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    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
      
 
    Though this book can “stand-alone” please understand that it’s part of an overall series of stories that weaves in some of my other books. 
 
    If you’d like to read them in temporal order: 
 
    
    	 The first story in the combined series would be the novelette “Porter” which can be found in my collection of short-length stories called Six Bits 
 
    	 The second story would be The Girl They Couldn’t See 
 
    	 Third would be The Boy Who Couldn’t Miss 
 
    	 Fourth would be Fast-time at Aldmont High (The first book in the “Time-Flow” series) 
 
    	 Fifth would be Talents and Tyrants, (The second book in the “Time-Flow” series) 
 
    	 Sixth would be Joy and Justice, (The book in your hand, which is the third book in the “Time-Flow” series) 
 
    	 Seventh would be Time and Tunnels, the book I’m planning to write next  
 
    	 Last would be the short story Guitar Girl, also found in my collection of short-length stories called Six Bits 
 
   
 
     
 
    I’ve minimized the repetition of explanations that would be redundant to the earlier books to provide a better reading experience for those who’ve read those stories. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Recaps 
 
      
 
    For those of you who’d like some refreshers about the characters’ talents: 
 
      
 
    Regarding Allie/Eva (from the short stories “Porter” and “Guitar Girl”): 
 
    She has a psychic power that allows her to perceive the interiors of objects and people and to form small ports from one nearby location to another. 
 
    Regarding Roni (from “The Girl They Couldn’t See”): 
 
    Her telepathic talent allows her to influence people’s minds so they don’t notice her (or other things/people), essentially making them invisible. She can also make them look like someone or something else. 
 
    Regarding Hax (from “The Boy Who Couldn’t Miss”): 
 
    His talents include hyper-coordination, letting him throw and shoot with astonishing accuracy. Also, he can telepathically convince people’s beliefs. This gives him a powerful step up in leadership. 
 
    Witt’s time-flow talent. This is quite complex. You don’t need to fully understand it to read the books but in case you’d like to better comprehend it, here’s a summary of what Witt learned about his talent in the first Time-Flow book Fast-time at Aldmont High: 
 
    
    	 He can speed (fast-time) or slow (slow-time) his personal time, allowing him (and objects or people he includes) to move very fast or very slow. 
 
    	 When he goes into fast-time, colors shift toward red (red-shift) because light waves arrive at his eyes farther apart (lower frequency). 
 
    	 He can tell how fast he’s going by the color shift of his violet school wristband (as long as it isn’t in his time bubble with him). 
 
    	 At a 20% speed increase, the wrist band turns light blue-green. At 80% it’s red. 
 
    	 When he’s going over twice the normal speed (2X - or more than 200%) the world goes dark (because, in our environment down here on Earth, there isn’t much UV light to be redshifted into visible light) so the wristband is very dim. 
 
    	 There is a bubble or transition zone surrounding him in which time slows back down to the 1X speed of the rest of the world. 
 
    	 He can change the size/thickness of that bubble. 
 
    	 That bubble can glitch electronics like computers/phones because different components of the computer are working at different speeds. 
 
    	 He can go as fast as 400X normal. 
 
    	 If he walks at 3 mph while at 400X, he’s traveling at 1200 mph, well over the speed of sound, however, his bubble muffles sound and prevents sonic booms. 
 
    	 He can use a flashlight to see in the darkness he encounters when he’s beyond 2X. 
 
    	 The light from that flashlight gets blueshifted up into the UV and X-ray ranges as it leaves his bubble, but is so low power that it should be harmless.  
 
    	 When the light from that flashlight bounces back to him, it redshifts back down to the normal light range so he can see it. However, because UV and X-ray energies are absorbed/reflected differently from visible light, what he sees appears somewhat bizarre. 
 
   
 
    Please understand that this tale takes place in a world that parallels but doesn’t exactly replicate our own. Though Cyreea has similarities to Syria, the Union is similar to the United States and Ruchia resembles Russia, etcetera, they are not identical. I hope you can accept that this is fiction, intended to address similar situations, but that these are not historically or politically accurate representations of events, people, or places in our world.
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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    Reiter’s News Service, Kvg City, Ucryn— Rather than, as promised, wrapping up its military exercises on the border of Ucryn, Ruchia has continued bringing in more troops, armored divisions, and artillery. NATA reconnaissance reveals large stockpiles of equipment and supplies near Ucryn’s border. Though many experts are saying that the evidence signals an impending invasion of Ucryn, President Zelskyy says they will continue to work to calm the waters diplomatically. 
 
    For his part, Ruchia’s President Pootin claims they have merely expanded their exercises to iron out some performance problems…  
 
      
 
      
 
    Barras Anshed, President of Cyreea, swore in a most unpresidential fashion. He’d turned on his new ultra-secure computer. Instead of his desktop appearing, the screen remained black with a message on it in white text. 
 
    As made evident by its tone and message, it came from the bastards who’d invaded his palace. It said: 
 
      
 
    Barras,  
 
    You don’t seem to have made as much progress toward the goal of democratic elections as we specified in our list of requirements. Of even more concern, you’ve accepted monetary transfers into your Swiss accounts from the Central Bank of Cyreea. This raised your net worth above the twenty million Union dollars we specified were the maximum you could keep. This being the case, we’ve removed six million Union dollars from your accounts, leaving you with only eighteen million. This is your new limit. 
 
    If you haven’t announced the impending democratic election of your successor within the next three days, we’ll visit and assess you a physical deficit, most likely a paralysis of some kind. 
 
    Because such a next visit would leave you crippled in some fashion, we would advise you to move quickly in following the instructions we left you. 
 
      
 
    Anshed felt a spasm in his bowels and for a moment feared he might lose control of them. Did they leave some kind of hypnotic command that might leave me without control of my bowels on receipt of such a message? he wondered. Or are they here again? Even though he hadn’t been able to see them when they were obviously in the room with him last time, he couldn’t keep himself from glancing around the room.  
 
    There was no one there…
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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Driving them to the venue, her mother embarrassed Claire and her friend Kady by pretending she was their Uber driver. As if Claire wouldn’t have preferred to drive herself if the price of parking wasn’t astronomical. 
 
    When they got out of the car, her mom admonished them to stay away from the front of the auditorium. She coupled the warning with a reminder of how the crush at the front of an EOD concert had nearly killed some kids. 
 
    Nonetheless, as soon as they squeezed through the gate, Claire and Kady bolted full out for the front of the large space. She’d scrimped and saved money from her job at the supermarket to get into this EOD concert. 
 
    She damn well intended to be as close to the stage as possible. 
 
    What her mother didn’t know wouldn’t hurt anyone. 
 
    However, the staff had divided the auditorium floor into fenced sections and the usher-bouncers only allowed a certain count into each of the sections. She realized it was for the same reason Claire’s mother had been worried. They wanted to prevent a crush.  
 
    The girls had come early and waited in line for several hours hoping to get into one of the very front sections. Now Claire felt bitterly disappointed to find herself against the rail at the front of a “second” section, one fence back from the stage.  
 
    The people in the first section in front of her had crowded to the front of their area. This left them loosely packed nearer to the back of that section. 
 
    So, there was some room just over the fence in front of Claire. 
 
    She turned to Kady, “Let’s climb the fence into the front section. There’s room. The staff must’ve miscounted.” 
 
    Kady shook her head, “They’ll kick you out of the concert if they see you do that. It happened to Sylvie.” 
 
    Claire looked around and didn’t see any of the bouncers. “No one’s looking!” She braced her palms on the top rail of the fence and tested her weight on it. Kady said, “Claire, don’t!” 
 
    Claire pushed down with her hands, lifting her feet off the floor. It’d only take a second to throw a leg over and I’d be in the first section! she thought. She looked back at Kady, “We could do this!” 
 
    Kady was staring past Claire.  
 
    When Claire turned to see what Kady was looking at, she found a bouncer, arms crossed, standing just on the other side of the fence and grimly shaking his head at her. “Don’t make me throw you out of the show, kid.” 
 
    Claire pasted on a smile and lowered herself back down. “Just gettin’ some exercise.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “There’s a lot of that going around. Don’t do any more exercise, okay?” 
 
    The bouncer moved off. 
 
    Claire began jealously surveying the people in the first section ahead of her. Wondering how they got so far in front of her. Speculating on the possibility they had VIP status.  
 
    Suddenly her eye caught on the back of a familiar head. She could only see the guy’s head, other people hid the rest of him, but…? That can’t be Witt, can it?! she wondered. 
 
    Suddenly she remembered how Witt and his awful friend Jesse had been fanboying over EOD back in their senior year of high school. Did he sneak back to Carson for this concert without telling Mom he was gonna be here? Isn’t he going to visit? She could picture herself doing something like that once she got away to college, but not her overly-nice brother. 
 
    Claire had just decided it couldn’t be Witt when he turned to gaze around the auditorium. It is him! she thought, astonished. Where’s Jesse? she wondered, checking the people around Witt. She shook her head. Her brother’s degenerate friend wasn’t there. Considering it, she realized that Witt and Jesse probably weren’t friends anymore since Jesse hadn’t gone to the University of Minnouri.  
 
    She studied the people around Witt. None of them were talking or otherwise relating to her brother. She decided he must be at the concert by himself and, to her surprise, found herself feeling sorry for him. He might be brave, but she’d always known he was socially lame. She’d hoped he had some friends she just didn’t know about—other than that asshole Jesse, of course. 
 
    The lights started to dim. Kady nudged Claire, “It’s starting! EOD always dims the lights before a show!” 
 
    Now’s when we could jump the fence! Claire thought but didn’t say. She knew Kady wouldn’t jump it with her and she didn’t want to be alone like her brother. 
 
    She felt guilty, thinking that she could be keeping him company so he wouldn’t feel so… lonely. But it wouldn’t be right to leave Kady and hang out with her sweet doofus of a brother instead. 
 
    The auditorium had gone almost completely dark. The only lights Claire could see were exit signs. People pushed into her from behind. Not hard, but she began to understand how, in a bigger crowd, someone might get crushed. Maybe these fenced sections are a good idea. 
 
    Claire heard a low rumble as of thunder. She wondered if there was a storm forecast and whether you could hear one inside the auditorium. Then there was a flash, as of lightning, that came from backstage. It’s part of the show, she realized, since she felt sure there weren’t any windows behind the stage to conduct the flicker of lightning into the building from outside. 
 
    Over the next few minutes, the thunder and lightning got louder and closer together until a storm seemed to be rolling in. When a hiss of pattering rain swept out from the back of the stage Claire found herself expecting to get wet. 
 
    In the last couple of brilliant flashes of the strobes, Claire abruptly realized someone stood on the right side of the stage, right in front of the first section ahead of her. 
 
    Someone with a guitar! It had to be Eva, EOD’s astonishing guitarist! 
 
    If I’d been in the front of the first section like I wanted, I’d almost be able to reach out and touch her! The woman I most admire in all the world! she thought disappointedly. 
 
    Eva started strumming her guitar. Over the next few seconds, the thundering bass and drums gelled into a beat that supported the rhythm of that strum. She leaned into the mic and started singing “Storm Bringer.” All the while, she seemed to be staring at someone inside the fenced area in front of Claire. 
 
    Does she know someone in the audience? Claire wondered. 
 
    Eva kept her gaze fixed on one location, possibly a person, Or, Claire wondered, sensitized by the shooting at her school last year, could it be she sees some thing?! Could she be seeing a gun?! 
 
    Claire’s heart sank when, still playing, Eva motioned one of the crew up to her and, when he leaned close, spoke in his ear.  
 
    They both looked into the audience as she did so. Eva kept playing while the crew person moved up to the edge of the stage. 
 
    Claire edged back from the fence. Not far enough that someone could crowd in front of her, but into a position from which she thought she could dive behind some people if a gun became fully evident. Why don’t they call SWAT? she wondered, thinking that having an ordinary guy from the crew approach a crazed man with a weapon seemed insane. 
 
    The crew guy leaned over the edge of the stage and stretched out a hand.  
 
    No one handed him anything, but a moment later someone reached up and grabbed the crew guy’s hand. 
 
    A moment later the guy pulled Witt up onto the stage. 
 
    Claire’s world turned sideways as she wondered just what kind of fanboy her brother was. Did he lead a club or something? Did he win a ticket lottery? 
 
    The crew guy led Witt back through the equipment on the stage and the two of them vanished into the darkness in the back.  
 
    Claire missed the rest of the song, mentally speculating about just how her brother might have pulled off a backstage visit during the show. And whether he was missing the show—because the sound had to be muffled back there, right? Or, whether Witt was in some kind of trouble. 
 
    The show went on. No police showed up to take Witt away, though Claire supposed they could’ve come in a back way. 
 
    EOD put on a fantastic show. So good in fact that Claire had completely forgotten about them taking her brother away until the lights came up when the band took its break.  
 
    Kady turned to her and asked, “Was that your brother?” 
 
    A little embarrassed about whatever had happened, Claire wanted to make sure Kady was talking about what she thought she was, “Um, what do you mean?” 
 
    “You know, the guy they pulled up on stage and took out the back. I thought he looked like Witt.” 
 
    Claire shrugged, “It did kinda look like him didn’t it?” 
 
    “You don’t think it was?” 
 
    Claire shrugged. 
 
    “You think they pulled him out ’cause he looked like he’d done some drugs or something?” 
 
    Horrified about the possibility—one she hadn’t considered—Claire said, “I don’t know, Kady! I’m not even sure it was him.” 
 
    Kady drew back to give Claire a mildly alarmed look. “Sorry I asked!” 
 
    I overdid it, Claire thought irritatedly. Now she’s probably sure it was Witt. And, she’s gonna tell everyone about it. 
 
    For the rest of the break, she and Kady talked about everything but Witt, Claire hoping to remind Kady what good friends they were so Witt’s embarrassment didn’t blow up on her socially. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The lights dimmed signaling the end of the break.  
 
    Kady excitedly said, “They’re back!  
 
    Claire looked up to see the band and crew coming back onstage. 
 
    And, to her horror, Claire saw Witt, trailing the rest of the band, and carrying a saxophone. To her relief, he stopped at the back of the stage. What’s he think he’s doing?! Did he win some kind of contest or something?! One where he’s supposed to get to play along with the band for a little bit?! 
 
    No matter how short a bit they might let him play, Claire would never live down the mortification.  
 
    Kady nudged her, “Is that your brother carrying the sax? Is he gonna work as a roadie or something?” 
 
    The only saving grace was that Kady sounded like she thought being a roadie for EOD would be an awesome gig. 
 
    Well, there was another saving grace in that Kady had the hots for the handsome, long-haired, Davis Tandy. When they turned the spotlight on him to start the first song after the break Kady turned into a quivering mass of jelly, grabbed Claire’s arm, and pointed at Davis, tossing his long hair in its glory. 
 
    Claire hugged her friend through Kady’s joyous moment, making points by shouting, “He’s beautiful!” 
 
    For her part, Claire had her eyes on Eva and Witt. She saw Eva turn and look at Witt, hiding in the back. She made a little motion with her head as if she were calling him forward. 
 
    Witt pointed at himself and mouthed, “Me?” 
 
    Eva nodded. 
 
    Witt shuffled a little farther out of the darkness at the back of the stage and cocked his head as if he’d only just started listening to the song—which Claire found embarrassing. He tentatively lifted his sax to his lips. Claire saw him take a breath, then blow, but she heard nothing.  
 
    Wait, she thought, straining to pick out a sax sound, is that it? But Witt had lowered the sax and Eva had started singing again. 
 
    At the end of the next line, as Eva stopped singing, Claire saw Witt lift his sax and blow again. They must have turned up his volume because this time she could clearly hear it. 
 
    And it sounded… good!  
 
    She could hardly believe those sounds came from the same brother who, when he’d started playing the saxophone a few years ago, had sounded as if he were killing cats. 
 
    She glanced at Kady but saw to her relief that her girlfriend only had eyes for Davis Tandy. 
 
    Usually, when Eva stopped singing, Witt played a little run on the sax, often only a few notes, but those little bits he put in sounded amazing. Every time. Sometimes he didn’t play and Claire got the feeling that the absence of the sax at those points left the listener wanting. That he was trying to make the audience wish he’d play more. 
 
    And it was working on Claire. 
 
    When EOD wound down the third song of the set, Eva stepped over and said something to Witt. 
 
    He nodded and lifted his sax. When he started to play it was barely audible. Eva shot a glance at the guy running the mixing board and the sax sound faded up till it filled the auditorium.  
 
    Claire realized he was playing the intro to “Tears of Childhood.” An intro Eva normally played on her guitar but that sounded like it always should’ve been on a saxophone.  
 
    On Witt’s saxophone!  
 
    Kady turned to Claire; eyebrows raised. 
 
    Claire assumed Kady was asking whether she acknowledged Witt now. She nodded. 
 
    Kady raised a hand and gave Claire a high five. 
 
    Claire thought, I guess if Kady tells kids at school about this, it’s not going to be embarrassing after all. 
 
    Sure enough, the band came in at the end of Witt’s intro. Eva started singing. Witt faded back to playing little licks here and there. 
 
    The concert went along, its sound so gorgeous it frequently gave Claire chills. 
 
    Then they started Claire’s favorite song, “Seven Soldiers.” Once again Witt played little licks on the sax between Eva’s vocals, adding something to the songs Claire hadn’t realized they needed. 
 
    But, after Eva finished her amazing guitar solo, the band somehow pitched everything a little higher and Witt played something on the sax that resembled the guitar solo, yet somehow sounded just as amazing! 
 
    Holy shit! Claire thought, staggered by the beauty of the music, and by the fact that her lame brother was making such a huge contribution. She looked around at the other people in the crowd and thought they looked as if they’d just gone through some kind of religious experience. 
 
    What’s all this mean? she wondered. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Back in the dressing room at the end of the show, Allie/Eva felt distressed to realize Davis and Shaun hadn’t come back with the rest of them. Is this the end of EOD? she wondered. She looked at Joe. 
 
    He glanced at the door and shrugged. “For what it’s worth, I agree with you.” He looked at Witt, “Um, Witt’s your name?” 
 
    Witt nodded. 
 
    Joe turned back to Allie, “Witt adds a lot to our sound so I’d like to have him in the group.” Joe looked at the door. “I’m predicting that Davis will have decided that Witt’s worth adding too.” He frowned, “But, you should be ready for him to claim that someone who just plays a lick or two on the sax here and there shouldn’t be a full member of the band. He may argue that we should bring him on salary. So much per gig, or month, or something like that.” 
 
    Allie opened her mouth to speak, but just then the door opened, admitting Davis and Shaun. 
 
    Davis lifted his hands in surrender. “I was wrong.” He grinned. “Turns out a good sax part here and there does spiff up the sound.” He glanced at Witt, “And, yes, it sounds better than the Prozoe samples. I vote to hire him on a trial basis.” 
 
    Hire him. Salary. So much per gig. Temporary basis, Allie thought. All things Witt might accept but ones that’d make him a second-class member of our group. Maybe third class, since we’d probably wind up paying him less than our manager. She opened her mouth to object on Witt’s behalf but then realized that she was about to treat him like a second-class citizen herself. She turned to him. 
 
    “Would you like to join EOD, Witt?” 
 
    Davis opened his mouth, probably to object to the term “join,” but Allie raised a cautioning hand and said, “Let’s hear his answer first.” 
 
    Witt narrowed his eyes thoughtfully, then spoke slowly, “I’d have to think about it. I’m in college and I’d have to consider whether I wanted to give that up. But finals are over and the Christmas holidays are starting. Could I play with you for a while over the break and see if I like it? Um, I’d be available for about a month.” 
 
    Allie felt a grin spread over her face and then a laugh bubbled up and broke out. So many musicians had come to her, begging to play with EOD that she’d been sure Witt would jump at the chance. As had the guys, no doubt. But she wanted Witt—evidently a lot more than he wanted them, which she found humblingly hilarious. She yearned for him to join them, because his creativity would make them so much better than they were.  
 
    She feared they might not get the effort she envisioned from a paid employee. Especially the creative effort.  
 
    She’d thought they should invite him, but hadn’t contemplated the possibility he might turn them down! And, she thought, if it’s just a negotiating tactic, it’s a brilliant one. I’ll bet Davis wants him, because… after what we all heard tonight, who wouldn’t?! But Davis thought he’d jump at getting paid and that we wouldn’t have to let him join or give him a share. 
 
    Davis glared at Allie. “What’s so damn funny?!” 
 
    She got her mirth in control, “Sorry.” She turned to Witt. “Yes, we’d be delighted to have you play with us over your break.” She turned back to the other three members of the band. “You should know he can also play rhythm guitar, plus he’s got a nice voice and can sing on key. Having him audition over the next month would be a great way to evaluate his potential value to the band, right?” 
 
    She collected nods all around, though the nod from Davis was grudging. 
 
    She gave the guys a bright smile, then turned to Witt. “Of course, we’d pay you for playing those gigs. How does two thousand dollars a show sound? We’ll play about twenty gigs over that period.” 
 
    Even though she could only see him from the corner of her eye, Allie could feel Davis fuming about that offer. Two thousand was a lot less than each of the four of them got from the average gig, but she felt sure it was a lot more than Davis wanted to pay a newbie. She thought of it as a compromise of sorts. Forty thousand for a month’s work should be enough that Witt wouldn’t want to turn it down unless he came from a rich family. Davis was going to be unhappy but probably wouldn’t balk. From that amount, it wouldn’t be a huge step up to giving Witt a full share, something she should be able to get Davis to agree to. And having Witt around for a month should—if she was right about what he’d do for their sound—demonstrate so much value to the guys that they’d beg him to join. We’re gonna start getting booked into big venues, she thought, boosting our revenues and making bottom-line-Davis willing to give Witt a share. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When her mom picked Claire and Kady up after the show, Claire was glad she’d asked Kady not to say anything about Witt playing with EOD. Because, of course, her mom wanted to know all about the show. If Claire hadn’t talked to her ahead of time, Kady would surely have bubbled over with enthusiasm about it. 
 
    As if she’d known about Witt playing there ahead of time, Claire’d couched her request for Kady’s discretion in terms of how Witt wanted to keep it a secret until he knew how things were going to work out.  
 
    In fact, she had no idea why Witt hadn’t said anything about it. Or what he’d been doing there? Was that some kind of audition or something? she wondered. Could my brother be getting a job with EOD? 
 
    Her mom dropped Kady off at her folks’ place and—having already milked her daughter’s friend for details—didn’t pester Claire for the scoop on the show the rest of the way home as Claire had feared. While they rode in silence, Claire began to wonder how much her mom knew about Eve of Destruction. It didn’t seem like her mom would know much about a band like them. She probably looked up EOD after I said I wanted to go to their show, but only to make sure they wouldn’t be a bad influence. 
 
    Back at their apartment, Claire told her mom goodnight and gratefully crashed into her bed. Her mom had finally decided their finances were stable enough for them to move into a two-bedroom apartment. But, it’d just happened at the beginning of December, so having her own room was new enough Claire still felt like it was a luxury. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Waking late in the morning, Claire stretched luxuriously, grateful it was a Saturday. And, only one more week until Christmas break, she thought, getting up and heading out to the bathroom to brush her teeth and take a shower. 
 
    In the shower, she thought dreamily about the concert last night, blinking at the memory of her brother playing sax on stage, something that’d faded from the top of her mind.  
 
    She thought about texting Witt to ask him about it but decided it’d be weird given how little she and her brother normally communicated. Wouldn’t want him thinking I’m… envious or anything, she thought. 
 
    She opened the bathroom door and stepped out, absently rubbing her head with a towel.  
 
    When Witt said, “Hey, Sister,” she squeaked and jumped back into the bathroom, slamming the door shut behind her.  
 
    Heart pounding, she checked the mirror to see how well she’d wrapped her towel around her. She’d gotten pretty sloppy about how carefully she covered up since it’d only been her and her mom in the apartment. The mirror was too foggy to see, so she had to use her hair towel to swipe a clear spot. 
 
    She decided she’d been pretty well covered, but… still. 
 
    Reopening the bathroom door, she peered out at her brother, who grinned at her from the couch where he’d apparently spent the night. “What the hell are you doing here?!” she asked indignantly. 
 
    He shrugged, “I missed you too.” He wrinkled his nose and thumped the old couch where he’d laid out his sheets and blanket, “Though I missed old Betsy more.” 
 
    Their mom, Lindsey, leaned around the corner, “You about ready for some pancakes? We’ve been starving, waiting for you to get outta bed.” 
 
    Claire nodded and fled into her room. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Sitting down at the table, Claire looked at her brother, “What are you doing home?” 
 
    He gave her a haughty look, placing his hand on his chest, “College students get out earlier for winter break than you plebian high schoolers. And,” he lifted an eyebrow, “we go back later too. We get almost a month off.” 
 
    “You’re gonna be in our way for a month?!” Claire asked, alarmed. 
 
    He shrugged, “Not really, I’ve got a job over break. It involves travel, so I won’t be here very much.” 
 
    “A job?!” their mother asked, obviously surprised. “What kind of job?!”  
 
    Witt barked a little laugh. “Playing sax, believe it or not. A band wants me to play with them.” 
 
    Claire’s mind reeled. Though she expected her mom to ask him which band, instead Lindsey narrowed her eyes and said, “Just over the Christmas break, right? You aren’t thinking this’s going to run over into the school year, are you?” 
 
    Witt shrugged, “Don’t know. But, a lot of kids have side jobs in college and the band only plays at night, so it might not be that bad a thing.” He tilted his head, eyeing his mom and speaking in a sing-song tone, “Could offset some expenses…” He drew out and emphasized the last word since the cost of his education always loomed large in Lindsey’s mind. His track scholarship paid for most of it, but even small additional expenses hurt since their parents were still struggling financially. 
 
    “Well, okay,” Lindsey said in a thoughtful tone. “Are you doing okay with your grades?” 
 
    Witt scratched his head, “Yeah, classes are a lot easier than I’d been expecting.” 
 
    “College is easy?!” their mom asked doubtfully. 
 
    “So far,” Witt said as if he were somewhat surprised himself. “Maybe I just got lucky with a bunch of soft professors this semester.” 
 
    “I thought you’d jumped ahead to some third-year math classes?” 
 
    “Just one,” Witt said dismissively. “Besides, I kind of have a knack for math. That’s my easiest class. Don’t have to study for it, so it gives me time for the others.” 
 
    Claire realized she’d eaten her pancakes without tasting them. How did they have that entire conversation without mentioning the fact that he played with and is presumably planning to keep playing with freaking EOD? she wondered. “A band,” he called them! She contemplated bringing it up herself. She was dying to learn more about how Eva’d decided to pull her brother up on stage in the middle of a concert.  
 
    However, her mother and brother had moved the conversation on to a discussion of how they might involve their dad in the holidays. 
 
    I can ask him about this EOD thing later, she decided. 
 
    The doorbell rang. Witt rose quickly to his feet and headed for the door, saying, “That’d be my ride to the band’s rehearsal.” 
 
    Claire got up too, trailing him toward the door in hopes of meeting someone from EOD.  
 
    Instead, it turned out Witt had positioned his sax and guitar by the door. He managed to grab the handles of both instrument cases in one hand, then pulled the door open and whipped out through it so quickly that Claire got no more than a glimpse of a cute blonde chick before he closed it in her face. 
 
    Was that someone who worked for EOD? Claire wondered. Or was the EOD thing a one-off and that’s someone from a different band he’s gonna play with over winter break? When she turned around, she saw her mother hadn’t been far behind her and had followed the event intently. 
 
    With narrowed eyes, Lindsey said, “Pretty girl.” 
 
    Claire shrugged, “I guess. I only got a glimpse.” 
 
    “You think she’s a member of the band or a…?” 
 
    Groupie? Claire filled in for her mother. She shrugged again. “Don’t know. Maybe the band has an assistant?” 
 
    Her mom wrinkled her nose doubtfully. “Not many bands can afford gofers.” 
 
    I’ll bet EOD can… Claire thought. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As they turned away from his mom’s apartment, Eva grinned at Witt and said, “You ashamed of me?” 
 
    “No!” he said, aghast. He was ashamed of his mom’s small, overcrowded apartment but he didn’t want to say that. He’d been thinking Eva’d text him when she arrived, rather than coming up and ringing the doorbell—otherwise he’d’ve been waiting downstairs in the parking lot to forestall such an event. 
 
    “Because,” Eva said, still smiling, “you sure seemed to be in a hurry to close that door and get me away from there before anyone in your family got a good look at me.” 
 
    “It’s not that at all,” Witt said, embarrassed, but not knowing how to explain away what he’d done. Admitting he didn’t want her to see how his family lived would make it sound worse than it would’ve looked if she’d come inside. 
 
    “That’s okay,” Eva said, grinning as she headed down the stairs. “I don’t mind if you’re ashamed of me.” 
 
    “Um,” he said, still desperately thinking. Then he came up with an excuse. “I just don’t want my mom figuring out I might quit college before I’ve decided to do it for sure. The angst that might bring…” He shook his head, trying to make it out to be even worse than he thought it’d be. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. You’re not the first boy whose mommy didn’t want him to run off with a musician, you know?” 
 
    “But it’s the first time for me…” Witt said, studying her.  
 
    This morning Eva had done herself up as a blonde the way she did when she busked. Witt thought about how very different this look was from her normal, spiky, black hair and chunky appearance. Today she seemed… lithe. The reddish blonde wig had a huge impact on her appearance… Or, he wondered, could this be Eva’s normal appearance? Could the spiky black hair be the wig? Because making her look heavier on stage with that oversized jangly vest and the baggy cargo pants… That’d be a lot easier to do than it’d be to make her look slender by putting her in some kind of Spandex today. 
 
    She was giving him a funny look and Witt suddenly realized she’d stopped and was holding open the back door of a Jeep Wrangler. Embarrassed, he put his instruments in, then said, “This is what you really look like, isn’t it? The stage Eva’s the fake one, right?” 
 
    “Got it in one,” she said, quirking a strange smile. “Get in. I won’t stand for the guys to keep me waiting, so I can’t keep them waiting either.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” Witt said, climbing into the passenger seat. A Jeep Wrangler, he thought. Not at all what I’d have expected her to drive. He blinked, I wouldn’t have been surprised to find stage-Eva driving one, she seems kind of tom-boyish. But slender-blonde-Eva should drive a little Miata or something. He shook his head in dismay, thinking, She’d probably be pissed if she knew I was deciding how she should behave based on her appearance! Talk about your preconceived notions! 
 
    As she drove, Eva started telling him what to expect. “It’s going to be a rehearsal, yes, but the four of us play together so much we don’t need rehearsals. What we’re going to be doing is figuring out how to fit you into the band. What parts you can play? What you can add to our sound? That kind of stuff. We’ll go through our setlists and I’ll tell you what kinds of things I’ve envisioned you playing. You could tell me whether you can do those things and I’d believe you, but some of the guys”—Davis Tandy, Witt thought—“are going to want to hear you do them because they lack my, um, confidence in you.” 
 
    Witt managed not to laugh at the way she was trying to soft-pedal Tandy’s doubts and opposition. Instead, he said, “That’s perfectly reasonable. After all, they don’t know me. I should have to convince them.” 
 
    “I’m glad you feel that way, and I’m sure you can. I’m just worried that some of them might have some preconceived ideas…” 
 
    Ah, good to hear I’m not the only one with preconceptions, Witt thought. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Allie/Eva smiled in amusement. Arriving in their practice space, Witt had promptly slung both his guitar and his sax the way she’d taught him to do for gigging on street corners, but not something she’d contemplated him doing as part of EOD.  
 
    Davis had promptly tried to make fun of him, saying, “Just two instruments? Don’t you want to hang a drum set on you somewhere? Then you could carry the show while the rest of us take breaks.” 
 
    Witt had studied him a moment, then said, “Nah, I think two instruments are enough for now.” 
 
    They’d started playing some of their songs. It became obvious that Witt had given a lot of thought to how he might fit his skills into EOD since he’d played with her on that street corner in Carson. She didn’t have to suggest he play rhythm guitar on songs because as soon as they started a song where that’d be appropriate, he just started playing along.  
 
    And, she loved the way he played rhythm. And his looks… she thought. They shouldn’t matter, but he’s good-looking enough to be eye candy for the girls in the audience. Not sexy like Davis, but in some other indefinable way, just as handsome. 
 
    Sometimes Witt surprised her, playing sax parts where she hadn’t expected them. Other times he filled in with little licks on the guitar instead of on the sax. 
 
    When she made suggestions, he didn’t just comply but made them his own. 
 
    When they came to “High Burn” on their setlist, Joe started drumming his fingers on the low string and Shaun brought in the backbeat on the drums. This was where Davis would come in on the Hammond B3. Instead, he got up, said, “Gimme a minute guys. Gotta take a whiz,” and walked out of the room. 
 
    Allie fumed.  
 
    Davis Tandy claimed he could hold his water all day and part of the next. But this was exactly the kind of passive-aggressive bullshit he used to jerk the rest of them around. She sighed, planning to hold her tongue in the interest of peace. 
 
    However, Witt stepped over to the Hammond and started playing Tandy’s part. And, though the drawbar settings on the organ probably weren’t the same, Witt played the same chords, with the same timing. It sounded good! 
 
    Giving Joe a wide-eyed look, Allie started strumming her part on the guitar. She glanced at Shaun, who’d started to fade out his beat on the drums. She wondered if he’d take Tandy’s side in this little battle of wills by stopping to wait for his friend. Instead, he drove the beat right back up where it belonged. When Allie started singing, Witt sang the harmony part Davis normally sang. 
 
    Davis sang the notes Allie had given him, exactly on key. So, Witt couldn’t do that any better. But even though he sang the same notes, Witt’s voice had a more interesting timbre. Then, on the second chorus, Witt sang a different harmony, at a higher pitch than Davis could reach. One that kept the second chorus from being a repetition of the first. Instead, though it was certainly related to the first chorus, it was far more interesting than the way they’d been playing it.  
 
    Then came Allie’s solo. One of the most challenging things she played and—to her delight—a solo most guitarists couldn’t manage. 
 
    Here, Witt dropped the organ part and played rhythm guitar behind the solo instead. 
 
    Which sounded awesome. We should’ve been dropping the organ part during the solo all along, she thought. 
 
    Davis came back into the room during the solo. As soon as he opened the door, she could see his fury on realizing that his walking out hadn’t kept them from playing “High Burn.” But then, as he walked toward his keyboard station, she also recognized the moment he realized her solo sounded better with Witt’s rhythm guitar than it did with Davis’s chords on the organ. 
 
    I’ll bet you’re suddenly wondering whether you’re a necessary part of this band, aren’t you? Allie thought at Davis. And, I’m wondering whether you’ll tone down some of your vitriol when you realize we could get by fine without you. She shook her head. With an ego the size of Davis Tandy’s, he’d never believe anyone could do without him. 
 
    When they finished the song, Allie said, “That sounded great, guys. Witt, I thought you fit in very well there.” 
 
    Glaring at her, Davis said, “So, Allie, you couldn’t even give a guy a minute for a bathroom break?” 
 
    Witt’s eyes suddenly flicked to her and she closed her eyes in frustration, realizing Davis had called her by her real name. Opening her eyes, she gave Davis an exasperated look. She could tell he knew what he’d done but just didn’t care. 
 
    Or, may even have intended to do so. 
 
    Long moments passed while she considered giving him an ultimatum requiring him to cut the petty bullshit or leave the band. Or she’d leave instead. But I need to think this through. Just because Witt can play one song on the keys doesn’t mean he can play them all. Just because I think we can hire a keyboard player who can do what Davis does, doesn’t mean we really can. 
 
    She pasted on a smile and bitingly said, “My apologies, Davis. I didn’t realize that the way you claim that you can hold your bladder all day doesn’t apply to an entire practice.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything about him giving away her name. I was going to tell Witt anyway, she decided. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    After a practice that—other than Davis’s petty bullshit—had been everything Allie could’ve hoped for and more, she drove Witt back to his place. 
 
    They had a gig about three hours away the next night. Allie told Witt she thought he was ready for it after just the one rehearsal since he’d obviously spent his own time getting up to speed on EOD’s music. 
 
    EOD was going to leave Carson at noon the next day, planning to do their sound checks at the new venue between three and four in the afternoon. Witt said he could meet their bus downtown but Allie told him the bus would stop by to pick him up on the main street in front of his apartment complex at 11:45. 
 
    “What should I bring?” he asked. 
 
    “Your instruments, of course,” Allie said, then studied him a moment. “You’ve never gone on tour before, have you?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “Hmm, I’d suggest four changes of stage clothes, some soft lounging clothes, and a laundry bag. Stage shoes and comfy shoes. Your toiletries kit. Even if you don’t usually wear hats or sunglasses, you should take some for their disguise effect. A windbreaker with a hood that you’ll mostly use for rain. I’ve got a tiny humidifier for my bunk to keep my voice from getting dried out. Medicines, headphones, earplugs, and a sleeping mask. Oh, and a swimsuit ’cause we stay in hotels sometimes for a break.” 
 
    “Bunk?” Witt asked. 
 
    “Yeah, we travel in a bus that sleeps eight people in over-and-under bunks, two pairs on each side. As you might imagine, they’re tight, about the size of a twin mattress. The bottom one has two drawers under it, one for each of the bunks above. The drawers are big, but they never hold enough. Your suitcase will be in a bay under the bus where you can’t get to it on the road. Therefore, you’ve gotta figure out what you need to keep in that drawer for use while we’re rolling.” She grinned at him. “It’ll be a huge pain in the ass at first, but you’ll get used to it.” 
 
    “Stage clothes?” 
 
    “You’ve seen us. We don’t wear costumes, but whatever you have on should be clean and unwrinkled.” 
 
    “There’s a washing machine?” 
 
    She laughed. “Not on the bus. That’s what the laundry bag’s for. To hold dirty clothes until we get to a truck stop, laundromat, or hotel where you can get them washed. Also, no shower, so that happens wherever we can as well. Bring a washcloth to use in the bathroom when you’re desperate. And, um…” she hesitated uncomfortably. “I probably shoulda had one of the guys tell you this next stuff.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There’s a toilet on the bus, but you can’t go number two.” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    She shook her head. “It’s a huge maintenance issue. Besides, it’d stink the place up.” She lifted her chin haughtily, “Well, not mine of course.” She sniffed, “Mine smell like flowers. But yours would probably kill a few people.” 
 
    Witt laughed, “What do we do?” 
 
    “We have plastic bags for emergencies, but you do not want to use that option. So, learn to hold it until the bus stops. When the bus stops, go whether you have to or not. Um, some people control it well enough that they only go once a day and they time that for late afternoon when we’re doing sound checks at the venue.” 
 
    Witt laughed, “This is not something I thought we’d be discussing.” 
 
    “You’d rather I just let you find out this stuff along the way?” 
 
    “No!” he raised his palm. “No, I appreciate the info. What other horrible things do I need to know?” 
 
    “That’s all I’m telling you,” she said imperiously. She arched an eyebrow, “The even-more-horrible things you’re gonna have to figure out on your own.” 
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 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    When Witt headed out the door to meet the bus the next day his mom picked up his guitar and sax, saying, “I’ll walk you out.” 
 
    He eyed her a moment. “Mom, much as I’d appreciate the help, I don’t wanna be the guy whose mom walked him to the bus on the first day of school.” 
 
    “Bus? I was figuring it’d be more like a van?” 
 
    He shrugged, “I haven’t seen it, but they called it a bus.” 
 
    “Woohoo, Mr. Upscale!” 
 
    “And that kinda talk’s another reason I don’t want you walking me to the bus.” 
 
    “Okay,” Lindsey said, rolling her eyes. “When’re you going to be back?” 
 
    “Next Tuesday for a week’s break at Christmas. We gonna be able to have Dad over for Christmas dinner?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said with an upbeat tone. Eyes twinkling, she followed with, “I’m, uh, going out with him Friday night.” 
 
    “Get out!” Witt said, widening his eyes, “You kids better not get up to any hanky-panky. Do I need to have ‘the talk’ with you?” 
 
    His mom laughed out loud. “You wait till you have kids of your own!” 
 
    He frowned, “I probably never will since my mom never explained how those parts work.” She choked, but he followed up by giving her a serious look, “I’m glad for you guys.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The bus was as good as Allie’s word. She’d said 11:45, so Witt got out to the road at 11:35. It rolled up at 11:40. She means what she says about being on time, he thought. Allie got out to greet him. Then introduced him to Greg Holt—their driver—and Ron Holmes—their manager. 
 
    Greg gave Witt a key to the bus and helped him put his bag in a bay under the bus, then got on and started driving while Ron took Witt on a tour around the interior.  
 
    Greg and Ron each had a bunk. With eight bunks and five musicians, that meant all but one of the bunks would be occupied now. Ron apologized that both available bunks were uppers, but Witt didn’t think he’d mind. Witt picked one at random and Ron pointed out his storage drawer. “Plus,” Ron said, “You can toss stuff on the remaining bunk and pray we don’t put anyone else in it.” 
 
    “Is that where my sax and guitar go?” Witt asked uncertainly. 
 
    “Let’s see if we can find a spot for them in the back lounge,” Ron said, turning toward the back of the bus. “That’s where the group practices.” 
 
    The back lounge was a small space—no big spaces on the bus—with comfortable seating, a fridge, a small set of electronic drums, a table holding a keyboard, and a closet holding Joe’s bass and Allie’s guitar. There was enough room in the closet for Witt’s guitar, but not for his sax.  
 
    Witt pictured himself sleeping with his sax, but before he could fully despair, Ron lifted the seat of one of the couches and showed him a space where the sax and its case could fit into. “This is where we’ve been keeping it since Eva bought it…” He cleared his throat, “Um, she bought it because she was hoping she’d find you. You like it?” 
 
    “Wow! Yes. It’s the nicest instrument I’ve ever played.” 
 
    “Should be,” Ron said. “I swear she had the salesman play every one in the store, then didn’t blink at its thirty-thousand-dollar price tag.” 
 
    “Oh my God! Now I’m gonna be afraid to play it.” 
 
    Ron rolled his eyes, “She spent a lot more than that on her custom guitar. She ordered that damned thing from some unknown guy she thinks makes the world’s best electric guitars.” 
 
    “Sounds like you think she’s wrong?” 
 
    Ron raised his hands in surrender. “I think she’s the world’s finest musician, so I sure as hell shouldn’t second guess her musical decisions. I just think it’s a lot of money to improve a sound I can’t imagine anyone could make better.” 
 
    Witt thought of his own impressions of her play and nodded. “I get what you mean.” 
 
    Witt looked around the little space and said, “I assume practicing back here is verboten unless I stuff a sock in my sax?” 
 
    Ron frowned, “If everyone’s awake, you might be able to, but, yeah, I’d stuff a sock in it. I’ve heard of a guy who shoved the bell of his horn into his full laundry bag, but…” 
 
    “Yeah,” Witt said with a nod. “At home, I practiced in the closet with the bell stuffed in between the hanging clothes, but still not ideal. Part of my first paycheck will go toward buying a saxophone mute.” 
 
    “Do those work?” 
 
    “Not that great from what I hear. But maybe with a sock, and a mute, and a laundry bag full of dirty clothes…?” 
 
    Ron laughed, “Good attitude. Some people figure everyone else must suffer for their art.” 
 
    From there Ron took him forward of the bunks to check out the kitchenette. Ron said he kept it stocked with sandwich supplies and drinks, telling Witt he could suggest things for the shopping list.  
 
    As Witt peered into the fridge, Ron said, “If you see something you like, grab it.” 
 
    Witt said, “I don’t see any Grey Goose or Dos Equis.” When Ron didn’t respond, Witt looked up at him and saw the man looked uncomfortable. 
 
    Ron said, “Um, there’s no alcohol allowed on the bus.” 
 
    Witt smiled broadly, “That’s great. I don’t drink. Alcoholic dad. ’Sides, I’m underage.” 
 
    Ron grinned back. “That’s good. Um, Eva’s pretty set against it. If the guys want a beer or a joint, they’ve gotta go somewhere else. That can be tough since they’re a little underage too. But if you don’t partake at all, that’ll be a lot easier.” 
 
    Witt snagged a sparkling water and said, “What’s next?” 
 
    “The front lounge,” Ron said, leading Witt to the front of the bus. It also had comfortable-looking seating. Allie, Joe, and Shaun were spread out on various couches and recliners, Allie and Joe were reading and Shaun was watching something on a tablet with headphones.  
 
    Davis wasn’t there. Witt figured he was probably off in a snit somewhere. 
 
    Allie looked up at Witt and said, “Talk to me when you and Ron are done, okay?” 
 
    Witt nodded, took a sip of his water, and looked at Ron, “We done?” 
 
    “Just a couple more things,” Ron said, leading the way to the very front. He indicated a jump seat next to Greg in the driving station, “Have a seat here.” Once Witt was in the seat, he said, “As you can see, it’s a great place to watch the countryside go by. Greg’s been everywhere, so he’s a great resource to ask about what there is to do or see in the next town if you like to explore… Um, be aware that after driving much of the night to the next town, Greg’s gonna be in his bunk grabbin’ some shuteye the next morning. Don’t look around, see all your bandmates are awake and assume you can start making noise. In fact, on the bus, it’s pretty much quiet time, all the time, except the afternoons. If you want to practice your sax, you might want to go to a park and entertain the locals. If they don’t like it, at least you won’t have to live with them the next day.” 
 
    “Um, Allie warned me—” 
 
    Ron interrupted, “Don’t do that.” 
 
    “Uh, do what?” 
 
    “Call Eva by her real name. I’m surprised you even know it. Most of the crew don’t. If someday, you go somewhere with her dressed as Allie and the people around you are folks she grew up with and who already know her as Allie, then you can call her Allie. But, when you’re around her in her musician life, call her ‘Eva.” 
 
    Trying to comprehend this dictum, Witt said, “Davis… called her Allie at our rehearsal the other day. That’s how I learned it was her real name.” 
 
    “And, by now you’ve probably figured out that Davis can be an asshole, right? He was probably trying to piss her off.” 
 
    Witt had a sudden thought. “She was dressed as Allie.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ron sighed. “She virtually never dresses that way around the band, so I’m not sure what she was thinking. But if she confronted Davis about calling her by her real name that’d be his excuse.” 
 
    “Maybe, ’cause I met her when she was busking a street corner dressed as Allie?” 
 
    “She was what?!” 
 
    “Busking. Playing guitar and singing on a street corner in Carson.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Witt nodded. 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” Ron said, shaking his head. “That girl’s so full of surprises.” 
 
    “I’m just saying I already knew she lives kind of a double life. Do you know why she does it?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Not something I’ve discussed with her. But, having seen Eva mobbed by people outside a show, I think I can understand why she’d want to.” 
 
    “The guys don’t feel the need?” 
 
    Ron shook his head. “Davis likes the ego boost. Maybe Shaun and Joe do too. Or maybe they just think it’s a cross they need to bear for the fans? But probably the difference is just how rabid some of Eva’s fans can be. If I were her, I’d be afraid of some of them.” He shrugged, “I think it’s just easier being a different person when she’s away from the tour.” 
 
    There was some more advice on how to live peacefully with a bunch of people in a small space. Before Ron turned him loose to talk to Allie, Witt said, “Eva told me there’s something worse than not being able to go number two on the bus. Something I’d have to find out from somebody other than her.” 
 
    Ron laughed, then stared thoughtfully at him a moment. “Nah. I think we’ve covered it all. She was probably just trying to short-sheet the newbie. Get you all worried. Course, I forgot to tell you about number two, so I might’ve forgotten something else…” He waggled his eyebrows and spoke in a sing-song tone, “You’re gonna have to wait and see.” 
 
    As they went forward to check in with Allie, Witt rolled his eyes, thinking, I have to look up “short-sheet” too! 
 
    She took him to the back lounge, getting a fruit-flavored seltzer out of the fridge on her way. Once they sat down, she tilted her head curiously and asked, “What’re you thinking so far?” 
 
    He shrugged, “Don’t know. Haven’t spent a day on the road. Haven’t played an entire show with you guys. Got a feeling that there’s a battle brewing with Davis…” 
 
    Looking thoughtful, she took a sip of her water. “Yeah. He wants to get rich quick. He sees we have a lot of receipts and thinks the best way to bank more is to spend less.” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think money’s nice, but not the be-all-end-all. I want to be happy. Doing things on the cheap makes people grumpy and when people are all bitchy, I’m not happy. I’d be just as happy giving some of our money away, especially if it made for a happy crew. Hell, I’d give some away to make the world a better place… if I could figure out where to spend it. A lot of charities…” She trailed off, then sighed, “I get the feeling they’re in it for themselves. I don’t like it when I find out their CEO’s getting an astronomical salary.” 
 
    “I looked into this a while back,” Witt said. “There’s a website, Charity Navigators, that assesses charities and figures out how much of every dollar they take in goes to their beneficiaries, versus fund-raising and CEOs.” 
 
    Allie gave him a curious look. “You don’t seem like a guy with a lot of money to give away.” 
 
    He snorted. “Nope. Not at all. But I’ve got some friends… They had some money that they were trying to give away. I got assigned the job of figuring out which charities were worth their salt.” He cleared his throat, “Um, there’re a lot of small and foreign charities that Charity Navigators doesn’t rate. It pretty much only evaluates the giant ones.” When Allie didn’t say anything for a bit, he said, “In my opinion, it’s nicer to find people in trouble and help them out personally.” He shrugged, “But, I’ve heard you run the risk of them coming to you over and over instead of working their own way out of whatever hole they’re in.” 
 
    She studied him, “I’m wondering how you came to have the kind of friends that might assign someone to find good charities?” 
 
    He grinned and waved at himself. “What you see is not all you get. I have hidden depths. And… strange friends. Beyond that,” he lowered his voice to an ominous tone, “there are many secrets I cannot divulge.” 
 
    “Secret rich friends,” she said musingly. 
 
    He wrinkled his nose, “They’re not rich, believe it or not. They just came into some money they wanted to give away.” 
 
    “The plot thickens,” Allie said intently. “Secret bank-robber friends. Robin Hoods.” 
 
    Witt stared at her, hoping he didn’t look too startled. That’s uncomfortably close to the mark, he thought. I’d better shut up before she figures it all out and starts asking me about Barras Anshed. 
 
    They sat in silence for a bit, then, apparently deciding Witt wasn’t going to spew any more embarrassing details, Allie told him not to worry about Davis Tandy and asked if he’d like to run through a few things on their guitars. 
 
    When he agreed and got his out, she said, “That reminds me, have you played electric guitar?” 
 
    “Only a little.” 
 
    She lifted another seat. “How about playing my spare guitar for a bit?” she asked, getting it out from under the seat. “You’ll be able to play more sounds and effects once you get used to it, but most importantly, it’s quiet, which is nice for bus life.” 
 
    She plugged both guitars into a tiny mixer that already had the electronic drums and keyboard plugged into it. Putting on headphones, she started showing him some of the things she hoped he’d be able to do. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As they walked into the venue for the sound check, Allie kept pondering her little session with Witt and the guitars. The way he took to it, she thought, he must’ve played a lot of electric guitar before now. 
 
    He’d acted like he didn’t know what the various pedals and patches did. But as soon as she put an effect on the guitar he was playing, he’d noodle a few notes, then seem to have an instinctual feel for what he could do with it. He’d start playing interesting licks with them almost immediately, making her think he had to know more than he let on. But, then at one point, he’d surprised her by plucking a couple of strings with a new effect setup and saying, “Oh! This is what you use for the solo in “Seven Soldiers!” Then he’d played her solo. Not perfectly. Not even close to as well as she did. But better than most guitarists. 
 
    And far better than most sax players for whom guitar was a second instrument! 
 
    Plus, I’m betting he plays keyboards as well as Davis, she thought. She felt a tiny spike of jealousy at his humble virtuosity. 
 
    Most musicians could play other instruments but few excelled at all of them.  
 
    She’d heard of multi-instrumentalists—people who played two or more instruments at a professional level—but she’d never met one. 
 
    And, she thought, he can sing too. 
 
    They’d reached the stage and she abruptly stopped. All the crew had gathered around something in the back of the stage. Allie suppressed a small spike of irritation. If the crew stopped everything when they had a show to get ready, there had to be a good reason. 
 
    From behind her, Witt asked, “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said, starting toward the little cluster of people. “But I’m afraid it’s not good news.” 
 
    The crew had a laptop streaming a news channel. 
 
    Ruchia had invaded Ucryn. 
 
    No one knew why. 
 
    Apparently, Ruchia claimed they were going in to wipe out a resurgence of Nazism. But Reiter’s news agency said the numbers of neo-Nazis in Ucryn were similar to their frequency in many other western countries. 
 
    Other early analyses seemed to conclude that Ruchia’s President Pootin had designs on Ucryn’s industrial and agricultural riches.  
 
    Or that, aging, he’d decided it was time to leave his mark on the world.  
 
    Or, that he’d simply gone berserker. 
 
    While listening, Allie noticed tears streaming down the face of Daniela, a beloved member of EOD’s road crew.  
 
    When Allie asked someone, she learned Daniela came from Ucryn. Worse, her parents and siblings still lived in Kvg City. Though Allie’d talked to Daniela a few times, now she felt bad that she hadn’t known the young woman well enough to have learned she was from Ucryn.  
 
    Allie wondered whether Daniela would appreciate an attempt to comfort her. Especially from Allie, someone who was, in a sense, her boss.  
 
    But it could be worse, Allie thought, picturing Daniela angrily telling people that not one of EOD’s musicians had even acknowledged her situation.  
 
    Still wondering whether it was the right thing to do, Allie slowly worked her way through the little group to Daniela’s side. 
 
    There she found herself standing uncomfortably while Daniela sobbed without looking up. Finally, Allie put her hand on Daniela’s shoulder and asked, “I’m so sorry. Have you heard from your family yet?” 
 
    Daniela looked up, saw who it was, and suddenly whirled to hug Allie, burying her face in Allie’s shoulder, and letting out a long, agonized moan. 
 
    Allie hugged her in return, patting her shoulder with one hand and squeezing her hard with the other arm. 
 
    Daniela said, “I’ve heard nothing! I can’t get through on the phone. No one answers texts or emails. It’s… it’s… awful.” She sobbed and shook her head, “No one knows anything.” 
 
    “Should we cancel the show? Would that help?” 
 
    Daniela drew back, startled. “You would do that?!” 
 
    Allie slowly nodded, dreading the onslaught of complaints from fans, but thinking there were more important things in the world. 
 
    Daniela studied Allie’s eyes for a moment, then said, “You… you do not know how much this means to me. Just your offer. But I would like the show to go on. If you don’t mind, could you say something about the invasion during the show? About how terrible it is?” 
 
    Allie nodded. “And how we should stand beside the Ucrynian people in this, this… We should support them in their resistance to Ruchian aggression?” 
 
    “Oh! Yes! You would do that?” 
 
    Allie nodded again. “Would you like it if we donated the proceeds of the concert to Ucrynian relief funds? I’m sure someone will form a fund to support your people.” 
 
    Daniela surged forward into an even more intense hug. “Yes! Yes, please! I can’t believe you would do this but… just the offer makes me feel less helpless. I will try to find such a charity… um, one that will accept such a donation. Thank you, thank you, thank you…” 
 
    Allie stayed, holding Daniela another minute, then pulled free, saying, “Let me make some arrangements.” 
 
    “Yes! Please. And I will work extra hard to make sure the show comes off on time,” Daniela said. 
 
    “Would you like the night off?” Allie asked. “You’ve just had a…” she trailed off not knowing what to call it. 
 
    Daniela solved Allie’s dilemma by saying. “No! Not a night off. Not canceling the show. I want to work extra hard so I can feel I am doing my part in the fight for my country!” 
 
    “Okay,” Allie said, pulling back so she could head off to make arrangements.  
 
    As soon as she turned, she bumped into Witt, whom she’d forgotten. Witt said, “You can donate the two thousand you were going to pay me tonight.” 
 
    Allie cocked her head, thinking how she kept finding more reasons to like Witt Ryllin. “You’re sure?” 
 
    He nodded, “Absolutely. Never had a lot of money. Wouldn’t have any idea what do with two grand.” 
 
    “You add grace to the human race, Mr. Ryllin.” 
 
    He frowned at her, “Are you trying to profit from this tragedy by composing a song about me?” 
 
    Allie laughed. “No, just trying not to cry about the shitter Davis Tandy’s going to have when he hears about my largesse.” 
 
    Without a moment’s hesitation, Witt said, “You can use my two thousand from the second show toward making him whole.” 
 
    Stunned, she nodded, “Even more grace… I don’t think it’ll come to that, but I’ll keep your offer in mind.” She reminded Witt that they’d still have a sound check once the crew was set up, then suggested Witt watch the crew set up so he’d understand how that all went down. 
 
    He nodded agreement, already curiously looking around at what the crew had started doing. 
 
    She headed off to talk to Ron about the mechanics of donating the show’s profits—normally shared equally amongst the musicians in EOD—to a Ucrynian charity. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Ed Joseph, the roadie who’d helped Witt Ryllin up onto the stage the first night he played sax for EOD, felt pretty surprised when Ryllin touched his shoulder. When he looked around Ryllin said, “Eva suggested I help you guys set up. Maybe I could help make up for the time you lost learning about Ucryn?” 
 
    Ed eyed him askance, “You’re not worried about bruising a delicate saxophone-keying-finger?” 
 
    Ryllin laughed and wiggled his fingers, “Nah. I’ve got plenty of experience playing with a handful of thumbs. If one of my fingers were to swell up, it wouldn’t affect my ability.” 
 
    Ed snorted, thinking, Is this false modesty? Or does he honestly not know just how amazing he is on the sax? Deciding he couldn’t answer that question today; Ed took the guy at his word. Not by giving him tasks to carry out himself, since the ones he could do without oversight were mind-numbing. Instead, he had Ryllin help with Ed’s own work. This had the advantage of freeing up crew Ed would otherwise have drafted—crew who knew enough to be self-directed. It also let Ed teach Ryllin how the sound system worked—something Ed thought the musicians should understand but usually didn’t. 
 
    Except, Ed kept getting the feeling that Ryllin completely understood the physics of sound, at a level far above Ed’s grasp of how their equipment worked. He began to think that, if he asked, Ryllin could explain a lot of things better than he could. Maybe not in terms of practical matters, like how many woofers should be set up for a hall of such and such a size. But if he’d asked a theory-based question such as how many acoustic watts of power an eighteen-inch woofer could generate if the cone moved in and out five millimeters at 60Hz, Ed had the impression Ryllin could’ve given him an answer immediately—without looking anything up or using a calculator. It’s like he’s a sound genius, Ed thought. Or maybe a physics and math genius? 
 
    Then one of the crew up in the fly tower over the stage dropped a bracket. Ed heard a cry of dismay above him but had no idea an angular three-pound bracket was dropping toward the back of his head.  
 
    Then Ryllin, in the course of knocking it away, smashed into him. 
 
    “What the hell?!” Ed bellowed, staggering a couple of steps, trying to keep his feet, before succumbing to the inevitable and falling painfully on his butt. 
 
    “Oh my God!” someone shouted from up in the fly tower. “Are you okay, Ed?!” 
 
    Ed’s first visual was Ryllin, bent over, holding his hand as if he’d injured it. Then he noticed all the people staring at Ed with concern. 
 
    Within a couple of minutes, he went from pissed at Ryllin to hugely grateful, as he learned how Witt had leaped up, batted the bracket away before it could hit Ed, then run into Ed himself because he couldn’t stop his momentum. 
 
    “Damned thing would’ve killed you,” was a common assessment from people who’d seen what’d happened. 
 
    “Never seen anyone move so fast,” a couple told him. 
 
    Sam, who’d dropped it out of the fly tower, was tearfully apologetic. He’d known he wasn’t supposed to handle heavy stuff when anyone was beneath him, but he’d been thinking he had such good control of the bracket. 
 
    When Ed went over to thank Ryllin, the guy good-spiritedly held up his hand, saying, “All I got was the foretold extra thumb. Gotta stop prophesizing stupid stuff, too much of it comes true!” 
 
    After abjectly thanking him, and worrying about whether Ryllin would be able to play the sax—which Ryllin said he would—Ed said, “Anytime you want a beer, rest of your life, I’m good for it.” 
 
    Ryllin shrugged, “Thanks!” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Months later, when Ed realized Ryllin had never collected on the offered beer, he brought him one at a restaurant. The guy blinked at him a couple of times, then said, “Sorry, I don’t drink. I’ve got an alcoholic dad I’m trying not to emulate.” 
 
    “What can I buy you?” Ed would ask. 
 
    “Let me buy you a beer,” Ryllin nodded at the one in Ed’s hand, “for all you’ve taught me about the sound system.” 
 
    Best beer Ed ever had. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Reiter’s News Service, Kvg City, Ucryn— Ruchia’s troops, armored divisions, and artillery have thrust deep into Ucryn, but the pace of the invasion has slowed. Ucryn’s President Zelskyy attributes this to the brave actions of the Ucrynian military and local IT experts that have banded together to provide Ucrynian forces with excellent battlefield intelligence. 
 
    Ruchia’s President Pootin refuses to answer questions about why Ruchia invaded Ucryn or why the pace of the attack has slowed. 
 
    The Uropean Union has joined The Union of Merica and many other nations in condemning the invasion and imposing sanctions on Ruchia. There is a great deal of pressure on governments around the world to apply their own sanctions. 
 
    Many IT experts have expressed surprise that Ruchia has not unleashed its vaunted cyberwar capabilities on Ucryn, an attack they expected to occur in the first hours of any invasion. Others claim that Ruchia did initiate a cyberattack, but that it has been blunted by other actors, perhaps The Union’s NSA or some unidentified “white hat” hackers. 
 
      
 
    Allie hadn’t been surprised when Davis pitched a fit upon learning that EOD was going to donate the profits of the night’s concert to Ucrynian relief. The dismaying thing was that he pitched said fit where members of the crew, including Daniela, could hear him. 
 
    When she’d used a low voice to point this out, he’d looked over at the crew, then said in a carrying tone, “Like I could give a shit what the monkeys think.” 
 
    To get him to shut up about it, she’d told him that she’d give him her share of the take at the next show to make him whole. 
 
    He’d agreed but grumbled about it to Joe and Stuart after the sound check, evidently without considering that they’d presumably consented to give up their shares. 
 
    Or perhaps hoping they’d insist she make them whole as well. 
 
    When, in the gap between sound check and the show, she sat down to do some more work on the lyrics of their next song, she’d suddenly found herself offended by Davis Tandy’s name at the top of the sheet. 
 
    She deleted his name from what she’d done so far. 
 
    She’d always put her bandmates’ names on her songs, even though they only contributed a few licks or beats—not melodies or lyrics which were the two items considered to be “songwriting.” She’d been doing it to reduce the petty jealousies that cropped up in bands where one member got a majority of the royalties because they’d written the songs.  
 
    She still felt that way, but not in Davis Tandy’s case. 
 
    Still fuming, she didn’t get much done on the lyrics during the break but did come to a firm decision that she wouldn’t put Tandy’s name on any more songs. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The show itself was awesome. The crowd roared support when, after the first song, she announced they were donating the profits to Ucrynian relief.  
 
    She’d had Witt stay back on the first song so the introduction of their new band member wouldn’t take away from the announcement about Ucryn. 
 
    But then the throng seemed stunned when Witt began to play during the second song. She’d had him wait until after her guitar solo, then stepped back and pointed at him as Witt walked out of the darkness at the back of the stage, playing one of his variations on her solo with his sax. 
 
    The applause when he finished was thunderous. 
 
    On the third song, he played a spare rhythm guitar part to her lead. Together, they just sounded… better. 
 
    On the fourth, he played rhythm and joined in singing vocal harmony. She thought his rich voice added a lot. 
 
    When she introduced the band members—as she always did just before the break—the crowd went wild at Witt’s introduction as EOD’s new sax player and rhythm guitarist. 
 
    They can tell he’s special, she thought. And that he’s gonna be a phenomenon. She had a moment of concern over whether the other band members were going to feel hurt. 
 
    On her way back to the dressing room, she found Ed bent over Witt’s hand. 
 
    “What’s up?” she asked, wondering what was going on. She looked at Witt’s hand herself. His right index finger looked swollen. Eyes widening, she asked, “What happened?” 
 
    “Smushed my finger a little,” Witt said cheerfully, waving it around as if it were a prize. “Got me an extra thumb.” 
 
    “What?!” she asked, though she’d understood the words perfectly well, she felt horrified. 
 
    Somberly, Ed said, “He saved my life, Eva,” 
 
    “It was no big deal,” Witt said as if he couldn’t believe Ed thought it was. “Besides, the finger’s just a little sore. Doesn’t keep me from playing as well as I’m capable of.” 
 
    What you’re capable of, is way beyond most people, Allie thought. It wasn’t that he could play incredibly complex parts, though he did that as well, but that he just… had a golden touch of some kind. That he knew which notes to play. How loud and how soft. When to slur or bend notes. What would make each note fit perfectly with everything else. 
 
    When she got the whole story, she felt horrified by the danger, both to Ed’s life and to Witt’s musical career. After Ed reassured her that there’d be no more working in the fly tower while anyone was on the stage below and Witt repeated his claim that his finger was fine, they headed back to the lounge for the last few minutes of their break. 
 
    “Nice of you two to show up,” Davis said when they opened the door to the dressing room. “You been busy bumpin’ uglies?” 
 
    It took Allie a moment to recognize Davis’s words were a crude reference to sexual intercourse. 
 
    Then she could do no more than stare at him with loathing. 
 
    Joe said, “Davis, that was uncalled for. You need to show some—” 
 
    Davis rode over Joe’s words, saying, “I’ve had it with her. I already told you she gave away our profits on this show without even talking to us. And she’s ramming this worthless sax player,” he waved offhandedly at Witt, “down our throats! She’s acting like her opinion’s the only one that matters. If she can’t return to more inclusive decision-making, I’m ready to get out of here and start a better band!” He looked at the other two guys, “Who’s with me?” 
 
    A sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach, Allie wondered whether she’d truly forced her wishes on the others. Her spirits rose when Joe calmly said, “I’m with Eva.” 
 
    All eyes turned to Shaun. The drummer closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them and gave Davis a disgusted look. “You’re being an asshole, Davis. Nothing new, just worse than usual. In your heart, you know this band wouldn’t be anything without her. You should just be glad we’re called EOD instead of ‘Eva and the Numbnuts.’ I’m with her.” 
 
    Allie felt a flood of relief. She knew Shaun spent a lot of his off time with Davis and had been thinking he’d side with his friend in any schism. She turned to Davis, “You gonna finish this show with us? Or you outta here right now?” 
 
    “I don’t have to leave the group,” Davis said, backpedaling. “I just want some changes in how we do things.” 
 
    Allie stared at him a moment, wanting to acquiesce in the interest of everyone getting along. But then she found herself saying, “No. I’m sick of your shit. I’d like to get through a day without you starting a fight. If you don’t go, I go.” 
 
    Davis’s eyes widened, “It doesn’t have to be this way. We can—” 
 
    A knock on the door interrupted them, calling them back to the stage. Allie stood up and turned to Davis, “You gonna play this last set with us?” 
 
    His face a rictus of loathing, he asked, “You trying to throw me out?” 
 
    “If you want, we’ll take another vote when tempers have cooled after the set. Right now, we need to get out there and satisfy our audience. Come if you want.” She shrugged, “Don’t come if you don’t want.” She turned and left the dressing room, hoping the guys would follow her. 
 
    She glanced back to see if anyone had come along. Witt was right behind her. He asked, “You guys been having this kind of trouble for a long time?” 
 
    Sighing, she shook her head. “No. We used to get along pretty well, but Davis has been gradually causing more and more friction about money. We’re making a lot of it, but he always wants more. And more. Then I heard you play the sax and wanted to add that to our…” she waved her hands uncertainly, “our sound, I guess you’d say. But Davis didn’t want to waste money on a sax player. When you showed up and I just asked you to play with us, rather than saying ‘wow, that sounds good,’ he was furious. I think a lot of it’s jealousy. She looked Witt in the eye, “Almost anyone would be jealous of the way you play.” 
 
    Witt frowned and shook his head disbelievingly, “I’m not that good!” 
 
    “You are. Get used to it.” She looked back past him. Joe and Shaun were behind them but not Davis. She said, “Looks like Davis is bailing on us. This is where I start hoping ‘High Burn’ isn’t the only song you can play keyboards on. You think you could play keys on some of our other songs?” 
 
    “Um…” he said thoughtfully, “I can play something, sure. Some of them might sound better with me playing guitar instead? 
 
    I’ve got to trust him on this, Allie decided. “Sure. You decide which instrument to play. If it doesn’t seem to be working, I’ll give you a shake of my head and you figure out how to bow out of whatever you’re playing and do your best to come in on the other.” 
 
    “Or on the sax?” 
 
    “Sure,” she said. They were on the stage, so she strode out to where her guitar rested on its stand, trying to look confident while desperately hoping the audience wasn’t about to be disappointed. 
 
     “Captain of My Soul” was first on the list for their second set. It featured a long, sustained organ chord in the intro. Something the crowd would expect. Allie was about to try to ask the guys to switch to another song when Joe started drumming his fingers on the low bass string. The crowd, recognizing the intro of “Captain” let out a lusty cheer. 
 
    We’re stuck with it now, she thought, darting a look at Witt over at the keyboard stack. He was at the Hammond with one of the drawbar charts Davis used to keep track of the organ set up for each song. As she watched, Witt pulled one of the drawbars out and moved to the next. Hope he gets it right, she thought as Shaun started thumping the kick drum. Witt put down the chart and looked around. Shaun was alternating the snare and the kick now so it was time for the organ to come in.  
 
    With relief, Allie saw the Leslie speakers spin up. And, further easing Allie’s fear, the organ chord faded in the way it was supposed to. She started strumming the same chord on the guitar. 
 
    A chord that they just kept playing until everyone—band and audience—started feeling anxious for a chord change. She heard Witt add a couple of higher keys to the chord. Still the same chord though. She started striking a couple of higher strings in her guitar strum. 
 
    But, overall, the chord droned on. 
 
    Then Joe chopped down with the neck of his bass and they all went to the next chord in the progression, releasing the tension in the room. They played through the progression and, when they got back to the first chord, Allie leaned to the mic, 
 
      
 
    “Another may be  
 
    Master of my fate 
 
    But I will be 
 
    Captain of my soul…” 
 
      
 
    Witt sang Davis’s harmony part.  
 
    The rich timbre of Witt’s voice on backup just plain sounded better than Davis ever had. 
 
    The crowd was in ecstasy, not seeming to notice the alteration in who was performing what. 
 
    When they got to the vamp at the end, Witt suddenly started playing guitar instead of organ. It didn’t sound better, but the change added interest to the song in a way Allie simply loved. 
 
    I think we should get another keyboard player, she thought, not realizing how the thought definitively assigned Davis to EOD’s dust bin, but, as well as Witt plays, there won’t be any rush. 
 
    She signaled to Ed and when he came over, she asked him to help Witt set up the drawbars for each song so he didn’t have to rush to do it. 
 
    At one point, during the intro of a song in what Allie considered to be the best set EOD’d ever played, Allie saw Davis Tandy walk out of the darkness backstage, heading toward the keyboards.  
 
    Oh, shit! she thought. Is he about to get in a fight with Witt over who’s going to play? But then Witt, not having noticed Davis, started playing. And killing it! Allie wasn’t sure what he was doing that made the synth part sound better, perhaps a different synth patch, but everyone could tell it was better.  
 
    Davis abruptly stopped, watched a moment, then headed backstage, never to reappear. 
 
    He knows we don’t need him anymore, Allie thought. She felt sad for her old friend. But not sorry for the enemy he’d become. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    After the show, and two encores, Witt and Allie walked tiredly out to the bus. She wondered why she felt more exhausted than usual but decided it was all the stress. Witt starting. Ruchia invading. Ed nearly getting hurt. Davis pitching a fit, then quitting. Oh, yeah, she thought. And Witt getting hurt, “How’s your finger?” she asked.  
 
    He looked at his hand, “Sore, but functional. Nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “Can I see?” she asked, reaching out for his wrist. 
 
    He let her pull it closer, protesting that it was fine. 
 
    Even in the dim light, she could see it was swollen. She thought it seemed discolored. Pulling out her phone, she pulled up the flashlight function and pointed it at his finger. It was black and blue. “That looks pretty bad,” she said. “Maybe we should take you to a doc-in-a-box for an X-ray.” 
 
    “Nah,” he said shaking his head. “It’s just bruised.” He flexed and extended it, “If I just keep working it, it’ll be fine.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, thinking, Men! She opened her mouth to argue, but then shook her head and said, “Okay. It’s your finger, cowboy.” 
 
    “Cowboy?” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re supposed to be too stupid to ask for help.” 
 
    “Ah,” Witt said with an understanding nod. “That’s me. Um, what’re we gonna do without the B3?” 
 
    “The organ?” 
 
    Witt nodded. 
 
    “Did something happen to it?” 
 
    “Well, you know, with Davis leaving, I’m sure he’s gonna take it and the Leslies with him.” 
 
    “Oh,” she laughed. “No. Davis is way too cheap to have bought his own gear. That stuff belongs to the band.” 
 
    Witt just smiled and gave another nod. 
 
    Back at the bus, they headed straight for their bunks. When Witt pulled back the curtain on his, Allie stared in astonishment at the location of his pillow. “Tell me you don’t sleep with your head toward the front of the bus!” 
 
    “Um, yeah. Shouldn’t I?” 
 
    “If Greg slams on the brakes, or worse, runs into a bridge abutment, which would you rather break, your ankle, or your neck?” 
 
    “Ankle, Ma’am,” he said, grabbing his pillow and tossing it to the rear end of the bunk. “Remaking my bed. Now.” 
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 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Reiter’s News Service, Kvg City, Ucryn— Ucryn claims that Ruchian troops have committed thousands of war crimes. Most of the attributed crimes accuse Ruchia of killing unarmed noncombatant civilians, however, they are also reporting rapes and gang rapes by Ruchian soldiers. In addition, Ucryn has accused Ruchia of indiscriminate bombing and shelling of civilian communities, attacks Ucryn claims have killed additional thousands and left many more homeless. 
 
    The international community has come together in unprecedented numbers to denounce Ruchia’s actions, casting the country as a villain. Many are promising Ucryn material support in the form of weapons, supplies, and medical materials. However, few are considering direct military support. When questioned regarding that unwillingness, they have expressed their disinclination to chance a nuclear incident with Ruchia. 
 
      
 
    Three nights and three shows later, Allie and Witt were walking down an alley behind a venue, on their way back to the bus together. Something that’d become somewhat of a routine with them. The tour’d been going great. One reviewer had commented on the fact that they’d replaced their keyboard player, Davis Tandy, with Witt Ryllin, “a multi-instrumentalist who not only plays keys and rhythm guitar, but brought the house down with astonishing sax solos.” 
 
    Allie was opening her mouth to tell Witt about that review when someone stepped out of the darkness in front of her. 
 
    Holding a gun. 
 
    Waving the gun at Witt, the guy said, “You, get lost.” He turned his attention fully to Allie, “Eva, you’re comin’ with me.” 
 
    Thinking it was an obsessed fan—this one wouldn’t be the first, though he was the first with a gun—Allie stopped and put her hands up to slow things down. Using her special sense, she checked the pepper spray level in the little canister in the pocket of her cargo pants.  
 
    To her relief, it was full. She had nightmares about needing it and finding it empty or missing.  
 
    Next, she reached out and located the guy’s nose with her sense. She waited. She didn’t think releasing capsaicin in front of the guy’s nose would make him pull the trigger, but there wasn’t a rush. She’d wait until he pointed the gun elsewhere, then… 
 
    She stared. 
 
    The gun had vanished. 
 
    The guy was staring at his hand as if it’d betrayed him. Saying, “What the hell?!” he started frantically looking around while his hand darted behind his back. 
 
    He’s got another gun! Allie thought. Why didn’t I expect that? She formed a port from her pepper spray canister to a spot just in front of his nose and opened it. In her anxiety she held it open longer than she’d intended, letting a big burst blow out into his nose and, incidentally spread over his eyes and mouth. 
 
    He crumpled to the ground in agony. 
 
    Aw crap! she thought, worried it might’ve been a big enough dose to kill him. She looked at Witt, worried about what he made of this.  
 
    Witt’s eyes were wide with surprise. 
 
    Since Allie didn’t want to explain or defend what she’d just done, she ventured a strong offense, exclaiming, “What the hell just happened?!” 
 
    Witt swept the area with his eyes, then turned them on her. They were narrowed in speculation. “How’d you do that?” 
 
    “Do what?!” Allie asked wondering how he could seem so certain she was the one who’d done it. 
 
    Witt looked at the man, curled up on the ground, gasping for breath, yet crying when exhaling. Walking over he bent over, sniffed, then said, “He’s been hit with pepper spray, but…” he looked at Allie, then pulled out his phone and, when he got to the phone’s keypad screen, punched three numbers.  
 
    911, Allie thought, looking at the guy on the ground. The guy probably does need help, even if I don’t want to give it to him. Her mind gibbered as Witt calmly told the 911 operator that an assailant had been fended off with pepper spray and seemed to be having trouble breathing. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Witt had consciously jumped himself into 400X fast-time when the guy had first appeared in front of them brandishing the gun. As he pulled his headlight out of his backpack he wondered why he hadn’t spontaneously found himself in fast-time, the way he had in threatening situations before. 
 
    He couldn’t think of a reason but decided to go ahead and start making things safer.  Pulling his sleeves down over his fingers to prevent fingerprints, he walked over to the would-be assailant. Putting the man’s arm in fast-time to relax its muscles, Witt grasped the barrel of the gun. He tilted it upward and once he had it aimed high enough it couldn’t shoot Allie, he studied it to find and apply its safety.  
 
    Then he pulled the weapon out of floppy fingers.  
 
    He paused for a moment to think. In the past, when he’d been in such situations, he’d taken the ammunition out of the gun, throwing it, the gun, and the magazine, all in different directions to make the weapon harder to re-arm. But this time he’d thought it through far enough to realize he was going to want the police to find the guy with his weapon. That way they’d recognize him to be a significant threat who justified any retaliatory actions Witt might take to dissuade him from his plan of action. 
 
    For now, he carried it off to the side of the alley and hid it behind a dumpster. 
 
    Returning to a position beside and slightly behind Allie, he went back to normal-time. A second later the guy realized his gun had disappeared and started scrabbling behind his back for another weapon.  
 
    Witt was about to go back into fast-time and take the other gun when he heard a spraying sound come from right in front of the man. Witt saw a mist wet the man’s face, then the guy collapsed to the ground, coughing, wheezing, choking, and crying in agony. 
 
    Witt made a full revolution, not only looking, but also sweeping the area with his strange sense. There were only the three of them.  
 
    No one else was nearby, yet someone had shot the man with pepper spray. 
 
    And, they’d sprayed him from a distance, since no one had been close enough to have used pepper spray in the usual fashion. 
 
    As Allie shouted, “What the hell just happened?!” Witt swept her with his sense and found a suspicious small canister in the front pocket of her pants. One he felt certain she hadn’t pulled out of her pocket when she dealt with the aggressor. 
 
    Looking at her, he asked, “How’d you do that?” 
 
    “Do what?!” Allie asked. 
 
    She was upset, but he could tell she was trying to hide something. 
 
    She has an ability, Witt realized. Like Roni and me. Well, and maybe Hax’s leadership. An ability that’s somewhat similar, yet quite different. And, she wants to keep it a secret the same way we do ours. 
 
    Witt looked at the coughing, wheezing guy on the ground. Witt walked closer and took a tiny sniff. Yep, pepper spray, he thought. Aloud, Witt said, “He’s been hit with pepper spray, but…” he looked at Allie, then pulled out his phone and dialed 911, thinking frantically about how to handle this. He looked down at the guy and thought, We can’t let him die. Even if he might deserve to. 
 
    When the 911 operator answered, Witt said, “Please send an ambulance to the back of Collam Auditorium. A man attacked a friend of mine and got pepper sprayed. He’s having some trouble breathing.” 
 
    Witt looked over at the expression on Allie’s face. Realizing they needed time to talk, he interrupted the 911 operator’s questions to say, “I’m gonna do what I can for… uh, the victim.”  
 
    Then he laid his phone down, stepped away from it, and took himself and Allie into fast-time. 
 
    When the world went from dim to full blackout dark, she squeaked a frightened sounding “Oh!” 
 
    “Allie,” Witt said, consciously using her real name to move her out of their normal relationship. The one where he was the new guy and she was his boss. 
 
    “What just happened?!” 
 
    “You know how you have a strange ability?” Witt asked. “The one that let you transfer some pepper spray out of the canister in your pocket to a point right in front of that guy’s face?” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    He knows my real name! Allie found herself thinking with alarm, somewhat incongruously given the gravity of the situation they were already in. Though she’d found it hard to believe, he’d been so carefully calling her Eva that she’d been thinking he just hadn’t caught on when Davis called her “Allie” at their rehearsal. 
 
    Accepting that he’d just been avoiding the use of her real name out of politeness, she wondered why he’d used it now. Then her mind caught up with the other things he’d said. That he knew she had a special ability. That he knew about the little canister of pepper spray in her pocket. That he knew she’d used it on the guy who’d pulled the gun. Honed by years of practice, her instinct for denial and deflection still kicked in, “What?! Why’s it dark?!” 
 
    A bright light—such as might come from a flashlight—came on and shone on the guy who’d had the gun. Witt patiently said, “This guy pulled a gun on us. Then, without anyone approaching him, he succumbed to a pepper spray attack that came out of the air directly in front of him. There’s no one else around. You have a canister of typical size and shape for pepper spray in your right front pocket. I didn’t spray him and you’re the only other person here. Ipso facto, you did it through some un… unusual means.” 
 
    He was going to say “unnatural,” Allie thought, on the verge of hysterical laughter over his carefully reasoned analysis. Then she wondered why she’d focused on what she thought he’d been about to say, which didn’t matter much. Continuing to deflect, though she already sensed it would be hopeless, she forcefully said, “Why, is, it, dark?” 
 
    Witt cleared his throat, then said, “Because I have a strange ability of my own. I can… affect the flow of time. Just now I’ve tremendously sped time up around each of us. So much so that light from the outside world is…” he hesitated, then went on, “let’s just say there isn’t enough light coming to us, so we’re in the dark.” 
 
    Now she did laugh. It had a hysterical edge to it as she said, “That’s ridiculous!” 
 
    He’d been putting the flashlight on his head. When it stayed there, she realized it was a camping headlight. Now he bent over and—she could see in its light that he was digging in the small backpack he always had with him—he pulled out another headlight. Turning it on, he handed it to her. “Put this on and we’ll go look at the guy who had the gun. That’ll be pretty convincing.” 
 
    A few seconds later they were standing over the guy, still curled up on his side. He was as motionless as a statue and looked… odd. His hands were up, rubbing at his eyes. Well, they weren’t rubbing, because they were motionless. But if he were a statue some sculptor had carved in an attempt to show a pepper spray victim rubbing their eyes, the artist would’ve been quite satisfied with the job he’d done. 
 
    Allie focused on the guy’s stock-still chest. He’s not breathing! she thought in alarm. 
 
    Witt said, “He’s not completely immobile, he’s just moving 400 times slower than we are.” 
 
    “Could… can we just leave?” She immediately began to feel ashamed of herself for proposing the idea. “I mean, he should get better from the pepper spray and the EMTs are gonna be here in a couple of minutes, right?” 
 
    Witt had stopped moving. For a moment she thought he might’ve fallen victim to the time stretch that’d immobilized the guy at their feet. Then she realized he was probably horrified about what she’d just said and was trying to figure out how to respond. “Sorry!” she blurted. “I don’t know what I was thinking. Of course, we can’t leave!” 
 
    “Yeah,” Witt said slowly. “I called 911 on my phone, so if we run, they’re gonna track me down and ask some serious questions.” 
 
    “Even if they couldn’t track us,” Allie said morosely, “it’d be immoral to run. You get outta here. I’ll stay here and take the heat for spraying this guy.” 
 
    “I’m the one who called them. They’re gonna want to talk to me no matter what.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Allie said. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Let me point out a few things. First of all, as long as we stay in fast-time there’s no rush so we can talk out how to approach this.” 
 
    Allie blinked, looking down at the guy by their feet, “You’re sure he’s okay not breathing while we chit-chat?” 
 
    Witt didn’t answer immediately, then when he did, he said, “I’ve just slowed his time-flow by 50,000 times. At his current rate, it’d be months of normal time before he got seriously short of breath. Now, you should know that before you sprayed him, I went to fast-time and took his gun away from him—” 
 
    Interrupting him, Allie said, “Oh! I saw it vanish, but didn’t know what’d happened.” 
 
    Witt didn’t respond to that assertion. “Now, what I’m gonna suggest is that I put the gun on the ground near him for the police to find.” 
 
    “What if he grabs it?!” 
 
    “Come on Allie, the guy can’t see and he’s gasping for breath!” 
 
    “Yeah. Sorry, I’m just not used to this.” 
 
    “I know,” Witt said kindly. “I know. We’re both freaked out and I’m sure you’re having a hard time adjusting to this time stuff. Sorry I barked at you.” 
 
    She tried starting over at a different point. “If you put the gun near him, isn’t it gonna have your fingerprints on it?” 
 
    “No. Though that wouldn’t be a big problem since it’d be reasonable for us to have moved it away from him.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Also,” Witt said, hesitantly, “I’m assuming you might be able to control time yourself? That you went to fast-time and went over and sprayed him, right after I finished my fast-time jaunt to take his gun?” 
 
    “No…” she hesitated, but decided that, since he’d given up his secret, he deserved to know hers. After his surprisingly accurate analysis of what’d happened, she could hardly claim not to have one. She said, “I can form small tunnels through space from one place to another. ‘Ports,’ I call them. They aren’t very big and won’t go very far, but even a little one, if it’s carrying pepper spray will…” She paused, then said, “Sorry. A little goes a long way. I left the port open too long or he wouldn’t be in so much trouble. I should know better.”  
 
    When Witt didn’t say anything for a moment, she moved the beam of her headlight so she could see his face. He looked dumbfounded, but his expression quickly transformed to become thoughtful. He turned and squatted next to the guy. A moment later he stood and said, “The tissues of his nasal passages and upper throat are swollen. I think that’s contributing to his trouble breathing. Do you think you could open one of your portals into his windpipe to let him get air better?” 
 
    “You can tell that because you can sense inside of objects?” she asked. 
 
    He nodded. “Can you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, nodding. She crouched down and sent her own sense into the guy’s head and neck. His air passages were indeed swollen but she didn’t think they were about to close off. Not yet anyway. In case he needed help later, she checked out his windpipe. It was just under the skin in the lower part of his neck. “I should be able to open a port like that, but I get tired and lose my ability pretty fast if I have to hold a port open for very long.” 
 
    “Don’t do it yet, then,” Witt said. “He doesn’t need to breathe at all while he’s in slow-time.” He stood and trotted toward a dumpster. “I’m gonna get his gun and put it beside him.” 
 
    When Witt got back with the gun, he was holding it by the barrel using fingers hidden in the sleeve of his jacket. He laid it down about three feet from the guy. “I put the safety on, so it’s not in danger of going off. Even if he did grab it, the safety’d slow him down a moment… Um, you should get your pepper spray out of your pocket and drop it near the gun. It’d signal that you were close enough to have sprayed him. We don’t want to have to explain how you shot him with pepper spray from fifteen feet away.” 
 
    Allie got it out. “I’m just gonna trigger a small spray so it’ll look like it’s been used.” 
 
    “Wait!” he said, holding out a halting hand. “I’m not sure, but the pepper might get stuck in your bubble if you spray it in fast-time…” 
 
    “My bubble?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I call the zone around you where time transitions from fast-time back to the normal time around you. Um, I’m worried that the spray might not leave your zone and could be stuck in there with you. I’ve never had an occasion to wonder about what’d happen or do any experiments, but I think spraying it, then finding out it’s to some extent trapped around you sounds like a bad idea.” 
 
    “Okay,” Allie said, chastened. 
 
    “Uh, I’m just gonna think a sec…” After another few moments, he said, “I think we’ve done what we can do. I’m gonna put us back in normal-time but leave the gunman in slow-time until the ambulance gets here, okay?” 
 
    Allie thought for a couple of seconds, more alarmed that she believed Witt’s unreal time-flow story than she was about what’d happened. No ideas came to her so she said, “I can’t think of anything else we should do either. Go ahead.” 
 
    Suddenly the lights in the alley came back on, once again lighting it dimly. Witt held out his hand. “Let me put the headlights away. People tend to think you’re pretty weird if you run around wearing them when it isn’t dark.” 
 
    Once he’d stuffed the lights back into his backpack, he said, “Okay, give that little squirt of your pepper spray…” Witt took an urgent step back away from her, saying, “Downwind!” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Sorry.” She gave it a tiny squirt, then tossed the canister on the ground near the gun. “That look good?” 
 
    “Uh-huh. When the EMTs arrive, I’ll let this dude go back to near normal-time, leaving him a little slow to give them a few extra minutes if he’s really having trouble breathing.”  
 
    She stood, looking at the guy for a few seconds, “Do you think they might need to cut a hole into his windpipe for him to breathe through?” 
 
    “Oh.” Witt send his sense in to check they guy’s airway again. ‘No. I think you were right. The swelling in his mouth and nose isn’t bad enough to be the reason he’s having trouble breathing. I get the impression his lungs are irritated, like with asthma.” 
 
    “Ah,” Allie said thoughtfully. 
 
    The police and an ambulance arrived soon after that. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The cops cleared the scene of danger and the ambulance team moved in to deal with the guy’s breathing issues.  
 
    One of the police studied the guy on the ground for a moment then turned to them. His eyes flicked back and forth, then settled on Witt “So, this guy was robbing you?” 
 
    “Um, no, I don’t think so,” Witt answered for the both of them “He, uh…” He glanced at Allie, wondering whether she wanted to spin this in any particular direction. 
 
    “He what?” 
 
    “Um,” Allie hadn’t said anything so Witt decided to go with the truth, especially since the cops might separate them for more questions and her seeing he was going that way might keep their answers more in synch. Witt pointed at the guy on the ground. “He waved his gun at us,” Witt pointed to where it lay on the pavement. “Then he told Eva she was going to go with him. He told me to ‘get lost.’ While he was talking, he fumbled the gun and it fell on the road. Rather than pick it up, he reached behind his back, I assume for another gun, but then Eva—" 
 
    The cop interrupted Witt when he turned and barked at his partner, “Randy!” He waved at Witt and Allie, “They say the dude might have another weapon behind his back! Check it out.” He turned back to Witt and Allie, “Then what happened?” 
 
    “Um, while he was reaching behind his back, Eva sprayed him with her pepper spray and that was the end of it. He seemed to be having some trouble breathing, so we called 911.”  
 
    The cop turned to Allie, “You knew him?” 
 
    She shook her head. Witt didn’t think she seemed like the confident person he knew. This’s seriously shaken her up, he thought. 
 
    “Any idea what he wanted?” 
 
    Witt opened his mouth to answer for her, but the cop waved him off. 
 
    Allie said something so quietly that even Witt, right beside her, couldn’t parse it. 
 
    “What?” the cop asked. 
 
    She cleared her throat and spoke a little louder. “I think he’s an over-enthusiastic fan.” 
 
    The cop stepped back and ran his eyes over her. “Are you a celebrity of some kind?” 
 
    “Musician.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Eva.” 
 
    “Eva…?” When she didn’t amplify, he said, “Eva, what?” 
 
    “Eva by itself. It’s my stage name. Hardly anyone knows my real name. I’m sure that guy doesn’t know it.” 
 
    “I need to know it.” 
 
    “Can you keep it confidential? I keep it a secret because of guys like that one.” 
 
    He shrugged, “Maybe?” 
 
    “If you can’t promise to make an effort, I’ll want to talk to a lawyer to be sure I have to give it to you.” 
 
    The cop rolled his eyes. “What band do you play with?” 
 
    “Eve of Destruction.” 
 
    The cop did a little double take, “You’re that Eva?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    He looked over at the guy on the ground. The EMTs were loading him onto a stretcher. “Just a minute,” the cop said and stepped over that way. “Randy, did the perp have another gun?” 
 
    The other cop nodded. “A little nine-millimeter.” 
 
    “He talkin’ yet?” 
 
    “He says,” the cop made finger quotes, “‘Didn’t do nuttin’. Wants a lawyer.” 
 
    The policeman talked to the ambulance people and came back to Witt and Allie. “They say he’s gonna be okay. We’ll probably have him in a cell later tonight. How about a compromise? You give me your phone number so I can contact you if my chief says I gotta put your real name on the report? We have to have contact info anyway, in case there’re questions later in the investigation.” 
 
    Allie nodded, “Thank you for your consideration.” 
 
    The guy wrote down the number Allie gave him, then dialed it to be sure her phone rang. 
 
    “Not very trusting, are you?” Allie asked. 
 
    “Comes with the territory, ma’am,” he said, giving her a genuine smile. “Um, one more thing?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Can I get an autograph for my daughter?” 
 
    Allie laughed. “Sure. Comes with the territory, sir.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As the Ryllin family sat down to their Christmas Eve dinner, Witt’s dad, Syke Ryllin, asked, “How’s college?” 
 
    “All A’s,” Witt said with a grin. “Consistently winning the hundred-meters. Usually winning the 200 and 400. I’ve made some good friends.” 
 
    His dad looked over at Witt’s sister. “Claire tells me you’re rooming with Hax Buchry?” 
 
    “Yup,” Witt said with another grin. “He’s my claim to fame.” 
 
    Passing the salad, Syke cocked his head, “Is he really as calm as he looks on TV?” 
 
    Witt nodded, “Nothin’ ruffles the guy.” He cleared his throat and made an obvious move to alter the direction of the conversation by hitting his dad with a serious question. “How’s work going?” 
 
    His dad took the question in stride. “Okay.” He shook his head, “I won’t pretend there haven’t been tight moments, but I seem to be handling them way better now.” 
 
    “What about dealing with jerks?” Witt asked, passing the rolls. 
 
    Syke shrugged, “I didn’t have to do that much when they had me manning a desk. Now they’ve got me on a crime scene team. I like being out in the field better than in the office and things are pretty mellow at crime scenes. They can be horrific, but there’s no ongoing conflict.” He frowned, “I kinda think I could handle higher pressure environments now, but I’m glad they’re moving me back toward those situations a little bit at a time.” 
 
    “So, no drinking?” 
 
    “Nope.” He shook his head, “Not that I don’t think a beer’d be nice, but I’m not finding it all that hard to hold the line.” 
 
    They kept talking pleasantly. Their mom liked her job but kept looking to move up, either at that company or by moving to another company. Claire managed to answer a few questions about high school without getting sullen or hostile over what she would usually consider cross-examination. 
 
    When Claire had answered her third question, she deflected a fourth by turning to Witt, “How’s the tour going?” 
 
    His dad turned to give Witt a puzzled look, “Tour?” 
 
    Witt darted an uncertain look at Claire, then said, “I’m, uh, playing sax for a band over Christmas break. I make pretty good money per gig. They, um…” He trailed off. He’d been thinking he could somehow imply it wasn’t a tour without actually lying, but hadn’t been able to think of a way to do it. 
 
    “They, um, what?” Claire said, all ears. 
 
    “It’s kind of a trial run. I might be able to play with them after Christmas break too. I’d keep up with my classes online.” 
 
    Wide-eyed, his mom turned on him, “What?! You wouldn’t be able to keep your track scholarship by running races online!” 
 
    Witt shrugged, “I haven’t talked to the coach, but we might be able to work something out. He wants me on his team.” 
 
    “Work something out?!” his mom asked, sounding somewhat frantic. “How’s he supposed to coach you if you’re not even at the school?!” 
 
    Witt made calming motions with his hands. “Mom, you remember how I won a lot of races and broke some records in high school?” 
 
    She nodded; her face still tight. 
 
    “I’m doing the same kinds of things in college. Believe me, coaches really like having someone like me on their team. I think the coach’ll let me just show up to some meets, because, whether he coaches me or not, everyone’ll assume he did. Coaches get recruited by other schools and compete for bigger salaries if they’ve coached a winner.” 
 
    “And you think you can win without coaching or practicing?” 
 
    He nodded, “I can practice on my own. I don’t need coaching.” 
 
    She sagged back in her chair, “Come on, Witt. You can’t risk your scholarship to play in a band. You know there’re ten thousand bands that form for every one that makes it big. You’ve gotta invest your efforts in your education. It’ll serve you for a lifetime!” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I can do both, Mom. This music gig doesn’t keep me very busy. We only play a couple of hours for each show and they only play one show per evening. It’ll leave me plenty of time to watch recordings of the lectures and do my reading.” 
 
    His dad put an oar in the water, “I thought professional musicians spent a lot of time practicing?” 
 
    “I…, don’t seem to need all that much practice. The band mostly plays pop music. Not like classical stuff that’s highly complex. I think symphony musicians practice for hours a day to keep up their skills.” He shrugged, “But for this stuff, playing a couple of hours in one of our shows is probably enough to keep my chops up.” 
 
    His mom rolled her eyes, “Come on, Witt. A couple of hours playing, sure, but there’s gotta be time spent setting up before a gig and taking stuff down after. And then, when you get up the next morning you’ve gotta hit the road to the next gig. I doubt you can get much studying done while the bus’s rolling.” 
 
    “Bus?” his dad said. “More like a van, right?” 
 
    “No. It’s a bus alright,” Witt said. “It’s got bunks we sleep in. When we finish a show, we climb in our bunks and sleep while we’re on the way to the next gig.” 
 
    “You guys drive this bus?!” his dad asked with alarm, a cop’s concern for road safety coming to the surface. 
 
    Witt shrugged, “They’ve got a professional driver. They’re doing pretty well. I’m really lucky they’ve taken me on.” 
 
    His mom was frowning. “How much partying are you doing?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Pretty much none. They’re professionals that’re focused on their music.” 
 
    “They pay you so much per show?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “So, on the days they play two shows, they pay you twice as much?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “How much?” 
 
    “I’d… rather not say. Enough that I’m happy.” 
 
    She snorted and Witt thought that—as he’d hoped—she thought they were paying him so little he was embarrassed about it. She confirmed this when she said, “So, it’s an avocation rather than a vocation. You’ve gotta promise us you’ll give it up if your grades start to drop.” 
 
    Or what? Witt wondered. He was eighteen. His scholarship and a small loan were paying for his education, not his parents. And, the money he was making over Christmas would pay off that loan with tens of thousands to spare for tuition. Wanting to keep things friendly, he chose his words carefully, “I’ll keep an eye on it. But remember, I’m not the first kid who worked his way through college. I want to get that degree, but I don’t want to go way into debt.” 
 
    His dad leaned forward, “I’d think the most important thing’s going to be keeping that scholarship. Isn’t that the best way to keep from going into debt?” 
 
    Witt nodded as if he were giving all this advice a lot of thought. Actually, he was wondering why he wasn’t telling them he was playing for EOD. Because, he realized, it might be great, but it’s “a bird in the bush.” I don’t have it for sure. Shit could happen. EOD might fall apart. They may only offer me a salary, and it could be a lot less than they’re paying me now. And, most importantly, I don’t want to come off as a guy who bragged about a job he didn’t really have.  
 
    He looked over at Claire. She was studying him thoughtfully but at least she wasn’t jerking his chain. Saying, “This table isn’t gonna clear itself,” he stood and stacked a couple of plates. When he picked them up, he sped up his time a bit, then tilted the plates a little. The unsteady one on top slid off toward Claire’s lap. 
 
    She squeaked and gave Witt a furious look after, but she caught it neatly—by moving much faster than normal people. She’s got the trait too, he thought, wondering whether to tell her. He still hadn’t told his mom about her fast-time trait and he’d discovered hers back when he was a senior in high school. He sometimes wondered just why he hadn’t gotten around to it. 
 
    He could argue she wouldn’t benefit from fast-time since she didn’t play sports. And, if she ever came into danger, presumably her fast-time would kick in spontaneously, protecting her if it could. 
 
    Claire didn’t like sports either. Did she need to cognitively understand what she could do to reap the benefits of it? Am I selfishly keeping knowledge of their ability to myself so I can feel special? For that matter, I haven’t helped Dad understand what his talent can do, and, working as a cop, he’s exposed to a lot more danger than the women are. If I’m going to teach anyone about it, I should start with him… 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Witt had spent the day with his mother and sister, so when they’d finished dinner and each opened the one present they traditionally opened on Christmas Eve, he headed home with his dad. Though Witt was still hopeful his mom and dad would get back together, it hadn’t happened yet and he didn’t think his dad should have to sleep alone that night. 
 
    Since they were all having breakfast together the next morning before opening the rest of their presents, Witt’d hoped his mom might invite his dad to spend the night, but she hadn’t. 
 
    Another time, Witt thought, then decided this was as good a time as any to talk to his dad about fast-time. He cleared his throat, “Dad, you remember a while back, how we talked about our talent for going into fast-time? You commented that I’d given it a lot more thought than you had. That you just used your speed.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” his dad said distractedly. 
 
    Is he uninterested in knowing more, or is he just focused on his driving? Witt wondered, hesitating to go on. Then as the seconds passed after his hesitation, he felt a little embarrassed that he’d presumed that his dad wanted Witt to teach him something. He decided he should wait until his dad asked him about it. 
 
    A few blocks later, his dad said, “Sorry. I’ve been worrying about your scholarship and wasn’t paying attention to what you said a bit ago. What’d you want?” 
 
    Holding back a sigh, Witt said, “Go ahead. What’s eating you about the scholarship?” 
 
    “Nothing you can answer. I’m just wondering how your coach is gonna react.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Witt said. “I wish Claire hadn’t brought it up or that I hadn’t said anything about how the band might keep me on. I shouldn’t have talked to you guys about it until they offered me the job, which might not happen. Even if they do offer me the job, I should have waited until I’d talked to Coach Lang about it before I mentioned it to you guys. Then we’d know whether I could play with the band and still keep my track scholarship. I think there’s an excellent chance you and Mom are fretting about something that’ll never happen or won’t be a problem.” 
 
    His dad gave a tiny nod, then said, “You’re right. I should worry about actual problems, not possible ones. What were you asking me about when I got all distracted?” 
 
    “I was wondering whether you’d like to understand your fast-time ability any better?” 
 
    “Um… sure. Is there something else to understand?” 
 
    Witt suddenly felt like what he had to tell his dad seemed unimportant. Nonetheless, he forged ahead, “You know how the world changes color when you go into fast-time?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “That’s because the light waves coming to you in fast-time arrive farther apart. As if you were watching the waves on the beach in slow motion. They’d seem to be arriving less frequently, or farther apart, which, with light, means the color changes from the bluer ranges down toward redder colors. It’s what physicists would call a ‘redshift.’” 
 
    “Ah,” his dad said, signaling his understanding. Then he frowned, “Is knowing that useful somehow?” 
 
    And, there it is, Witt thought. Dad’s not gonna find the physics of time-flow abilities at all interesting unless I can show him how it’s useful. He said, “It can help you know how fast you’re going. For instance, you mentioned that you’ve seen green leaves turn red. That’d mean you were going about 1.3 times normal speed.” 
 
    “Hmm, that’s, interesting,” his dad said, but Witt could tell he thought it merely curious. Trying to think of something that might be useful to his dad above and beyond just going fast, Witt said, “Another thing I’ve been able to do is to include other things or even people in my bubble…” he trailed off as he realized that speeding other people 1.3X might not be that useful. When Witt had done it for his friends, he’d usually sped them up to 400X so they became invisible and could do a lot of stuff without anyone noticing. 
 
    “Bubble?” his dad asked. 
 
    “Um, yeah. It’s not just you that’s going fast, but a small region around you where time’s transitioning down to normal speed. I call it my ‘bubble.’” 
 
    Turning into his apartment complex, his dad glanced doubtfully over at Witt, “What makes you think that?” 
 
    “Um, have you ever tried to use your phone when you’re in fast-time?” 
 
    “No,” his dad said, eyes widening a little. “When I’m going fast, it’s because I’m in a fight. Why would I be using my phone?” 
 
    “Are you saying the only times you’ve ever been in fast-time have been in fights?” 
 
    “Or, other emergencies. Yeah.” 
 
    Oh, wow, Witt thought, realizing that either his dad’s talent was much weaker or differently activated from Witt’s. Or, that his dad just hadn’t tried to explore his talent at all. They were getting out of the car so Witt said, “Can you try pushing yourself into fast-time for me? Even though there’s no emergency?” 
 
    His dad tried, but despite extensive effort, couldn’t seem to control the flow of time the way Witt could. He went faster in emergencies and that was it.  
 
    When his dad asked him, Witt admitted he had better control and could go “some” faster than the 1.3X his dad could go, but didn’t rub his dad’s nose in the massive difference between their two abilities. 
 
    Witt’s hope that he’d be able to teach his dad to slow time and that such an ability might help him save a few lives didn’t appear to be possible either—since after several tries it didn’t seem his dad’s ability extended to such effects. In case his dad might be able to do it, but only in an emergency, Witt told him how it worked and how he’d used it to slow the rate of time for someone’s brain and spinal cord during CPR—but there was no way to know whether the knowledge that it was possible might let his dad do it in an actual crisis. 
 
    There wasn’t even a way to know whether his dad believed Witt had slowed time, or just thought Witt had imagined it. 
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 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Christmas was over and EOD was about to go back on tour. Allie was ruminating about Witt’s ability to change the flow of time while she waited in the back of the bus for a meeting with Joe and Shaun. 
 
    If I could speed time, it’d sure make it easier to play complex guitar solos, she thought. For a moment she wondered whether Witt sped time for his playing, but decided he probably didn’t. She hadn’t seen him doing anything that required really fast movement. His virtuosity doesn’t have to do with rapid fingering, it’s all about how he plays the perfect note, at precisely the right time, so it fits the song beautifully. And how he slurs and bends notes so… flawlessly. 
 
    As she pondered the phenomenon, she thought, My ports are through space, and Witt’s ability controls time. Since space-time’s a big thing in physics, I’d better be careful Dad doesn’t hear about what Witt can do. Wouldn’t want Dad getting all obsessed again. Or turning Witt into his next guinea pig. 
 
    She’d been getting along great with her dad for a while now but had an uneasy feeling he could slide way down the rabbit hole again. 
 
    Joe and Shaun came in. Looking up, Allie said, “Hey, guys.” 
 
    “You look worried,” Joe said. 
 
    “I’m afraid Witt might not join EOD.” 
 
    Joe looked alarmed, “Why wouldn’t he?!”  
 
    Shaun, however, shrugged and said, “I’m sure Davis’d be happy to come back on board.” 
 
    Allie tried not to wince at the thought of Davis rejoining them. She kept her voice calm as she said, “I think Witt ups our game a lot. There’s a lot of positive online chatter about him and his sax. There are even people commenting about how much they liked having two guitars on some of the songs. And, I love his voice. It’s a lot richer than Davis’s.” 
 
    Shaun looked off into space a moment, then, to Allie’s surprise, he said, “You’re right about all those things. We’re better off with Witt. But if he doesn’t want to stay on, Davis could be an option.” 
 
    Joe grimaced, “If we have to ask him to come back, you know he’ll gouge us.” 
 
    Shaun frowned, “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “That once he knows we need him, he’ll demand he get a bigger share than the rest of us.” 
 
    Shaun stared at Joe for a moment, then gave a little nod and sighed. “Yeah, that’s exactly what he’d do.” He shook his head, “Davis and I were friends, but he’s an ass about money.” He shrugged and said, “Besides, I like Witt. What do we need to do to keep him with us?” 
 
    Allie said, “I don’t know, but he sent me a message saying he wants to keep going to the university. He thinks he can do almost all of it online, but there may be issues with a few things. He wanted to know if our schedule is at all adjustable. I told him we might be able to change some dates, as long as it wasn’t too many.” 
 
    Joe said, “Isn’t that going to set a bad precedent, changing dates for a musician?” 
 
    She looked at Joe for a moment, then shook her head, “I don’t think you should think of him as a musician, Joe. If we don’t bring him on as a full-fledged member of the band, I think he’ll walk.” She slumped back in her chair, “Which I think would be a disaster for EOD.” 
 
    “We’re going to Urope for four weeks starting in March, right? That’d be the middle of his semester!” 
 
    Allie sighed, “Yeah, he’s checking into that.” She looked at her phone, “It’s about time to head over for our sound check. Are you guys okay with me telling him if he comes on, he’ll be a full member of the band and that we’ll try to accommodate his schedule as much as possible?” 
 
    They both agreed. 
 
    Witt wasn’t on the bus, so Allie messaged him. He replied that he was over at the auditorium. 
 
    When they got there, Allie didn’t see him, so she asked Ed Joseph. The roadie pointed over to a corner of the stage, “He’s over there practicing on the B3. When I asked him about it, he said he’d never played a real organ or worked with a Leslie speaker, so he wanted to get a better feel for them, especially the drawbar settings.” 
 
    “Really?” Allie asked. She shook her head, “I find that hard to believe. He must’ve played some pretty good emulations.” 
 
    Ed nodded, “Those were exactly my thoughts. I think he’s amazing on that thing and thought he had to have played them for years.” The roadie shrugged, “He says no. Says all he’s ever had is a cheap little keyboard with a few internal sounds. Claims he mostly used it to work out and understand songs he wanted to play on the sax.” Ed frowned dubiously, “You think that could be true? That he can play as well as he’s been playing for EOD without having had a decent keyboard to learn on?” 
 
    Allie’s eyes had found Witt over at the Hammond. He looked very intent on the instrument. The organ’s volume was so low Allie hadn’t noticed it until she focused on it. Now that she did hear it, she thought what he was playing sounded good. She glanced at Ed, “It seems impossible, but he’s… got incredible musical intuition.” She looked back over at Witt, “I think he might’ve been able to do it that way.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The sound check went fine. Afterward, Allie asked Witt to walk to a local park with her so they could discuss the future. As they walked, she said, “I’m impressed you showed up early to practice on the B3.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t practice that on the bus the way I can the sax and guitar. I’m embarrassed I didn’t think of doing it before sound checks until now. I understand the drawbars and Leslie a lot better after spending a little time with them. Um, that is, time without the whole band playing too.” He hesitated, “Is it okay if I change things up a little from the way Davis used to play?” 
 
    “Sure. Absolutely. What’d you have in mind?” 
 
    Witt looked uncomfortable, “I don’t want to be critical.” 
 
    Allie said, “By all means, do. We always want to get better.” 
 
    “Well, Davis played a lot of big chords that sound great when the organ’s by itself, but kind of fight with your guitar when you’re playing at the same time.” He frowned, “Together they create a kind of ‘wall-of-sound’ which is occasionally okay but I feel it wears out the listener’s ears when it goes on for long…” He looked at her out of the corner of his eye, “Sorry, am I overstepping my bounds here?” 
 
    “Oh God no,” Allie said. “I know what you mean about that wall, I just haven’t known what to do about it. What’re you thinking you can do?” 
 
    “Oh, I’d just play the keys or the rhythm guitar in the octaves above and below your guitar parts. I’d also stay away from the lead vocal’s octave. Um, I wouldn’t be playing as many notes, but I think it’ll sound cleaner.” 
 
    Of course it would! Allie thought, wishing she’d thought to try something like that. “Can you try it tonight?” 
 
    He nodded, “If you don’t like it, just give me the eye, and shake your head. I’ll go back to the style Davis played.” 
 
    “How’ll you know what octaves I’m going to be playing in?” 
 
    He tilted his head in a puzzled fashion, “I’ve been listening to you guys for almost a year now. I know every note you play.” He shrugged, “If you decide you’re gonna play something in a different style or something, you could let me know but I think I’d be able to figure it out on the fly.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said doubtfully. “I’ll give you that headshake if I don’t like it.” 
 
    “I hope it sounds as much better as I think it will,” he said, a hopeful note in his voice. 
 
    “Next is business,” she said, changing the subject. “Joe, Shaun, and I talked it over and want to offer you full membership in the band. That’d mean you’d get a one-quarter share of the profits or losses starting as soon as you agree and sign the papers.” 
 
    “Oh, wow…!” he said looking happily stunned, but then he frowned. “Losses? I don’t have any money, so there’s no way for me to cover losses.” 
 
    Allie shrugged, “If expenses exceed income on a week-by-week basis, we say we’re taking losses. We’ve never been in the red for more than a week, and those weeks were a while ago, however, I suppose it could happen again someday. It might be that a real businessman would say we haven’t had any losses ’cause I think they do their books over a longer timeline, but I think of them that way. Also, if someone got sick and we had to cancel a bunch of dates, or if we got sued or something, I suppose then we could go a long way into the red. Ron has us insured against big disasters, but…” 
 
    Witt was looking worried. “What happens if something really bad happens? If we owe a lot, I surely wouldn’t be able to cover my share.” 
 
     “If it’s really bad none of us will be able to afford it.” She shrugged, “I suppose we’d wind up declaring bankruptcy and breaking up or something.” She tilted her head and looked him in the eye, “Life’s full of risks, you know?” 
 
    He stared into the distance a while, then said, “Okay. I’m ready to sign. I’ve looked at your schedule and we’ll be back here in time for me to take finals. I’ve talked to my coach. He can work with it. He’s not happy, but he’s accepted it. I’ll need to rent a car sometimes and hustle off to meets.” 
 
    Surprised, Allie asked, “Meets?”  
 
    “Yeah, I’ve got a track scholarship that covers my tuition and housing. I didn’t want to lose it so there was a lot of arguing. He’s agreed that I don’t have to practice on campus and can miss a few meets when EOD’s too far away for me to drive to them.” 
 
    “And you’re planning to rent a car and drive to track meets from wherever we are on the tour?” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Fortunately, the meets are during the day so they don’t conflict with our shows. But I still wouldn’t be able to make some of the meets that’re too far from wherever we’re playing.” He frowned, “Like when we’re playing the shows in Urope. It’s the missed meets that are upsetting my coach, but he decided to take what he could get.”  
 
    Allie didn’t think Witt looked like much of a runner and felt surprised his coach would make such accommodations for someone who couldn’t be winning many meets. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    When Allie looked “Witt Ryllin” up before the show that evening, she learned he’d not only won a bunch of races at indoor meets that fall but had broken and currently held the Union record in the 100- and 200-meter sprints. He’d nearly broken the 400-meter record too. He’d won the long jump at several meets but hadn’t broken any records in that event. 
 
    He sure has a lot he could—but doesn’t—brag about, she thought, impressed. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    At the show that night, Witt’s sax solos sounded as good as ever. His backing play on the organ, synthesizer, piano, and guitar wasn’t phenomenal by itself, but his sparser play made the band as a whole sound far better. What he played wasn’t showy. He didn’t try to dominate the band’s sound the way Davis had. He didn’t play a lot of notes, but the ones he did play fit perfectly alongside what she did on the guitar. When he used the synth to beef up the bass, the patches he chose added to it rather than making a blurry mess. 
 
    And everything he played sounded really…? Allie decided the best description was that it sounded “clean.” Davis had played a lot of notes that were all correct, but they mish-mashed together into a muddy, messy sound that she’d disliked even if she hadn’t been able to articulate why. 
 
    A sound she’d begun to find irritating. 
 
    Also, the organ just plain sounded better. She’d long suspected Davis just used a few settings his teachers had given him for the drawbars. The tones from Witt’s settings had more variety and, more importantly, each tone felt like it fitted that particular song. 
 
    We thought we were getting a sax player, she thought. Instead, we got all this. Our sound is so much better. 
 
    I think we’re finally ready to book time in a recording studio. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Witt’s phone rang, he felt surprised to see the call was from Hax. The Minnouri Wildcats had won the semifinal game in the Bowl Championship Series last night. Witt had expected their quarterback to be far too busy to call his roommate. Answering the call, he said, “Hey! Congratulations on last night’s game!” 
 
    “You watched it?” Hax asked, predictably chiding Witt for his lukewarm interest in the sport of football. “You weren’t too tired after running your daily hundred meters?”  
 
    Witt chuckled. “You got me there. I wasn’t anyplace with a big screen so I had to watch you on my laptop. It’s too small to fit someone as magnificently tall as you, so your hands and feet were sticking off the top and bottom of its screen. I did get to see lots of closeups of you grimacing as you threw the ball, though.”  
 
    “I don’t grimace,” Hax said loftily. “I thoughtfully ponder the field while making decisions about the,” he lowered his tone, “shape of the play.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Witt said. “What are you calling about? Surely not to try to claim that winning football games is a challenge for you?” 
 
     “No,” Hax said, now serious. “I’m wondering what you think of the Ruchian invasion of Ucryn?” 
 
    “It’s a travesty, of course, but…” Witt trailed off, not sure what else to say. “What’re you thinking about it?” he asked, suspiciously. 
 
    “I’m thinking someone oughta do something about it.” 
 
    Oh my God! Witt thought. Does he want to take on Ruchia the way we took on Cyreea?! He cleared his throat and said, “The government is doing something about it. They’ve imposed those sanctions and—” 
 
    “I see,” Hax interrupted as if suddenly understanding a problem, “Maja isn’t from Ucryn, is she?” 
 
    “Hey, that’s not fair,” Witt protested. “We initially set out to rescue her brother and uncle. The, uh, thing with the government just kinda came along later.” He brightened, “The band I’m playing with donated the proceeds of one of its shows to Ucrynian relief.” 
 
    “Woopty doo,” Hax said, unimpressed. 
 
    Witt wanted to shout back that his share of that donation had been $2,000—to him a huge sum—but realized that wasn’t a solution. Instead, he sighed, “Okay, so what are you and Roni doing about it and what do you think I should be doing to help?” 
 
    “Glad to have your help,” Hax said cheerfully, “but we should meet in person to talk about it. Where are you now? Carson?” 
 
    “I, uh, I’m not sure where I am…” Witt said, looking out the bus window and trying to orient himself. 
 
    “You been doin’ drugs?” Hax asked jokingly, though Witt could tell there was a little real concern as well. 
 
    “Um, no. The band’s on tour and after we finish a show we climb on a bus and sleep overnight on the way to our next gig. I know we’re in a new town this morning, but I’m afraid I’m not sure which one it is.” 
 
    “Wait, your ‘band’ isn’t just busking on street corners?” 
 
    Witt laughed, “That’s about the speed of my musical talent. But the rest of the band’s pretty good and they’re managing to hold my head above water. Hold on a minute, I’m pulling up our schedule.” After a moment, he said, “Huh, we’re in Hayo. Arkon, Hayo, tonight. Wanna drop by and talk to me?” 
 
    “No. When’re you gonna be back in Minnouri?” 
 
    “Lemme look at the schedule… Not for a couple of weeks.” 
 
    “You’re not gettin’ back until right before school starts?” 
 
    “Two days after school starts. I had so much fun going to school online when we were—" 
 
    “Not on the phone,” Hax broke in, obviously not wanting Witt to talk about Cyreea on a cell phone. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry. Well, anyway, I’m planning to take almost all my classes online this semester, so you won’t have me to kick around.” 
 
    “What?! I thought you were serious about your education?” 
 
    “I am. I’m serious about my music too. I think I can do both ’cause there’s lots of downtime on tour. I’ll have the time to study.” 
 
    “Am I gonna have to break in a new roommate?” Hax asked, sounding as if he were in dread. 
 
    “Nah. The room’s covered by my scholarship so I’m gonna keep it. You can party like a king in our most elegant abode.” 
 
    “Oh wait, your scholarship! Aren’t you gonna lose it if you’re not here for practice and meets?!” 
 
    “Nope,” Witt replied. “I learned a scam from a friend of mine. As long as you’re winning big, you can dictate terms to your coaches. I’m gonna practice on my own and show up for some of the meets. I get to keep the scholarship unless I fail to win a specified number of races.” 
 
    “Are you doing well enough for that?” 
 
    Witt snorted, “You know better than most just how well I could do if I wanted. You’re talking to the Union record holder in the 100- and 200-meter sprints. My coach would do almost anything to keep me on the team.” 
 
    “Hah! Be careful you don’t go too fast.” 
 
    Knowing Hax was worried he’d race too deep in fast-time and set a record no one would believe—which would lead to investigations he wouldn’t like—Witt said, “I’m careful. Don’t worry.” After a moment’s hesitation, he asked, “Hey, I’m going to be renting cars and making side trips to Blayton for track meets sometimes. Do you want me to drop in and talk to you guys during one of those? That’s probably going to happen before the whole band gets back to the Blayton area. I’d need the tour to be closer to you than Hayo is, but if you want, I can try to figure out when I might be able to do it.” 
 
    Hax sighed. “Let me talk to Roni. Maybe she can arrange a super-secure connection. Maybe she’ll decide it can wait.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Roger Banfield, the Minnouri Hawks’ leading receiver, trotted onto the field for the first snap of the BCS championship game. The Hawks had received and tried running the ball out of the end zone. Unfortunately, Alama had stopped them at the seventeen-yard line.  
 
    Just eighty-three yards to go, Roger thought. And, against Alama, they’ll be hard yards to earn. 
 
    Roger hoped he was projecting confidence outwardly—because he was a mess of butterflies inside. He glanced downfield at their opponents’ massive defensive line. Alama had won the BCS championship last year, which made it the winner in four of the past seven years. 
 
    Alama—rightly—expected to smack down the upstarts from the University of Minnouri. No one had expected Minnouri to get close to the BCS games. Sure as hell, no one had expected them to get to the championship game.  
 
    Slotting into his spot in the huddle, Roger looked at Hax, thinking, Not even Hax is gonna be able to make us feel confident against those guys. 
 
    Hax looked around the huddle, somehow making Banfield feel like he’d gotten an extra dose of the tall guy’s attention. Then Hax grinned and said, “Those guys look pretty damned imposing, don’t they?” 
 
    Banfield saw some eyes widen at this admission of the Red Riders' fearsome physicality. 
 
    Then Hax lifted his eyebrows, “And they ain’t just big, they’re fast too.” 
 
    Holy shit! Is this supposed to be a pep talk? Roger wondered. 
 
    Hax grinned again, “So, we’re gonna take the wind out of their sails on the first play. Nothing like gettin’ stomped right outta the gate to rock ’em back and ensure we’ll have a little headway. Now some of you may be worrying about how we’re gonna do that, so let me fill you in.” Hax turned his eyes on Banfield first, reaching across to bump fists. “Roger, they’re fast but so are you. And, you break harder across the field. So, you’re gonna haul ass straight downfield, then break hard into the flats at the fifty. The ball’s gonna hit you three yards past the hash mark and you’re gonna break downfield for a touchdown while Sanders—one of Alama’s defensive backs—is still tryin’ to find his shorts.” The tired little joke got a much better chuckle than Banfield expected or it deserved. 
 
    But, against all reason, Roger felt like they’d be able to do exactly what Hax had outlined. 
 
    Hax went around the huddle with instructions and fist bumps for each member of the team. What he said to the rest of them seemed to take a lot less time, but Roger knew this was deceiving. Roger’d asked the other guys after games and they all felt as if Hax had spoken to them in depth—even though the tall guy couldn’t possibly spend as much time as it felt like he did without getting delay-of-game penalties. 
 
    Then they were at the line of scrimmage. 
 
    Unbelievably, Banfield still felt confident. 
 
    They snapped the ball and Roger started sprinting downfield as hard as he could go. 
 
    Sanders picked him up and ran a step or two behind him on his right. 
 
    If I break right into the flats, I’m gonna trip over Sanders! Roger realized. 
 
    With confidence engendered by a whole season of playing with Hax Buchry, at the fifty, Roger broke left toward the middle instead of right into the flats.  
 
    Sanders fell behind and Roger was open. 
 
    Roger, thinking Hax couldn’t possibly have anticipated this and realizing that even if he did the pass wouldn’t be hitting him three yards past the hash mark anymore, was wondering what was going to happen when, out of habit, he turned his head and put out his hands like he’d done hundreds of times now. 
 
    And, once again, the football dropped right into his hands.  
 
    How can Buchry make every pass so damned perfect? Roger wondered. 
 
    He turned and hauled ass for the goal line, astonished to see a path to the end-zone wide open in front of him. 
 
    He crossed the goal line as if he were in a slow-motion dream. 
 
    When he got back to the sidelines, Buchry was already talking to the defense, giving each of the guys on that team the kinds of funny little hints and suggestions he gave everyone about how to deal with their assignments. 
 
    Could we win this thing?! Roger wondered. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Witt came to town to run a race the next day. The first place he went was Roni’s apartment. When he knocked, Hax opened the door.  
 
    Witt put up his hand for a high-five.  
 
    Hax high-fived him back, but gave him a puzzled look, “What’s this for?” 
 
    “Winning the BCS Championship!” Witt replied, surprised it wasn’t obvious. 
 
    Drawing his head back as if surprised, Hax imperiously said, “Of course we did.” A moment later a little smile broke through and he put an arm over Witt’s shoulders. “It was pretty awesome.” 
 
    Witt saw Roni and gave her a little wave while asking Hax, “You gonna turn pro?” 
 
    Hax shrugged. “Someday, yeah. Football players can’t go pro until after their third season of college ball.” 
 
    “That sucks.” 
 
    “Nah,” Hax said. “It’s fine. I want an education. That should come first.” 
 
    Witt widened his eyes. “You’re educable?” 
 
    Hax grinned, “Believe it or not.” 
 
    “So, what’re you and Roni up to on this Ruchia thing? And do you honestly think someone out there has time to listen in on our phone conversations?” 
 
    Hax looked across the room at Roni. 
 
    She chewed her lip a moment, then said, “By law, they can’t ‘listen.’ But they may be recording all phone calls just in case they see a need to get a warrant and retroactively find out what we said later. Legality would be dubious. They also might have black-ops clearance to listen if they feel it impinges on national security…” She cleared her throat, “They could see our… abilities, as threats that would justify seeking such clearance. Whether they could or not, I don’t know. But they’re surprisingly capable and I’d rather not take a chance if we don’t have to.” 
 
    “So…” Witt said slowly, “what exactly shouldn’t we talk about? Our abilities, yes, I get that. What else?” 
 
    “What we did while we were over there,” she said, pointing east toward Cyreea. “I don’t think we should even mention entering the country, much less talk about it on the phone.” Witt thought about this without saying anything for a few moments. He hadn’t made any reply before Roni elaborated, “If it wasn’t something you’d be happy doing while holding an FBI agent’s hand, for sure don’t talk about it electronically. Preferably, not at all.” 
 
    Witt shrugged. “Okay, I can get with that. I’m assuming this is all coming up because you think we can do something about Ruchia?” 
 
    Roni looked at Hax, who turned to Witt. “Roni’s already been doing stuff over the internet.” He glanced at Roni, “She claims what she’s done is untraceable.” 
 
    Witt looked at her, “Bouncing it around the world through other computers and servers?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. Not something from the movies. A new trick I came up with. Explaining it…” she sighed, “I don’t want to explain something you don’t need to know and wouldn’t understand without hours of underpinning. Trust me, it works.” 
 
    “Good enough for me,” Witt said cheerfully. “So, what’ve you been doing?” 
 
    “Those white hat hackers you might have read are helping Ucryn?” Hax asked, then pointed at Roni. “Those are mostly her. She’s been disrupting Ruchian communications, taking down their military networks, inserting disinformation, yadda-yadda, yadda-yadda. She’s also been deflecting a lot of their cyber-attacks and reading their mail.” 
 
    “Oh!” Witt said stunned. For the first time, he noticed Roni looked wan. “How much time are you spending on this?” 
 
    “Too much,” Roni said with a grimace. “I’ve been having a hard time keeping it up and…” she sighed, “now classes are about to start.” 
 
    “Ah,” Witt said, with understanding. “And so, now you’d like some help. What can I do?” 
 
    She studied him a moment, then said, “The first thing to understand is that, because I’m reading their governmental emails, I know what’s actually going on in Ruchia. Not what newscasters and talking heads are guessing about on the news, but what’s truly happening behind the scenes.” 
 
    “And, that is?” Witt asked, feeling like she was dragging this out unnecessarily. 
 
    “Usually news organizations overblow their stories, but not in this case. In this case, Pootin is considerably more vile than the media realizes or has even contemplated. As an example, the public thinks the poisoning and imprisonment of Uvgini Nevelny, the protester who’s run against Pootin in the last couple of Ruchian elections, was wicked and immoral. But, they don’t know that because Nevelny’s in the public eye, he’s been spared the much worse treatment given to others.  
 
    “Those who offend Pootin but aren’t famous simply vanish. What the public doesn’t know is that they take such ‘disappeared’ people to facilities where they torture them and their families in front of one another… to death. Government functionaries and military officers who fail at Pootin-assigned tasks get the same treatment. He seems to believe that terrifying underlings improves their function but as I read it, they’re working so hard to cover their asses that they aren’t getting much done. And, backstabbing and betrayal of one another have become major strategies for avoiding the torture camps, rendering them even more ineffective.” 
 
    Roni shrugged, “Also, the rumors that Pootin has a chronic and eventually fatal disease are true, though I haven’t been able to determine the exact diagnosis. I think that, in the face of the fact that he only has a few more years in which to leave a major mark on the world, he’s chosen to make that mark by recouping the losses the Ruchian empire suffered in the early 90s. He probably wants them to become a superpower again but hasn’t got enough time left to make a run at that.” 
 
    Witt glanced at Hax, then back at Roni. “You think we can stop a country of, what, 200 million people?! The number two military power in the world?” 
 
    Roni frowned, “155 million. They’re in about ninth place for population. And, we’re not stopping a country, we’re stopping Pootin. The people of Ruchia aren’t wicked, but Pootin is evil incarnate.” 
 
    “You’re advocating his assassination?” 
 
    Roni nodded. “Fervently.” 
 
    Witt looked over at Hax. “I thought we didn’t do assassinations? That they have bad outcomes. That someone even worse will likely take over and the battle for the position could destroy the country.” 
 
    Hax nodded slowly. “All that’s true for Ruchia itself. But in this case, we have two players in the game, not just one country with a bad leader. Ucryn would benefit immensely from Pootin’s demise, which we believe would halt his invasion.” He shrugged, “I think the Ruchian people would benefit as well, since it’s hard to imagine that the Party could come up with a leader more malevolent than Pootin.” 
 
    “I saw an article saying the second-in-command is the Prime Minister. It said the current PM’s a patsy placeholder with no political power. Are you sure power can pass to this guy without other people fighting him for it?” 
 
    Hax nodded, “Yeah, it’s true that Mistin’s widely regarded a political factotum. No one thinks he’d hold power past the election they’re supposed to hold within ninety days of the President’s death. However, there is a system in place for the peaceful transfer of power. People who know Pootin’s sick are already thinking about how to activate that system. Hopefully, it’ll work, but remember that, even if it doesn’t, it’s hard to imagine that whoever they come up with at the end of a good or bad transfer could be worse than Pootin himself. Even if they’re bad for Ruchia, they probably wouldn’t be bad for Ucryn.” 
 
    Witt sagged back in his chair and closed his eyes. No one interrupted his thought process. After a bit, he opened his eyes and said, “So, what are you thinking? We fly to Polan, rent or steal a car, drive it to Moskov in fast-time, find Pootin and shoot him?” 
 
    “Um…” Hax looked uncomfortably at Roni. 
 
    She said, “Correct in the big strokes. It’d probably be easier to fly to Turkie first because they still have flights to Moskov. That way we could fly into Moskov and avoid an extremely long drive from Polan. I have access to Pootin’s calendar, so we wouldn’t go until we could confirm he’s gonna be there. Um, we’re gonna need someone who can speak Ruchian too.” 
 
    “We don’t have to stop the whole Ruchian army?” Witt asked jokingly. 
 
    Roni looked at Hax and he turned to Witt, “We have some ideas about that too.” 
 
    “Oh, Lordy,” Witt said, rolling his eyes. “The band I’m with is going to Urope in March. Can this wait till then?” 
 
    Roni said, “Send us the dates and I’ll see whether they can work with Pootin’s schedule. But remember, the longer it takes us, the more people he’s gonna kill in the meantime.” 
 
    Hax’s brows had risen in surprise, “Wait. Your band’s touring Urope?!” 
 
    Witt nodded, “Only for four weeks. It’s kind of a test run because we’re not sure how many fans we have there and whether they’re enthusiastic enough to come to shows.” 
 
    Hax narrowed his eyes. “What’s the name of this band you’re playing for?” 
 
    Witt softly said, “EOD.” 
 
    “EOD? As in ‘Eve of Destruction’?!” 
 
    Witt nodded. He hadn’t thought Hax—who wasn’t a music enthusiast—would’ve heard of EOD. 
 
    “You’re the guy who’s been playing sax with them?! On stage, with Eva?!” Hax asked as if taken aback. 
 
    As Witt nodded shyly, he felt shocked that Hax knew anything about EOD. And he wondered, Why am I embarrassed? I should feel proud. He said, “Don’t tell people, okay? I don’t want everyone asking me questions about it.” 
 
    Hax leaned forward, suddenly intense, “How is she? Is she cool? Please don’t tell me she’s a bitch.” 
 
    “Um, Eva’s… very nice,” Witt said in a near mumble, wondering why he couldn’t speak normally. 
 
    “Is… is she as talented as she seems? And as charismatic?” 
 
    Roni snorted. “Brother o’ mine, you’d better hope Indigo doesn’t hear you talking that way about another woman’s talents.” 
 
    Hax scoffed, “I’m not asking about her looks. I’m asking about talent!” 
 
    Roni rolled her eyes. “Women aren’t just jealous of beauty. They can be jealous of talent too.” 
 
    Hax stared disbelievingly at his sister. 
 
    Neither of the siblings said anything else, so Witt said, “Even more.” 
 
    Frowning, Hax turned back to him, “More jealous?” 
 
    “More talented and charismatic,” Witt said. “Her talent’s beyond belief. And, people will follow her anywhere.” She’s more beautiful too, he realized, thinking about how much better she looked as Allie than as Eva. He suddenly and viscerally understood why Eva wore her bulky vests and baggy pants. 
 
    To shift people’s focus away from her looks and onto her music. She wants them to take her seriously, he thought. 
 
    As he considered this further, he started thinking he’d like to have a life separate from his role in EOD too. Maybe it’s not too late. My name’s out there a little bit but I could have the band start listing me with a similar name so people might think some of the early write-ups were misspellings. “Whid Ryslin” or something like that? I’d need a bit of a disguise, like Eva’s hair and vests. 
 
    Roni broke into Witt’s ruminations by saying. “You look awfully moony-eyed over this rock star. Does Maja know about her?” 
 
    “Um…” Witt said, trailing off. 
 
    “What?!” Roni said, eyes flashing. “You haven’t told her?!” 
 
    “Um, Maja doesn’t know but… wouldn’t care,” he said with a grimace. “She’s got a new boyfriend. Someone from Lebannan who’s,” he made finger quotes, “‘more aligned with her culture and religion.’ I like to think the time-flow stuff freaked her out, but it’s probably just me. Or… maybe she only wanted me for the help you and I gave her with her family situation?” 
 
    Roni jumped to Maja’s defense. “She wasn’t using you! I could tell she cared.” 
 
    Witt shrugged, “Not once she had what she wanted.” 
 
    “Ooh, dumped, that’s rough!” Hax said. “Didn’t one of your high school girlfriends dump you right before you graduated?” 
 
    Witt nodded. “Not, ‘one of.’ My only high school girlfriend. Now my college girlfriend dumped me too.” He shrugged, “I’m just too much of a nerd to have any luck with the ladies. When I do, it only lasts until they get to know me.” 
 
    Hax slapped his shoulder. “Ah, but, my friend, you’re a nerd no more. Now you’re a rock star! You’re gonna have to hire guards to fend the ladies off for you.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s gonna happen,” Witt said mournfully. 
 
    Roni rolled her eyes, though Witt couldn’t tell which of them had most exasperated her. 
 
    When he drove away, Witt’s thoughts turned to Allie. 
 
    As they’d been doing a lot. Talk about unrequited love, he thought, I have exactly zero chance with her, and my… yearnings could cause a lot of problems for the band. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Arriving at his mom’s apartment, Witt knocked, but then opened the door without waiting for a response.  
 
    Claire, apparently studying, looked up from the table at him. 
 
    “Hello, Sibling,” he said. 
 
    “Hello yourself,” she replied.  
 
    To his surprise, she got up and walked around to hug him. “Where’s our maternal unit?” he asked. 
 
    “Out.” She lifted a shoulder, “didn’t tell me where she was going.” 
 
    “Oh. How’re you doing?” 
 
    She shrugged, “High school, you know? Lots of ups and downs. Overall, it’s okay.” She gave him a questioning look, “What’re you doing home?” 
 
    “Got a track meet tomorrow morning. Can’t run races over the net the same way I study.” 
 
    She nodded, “How’s the tour going?” 
 
    “Great!” he said, with a smile, thinking to himself that it was a lot more fun than he’d even hoped. 
 
    To his disquiet, her next question was, “How is it… playing with Eva?” 
 
    Witt blinked, “How’d you find out about that?” 
 
    Giving him a knowing smile, she said, “I was there for what I assume was your first concert with her. The one where she had someone pull you up on the stage, then you played sax with them after the break.” She tilted her head curiously, “How’d that happen? She couldn’t’ve known you could play sax that well from the way you look. Hell, I know you and I didn’t think you could play… um that well. If anyone had asked me, I’d’ve laughed them out of town!” 
 
    Witt widened his eyes, “Are you saying I play above average?!” 
 
    Claire rolled her eyes, “Yeah.” She waved dismissively. “How did she come to have you pulled up out of the crowd?” 
 
    “Um, I was busking on a street corner and she showed up and played with me. Offered me a job afterward.” He realized there might be lies of omission there, but didn’t want to explain the whole thing. 
 
    “You gotta be shittin’ me!” Claire exploded. 
 
    “Language, young lady!” Witt said, trying to replicate their mother’s tone. 
 
    “Don’t give me that! You decide to busk on a street corner and Eva shows up! She shows up, then decides to play along with you. Then hires you?! That kinda stuff just doesn’t happen!” 
 
    “I agree, it’s bizarre luck.” He shrugged, “But someone does win the lottery, you know?” 
 
    She shook her head, “I can understand you maybe gettin’ a job playing sax, though not with EOD. After all, you’d been playing that instrument in the band for years and I could tell you were getting better. But how in the world did you come to be playing guitar and keys too?” 
 
    He frowned, “I’ve had a keyboard forever and a guitar for years before I started playing sax.” 
 
    “That keyboard’s a toy. Besides you hardly ever played it or the guitar. You at least practiced some on the sax.” 
 
    Witt studied her for a moment, then said, “Yeah, music just got easier a little while back. Um, something happened during my senior year, and…” He picked up her tablet and flipped it end over end up into the air over her. 
 
    “Hey!” she shouted angrily, but he could tell her speed increased as she reached up for it. She paused a moment to grab it unerringly by one edge as it rotated past her fingers. She slowed as she lowered the tablet back down to the table, then turned furious eyes on him. “What the—!" 
 
    “Nice catch,” he interrupted, arching an eyebrow. 
 
    “I just got lucky,” she said angrily. “You almost trashed my tablet.” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” He gave her a curious look. “You don’t realize what you did there?” 
 
    “Um…” she said thoughtfully, “I have been catching things better recently.” 
 
    “You don’t feel yourself speeding up?” 
 
    Giving him an alarmed look, she slowly shook her head. 
 
    “Do you notice colors changing when it happens?” 
 
    “You mean how they get warmer?” 
 
    This stumped Witt for a moment, then he remembered his mom talking about reds as if they were warm. The blues were supposed to be cold. Which didn’t make sense to him because blue flames were hotter than red ones. He went with it since it’d help him talk to Claire. “Um, yeah. The colors shift toward red because you’ve sped up your personal time. Going at a faster rate of time… gives you more time to catch falling tablets.” 
 
    She stared at him disbelievingly for a moment. “You’re just making crap up!” 
 
    He rolled his eyes, then said, “Watch for it this time,” as he picked up her tablet and flipped it into the air again. 
 
    She went into fast-time even more quickly and deeply this time, snatched the tablet out of the air, and put it down where Witt couldn’t reach it. “Cut that out! We can’t afford another one!” 
 
    “So,” he said, “when I’m learning a new part, I speed myself up. That way I get to practice it as if it’s being played slowly. Once my fingers get used to it, then I seem to be able to play it in regular time too.” He hesitated, “It’s taking me less and less practice as time goes along.” 
 
    “Wait, you’re saying you can speed yourself up too?” 
 
    “Uh-huh. So can Mom and Dad. I think you and I both got a double dose of the gene ’cause we’re faster than they are.” 
 
    Realization spread across her face, “That’s how you dodged the guys who tried to beat you up your senior year?!” 
 
    “Bingo.” 
 
    She sat, staring unseeingly at him for a minute, then shook herself. “So, I get how it might’ve helped you dodge fists and learn music better, but if I’ve got it too, what’s it mean for me?” 
 
    “You could go out for track and probably get a scholarship the way I did.” 
 
    Her eyes widened, “That’s how you’re winning all those races?” 
 
    He nodded slowly. “You’d have to maintain it for more than a second or two, so you ought to practice a lot with it before you try to run a race. You’ll need to be able to go into and back out of fast-time at will, as well as controlling how fast you go. If you can do that, I’ll probably be able to teach you some other stuff.” 
 
    Narrowing her eyes, she asked, “Don’t you feel like you’re cheating at those races, Mr. Goody-Goody?” 
 
    Witt launched into his now well-practiced bit about how fast-time was a talent or ability, just like other people had their own talents. It still rang a little hollow to him, but he felt like he was getting better at selling it to others.  
 
    When he finished that spiel, she didn’t say anything so he started talking to her about how she should keep the ability a secret. He concluded with, “Because other people wouldn’t understand. Some of them might try to weaponize you.” He gave her a hard look, “They might even try taking you apart to figure out how you work.” 
 
    She looked frightened at that idea and he hoped she might now be taking him seriously.  
 
    “This means that if you do go out for track, you’ve got to be sure not to run too fast. If you suddenly cut the world record in half, someone’s going to figure out something big’s going on.” He explained how he never passed the leader until the very end of a race to keep that from happening. 
 
    She asked some questions and he went through cursory explanations of the physics of it. Even his simplest explanations made her eyes glaze over. I guess my knack for physics and math isn’t on the same gene as time-flow, he thought 
 
    He’d just started telling her how he’d decided to keep his role in EOD as secret as possible—while she argued such secrecy wasn’t possible—when his mom came in. 
 
    His dad was with her! 
 
    “Hey!” he asked excitedly. “You guys still getting along?” 
 
    They were. Which gave Witt a warm fuzzy feeling. 
 
    And a new fear that everything would come apart again. 
 
    He decided he had to just live life as it came.  
 
    They all went out to dinner that night and, to his delight, Witt was able to pick up the check, “Now that I’m earning some bucks with the band.” 
 
    “You’re not blowing it all on fast living?” his dad asked with raised eyebrows. 
 
    Witt shook his head. “Most of it, of course, but not all.” 
 
    Sleeping on the couch at his mother’s apartment before the track meet was nice.

  

 
   
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    ESPN, University of Minnouri, Blayton, Minnouri— Witt Ryllin, the University of Minnouri’s freshman track star, is at it again, this time setting the Union record in the 400-meter race. He already held the country’s best times in the 100 and 200-meter races. He’s winning, though not breaking records, at the long jump as well, a not unusual combination of events for an excellent sprinter. There’s already talk of how he might do in the next Olympics, though many experts worry that his rather inelegant stride will result in injuries that will force him to withdraw from the sport before the Olympics roll around. 
 
    Ryllin certainly isn’t a “runner’s runner.” He starts races badly, trailing the field with what many call an amateurish gait. He only keeps up by moving his feet faster than the other sprinters. As they approach the finish line, he consistently increases his step frequency enough to pass the others and win each race, though barely. Analysts who study video of his races consistently comment that if you only watch him, it looks as if the frame rate of the video has been increased. The current world record holder in the 100-meter race, Norman Arens, has been quoted as saying, “He looks like he’s in one of those sped-up black and white movies from the 1920s.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniela looked up from her moping when a shadow fell across her. It was Witt Ryllin, EOD’s new keyboard, guitar, and sax player. He glanced uncomfortably at her, then sat down about a foot away. 
 
    Oh no! she thought. He seemed so nice. She’d worked as road crew for rock bands for several years now and loved it. However, being cute, quite a few of the musicians had propositioned her. And, to be honest, roadies too, since musicians weren’t the only ones who found her attractive. In a way, she supposed, it was a compliment. Fortunately, most of them took her claim of a boyfriend back home in a gentlemanly fashion. But sometimes… 
 
    To get ahead of whatever might be coming, Daniela brightly said, “Hi, Mr. Ryllin, how can I help you?” She always hoped addressing someone formally by “mister” would tend to deflect overly friendly intentions. It usually didn’t deflect them by itself, but she felt it set the tone for what she’d say later. He didn’t respond immediately, which gave her a moment to think about just how very talented and handsome Ryllin was and wonder for a moment whether she’d someday regret pushing this one away. 
 
    Ryllin cleared his throat and spoke, saying, “Please call me Witt.” 
 
    Daniela usually considered attempts to get on a first-name basis a bad sign, but she got the sense that Ryllin just wanted to be friendly. Or that he felt uncomfortable with “mister.” To her surprise, the dreaded comment on her looks didn’t materialize.  
 
    Instead, he said, “I wanted to talk to you about Ucryn.” 
 
    Oh! she thought, surprised. Then her emotions surged into an agony of grief over the loss of her brother. Her eyes flooded. She wiped at her eyes and, hoping he hadn’t just come over to express condolences, she rasped, “What’d you want to know?” 
 
    “Oh, no!” Ryllin said. “Did someone in your family get hurt? I asked, but no one seemed to know.” 
 
    “My brother,” she croaked. 
 
    “What happened?” Ryllin asked, raw emotion audible in his voice. 
 
    “They killed him the first day of the invasion. We just didn’t learn about it until the day before yesterday,” she said, still whispering because she couldn’t seem to speak normally about it. I shouldn’t have been worrying about him hitting on me! she thought. I should’ve been thinking about my brother. The grief I should’ve been working through would’ve kept him away from me. 
 
    “I’m so sorry…” Ryllin said, standing back up. “Sorry to have bothered you, unless… is there anything I can do? Does your family need money or anything?” 
 
    She shook her head, “Ms. Eva already gave us money.” Daniela gave him a quavery smile. “There’s nothing else we need right now…” She gave him a grim smile. “We just need someone to kill Pootin. Could you do that?” 
 
    After such a ridiculously impossible request, she expected him to move off, tail between his legs. Instead, he sat back down. “Um. Okaay… Do you know someone who speaks both Ucrynian and Ruchian?” 
 
    Surprised he wasn’t trying to escape her emotional state the way most men did, she said, “Me… Why?” 
 
    He squinched his eyes hard shut a moment. “Anyone else?” he asked uncomfortably. 
 
    “Not around here. Why do you need this?” 
 
    “I… uh, know some people who are going over to…” he looked her in the eyes. “Can you keep this a secret?” 
 
    She nodded. “They’re going to Ucryn to fight?” 
 
    He hesitated, then nodded. 
 
    Narrowing her eyes, she stood, “And, if I translate, would they take me with them?” 
 
    He stared at her, then, looking very uneasy, said, “Maybe? It’d be dangerous. You probably wouldn’t want to go.” 
 
    She looked hard at him. “Are they going to kill Ruchians?” 
 
    “Um, the main objective is to…” he glanced at her, then, seeming reluctant, almost whispered, “to, like you asked, kill Pootin.” 
 
    She drew back, stared at him a moment, then snorted. “I’d go, yes. I’d willingly risk my life to fight against the Ruchians. But I’m not helping… whoever this is, try something as crazy as killing Pootin. He’s too well-protected. Everyone would die for nothing.” 
 
    He nodded and slowly stood. Saying, “You’re right, of course. Sorry to have bothered you,” he walked away. 
 
    Daniela started to go after him. She felt as if she’d just broken a promise to her soul. After all, she’d repeatedly told herself she’d do anything to stop Pootin and, no matter how ridiculous it’d been, she’d just refused an opportunity to do so.  
 
    After a moment she sank back down, shaking her head. It was insane and she wouldn’t do it. 
 
    But, she still felt guilty for turning him down. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Ryllin got on the bus, Joe Randall looked up from noodling on his bass. “The prodigal musician returns.” 
 
    Witt frowned at him. “Prodigal means wasteful, right? Have I been doing something that’s causing a problem? I haven’t intended—” 
 
    Joe interrupted him with a dismissive wave. “No. No problems. ‘Prodigal’ also means ‘returned from an absence.’ We haven’t had someone rent a car to rush off somewhere before. Now I see in the news that you took off in such a hurry to run in a track meet?” 
 
    “Um, yeah. I’ve got a track scholarship at the University of Minnouri. After some serious negotiating, my coach agreed to let me keep it if I go to every meet I can reach between shows.” 
 
    Joe, who’d given up his college dreams to start EOD with Allie, wondered who was crazy. Joe for failing to go to college while touring the way Witt was, or Witt for burning his candle on three ends. He said, “Why not just quit college until you’re sure you’re gonna stick with this little music gig you’ve got going on?” 
 
    Witt shrugged. “I probably would’ve, but my mom really wants me to get my degree. And, if I’m being honest, I want to get it too.” 
 
    “What’re you majoring in?” 
 
    Looking uncertain, Witt said, “I’m only a freshman, so I’m not a hundred percent sure. Engineering, physics, or math probably. I was pretty fixed on engineering because the pay’s good, but now that I can make money with EOD, I might do physics or math because, for me, they’re more fun. The classes I’ve taken so far would work for any of those majors because math’s such a big part of all three.” 
 
    “Engineering, physics, or math? All of those are supposed to be insanely hard!” 
 
    Witt grimaced, “Yeah, but I think that’s because they all have a lot of math. My weird brain just seems to get math so they don’t seem all that tough to me so far.” He shrugged, “I’ve only been doing prerequisites. Maybe I just haven’t hit the hard classes yet. I could have my tail between my legs pretty soon.” 
 
    Joe studied him, thinking, He’s just full of surprises, isn’t he? Thinks math’s easy! Joe said, “I see in the news you won some events at that track meet you went to?” 
 
    Witt looked uncomfortable, “Um, yeah. I got lucky.” 
 
    “It was just luck that you won four events and broke the Union record in the 400-meters?” 
 
    Looking even more uncomfortable now, Witt said, “It’s just, um, that…” he petered out. 
 
    “How can you even do that without training?!” Joe asked 
 
    Witt mustered an indignant look, “Our coach, he, um, worked with me last semester.” 
 
    “I mean without practicing. You know, running.” 
 
    “I run!” 
 
    “You haven’t been running since you started touring with us!” 
 
    Witt frowned, “I have too. I do it before you get out of bed in the morning.” 
 
    He’s defensive about this, Joe thought. From what he’d heard Witt ran a few blocks at best and didn’t even do that every morning. “How far are you running?” 
 
    “Not very far. Remember, I’m a sprinter. The races aren’t very long either.” 
 
    Joe thought—though he wasn’t sure—that sprinters spent a lot of time on other exercises like weight training. But he decided to stop hassling the guy. Unless Witt was doing drugs, the fact that he won races without investing much energy into training for them didn’t matter to the band. He smiled, “Well, congrats on those wins.” 
 
    “Um, thanks,” Witt said. His expression turned uncomfortable. “I’ve decided I’d like to go by a pseudonym the way Eva does. Keep my band life and my other life separate. You think that’d be okay?” 
 
    Joe blinked. He often wished he’d done the same, though it was too late for him. At least “Joe Randall” was such a common name that no one could be sure they were talking about or to the EOD band member or some other Joe. “Sure. What are you thinking of going by?” 
 
    “‘Whid Ryslin.’ That way people who’ve known me as band member Witt Ryllin might just think they’d been mixed up about the spelling at first.” 
 
    “Sounds fine. Talk to Ron Holmes. He should be able to change it on the website and to some extent on the net. Maybe even put something up about how we had the wrong name to begin with or something.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Witt said, holding up a tiny Casio keyboard, “Brought in my old keyboard from home. Gonna see if I can find room for it in the back lounge.” 
 
    Joe nodded, trying not to stare. As Witt headed for the back of the bus, he thought, That piece of crap’s what he learned to play keys on? And learned to play better than most of the pros I know? Does he “just get” music the way he does math? 
 
    The door of the bus opened again and Allie got on. “Hey, Joe. Everything set for the recording session?” 
 
    Joe nodded. “You heard the latest about our sax player?” 
 
    Allie gave him a curious but troubled look. “No. Problems?” 
 
    Shaking his head, Joe said, “Nope. But I thought you ought to know that while he was gone yesterday, he won four events at a University of Minnouri track meet. Incidentally also set the Union record for the 400-meter sprint.” 
 
    “Oh!” Allie said with a surprised expression. A moment later she said, “Oh,” again, as if she’d suddenly understood something. She cleared her throat, “I knew he had a track scholarship and had broken some records; I just didn’t think he’d be breaking any more of them while he was on tour with us.” 
 
    Joe explained how Witt wanted to start going by a pseudonym “Whid Ryslin” and that Joe’d told him he thought it was okay. “I told him to talk to Ron about putting it up on the EOD website with an apology for the earlier misspelling. Ron should probably put different birthdates and stuff on there too. If anyone ever confronts us about how the old info matched Witt’s real details, we can tell them someone looked up the misspelled version of his name on the web and filled in the details from what they found there.” 
 
    Allie nodded thoughtfully. “Thanks for working that out for him.” 
 
    Feeling like he was hitting her with a lot, Joe hesitantly said, “Another thing…?” 
 
    Allie laughed, “Okay. One more.” 
 
    “You have any idea what he wants to major in at U of M?” 
 
    “Um, no.” She snorted, thinking it didn’t matter. “Basket weaving?” 
 
    Joe snorted. “He’s picking one of three majors he thinks would be easy. Those would be Math, Physics, or Engineering. I pointed out they were all supposed to be hard, but he says that’s only because they require a lot of math. Math, he says, is easy for him.” 
 
    “No shit?” Allie said, eyes narrowed. 
 
    Joe nodded. “Um….” 
 
    Allie rolled her eyes. “What else?” 
 
    “This is on a totally different subject.” 
 
    She nodded, “Good. Go ahead.” 
 
    “I know you’ve been thinking we can knock out several songs this afternoon, but I’ve been reading about it. Everything says recording almost always takes a lot longer than musicians expect.” 
 
    Witt had stepped back into the front lounge during Joe’s last few words. He sat down without saying anything, an interested look on his face. 
 
    Allie gave Witt a little wave, then frowned at Joe, “Yeah, I’ve heard that too, but I can’t understand why. Do you know what the deal is? Maybe if we’re ready for some of the problems we could speed things along.” 
 
    “Well, one thing is that musicians think all they gotta do is play a song the way they do on stage. Since people like their shows, that oughta be fine.” 
 
    She nodded firmly. “Well, yeah, that seems like a no-brainer. There’s no need to work and rework a song till all the life’s gone out of it.” 
 
    “Thing is, when we play live, we make some mistakes, right?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, then grinned, “You guys do. Not me.” 
 
    “Allie…” Joe said reprovingly. 
 
    “Okay,” she gave him a little grin, “I occasionally make a mistake too. A minor one. No one even notices mine.” 
 
    Joe nodded, “In a live performance, they usually don’t, unless it’s a biggie or there’re a lot of ’em. But, in a recording, where you hear that same damned mistake over and over every time you play it back, it gets to be intolerable.” 
 
    “Oh…” she said, eyes widening in recognition of the problem. 
 
    “Which means a lot of takes, trying to get one that’s perfect. Or a multitrack recording where each instrument and vocal is on its own separate track and little pieces of it can be re-recorded to fix errors.” 
 
    “Why can’t they just record us playing together on multiple tracks? We could play a song twice and they could splice the good parts out of one to copy over the bad parts in another one.” 
 
    Joe sighed, “The tempos won’t match.” 
 
    Her forehead creased, “Why not?” 
 
    “We follow Shaun’s tempo, but he never plays at exactly the same speed. Then, if you try to ‘splice’ in a part from a take that’s a little faster or slower, it’ll be a little too long or too short. They can digitally fix that nowadays, but it takes a lot of expensive time and can introduce artifacts.” Joe gave her an intent look, “The tempos would match if we played to a metronome, but I know you’re not gonna go for that.” Joe sighed, “Another problem is bleed from one microphone to another. They’ll try to isolate the singers from one another, but if I get off key on my track, we’ll be able to hear that sour note in the background on your track no matter how perfectly you sing it.” 
 
    “So, how’re we gonna fix this?” Allie asked impatiently, a bit of irritation audible in her voice. 
 
    “We might not be able to. Every way they have to fix it involves some compromises you won’t like. I’m just telling you so you’ll expect some problems. That way your head won’t explode when we run into them.” 
 
    Allie glanced at Witt, who hadn’t said anything, then back to Joe. “This studio’s supposed to have a good rep. You’d think they’d know how to work around those kinds of issues.” 
 
    “Oh, they do. But I’ll guarantee you won’t like some of the ways they work around them. All of them take time. Lots of it.” 
 
    Allie looked at Witt. “You got any ideas?” 
 
    He shrugged, “I’ve never recorded, but I did a little reading so I wouldn’t seem like such an amateur. From what I read, and assuming they can mic all of us at once, I’d suggest we all play together, live and enthusiastically, the way we do on stage. At that point we wouldn’t worry too much about getting it perfect, just energetic. Then, we use that live recording as our lead-track. You could consider it to be an enthusiastic metronome track. Then, one at a time, each of us plays along with that live lead track playing in our headphones to set our tempo. That way the engineers can get clean, single-track recordings of our instrument and our vocal. Tracks that still have the live and enthusiastic feel Eva wants because they’re following the live drums Shaun played on the tempo track. Each of us sings our vocal track along with the tempo track too.” He looked at Allie, “Since you play your electric guitar through that effects box instead of an amp, it won’t make any noise in the studio. Instead, its sound’ll go directly into the electronics for the recording. That means you can play guitar and sing at the same time, the way you normally do, but they’ll still be getting clean recordings of your vocal and guitar on two separate tracks that haven’t bled into one another.” He tilted his head in thought, “If they have isolation booths, we might even be able to record several of our vocals at the same time.” He focused back on Joe and Allie, “We want to do as much as we can at the same time, because if we record the lead track in one take and then each of the four of us records our instrument and our vocal perfectly, that’d be seven tracks—” 
 
    “Seven?! With the lead track, then each of us, I only count five!” 
 
    “Um, Shaun can’t record drums and vocals at the same time. The drums would be loud in his vocal track. And I can’t record the organ with my vocal either. The organ goes through the Leslie speakers and their sound would be on my vocal track.” He shrugged, “So, it’d take an absolute minimum of seven tracks and twenty-one minutes to do a three-minute song. Then with a bunch of redos…” 
 
    Joe saw Allie staring at Witt. She snorted, “You got all that from a ‘little reading?’” 
 
    “I did a little reading,” Joe said. “I sure as hell didn’t get all that!” 
 
    Witt looked embarrassed and slapped his own face. “Nerd alert. Sorry. I love that kinda stuff. Maybe you’d classify what I did as a lot of reading, but it wasn’t close to as much as I wanted to read.” 
 
    Curious, Joe asked, “Sounds like once we lay down a tempo track, those of us who aren’t recording our own particular parts can take off, just coming back when it’s our turn?” 
 
    Witt frowned, “We want all those individual parts to be perfect, so we should hang around to give the person who’s recording feedback. Make sure they noticed their bad notes or other issues.” 
 
    Joe looked askance. “There won’t be very many of those and the person who played them would know without any help.” 
 
    “I think you’ll be surprised. Live musicians like us have learned to ignore our mistakes and keep on playing ’cause the audience doesn’t want us to start over every time we screw up. Studio musicians, on the other hand, have to learn to stop when they make mistakes. They stop and do it over until they get a perfect take. If we don’t do the same when we’re in the studio, we’ll regret the mistakes we accept…  
 
    “We’ll hate ourselves every time we hear that recording.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jim Salman looked up when Eddie Bauer opened his door. Eddie was a young recording engineer Jim had been training. He’d decided Eddie was ready to run a session himself and recording the group of unknowns they had scheduled today would provide the kid an excellent opportunity to cut his teeth. Eddie’s freaked out, he thought as soon as he saw Eddie’s face. Eddie’s eyes were so wide that Jim felt sure the pressure of leading a session had gotten to the young man. 
 
    Calmingly, Jim said, “Relax Eddie. Trust me, you are ready for this…” He trailed off when Eddie beckoned him with one hand, then turned and walked off down the hall toward Recording 2 without giving Jim a chance to say any more. 
 
    Rolling his eyes, Jim got up and followed. How am I supposed to talk him down off the ledge if he won’t even stop and listen?!  
 
    Catching up to Eddie at the door into the studio, Jim tried again, putting his hand on the young man’s shoulder, “Eddie!” he said, urgently but softly, trying to calm the kid through touch.  
 
    Instead, Eddie turned the knob and pushed the door open.  
 
    Well, dammit, Jim thought as the band came into view. I can’t back out of this session anymore! If I try to leave them with Eddie now, they’ll know they aren’t getting the senior engineer.   
 
    Wondering whether there remained any way to salvage the session for Eddie, Jim looked around. Most of the band seemed focused on their instruments and Jim didn’t think they’d noticed his entrance. Jim turned toward Eddie, incidentally turning his back to the band—so they still might not notice the owner had entered the room. As he opened his mouth to try to calm Eddie one more time, he saw how the young engineer had all his attention focused on the girl in the group. Is he just infatuated? Jim wondered, but then something tickled his hindbrain. He turned back toward the group just enough to eye the girl’s guitar.  
 
    Her custom guitar. 
 
    A guitar so covered in knobs and switches that Jim would’ve scoffed if he hadn’t heard the damned thing in concert. 
 
    Make that in concert after concert, as Jim had become more and more enamored of this group in general and Eva in particular.  
 
    Every show he’d attended, the girl had mesmerized him with more and more astonishing musical feats she could accomplish using a guitar he’d initially thought must just be a rich girl’s plaything. 
 
    Feeling lightheaded, he turned to Eddie and to be sure, mouthed, “Eve of Destruction?!” 
 
    Eddie gave him a jerky nod. 
 
    Jim remembered the studio’d been reserved under the name “Egos of Dementia, or, EOD.” 
 
    This isn’t Eddie’s big break, Jim thought. It’s the entire studio’s big break. Jim thought EOD would someday be the biggest band on the planet. And if they record their first album in Salman Studios… 
 
    Turning back around, he was thinking that, not only was Eddie freaked out by EOD, the kid knew what a huge fan Jim was. Eddie hadn’t tried to record them himself mostly because he’d known it’d break Jim’s heart to miss it. 
 
    Facing the band again, Jim caught Eva’s eye and said, “Hello. I’m Jim Salman, owner of Salman studios. Um, you’re Eva, right? We thought we were recording ‘Egos of Dementia’ today, not EOD… um, not Eve of Destruction. We’d’ve been a lot more prepared if—" 
 
    Eva interrupted, “We’re so sorry. We like to fly under the radar as much as possible.” She shrugged, “Some of our fans get kinda intrusive. I, ah, thought using a pseudonym with the same initials as EOD would diminish confusion for you.” She shrugged, “You can label us ‘EOD’ on your schedule if you have to, though we’d prefer ‘Egos of Dementia’ or ‘Egos’ if you need something shorter.” 
 
    As if I could forget who you were, Jim thought. He said, “Nope. ‘Egos’ is fine. We aim to please. Besides, I think I’m probably your biggest fan.” 
 
    She gave him a wide-eyed look. “I hope not. We’ve got some fans that’re kinda whacko.” 
 
    He snorted, “Well, I like to think I’m sane. Maybe I’m not your biggest fan. Um, do you guys have thoughts on how you wish to proceed?” 
 
    “We have ideas, but we’re mostly interested in whatever we can do to record as many songs as possible before we leave on our Uropean tour. And, of course, record them well. So, if you could tell us how to be efficient?” 
 
    At last, a band that doesn’t tell their recording engineer how to record them, Jim thought. As soon as he’d realized who she was, he’d worried Eva would turn out to be arrogant and demanding. Instead, she’s pleasant and humble.  
 
    Things are off to a good start. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Witt found himself musing about the recording session later that afternoon. Many of the things they’d worried about before the session had come true. Just setting up took way longer than anyone in the band had expected. Choosing and positioning scads of microphones on Shaun’s drum kit took an unbelievable amount of time all by itself.  
 
    The recording engineer, Jim Salman, who proclaimed himself one of Eva’s biggest fans, had waxed enthusiastic about Witt’s suggestion that they all play “live” together to get a lead track. He complained that a lot of bands, for one reason or another, didn’t want to do it that way.  
 
    Once they recorded that live track, they each recorded their own tracks while the live tempo track played in their headphones to keep them in time with each other. 
 
    Witt loved the sound engineering part of it, easily getting distracted by, and then deep into the technical minutiae of it. 
 
    Allie patiently went along with everything. Witt could tell she was frustrated by how much time it took, but when she played, she somehow transcended her usual—unbelievable—standards of performance. 
 
    Joe and Shaun both turned in fine workmanlike performances. Witt thought he’d done okay. 
 
    And, when they shut down, they had a pretty good recording of one song. 
 
    The engineer thought they could finish it with a little more work and suggested they book an entire day the next time—which would reduce the proportion of time they spent setting up. 
 
    As they left, Allie said, “Wow, that was a lot more… fidgety and exhausting than I expected. I don’t know about recording for a whole day, even if it does reduce setup time.” 
 
    Joe argued they should try a whole day at least once.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Claire had been working on her control of fast-time, especially how deep she went into it. Everything about it was harder than Witt had made it out to be. Controlling the size of her bubble especially. Since she couldn’t seem to shrink the bubble so it didn’t encompass her wristband, she couldn’t use the wristband’s change from violet to red as a gauge of her depth into fast-time. 
 
    But, they were going to run a short, two-mile, cross-country trail in PE today, a race that’d give her a chance to see how she did running. Better yet, Melinda Young, a sophomore member of the cross-country team was in her PE class. That’d let Claire see how she did against someone who could compete at the high school level. Someone who Claire had heard was pretty good. 
 
    Even better, if Claire did well against Melinda, Ms. Landers, their PE coach who also coached the girl’s track team, would see it. 
 
    Claire started out running in normal-time but went to about 1.2X fast-time pretty quickly. At first, keeping up with Melinda wasn’t all that difficult. It didn’t take long for her to realize that, fast-time or not, she was gonna be tired by the end of two miles. 
 
    Claire boosted her speed to about 1.4X. This made her feel as if it would be easy to pass Melinda but to her dismay, she still felt weariness spreading through her limbs.  
 
    She finished the race in second place behind Melinda. Better than she’d ever have expected in the past. Good, but not what she’d expected. She felt disappointed. 
 
    And exhausted.  
 
    However, Coach Landers looked astonished. Coming over to Claire, she said, “I know you’re not on the track team, but that was damned good. If she doesn’t get hurt, Melinda’s gonna win a lot of races this year, so coming in that close behind her’s nothing to sneeze at. Do you run somewhere else? Or maybe just for exercise?” 
 
    Claire, still gasping for breath, shook her head and bent to brace her hands on her knees. 
 
    “Don’t do that,” Ms. Landers said, taking Claire’s elbow and urging her upright. “Here, walk with me.” Once they started walking—Claire feeling good that she wasn’t stumbling—Landers asked, “Are you Witt Ryllin’s sister?” 
 
    Claire nodded. 
 
    “Have you ever run a sprint? Your brother excels at them, maybe you would too.” 
 
    Claire shook her head, “Maybe,” she said, speaking between her breaths. “I think, I could… run faster… but,” she shook her head, “not farther.” 
 
    “You want to go out for the team? Everybody’s supposed to have tried out already, but I could get you in for a few timed runs. If you’re as good as I think you might be, we could certainly let you join the team late.” 
 
    Claire nodded. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    She texted Witt as soon as she got home because by then she thought he should be done with the band’s sound check and have time to talk. 
 
    He texted back that the band was recording in a studio and he’d call her at five. 
 
    When he called, she plaintively told him of her experience. “I could go fast, but I still got so exhausted I couldn’t keep up. Am I doing something wrong?!” 
 
    Witt chuckled a little. “Sorry, no. You burn the same number of calories per mile, about a hundred, whether you run it at twelve miles an hour or walk it at three miles an hour. So, you would’ve burned 200 calories on that two-mile cross-country jaunt no matter how fast you ran it. Burning that many calories in a short period’s always gonna make you feel exhausted because your metabolism can’t generate energy fast enough to keep up.” 
 
    “What?! That can’t be right! It’s gotta burn more energy to go faster!” 
 
    “Sorry, Sibling. It’s just physics. ‘Work’ is what burns calories and moving your carcass a certain distance requires a certain amount of work. If you run twice as far, then you’re gonna consume twice as many calories. If you run twice as fast, you burn twice as many calories per minute, but not twice as many per mile.” 
 
    “Wrong. Cars burn more energy at highway speeds than they do in town!” 
 
    “Well, you’re right about that, but that’s because of wind resistance. If an ordinary person could run fast enough that wind resistance became a significant factor, they’d burn more energy per mile at top speed too.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying that all that smoke you blew about how I could win races in fast-time was a bunch of crap?!” 
 
    “No. I’m saying fast-time can help you win sprints because they depend on how quick you are. Long-distance races depend on how tough you are. On whether you’ve got the guts to keep running when you’re really tired. Well, and also on how much slow-twitch muscle you’ve got. Slow-twitch fibers are a lot better at converting energy than the fast-twitch muscles most sprinters have.” 
 
    “Really?” she asked suspiciously. “You’re not just jerking my chain?” 
 
    “Nope. Try a short race. If I can win sprints, you should be able to win sprints. You’ll be tired afterward, but not exhausted.” 
 
    “Okay…” she said, still having a hard time believing something that seemed to violate common sense. 
 
    “But, always stay behind the—” 
 
    Claire interrupted. “Behind the leader until the end,” she finished for him. “I know. I know. Don’t take any chances I might run too fast. I got it the first time.” 
 
    “Great!” he said cheerfully. “Gotta go.” The call went dead and she felt bad for jumping his case at the end. 
 
    But not bad enough to text him an apology. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alton Lang looked up to see Witt Ryllin trotting out onto the track. The kid angled his way and came to a stop a few feet away. “As I live and breathe!” Alton said sarcastically, “I thought you didn’t need any coaching?” Then, remembering the accolades he’d been getting for his coaching of this kid—even though he wasn’t doing any coaching—he regretted his sardonic tone. More pleasantly, he said, “Something I can do for you?” 
 
    Ryllin looked embarrassed, “Yeah. Sorry. ESPN says I’m gonna get injured if I don’t fix my stride.” 
 
    Lang snorted. “I’ve told you that a bunch of times. Why’re you listening to a sports reporter instead of me?” 
 
    “’Cause I’m a dumbass?” Ryllin said. 
 
    Lang grinned, “Can’t say I disagree, even though I’ve gotta admit you’ve been winning races without any coaching. You gonna start coming to practice?” 
 
    “Um, no. Well, I’m here today. I’m hoping you can give me some pointers before I hit the road again?” 
 
    Lang bit back a scoff, reminding himself that Ryllin was his golden ticket. “Sure. Head on down to the starting blocks and we’ll start by talking about how to explode out of them…” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    EOD had four songs recorded and mixed down to their satisfaction. They thought it’d taken way too long.  
 
    Still star-struck to be working with Allie, Jim Salman, their recording engineer, proclaimed himself astonished by what they’d accomplished in what he called “just a few short days.” 
 
    Allie got the band together with Ron, their manager, to talk over their options. Glancing around at each of them, she said, “So, we don’t have enough songs for an album. I’m wondering if we should give up that little vacation we’d planned and book more recording time next week. We’ve got some experience now, so I’m thinking we can put down enough tracks that we could turn out an album we can be proud of. It’d be nice to have something to promote with our Urope tour.” 
 
    Shaun said, “I’ve really been looking forward to a break. Can’t we push the tour back instead?” 
 
    Allie grimaced. “I’ve been talking to some friends who’ve done Uropean tours. They all tell me not to expect too much from a first tour over there.” She shrugged, “Or the second or third tours either, for that matter. It seems it takes longer to build a fan base over there than it does here in the Union.” 
 
    Joe turned to Ron, “Didn’t you say we already have a lot of fans in Urope?” 
 
    Ron raised his palms. “We get a lot of fan noise on social media from there, yeah. But fan buzz doesn’t necessarily mean we have fans who’re ready to stand up and buy tickets. If, as I’d begged you, we’d already made and had been selling an album, we’d have some idea how many fans there are over there from how many sales we’d made in those regions.” 
 
    “It’s too late to fix that,” Allie said. “I for one, am glad we waited. I think the songs we just recorded are a lot better than we’d have laid down last year. These were performances we can be proud of.” She sighed, “To get back on topic, some of the people I’ve talked to thought they had a lot of fans over there but then, when they toured, their venues had a lot of empty seats. That meant they had a hard time making ends meet. It’s the old chicken or the egg question. We may not get fans over there until we do some tours. But tours may not sell many tickets until we’ve got some fans.” She shrugged, “I think we’ve gotta go.” 
 
    “If this was known to be a problem,” Shaun said, glancing accusingly at Ron, “we shouldn’t have even scheduled the tour until we had an album out and knew what sales were like over there.” He turned to Allie, “And, if we don’t have fans, what difference does it make if we push the tour back? We can claim we’re delaying it because of the war.” 
 
    “We don’t know if we have fans or not,” Allie responded frustratedly. “But I don’t think we ought to go into it expecting to sell out our venues. We shouldn’t be blindsided if the facilities are kinda empty. Most importantly, since none of the tour dates are anywhere near Ucryn, we should not piss off the fans we do have by canceling shows they’re counting on going to. That’d be a great recipe for never getting a fan base there.” 
 
    Shaun said, “So, let’s release the four we’ve already recorded. Call them an EP. Hardly anyone buys albums anymore anyway, they buy singles. That being the case, who cares if we have an ‘album’? And, don’t forget another reason we haven’t worried about making a studio recording so far. No one’s making much money on record sales anymore. They’re making it on touring and we’re doing plenty of that.” 
 
    Allie sighed. “Can we take a vote?” She looked around the little group of four. “Who’d be willing to give up some of our break to record a few more songs?” She lifted her hand. 
 
    Joe lifted his too, but she could tell he was reluctant.  
 
    Shaun shook his head. 
 
    Allie turned to Witt, thinking she’d win with a three out of four vote. 
 
    Witt looked miserable but shook his head as well. “I’m so, so, sorry. I’ve made a commitment I, uh, just can’t get out of.” 
 
    “What?” Joe asked. “You gettin’ married or something? I didn’t get an invite.” 
 
    Witt practically hung his head. “Sorry. I’m not at liberty to say why.” 
 
    “It’s a secret?!” Shaun asked, astonished. 
 
    “Yeah,” Witt said, almost inaudibly. “Sorry.” 
 
    They decided to go ahead and release the four songs, then do the tour as scheduled. That gave them the ten-day vacation they’d expected before they had to show up for their first Uropean sound check. 
 
    As they walked out, Allie found herself next to Witt, something that was happening more and more. She liked him and felt as if he were surrounded by some kind of gravity. Something that pulled her toward him. She glanced over at him. 
 
    He looked miserable. After a moment, he said, “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    She shrugged, “I’m sure it’s important or you would’ve thrown it over for a chance to record.” She gave him a little grin, “After all, I’ve seen how much you love geeking out over the equipment.” 
 
    He looked a little embarrassed. “I do.” He glanced at Joe and Shaun, who were walking away in another direction. Faintly, he said, “I can explain it to you if you like.” 
 
    Puzzled, she stopped and asked uncomfortably, “It’s something you need to keep secret from the guys?” She couldn’t imagine why he wouldn’t trust Joe and Shaun, but it made her uneasy that he thought he couldn’t. 
 
    He kept walking but turned to walk backward, beckoning her to walk with him. “I can tell you but not anyone else. Before I do, I’d want you to promise to keep it a secret, even though I’m sure you would whether you promised or not.” 
 
    She shrugged, “No need to tell me. I don’t mind you having secrets.” She did, but she felt she should say she didn’t. 
 
    Giving her a kind of desperate look, he said, “I want to tell you. I don’t want you thinking I… I don’t know, that I didn’t keep my commitment to you.” 
 
    “You mean, your commitment to the band. You shouldn’t worry about that. We agreed to vote on everything. I’m not the boss and I lost this vote. It hurt, but I can live with it.” 
 
    Witt glanced away and back. “I have a commitment to you. I have one to the band too, yes. But, I… feel like I owe you, Allie, um insert your last name, whatever it is, here. You gave me a huge opportunity and I appreciate it.” 
 
    Allie stopped and looked him in the eye. “You wouldn’t have gotten that opportunity if you didn’t have immense talent. I’m as grateful to you for joining the band as you might ever be to me for inviting you.” 
 
    He shook his head, “My talent, for what it’s worth doesn’t hold a candle to yours. Um… speaking of talents…” 
 
    She thumped his arm, “I was talking about musical talent, knucklehead. Not your time-warp stuff.” 
 
    Witt tilted his head back and forth as if uncertain. “Uh, the reason I can’t record with you has to do with the ‘time-warp’ talent, as you put it.” 
 
    “Oh!” she said, hand over her mouth. “Is it making you sick or something?” 
 
    “No,” Witt looked around. They were walking down the sidewalk of a shady street. No one was near. He said, “can we sit on the wall here?” 
 
    She sat on the low rock wall and he sat just to her right. He said, “You’re not the only person I know who has a strange talent.” 
 
    She drew back to study him. “Really? ’Cause, I’ve been thinking talents like ours must be incredibly rare. If there were a lot of people with talents, some of them would’ve been in the news by now. If it’s as rare as I think, it had to be statistically freakish that you and I met one another.” 
 
    He nodded. “The numbers worry me too. It’s just hard to imagine how I could know so many.” He shrugged, “Well, three of them are in my immediate family so some kind of gene thing has to be going on there.” 
 
    “Maybe some kind of mutations recently sprang up? Radiation or chemicals or something?” 
 
    Witt shook his head. “Mutations are common but almost all of them cause problems. Beneficial mutations are vanishingly rare. In this case, we’re talking about three families, yours, mine, and one other. Each with a different kind of talent. The chances that we’d find each other must be as remote as winning the lottery.” 
 
    “What are these other talents? I guess you could call mine a kind of teleportation. Yours, I don’t know. Time-control?” 
 
    Witt shrugged, “That’s as good a name as any. The other two seem to have a form of telepathy. Not what you normally think of when someone says ‘telepathy.’ They can’t read thoughts. Instead, it’s a little bit like they’re modifying other people’s thoughts.” 
 
    “Oh! That’s creepy!” 
 
    “It’s not as bad as you might think. I’d like to tell you more, but first I’d want you to promise to keep their secrets like we’re keeping each other’s.” 
 
    She gave him a curious look. “Are you sure they’d be happy that you’d given up their secrets on the promise of someone they’ve never met?” 
 
    With a side-eyed glance, he said, “One of them gave away my secret to his sister without my permission, so tough shit. To my way of thinking, you’re a ‘talent-sister.’” 
 
    “Okay, I promise,” Allie said, giving him a side-eyed glance of her own. “Though you’re not exactly inspiring confidence in your ability to keep secrets if all you gotta say is ‘tough shit,’ then go ahead and give it away.” 
 
    Witt snorted a little laugh. “You’re right. I shouldn’t give away their secrets. Sorry I tantalized you.” 
 
    Giggling, she gave him a little shove. “Now you’re gonna decide to keep their secret? After all that build-up?! No way! Remember, I’ve still got a pepper spray in my pocket.” 
 
    He gave her a wide-eyed look. “Do you?” 
 
    Allie slapped her pocket. It was gone. “You stopped time to steal my canister?!” Expanding her sense, she searched Witt for it, finding it in his right front pocket. 
 
    He said, “No, I think you must’ve forgotten it—” 
 
    Allie opened a port and small spraying sound a couple of feet to his right interrupted him. 
 
    He disappeared. 
 
    When Allie turned her head, she found him sitting on her right, giving her a horrified look. “You attacked me with pepper spray?” 
 
    “I did not! I sprayed it several feet downwind from you.” She frowned, then put her hands up in surrender. “This time thing you’ve got going on is a lot more… um, dangerous than my little teleportation thing. I guess I’d better not piss you off.” 
 
    He studied her a moment. “There are things you could do,” he said slowly, “that would make you extremely dangerous. I’m gonna try not to piss you off either.” 
 
    Thinking about how she’d sprayed water inside the skulls of the guys who’d abducted her family a few years back, she realized he was right. She also felt fairly certain that a big dose of pepper spray deep in someone’s windpipe could be fatal. But she wondered if he’d thought of something else. Narrowing her eyes, she asked, “What kinda things are you thinking about?” 
 
    “Assassin kinds of things. For instance, if you were to move a fragment of arterial gunk into someone’s coronary artery and block it, you could give them a heart attack.” 
 
    She snorted. “Gunk? Is that some kind of super-sophisticated scientific name?” 
 
    “Plaque. Hardening of the arteries. Cholesterol… You know, ‘gunk.’” 
 
    “Okay. I’ve got the idea. What kind of artery were you talking about?” 
 
    “The coronary arteries are the ones that bring blood to the muscle of the heart.” 
 
    “The heart doesn’t get enough oxygen out of the blood it’s pumping?” 
 
    Witt shook his head. “The blood it’s pumping doesn’t go through the capillaries of the heart muscle. Blood has to go through capillaries for it to deliver oxygen to individual cells. The coronaries take some blood from the aorta right after it leaves the heart and route it to the heart muscles’ capillaries.” He leaned back. “Send your talent into my chest and check out my heart. You’ll find the main coronaries kind of circling the upper right part of my heart and sending branches down into the main muscular walls on my lower left.” 
 
    Feeling kind of creeped out, Allie sent her sense in and fairly easily found the arteries he was talking about. “Okay, I see them. Where’s the cholesterol gunk you’re talking about?” 
 
    He buffed his fingernails on his chest. “I don’t have any, of course. Young, vigorous, athletic, the very picture of health.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “So, I can only assassinate old guys who’re already about to die of a heart attack?” 
 
    “Well, no. If you wanted to kill me, you could port some plain old fat into my coronary to block it. Or something else. A pebble or a toothpick. It’s just that if someone did an autopsy, which they would in a young healthy guy who had a heart attack, finding ordinary fat or foreign objects in the artery of someone without cholesterol plaque would tell them it wasn’t natural.” 
 
    She shook her head, “Wouldn’t work.” 
 
    He frowned, “Why not?” 
 
    “All I can do is open a port. I can’t push stuff through it. If I opened a port from someone’s coronary artery to their fat, the blood from the coronary would squirt out into the fat, not vice versa.” 
 
    “Oh,” he grinned, “Turns out you’re not as dangerous as I thought.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure if I ported a bunch of pepper spray into a vital location, it’d kill the victim,” Allie said. She frowned, “Hell, I was afraid I might’ve killed the fan that stopped us that night.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. There’s no doubt you could assassinate someone. Squirt poison into them if nothing else. I was just thinking you could kill people without leaving a trace.” He hesitated, “Or, that the traces, in the case of the plaque I proposed, would make it seem as if they’d died a natural death.” 
 
    “It’s a moot point anyway. I’m not planning on killing anyone.” 
 
    Witt studied her. “You’re of the opinion that no one deserves to die?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Sure. Some do. Mass killers. Ones like Mao Zedong, Hitler, Pol Pot—” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Witt interrupted, “I get Hitler and Pol Pot, but Mao? He didn’t start a war, did he?” 
 
     Allie glanced at Witt, “Mao’s communist ‘Great Leap Forward’ policies resulted in the starvation deaths of 30-50 million Chinese. He killed more people than any other single person.” She resumed her list of people she thought deserved to die. “Genghis Khan, Stalin. Pootin.” She frowned, “There’re a lot of others, but those are the ones at the top of my mind today.” 
 
    Allie noticed a little bit of surprise cross Witt’s face when she said Pootin’s name. He slowly said, “Only one of those is alive and active today. Are you saying someone should assassinate him?” 
 
    She looked down the street into the distance, then nodded. “I’ll never get close enough, but if I did, I’d be happy to assassinate that son of a bitch.” She shook her head and spoke with loathing, “There’s no justifiable reason for his war with Ucryn. Ruchia doesn’t need anything from Ucryn. Ucryn hasn’t done anything to Ruchia. The things he’s done in Ruchia alone are reprehensible beyond belief, but—" 
 
    Witt interrupted again, “Really?” 
 
    Giving Witt a serious look, Allie spoke slowly and with as much conviction as she could. “Absolutely.” 
 
    Witt looked down at his knees and mumbled something. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He lifted his head. “What if I told you that’s why I can’t record? That I’m leaving for Urope this evening. That we’re going over there and try to kill Pootin.” 
 
    Giving him a goggle-eyed look, Allie said, “I’d tell you we need to go back to the studio this afternoon and get your tracks laid down before you die!” 
 
    “I’m serious.” 
 
    Allie studied his face. “You are, aren’t you?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Are you insane?!” 
 
    “Think it through. You know what I can do. You don’t know what my friends can do, but they’ve got some tricks of their own. As a team, we should be hard to stop.” 
 
    “Oh. Yeah. What can this telepathic power of theirs do?” 
 
    “You haven’t promised to keep their secret.” 
 
    “I have! I said I promised!” 
 
    “You tossed off an ‘I promise’ while you were giving me shit about the quality of my promises. I’d want a serious promise. One I believed you meant to keep.” 
 
    “Oh,” Allie said, thinking back over their conversation and realizing she indeed hadn’t been very serious when she said it. “Sorry,” she said solemnly. “I do promise and I wholly mean it.” 
 
    He considered her a moment, then said, “They don’t have the same talent, just something that seems related. They can both make you think something. One can make you think she isn’t there, rendering her essentially invisible. The other’s got what feels like charisma. If he talks to you, especially if he’s touching you, he’s very convincing.” 
 
    Much to her surprise, Allie heard herself urgently say, “Take me with you!” 
 
    Witt parroted back her earlier query of him “Are you insane?” 
 
    Allie stared at him, emotions raging through her. Softly, she said, “I love playing music, but…” a sudden frog in the back of her neck kept her from speaking for a moment. She swallowed a couple of times, then cleared her throat. When she spoke, her voice rasped as she said, “But I’d like to do something that makes a difference.”  
 
    She could see it in Witt’s eyes. He could hear, feel, and understand the meaning of the emphasis she was putting on the word ‘difference.’ Gently, he said, “I think your music makes a big difference to a lot of people, but I understand what you mean. Do you really want to go?” 
 
    She nodded eagerly. “I want to go. Is there anything else I can do to help?” 
 
    Witt looked grim. “We’re gonna need Ruchian and Ucrynian translators if you know any. We’re hoping we can find them in Ucryn but I’m worried it’ll be almost impossible.” 
 
    “Daniela!” Allie said excitedly, “The girl from Ucryn on our road crew? The one who was crying the night we heard about the invasion? She’s Ucrynian and I know she speaks Ruchian too.” 
 
    Giving an unhappy shrug, Witt said, “Already asked her. She thinks it’s insane.” 
 
    Allie looked him askance, then narrowed her eyes. “Does she know what you can do?” 
 
    Shaking his head, Witt said, “Can’t tell her if she isn’t going.” 
 
    “Damned if you do, damned if you don’t. But I gotta point out, nobody in their right mind would go on that mission if they didn’t know about your talent.” 
 
    “Yeah, but those are the constraints I’m working under when talking to people here in the Union. When we’re trying to recruit someone in Ucryn, we can show them what we can do because we’ll be anonymous. If, after it’s all done, that person tried to tell people about someone from the Union who could change the flow of time, nobody’d believe him.” 
 
    Getting up, Allie said, “Come on. Let’s talk to Daniela together. I’m pretty sure she trusts me enough to believe it if I say you can do it. We can surely trust her a lot more than some random Ucrynian.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Daniela had a sense of foreboding when Eva walked up to her, trailing Witt Ryllin—who, it’d been announced was actually “Whid Ryslin.” 
 
    Indeed, to her dismay, it turned out they wanted Daniela to accept Eva’s assertion that Ryslin had a good chance of taking out Pootin. 
 
    For a minute or two, Daniela tried to resist, but she owed Eva an enormous debt. And, Eva said she was going with Ryslin on this insane mission to assassinate the Ruchian leader. If Eva trusted Ryslin, Daniela couldn’t very well refuse. 
 
    A few minutes later they were using Eva’s tablet to make flight reservations to Warsa, Polan. 
 
    When they had the tickets arranged, Eva turned to Ryslin and gave him a serious look, “Show her.” When Ryslin looked reluctant, Eva said, “Daniela’s committed herself. There’s no way you’re going to be able to keep it a secret from her if she’s helping us over there. You owe it to her to prove you have a chance of success. Otherwise, she’ll be sweating it all the way over there.” 
 
    Daniela wondered, How could he possibly— 
 
    Ryslin rolled his eyes, then interrupted her thought by vanishing. 
 
    A second later he whispered from behind Daniela’s shoulder. “I can move very, very fast.” 
 
    Daniela jerked away from the sound. She turned and saw him back there giving her a questioning look, as if asking if she understood now. “I can go so fast I’m invisible while I’m moving, and I can take you with me. That’s what’ll let us sneak past the guards into Pootin’s palace.” He shrugged, “We even think we’ll be able to damage some of the Ruchian army units in Ucryn.” 
 
    Astonished, she thought, Maybe we do have a chance.
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 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Rolling Stone, New York, New York— In a minor note, Eve of Destruction’s new sax-playing keyboardist turns out to be Whid Ryslin, not, as previously reported, Witt Ryllin. Apparently, a typo by EOD’s publicist resulted in the misidentification. Witt Ryllin is a track star at the University of Minnouri and does resemble Ryslin. Ryslin says this isn’t the first time someone’s misidentified him. 
 
      
 
    ESPN, University of Minnouri, Blayton, Minnouri— The University of Minnouri’s track and field phenom, Witt Ryllin surprised everyone at today’s meet by demonstrating much better mechanics. He came out of the blocks far better and demonstrated a greatly improved stride. Though you’d expect that a runner who’d broken records despite poor mechanics would, upon improving those mechanics, break even more records, he disappointed there. He did win all four of his events, something that’s fairly routine for him, he just didn’t break a record, leaving the crowd and this writer disappointed. 
 
    Ryllin’s coach, Alton Lang, said he felt heartened by the improvement in Ryllin’s stride. He claimed that Ryllin’s failure to break a record wasn’t disappointing, saying, “He’s just made major changes to his form. It’ll take a while to see performance improvements, but, don’t worry, they’ll come. More importantly, with these changes, he’s less likely to sustain injuries that could end his season.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The plane had just reached cruising altitude. Allie, having made their reservations, had seated herself and Daniela next to one another on the cross-Atlantic leg of their flight to Polan.  
 
    She was still trying to come to grips with the fact that one of the brother-sister pair of people with talents Witt had been telling her about was Hax Buchry, the quarterback who’d led Minnouri to the College football championship. Allie didn’t pay much attention to football, or sports in general, but you’d have to have lived under a rock to have missed Hax Buchry’s story this year.  
 
    When Witt had introduced her to him in the lounge, he’d surprised her at every turn. First, by being so tall. And by being such a pleasant human being. Allie’s preconceived notion pegged football players as aggressive jerks—Hax was nothing like that. And, as Witt had said, the guy had charisma in spades. She’d found herself trying to think of an excuse for switching seats to sit next to him. 
 
    Then Hax told her how much he admired EOD and Eva in particular. Of course, she fended off fans all the time and didn’t take the compliments they slathered her with seriously. But when Hax said he liked her music… She shook her head, Does he have this effect on all the girls? she wondered.  
 
    Her thoughts detoured to the fact that Witt seemed to have something of the same effect on her. She felt … highly attracted to him. But, she thought, in Witt’s case it could just be admiration for his towering musical talent. 
 
    Daniela broke into her thoughts, “The tall guy, Hax. He plays Merican football?” 
 
    Allie nodded, “Do you follow football?” she asked, even though she thought it very unlikely. 
 
    Daniela gave her a little grin, “Real football, yes. What you call soccer over here.” She shook her head, “I don’t follow what you call football.” She arched an eyebrow, “Though I may have to start following it just to keep up with Hax. Is he any good?”  
 
    I guess I’m not the only one who thinks Hax’s sexy, Allie thought. To Daniela, she said, “He’s, very, very good. If not the GOAT, then the best player in many, many years.” 
 
    “GOAT?” 
 
    “Greatest Of All Time. A saying here in Merica.” Allie shrugged, “He can’t really qualify for that until he’s played many years in the pros, but there’re a lot of people who think he’s that good. He led a team with… good players, but not the best, to the college championship this year.” 
 
    “Oh!” Daniela said, obviously surprised. “So, you think he’ll play professionally?” 
 
    Allie nodded, “Without a doubt. Unless he gets hurt. That’s a common problem in Merican football.” 
 
    Daniela gave her a little grin, “Well, I’m going to try to get some sleep. Maybe I’ll dream of him, even if he is too young for me.” She started unfolding her blanket. 
 
    “Wow. It’s only 6:30. Isn’t that awfully early? I wouldn’t be able to get to sleep.” 
 
    “When we land,” Daniela said, “because of the eight-hour time difference, it’ll only be 1:00 am, our time, here in Merica. But it’ll be 9:00 am in Polan and we’ll start a busy day. If you wait to go to sleep until 10:00 pm Merican time, you’ll get less than three hours sleep and be seriously sleep deprived as well as badly jet-lagged. I’ve flown back and forth enough times that I’d advise you to try to sleep as much as you can. Whatever you get won’t be sufficient. If you’d like, I can give you some melatonin? It’ll help you get to sleep.” 
 
    Witt had come down the aisle as they spoke and had been there for Daniela’s last few words. Now he leaned down and spoke quietly to them. “Wait to sleep until they turn down the lights, I’ll come back, you’ll climb under your blankets and I’ll fast-time you enough to let you get eight hours’ sleep in about a minute. That way you’ll feel like you’re in the correct time zone when we land.” 
 
    They both stared at him for a moment. Then Daniela said, “That sounds like a great idea,” and got out her book. She shook a finger at him and said, “But it’d better work.” 
 
    He laughed, “I’ve done it before. It works.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The five of them waited together in the line to clear Polan’s customs. Witt’s trick to let Daniela and Eva sleep had worked great and Daniela felt fine—not at all bedraggled like she usually felt after a trans-Atlantic flight.  
 
    Well, some bedraggled from having to sleep sitting upright in an airplane seat, but not from sleep cut off before its time. 
 
    Before the crew dimmed the lights on the flight, Daniela had gone forward to meet the other three members of their little party. She’d spoken to Witt and Roni for a few minutes, once again amazed by the dark-skinned girl’s brilliant blue eyes, then looked around for Hax—so tall she should easily have been able to see him but didn’t. She turned back to Witt, “Where’s Hax? I thought he’d be sitting with you guys.” 
 
    Roni didn’t say anything but gave Daniela a knowing look—as if a lot of women made transparent excuses for trying to see her tall, handsome, athletic, charismatic brother. 
 
    Witt had been the one who replied. “He’s up in business class, not back here in steerage with the rest of us.” 
 
    Surprised, Daniela had asked, “Did playing football already make him rich? Eva says he’s very good.” 
 
    Witt shook his head, “No, he’s just too tall to sit back here. We’d have to cut holes in the seat in front of him to make room for his knees.” 
 
    The flight attendants wouldn’t let her go up into business class to talk to Hax, so Daniela hadn’t seen him on the plane. Now she was glancing at him as they waited in line and hoping no one noticed. She started thinking about their little crew of five and began wondering why Eva and Roni were with them. Witt could stop time, so his utility was glaringly obvious. Hax, tall and athletic, had skills and a physicality that would likely be helpful in a fight. They needed Daniela to translate. But the other two women? Why risk their lives when they don’t bring anything we need? Especially Eva, she thought morosely. We don’t need a guitarist for this fight, but if she dies, it’d be a loss for humanity and the arts…  
 
    Glancing at Eva, Daniela had another thought. In that blond wig, Eva’s… sexy. She wondered if Eva was supposed to distract Ruchian soldiers at critical moments. She shook her head. I hope not, she thought darkly, upset by the thought of Eva having to do something so demeaning. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Once they got through customs, Roni pulled out a cell phone and started making calls. Daniela hadn’t given much thought to the next steps but felt surprised that Roni would know anyone in Warsa. She knew they were supposed to be driving to Ucryn and wondered why they weren’t heading over to one of the car rental desks. Shortly after that, they all put on their coats and Roni led them out to the curb.  
 
    A man waited in a big Land Rover. Even though it was huge, getting the five of them in it with the driver and an astonishing amount of luggage turned out to be quite a challenge. 
 
    They all got in and the guy drove them off, away from the crowded roads around the airport to what appeared to be a used car dealership. There they gathered around the driver’s seat of the Land Rover while the man gave them quick pointers on the operation of the vehicle. This was especially necessary because the labels on some—those that weren’t labeled with symbols—of the controls were in Polish.  
 
    Roni had little labels she wrote on in English and stuck over the Polish labels. Daniela began to think Roni’s role was as the group’s administrator and organizer. Maybe she’s the one who thought the whole thing up? Daniela wondered. She turned to Eva, “How did Roni arrange a car rental from this place?” 
 
    Eva shrugged and said, “Let’s ask Witt.” 
 
    Witt, not grasping the main thrust of Daniela’s question, told them Roni was the best planner and manager he’d ever been around. As if it were a minor attribute, he mentioned she was also amazing with computers.  
 
     “But, why’re we renting a car from a dealer?” Daniela asked, clarifying her question. “Why not one of the rental agencies at the airport?” 
 
    “Um…” Witt said, uncomfortably. “You remember you’re keeping all of this secret, right? Not just my little tricks with time?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course.” 
 
    “Roni’s buying the car. Not renting it. We don’t want to have to return it to an agency.” 
 
    “What!? Who just flies into a foreign country and buys a car?!” Daniela exclaimed indignantly. “And, if Roni can afford that, why didn’t we all get to fly business class?” 
 
    Witt put a finger to his lips. “Quietly please.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” Daniela whispered back. “Is she rich?” 
 
    “No,” Witt replied softly. “But she stole a lot of money from Pootin.” 
 
    “What?! How?!” Daniela asked, eyes wide in astonishment. 
 
    “Remember me telling you she’s good with computers? She’s very, very good.” 
 
    Daniela blinked, “Ruchia’s famous for their hackers! Pootin must have some of the world’s best IT people working for him. Are you saying Roni’s as good as they are?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Witt replied. He grinned, “She’s far better than they are.” 
 
    Daniela turned to give Roni an awed look. Roni was still talking to the dealer. “How much did Roni steal from Pootin?!” she breathed. 
 
    Witt shrugged, “I don’t know. Several billion.” 
 
    Eyes wide, Daniela asked, “Why isn’t she living the life of luxury then? She should’ve flown first class, not economy.” 
 
    Giving her a one-shoulder shrug, Witt said, “She considers those billions the property of the Ruchian people. She’s trying not to waste any of the money she stole since she plans to give what’s left back to the common people of Ruchia after this is over.” 
 
    Daniela studied Roni with more respect than she’d ever felt for anyone else. She glanced at Eva who looked as surprised as Daniela felt. I guess, she thought, I’m not the only clueless one on this trip. 
 
    Roni turned, “Witt, let’s take this thing for a spin before we complete the purchase.” Witt got in the passenger side and Roni drove, which Daniela found surprising given the tendency of the men she’d known to feel they had to drive. 
 
    Left there with Eva and Hax, Daniela saw an opportunity. She turned to Hax. “A test drive? Really? We barely fit in this monster. If they don’t like it, I doubt we’ll be able to find anything else that’ll carry all of us and our stuff.” 
 
    He looked after the vehicle as it vanished around a corner and then grinned at her. “I’m pretty sure Roni’s main concern is whether Witt can get that behemoth into fast-time.” 
 
    “Oh!” Daniela said, considering. “What’re we gonna do if it’s too big?” 
 
    “It won’t be,” he said reassuringly. “Witt’s put bigger things in fast-time. But, Roni’s very careful with money. If it actually won’t go into fast-time, we’d have to get a smaller vehicle and send those of us we don’t absolutely need back home.” 
 
    “Why not send some of that huge pile of luggage back? Surely some of you overpacked!” 
 
    “It’s not just clothes,” Hax said. “We need some of that stuff more than we need some of us.” 
 
    “Oh,” Daniela said, wondering what kind of stuff it might be. It couldn’t be weapons since they’d gotten all the bags past security. “Um, who’s least important?” she asked, afraid it’d be her. 
 
    “Not you,” he said with a laugh. “We’ve got to be able to talk to people.” 
 
    “Least important would be me,” Eva volunteered. 
 
    Daniela wanted to reassure Eva that she wasn’t the least important but knew Eva’d see right through a lie like that. 
 
    Hax said, “I’d try to talk Roni into buying a second vehicle before we sent Eva home.” 
 
    Daniela snorted, “If the Land Rover’s too big, surely two vehicles would be too big.” 
 
    Roni and Witt had only been gone a minute or two when they came back around the corner.  
 
    At first, Daniela thought it hadn’t been much of a test drive, then realized they’d probably driven it in fast-time and might’ve gone quite a distance in such a short time. 
 
    Roni negotiated a car top carrier for the vehicle and they finished up the purchase. As soon as the dealer had attached the carrier, they put as much luggage as they could fit into the carrier, the rest in the back, and headed off. With only five of them and no one having luggage in their laps, it seemed positively roomy compared to the ride from the airport. 
 
    Daniela found herself in the front passenger seat on the theory that, even though she didn’t speak or read Polish, she had a better chance of understanding the road signs than Witt because there were some similarities between Ucrynian and Polish. 
 
    To Daniela’s surprise, about the time they reached the highway, the sky dimmed. She looked out, expecting to see heavy clouds but there weren’t any. The sun must’ve gone behind something though, it’d gone red. 
 
    She kept expecting things to speed-up when Witt went into fast-time, but he kept driving at about a normal speed. Occasionally he slowed to swerve around a surprising number of slow-moving vehicles that obstructed the road. 
 
    To Daniela’s alarm, the sky darkened further and Witt turned on the Land Rover’s headlights. She glanced again at the sun. It was still in the sky, but much dimmer and redder, even though she couldn’t see even a hint of cloud or smog hiding it. 
 
    Witt slowed a lot to go off on the shoulder and around two cars that seemed to have completely stopped in the roadway so they blocked the adjacent lanes. Why would they do that? she wondered. It seemed dangerous, not just rude. Witt sped back up but she thought he was probably going below the speed limit now. 
 
    “What’s going on?” she asked. “Why’s it dark? Why aren’t you doing your time-flow stuff so we can go faster?” 
 
    “We are in fast-time,” he replied, turning out onto the shoulder to pass a long row of vehicles that’d blocked both lanes. “When we’re in fast-time, there isn’t enough light coming in so it seems dark. Fortunately, headlights compensate for this kind of darkness too.” 
 
    “We’re not in fast-time,” she said. “I’d say you’re going below the speed limit.” 
 
    “Um, yeah,” he responded. “By the speedometer, we’re only doing ninety-five kilometers an hour, so we are slow. But sometimes it’s easier to think of time-flow changes as if we’ve slowed the world around us rather than sped ourselves up. Relatively, it’s the same difference, but our brains comprehend what’s happening better this way. The light from the slow world around us is arriving sluggishly; that leaves us in the dark. The other cars on the road are moving so slowly they seem stopped; that means we have to drive around them.” 
 
    Daniela shook her head to clear it of this confusion, “Wait! If I think of it that way, it’d also say we’re not going to get to Kvg City any faster than we would’ve in normal-time!” 
 
    “Yeah,” he nodded. “To us, it’ll seem to take longer because we’re having to drive slowly to go around all the other cars on the road. Instead of it taking an apparent ten hours to get there, it’ll probably feel like it took twelve to fourteen cause we’re driving slower.” 
 
    “Why’re we even doing this then?!” she asked with dismay. 
 
    “’Cause, at a time-flow of 200X like we’re at, only about four minutes will have elapsed in the outside world when we get there.” 
 
    She blinked in welling confusion, “But… but, if we’re going to experience just as much time, why do we care how much time passes in the outside world?” 
 
    He shrugged, “Some of us have things we need to do in the outside world. The band, for instance, is supposed to start its Uropean tour in nine days. I’m not sure whether you’re going to start the tour with the band but Roni and Hax have classes at the University.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, flummoxed by the whole thing and having a hard time coming to grips with it. After a moment, she asked, “So, do you do this all the time? Is that how you learned your parts for the band so fast?” 
 
    She could see an unhappy frown cross his face. He said, “I do it as little as possible. I’ve driven in fast-time a few times to get to track… um, to places on time but this little jaunt’s the biggest one I’ve ever done. It’s gonna make all of us about twelve hours older than the people we know in the rest of the world. That’s not a big deal if we do it occasionally, but if we were to do it all the time…” 
 
    “Oh…” she said thoughtfully. 
 
    “But,” he said cheerfully, “I figure it’s worth a little premature aging for this mission, how about you?” 
 
    “Yeah…” she said uncertainly. A moment later, her conviction firmed up and, she spoke with full confidence, “Yes. It most definitely is.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    They occasionally slowed to normal-time to let the GPS work since its function depended on correct time matching with satellites. They noted the distance to and direction of the next turn, then kept track of that distance on the odometer. It worked pretty well. 
 
    They also changed drivers regularly, though Daniela stayed in the front seat. This made more sense when they crossed into Ucryn and she actually could read the road signs.  
 
    Although she allowed a snack, Daniela insisted they wait to eat their first meal until they were in Ucryn and could stop in a restaurant for a traditional Ucrynian meal with borscht (beet soup), varenyky (boiled dumplings), and holubtsi (cabbage rolls).  
 
    This time she felt less surprised by Roni’s attention to detail when the woman turned out to have a ready supply of Ucrynian hryvnia to pay for the food. 
 
    On the other hand, it lowered her opinion of her new friends when they weren’t very enthusiastic about the food. “Are pizza and McDonald’s the only things you like?” she asked in dismay. 
 
    Witt rolled his eyes, “The whole world loves those two food groups!” 
 
    Hax laughed, “And, hardly anyone likes beets or cooked cabbage!” 
 
    She sniffed, “Uncultured Mericans!” But secretly she enjoyed bandying back and forth with them.  
 
    Especially with Hax. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    At a GPS stop before they arrived in Kvg City, Roni received a text from a contact in Ucryn who had them detour to approach the city from the northwest. There they met an English-speaking Ucrynian soldier, Captain Popova, who told them the Ruchians had recently pushed into a nearby area. 
 
    With narrowed eyes and a suspicious tone, he addressed Hax, “I’m told you have a weapon that’ll stop armored vehicles?” 
 
    At first, Daniela felt offended that the guy immediately assumed the big man was in charge. Then she realized that she’d thought Roni was in charge even though no one had said anything to suggest it. She’d developed that impression because Roni had organized everything and done it so well. When Daniela glanced at Roni, the young woman didn’t seem at all offended that the soldier was talking to her brother instead of her. 
 
    Then Daniela looked back at Hax and suddenly felt the charisma spilling from the tall, athletic, young man. I’d follow him anywhere! she thought. Of course, this captain thinks Hax’s in charge. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The Ruchian push toward Kvg City was following a road that would take them past an intersection a couple of kilometers ahead. 
 
    Captain Popova said, “If your weapon will destroy their vehicles, a good place to deploy it would be a kilometer past the intersection. Then you can retreat back this way when they come after you. How close to the road do you need to be?” 
 
    Hax looked at Witt, who shrugged. “Twenty meters for our first trial. We can probably be farther away once we’re sure it works.” 
 
    Captain Popova rolled his eyes. “You’re not even sure it works?!” 
 
    “We’re sure,” Hax said. 
 
    Popova gave them a dubious look but didn’t argue. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    They’d settled into position about eighty meters from the road. Hax and Witt prepared to move up to the twenty-meter distance Witt had suggested. 
 
    Suddenly the captain suspiciously asked, “Where’s this special weapon?” 
 
    Witt patted the canvas duffel he was carrying. 
 
    “Really?! You think you’re going to disable a tank with something you can carry in one hand?” 
 
    Witt nodded. He and Hax kept walking. 
 
    When Witt and Hax had gone another twenty meters, Popova turned to the three women waiting beside him. He pointed back to their left, “This isn’t going to work. When it fails, we’ll fade back behind the trees there. From there, we can run until we’re over the hill straight behind the trees. Then turn right to the road we came in on. Then farther along that road until we get to your Land Rover. Then we drive away as fast as we can. Understand?” 
 
    Everyone nodded. Though Daniela agreed with Popova, she could tell Roni wasn’t going to run off and leave her brother behind. Eva’ll probably stay too, she decided. 
 
    It wasn’t long after the guys got in position that the first tank rolled by, followed shortly by a couple of trucks she thought were APCs (Armored Personnel Carriers). The APCs would be carrying soldiers. They had what Daniela thought were small cannons on the front of them though they were much smaller than the cannon on the front of the tank. 
 
    Shortly after the tank passed Witt and Hax’s position, they heard a loud bang. The tank’s engine noise became a horrible clattering rattle, then ceased. It clanked to a halt.  
 
    The APCs turned out to either side of the tank and stopped. Doors on the APCs opened and soldiers poured out, pointing their weapons outward in all directions. 
 
    Those soldiers are gonna see Witt and Hax! Daniela thought in horror, instinctively wanting her friends to get up and run—though cognitively she knew that’d be exactly the wrong thing to do because it’d attract attention. Her eyes darted about, trying to see Witt and Hax without rising enough to disclose her own location. 
 
    Even though she’d carefully marked their location in her mind, she couldn’t see them! “What happened to Witt and Hax?!” she asked anxiously. 
 
    “Musta hunkered down,” Roni said, still intently focused on the scene before her. 
 
    A few minutes later, a similar clatter signaled the breakdown of one of the APC’s engines. 
 
    Then another clatter and another, slowly moving down the line of vehicles toward the rear of the column. More and more soldiers spilled out of vehicles. At first, they milled around aimlessly. But then an officer type got out and started yelling.  
 
    They organized and started moving out into the woods on either side. 
 
    They’d soon overrun Witt and Hax’s location! 
 
    Daniela still couldn’t see the guys! Are they hoping that they can huddle down in the brush until the Ruchians leave?! she wondered. If they succeeded in damaging the Ruchian’s vehicles, that could be days! 
 
    Captain Popova cursed, making Daniela realize with a start that some of the soldiers were coming directly toward them. 
 
    Popova backed out of their hide on his hands and knees, telling the three women to follow him.  
 
    Daniela expected Roni to refuse to leave Hax but secretly felt relieved when Roni backed out of the hide as well. She and Eva backed out too, and, crouching low, followed the captain away from the site. 
 
    Suddenly, Hax was beside Daniela. She felt safer until she realized that, no matter how low he crouched, his height made him quite a target. Glancing back, she saw some of the Ruchian soldiers were already reaching the area where they’d been hiding. 
 
    Should we run? she wondered, realizing the Ruchians were moving a lot faster than she, Eva, and Roni were. Or should we try to hide on the theory that we can’t possibly outrun them?! 
 
    She whirled at a loud bang behind her. Hax had turned and was walking backward while rapidly shooting a pistol—bang-bang-bang-bang—back toward the Ruchians. There’re too many of them! she thought frantically. Then she realized Hax didn’t even have the gun high enough to look over the sights. He held it low, as if he were just shooting to draw their attention. 
 
    Realizing Hax was sacrificing himself to draw the Ruchians’ focus, Daniela began to turn back to the front for a full-out sprint. 
 
    Then, subliminally, she realized that she’d felt as if she’d seen a Ruchian fall every time Hax’s gun spoke. She turned to stare. 
 
    None of the Ruchian soldiers were on their feet. They were down, screaming, holding their legs… 
 
    She stumbled to a stop, staring. 
 
    Hax caught up and grabbed her by the arm. Saying, “Keep moving,” he hauled her along with him as they ran behind Roni and Eva. Captain Popova was well out in front of them. 
 
    After tearing along full-out for a little bit, they all slowed. Daniela and Hax were still some distance behind the others, so she turned to him. “Did you…?” she trailed off, thinking it a ridiculous question. 
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    “It seemed like when you were shooting back there… Um, did all your shots hit Ruchians?” she finally asked. “That’s sure what it looked like!” 
 
    He nodded. “I’m a pretty good shot. I, uh, only shot them in the legs. Pootin’s the evil one, not them. None of those guys deserved to die.” 
 
    Daniela stared at him a moment, thinking how she’d heard you were supposed to shoot to kill. You were never supposed to try to merely disable someone—shots like that were too difficult. It was hard enough to hit the central body, a much bigger target. 
 
    She wanted to ask him if he knew that. After all, if she’d read it, he—someone who knew guns—should’ve known it too. But, she decided, it must not be all that hard. Because even though he’d dodged her question about it, she felt pretty sure he hadn’t missed any of those shots. 
 
    She had an abrupt fear the Ruchians had killed Witt. She pictured Hax leaving his friend’s body behind to save himself. Well, and to help save Roni, Eva, and herself. Frantically, she asked, “Where’s Witt?” 
 
    Hax said, “Witt went on down the armored column, disabling the rest of their vehicles,” Hax replied. “But he’s probably back at the Land Rover by now.” 
 
    He can’t be back there already, Daniela thought.  
 
    Then she remembered Witt controlled time.  
 
    Yes, she thought, he can. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Witt was indeed at the Land Rover when they arrived. Not even panting. Captain Popova took in his unstrained appearance, then suspiciously asked, “How’d you get back here before we did?” 
 
    Witt shrugged, “Proprietary secret, sorry. I run pretty fast, though.” 
 
    “What’d you do to that tank?” 
 
    “Another secret. Sorry again.” 
 
    Popova’s phone rang. Swiping it on, he said hello in Ucrynian. A moment later his eyes widened and shot to Witt. In English, he said, “You disabled every vehicle in that convoy?” 
 
    The army, Daniela thought—thinking of the Ucrynian army as her own—must have good observational intelligence. 
 
    Witt shook his head, “Probably only about seven out of ten.” 
 
    “You went down the entire length of that column and still beat the rest of us back here?!” 
 
    “Sorry, more proprietary secrets.” 
 
    Popova stared at Witt for about thirty seconds, then turned away and spoke rapidly yet quietly to whoever was on the other end of the phone. He turned back to Witt. “You can do this to other Ruchian columns?” 
 
    Witt nodded and seemed about to say more when Hax stepped in. “We can. But first, we want to see proof of the war crimes and atrocities you’ve been attributing to the Ruchians.” 
 
    Popova studied Hax a moment, then turned to speak softly on the phone once again. When he turned again, he said, “We’ll go to the town this Ruchian column just left. I don’t know that they massacred civilians there, but if they didn’t… it’d be one of the few times they didn’t. We’ll just have to see what happened this time.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    They had to circle back a way to avoid running into any of the Ruchian soldiers Popova said would move out to the sides of the column foraging for supplies. 
 
    When they got back to the last town the column had stopped in, the townspeople were wandering the streets, shell-shocked. Their vacant eyes and shambling gaits filled Daniela with dismay.  
 
    Popova asked one of the zombie-like people a question, then led their little group of five around a corner to an empty lot. About thirty bodies lay face down in the dirt of the lot. Popova went to the first man and pointed to the back of his head. Daniela saw a bullet entry wound there. The next body, a woman, had a similar wound hidden beneath her hairline. Popova said, “Many of these will be government officials, killed to disrupt administrative functions.” He looked around with empty eyes. “In the wealthier part of town, people will have been killed similarly after they’d been forced to give up any money they had stashed away.” 
 
    He stood and looked around the lot at the bodies. Striding to a young woman’s body, he bent and lifted her hair to show another bullet wound. Then he stepped toward her feet. Saying, “You may not want to see this,” he lifted her dress.  
 
    The girl’s underwear was gone.  
 
    Her crotch was crusted with dried semen.  
 
    Daniela fell to her knees and threw up.  
 
    Someone knelt at her side and rubbed her back. 
 
    When she’d completely emptied her stomach, Daniela looked up and saw Hax was the one who’d tried—however ineffectively—to help her. He looked as horrified as she felt. 
 
    Eva, her face white as a sheet, drank from a cup Popova held for her, then spat out the contents, making Daniela realize her friend had puked as well.  
 
    Roni looked furious but didn’t appear to have thrown up.  
 
    Daniela had the impression this was not because Roni didn’t care, but because she’d seen this kind of thing before and they’d hardened her heart. Why would I imagine such a thing? she wondered. 
 
    Then Popova was at Daniela’s side. She took a mouthful of his water, swirled it around, and spat it out the way Eva had.  
 
    As her eyes went again to the young woman who’d been raped and murdered, she found herself contemplating what the last hours of the girl’s life must’ve been like. 
 
    She turned to Hax and asked, “Maybe you should’ve killed those soldiers, not just shot them in the legs?” 
 
    Hax slowly nodded, then said. “Some of them, there’s no doubt. But, perhaps some of them didn’t deserve to die. I… I don’t believe in the, ‘kill ’em all, let God sort ’em out,’ school of thought. I’m more in the ‘presumed innocent until proven guilty’ camp.” 
 
    Daniela stared at him for a moment, then gave him a nod. “Vengeance is mine, said the Lord.” 
 
    Hax stared into the distance, “Perhaps it is ours, but only when we can be sure…” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They spent the afternoon helping out in the devastated little town. Cleaning up. Patching a few things that could use simple, temporary repairs. It felt good to contribute simple ordinary labor to the recovery.  
 
    Though, so much needed to be done that their accomplishments felt as if they were a single slice of bread set out in the face of a famine. 
 
    As darkness fell, the townspeople gathered in a square where a small group had been cooking. A young man on the stairs played slow tunes on a guitar. Daniela found herself sitting next to Witt as they ate.  
 
    Curiosity overcoming her, she asked, “How’d you disable that tank?” 
 
    He didn’t say anything for a moment. She could tell he was wondering how much he should tell her.  
 
    After his brief hesitation, Witt said, “I can slow time as well as speed it up. So, I stopped time in a small area inside the cylinder of the engine.” He shrugged, “An area of stopped time is very strong and… I can establish it with exceedingly hard, sharp edges. When the piston comes back up and strikes the zone of stopped time, either the piston or its push-rod breaks. Within a few revolutions, the broken pieces do extensive damage to the inside of the cylinder. Then, fractured fragments begin to move around, fouling and breaking other parts of the engine.” He shook his head as if the extent of the damage surprised him as well. “They won’t be able to repair them without getting new engines from the factory.” 
 
    “You did the same thing to the other vehicles?” 
 
    “No, I tried to do different things to different ones with the thought that it’d confuse them about what’d happened. In some I used slow-time zones to lock gears together in the transmissions, thus breaking gears and deforming shafts.” Witt frowned, then said, “But now I’ve realized they might be able to take the engine out of a vehicle with a damaged transmission and use it to replace the engine in one with a damaged engine, thus repairing one of the two tanks. Next time I should just destroy the engines in all of them.” 
 
    “Next time?” 
 
    He nodded, “We kinda promised we’d take out a couple more columns in return for the help they’re giving us.” 
 
    “Isn’t stopping Pootin a lot more important?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, but,” Witt grinned, “I’m thinkin’ we shouldn’t tell these people about our primary plan.” 
 
    “Okaay,” Daniela said slowly. “Next, after you disabled the tank and the two APCs at the front of the column, the soldiers started coming out into the woods, presumably looking to find whoever had done the damage. We couldn’t see either of you guys. Where in the world did you hide?!” 
 
    “Um, that’s a secret you don’t need to know.” 
 
    “What?! Why not? How am I going to be able to translate for you if I don’t understand your capabilities?” 
 
    “Well…” Witt said thoughtfully, “let’s just say we can be invisible.” 
 
    “I know that!” Daniela said. “You can move so fast people can’t see you, yes. But I’m talking about when you guys were hiding in the woods. Not moving around, just hiding.” 
 
    “Yeah… invisible,” Witt said. “It’s different from moving so fast you can’t be seen, it’s just… plain old invisible.” 
 
    Giving him a wide-eyed look Daniela asked, “Just how many of these abilities, or talents, or whatever, do you have?” 
 
    He looked thoughtful, “Again, not something you need to know. You might’ve heard an old military dogma. No one gets told any secrets if they don’t have the ‘need-to-know.’ We told you how I could mess with time because we really needed a translator and you weren’t gonna come otherwise. But we have other secrets we’d rather not tell anyone if we don’t have to.” Witt’s eyes suddenly focused far off into the distance. “Oh,” he said with excited anticipation. “It looks like Hax’s getting Captain Popova to translate with the guitar guy. Maybe he’s asking if Eva can play for everyone.” 
 
    “Really?” Daniela asked. “I’ve never seen her play without the band and her special guitar.” 
 
    “I have,” Witt said, awe in his voice. “It’s something I’ll never get enough of.” 
 
    The Ucrynian guy nodded and held out his guitar. Hax took it and carried it over to Eva.  
 
    She looked surprised, then got up, took the guitar, and walked over to sit on the steps next to the guitar’s owner. Daniela got the impression that she used a questioning look to ask the guy if it truly was okay for her to play it. 
 
    In any case, the guy nodded and Eva sat down next to him on the steps. After plunking through the strings and adjusting their tuning a little, she fingered a chord and gave them a strum. Just the strum sounded better than what the guy’d been playing. Not that he’d been bad. He was a decent-sounding amateur, but Eva had a kind of magic in her fingertips that put most professionals to shame.  
 
    Eva pulled the strap over her head, stood, and gently began to play, thumping the pickguard like a drum to produce a steady beat. Daniela listened for a second, then abruptly rose to her feet, tears streaming down her face. Seconds later the rest of the people in the square rose to their feet as well.  
 
    Witt stood as well, then leaned close to Daniela’s ear, “It’s a beautiful song. What is it?” 
 
    “It’s our national anthem,” she said softly sobbing. She shook her head, “It’s not… it’s not normally what you’d call a pretty song, but… I should’ve known that if anyone could make it beautiful, yet sad, yet still somehow our anthem, it’d be Eva. It’s like you can hear the words in the way she’s playing. H-how does she even know it?” 
 
    The people in the square had begun softly singing along. 
 
    Watching Eva with very apparent awe, Witt said, “I swear she remembers every song she’s ever heard. She probably heard it once on the news because of the invasion and that’s all it took.” 
 
    Some of the people started singing and more quickly joined in. Singing with her countrymen, Daniela listened as well, thinking that the way Eva played had brought everyone with her. Rather than its usual more martial style, they sang it, softly, sadly, and beautifully. She looked around.  
 
    She couldn’t see a dry eye. 
 
    When Eva finished the song, she spoke briefly to Popova who turned to the crowd and spoke in Ucrynian, “She suggests a moment of silence.” 
 
    Everyone stood in profound silence, sniffling the only audible sound. 
 
    Then Eva began playing again, this time clicking fingernails on the guitar’s body for percussion. It took a bar or two for Daniela to recognize Eva’s gorgeous version of the song, but by the time the chorus came around, she’d translated the well-remembered words into Ucrynian. She didn’t try to sing, just spoke the Ucrynian words in a measured cadence while Eva played both the melody and chords of Simon’s song in the way only Eva could: 
 
      
 
    Like a bridge over troubled water 
 
    I will lay me down… 
 
      
 
    To Daniela’s surprise—since Merican music wasn’t necessarily well known in Ucryn—Popova knew the last two lines of the second verse and he spoke a translation of them when that part of the song came around: 
 
      
 
    Oh, when darkness comes 
 
    And pain is all around… 
 
      
 
    When the second chorus came, Popova spoke Daniela’s translation with her as Eva played: 
 
      
 
    Like a bridge over troubled water 
 
    I will lay me down… 
 
      
 
    When Eva finished that song, she went to hand the guitar back to its owner. He held his hands out to her, begging wordlessly for her to keep playing. 
 
    Eva put the strap back around her neck and made new adjustments to its tuning. Then, to Daniela’s astonishment, she began playing “1944,” Ucryn’s Urovision-winning song about the Soviet Union’s deportation of Tartars from Crymea—Crymea being one of the parts of Ucryn the Ruchians had invaded and taken from Ucryn eight years before in 2014. 
 
    Though Eva’s version sounded quite different from the original by Jamala, the people immediately recognized it. Daniela loved Eva’s version and enough of the people in the square knew the words that they rang out over the town. 
 
    Despite the bleak mood, when Eva finished this time, the people applauded. It was easy to tell they wanted another. Eva strummed a few chords, then began a folk requiem titled “A Duck is Crossing.” A duck crossing water being a Ucrynian metaphor for crossing to the other side after death. A lament for death Daniela had heard many times but that she thought had never sounded so beautiful. 
 
    She turned to Witt. “How can she know so many Ucrynian songs?!’ 
 
    “Those were all Ucrynian?” he asked. 
 
    She rolled her eyes, “Not ‘Bridge over Troubled Water.’” 
 
    Witt shrugged, “She probably listened to them on the flight over. Um, I’ve seen her learn the music for a song in one or two listens. The words take a couple more, but, as you might’ve noticed, she’s astonishing.” 
 
    “She didn’t have an instrument to practice them with on the plane!” 
 
    “Practicing with a guitar would’ve let her play them even better, but I’m betting that after hearing them once she could play them better than almost anyone, even if she never got to practice them.” 
 
    Eva played a couple more Ucrynian folk songs, then, to everyone’s disappointment, insisted the young man take his guitar back. 
 
    He didn’t resume playing, probably because he knew anything he played after her performance would be a huge disappointment. 
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 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    The next day they stopped three more of the Ruchian columns that were advancing on Kvg City. These events were simpler affairs wherein they dropped off Popova with three of the team. One of them drove Witt away and when they were out of sight, he put them into fast-time. Then the driver simply rolled them past the Ruchian column while Witt destroyed every engine that was running. One of the columns had been underway so Witt was able to destroy the engine in every vehicle of that column. The other two had stopped, but because of the Ruchians’ propensity to leave their engines running, he was still able to destroy about seventy percent of the engines in those columns. 
 
    They stopped in a couple of towns those Ruchian columns had passed through. Once again, the Ruchians had murdered civilians by forcing them to kneel, then shooting them in the backs of their heads. They’d also raped many of the attractive young women before killing them. 
 
    The fact that four separate armored columns had engaged in essentially the same war crimes provided incontrovertible evidence that those crimes hadn’t simply been the actions of a few psychopaths, but rather something condoned and likely demanded by their superior officers. 
 
    Dropping Popova near a Ucrynian unit so he could get a ride back to his company, they pushed on through Kvg City, slowing out of fast-time a couple of times so they could better see the effects of the Ruchians’ devastating shelling of Ucryn’s capital city. 
 
    Still on the move, they talked it over and unanimously concluded that the invasion was immoral and without justification. Roni reviewed with them the evidence she’d obtained from Pootin’s computers proving he’d insisted his generals invade and urged them to terrorize their opponents through the use of ruthless tactics and brutal intimidation.  
 
    He’d specifically derided the rules that came out of the Geneva Convention.  
 
    Roni took the time to read aloud one of the most important rules from that convention.  
 
      
 
    “It requires humane treatment for all persons in enemy hands, without discrimination. It specifically prohibits murder, mutilation, torture, the taking of hostages, unfair trial, and cruel, humiliating, and degrading treatment.” 
 
      
 
    After reading the rule aloud, she said solemnly, “I feel that, without a doubt, what we saw in the four towns we visited confirms that Pootin’s troops broke that most important rule in response to the orders I showed you Pootin sent out. Do any of you disagree?”  
 
    None did. 
 
    Having confirmed in their minds that Pootin’s crimes did warrant capital punishment, they kept driving on into the countryside toward Ruchia. Because of the invasion, the border wasn’t where it had been. When they came to the first outposts of the Ruchian army, Witt took them to fast-time and they left the highway, traveling small roads. They encountered a few small poorly-manned outposts on such roads, but, in fast-time, went through or around them without difficulty. The off-road capabilities of the Land Rover made this much easier. 
 
    Once they were fully within the territory that had been Ruchian even before the invasion, they resumed highway travel, making what would in the outside world be excellent time at 200X. Of course, it dragged on and on for them as they had to live through those hours in fast-time. 
 
    Daniela had worried about how they would buy fuel, but, once again, Roni was well prepared with a large supply of Ruchian rubles in her backpack. Because the Ruchian authorities were downplaying the ongoing war with Ucryn, the attendants at fueling stations didn’t appear to consider the possibility that these strangers might be foreign combatants. When she spoke Ruchian, her Ucrynian accent didn’t attract the attention she’d feared it might. She didn’t know whether that was because she was successfully suppressing it or whether they just weren’t worried about the possibility of a Ucrynian presence. 
 
    Or it may have been because they were so pleased to be overpaid in cash they probably didn’t want to report to anyone. 
 
    About halfway to Moskov, they stopped in the tiny town of Clon. There they bought food and took three beds in a small hostel so they could get some sleep. Witt and Hax slept eight hours in fast-time in a little over a normal-time minute. Daniela felt surprised to see that Witt could keep them both in fast time when he himself was asleep, but he was quite good at it. After the boys got their rest, Daniela, Eva, and Roni took to the beds for their own minute-long-eight-hour sleep periods.  
 
    They left the hostel after about an hour. 
 
    Theoretically, they’d gotten enough sleep in Clon, but, after fourteen hours in the Land Rover, they still felt wrung out by the time they rolled into Moskov. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Once Eva—who’d been driving—found a place to park the Land Rover, Roni set up a dish and used a Skylink connection to get on the internet using satellites in order to avoid Ruchian Wi-Fi connections. 
 
    Within moments she cursed. “Pootin’s canceled a few days of his schedule and gone off to his palace on the Black Sea!” 
 
    They all stared at one another. Pootin was supposed to be in Moskov and following a schedule Roni could access. A schedule that would let them figure out the best location for his assassination. The controversial billion-dollar residence on the Black Sea—which Pootin claimed didn’t belong to him—was isolated and a seventeen-hour drive from Moskov. Which was almost as far as they’d already driven from Polan to get to Moskov. Because, in fast-time, their speed was limited by the need to dodge other vehicles that blocked the road, it’d take more than seventeen hours of their personal time. Though doing it in fast-time meant the drive would consume less than ten minutes out in the real world, they’d still have to spend what to them would be about twenty-two hours of driving in the Land Rover. 
 
    And, they were so sick of driving! 
 
    Roni sighed, “I guess we came this far, we’re just gonna have to suck it up, drive on down there, and finish the job.” She waved a hand ahead of them at the road, “Let’s get started.” 
 
    “Wait,” Hax said. “Pull us up a map of that Black Sea palace. I looked at it once and if I remember right, the building and its grounds are huge. Even if we were already there, he’d be unscheduled. We’d have a hell of a time just finding Pootin in that place.” 
 
    “So?!” Roni barked, obviously frustrated. “We’ve already decided this’s gotta be done! What do you suggest?” 
 
    “If Mohammed doesn’t want to go to the mountain,” Hax said slowly, “maybe he’s gotta force the mountain to come to him.” 
 
    “Brother of mine,” Roni said between gritted teeth, “cloaking a stupid idea in an old saying does not transform it into a good idea. If you’re thinking I could just insert a change in his schedule that places him back in Moskov tomorrow, that’s true, I could. But just because a change appears on his schedule doesn’t mean Pootin’s gonna follow it. He’s gonna ask, ‘Who the hell made this change?’ and reject it. And, if they pursue questions about that spurious change hard enough, they might find and close off some of the ways I’ve been getting into their system.” 
 
    “I wasn’t thinking that, Roni,” Hax said sweetly. “I was thinking of how we’d been pondering the possibility of taking Borenko out of the picture at the same time we assassinate Pootin.” 
 
    This idea stopped conversation for a moment while they all considered it. Borenko was the Chairman of the Federation Council, the upper house of Ruchia’s legislature. This placed him third in line behind the Prime Minister for succession to the post of President. He was a power-hungry political maverick and Roni and Hax considered him the major threat to a smooth transition of power upon Pootin’s death.  
 
    If Pootin fell, Mistin, the prime minister, was supposed to take over. In theory, he’d guide the country through the next ninety days, during which the country would hold an election to select its next President.  
 
    Their little group feared Mistin wouldn’t even make the full ninety days. If he died, Borenko would automatically become President and would fight to keep that position.  
 
    He represented the biggest threat to an orderly transition because they didn’t think he’d hesitate to assassinate Mistin, then put off the election. 
 
    Hax had given them a few seconds to contemplate what he’d said so far, now he said, “What if we took out Borenko before Pootin? Such a major disturbance in the governmental balance of power would likely bring Pootin back to Moskov, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “Maybe not. If it looked like an assassination, he might stay away while they investigated.” 
 
    “Then we’ll need to make it look like he died of natural causes, won’t we?” 
 
    Roni gave her brother a little grin and shook her head. “You’ll sure go to a lot of trouble to avoid a little driving…” 
 
    “A little driving? You’re just as glad as I am that there’s another way.” 
 
    “I hope so too,” Eva said. “This Land Rover needs a serious airing out.” 
 
    Daniela didn’t weigh in on the argument. Having become used to the group getting along very well despite all the stress they were under, she’d felt dismayed when Roni and Hax had strongly disagreed and raised their voices—well, mostly Roni. Now she felt amazed to see how quickly they’d worked things out. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Daniela had thought she was beyond being surprised by Roni’s level of preparation. Nonetheless, she hadn’t expected that Roni would’ve—before leaving Merica—already located a hotel that didn’t worry about things like whether well-tipping customers had visas or passports. 
 
    Roni used GPS data stored on her laptop—once again to avoid accessing the internet locally—to get a route to the hotel. 
 
    When they checked into the hotel, it wasn’t very nice, but Daniela’d expected that. In exchange for a stack of rubles, the desk clerk didn’t ask questions or press for papers. More importantly, they didn’t have to try to sleep in the Land Rover.  
 
    Daniela was very happy about that. 
 
    They went out for dinner, then, having driven most of the day, and with plans that might go deep into the night, Witt took them all through one of his eight-hours-sleep-in-one-minute sessions. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Once they were all awake again, Witt and Eva went out for a walk in one direction and Daniela went out with Hax in another one. Ostensibly they were walking about to familiarize themselves with Moskov. Daniela suspected the main objective was to give Roni quiet time to research Borenko’s plans. 
 
    Hax nodded at a half set of stairs leading below street level, “How about we check out this bar?” 
 
    Daniela gave him the eye. “Really? You think our research should include having a couple of drinks?” 
 
    Taking her elbow, he turned her onto the stairs, “I think, we should buy one drink apiece and nurse it while you listen to real Moskovites and try to pick up their accent.” 
 
    “So that’s what we’re doing out here? Trying to make me sound like a Moskovite?” 
 
    He shrugged, then confirmed her hunch. “Mostly we’re getting out of Roni’s hair so she can focus fully on cracking into Borenko’s schedule. But I don’t think it’d hurt if you invested some time trying to sound more natural here. It might not matter at all, but if it does turn out to matter, it’ll probably matter a lot.” 
 
    She nodded and started down the stairs. “And what’re you going to be doing while I’m learning to sound like my enemies?”  
 
    He grinned, “I’m gonna be protecting you.” 
 
    No matter how tall he was, she didn’t think Hax could protect her in a city where the threat was a bullet or a knife, not a fist. Nonetheless, the fact that he intended to protect her gave her a warm feeling inside. He’s too young for me, she reminded herself. She glanced at him as they sat down at a small table in the crowded room. But he sure is the very essence of tall, dark, and handsome… 
 
    They pretended to be moony-eyed lovers while Daniela focused her attention on the conversations around her, trying to ferret out the differences in the way Moskovites spoke Ruchian as compared to the Ruchian speakers she’d grown up around. 
 
    Hax kept his eyes on her face in his effort to appear to be a young lover. This distracted her. She kept feeling there was more to their interaction than met the eye. 
 
    Then her ear picked a voice out of the crowd. It wasn’t loud. She thought the speaker was testing to see if Hax understood by saying, “Hey, tall pig.” 
 
    Words that had to be directed at Hax, the only unusually tall person there. 
 
    Of course, Hax didn’t react. He was oblivious to the insult. 
 
    Daniela let Hax know there was a problem in the best way she knew, by turning a look of loathing on the guy who’d spoken. Using her best Moskov accent, she asked, “Who’re you calling a pig?!” 
 
    Hax wouldn’t understand her words either, but Daniela felt sure he’d get the idea. 
 
    Hax turned to look bemusedly at the drunken guy, then put his hands up as if in pacification or surrender. 
 
    With an angry curse, the guy stood up. He might not be as tall as Hax, but he was thick and heavily muscular. 
 
    That beast could break Hax like a pencil! Daniela thought. She shouted, “Leave him alone!” in Ruchian, suddenly aware of the irony inherent in her trying to protect Hax rather than vice versa. 
 
    Hax stayed seated—Daniela thought because he didn’t want to exacerbate the situation. He also looked at her and made downward pushing movements with his hands, as if trying to de-escalate Daniela as well. 
 
    The thick-set Ruchian stepped a little closer and shouted several insults. When Hax didn’t react, he turned back to the other guy at his table and said, “I told you this dick” (“dick” being a highly insulting curse word in Ruchian) “doesn’t speak Ruchian. He’s probably one of those Ucrynian Nazis, here to spy on us.” 
 
    Wondering how they’d just now found a Ruchian so militant about the war, Daniela began to wonder whether there was any way she could de-escalate the situation. She said, “You’re right, he doesn’t speak Ruchian. He’s my cousin visiting from Belaruch—” Daniela broke off when the heavy guy turned back toward Hax and lunged at him. 
 
    Hax’s hand cocked back, his incredibly long left arm extended like a striking snake. The heel of his hand smashed into the thick-set Ruchian’s mid-face, crushing the guy’s nose. 
 
    Somehow, Hax had braced his right foot under their table, allowing him to plant his other hand in the thick Ruchian’s side and send him crashing full-length, dead-center into a narrow aisle between the tables. 
 
    Hax stood to his impressive height, credibly said in Ruchian, “I’m sorry,” and took Daniela by the elbow. He steered her toward an aisle that would lead to the door. 
 
    She glanced back. The thick Ruchian sat up, looking stunned, blood pouring out of his nose. He didn’t look as if he’d be coming after them, but the fellow sitting at his table—who looked even larger—rose and turned after them.  
 
    Spreading his arms, he leaned forward to lower his center of gravity and charged. 
 
    Hax used his grip on Daniela’s arm—which suddenly felt like a steel vise—to lever her out of the way, then let go. Pivoting, he extended a long arm, planted it on the charging man’s back, and vaulted over him.  
 
    This action forced the guy’s face down into the floor.  
 
    He skidded face first into the bar. 
 
    When Daniela turned back to the front, she saw a burly guy blocking the door. “Bouncer,” she thought. Another man stepped up beside the bouncer. “Owner,” she decided. 
 
    Hax apparently came to the same conclusion. He took two steps and stopped just short of the owner, having extended a sheaf of 5,000-ruble notes. Again, he passably said, “Sorry.” 
 
     The owner looked at the money for a moment, shrugged, took it, and waved them to the door. 
 
    Moments later they were climbing the stairs to the street level. 
 
    A sudden letdown of fear left Daniela stumbling her way up, glad of Hax’s firm grip on her elbow. She looked up at him and asked, “That guy was massive! Weren’t you afraid?” 
 
    A twinkle in his eye, Hax said, “He didn’t have anything on a 300-pound lineman.” 
 
    What’s that mean? she wondered. Maybe something to do with Merican football? 
 
    They walked a block. She glanced back and relaxed. No one was coming after them… yet. 
 
    Hax looked around. “Well, that was exciting. Shall we find another bar?” 
 
    “No!” she said, giving him a little shove. Whoa, she thought upon her hand’s firm impact against his abdomen, he may be skinny, but that was all muscle! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After leaving the hotel in the opposite direction to that taken by Hax and Daniela, Allie and Witt turned toward the Kremlin. They’d told Daniela they were just walking around to familiarize themselves with the city, but the two of them intended to try getting inside the Kremlin in fast-time and familiarize themselves with the kinds of security procedures the Ruchians had in effect. 
 
    Walking down the street, Allie glanced over, wondering why Witt hadn’t already put them into fast-time.  
 
    When she asked, he said, “If we spend a lot of time in fast-time, our circadian clocks get out of sync with the rest of the team. We’ll have to go into slow-time to get back into their time zones, so to speak. Besides…” 
 
    When he didn’t continue, Allie asked, “Besides, what?” 
 
    “Um, I,” he gave her an embarrassed look, “I like walking with you.” 
 
    “Really?” she asked in surprise. “The temperature’s below freezing!” 
 
    Witt shrugged, “My coat’s quite warm.” Looking concerned, he asked, “Are you cold?” 
 
    “No.” She gave him a little smile, belatedly realizing he was telling her he enjoyed her company. “My coat’s pretty warm too.” And, she thought, I like walking with you too. She couldn’t bring herself to say it though. They kept walking, as if in no hurry. 
 
    A couple of police came around the corner, walking toward them. Allie thought, We don’t know enough Ruchian to satisfy them if they ask us questions. They’d all learned a few phrases, but not enough for conversation, just “please, sorry, thank you, where’s the bathroom,” and a few other things that might come in handy.  
 
    Witt’s arm startled her when it settled on her shoulder. He whispered, “I think if these cops think we’re lovers, they’ll be less suspicious.” He turned her to the wall of the building they were walking past. Bracing an arm against the wall over her shoulder, he leaned close enough that their coats pushed together. She realized it’d appear their bodies were touching, even though he held them separated enough to avoid firm physical contact. His face approached and for a moment she thought he was going to kiss her, but at the last moment, he moved a little to the side so his lips touched her cheek. He whispered, “Sorry. If you hate this, just say so and I’ll take us to fast-time instead. Fear of being laughed at will probably be enough to keep them from reporting our disappearance.” 
 
    She whispered back, “It’s okay,” while finding she wished he would kiss her. With a spike of trepidation that he may not feel the same as she did, she said, “If you do kiss me, there’ll be less chance it’ll look fake.” 
 
    He froze in place a moment, as if disconcerted, then leaned closer until their lips touched. He tasted… clean. She tilted her head and parted her lips. 
 
    A moment later they were no longer acting.  
 
    Allie’d only kissed a few guys before. Three or four in high school and a very few since she and the band had been on the road. The men who’d had the courage to try talking to her since she’d developed some fame were brash and cocky. She didn’t like that type. She suspected there were men out there she’d enjoy spending time with, but who were too timid to approach her. 
 
    In any case, this kiss she was sharing with Witt was… wonderful. He’s not pushy, she thought. And he’s talented enough to be someone I can respect. She kissed him back. 
 
    Hungrily. 
 
    Her thoughts abruptly jumped back to the cops. What’re they doing? she wondered. Are they just standing there watching us?! Not wanting to pull away from the kiss, she listened for their footsteps. She couldn’t hear them. She reached out with her special sense. Whoa! she thought. I can sense things a lot farther away! Holy crap, my sense suddenly seems to extend… for miles! Embarrassed, she focused on the cops. They’d walked on past while she and Witt were making out. 
 
    Probably having felt her tense up, Witt pulled back a couple of millimeters and whispered, “Sorry is this, um, too much?” 
 
    “No…” she said, wondering how to tell him just how much she’d liked it. “Um, the cops already went past.” 
 
    “Oh!” Witt said, sounding embarrassed. He leaned back and looked, confirming the cops had passed them. “Sorry! I, uh… um… wasn’t paying—" 
 
    Allie thumped his shoulder, “Say, ‘I was distracted.’” 
 
    “I… was distracted.” 
 
    She thumped him again, “Say, ‘Our kiss had me so off-balance I couldn’t even think for myself.’” 
 
    “Um, that kiss had me so off-balance I couldn’t think for myself.” 
 
    “Say, ‘I’d really like another one.’” 
 
    Witt just leaned closer and kissed her again. 
 
    I think he likes me too, she thought fuzzily. 
 
    Quite a while later, he leaned back and asked, “You think we should get on with our mission? Or just let the world take care of itself?” 
 
    “Kiss me a little more,” Allie murmured. “You can always fast-time us back onto schedule.” 
 
    When they finally separated, her lips felt… swollen, she decided, feeling embarrassed about it. As if it were her fault. Not wanting to talk about that, she changed subjects. “I noticed I can sense things a lot farther away now… With my talent, I mean. Has yours been getting better?” 
 
    “Um…” a look of concentration came over Witt’s face, then he turned back to her, “Not that I can tell. When did you notice yours was improving?” 
 
    Allie sent her own sense back out. What? To her dismay, it only seemed to reach about half a block, the same as it had before. With great disappointment, she said, “I’ve lost it!” 
 
    “Um, when did you first notice it reached farther?” 
 
    Embarrassed, she said, “When we were, uh…” 
 
    “Kissing?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Maybe…” Witt hesitated, “Can I put my head next to yours? Um, to see if that—” 
 
    He broke off when she stepped closer and put her head beside his. She said, “Oh!” 
 
    She didn’t have to tell him what’d happened because he exclaimed as well. “My God! That’s astonishing! I swear I can sense things miles away.” 
 
    “Should we…” Allie pulled back a little to look at him out of the corner of her eye, “…um, try kissing again? See if that has even more of an effect?” 
 
    He pulled back a little farther, eyes twinkling. “Definitely!” 
 
    This kiss went on for a long time. Finally, she pulled back again. “Did the, uh, kissing make a bigger difference for you?” 
 
    Witt shook his head. “No, unfortunately. I think it only has to do with the proximity of our heads.” 
 
    “Why unfortunate?” she asked, puzzled. 
 
    He gave her an astonished look. “Because, of course, it would’ve given me an excuse to be kissing you all the time.” 
 
    Allie snorted, “So, you were hoping we’d have had to start kissing any time we needed to sense things a long way away?!” 
 
    He arched an eyebrow, “I would’ve thought it a big plus, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “No!” she said petulantly. She crossed her arms. “I want to be kissed because you want to kiss me, not because it furthers some other endeavor!” 
 
    “I think you can take it as a given that I always want to kiss you. Always have. Always will.” 
 
    “Really? Why haven’t you ever kissed me before then?” 
 
    He glanced away. “Been afraid to,” he mumbled. 
 
    “What? Why?!” 
 
    “Because you’re too amazing and far too good-looking for an ordinary shlub like me. I had to wait for those cops to give me an excuse.” Witt cleared his throat. “A dumb excuse. Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize. I thought it was sweet.” 
 
    When they resumed walking, Witt tentatively took her hand. That was sweet too. 
 
    After a while, he said, “We should, uh…” 
 
    “What?” Allie asked, surprised by his increased shyness. 
 
    “We should see whether our abilities extend further too, not just our senses.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “Um, you know, can you open bigger ports or open them farther away? Can I achieve bigger time differentials, or make bigger or farther away time bubbles?” 
 
    She stepped over against the wall of a building and pulled him close. “Good idea. Let’s experiment.” 
 
    A moment later, Witt said, “I can definitely make bubbles farther away.” 
 
    “Do you just feel like you can? Or do you have some way of telling for sure?” 
 
    “Just a minute,” he said, moving so he was leaning against the wall instead of her. He pulled her in front of him and leaned his head forward so it’d be next to hers so they were both facing the same direction. He grunted as if feeling a little relieved, “I have a way of telling for sure.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    He pointed off to their left, “See way down the avenue there? The streetlamp that’s flashing on and off about as far away as we can see?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “I’m putting it in and out of slow-time.” 
 
    “Oh! Okay,” Allie said. “Can you keep doing it while I try to sense it?” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Still blinking.” 
 
    The lamp suddenly went dark and stayed that way. 
 
    Witt said, “What happened?!” 
 
    “I…” Allie said, amazed, “ported a drop of water into the bulb and the filament popped.” 
 
    “Wait, you can tell they’ve got filaments from this far away?” 
 
    “Can’t you?” 
 
    After a moment, sounding shocked, he breathed, “I can!” He shook his head and sounded puzzled, “Why aren’t they using LEDs?” 
 
    “That’s the question going through your mind?” 
 
    He snorted, “Not the most important one.” 
 
    “What’s the most important one?” 
 
    “Whether you’ll kiss me again.” 
 
    Allie turned her lips to his. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Daniela and Hax had walked to the Kremlin as well. There they found a bedraggled group of anti-war demonstrators in the square across the street. After a bit, she and Hax moved close enough for Daniela to listen to the protestors talking and continue working to improve her Moskov accent. After a while, she opened a conversation with a depressed-looking teenager at the edge of the protest group, asking the girl why she seemed so upset.  
 
    “It’s just so hopeless,” the young woman said in Ruchian. “No one notices our little protests, but if we organize bigger ones, the police round us up and take all of us to jail. If that happens, we miss days of work in addition to having to pay fines. We can’t afford it.” 
 
    “What are you protesting?” 
 
    She waved tiredly at their signs. “The war. But that’s only because we can’t directly protest that bastard Pootin. If one of us does that they take them off to spend weeks in jail. Some never return.” 
 
    “You’d rather be protesting Pootin? Why?” 
 
    The girl turned suspicious eyes on Daniela. “Who’re you?” 
 
    “Tourists.” 
 
    “Tourists who speak Ruchian…?” 
 
    Daniela decided to go out on a limb. “We’re… Ucrynians. We’re here trying to find out what the Ruchian people truly think of the war rather than what the Ruchian state’s media programming says they think about the war.” 
 
    The woman studied her a moment, “Though it’s mild, I can still recognize your Ucrynian accent. You should be careful. It could get you in trouble.” 
 
    “Ah, can you tell me what gives me away?” 
 
    The woman had some good pointers and even listened and made suggestions while Daniela repeated phrases containing the words that tended to give her away. 
 
    Then the girl said, “Tell your friends back in Ucryn that there are a lot of people here that’re against the war. They just can’t say it very loudly for fear they’ll get a Siberian vacation.” 
 
    “What’s the person in the street think of Pootin?” Daniela asked. 
 
    “A lot of us think he’s evil. And a dictator. That he steals from the people to line his own pockets. That he kills people for voicing dissent. That the whole war with Ucryn is just a way for him to try to prove his dick’s bigger than a thimble.” She wiped at an eye and looked away. “Sorry. I hate and despise that bastard beyond all reason.” She shook her head and in a seething tone, quietly said, “I’d gladly give my life to see him dead.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” Daniela murmured. They walked on. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As she and Witt fast-timed up to the main Kremlin entrance, Allie found herself suddenly fretting about various parts of the plan. Witt had been talking to her about how important her paranormal sense could be to this mission. With a little testing per his suggestions, she’d found that she could indeed tell whether there were people on the other sides of doors and walls. She could also use it as a warning system against someone creeping up behind her. 
 
    She’d felt embarrassed that she’d never used her sense for her own protection. Or even noticed that she could look on the other sides of walls. After the fact, it seemed obvious that if she could look inside people, she must be able to sense through things. 
 
    She’d been practicing with it and gotten pretty good at using it as an early warning system, but now, she suddenly realized she didn’t know if it’d work in fast-time—which was when she’d most likely need it during their upcoming efforts. 
 
    Like, for instance, right now. 
 
    She reached out with her talent to see if she could sense inside of Witt while in fast-time, then suddenly pulled back because looking inside him seemed an invasion of his privacy. Instead, as they stepped into the entrance foyer of the building, she reached through the mirrored walls on either side of the airlock. To her delight, it worked… 
 
    Oh! she thought with some horror. There were chambers behind the mirrors on either side of the airlock. Chambers staffed by men holding assault weapons and standing on platforms that let them fire down into the airlock, an angle that kept them from shooting their fellow guards on the opposite side. The mirrors must, of course, be one-way and easily breakable. They’d allow the men to fire on anyone they deemed a threat—the first bullets would shatter the glass and the rest would pulverize any threats. For a moment she wondered whether she and Witt could’ve avoided the danger of this attempt to get inside the Kremlin. Perhaps they could’ve just used their newfound ability to markedly extend the reach of their senses and explored the inside of the building from a block away. No, she decided, we need to see things with our eyes. And, to practice infiltrating buildings so we’ll be ready for the assassination attempt. 
 
    Then her sense noticed hidden cameras behind the mirrors, aimed not only at people in the airlock but those walking up to it. 
 
    Facial recognition cameras! she thought. Known enemies of the state would have no chance of passing through unscathed. Unrecognized individuals such as herself and Witt—at least she hoped they wouldn’t be recognized—would probably be detained until a search of a much larger database and social media could be carried out and evaluated. 
 
    Of course, because they were in fast-time, she and Witt walked invisibly through. They waited at a distance until a couple of visitors queued up to enter. When the trailing visitor had the first door of the airlock open, they went into fast-time and put on their headlights. They walked up to the door and slid through the opening behind the trailing guy just before the door closed. Then there was a brief pause because the first man, already in the airlock, was still pulling open the door on the other side of the airlock. To keep them from having to wait so long, Witt lowered their time multiple to 100X. They walked back and forth within the airlock to keep themselves invisible to eyesight and leave only blurs on video recordings. As soon as the far door was open enough to squeeze through, they both slid through it in front of the first visitor and proceeded on into the building.  
 
    They walked around a secondary station at 400X. There guards were using metal detectors and interviewers to further evaluate the people who’d come through the airlocks. No one noticed Witt or Allie and they didn’t set off any alarms. 
 
    Inside the building, they wandered the halls in fast-time, trying to understand the layout. Seeing a “you are here” type of map, they studied it but couldn’t find anything that designated where Pootin or Borenko’s offices might be located.  
 
    “Aren’t they supposed to have offices here?” Allie asked. 
 
    “Um, yeah,” Witt said, clearing his throat, “but I suspect they figure anyone authorized to see them would have a guide. They wouldn’t want to leave maps for any assassins,” he winked and pointed at her, 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Allie said. She was thinking, I’m just not paranoid enough to think of that kind of stuff. 
 
    They talked about wandering the halls trying to figure it out. After all, in fast-time they could visit every one of the thousands of rooms in the monstrously big building. But virtually none of the rooms had anything but numbers on them and they weren’t even sure whether their assassination attempt would happen in the Kremlin or somewhere else. 
 
    So, they left the building the same way they’d come in and wandered around the city, gradually getting colder. 
 
    Allie was huddling in on herself, trying not to shiver when Witt looked over. “You look like you’re freezing.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said resignedly, thinking how much she’d enjoyed this evening with Witt. She sighed, “I guess we ought to head on back to our rooms.” 
 
    “Um, I think I sense some cops coming around the corner.” 
 
    “Where?” Allie said, stopping and extending her senses around the corners before and behind them without detecting anyone. She closed her eyes to limit distractions. “I don’t sense anyone,” she said, opening her eyes and finding, to her surprise, that Witt stood mere inches from her. 
 
    “Pretend you do,” he whispered. “It’s just an excuse to warm you up this way.” His lips captured hers. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When everyone arrived back in their rooms at the hotel, Roni got them together to talk over what they’d found out. When they looked at her as if they expected her to be the only one with useful information, she insisted they tell her about what they’d learned first. 
 
    Daniela started by saying, “I learned Hax is a badass dude.” 
 
    “What?!” Hax said, leaning away from the wall to stare at her with feigned dismay. 
 
    She rolled her eyes and said, “He got in a bar fight with a couple of massive Ruchians and kicked their asses as if it were trivial.” 
 
    “I didn’t get in a fight,” Hax said indignantly. “They attacked me!” 
 
    She grinned at him, “You’re still a badass.” 
 
    Roni, on the other side of him, poked him in the ribs. “He’s a teddy bear.” 
 
    Daniela snorted, “If you’re talking a teddy bear on steroids who can go Hulk on you… maybe.” 
 
    Now Roni rolled her eyes. “Did you guys learn anything useful?” 
 
    “Not much,” Daniela said disappointedly. “We talked to some protestors who hate Pootin and, surprise, they think everyone else does too.” She shrugged, “Hell, I think everyone hates the guy, but I’m probably even more biased than they are.” 
 
    Hax said, “One of them helped Daniela with her accent. That might come in handy. But, she’s right, we didn’t learn much else that’ll be of use.” 
 
    Roni looked at Witt since she was having a hard time thinking of Eva as anything but a musician. “How about you two?” 
 
    Witt shrugged and launched into a description of the airlock guards at the Kremlin and how they’d made their way past them. Then he told them how difficult it would be to find a particular room in the Kremlin because of the lack of room identification beyond door numbers. 
 
    Roni said, “I’m pretty sure I can get room numbers for their offices online, but we might not need them. Borenko’s schedule has him dedicating a building site tomorrow. He’ll be outside and accessible then.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They were hungry. Even though it was late, Roni found them an open restaurant and they went out for a meal just before midnight. 
 
    Borenko wouldn’t dedicate the building until 2:00 pm the next day and they’d only been awake for about four hours since Witt had given them eight-hours-sleep-in-a-minute. So, when they got back to their room, Witt did the opposite, putting everyone in a high ratio (0.00002X) slow-time for what to them felt like less than a second, but during which twelve hours passed in the outside world.
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 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, it was noon the next day. They had two hours to scope out the building site and get set up. 
 
    The amount of time they’d spent driving in fast-time had made them three days older than their chronological age. Spending twelve hours in such slowed time had the effect of cutting half a day off those three days of extra aging. 
 
    Going in and out of slow-time felt like a flash that they easily noticed by the sudden brightening of the room’s windows as the time went from midnight to noon. They took the Land Rover but parked it eight blocks from the location of Borenko’s dedication ceremony. 
 
    They didn’t want to arrive as a big group, so Roni walked the rest of the way invisibly.  
 
    Witt and Daniela walked together so Witt could protect her by taking her into fast-time if something threatened. 
 
    Hax and Allie walked together, each of them thinking they were protecting the other since Allie’s ports and Hax’s abilities with guns weren’t known to one another. They each knew the other had a talent, but not what it was.  
 
    However, Hax should’ve known Allie was dangerous because Witt had told them she’d be the one who’d kill Borenko. 
 
    The rest of them were there to protect and/or evacuate Allie if it became necessary. 
 
    When they arrived and saw a small crowd had already gathered, they felt surprised. They didn’t know shills were assigned to show up to such events. Such attendees served two purposes, first, making sure the turnout wasn’t embarrassingly low and, second, filling in the closest ranks so shooters couldn’t get too close. 
 
    As they shuffled closer, Allie expanded her paranormal sense to evaluate the people who had gathered. Detecting concealed weapons on some of the men down front, she guided herself and Hax to a location as far as possible from the gunmen, yet as close as possible to the stage. 
 
    Once they were in position, she sent her sense into the chest of some of the older men in the crowd, trying to be sure she could detect the kind of cholesterol plaques Witt had said were responsible for heart attacks. 
 
    To her dismay, a man just in front and to her right had a very large plaque that almost completely blocked his LAD, or left anterior descending branch of the coronary artery. A plaque she’d learned was known as a “widowmaker.” He’s going to die soon, she realized, wishing she could help the man, but feeling she had to preserve her talent so it’d be fresh when it came time to move a plaque in Borenko.  
 
    Allie blinked. I just need a plaque, she realized. It doesn’t have to come out of Borenko. Borenko might not even have one. I can take the plaque out of this guy and shoot it into Borenko! They’d never check to see if it was his own plaque! It might even balance my karma if I save this guy while simultaneously assassinating an evil bastard. 
 
    She wouldn’t feel bad about Borenko in any case. Roni had found plenty of evidence that he’d committed reprehensible acts. For one thing, the man’s computer was loaded with child porn and he had vids of himself with a few kids. 
 
    For a moment Allie considered going ahead and harvesting the plaque out of the guy in front of her. Then she’d be all ready to shoot it into Borenko. But what if messing with this guy’s heart causes a problem? If he keels over and the uproar cancels Borenko’s event… 
 
    She waited. 
 
    It was quite a while because Borenko was late—typical for a man who likely had no respect for his audience. 
 
    When the man walked out on the stage, Allie had a sensation that she could feel evil radiating from him. Once he was at the podium, Allie turned her attention to the old man in front of her. She slid her hand onto the capped syringe in her pocket. Pulling back on the plunger to create a vacuum within the syringe, she established a port from one end of the large plaque in the old man’s LAD, into the low-pressure area within the syringe. Clumps of greasy, crusty, stuff flowed through the port and into the syringe. When it seemed to clog, she shifted the end of the port a little deeper into the plaque and more came through.  
 
    To her dismay, she felt a few pieces break loose from around where her port had passed. They swept down the LAD and out into its smaller branches, cutting off the blood flow to a couple of small areas of the heart. 
 
    The old man groaned and clutched at his chest but his heart kept beating and he stayed on his feet. 
 
    Dammit! Allie thought, distressed. She knew that blocking the small branches and cutting off the flow to those small areas of the heart would kill the muscular tissue there, something known as a myocardial infarction, MI, or heart attack and commonly heralded by chest pain or pressure. A small MI usually wasn’t fatal but they could kill by throwing off the electrical system of the heart, causing irregular beating—arrhythmias—or completely stopping the heart in an arrhythmia called ventricular fibrillation. Could I suck those little bits out of the branches? she wondered. 
 
    She shook herself, Borenko first!  
 
    Allie sent her sense into the evil man’s chest. He did have cholesterol plaque in his arteries, but not a lot of it, making Allie glad she’d already found a source. Pressing forward on the plunger of the syringe to pressurize it, she opened a port from within the syringe into Borenko’s LAD. 
 
    Large wads of sludgy plaque slid through the port and quickly clogged the entire artery. 
 
    A moment later Borenko clutched at his chest. Then, Allie felt the heart skip a couple of beats. Moments later the myocardial muscle of the heart began writhing and quivering.  
 
    That’s gotta be ventricular fibrillation, she thought with satisfaction. A heart in v. fib. couldn’t pump blood effectively and when people died immediately after an MI, v. fib. was usually the cause. 
 
    She ignored the stirring in the crowd around her and paid no attention to the alarm amongst Borenko’s handlers up on the stage. Instead, she focused on the old man from whom she’d gotten the plaque. She checked on the bits of sludge that’d collected in the distal branches of the old man’s LAD. Pulling back on the plunger of the syringe, she created a couple of smaller ports and sucked as much sludge as she could out of the LAD’s branches. 
 
    Hax leaned down close to her ear, “Did you do that?” 
 
    She nodded, knowing he was speaking of what’d happened to Borenko. 
 
    He tugged her elbow, “We better get out of here.” 
 
    She let him pull her backward but resisted enough to slow his progress. “We need to be sure they don’t have a defibrillator,” she hissed. “A defibrillator could still save him.” 
 
    Borenko looked gray. His men had him down on his back and one was feeling for a pulse. 
 
    “Shit,” Allie said as one of the men ripped Borenko’s shirt open and started doing CPR. She stopped and stared, sending her sense back into his chest. To her relief, she could tell the CPR thrusts were ineffective—not firm enough to move much blood out of his heart and around to the rest of his body. 
 
    Hax tugged her arm again, leaning down and urgently saying, “Let’s go!” 
 
    She shook her head, “Wait. We need to be sure!” For a moment she felt bad to be insisting they stay until they were sure a dying man had fully succumbed. Then she thought of all the people whose lives would be immeasurably improved by his death. Especially all the kids. 
 
    Hax still had a grip on her right elbow.  Now Witt whispered from behind her left shoulder, “What’s the holdup? Shouldn’t we be getting out of here?” 
 
    Allie shook her head frustratedly, “He’s down because his heart’s fibrillating, so, not pumping much blood. But if they’ve got a defibrillator handy, they might be able to restart his heart. He could survive.” 
 
    “Mmm,” Hax said, “if they find a defib… whatever, how would we stop them from using it?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” she said, frustratedly. “I should’ve worked this out before we came down here.” 
 
    Hax asked, “Could Witt put the electronics of the defibrillator in slow-time so it wouldn’t work?” 
 
    As Hax asked this, someone appeared on the platform with a box and, shouting, pushed his way to the front. 
 
    As the guy dropped to his knees beside Borenko, Allie said, “That’s gotta be a defibrillator.” 
 
    “Okay,” Witt said, “I’ll slow-time it to keep it from working.” 
 
    Hax said, “The crowd’s dissolving! We’re gonna stick out like sore thumbs if we hang around much longer!” 
 
    Though they didn’t understand it, the professional attendees at the dedication didn’t give a damn whether Borenko lived or died so they were slowly shuffling away. The only ones staying were the ones with gawker instincts. Enough were trickling away that the cluster of five friends—dressed atypically, not speaking the language, and set off from typical Ruchians by Hax and Roni’s dark skin—were gonna attract attention. 
 
    Roni said, “Should I make us invisible?” 
 
    Hax said, “That’d leave a noticeable hole in the crowd. Just make you and me invisible.” 
 
    The people on the platform were cursing at the machine. Daniela translated what was going on, “They’re sending someone to get another heart shocker!” 
 
    “Do they think there’s another one available?” Allie asked. 
 
    Daniela shrugged, “They don’t know.” 
 
    Allie looked at Witt, “Put Borenko’s neck in slow-time. That’ll completely stop the blood flow to his brain and in another couple of minutes, we’ll be sure that, even if they do restart his heart, he’ll be brain dead. They won’t be mystified by it because they’ll blame it on the MI.” 
 
    Witt said, “It’s already been a couple of minutes. Isn’t he already brain dead?” 
 
    “Probably,” Allie said. “I don’t think the CPR they’re doing is effectively circulating much blood. But if I’m wrong and tomorrow he’s still alive, I don’t want to have to do this all over again.” 
 
    “Um…” Witt said uncomfortably. 
 
    “Um, what?” Allie asked impatiently. 
 
    “I, ah…” He cleared his throat, “After a bad experience, I promised myself I’d never again use my talent to kill anyone.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes, “So, having me kill someone for you, that’s okay by your ethics?! As long as you don’t do it yourself, then your conscience is clean?!” 
 
    Putting his hands up in surrender, Witt said, “I just put his brain in fast-time.” He started moving back, “Let’s go.”  
 
    She blinked, surprised and disconcerted. “Why not put his neck in slow-time?” 
 
    He kept moving and said, “Let’s go. I’ll explain while we’re moving.” 
 
    Allie slowly began to follow, glancing back over her shoulder and wondering whether Borenko was done for, or whether she should stick around. “Shouldn’t we—" 
 
    Witt leaned close and whispered so only she would hear. “He’s already brain dead. Two seconds in 400X fast-time means his brain just spent thirteen minutes with no more than one second’s worth of blood flow coming from his heart.” 
 
    “Oh…” Oh my God! she thought.  I should’ve figured that out on my own… Witt’s… just, so unbelievably freaking lethal! 
 
    Allie was so focused on how dangerous Witt’s talent made him, that she later couldn’t recall leaving the dedication. When she asked Daniela about it, the Ucrynian told her the events around Borenko completely held the focus of everyone at the site—other than those who were leaving, like their own group of five. 
 
    Once they were back in their room, Roni checked the network but found no reports on Borenko yet. 
 
    Witt put them all in slow-time and jumped them ahead to 7 pm. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    What felt like a moment later, the windows were dark, it was seven o’clock and Roni was checking the news online. The state had now reported Borenko dead of an apparent heart attack, but there were no news reports regarding any response from Pootin. 
 
    Roni logged into Pootin’s email and calendar and auto-translated it. There she learned the president was flying back to Moskov that night. He planned to address the Federation Council tomorrow—the upper house of the legislature that Borenko had chaired. Since the council would elect the next chairman, presumably Pootin intended to exert influence. It wasn’t clear to Roni whether he could simply tell them who they were going to vote for, but it didn’t matter.  
 
    Pootin would be there and that’s what mattered to the team. 
 
    Witt put everyone but Roni back in slow-time until the next morning at 8 am. 
 
    Roni wanted to stay in real-time to do some work online. Work that’d go better if no one was bothering her. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    In another eyeblink, it was morning. Roni’d just finished researching the situation again on her Skylink. She’d learned Pootin would address the Council at 1 pm in its usual assembly building on Bolshek Dimitri Street. 
 
    They briefly discussed using slow-time to skip ahead another few hours. Instead, they decided they should go over and scout out the building and its security procedures. 
 
    Roni downloaded plans of the interior of the building and they all went over them, especially the big chamber where the council normally assembled. Before they left, Witt put Roni in fast-time for a minute to catch her up on her sleep compared to the rest of them. This left her aged extra hours compared to the rest of them, but she was good with that.  
 
    As they walked down the street toward Bolshek Dimitri Street, Roni said, “I found some great stuff in some Pootin archives while you guys jumped past last night,” she said. “Stuff that was worth being a few hours older.” 
 
    “What was it?” Hax asked. 
 
    “You know how I’ve been telling you Pootin has a good enough stranglehold on the Ruchian media that your average Ruchian on the street has no idea what’s been happening in the country or what Pootin’s little war is all about?” 
 
    Hax gave her an uncertain nod. 
 
    She arched an eyebrow while giving him a Cheshire grin, “You’re gonna have to wait and find out at the same time as the rest of the world.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The entrance and security procedures for the building weren’t too different from the Kremlin entrance Witt and Allie had investigated. It had the same one-way mirrored boxes staffed with guards carrying assault rifles.  
 
    Because the airlock chambers between the mirrored guard posts were small, Witt had to go in and out four times, bringing one member of the team in with him each time. Roni went first so she could make the ones inside invisible while they waited for Witt to go get the others. 
 
    It took nearly an hour to get all five of them inside. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Once they were all in the building, they went back to real-time so they could explore the building without depending on flashlights. They had plenty of time before Pootin’s address, so there was no reason to push to get it done in fast-time. Hax said, “Roni’s confident the Ruchians don’t have any cameras recording in the hallways.” He glanced at his sister. “She thinks the senators object to recordings of their comings and goings. That said, if you do see a camera, speak up and we’ll go to fast-time.”  
 
    Daniela led because she could read the signage. She still found the invisibility they were depending on disturbing, especially since they could see one another. Roni’d hidden them after Borenko’s assassination the day before, so Daniela had some experience with it. But when they started down a hallway toward the chamber, they passed a couple of guards who, despite not seeming to notice them, slanted their paths to the other side of the hall so the two groups readily passed one another.  
 
    It went just as smoothly as if the guards could see the team. It felt… uncanny. 
 
    They’d explained that Roni didn’t make people invisible, just made other people not notice their presence. And, that they still subconsciously avoided collisions with the invisible people. She found this disturbingly freaky and kept expecting someone to run into them or shout at them. After all, their informal street clothing suggested they were in a place where they didn’t belong. 
 
    It wasn’t difficult to find the big chamber where the meeting was supposed to be held.  
 
    There were cameras in that room. Uncertain whether the cameras were active, instead of having Roni keep them invisible, they went into fast-time. Putting on their headlights, they walked around, scoping out the room as a group. There were quite a few guards in the room already. This made Daniela nervous. Especially when they walked right in front of some of them. 
 
    Hax said, “Just a minute,” and, after putting on gloves, stepped right up to a guard, taking the man’s sidearm out of its holster, and examining it briefly. Sounding somewhat unhappy, he said, “I’m not familiar with these.” 
 
    Why would that matter? Daniela wondered. It’s not as if he needs to shoot anybody. 
 
    Hax popped the magazine out of the weapon and counted how many bullets it contained. Then he jacked the slide to be sure its chamber was empty, took it off safe, and, pointing it at the floor, pulled the trigger.  
 
    There was a little click and Hax nodded, safed it, reinserted the magazine and put the gun back in the guard’s holster. 
 
    Leaving the chamber, they found a small empty conference room where they could wait. The door locked from the inside which would give Roni a few minutes to make them invisible if anyone tried the knob. 
 
    Daniela found herself sitting next to Roni. Leaning closer she asked, “Why was Hax screwing around with the guard’s pistol?” 
 
    “He was just familiarizing himself with it.” 
 
    “Yeah, but why? He’s not planning to shoot anyone, is he?” 
 
    “Yeah, Pootin.” 
 
    “What?! Why? Why not just have Witt put Pootin’s brain in fast-time like he did Borenko’s?” 
 
    Roni studied Daniela a moment as if wondering how much to explain, then said, “That’d leave Pootin brain dead with no obvious cause.” 
 
    Daniela shrugged, “So? Why do we care whether there’s an obvious cause? He’d be dead and that’s what we’re here for, right?” 
 
    Roni chewed her lip. “They might decide some western country used a secret weapon to kill him. That could cause political instability and perhaps inflame conflict with the West rather than decelerating and hopefully ending the war.” She sighed, “Even worse, they might invest so much effort into figuring out what’d happened that they’d somehow manage to track us and our talents down.” 
 
    Drawing her head back, she said, “Is that even possible?!” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Roni said, shrugging, “but why take the chance?” 
 
    “So,” Daniela asked, alarmed, “Hax’s going to shoot him?!” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Roni said distractedly. 
 
    Before Daniela could follow up on the question, the doorknob jiggled and everyone in the room vanished.  
 
    A moment later, a group of four guards pushed the door open, suspiciously eyeing the locking mechanism. 
 
    While the first guard was locking and unlocking the door a couple of times, trying to figure out what’d happened, the other guards moved in and started going over the room with the proverbial fine-toothed comb.  
 
    While this was going on, the rest of their own team became visible again. Roni said, “Sorry. Vanishing us from everyone’s sight is quicker than working it so we’re able to see one another but specifically invisible to them.” 
 
    Daniela found it disturbing to have Roni speaking in normal tones while the guards were going around the room, examining it. The team of five had backed up against the walls and the guards were—without apparently noticing they were doing so—working their inspection around them. 
 
    “Should we clear out of this room?” Witt asked, sounding as concerned and disturbed as Daniela felt. 
 
    Roni said, “Maybe? But I’m betting these guys are simply going around checking all the rooms for bombs or,” she winked and lowered the pitch of her voice, “assassins.”  
 
    Though Daniela worried a large group of people was about to enter the room for a meeting, it turned out Roni was right. After examining the room carefully, checking under the tables and chairs and inside each of a row of cabinets, the guards left, locking the door behind them. 
 
    The team relaxed, pulling out chairs and taking seats. 
 
    Daniela wanted to continue quizzing Roni about Hax and guns, but after the commotion, Roni had taken a seat at the other end of the table. 
 
    Daniela looked around to see if anyone nearby might be able to answer her questions, but Eva sat the closest to her—she thought Eva was, no doubt, an amazing musician—but Daniela didn’t think she’d be able to answer this question. She’s pretty much along for the ride, Daniela thought, and because Witt can’t say no to her.  
 
    …and Hax can’t either. 
 
    Time passed slowly. Except for super-tech-skilled Roni, they couldn’t even surf the internet on their phones. With hers on airplane mode, Daniela read a previously downloaded book. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Bored, Daniela finally got up to go ask Hax what Roni meant about him shooting Pootin. As she approached, he stood and said, “Ten minutes until Pootin’s supposed to speak. I think we’d better get into the chamber in case they lock it up to keep unapproved people from getting in.” 
 
    What if they lock the doors and we can’t get out? Daniela wondered but didn’t say, shuffling out with the others. 
 
    When they got back to the big chamber, they were stunned to realize the only people in it were the same guards they’d encountered there before! 
 
    “What the hell’s going on?!” Roni asked. “Surely they don’t all show up in the last five minutes?!” 
 
    Hax calmly said, “Try to relax.” 
 
    Irritated, Roni said, “Don’t try to—!" 
 
    Hax put a hand on her shoulder as he interrupted, “Easy now. The first thing you’re going to do is make Daniela visible to this nice guard, but make him think she’s dressed formally, as if she were going to the Council’s meeting.” He turned to Daniela, “And, you’re going to imperiously ask him whether the meeting’s been delayed or moved, right?” 
 
    Though she felt so nervous she was shaking, Daniela nodded.  
 
    Hax stepped over to the young guard and poised his hand over the man’s shoulder. He looked at Roni and said, “Ready?” 
 
    Roni rolled her eyes, but nodded. Hax put his hand on the guard’s shoulder and nodded at Daniela, “Go ahead and ask.” 
 
    Daniela did. 
 
    The guard eagerly told her they’d moved the meeting to a secondary chamber. When she asked why, he, without reluctance, told her that changing the location had been a security precaution. 
 
    As soon as she explained that to the others, Hax turned to Roni and said, “See, you can relax.” 
 
    Ignoring Hax, Daniela asked, “Where’s this secondary chamber?” 
 
    To her astonishment, when she asked, the guard glanced around, then volunteered to escort her to it. Accepting the guard’s guidance, she followed him down the hall. The rest of the team followed her. She turned to Roni and mouthed, “Can I talk?” 
 
    Grinning, Roni nodded, “Look at me and raise your hand when you don’t want your new boyfriend to hear you.” 
 
    Raising her hand, she asked, “Why’s he doing what I ask? Did Hax influence him?” 
 
    Roni grinned, “He might be thinking you look like Pootin’s supermodel girlfriend.” 
 
    Daniela blinked. “You can do that?” 
 
    Roni nodded. “They all think you look like her. Should make things simpler.” 
 
    They’d arrived at another imposing set of doors.  
 
    Closed doors. These had a lot more guards in front of them.  
 
    The guard who’d guided them stepped closer to the door guards, waved at Daniela, and spoke quietly, telling them she was Pootin’s girlfriend. 
 
    Daniela rolled her eyes. She thought being made to look like a supermodel should irritate her, but she grudgingly allowed that, if it made this mission easier, she shouldn’t object. 
 
    Pulling on gloves, Hax stepped up beside her, “Assuming they open the doors, stop just before the entrance. We’ll enter in fast-time, squeezing past just in front of you. Once inside, I’ll do my thing. You do not want to go in there using Roni’s version of invisibility because there’ll be cameras for the meeting and they would record you. So, when we all disappear because we went to fast-time, you stand just outside the doorway, blocking the door so it can’t close on us. We don’t want it to somehow trap us. As soon as I finish, Witt’ll pull you into fast-time and we’ll get out of here.” 
 
    Daniela was uncertainly saying, “Okay,” when the guard pulled the door open and she heard Pootin speaking. 
 
    She hesitated a moment because it seemed as if she was already standing in a location that satisfied Hax’s instruction that she “stand just outside the doorway, blocking the door.” 
 
    She’d just started to turn and see if the rest of the team had disappeared into fast-time when a staccato burst of gunfire came from inside the room.  
 
    Daniela jerked back, realizing the Ruchians had figured out the team’s mission and were shooting her friends—who had indeed disappeared. When the guards surged toward the door, she turned in a panic, running down the hall away from the chamber. I’ll never get out of this place without Roni to keep me invisible, she thought despairingly, though she couldn’t have kept from trying to escape if she’d wanted to. Guilt kept flashing through her at the way she was leaving her friends behind. However, not possessing the talents they had, she knew there’d be nothing she could do to help them. 
 
    Her back tensed as she ran. Her flight would’ve tipped off the guards. By now they should realize that she had something to do with what was happening inside the chamber. And, Roni, now dead, would no longer be making Daniela look like Pootin’s girlfriend. So, still running, Daniela fully expected to feel the guards’ bullets striking her back. 
 
    Unscathed so far, she felt a pang of hope that she might soon be out of their line of fire.  
 
    Then came a spike of despair as she thought of just how impossible it would be for her to exit the building past the security gauntlet in the vestibule and lobby.  
 
    The gauntlet’s security guards would’ve heard the shooting. Should I try to hide in one of the rooms? she wondered. No, they’ll be clamping everything down and searching the rooms one by one… 
 
    Her thoughts trailed off when the lights went out. Stumbling to a walk, she put out a hand and stepped to the right until she felt a wall. Did another group do the shooting back there? she wondered. And, could other members of that group have cut the power? Might I be able to escape during the confusion? 
 
    Daniela’s eyes were adjusting to the dark. She noticed the overhead fixtures were emitting a very faint light.  
 
    Wait, am I in fast-time? she suddenly wondered. 
 
    As she reached for her headlight, flickering, flashing lights came up from behind her. 
 
    “Sorry,” Hax said, “we hung around fiddling with the evidence at the scene before we came after you. Then, when we came out of the big chamber and you weren’t there… it, uh, took us a while to look down this hallway and see you running. What… where’re you going?” 
 
    She stared at him, having a hard time with his features because his headlamp made her blink when she tried to look at his eyes. “I, uh… When I heard all the shooting, I thought they’d figured us out and were shooting at you. I, uh…” Don’t tell him you ran like a frightened child, she thought to herself. “I thought you might be able to defend yourselves with your, uh, talents. But that I’d better put some distance between myself and that room before a stray bullet got me.” She ended in a small voice; certain they’d immediately see through her miserable excuse for fleeing instead of staying to support them. That they could already tell she’d deserted them in her panic.  
 
    A quick count showed her all four of them were present. 
 
    “Oh,” Hax said, sounding a little puzzled. “Oh, didn’t anyone tell you the plan?” 
 
    “What plan?” Daniela asked, suddenly angry instead of ashamed. 
 
    “Crap, sorry,” Hax said. “You were out of the room when we came up with it. I should’ve made sure you knew what was going on.” 
 
    “What plan?” Daniela asked, even more angrily. 
 
    “I told her you were going to shoot Pootin,” Roni said. 
 
    Hax turned to look at his sister and Daniela could tell from the pause that he’d rolled his eyes even if she couldn’t see them. “And that’s all you told—?” 
 
    Daniela interrupted, “She did tell me. But there was a lot of shooting. I assumed Pootin’s guards shot back. How come none of you got hurt?” 
 
    Hax said, “We’ve been standing here too long. Let’s move on down the hall and out of the building while I explain.” As soon as they got moving, Hax in front, he said, “So the planning you missed out on was for me to shoot Pootin with a bunch of the guards’ weapons as if there’d been a coup. When we entered, Roni and Eva went up and powered off the news stations’ video cameras. I went around the room, pulling pistols out of the holsters of the guards. Ones that were near senators who’ve been vocal supporters of the war. Then Witt would fast-time the senator’s arm and I’d tug it into position and shoot Pootin from right in front of the guy’s hand. Then as soon as I wrapped the senator’s fingers around the gun, Witt would put the senator in slow-time so he and the gun would stay in that position until we were done. Then we’d move on and do another one.” He glanced at her, “It was weird because the bullets would enter normal-time just beyond the muzzle of the gun and we could watch them travel apparently slowly toward Pootin.” 
 
    Hax paused for a moment while Witt opened the exit door for them and they went outside.  
 
    Turning back to her, Hax said, “The cameras in there should’ve only picked up a few blurs from Roni and Eva as they were walking up and turning them off. Their operators got them on and pointed back at the chamber and Pootin a few real-time seconds later, at which time Pootin was full of lead and the senators had smoking guns in their hands pointed at his dying body.” He shrugged, “We hope they never figure out what powered them off.” 
 
    “But…!” Daniela hesitated, trying to get her mind around what Hax’d said. 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “It sounded like a machine gun!” 
 
    Patiently, he said, “We were at 400X. One second of real-time is over six and a half minutes for us at 400X. We had to dawdle a little to keep the shots from coming too close together and sounding simultaneous.” 
 
    She studied him. “Are you sure there weren’t more cameras?” 
 
    “There were three fixed security cameras. We don’t know if they were turned on, but the first thing I did was shoot those out.” 
 
    Daniela pondered the events as they walked through Moskov in the dim light of fast-time. It all seemed too easy. How could such a momentous event pass with so little remark? she wondered. 
 
    She still felt dazed when they started climbing into the vehicle. She took her usual sign-reading position in the front seat.  
 
    Eva gave a dismayed moan, “Isn’t there any better way to get back to Urope than riding for days in this damned Land Rover?” 
 
    Witt had taken the driver’s seat. He turned and looked around at everyone, saying somberly, “I think we should take a moment of silence to ponder the fact that, acting as judge, jury, and executioners, we just killed two men, evil though they might’ve been. Though there is no doubt in my mind that those two deserved to die, we should reflect on the fact that Pootin’s death will probably lead to the blaming and subsequent deaths of other people in that room.” 
 
    Daniela wanted to argue. To say that the other men in the room—the ones whom Hax had made to appear responsible for Pootin’s death—that because they’d been advocates of the war in Ucryn, they also deserved to die. But a moment of silence isn’t much to ask. At least to make us ponder the seriousness of what we’ve done. A time for us to hope we never feel the need to do something like this again.  
 
    A time to pray it stops the war.  
 
    That it doesn’t turn out to be all for naught.  
 
    To consider that our own hands aren’t clean… 
 
    Deeply immersed in such thoughts, Daniela felt startled when, without declaring an end to his moment of silence, Witt started backing the car out of its parking space.  
 
    He asked, “Hax. We clear back there?” 
 
    A glance at the screen showed her that—within the darkness of fast-time—he couldn’t see much in the backup camera. 
 
    Hax shone his headlight out the back, then said all was clear. A couple of minutes later they were rolling their way out of the city. 
 
    Witt said, “Um, guys? I should’ve tried this before, but I’m gonna try keeping the driver and car in fast-time while putting everyone else in slow-time. If that works, instead of all of us having to suffer through fifteen hours on the road, it’ll only feel like three hours of driving each, okay?” 
 
    Hax said, “I think, for safety, the person driving should have a co-pilot to make sure the driver stays awake. Also, to help watch out for the real-time cars that’re gonna be blocking the road. That’ll make it seem like six hours instead of fifteen, but I think it’ll be worth it.” 
 
    Eva said, “Don’t forget we’ve been awake for about twelve hours of real-time already. After about four more hours awake in normal-time, we should stop somewhere and get some sleep.” 
 
    “Okay,” Witt said. “How about if we each drive two hours and copilot two hours, then find a place to hot bunk for some of my little ‘eight-hours-sleep-in-a-minute’ episodes, okay?” 
 
    As soon as everyone agreed, the car went silent except for road noise. Daniela looked back and saw Hax, Roni, and Eva frozen in place. Something about it seemed weird to her. After a moment, she asked, “Why aren’t they… bright, or dark, or something?”  
 
    “You’re asking because they’re in slow-time?” Witt asked. 
 
    “Yeah. If the world’s dark when we’re in fast-time, why aren’t they… I don’t know, differently lit when they’re at a different speed?” 
 
    “Um,” Witt said slowly as if trying to figure out how to explain it. “When we’re in fast-time, the light we see by comes in to us from the slow world around us. Ordinary light gets redshifted down to lower frequencies as it enters our bubble and is then too low a frequency for us to see. Since the atmosphere filters out high-frequency electromagnetic radiation like UV and X-ray, there isn’t much of that kind of light down here near sea level. Since that’s the kind of radiation that would redshift down into the range that we could see, there just isn’t much of that kind of radiation arriving at our eyeballs and everything looks dark.” He hooked a thumb back at their three friends in the back. “When we’re looking at them and they’re in slow-time, what’s happening is that light from out here is entering slow-time with them, then bouncing off them and back out to us. That ordinary light from real-time gets blueshifted on the way in, then bounces off them and gets redshifted on the way back out so the amount of light coming back out is normal and we can see them… shit!” 
 
    Suddenly Hax, Roni, and Eva were moving again. Hax asked, “My turn to drive?” 
 
    “Um, no,” Witt said. “You guys need to cover yourselves with something light-proof. I’d suggest putting your coats on backward so the hoods cover your faces.” He explained that the ordinary sunlight coming in the vehicle’s windows was getting blueshifted up to the UV and X-ray ranges as it passed through their bubbles into slow-time. 
 
    “But,” Roni said concernedly, “we’ve already been in slow-time a bunch of times. Did we already get large doses?” 
 
    “Those should’ve been okay. We did them in dim or dark rooms so there wasn’t much visible light to get blueshifted up. But, here in the car in bright daylight, there’s a lot of full spectrum sunshine coming in the windows—” 
 
    “There’s not! It’s dim in here because we’re all in fast time and the light’s getting redshifted, right?” 
 
    “Um, yeah, that’s true, but slow-time has a lot bigger ratio than fast-time. That means fast-time doesn’t redshift the light down nearly as far as slow-time blueshifts it up. So, there’s a net blueshift. You’ll get a sunburn from what’s blueshifted into the UV range. Plus, some of it’ll shift high enough to become X-rays. Those definitely won’t be good for you.” 
 
    “Won’t those X-rays go right through our coats?” 
 
    “They would except I’m only going to let your slow-time bubbles extend a few millimeters outside your skin. So, the light’ll get blocked by your clothes before it gets shifted up into the UV and X-ray ranges.” 
 
    After a bit of grumbling, the other three put their coats on backward with their hoods over their faces. Witt slow-timed them again. Daniela laughed and said, “You know, you could’ve just told me I’d never understand what you were about to tell me.” 
 
    “You didn’t get it?” Witt asked, sounding horrified that he’d failed to enlighten her. “It’s simple. Let me try explaining it differ—" 
 
    She threw her hands up defensively, “No, no, no! Please don’t. No more physics! That’s never gonna be on my list of abilities.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The first time they traded off, Witt put Daniela into slow-time and brought Eva into fast-time with him.  
 
    Mostly because he’d been missing her. 
 
    But also, because he’d been thinking about what they’d learned about her talent. 
 
    While Eva and Daniela were switching seats, Witt got out and picked up some roadside rocks. When he opened the door to get back in, he was surprised to find Eva sitting in the driver’s seat. 
 
    She gave him a disappointed look, “Are you one of those guys who can’t stand it when a woman drives?” 
 
    “Um, no. I’m one of those guys whose girlfriends have amazing superpowers that need testing.” 
 
    Narrowing her eyes distrustfully, she said, “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, we established that, when we have our heads together, you can open ports at much greater distances, right? But, can you also open bigger ports?” 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “Before, you could only open ports a few millimeters in diameter, right?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    He held up the smallest stone he’d picked up at the roadside. “Can you open a port big enough for this little rock? I’m estimating it’s a little over a centimeter.” 
 
    She studied it a moment, then got out of the Land Rover, “Lean your head down here next to mine.” 
 
    He did.  
 
    “Let go of it.” 
 
    He let go. It vanished and he heard a small clack about thirty meters down the road. It’d fallen out of the air there and bounced on the pavement. Turning his eyes in that direction, he managed to see it tumbling to a stop. 
 
    She asked, “You have a bigger one?” 
 
    He held up a five-centimeter one. 
 
    She nodded, “Drop it.” 
 
    This time when he let go, it vanished but he didn’t hear anything. “Where’d it fall?” 
 
    She shrugged, “I think it landed a couple of kilometers down the road. We’re gonna need some other way to test the limits of my range.”  
 
    While he was trying to think of a way to do it, she stepped up and into the driver’s seat of the Land Rover. She eyed him. “I’m gonna start driving now. You gonna get in?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Captain Popova’s phone rang but didn’t identify the caller. He didn’t answer. It rang two more times. On the third call from the same number, he decided they must know him and reluctantly touched the “answer” icon. Irritatedly, he said, “What?” 
 
    “Hi, Captain. It’s Hax on a burner phone. We’re going to be in Ucryn again this evening. Would you be able to guide us to places that need our special kinds of services?” 
 
    Eyes widening at the thought he’d almost refused to take such an important call, Popova scrambled to work out how and where he could meet the team that’d singlehandedly destroyed four Ruchian columns with no loss of life on Ucryn’s side.
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 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pravda, Moskov, Ruchia— President Pootin Assassinated! 
 
    In an apparent coup, a number of Pootin’s most ardent supporters among the senators of the Federation Council opened fire on the President during his address.  
 
    Struck down by a fusillade of bullets, the president died immediately. 
 
    Why so many of his most zealous allies would turn on him in such a violent fashion is unknown, though claims and counterclaims abound. Despite video evidence to the contrary, most of the arrested senators are variously claiming that they didn’t shoot him, or that someone forced them to do so. How they expect such assertions to hold up in court despite video stills showing them holding smoking guns aimed at Pootin is a mystery. 
 
    The succession within the government is in turmoil and fears of a loss of governmental legitimacy are rampant. Prime Minister Mistin has lawfully asserted that he is now the President of Ruchia. The constitution specifies that in such a case, the Chairman of the Federation Council should move up to become Prime Minister. However, Pootin was addressing the Federation Council specifically because Borenko, the Chairman of the Council, had just died of a heart attack. Pootin had been about to advise the Council regarding his recommendation for the chairmanship but had not yet specified who that would be. 
 
    With the Council in disarray due to the shooting, and because of the subsequent arrest of a number of the Council’s involved members, there is great concern that some group engineered the assassination at a time of crisis with the hope that they might take over the government during the ensuing chaos. 
 
    It isn’t at all clear who might have arranged such a coup. Borenko would have been the most likely suspect, but he was already dead. 
 
    President Mistin states emphatically that he will not allow any disruption of the constitutionally approved succession plan. He confirms that, as outlined in the constitution, new elections will be held within 90 days. Until then, he demands that the Ruchian military stand behind him during this crisis…  
 
      
 
    BBC, London, England— About two hours after the first reports of Pootin’s assassination, Ruchia’s three nationwide television broadcasters, Channel One, Ruchiya, and NTV, began streaming material that cast Pootin and his regime in a starkly unfavorable light. This continued for about three hours yesterday with intermittent breaks during which the stations stopped broadcasting in apparent efforts to get back to their regular programming. However, each time, after a brief return to their scheduled shows, the anti-Pootin material resumed. 
 
    This unscheduled material seems to have been disseminated through a sophisticated hack. A hack capable enough that it spontaneously recovers and regains control of the broadcast systems despite repeated reboots and other attempts to get rid of it. Even after the Ruchians claimed they’d eradicated it, it has continued intermittently reloading and streaming new and different clips. 
 
    Though Ruchia’s state-controlled media has subsequently claimed the broadcasts were anti-Ruchian propaganda and lies, they did not appear to be sophisticated disinformation materials at all. Instead, the transmissions consisted solely of apparently authentic clips of Pootin and other governmental figures committing crimes, behaving reprehensibly, or spreading disinformation themselves. 
 
    One of the most egregious recordings showed Pootin personally ordering the failed assassination of the resistance figure, Nevelny. He’s also shown ordering the successful assassination of numerous other anti-governmental figures and journalists. Many followers of Ruchian politics had long suspected those deaths were state-ordered murders, but this new footage offers almost unassailable proof. There were also video excerpts of Pootin ordering state media outlets to fabricate reports of rampant Nazism, poverty, and unrest in Ucryn to engender support for and provide an excuse for the impending invasion. More dismaying, there was a recording of Pootin ordering the army to break the Ucrynians’ spirit by embarking on a campaign of indiscriminate bombing, slaughter, torture, and rape of civilians.  
 
    A particularly damning piece for the Ruchian people showed Pootin indifferently accepting a report on the deaths of over 27,000 Ruchian servicemen in the first six months of the war. With a shrug, he then instructed Dimitri Ivanov, his media conduit and handler, to have the state media report the loss of only 2,231 “heroes.” When Ivanov reminded him that they’d already reported that the death toll was above 2,500 the previous month, an angry Pootin dismissively told him to report the new toll as 2,549. 
 
    Of note, among the most despicable portions of the stream were multiple images of Ivan Borenko, the recently deceased Chairman of the Federation Council, engaged in sexual activity with children. 
 
    Despite governmental attempts to discredit the broadcasts, they have incited widespread outrage, dismay, and tens of thousands of protests. Among the most telling protests are many that feature vast numbers of Ruchian mothers demanding to know where their militarily conscripted sons are… 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Hax saw the BBC report about the streaming of unfavorable material on Ruchian media, he turned to his sister. “I assume the hack that streamed the ugly stuff about Pootin was your doing?” 
 
    She grinned like a cat that’d caught a mouse. 
 
    Witt laughed and shook his head. “Remind me not to piss you off.” 
 
    Hax asked, “Was that the stuff you found in Pootin’s archives while the rest of us were in slow-time?” 
 
    She shook her head. “It wasn’t in Pootin’s archives. It was in a government archive full of stuff about Pootin. ‘Pootin archives,’ I called them.” She looked thoughtful, “It’s hard to believe the kind of embarrassing and just plain horrible stuff they had recorded there.” She shrugged, “But I think I heard that one of our presidents kept tapes of ugly conversations he’d had in the Oval Office. Ones he shouldn’t have kept because I’m pretty sure they helped get him thrown out of office. Maybe it’s just in the nature of megalomaniacs to keep records of even bad stuff they do because they’re incapable of recognizing that anything they do is wrong?” 
 
    Daniela snorted, “For sure Pootin didn’t think his shit stunk.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Popova started when Hax’s voice came from behind him. “Hi, Captain.” 
 
    He turned. Not only had Hax and his four friends snuck up behind him, but they’d also parked the Land Rover only ten meters further back. How’d they do that? he wondered. 
 
    He opened his mouth to ask, but Hax spoke first, “We’re thinking we might be able to encourage the Ruchian Navy to pull out of Crymea. Would that be helpful?” 
 
    “Their navy? How’re you going to do that?” Remembering that they’d damaged the engines of the vehicles in the armored columns they’d disabled, he said, “The engines of their warships are at least fifteen meters from the edge of the dock and surely the docks will be guarded. Besides, there’s enough steel surrounding their engines you could think of it as heavy armor.” 
 
    Hax shrugged, “We think we can set off the explosives in the ships’ armories or missiles.” 
 
    “How?” Popova asked, his eyes wide.  “Admittedly you’re good at sneaking around but surely you don’t think you can creep onto their ships, do you?” 
 
    Hax grinned, “Trade secret. We’ll need some grenades though.” 
 
    Popova snorted, “Surely you don’t think you can sink warships by throwing grenades at them?” 
 
    “Well,” Hax said with a smile, “perhaps we should just head home?” 
 
    “No, no, no,” Popova said, shaking his head. “I’ll get you grenades and figure out how to get you to the docks in Crymea.” 
 
    Hax frowned, said, “Just a moment,” and stepped back to talk to the other guy in their little group.  
 
    Popova took those few seconds to wonder once again that an independent group of warfighters had three women in it. These westerners have strange ideas about the place of females in warfare, he thought. 
 
    Then Hax was back. He said, “If you’ll provide a full tank of gas, a couple of boxes of grenades, and current satellite photos showing us which docks have Ruchian warships, we’ll make our own way there.” 
 
    For a few moments Popova contemplated how irresponsible it would be for him to provide foreigners with weapons like grenades. If they misused them and his senior officers found out what he’d done… But, after what they’d done to those armored columns, he trusted them to do something that helped his country. “What kind of grenades did you have in mind?” 
 
    Hax turned back to his team. This time it was the astonishing woman guitarist who spoke up, “Ordinary Merican M67 grenades should work but we understand you’ve also adapted the Ruchian RKG3 to make Ucrynian RKG1600s. We’d like some of those in case the M67s aren’t sufficient.” 
 
    He grimaced. The RKG1600s were Ucrynian modifications of Ruchian anti-tank grenades that looked like potato mashers. The original version had been intended to be thrown by hand but, due to the improved armor on modern tanks, that was seldom successful anymore. The Ucrynian modification was designed to be dropped by drones onto APCs and this strategy was quite successful at blowing holes through the APCs’ thinner upper armor. Like many highly successful weapons, they were in short supply, But if these people can sink a ship with one, that’ll make a much bigger difference than stopping APCs. “I can get you some,” he said. He cocked his head, “Are you sure you need to do this? I mean, with Pootin dead and their government in disarray, a lot of us are hoping they’re about to pull out anyway.” 
 
    Hax looked off into the distance, “Um, we have access to some of their communications. Word of Pootin’s death and some of the crimes he and his people committed are spreading in the Ruchian motherland but no one’s telling the army or navy units here in Ucryn about it. We suspect that, even if they don’t continue their offensive, they may try to consolidate the gains they’ve already made.” He shrugged, “This has been a point of debate for our little group. Some of us take the view that… we’ve done the most important part of what we came to do. Others think that if Ruchia’s able to keep what it took, that might encourage their future leaders to go back on the offensive someday, hoping to take some more. We’re thinking if they lose ships as well as armored columns, the economic losses alone might encourage a pullback and alter their outlook in the decades to come.” 
 
    Hax studied Popova, “Of course, if Ucryn thinks we should leave well enough alone…?” 
 
    Popova took a deep breath. Such momentous decisions should be sent up the chain to decision-makers at much higher levels. But, it could take weeks to convince them that these people could do what they claimed. He’d already tried to tell people in his chain of command what the little group of five had done and met nothing but disbelief. In the face of four broken-down armored columns, he didn’t understand their doubt, but… He sighed, I’m the one who’s going to have to make this decision, he decided. Here and now. I’ll just have to hope—if it all goes badly—that no one ever realizes I’m the one who provided their support.  
 
    With a sigh, Popova nodded at Hax. “I don’t know about Ucryn as a whole, but I agree with you. It’ll take me a few hours to line up your maps, petrol, and grenades.” 
 
    “Okay,” Hax said. He pointed, “Can we wait in the town over the rise, there? We could do with some time to relax and have a nice meal if any of the restaurants are open.” 
 
    “That’d be fine. With Daniela translating you should get on okay. Um,” he turned to Eva, “what you played that first night was… very moving. Would you be willing to play for my company when you get back from your mission in Crymea?” 
 
    “I’d be honored,” she said softly. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Popova brought the grenades, maps, and an authorization to buy petrol shortly after the team finished a pleasant dinner in the town of Choplynka. Daniela had gotten them a hotel room. The rest of them snuck in to take showers and Witt rotated them through fast-time, so they all got his eight-hours-sleep-in-one-minute routine. 
 
    Once everyone felt fully rested, they fast-timed their way out of the hotel in the middle of the night.  
 
    It took them a little longer than expected to navigate through the militarized border into the Ruchian-occupied Crymean peninsula. 
 
     Then they began the fast-time drive across the Crymean peninsula to the Ruchian naval base at Sevastopol. Once again, only a few minutes of real-time passed during the drive because they were traveling at very high speeds in fast-time. But, to them, it felt like it took even longer than the four hours the drive should’ve taken because—even late at night—they spent a fair amount of time slowing down to go around apparently stopped real-time vehicles. Fortunately, as before, three of them at a time were in slow-time and so weren’t having to endure the drive. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Arriving in Sevastopol they slowed to real-time so they could use Roni’s Skylink to get GPS guidance. Roni made the Land Rover invisible but reminded them that people more than a block or two away would be able to see them.  
 
    Diving back into her computer, she set the GPS to guide them to the closest Ruchian Naval ship, a Lightning-1 missile boat. 
 
    Parking by an empty slip a couple of blocks away, Roni, Hax, and Daniela studied possible routes to the next Ruchian ship. Once the missile boat had been blown, they planned to go into fast-time for a getaway that would take them to another vessel. Neither Skylink nor GPS would work in fast-time because the time differential would screw them up. Therefore, they wanted to have their route memorized. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Meanwhile, Allie and Witt had their heads together and so they could use their special senses to explore the interior of the missile boat, even at such a distance. Eva spoke softly, “I think those port and starboard cylinders below deck amidships are missiles, what about you?” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” he replied. “They’re the same as what’s in the launching tubes on deck.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said. A moment later she amplified, “Yeah, you’re right.” 
 
    “I think they’re what NATA calls ‘Kayak’ missiles,” Witt said, “They’re anti-ship cruise missiles.” 
 
    “You think we can set off their warheads?” 
 
    “We should be able to.” He snorted, “I sure think we ought to try after we drove all the way down here.” 
 
    “Um,” she said uncertainly, “the warhead seems to have a lot of empty space in it. Can that be right?” 
 
    “It feels solid to me,” Witt said, puzzled. 
 
    “Could that just be a difference in our perceptions?” she asked, uncertainly. 
 
    He shrugged. “Seems weird for our senses to read so differently on something like that.” 
 
    When they’d first thought of setting off bombs inside Ruchian warheads, Allie’d imagined that they could just port a match into the explosive material. She’d been surprised to learn that the high-explosives used in bombs and warheads were quite resistant to detonation. A match certainly wouldn’t do it. They required the kind of shock wave that was usually provided by a blasting cap or detonator—small, easily exploded devices specially designed to set off high explosives. They hadn’t thought they could use such devices because they expected the warhead to be packed so full of explosives that it’d be difficult to insert anything else. Confused by the way the warhead felt as if it had several substantial cavities in it, she asked, “Should we go ahead and port a grenade into it?” 
 
    They’d gotten the grenades from Popova specifically because it seemed likely that an explosion from a grenade would provide a shock wave sufficient to set off the large, high-explosive warheads already in place in the Ruchian naval ships. 
 
    Slowly, he said, “Let’s try porting a rock into one of the starboard ones first. We don’t want to pull the pin on a grenade, open a port under it, and have it turn out I’m right that the material in it is solid. If we try dropping the grenade into something that’s solid and it stays here in the Land Rover with us because it won’t go through…” 
 
    “Oh!” she gasped, exceedingly glad she’d asked him for his thought on her idea. “Yes. Let’s try it with a rock first.” 
 
    “We don’t have a rock,” he said, digging in one of the door pockets. “How about this soda?” he asked, holding up a can of CoolCola, a Ruchian Coca-Cola imitation they’d started making after Coca-Cola pulled out as part of the sanctions levied against the country. 
 
    She shrugged, “Sure. What if you drop it in and some of the high-explosive from the warhead splashes back out to our side of the port?” 
 
    He tilted his head, “I’m pretty sure H-E is usually solid or granular, not liquid. It shouldn’t splash, and even if it did, it’ll still be pretty inert.” 
 
    “Okay. In case you’re wrong, can you lower it in rather than dropping it?” 
 
    “Sure. Let’s put the cola into the highest missile in that rack. We want our real explosion to be in the lowest one so it’ll be more likely to put a hole in the hull below the waterline.” 
 
    She drew back to look at him. “Why’s that matter?” 
 
    He blinked, “’Cause, then it’ll sink.” 
 
    “Ah,” Allie said, embarrassed. Dad would be horrified, she thought, picturing her physicist father hearing her question. To Witt, she said, “Lean in close.” 
 
    Witt was behind her in their usual heads-together position. He held the cola can up in front of her and said, “Tell me when the port’s open, and I’ll start shoving this in.” 
 
    Allie opened the port and said, “Now.” She saw Witt start to lower the can, but then it slipped out of his fingers and fell in. She let the port close. “I told you there was an empty space.” 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” Witt said, sounding astonished. “Let’s drop a grenade in the lowest missile in the rack.” 
 
    Because this would be a lot more dangerous, they talked through the plan several times. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    They climbed out of the Land Rover. Witt suggested they stand beside the slip so he could drop the grenade into the water if something went wrong.  
 
    Puzzled, Allie said, “Water’ll keep it from blowing up?” 
 
    “Oh,” Witt said, sounding surprised in turn. “No, but the most dangerous thing about the grenade is the shrapnel from fragmentation. Water’ll slow the fragments down a lot. Even bullets will only travel a few feet underwater.” He looked down at the water, “Though if it goes in the water, I’d recommend we drop flat in case I’m not completely right on that.” 
 
    Getting in position, Witt pulled the pin and then, keeping the safety lever, or ‘spoon,’ depressed, held the grenade out over the water. He had it upside-down so the spoon couldn’t hook on the edge of the port and block its passage through the opening Allie formed. “Ready,” he said. “Tell me when to shove it through.”  
 
    If it wouldn’t go, he should easily be able to flick it into the water. Then throw himself and Allie to the ground, himself on top. 
 
    He hoped he hadn’t failed to consider something. 
 
    He’d held it there several long seconds without anything happening. Getting worried, he whispered, “Eva?” 
 
    She said, “I’m just waiting for a guy in the passageway to walk on past the missiles.” 
 
    While I’m holding a grenade with the pin pulled?! he thought. Nonetheless, he couldn’t help but admire her attempt to avoid needlessly killing a soldier who was only doing his job—not intent on any evil himself. 
 
    She said, “Drop it.” 
 
    He shoved it downward because he wanted to be sure it left their vicinity, either into the ship or into the water. The grenade, then the little black circle of the port both vanished, leaving him feeling immeasurably better. 
 
    Seconds later he heard a moderately loud thump from the direction of the missile boat.  
 
    Loud enough, he thought, to be a grenade within the hull of the ship, but not the kind of explosion he’d expected from a warhead. Dammit! he thought. 
 
    Keeping his head next to hers he sent his sense back in and found the racked missiles.  
 
    The nosecone radome of one of the bottom starboard missiles was shredded, with extensive damage to the nosecones above it as well. However, the segment of the missile behind the nosecone—which contained the warhead—was only a little deformed. Suspecting what’d happened, he sent his sense into the much less damaged missile at the top of the rack. Without surprise, he detected the cola can inside the air-filled cavity at the front of the radome. 
 
    “Um,” he said, trying desperately not to laugh, “you were probably thinking the very front section, or ‘head,’ of the missile was the warhead, right?” 
 
    He could tell from the tone of her voice that she had her own sense back in there, exploring the missiles in the Ruchian vessel. “It isn’t?” she asked, sounding embarrassed. 
 
    “Mmm,” he said, pressing his lips together to control his mirth, “the missiles have a guidance radar that takes them to their targets. It has to be in the very front section to do its radar thing. The nosecone, or radome, over it is only plastic or fiberglass so it’ll let radar through. Physically, it only has to aerodynamically deflect air. That’d be why it has a lot of space inside it.” 
 
    “Because it wasn’t the warhead,” she said, sounding chagrined. 
 
    “Mmm-hmm.” He cleared his throat, “Still, the warhead’s right behind the radar unit, so I’m surprised the grenade didn’t set it off.” He thought a second, “The dome’s flimsy so it wouldn’t contain the blast, and all the electronics behind the air cavity probably diffused, and to some extent absorbed, the blast, so, maybe…” 
 
    When he didn’t say anything for a moment, she said thoughtfully, “But we aren’t going to be able to put a grenade into that solid, presumably high-explosive, material in the compartment behind the radar. And if the dome didn’t sufficiently contain the explosion, then dropping the grenade into the air close to the warhead probably isn’t going to work either, is it?” 
 
    Witt shook his head, “I doubt it. There may not be a bunch of electronics to cushion the blast but the wall of the missile around the warhead feels a lot more substantial.” 
 
    “…Oh, I see what you mean… What’re we gonna do?” 
 
    “Ah!” he said, excitedly. “Notice how the missiles are in pairs in the rack? I think they’re close enough together that if we drop a grenade through into the space between a pair of the missiles in the rack, the grenade’ll wedge into the gap and get trapped between the warheads. I’ll bet if it goes off there, then the shock wave’ll set off the explosives.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s try it.” 
 
    When Witt opened the door of the Land Rover to get another grenade, Hax asked, “Was that ‘thump’ the explosion?” 
 
    “That was the grenade but it didn’t set off a warhead. We’re gonna try again.” 
 
    “Okay, but if it doesn’t work this time, we’d better move before the Ruchians start looking around.” 
 
    “Gotcha,” Witt said, taking a grenade and turning back to Allie. Putting his head next to hers, he turned the grenade upside-down and gripped it to depress the spoon.  “Ready?” he asked her. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to hold it out over the water?” 
 
    “When you say you’re ready, I’ll pull the pin and hold it out over the water. Then I’ll tell you I’m ready. Then you say, ‘port’s open,’ and I’ll drop it through. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “I’m ready.” 
 
    As he pulled the pin and extended it out over the water, he said, “Close the port as soon as it goes through, right? We don’t want any blow-back coming through it.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, sounding miffed that he thought she needed a reminder. 
 
    “This could be life or death. Saying things twice should be okay,” he said as placatingly as he could. Then, “I’m ready.” 
 
    “Port’s open.” 
 
    Witt dropped the grenade and felt relieved when it disappeared rather than splashing into the water. A couple of seconds later a massive explosion ripped into the sky from the region of the missile boat. Nearby windows shattered and, as they were hurriedly getting back into the vehicle, debris began raining down on them.  
 
    Witt was very glad there was a big building between them and the boat. Closing the door, he unnecessarily told the team, “It worked this time.” 
 
    Hax was pulling out. He said, “Holy shit! Can we park farther away for the next one?”  
 
    Witt’s ears were ringing so Hax was hard to hear. Witt looked at Allie. She shrugged. “Stop about six blocks away for the next one. I’ll see if I can open a port from that far away.” 
 
    “Um,” Witt said, “I also think we should park with a big building between us and the explosion.” 
 
    “You think?!” Roni asked, sarcastically. 
 
    With a snort, Witt turned to Allie, “You know, before that went off, I was thinking we were going to need to blow up the missiles on the port side of the boat too, to make sure it sank.” 
 
    Apparently thinking he was seriously worried about whether they should or not, she leaned her head close to him for a moment, then said, “No. It’s definitely sinking already. It’s almost in two pieces.” 
 
    He laughed, “It’d be hard to believe it wasn’t with that explosion. I’m plugging my ears for the next one.” 
 
    “We have earplugs?” 
 
    “No,” he said, handing her a packet of tissues, “but wadded-up balls of tissue will work a lot better than nothing.” 
 
    Hax said, “Witt, are we in fast-time?! It doesn’t seem like it, but with it being dark already I’m not sure?” 
 
    Witt put them in fast-time which dimmed the lights of an oncoming vehicle, “We weren’t, sorry. We are now.”  
 
    A few minutes later they pulled up to the brow of a hill that looked down on a different part of Sevastopol Bay. Roni said, “Where…?” 
 
    Hax replied, “They’re there, all four of them. They’re just hard to see. I think they’ve turned off their lights because of the attack on the other boat.” He turned to Witt and Allie, “Do we need to get closer than this?” 
 
    “Oh!” she said, then leaning her head toward Witt’s, she asked, “Which ships are they?” 
 
    Roni held up her laptop, pointing at a satellite image of the bay on its screen, “These four here.” 
 
    Assuming Allie was doing the same, Witt sent his sense out. This was the first time he’d done it with his head right next to Allie’s when on a hill that gave him a long view with his eyes. It’s like my sense can stretch forever! he thought. He tried sending it back the other way, through the hill behind them. Ah, it doesn’t go nearly as far when it has to go through something… We probably aren’t going to be able to do it from behind a building. We’ll just have to hope being parked farther away is enough. 
 
    Undistracted by experiments on the physics of their combined talent, Allie said, “I can sense missiles inside all four of them. Shall we go ahead and sink ’em?” 
 
    Witt had his sense in the boats now. He opened the door of the Land Rover while saying, “Yeah. They’ve started their engines and are going to be pulling out to sea. Start with the one on our left. They’re already releasing its ropes.” 
 
    Allie hopped out behind him. “Okay, I’m pretty sure it’s got the same kind of missile rack. You have a grenade ready?” 
 
    Witt stepped up behind her, putting their heads in close proximity and improving the clarity of the image his sense was giving him. Grenade upside-down, he extended his hand a little way and used his other hand to grasp the safety pin. “You ready?” 
 
    Sounding concerned, she said, “There’s no water here to hold the grenade over. Should we try to go somewhere else?” 
 
    Saying, “Let’s move over here,” Witt led her over to a four-foot brick wall. Extending his arm over it, he said, “If something goes wrong, drop down on our side of the wall, okay?” 
 
    “Yep. I’m ready. I’m ready.” 
 
    Witt blinked, “Why’re you saying it twice?” 
 
    “This could be life or death. Saying things twice should be okay, okay,” she said primly, parroting his earlier admonition. 
 
    Rolling his eyes, he pulled the pin and extended the grenade as far on the other side of the wall as he could reach. “Ready, ready.” 
 
    A second later she said, “Port’s open.” 
 
    Witt dropped the grenade and jerked his hand back. He ducked behind the wall but the grenade had already vanished from his senses. 
 
    A huge explosion erupted from the port-side midships region of the missile cruiser before he could send his sense down there. When his sense arrived, the ship had rocked away to starboard. It quickly rocked back and began listing rapidly to port. 
 
    “Getting another grenade,” Witt said, stepping back over to the Land Rover 
 
    When he opened the door, he recognized a problem. “Hey, shut off the dome light so it stops flashing on every time I open the door. We don’t need the attention.” 
 
    “Why do you guys get out to do this?” someone asked. 
 
    He asked them if they wanted the grenade in the vehicle with them, should he or Allie fumble the sending, then closed the door without waiting for the answer. 
 
    Within a minute, the next Ruchian ship was on its way to the bottom of the harbor. 
 
    Four minutes after that, they’d blown holes in the last two at those docks and were back in fast-time driving to the next one. 
 
    Roni took them around the bay, sinking the remaining five Ruchian Naval ships that were in port. They were docked in different locations, presumably with the hope that a calamity affecting some of them wouldn’t affect the others. Which left Witt wondering one of the groups they’d sunk had consisted of four ships in close proximity. 
 
    It’d seemed a poor strategy. 
 
    The last two had released their ropes and were pulling out into the bay but hadn’t gotten far enough that Allie couldn’t port grenades into them. 
 
    When they’d sunk the last one, they paused a moment for a high five all around.  
 
    It seemed anticlimactic the same way killing Pootin had engendered little celebration. Witt thought to himself it might be because of the “two wrongs don’t make a right” principle. Killing people to keep them from killing others just left a bad taste in his mouth. 
 
    Everyone was silent, staring out at the burning ships down in the bay. There may be sailors burning or drowning in those ships too. Conscripted sailors who may not personally have raised a hand against Ucryn. 
 
    Sounding like she was wrestling with some of the same demons, Roni unenthusiastically said, “The Ruchians have a big fuel depot here. Should we blow it up too?” 
 
    Starting to back out of their parking spot, Hax shook his head, “It’d be an ecological disaster and a terrible waste of fuel. Assuming the Ucrynians get this port back, it’d be nice if the depot had oil they could use to run their ships.” Turning the Land Rover toward the main road, he said, “Let’s go back to Ucryn.” Glancing around at their unexcited faces, he said, “Buck up. No one else may know what we’ve done. No one’s gonna give us any attaboys. We’re going to feel bad about some of the collateral damage. All that’s true. But realize in your hearts that we’ve made life far better for many, many millions of Ucrynians. I feel confident we’ve made life better for most of Ruchia too, though we’ll have to see how things shake out there.” 
 
    Roni pumped her fist, “Yeah! Let’s go visit Popova. I’m excited about Eva’s next concert.” 
 
    When they came out of fast-time so Roni could get a GPS fix on their position, Daniela used the Skylink to call Popova so she could tell him they’d be back soon. 
 
    Popova cheerfully answered the phone, “It looks like someone beat you to it, huh?” 
 
    “What?” Daniela said, confused. 
 
    “The Ruchian ships. They’re already sinking.” 
 
    For a moment Daniela felt even more confused, then she realized that, since they’d made the trip down to Sevastopol in fast-time, less than three hours had passed for Popova since they’d left him in Choplynka. Even if he knew they’d left the hotel, he must imagine they were no more than a quarter of the way to Sevastopol. She said, “Yes, that’s what we heard. How’d you learn of it?” 
 
    “Military secret,” Popova said smugly. “I assume you guys don’t have any other plans now. Can Eva play her show tomorrow night?” 
 
    “Tonight. It’s after midnight so the next time it gets dark will be ‘tonight.” Yes, she can play. I’ll call you in the morning to find out where. Can you get us more instruments? More than just a guitar for Eva?” 
 
    “What kind of instruments?” 
 
    “A saxophone or a keyboard. Or even a second guitar.” 
 
    “Do all of you play?” 
 
    “No, but Witt can play all three of those instruments. I think you’ll like how much better their sound will be with at least one more instrument. All three instruments could turn it into an awesome experience.” 
 
    “Can Eva play electric guitar?” 
 
    “Absolutely. That’d be even better.” She hesitated, “Can you locate any Ruchian armor near the border with Ruchian-controlled Crymea? We might be able to take them out instead of the Navy ships on...” She broke off, realizing that she shouldn’t say “on our way back.” since Popova probably thought they were still in Choplynka, or at least not far away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Reiter’s News Service, Kvg City, Ucryn— The assassination of President Pootin has shocked the Ruchian people. Those who hated him have been celebrating, though in a muted fashion. Those who held a world view in keeping with the perspective dispensed by Ruchian state media have been reeling.  
 
    Especially conflicted are those who witnessed the Ruchian state media’s unintentionally streamed clips of Pootin and other Ruchian politicians. Clips of their leaders committing crimes, behaving reprehensibly, and spreading disinformation to the people. Almost all citizens have decried the behavior they have witnessed their leaders engaging in, though moderate numbers feel certain the clips must be “deep-fakes,” and some rationalize them as normal and unavoidable in modern politics. 
 
    These clips continue to pop up in more and more media outlets. The government has declared the clips unlawful, though the legal basis for proclaiming apparently unaltered video clips unlawful is uncertain. The regime has also shuttered many of the smaller news services and most of the entertainment channels—where the clips had been showing up more and more frequently. Entertainment stations have become targets for the clips, presumably because they lack many of the tight controls that the Ruchian news media operate under. It seems the government decided the only way to prevent the resurfacing of the hack is to completely shut down the outlets themselves. 
 
    Many of the newer clips have come from the war in Ucryn. Especially damning have been clips showing the Ucrynian reaction to the arrival of Ruchian troops. Ruchian citizenry had for the most part accepted Ruchian state media reports of Nazism, repression, and extreme poverty within Ucryn—problems they believed the Ruchian army was there to remedy. Clips showing healthy and prosperous, but apprehensive Ucrynian citizens preparing for and then resisting the onslaught of Ruchian troops and armor have been a gut punch to people in Ruchia. Especially horrifying to the public have been clips revealing massacres of Ucrynian civilians by Ruchian troops. 
 
    Troops often recognizable to family, friends, neighbors, and acquaintances. This recognition has made it difficult to claim that they are merely actors dressed up as Ruchians.   
 
    Of course, the main item of interest to the Ucrynian people is the impact of Pootin’s death on the war. A war that most believe an unhinged Pootin instigated on a whim. Will the war continue under Pootin’s successors, or will it stagnate? Perhaps, without Pootin to drive it, the Ruchians will lack the resolve to continue prosecuting the war and might even retreat. 
 
    It is too early to know the answers to these questions. It does seem that the Ruchian military has, in general, pressed little to advance the war since Pootin’s assassination. Of course, there are exceptions. Some small units have advanced and others have retreated, but in general, the lines are holding in place. 
 
    Of note, the Ruchian navy suffered a devastating blow last night when every one of their warships currently docked in Sevastopol sank. Saboteurs may have blown up one or two ships, but it is hard to imagine such agents successfully making their way into so many heavily guarded military vessels. All the explosions occurred within an hour of one another. This tight timeline would have required many highly-specialized experts to work semi-simultaneously. Some have speculated that, instead of saboteurs, there may be a sophisticated new weapon in action. Perhaps something related to the weapon that rendered four Ruchian armored columns impotent near Kvg City several days ago. Of note, another Ruchian armored unit seems to have been destroyed in northern Crymea last night as well. As opposed to the explosions which sank the warships, the weapon used on the first four columns seems to have caused widespread engine failures. Though explosions and engine failures do not seem related, perhaps the technology can be repurposed.  
 
    On the other hand, there are rumors that explosions may have been involved in damaging the armored unit last night. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    While Eva and Witt set up, Captain Popova found himself with nervous jitters. No matter how many times he told himself the men would appreciate any entertainment. Nor all the times he reminded himself of how impressed he’d been by Eva’s talent on the guitar. Despite all that, he knew music lovers could be astonishingly fickle and hard to please. And Ucrynian music was different from Merican music, even if Eva could play some Ucrynian tunes. 
 
    Witt was listening to the keyboard on headphones, apparently clicking through the different tones the little synthesizer had available. He’d already tested the sax and pronounced it satisfactory. Popova had come up with a microphone and a small PA system but hadn’t been able to find a tuner so Eva had tuned one of the guitars to the keyboard. Presently, Eva and Daniela were tuning the two guitars to one another. 
 
    Popova saw three of his unit’s men come in. They’re early! he thought, reflecting that he should’ve had a doorman and wondering whether their early entrance would ruin the opening of the show. But, after all, it wasn’t as if this beer garden—the only one in the little town closest to his company—had a curtain to draw aside. 
 
    The men sat down near the front. They’re hedging their bets, Popova thought, sitting in good seats, but not in the very front where it’d be rude if they decided to get up and leave because they didn’t like the music. 
 
    After a couple of minutes, he stopped worrying that the early arrivals would spoil the surprise, and began to fret that no one else would show up.  
 
    Especially if the next ones to come in only saw three guys sitting down front and decided it was a flop. 
 
    Eva stepped over to the amplifier and plugged in the guitar. She began playing an arpeggio while Daniela slowly turned the volume up. They adjusted the settings on the amp, then Eva walked the arpeggio through several chords while testing the two effects pedals supplied by the owner of the guitar and amp. 
 
    Though the arpeggio was simple, Popova found it haunting. He wondered just why it sounded so much better than similar things he’d heard other musicians play on their guitars. The guy who owned the equipment was a gifted amateur but it’d certainly never sounded this good when he played it. 
 
    At this point, while continuing the arpeggio, Eva simultaneously began picking out a melody.  
 
    It took Popova a moment to recognize a currently popular Ucrynian song. A fast and fiery one about the war.  
 
    Eva’s version was slow and poignant. 
 
    Popova liked hers better. 
 
    After Eva had gone through a verse and a chorus, a synthesizer chord filled in. Popova’s eyes jumped to Witt. The young man had finished fooling around with the little keyboard and had chosen a tone that perfectly complemented Eva’s sound on the guitar. 
 
    To Popova’s astonishment, the next time through the chord progression Eva leaned into the mic and began to sing. Not in English! Instead, she sang a delightfully accented version of the Ucrynian words. I know she doesn’t speak the language, he thought, so, how is she remembering lyrics that must be nonsense to her?! His next admiring thought regarded the richness of her voice. Then with even more appreciation, he realized the richness didn’t come from exotic effects—because the little PA system didn’t have any effects at all! 
 
    Without the boisterousness Popova would’ve feared, a large group of men tiptoed respectfully into view. They seemed to have entered the back of the room, been captivated by the music, and were now carefully making their way to the front. Having heard the music, they weren’t timid about filling the seats in the very front row that the first three had left empty. 
 
    The beer garden’s waitpersons began quietly taking orders as the room continued to fill.  
 
    Popova kept worrying the soldiers would get raucous. That they’d treat this as a beer hall with live background music, not, as Popova considered it, a concert that happened to include beer. He began to see townspeople and soldiers from other units filtering in. By the time he’d scheduled the show to start, every seat was full.  
 
    Shortly after that, it was standing room only. 
 
    The rowdiness Popova had feared never materialized, the crowd pressing inward but remaining hushed through gorgeous versions of several popular Ucrynian songs. All of which, Eva somehow sang in Ucrynian. Realizing he was standing next to Hax, he turned to the big man, “How is she remembering Ucrynian lyrics?! They’ve got to be nonsense syllables to her unless she speaks Ucrynian… she doesn’t, does she?” 
 
    Hax slowly shook his head. “She’s an astonishing musician though. Maybe she can remember them the way you or I remember the nonsense chants in some popular songs?” 
 
    “I’ll bet she makes it big someday,” Popova ventured. 
 
    “Yeah,” Hax said, a subtle smile on his face. 
 
    Popova studied the tall man’s expression for a moment, then wondered, Has she already made it big and I’m just so clueless about current music that I haven’t heard about her? 
 
    Eva had started playing “Morning Has Broken,” a non-Ucrynian song Popova loved. This time she sang in English but Daniela stepped forward to give a spoken Ucrynian translation of each verse—Eva having somehow made room in the music for Daniela’s recitation of the translation without Popova being able to tell whether she’d added or repeated measures.  
 
    In the second verse, Witt sang a high tenor harmony and, astonishing Popova with his range, in the third verse, he sang bass. 
 
    Like the first time she’d played, Eva offered up her softer, less martial, version of the Ucrynian anthem, bringing everyone to their feet, tears on many cheeks. During the anthem, Witt played a mournful solo on the saxophone.  
 
    They played “1944” and “A Duck is Crossing,” Ucrynian songs Eva had played in the devastated little town. 
 
    When they played “Bridge Over Troubled Water,” Witt strummed guitar and Daniela translated again. 
 
    A popular one they hadn’t done before was Maroon 5’s “Memories,” a song Popova had heard and liked without paying enough attention to the lyrics to realize how appropriate it was for what was happening in his country now. Eva sang the first verse in English,  
 
      
 
    Here's to the ones that we got
Cheers to the wish you were here, but you're not
'Cause the drinks bring back all the memories
Of everything we've been through 
 
    Toast to the ones here today
Toast to the ones that we lost on the way
'Cause the drinks bring back all the memories
And the memories bring back, memories bring back you… 
 
      
 
    Then Eva and Witt kept playing while Daniela’s tearful spoken translation brought the crowd to its feet once again, swaying, arms across one another’s shoulders: 
 
    Then while Popova gaped, Eva sang the rest of the song in Ucrynian! Once again, he thought, I can’t remember lyrics to songs I understand! How can she remember this entire song when the words must not even make sense to her?! 
 
    Toward the end of the evening, they played another western song Popova had heard and liked. It must be a very recent hit because he’d been hearing it played in a lot of places during the past week. 
 
    But, once again, he hadn’t paid much attention to the lyrics until this performance. 
 
    Now, in this time and place, they touched him deeply: 
 
      
 
    When the sun, it is gone 
 
    And the moon, it has not come 
 
    And the clouds, they’re blockin’ the stars 
 
      
 
    Some will say, oh it is dark 
 
    But my soul, will be bright 
 
    ’Cause I’ll know, that you’re there 
 
    Oh watching, from the sky 
 
    So my friend, come with me 
 
    And together, we will fight 
 
    For justice, and our ways 
 
    And our lives, and our days… 
 
      
 
    Popova turned to Hax, “I love that song. I’ve heard it but I don’t know who does it?” 
 
    With another restrained smile, Hax said, “A group called Eve of Destruction. I love them.” He shrugged, “I’m betting you’ll know their name someday soon.” 
 
      
 
    They finished the song by repeating the last four lines, alternating English and Ucrynian— 
 
      
 
    Oh my friends, how we fought 
 
    Fought for justice, and our lives,  
 
    Damn the cost, otherwise 
 
    The price was low, for what we got 
 
      
 
    —The crowd soon got the idea, singing along with Eva and Witt until their voices were hoarse. 
 
    In tears once again, Popova found it cathartic… 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    When the show broke up and most of the people had left the beer garden, Popova learned that Eva had paid for everyone’s drinks and the rental of the facility.  
 
    She must’ve made it big in the music world already, he thought.
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 Epilogue 
 
     
 
      
 
    Reiter’s News Service, Damakus, Cyreea— Barras Anshed, the President of Cyreea, lost the presidency in what most agree was a well-run and fair election. As Anshed ruled the country with an iron grip for decades, observers within and without the country have been surprised by Anshed’s unexpected support for a stringently democratic voting process. A process that almost all pundits expected would cost him the election.  
 
    However, during the campaign Anshed repeatedly spoke of his desire to set his homeland on the path to full democracy. He frequently claimed that he had now eliminated the rampant corruption that’d been present early in his presidency and that he now wanted to turn the country over to its citizens. Though he ran as a candidate in the election, his campaign seemed half-hearted. 
 
    Some still believe he will repudiate the result and resume his dictatorial ways, but… 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once they’d finished their mission, Hax and Roni headed for Warsa and a flight back home and back to school. 
 
    Witt and Eva said they were going to Paris to have a few days of vacation before the EOD tour started in Germany.  
 
    Daniela walked unannounced to an old familiar door and knocked, her emotions rocking her every which way. Am I lightheaded?! she wondered in consternation at a slight haze before her eyes.  
 
    Then the door opened and her sister stared at her, confusion on her face.  
 
    “Hi, Tevi,” Daniela said, her voice sounding like a rusty door hinge.” 
 
    “Daniela!” Tevi shrieked, throwing her arms around her. 
 
    “What’s going on out here?” Daniela’s mom said, appearing behind Tevi, alarmed by the shouting. She also stared at Daniela without recognition for a moment, then stumbled back to the couch and sat heavily, beginning to weep. 
 
    Daniela and Tevi sat on either side of their mother, alternately hugging, sobbing, and occasionally giggling. 
 
    A few minutes later, Daniela’s father came in from work, finding them still on the couch. It took him a few moments to understand what was happening. When he realized Daniela was the third woman on the couch he dropped to his knees in front of them, wrapping his arms around them and sobbing with them. 
 
    After a moment, Daniela asked, “Why’re you crying and yet sometimes laughing?” 
 
    “It’s so good to have you back,” her mother said. “But it’s also a sad reminder that Olek’s gone forever.” 
 
    “He got killed on the first day?” Daniela asked. “How did he even get into the fighting so soon? Shouldn’t he have to have gone through military training before he could join the fighting?” 
 
    Her father shook his head. “A lot of people have been fighting the Ruchians without training.” He rubbed his reddened eyes, “And a lot of them, not just your brother, have died.” 
 
    “Olek was working near the border,” Tevi elaborated. “When he heard the Ruchians were coming, he gathered some friends, borrowed some chainsaws, and drove out P13 until they were in the forest close to the border. They started felling trees across the highway, hoping to slow the advance and resupply situation for the Ruchians.” She choked back a sob, “The guys that went with him said we should be very proud. Olek, he led the group and seemed to know what to do when no one else had ideas.” 
 
    “But the Ruchians were faster than they expected,” Daniela’s father continued heavily. “One of their APCs came around a bend and started shooting at them. Olek tried to finish cutting one more tree…” The older man’s voice broke and his throat worked. A moment later he choked out. “A 30mm round from the APC’s cannon got him.” 
 
    Tevi said, “Somebody came through a few days back and wiped out entire columns of Ruchian armor without even shooting at them. If that weapon had been available right at the beginning, Olek might still be with us.” 
 
    I helped with that! Daniela wanted to say but didn’t because she knew she must keep that secret. Instead, tears streaming, she asked, “Can I visit Olek’s grave?” 
 
    Her father nodded, “We’ll all go with you. How long can you stay?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet,” Daniela said sniffling. “I’ve got to be in Germany in four days but I don’t know how long it’ll take to get there.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Allie looked down on a sleeping Witt, thinking that dating a bandmate had to be a bad idea. Especially a bandmate as important to the group as Witt Ryllin. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, she nudged him. “Hey, sleepyhead. Paris isn’t gonna see itself, you know.” 
 
    Witt sat bolt upright, “Sorry! What time is it?” 
 
    “A quarter past time for a croissant.” 
 
    He vanished. When she turned around, she found him fully dressed and standing by the door of their hotel room. Flashing her a triumphant grin, he said, “Aren’t you ready yet?” 
 
    Narrowing her eyes, she said, “Are you angling for the title of ‘World’s Most Annoying Boyfriend?’” 
 
    His eyes flashed wide, “Have I been promoted to boyfriend?!” 
 
    Still frowning, she said, “That’s all you got out of what I said?” 
 
    He blinked, then grinned, “I heard, ‘World’s Bestest Boyfriend,’ was there something else in there?” He cocked his head thoughtfully, ‘Wonderful,’ perhaps?” 
 
    She snorted and started for the door, “I’d say you’re angling for ‘short-lived.’” 
 
    Opening the door, he contemplatively said, “Better your short-lived boyfriend, than to never be boyfriended at all.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    I’m sitting with a beautiful girl in a Parisian café, Witt thought, taking a bite of his croissant with an unreal sense of wonder. About a year ago, my life was a disaster. His parents were divorced. His dad was a drunk. His mother was deeply in debt and moving her family of three into a one-bedroom apartment. Witt wanted to go to college but had no prospect of being able to afford it. Girls hadn’t given him the time of day and he’d had no thought that they might someday do so. 
 
    Almost all those things are better now, he thought, and I have a kind of—not a superpower. More of a mini-power. But it lets me do things I would never have believed… 
 
    “What’re you mooning about?” the beautiful girl across the table asked. 
 
    He smiled. “About how much better my life is with you in it.” 
 
    Allie smiled back. “I feel pretty much the same.” 
 
    “Pretty much?” he asked, letting worry seep into his tone. 
 
    She nodded slowly. “I love us, but I also love EOD. I’m worried about what it’d do to the band if we broke up.” 
 
    He frowned, “Why would we break up?!” 
 
    She shrugged, “You might decide you can’t live with my gigantic ego. Some beautiful groupie might seduce you away from me. A talent scout might convince you that you’d be better off as a solo artist with your own band…” she trailed off pensively. 
 
    Staring at her, he said, “Wow. This is a record, even for me.” 
 
    “A record?” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Getting dumped what, five or six days after our first kiss?” 
 
    She laughed. “No one’s dumping anyone! I’m just worried you’re gonna see through my shallow depths and, when you leave me, it’s gonna trash our band…” 
 
    Suddenly, they both froze in place as they heard their first recording, “When the Sun is Gone,” coming over the sound system in the café. He grinned at her. “Maybe our band’s gonna do okay.” 
 
    She wrinkled her nose at him. “Maybe, but saying things like that’s probably bad for our karma…” she turned to stare at three young girls who’d gotten up from a table near them and started slowly dancing to the music. “Uh-oh…” 
 
    “What?” Witt said, watching the girls in bemusement. 
 
    “They’re dancing together as if they’re following choreography. You think someone made a TikTok for ‘When the Sun’?” 
 
    “I thought TikToks were all cheerful, bouncy little things?” 
 
    “Not all of them…” Allie said musingly. She turned back to give Witt a serious look, “Hey, you know how you sang bass on a few of the songs at Popova’s party?” 
 
    Witt nodded. 
 
    “I didn’t think you could reach notes that low…” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes, “Did you slow time to do that?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Would you be able to do that, singing with EOD? ’Cause I thought it sounded… um, don’t get a swelled head, astonishingly good.” 
 
    He grinned, “Sure. I’m counting on it to be one reason you can’t dump me. Once the world gets addicted to EOD’s new bass singer, you wouldn’t dare.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Bass singers are cheap. A rhythm guitarist, now, that’s something that’d be hard to replace.” 
 
    He gave her a disbelieving look, “Strumming a guitar’s no big deal.” 
 
    She leaned over and kissed him. “I think I’ll keep you around, just for your cute little ego.” She stood, “Let’s go for a walk in the Jardin des Tuileries.” 
 
    Witt got up, left some uros on the table, and followed her. The gardens were peaceful but cool in the middle of March. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    As they walked, Allie was deep in thought. She looked around at the park but said little.  
 
    Eventually, Witt asked, “What’re you pondering?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m missing the gardens, aren’t I?” She stopped and turned a full revolution as if trying to record the scene in her mind.  
 
    They resumed walking but eventually, Witt said, “Is something bothering you? Is it bad? Can I help?” 
 
    She snorted, “No, I’m just stuck on the lyrics of my new song.” She expected him to say something like, “It’ll come to you.” Those were the kind of things the guys in the band had said in the past. They seemed to consider her lyric writing a minor hobby. 
 
    Instead, Witt said, “Share your misery. What’ve you got so far?” 
 
    “It’s about the fight against evil,” she said, glancing at Witt. “Inspired by what we did in Ruchia?” 
 
    Witt nodded seriously. The other guys in the band would’ve laughed. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking it’s like whack-a-mole. Every time you eradicate one evildoer, another one pops up in his place. Like the task Zeus gave Sisyphus.” She glanced questioningly at Witt, wondering if he’d heard of Sisyphus. 
 
    He nodded, “Zeus has him pushing rocks up a hill for all eternity. They always get away and roll back down.” 
 
    She nodded. “So for the second verse, I’ve got: 
 
    It’s a bust  
 
    cried Sisyphus 
 
    Pushing stones 
 
    up the mountain  
 
    I like the rhyme in the first two lines, but the next two suck and if it’s going to match the six lines in the first verse, I need two more lines.” 
 
    Witt nodded, still walking. His lips moved as if he were feeling out trial words. After a couple of minutes of silent walking, he said, “How about: 
 
    It’s a bust  
 
    cried Sisyphus 
 
    Pushing boulders  
 
    up a hill  
 
    Fighting soldiers  
 
    I can’t kill 
 
    Or maybe some of these lines? 
 
    Soon we rust 
 
    oh Sisyphus 
 
    Getting older 
 
    slowly ill  
 
    Soon we’ll molder 
 
    then grow still” 
 
    He gave her a questioning look. 
 
    Could Witt be someone I could write with?! she wondered, ecstatic at the possibility. She couldn’t know after a single verse, but…  
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Walking back to their hotel they heard parts of “When the Sun is Gone,” coming from two more cafés.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Witt was talking to Joe Randall as they followed Eva and Stuart down the street to their Berlin soundcheck. It’d be the first show of their Uropean tour and they all felt edgy. They hoped—on the basis that everyone but Joe had heard some of the songs from their EP playing in public there in Urope—that turnout for the shows would be decent. It seemed highly unlikely they’d face completely empty halls but all of them feared the embarrassment that came with an auditorium that had only a smattering of people in it. 
 
    Joe and Witt had been talking about other things—rather than facing their fears.  
 
    Witt curiously noticed they were walking past a long line of people. 
 
    Eva abruptly stopped.  
 
    He ran into her from behind. “Wha…?” he began to ask. 
 
    Eva twisted to slide between Witt and Joe, shoving past them and going the other way. She muttered, “Turn around!” 
 
    “What the hell, Eva?” Joe asked, irritatedly. 
 
    Then he and Joe heard someone down the street in front of them cry, “Eva!” in an excited tone. 
 
    Witt looked that way and saw hundreds of people turning to look toward him. Someone called, “There’s Whid and Joe!” 
 
    Realizing there was a huge crowd of fans up there, Witt pivoted on his heel to follow Eva. Eva had Ron on her phone, getting directions to the auditorium’s back door.  
 
    Later Witt would realize that the only thing that kept them from getting mobbed was the fact none of those people wanted to lose their place in line. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    In the backstage lounge, Ron said he’d just learned the tickets for the show had sold out the day before.  
 
    Disbelievingly, Joe asked, “Then why’re all those people standing in line?!” 
 
    Ron shrugged, “They’re hoping you’ll agree to do a second show. A rumor’s spread that, rather than selling second-show tickets online, you’ll give preference to those who were willing to come down here and wait in line.” 
 
    Eva frowned, “Would a second show even be possible? Would the venue—” 
 
    “Yes, yes!” interrupted a woman with a German accent. “I am manager. You can do late show. If you like, a third show in the early afternoon tomorrow.” 
 
    “Would we sell tickets to those waiting in line first, then put what’s left up for sale online?” 
 
    Ron shook his head. “Enough people’re waiting in line to fill the auditorium a second time without going online.” 
 
    “Should we try to do three shows?” Joe asked. 
 
    Ron shook his head again, “You’re sold out in Hamburg tomorrow and they want a second show. Hanover’s managed to move your show to a much larger venue but it’s sold out too.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Eva, sounding stunned. She looked at the other three. “I don’t think we want to do two shows a day everywhere. Maybe here and in Hamburg, but can we ask the promoter to try for bigger venues in any other sold-out cities?” 
 
    “Already done,” Ron said. “I hadn’t realized how fast tickets were selling until the promoter called me to ask if she could move you to bigger venues.” 
 
    Sounding excited, the German woman said, “So, I can tell them to start selling tickets to a late show tonight?” 
 
    Eva looked around at the guys, drawing nods from each of them, then at Ron. She said, “Let’s do it.” 
 
    Ed Joseph leaned into the lounge, “You guys ready to do the sound check?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Captain Popova was in an office they’d set up in an abandoned house when he heard “When the Sun Is Gone” again. Someone in another room had it playing softly. Many of the soldiers in the battalion had taken a Ucrynian translation of the song to heart, singing it in camaraderie or when they were sad. In particular, one set of lines got a lot of repetitions: 
 
      
 
    So, my friend, come with me 
 
    And together, we will fight 
 
    For justice, and our ways 
 
    And our lives, and our days… 
 
      
 
    When Popova would hear it, his thoughts often went to how gorgeous it’d sounded when Eva and Witt had played it at the little concert they’d put on. Two musicians and two singers, it’s hard to believe they could sound so good all by themselves. 
 
    On a whim, he did a search for the song because, though Hax had given him the name of the band that night, he couldn’t remember it. Ah, yes. Eve of Destruction, he thought, remembering as soon as he saw it. Wow, there are a lot of entries about them and that song! He saw that they’d recently started a Uropean tour and were selling out everywhere.  
 
    “Sun is Gone” was a big hit but they had a lot of other very popular songs. This despite the fact they’d pretty much only been touring in Merica until now and had just released their first EP which only had four professionally recorded songs. Four songs that’d already been well known because fans recorded them at concerts and traded them amongst one another. Until now, such bootlegs were the only way for their fans to hear EOD’s music other than going to concerts. 
 
    One of those four professionally recorded songs was “Sun is Gone.” Poor quality video recordings of EOD playing it live were all over YouTube and the internet, but the high-quality, professional studio recordings of those four songs had just exploded onto the consciousness of the world. 
 
    Popova was playing one of the amateur YouTube videos of “Sun is Gone,” when he suddenly leaned closer to the screen. Holy Shit! he thought, studying the singer. He went to EOD’s website and clicked on the images of the band. 
 
    Eva’s picture blossomed on the screen. Her hair was very different and Popova wasn’t completely sure, but he thought, I think Eva herself wore a wig and played in our beer garden! He glanced at the list of band members, “Eva, Joe Randall, Shaun West, and…” his thoughts stumbled, it said, “Whid Ryslin” but having been around them for days, Popova recognized that “Witt” was actually Whid—disguised by cutting his hair short.  
 
    He sat back to think. Two members of a highly popular band, Eve of Destruction, somehow got assigned to run a secret super-weapon that stopped four columns of Ruchian armor…?! Popova tried to picture how that could happen. He could see how being in a traveling band might provide excellent cover for agents who were going around from place to place taking on missions like this, but the musicians he knew wouldn’t make very good warriors. And all the true warriors I know are terrible musicians. And, if someone did form a band containing high-tech warriors, you’d expect them to be, at best, ordinary musicians, not among the best in the world! 
 
    And, he considered the Ruchian ships that sank in Sevastopol, there must be at least one other group going around doing much the same thing. And the two groups are so poorly coordinated that Eva and her team almost went to Sevastopol at the same time as the group that sank the ships.  
 
    I should tell someone about them, he thought. 
 
    But, he realized, no one would believe me. 
 
    Besides, I wouldn’t want any trouble to come to Eva… or her friends. 
 
    He smiled at himself as he realized that he’d come to think of Eva as the leader of the group rather than Hax—simply because of her musical mastery. Which was, after all, a ridiculous trait to decide leadership by. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rolling Stone, New York, New York— Eve of Destruction’s first Uropean tour’s on fire! Propelled by the meteoric rise of their first studio-recorded EP and their first single, “When the Sun Is Gone” to the top of the charts, all their tour dates sold out in a matter of days. They’ve added a few shows and their promoter is moving their bookings to much larger venues.  
 
    Back in the Union, their spring tour has also sold out precipitously. Merican promoters are also scrambling to rearrange EOD’s schedule and get them into bigger amphitheaters and arenas. 
 
    The four songs they recorded in the studio are receiving universal acclaim for their quality, energy, and musicianship. Fans are begging for more and Salman Studios, the little-known facility where they recorded their EP, suddenly finds itself booked out more than a year in advance.  
 
    Of note, the EP dedicates “When the Sun Is Gone” to the Ucrynian people and there is a rumor that EOD might add a show in the beleaguered country. The song is a huge hit there as evidenced by the number of Ucrynian artists who have translated the lyrics and put up Ucrynian language covers of the song on YouTube… 
 
    Reviews of the EP consistently praise the musicianship. Eva’s phenomenal accomplishment on guitar has long been recognized but new multi-instrumentalist Whid Ryslin seems able to provide much better accompaniment than Davis Tandy, their previous keyboard player. Whichever instrument he plays, Ryslin manages to complete a gorgeous sonic palette around Eva’s astonishing guitar work. EOD has long been known for its vocal harmonies but Ryslin ups their game there as well, having an astonishing vocal range that stretches from high tenor to low bass… 
 
      
 
      
 
    Joe Randall shook his head as they left the stage after playing a second encore. The audience was still on their feet, clapping madly and hoping for a third. 
 
    The frantic attempts to get the band to play even more encores was something EOD was slowly becoming used to, though Joe still had a hard time believing the frenzied response could be real. 
 
    They all ran out the back door of the auditorium and climbed through the back gate into a truck that looked workmanlike on the outside but, other than a lack of windows, was comfortable enough inside. The truck drove them past the unsuspecting throngs waiting outside the venue and then several miles out of the city to meet their unmarked tour bus. The bus would take them onward to the last city on the tour. 
 
    Then they’d head back home for a rest before beginning their tour of the Union. 
 
    He was looking forward to the rest and to seeing family and friends. However, he worried that some of those family and friends were going to treat him differently now.  
 
    He hoped none of his old friends asked for a handout. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    ESPN, USATF Outdoor Track and Field Championships— After not running a single race in the last month, the University of Minnouri’s freshman track star, Witt Ryllin, broke the world record for the hundred-meter race today. He already held the Union record in the 100-, 200-, and 400-meter races and hasn’t lost one of those races since February. It looked like Jakara Miles would beat him today, but, as he has done in so many other races, Ryllin pulled ahead in the last couple of meters. Miles’ time would have broken Ryllin’s record in the Union if Ryllin hadn’t broken it with an even better time. 
 
    Ryllin had nothing but good things to say about Miles’ performance, crediting Miles with pushing him to excel and saying he dreaded their next race when he feared Miles would get his revenge. 
 
    Ryllin also won the 200- and 400-meter events but didn’t break records in those. 
 
    Ryllin, criticized for his unusual gait and poor starts early in the season, looks much better now. He still falls behind coming out of the blocks and runs with a short, high-frequency stride, but seems much improved.  
 
    His coach, Alton Lang, says they worked long and hard to improve his gait but that Ryllin’s “natural ability is simply unbelievable.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stocking a shelf in her summer job at the grocery, Claire sensed a creeper staring at her from behind. She contemplated going into fast-time and pantsing him, but resisted the urge. She turned and shot a quick glare back over her shoulder.  
 
    Witt! 
 
    Arching an eyebrow, she said, “Well, if it isn’t the great Whid Ryslin, returned triumphantly to his Podunk hometown of Carson.” 
 
    Witt grinned and gave her a hug, “Hello, Claire Ryllin, Queen of track and field.” 
 
    She pushed him back and stared. “You cut your hair!” 
 
    He blinked, “Ah… no. What you see in videos of EOD is a wig. A hot wig. So, to keep from burning up on stage, I wear my hair very short underneath it.” 
 
    “Why don’t you just grow your hair out?” 
 
    Giving her a wry grin, “To differentiate Witt Ryllin from Whid Ryslin. Some of our fans are insane, so it’s nice if they don’t recognize me when we’re not on stage.” 
 
    She snorted, “Your track and field fans aren’t such a problem, eh?” 
 
    “Nope. I know they gave Usain Bolt some trouble, but he stands out in a crowd.” 
 
    She frowned, “’Cause he’s Black?” 
 
    “’Cause he’s 6 foot five.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    “Do fans give you that much trouble?” 
 
    He shrugged, “It’s nice in small doses. They can be so enthusiastic and friendly and the appreciation is nice. But, when it’s all the time, everywhere I go, every one of them wanting a piece of my time, it can get… painful.” He hesitated, “Mom and Dad haven’t figured out which band I’m playing with have they?” 
 
    Shaking her head, Claire laughed. “Completely clueless!” 
 
    Looking worried, he asked, “Are they still together?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Claire said, knowing a big smile was spreading across her face. “It’s been great. We’re all moving into a little bigger apartment next week.” 
 
    “Awesome,” Witt said and she could tell he wasn’t just saying it, but really meant it. “I was, um, hoping to introduce them to my girlfriend this evening. Do you think we could all go out to dinner or something?” 
 
    “You’ve got a girlfriend?” 
 
    “Hey!” Witt said with a frown, “I’ve had girlfriends before!” 
 
    “Just the one, right? That girl in high school who took pity on you. What was her name…? Rachel?” 
 
    “She was nice!” 
 
    “A lot nicer than you deserved. But she dropped you like a hot potato, didn’t she?” 
 
    Witt snorted and shook his head, “You’re a hard sister to love, you know?” 
 
    “Didn’t she?” 
 
    “Why, yes. Yes, she did. Thank you for reminding me.” 
 
    “So, don’t you think, before you start introducing this new girlfriend to Mommy and Daddy, you should wait until you have a few months under your belt with her?” 
 
    A contralto voice came from behind Claire. “Your sister’s just as much of a hard-ass as you said she was.” 
 
    Embarrassed, Claire turned to see the pretty blonde who’d come to the door of their apartment to pick Witt up for his first rehearsal. “Sorry,” she said, feeling herself blush. “You must be the girlfriend I’m busting his chops about, huh?” 
 
    The girl smiled, “Yeah, that’d be me.” She extended a hand to shake. “I’m Allie. Don’t worry, Witt already warned me you can be pretty harsh.” 
 
    Claire rolled her eyes. “Puhlease! I just tell it like it is.” She shook the girl’s hand, saying, “I’m Claire.” Then glancing at Witt, she went on, “I assume you’ve been hiding your true character from Allie or she wouldn’t be wasting her time with you, right?” 
 
    Witt glanced at the blonde, “Now you know the real reason I’ve never had a girlfriend for very long. Eventually, they run into my sister.” 
 
    Claire snorted, “You say that like you’ve had more than one girlfriend.” 
 
    Witt frowned, “I had a second one, the first semester of last year.”  He shrugged, “Admittedly it didn’t last very long.” He glanced up at the clock, “Much as we’d love to stand around this store, shooting the shit with you, aren’t you off the clock now?” 
 
    Claire looked up at the clock herself. “Yeah. I’ll go clock out.” As she walked away, she called back to him, “How come you know so much about my job? Don’t you have a life of your own?” 
 
    Witt just shook his head. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    By the time Claire got back from clocking out, Witt had texted their mom and dad and set up a dinner out to have Mexican food. Through what they thought was some kind of sibling telepathy, they—without speaking—avoided any possibility of going to their mom’s embarrassingly small apartment, instead agreeing on a park near Mamita’s, the restaurant where they were having dinner. 
 
    Witt’s girlfriend drove them to the park in, of all vehicles, a Jeep Wrangler. Claire didn’t think it went with a “pretty blonde” image. Though a girl that good-looking could drive a semi and still look feminine, Claire decided. 
 
    That brought Claire’s thoughts back around to the fact that this cute girl was dating her brother. Which seemed impossible until Claire thought about how Witt had suddenly become a member of the hottest band in the world. She must’ve fallen for his new rock-star image, Claire decided. Though you’d think, working for the band, she must be around them enough to see through the kind of fake cool you get for being a rock star. 
 
    They walked a trail in the park, talking about everything except EOD. Of course, Witt and Allie weren’t interested in talking about something they lived every day, and Claire—remembering Witt telling her how annoying fans could be—resisted bringing it up. Instead, she focused on something that might bring up EOD without her having to go all fangirl on them. “So, how was Urope?” 
 
    Allie glanced at Witt and, as if by unspoken agreement, she carried the conversation, saying, “It was almost as wonderful as I’d hoped.” She looked momentarily at Witt, then went on as if affected by it, “Paris, especially. Croissants are really good there. And there’re so many things we’ve all seen pictures of that you get to see in person.” She went on to say how the people there were much nicer than she’d expected. “I’d heard the salespeople in Paris were rude, but they were very nice and helpful everywhere we went. Same for restaurants. Not snooty at all. And they’re polite about speaking English with those of us who don’t know French.” 
 
    As they walked up to Mamita’s, Claire couldn’t help asking one question about EOD. “So, sibling, I… I find myself practically worshipping Eva. I asked you about her once, what kind of person she is, but you managed to dodge the question. Before we meet up with the ’rents and I can’t talk about EOD without giving up your secret, you gotta tell me, is she nice? Or,” Claire felt a distressed expression spread across her face, “is she a bitch? I mean, I know a lot of really talented people are jerks, but it’s gonna break my heart if Eva’s one of them.” 
 
    Witt’s eyes twitched toward Allie but came back to Claire before they’d gone all the way over. He said softly, “She’s the best. Unbelievably talented and so very, very nice.” 
 
    For a moment Allie had a shy smile on her face, as if she were glad to hear Witt liked their boss, but that smile faded almost immediately to neutral. 
 
    Claire had been going to ask Allie too, to see what someone a little farther down the food chain thought of Eva, but the little interplay between them left her wondering. However, after a moment she decided a woman might have a very different perspective that she couldn’t pass up. Claire asked her, “Allie? What do you think?” 
 
    Allie quirked a grin, then said, “I don’t think she’s nearly as nice as Witt’s making her out to be. She’s bossy and she got in a fight with Davis Tandy that nearly blew up EOD. Witt’s probably overlooking that ugly scene because replacing Davis was a big part of the reason we needed Witt to join the band.” 
 
    “We?” Claire thought. It’s a little presumptuous of a gofer to say “we” about EOD…  
 
    Claire found herself staring at Allie. 
 
    A moment later, feeling light-headed, she said, “Oh my God! You are Eva, aren’t you?!” The room swam and she started to stumble, though Witt was suddenly there, catching her before she could fall.  
 
    Then Eva was steadying Claire from the other side, asking softly, “You gonna be okay?” 
 
    Claire looked up into Eva’s eyes and said, “Yeah, sorry. It’s just that idol worship interferes with my motor coordination…” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    Hope you liked the book! 
 
      
 
    To find other books by the author try Laury.Dahners.com. 
 
    Or his Amazon Author page 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Author’s Afterword 
 
     
 
    This is a comment on the “science” in this science fiction novel. I like science fiction that poses a “what if” question. Not everything in the story must be scientifically plausible, but the reader should only have to suspend disbelief regarding one or two things that’re thought to be impossible. Essentially you ask, “what if” something (such as faster than light travel or time-flow modification, or a jump drive, or psychic powers) were possible, how might that change our world? 
 
    I think the rest of the science in a science fiction story should be as real as possible. 
 
    Therefore, in this story, the central question revolves around the question, “what if control of the rate of flow of time around oneself were possible?” What might someone with this power accomplish? 
 
    Such stories—sometimes called “time-stoppers”—where a character (frequently an antihero because of how such a power lends itself to unsavory endeavors) can control time are not new in science fiction, though most involve completely stopping time in the world around the character while they carry out various shenanigans. I’ve always been bothered by such flights of fancy because the limits of such a power are seldom addressed. For instance, if time in the world around them is stopped, how do they move objects in that world (for instance to remove someone’s clothing—in jest or with evil intent)? Clothing that’s time-stopped should be immovable. And, if time is fully stopped around you, aren’t you moving infinitely fast in comparison to that world? Wouldn’t that cause disastrous side effects? 
 
    This third book in the time-flow series looks at how such a power (as well as the powers of teleportation and telepathy) might be used to stop a war through assassination. It’d be ineffective to use assassination to stop most wars because there are usually a large number of people motivating and instigating the conflict. If one prime-mover falls, another would step into his shoes. However, many feel that Putin initiated the war with Ukraine almost singlehandedly for unclear reasons, then used the Russian state’s iron control of communications to keep his own country’s citizens from finding out what they were doing. It appears that most people in his country truly believe that terrible things were happening in Ukraine and that they therefore believe in the fantasy that Russian armed forces went in to free the unfortunate Ukrainians from Nazism and tyranny. 
 
    Since the talents held by the characters in this story might easily remove evildoers from power, it’s tempting to wonder whether the elimination of one person might halt the horrors that’re occurring in Ukraine. Unfortunately, as with everything in this world, nothing’s as simple as we might wish. In this kind of endeavor, the potential for unintended adverse consequences to result from the easy assassination of an evil tyrant would be exceedingly high.  
 
    The characters in this book struggle with these concerns and, in the end, decide to use assassination as a solution, but we must recognize that there are many ways such a solution might still fail. 
 
    As a writer, one of the strange things about such a story is the fact that even such seemingly minor powers as the protagonists have in this tale make them unbeatable. It’s usually considered an important part of a good story to show your heroes struggling to defeat their opponents, but I couldn’t bring myself to show them striving to defeat their enemies when (with even these minor powers) they would find it laughably easy to win in almost any situation. 
 
    This phenomenon makes it difficult for me to enjoy “superhero” stories and movies because I’m always rolling my eyes at the (to me laughably fake) struggles such heroes undergo while defeating someone they should’ve been able to slap aside almost instantly. Even against another superhero, it seems easy to look at one character’s power and judge it against another character’s and determine who would (essentially instantly) win. Fights that go on and on trading blows are ridiculous. Even among ordinary humans, real fights seldom go beyond one or two blows before they’re decided in favor of the bigger/stronger/faster/better-trained combatant (you can watch videos of real fights on YouTube to witness this phenomenon). 
 
    Superman would be the prototypical character who should never struggle to defeat any opponent. 
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