allow himself to step out of his own mind and focus on connecting with the people around him. “You’re right, Quinton,” Snowiks told him. “When you really stop to look at it, I’m a coward. But not because I parted ways with you. It’s because I didn’t make myself consider that you were hurting, and I should have done something about that.”
“This isn’t about me, Chief.”
“I think it is,” Snowiks said. “I think this is about you, and me, and Willow, and those hostages, and all of us. So, I’m listening now, and I’m sorry I wasn’t before. Quinton, why don’t you tell me what’s really going on?”
…
Inside the house, Quinton smiled and shook his head like this was all very amusing. He glanced at his frightened hostages before speaking. “Yeah? You want to know what this is about? Then let Willow tell you. Hook up my camera to national broadcasting, let the message go out, and the hostages walk out of here. No one gets hurt. That’s what we all want, right?”
Zabby glanced at Bethany, wondering if the more experienced woman doubted that statement as much as she did. She also noted how Willow looked less afraid than any of them. In fact, he looked so empty and defeated that he hardly seemed a person anymore.
Cider padded over and licked Willow’s hand. Such a sad man. He looked back at Daddy, trying to understand why he was so upset. Maybe he wanted a ball? That always helped Mommy when she was feeling sad, so he left the room to go find one.
Bethany wished the dog wouldn’t leave—Cider seemed to be the only thing tying everyone in the room together—but she didn’t attempt to call him back. That man, Quinton, was crazy. She was sure of it. Any sudden movements, and they would all be dead, and that just wasn’t right. Zabby was free from her nightmare of a home. She and Ralph were finally willing to talk about their marriage and put it back together. Maybe she would even try writing again.
They couldn’t possibly have come all this way to be shot dead by some lunatic. No story would be that cruel.
“It’s going to be hard to convince my superiors to take your word for it,” Snowiks told him, following Jasper’s typed suggestion on the tablet. “If you send out one of the hostages now, as a good faith gesture—”
“I’m not an idiot,” Quinton growled. “Once I let these people out, you all rush in here and save poor, innocent Willow Ayers.” He kicked the man in the side, and Willow gasped so violently he nearly gagged on the air. “Tell him!” Quinton shoved the phone at Willow’s face. “Tell the chief how innocent you are.”
Willow got his breath back, but wouldn’t say anything.
Snowiks muted the phone to ask Jasper, “Why isn’t Willow defending himself?”
Jasper sighed. “Something’s going on with Willow. I don’t know what; he never did tell me. Something about Troy and the car accident, I think.”
Snowiks signaled his understanding and told Quinton, “I wish I had spent more time investigating Troy’s death. You were right about there being more to it than forensics determined.”
“Well, you’re just having all sorts of revelations today, aren’t you?”
“Yes,” Snowiks said. “I’m willing to reopen the case, but we can’t prosecute Willow for Troy’s death if you shoot him in there. You understand that, right?”
“You’ve got it all wrong, Chief. Everyone has. Willow didn’t crash the car,” Quinton said, jaw bulging as he clenched his teeth. “Want to know what happened that night? I’ll tell you.” He knelt down, tapping the gun’s barrel against Willow’s knee.
Zabby wondered how Willow managed to have absolutely no reaction to that. He was too busy staring at a green, metal box resting in the opposite corner of the room. She squinted at the box, and then nudged Ralph, who was on the floor next to her. “What’s that thing?” she whispered as quietly as possible.
Ralph pressed his lips together until they were white, the way he always did when he was stuck on an idea that hadn’t quite clicked yet. “Don’t know. It’s important, though.”
“I bet I could sneak around and get it,” Zabby said. “Use it as leverage or something.”
Bethany was listening to the conversation from Zabby’s other side, and expected her husband to launch into some long soliloquy about the strange ‘value’ of objects or the power one bestows on something by looking at it. He did not. For once, Ralph was just the man, not the philosopher. And the man was terrified.
“I’m closer. And I think I can get my wrists out of the ropes. Let me.”
Just keep him talking. Jasper held up the new message. The longer he talks, the more time he has to get a logical grasp on the situation. “Okay,” Snowiks said. “Why did the car crash?”
“It was Troy,” Quinton said.
Cider came back into the room and laid the ball he fetched at his feet, but Daddy was still too sad to play.
“I know Troy was driving,” Snowiks urged when there was too much silence. “But what happened?”
“Troy crashed the car.”
“You always told me that Willow was responsible.”
“I know. And he is.” Quinton pressed the gun lazily against Willow’s cheekbone. “My brother was a hero, and I’m the only one who knows. Troy knew Willow was going to sabotage the Unitime project, that he’d been planning this from before they started working on it.”
Ralph was getting closer to that green box. Bethany held her breath, praying that Quinton wouldn’t turn around.
“Heroes sacrifice themselves to save other people,” Quinton said. “Troy knew he would die in that car, but it would be worth it if he removed Willow as a threat to the rest of the world. Troy said goodbye to me that night. Begged me to understand, even though he couldn’t say why.”
Quinton leaned forward, holding the phone to Willow’s mouth. “Go ahead,” he dared softly. “Tell them I’m right. Tell them that’s exactly how it happened.”
Ralph was halfway there, now. Cider noticed his progress and stood up as if to join him. Bethany shook her head frantically to get the dog’s attention. She met his eyes and mouthed, “Sit.” Cider sat. He really was such a good dog.
“You’re right,” Willow said. “That’s what happened.”
Zabby wanted to believe that Willow was only saying it because he had a gun in his face, but the man looked profoundly relieved afterward, like this was a secret he’d been carrying for too long.
From the look on Jasper’s face, this information was new to him, but not outside the realm of belief. “All right,” Snowiks said. “Look, you got your message out. You accomplished what you wanted, and we understand now what happened. Let’s figure out how we can end this so no one gets hurt, okay?”
“Not until you broadcast my signal,” Quinton said, returning to his original demand.
“What for? You’ve already made him confess.”
“That’s not the confession I need,” Quinton said. “I already knew that much. What I need him to tell me and the rest of the world is why. Troy never told me exactly what he uncovered about Willow’s plan, and without solid details, I knew no one would believe my story. I need to know what was so important about that—”
Quinton turned around just as Ralph laid his fingertips on the box.
Snowiks heard the gunshot, and then the screams, and then the clattering of Quinton’s phone hitting the floor. “Hold positions!” he called to his officers before they could charge in. “Hold! He’ll shoot the others if we breach now.” Into the phone, he yelled, “Quinton! Quinton, answer me.”
There was blood. So much blood. It slipped through Ralph’s fingers as he held them over his chest. He lay on the floor, gasping, struggling, writhing in pain and panic that he wasn’t getting enough air to sustain himself. Bethany rushed over, no longer caring about the gun in Quinton’s hands. She sobbed Ralph’s name over and over.
Quinton dropped to his knees, looking at the gun like someone else was holding it. “I… I didn’t…”
“Ralph, stay with me, baby,” Bethany cried. “Keep your eyes open.”
“This wasn’t supposed to happen,” Quinton said, voice deadened.
“Quinton, pick up the phone,” Snowiks said.
“We’ll have to breach if you can’t establish contact,” Jasper told him.
“This wasn’t supposed to happen!” Quinton turned to look at Zabby. “You weren’t even supposed to be here. My dog led you in. My wife’s dog.”
Cider was barking. Things were so loud, and he was so confused.
“Quinton? Quinton, talk to me.”
Willow made as if to move toward Ralph, but Quinton turned the gun on him. “No, don’t… Don’t. You stay there.”
Ralph was groaning and coughing, his mouth wide open as he tried to pull air into the damaged lungs.
“Open your eyes, baby. Open your eyes. Don’t leave me.”
“He was…” Quinton gestured toward the box, looking to Zabby again, begging her to understand. “That’s the real problem. It’s not my fault.”
“What is that thing?” Zabby asked, knowing that it couldn’t possibly be worth all of this, whatever it was.
“I don’t know,” Quinton said. “That’s what he needs to tell us.”
“Prepare to breach,” Jasper said, though it was obvious how deeply he didn’t want to give the order.
Quinton heard them at the doors and held the gun in seriousness again.
Cider nuzzled Quinton’s other hand. Daddy? What’s wrong?
They all waited for the lightning crack of chaos that they could feel electrifying the air around them, but then something happened to make it all dissipate.
Willow leaned forward and picked up the phone from the floor. “Snowiks, do what he says. Hook up the equipment. I want to talk to the world.”
Quinton snatched the phone away. “Chief, you hear that? Just do it. I didn’t mean to hurt that guy, I swear it.”
“Hold it,” Jasper called. “Retreat. We have contact again.” The windstorm of movement settled, but it was only a temporary reprieve and everyone knew it. However time was defined in this broken world, they didn’t have much of it left.
“I know, Quinton,” Snowiks said. “You’re not a bad guy. I’m sure you didn’t want to kill anyone. You’re hurting, and I get that. Put the gun down, come out here, and let’s figure this out.”
“He’s not dead yet,” Quinton said.
“Great. We’ll send paramedics in to get him. Just sit tight.”
“No. No one comes in. I’ll bring him out.”
“You can’t.” Zabby startled herself by speaking. “If you try to move him now, he’ll be dead in a minute. Right now, he has less than ten. You need to let the paramedics in to stabilize him first.”
Quinton turned the gun on her, screaming, “No one comes in!”
“Zabby’s a nurse,” Bethany forced the words out between her sobbing.
Zabby shook her head. “I’m a drop-out. I never graduated. You need someone real in here.”
“No one comes in,” Quinton repeated, waggling the gun at Zabby with shaking hands. “You do it.”
“Please, Zabby,” Bethany whispered. “I just got him back. I can’t lose him. Not now. Please.”
Zabby dragged a sleeve across her eyes. Nurses weren’t allowed to cry on the job. “Lay him on the floor. I need something to cut away his shirt.”
Quinton started rummaging through a desk drawer, and then yanked the whole thing out and dumped its contents on the floor to find scissors. Zabby took them and willed steadiness into her hands as she snipped through the crimson-stained fabric and pulled it away to look at the bullet wound.
She felt sick and weak, but refused to let that distract her, nor did she focus on Bethany’s tears or Ralph’s weakening cries of pain. She concentrated only on the injury. Come on, Zabby, think. Trauma victims. Second semester. Mrs. Picardo’s class. First aid on site. What did you learn?
Put pressure on it? No, that was for stomach or leg wounds. For chest wounds… She put her ear closer to the torn flesh and heard a whistling whenever Ralph breathed. A sucking chest wound, then. She needed to keep the air from entering through it, but still allow it to escape.
She needed a one-way valve, but this wasn’t a hospital or an ambulance. She would have to improvise. For now, she placed her palm firmly over the wound to keep more air from leaking into his chest cavity and collapsing the lung.
“I need someone to find me tape. Strong tape. And I need a dry cloth, and some kind of air-tight material. Rubber, plastic, foil…”
Quinton grabbed a framed picture on the wall. It showed a young, smiling couple cradling their new puppy. “Like this?”
Zabby shook her head. “No. Flexible.”
Quinton wrecked several other sections of the room before finding a plastic bag. Zabby cut a section of the bag to be a couple inches wider than the wounded area. She asked Bethany to hold it as she wiped the blood from Ralph’s skin as well as possible to let the tape stick to it.
Just like in class. Louder and scarier, but it was still the same. And she was doing it correctly. She’d failed that test because she was too tired from cramming, but she remembered it now.
She pressed the plastic over the wound. No, back up—she needed to wait for Ralph to exhale, and then place it on. There. And then she told Bethany to hold it in place as she taped three sides of the plastic, leaving the fourth open.
Ralph gasped another breath in, and the plastic pulled tight against his chest. Then he breathed out, and the air leaving through the punctured lung escaped beneath the open side of plastic, no longer trapped in the chest cavity. The next breath was easier, calmer. Ralph wasn’t struggling quite so desperately anymore.
Zabby sat back on her heels and reported to Quinton, who was watching her with anxious eyes, “Okay. He’s stable.”
“He’s stable,” Quinton repeated into the phone with a rushed outward breath.
“Glad to hear that,” Snowiks said. “Send him out so we can get him to a hospital.”
“Okay,” Quinton stood, and then hesitated. “Connect my camera to the broadcasting equipment first.”
Snowiks sighed and looked around at the men itching to break into that house and fill Quinton will bullets. He was surprised to find how much he wanted to keep Quinton alive. He felt responsible for him, for not listening carefully enough before.
Quinton coughed up a sob. “Chief, you know I wouldn’t be asking if it wasn’t important. I’m going to spend the rest of my life in jail—or worse—and I know it. Let it be worth something. Just hook up the equipment so I don’t have to hurt anyone else. Please.”
Snowiks looked to Jasper, hoping the man had some experience to fall back on, but Jasper looked equally helpless. Finally, Jasper said, “Let him send his message. Willow said he wanted to.”
“Okay, we’ll make the trade,” Snowiks told Quinton. “Send Ralph out and we’ll give you the full broadcasting abilities.”
“No tricks?”
“I swear.”
“Okay. I’ll bring him down.”
Zabby stood to help guide her first patient to the door. Bethany tried to go with them, but Quinton told her, “No. You stay.”
Cider wanted to follow as well, but he learned ‘stay’ a long time ago, and was desperately in need of a treat or cuddles or both. But right now cuddles would definitely be better.
Bethany sat on the floor, trembling. She supposed that in the few moments where she and Willow were alone, they should have developed some kind of escape plan, but neither of them were feeling up to it.
The only words exchanged in the tiny silence were, “Are you really Bethany Gardner? The author?”
Bethany’s nod was little more than a slight twitch of the head. “I am.”
“Oh.” Willow glanced at her with too many emotions before looking back at his hands. They weren’t tied like hers, but it seemed like Willow was bound with something much stronger than ropes. “I love your book.”
Quinton returned with Zabby.
“Is he okay?” Bethany asked.
“They put him in an ambulance,” Zabby said, sitting down next to Bethany. “He’ll be fine.”
“You’re an angel,” Bethany whispered.
Quinton stood in the center of the room, swaying, cradling the gun. “I’m sorry about your husband.”
Bethany noted the sincerity in his words, only achievable by someone who has had a similar experience. “I’m sorry about your wife,” she answered, and Quinton started crying. Cider nuzzled his leg to make him feel better.
“I didn’t want this,” Quinton said. “I don’t know how everything went so wrong. I was just a guy who wanted to take pictures. It’s just, my family… I couldn’t let them die for nothing. But this? You have to believe me: I didn’t—”
“I didn’t want this.”
It took them a moment to realize that the words had come from Willow this time. He uncurled himself from his defeated position on the floor. “Turn the camera on,” Willow said.
Quinton stood there, hesitating, as if this might be some trap.
“Please,” Willow said. “Turn it on. Let me talk to the world. They deserve to know what’s really going on.” He met the eyes of everyone in the room, even the dog. “You all deserve to know.”
Snowiks was good to his word. When Quinton turned on his camera, Willow’s image filled every television and Internet streaming device in the country, and millions gathered to listen.
Willow looked at the camera and said, “Quinton is absolutely right. I knew Unitime was going to fail. I built it specifically so it would last long enough to make the world totally dependent on it so that when it crashed our entire way of life would have to change. It was something I planned in the beginning, and I’ve never had the slightest intention of fixing it.
“He was also right about Troy. Just before Unitime launched I told him my real plan, and Troy died trying to keep me from destroying the world. I don’t feel any resentment toward Troy, and I want everyone to know that he was a good man.”
Willow paused, swallowing hard. “Also, Jasper, if you’re listening to this, I want you to know that I’m sorry. It was selfish of me to drag you into this since I’d have to lie to you. I should have requested a different federal agent, but…”
He shrugged, and a heartbroken smile whispered around his lips. “I missed you, I guess. I knew what I was planning was dangerous, and I was scared, and I wanted someone I trusted nearby. The hardest part of all this was not being able to tell you what I was really doing. You’re my best friend, and I was playing you every time I pretended to be working on a solution. I’m sorry. Oh God, Jasper, I’m so sorry.”
He let the apology sit before addressing his wider audience again. “That’s not the only thing I lied about. There are no meteors headed for Earth. Everything was just getting away from me, so a very wise friend of mine suggested we give people more of a reason to work together.
“Troy saw anarchy as the only possible result of crashing Unitime, but that was never what I wanted. From the beginning I meant this for the best, and I hope everyone will believe that.” He paused here, and the world paused with him.
“I really love fantasy books,” Willow said at last. “Growing up, whenever I got exhausted of war and poverty and how depressing everything is, I’d escape by reading fantasy. There’s this one book I love more than anything. It’s about this Enchanted Dragon that controls the fabric of the universe and has the power to make everything right. But the dragon is sick, so there is a quest to find it and save it.
“I love the book because there’s no ‘bad guy.’ The entire world is working together to save this dragon, because that’s what needs to happen for life to continue. But we live in a book without dragons, and I thought that was just so unfair. I thought maybe if there was one thing that affected us all equally, and if we truly thought our existence depended on fixing it, then we could all work together like they do in fantasy books. I thought maybe Unitime could be our dragon.”
“Oh, God,” Quinton breathed. “You—you’re insane! I thought you’d be… but you’re just psychotic, aren’t you?” He pointed the gun at him again. “You’re lying. There’s no way that’s why you did it.”
“It is,” Willow insisted. He tried to stand up but changed his mind as Quinton brandished the weapon. “I swear, I just wanted to get people working together. I wanted the world to be happy.”
“So your plan was to destroy the world so you could jump in and save it?”
“So we could save it!” Willow said. “All of us. Together!”
“You really expect anyone to believe—”
“Listen to me—it worked! Look around. Look at how the world is right now compared to before Unitime crashed. Does anyone actually want to go back to the way things were? Do you even remember the way things were?
“It was like…” He paused, fighting to find the right metaphor. He looked to Bethany, and there it was. “It’s like we’re all in a story together, but we were each in different tenses. Imagine if there was a book where every time you switched to a new character, the writing style changed. It would bounce between past and present and first person and third and second, and it would be a nightmare!
“A book like that would be so confusing and disorienting and no one would ever want to read it. But that’s not where we are anymore. For the first time, we’re all finally in the same tense. And it’s even more than that! It’s like, we’re not even separate points of view anymore. It’s omniscient. There aren’t any boundaries between my problems and your problems. We’re finally telling the story together.”
Snowiks had never been one for literature, but found the analogy strangely applicable anyway. He couldn’t negate the positive effects of the Unitime crisis. Without it, he would have retired truly believing his life to be a failure.
Zabby realized that prior to this, she would never dream of talking about her home life to anyone else.
Bethany saw now that her desire to have a baby was only a shield for the bigger problems she didn’t have the strength to face.
Cider flopped down to gnaw at his chew toy.
“There’s no reason why we should go back to the way things were,” Willow insisted, nodding toward the green box that had almost gotten Ralph killed. “As long as that randomizer exists, time will remain broken, and we’ll keep finding new ways to live without it.”
Willow looked up at Quinton now, no longer concerned with the rest of the world. “Quinton, I’m sorry about your brother and for the pain this has caused you. I respected Troy more than you know, and every day I regret what happened to him.”
Quinton absorbed the apology in silence, letting the words filter through every part of his soul before he decided on a response. “I forgive you,” he said quietly, and Bethany wondered if maybe she hadn’t been wrong to believe in happy endings.
Then Quinton reestablished his hold on the gun. “But I won’t agree with you.” He turned the weapon on the little green box and fired twice.
Willow got there before the bullets. The first traveled completely through his outstretched arm, slicing the green casing and finding a home among the crackling wires and broken circuits. The second bullet found Willow’s neck.
The machine and its creator died within seconds, one sparking, the other gurgling, and then both fading into silence. At that same moment, though no one was watching, every clock in the world resumed the correct time.
Quinton screamed as he forced his shaking hands to turn the gun around and place the muzzle against the side of his head. He pulled the trigger.
Quinton’s skull shattered, and in that moment, so did everything else.
~
THE DOG WHO IS STILL A GOOD BOY
Cider hears the noise again. The loud noise. The bad noise. He does not like this game at all, and wants it to stop. Daddy, please, let’s not play this game anymore.
But now everyone is screaming. Everyone is afraid, and there is a bad smell in the room: like iron but slippery, and it makes Cider feel like whining and barking and running away. But he does not run because Daddy is here and he doesn’t want to leave him alone. Come on, Daddy. Let’s go somewhere nicer.
But Daddy doesn’t get up. Daddy is playing the game ‘lie down’ and he is winning. Cider lies down next to him so he will win as well, but this time Cider suspects he won’t get treats. Or cuddles. And definitely not both.
Even more people enter the room and try to calm the girl who is not Mommy, and the woman who is also not Mommy. They are crying very loudly, and Cider is sad because he cannot cuddle with all of them to make it better. Maybe they should come here and they can all snuggle together?
But they don’t. They leave the room. One man looks to Cider and says, “Oh, hell… Hey, Chief? What about the dog?”
Another old man looks at Cider. “Hey, boy. Come here. Come on.”
Come. Cider knows this game, but he doesn’t feel like playing.
The old man shakes his head, also very sad like everyone else. “Don’t try to move him just yet. And make sure animal control doesn’t take him. He’s a good dog, that one. Just give him time. Forensics will be here soon.”
They leave the room, and shut the door behind them.
The door is always shut nowadays.
~
THE POLICE CHIEF WITH MORE STORIES THAN HE REALIZED
I was supposed to retire, but the district extended my term for another three months to help clean up this Unitime mess. Things are still ugly out there, but we’re working on rebuilding the world so that it makes sense again.
Jasper went back to his base earlier today. He made a point of seeing me before leaving. I was too much of a coward to reach out to him after the deaths of Willow and Quinton, but as it turned out, he wasn’t interested in purging anger in my office that day. He stood with his back straight and his eyes level and told me, “I know you did everything you could to save him.”
I wasn’t sure I deserved the statement, but turning it down would only make this harder for Jasper, so I just told him, “So did you.”
There was the smallest ripple in his shield, and I could see the rookie lurking beneath, the kid looking to his mentor to somehow make this bearable.
“Ekals, listen to me,” I said. “There was nothing more you could have done. Nothing anyone could have done. Some situations just can’t be negotiated.”
“I understand that,” he said. “I just can’t see how that makes it any better.”
I couldn’t disagree with him. “You miss him. Even with all he did.”
“I just wish he’d told me. If I’d known, if I’d figured it out sooner, maybe if I’d just left it alone and didn’t call attention to the randomizing machine—”
“Don’t,” I told him and waited for him to look at me. “You were never good with ‘if,’ remember? It happened, and now you still have a job and people counting on you to give it all of your focus. Think you can do that, Rookie?”
His eyes were still full of pain that nothing would ever properly heal, but they cleared a little. “Yes, Chief. I can do that.”
~
THE WAITRESS WHO BECAME A NURSE WHEN IT COUNTED
Well, I got the letter today. The house is officially foreclosed because Dad’s in jail and didn’t make arrangements for the mortgage. Awesome. That makes me homeless.
The stupid thing is I don’t even care. I should. I’m already sick because I can’t stop crying, and I can’t sleep because I keep dreaming about Willow getting shot. Over and over, watching him jerk back with the bullet. I got this one clear sight of blood gushing from his neck… oh God… It’s like my mind took a picture and set it as my screensaver.
Every time I think I can focus on anything important, I see that look on his face: surprised, more than anything. Like he just didn’t understand how this could happen. And how could this happen? It’s not fair and I don’t get it, and I’m crying again, and I really need to stop because my eyes burn, but I don’t care.
I just don’t care anymore.
I sit down on the grass and cry about Willow. News stations are clogged with stories of how evil he was to crash Unitime, but I just can’t believe that. I haven’t decided how I feel about what he did, but I know for sure how I feel about him. I’ll cry for Willow, even if no one else wants to.
People walk by, and just a few weeks ago we were laughing like idiots about sundials and yoga and ‘spread the word,’ but they don’t even say hi to me now. No one asks why I’m crying, or if they can help.
Whatever was going on before, it’s definitely over now.
I’d give anything to have it back.
~
THE WIFE WHO NO LONGER WANTS TO ANSWER PHONES
You stare at the phone in your hand, trying to convince yourself to make the call and get it over with. The laboratory left a message this morning that they would be opening on Monday, and you were to call them if you still wanted your job.
Of course you don’t want the job, but what else would you do without it? Putter around the house between visiting Ralph in the hospital? Clean some more? Take another shower even though your hair will still smell like blood afterward? Reflect on what a fool you made of yourself over the past few months?
You start to dial the number, then stop and put the phone down on the coffee table. There is a sound behind you, and you realize that you forgot to close the front door. You really need to get back into that habit. The world isn’t safe anymore.
But you are lucky this time; no thieves or murderers. Just a dog.
“Oh…” you breathe out, recognizing him under the mud and grime. “Cider. Hey there, boy.”
You pat your thigh and Cider sits obediently beside you, resting his chin on your knee, looking up with an expression that you understand too well. “I don’t know,” you say, stroking his ears. “I have no idea what to do next.”
Cider whines, and you agree with him.
The time crisis feels like a dream most days, but having the dog here makes the experience undeniably real, and you can’t ignore the fact that you were so much happier then. It was unfortunate that you couldn’t have held on to that for a little longer.
It was sad that Willow tried so hard to teach the world something, and yet everyone had already forgotten.
Well, mostly everyone.
Cider remembers.
You remember…
…Bethany remembered.
“Maybe it doesn’t have to be over,” Bethany said, ruffling Cider’s fur. “What do you think, boy? Want to live here? We can pretend time’s still broken together?”
She was sure Cider didn’t understand, but he picked up the hopeful tone of her voice and wagged his tail against the floor.
“Okay, then,” she said, and figured that while she was at it, maybe she should give Zabby a call. After all, it was a fact now that Bethany would never have a child of her own. It seemed a shame to let that college fund she started go to waste. She could let Zabby live in the spare bedroom and pay for her to go back to school and finish her nursing degree. Zabby would be a good nurse; she’d proven that.
The ideas clung to more ideas, drawing them upward in a tangled web that she eagerly peeled apart.
She would stop dying her hair. There was no shame in her age, and seeing the grays in the mirror might encourage her to act with the wisdom worthy of her years.
Once Ralph was out of the hospital and fully recovered, they would find a good marriage counselor.
Maybe she could start writing again.
But that thought made her pause, and Cider must have sensed the sudden shift in her mood because he whined and nuzzled her hand. Willow said that Quest was what inspired his idea. That meant that all of the chaos of the world was partially her responsibility. Did she even dare to pick up a pen now?
Of course she did. She was a writer, and she had lost a central part of herself when she gave that up. She was ready to be a whole person again. And besides, she had an idea for her next novel.
Maybe the great experiment with time hadn’t ultimately worked, but the idea was a good one. She would write a book about a world where time was destroyed and everyone came together to try to fix it. It would be fantasy, of course. A book with dragons. People could read about it long after the real event was forgotten, and maybe another generation would understand the book’s message.
Maybe fiction would succeed where reality couldn’t.
Bethany found a notepad and started outlining, jotting down everything about the experience that she wanted to remember.
Only, she would end her version of the story differently. A happy ending; one that her editors would hate because it was too perfect, too hopeful, but Bethany wouldn’t care.
A story like this, she decided, deserved a better ending.
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