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      “Ma’am? Ma’am, could you please come with me?”

      The policewoman’s tone was gentle and kind, which made Kate even more confused. When she walked into that bodega a couple of minutes ago, she had a simple plan: to ask the owner (or someone, anyone, really) where the heck she was.

      Clearly, this was New York — no mistaking the distinct aroma of pretzels and kebab, overflowing garbage bins and exhaust fumes. But it wasn’t any part of New York she’d ever visited before. Kate couldn’t seem to find her phone to check her location on the map and knew she’d never hear the end of it from her dad, who always teased her mercilessly about never venturing north of 59th street. “My little Financial District girl”, he would call her, with an unmistakable hint of pride in his voice. She was his favorite after all, the daughter that most took after him, with a head for numbers and a disposition strong enough to survive the constant back stabbings of the other capital advisors at her firm. Her firm…

      Kate felt a surge of panic. Here she was in the middle of the day, at a part of the city she never had to visit for work. Add to this the fact that her usually immaculate dark grey suit looked oddly tattered, her stomach felt really weird and her phone was missing... It didn’t even take a Wall Street genius like her to put two and two together.

      She had probably been roofied and mugged, Kate concluded. She shuddered to think what else may have happened to her. But being the super sensible person she’d always prided herself for, Kate walked into the first store she could find to ask for directions in order to make her way downtown. Downtown, and to a police station. At least that was the plan. But as she entered the bodega and was about to approach the register, the newspaper stand caught her eye. This couldn’t be right, could it? Granted, she wasn’t sure about many things at this point (including where she woke up this morning, or how she found herself walking in that neighborhood), but she was certain she knew what the year was at least. And that year, the year printed on the top right corner of all the newspapers at the stand...That year was definitely not 2018.

      Kate felt the tears blurring her vision even before she realized she was actually crying. How was it possible that she’d lost a whole frigging year? Where had she been all this time? Where did her bosses think she’d been all this time? Did she even have a job still? And what about her family, her parents and sister must be going crazy…

      Kate’s mind was racing a thousand miles a minute at this point, her heart beating like a drum. Instinctively, she started running her fingers through her hair as she did every time she was stressed and needed to think, ever since she was little. But her usually sleek blond strands, cut into a neck length bob, did not provide any comfort this time — only more horror. Because if she had any hope that the whole thing was some weird mistake, a typo or a prank that every newspaper decided to pull at the same time for some reason, her hair told a different story. Now a good ten inches longer and thicker than ever before, Kate’s hair made the time she’d lost suddenly very real and very tangible.

      From what that kind policewoman told her later, that’s when Kate threw the newsstand down and started screaming.
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        * * *

      

      Kate had never seen the inside of a police vehicle before, let alone sit at the back of one. But officer Ramirez explained it was just a technicality: she wasn’t in any real trouble. The bodega owner would not be pressing charges for the newsstand she trashed. Like the officer (who was at the bodega by coincidence, just buying a sandwich at the time of Kate’s “episode”), the owner was more worried about the young woman’s mental and physical state. Having witnessed a couple of incidents of assault before in the neighborhood, it was clear to him that Kate had probably been abducted and most certainly drugged. He would be praying for the police to catch the cabrón who hurt her, he said.

      Officer Ramirez’s voice was calm and soothing, washing over Kate like a hot shower. Gee, she wondered how long had it been since she last had one of those… Flashes of her tiny Wall Street apartment, with her small shower and her narrow bed which now felt like the most comfortable place in the whole world, started coming to Kate’s mind. She found herself drifting, the view of traffic lights and the Hudson river at the distance doing their best to provide a relaxing wallpaper for her frazzled brain. Kate wasn’t even aware she fell asleep, until the car stopped at the station. But then she woke up for real. It was time to start asking questions — and she had a feeling she wouldn’t like the answers one bit.

      For starters, how was it that, whenever she tried to remember what happened in the last few days, weeks even, all she would get was some weird white flashes and nothing else? What made her hair, usually so thin and lifeless she had to visit a hair salon right before any important meetings, suddenly behaved like Rapunzel’s mane? And why, oh why, was it that suddenly she had such a craving for pastrami (or any kind of grilled meat, really), when she’d been a vegetarian all her life? By the time officer Ramirez gently took her inside the police station to get her “processed”, Kate was so frustrated by all these burning question marks inside her head, she would trash another newsstand if she could.

      Which was in itself very strange. Kate had always been the calmest person in the room, in any given situation. One of the reasons she was so beloved at her firm, was that she could always come up with super aggressive strategies to win over clients and turn stressful situations around, without ever having to raise her voice or so much as bat an eyelash. But her current emotional reactions ranged from sudden crying to the sudden urge to smash inanimate objects and a whole lotta frustration in between. Kate hadn’t watched many CSI shows, but she was willing to bet that sometimes kidnapped victims would appear more ‘scary angry’ instead of just scared. The fight or flight reaction is a real thing, she reasoned. Perhaps she was simply still fighting.
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        * * *

      

      The date was April 14, 2019. According to the police records, Kate had been missing for exactly eight months and five days. Last time anyone had ever heard from her was in the afternoon of September 09, 2018, when she was expected at her parents’ home to celebrate her mom’s birthday and called at 19:39 from her office line to say she was still stuck at work. Apparently, not only did she never make it to her parents’ home, she also never showed up for work the next day either. That was when everyone started to worry, as Kate was famous for not taking sick days even when she needed them…

      Her family officially filed a missing person’s report after 48 hours but, as the weeks turned to months with no sign of Kate, her case unfortunately joined the pile of all the other unsolved cases of missing persons — a pile that, sometimes, can reach a four-digit number in the state of New York alone. At this point, as detective Bertson who was handling her case informed her (a burly man with a thick mustache and not even a third of officer Ramirez’s people skills), all they were hoping for was “a body to give the poor parents some closure”.

      Kate insisted in getting all the facts. She thought it might somehow help her piece together what had happened to her, jolt her brain into cooperating. But try as she might, her memory was still blank.

      “Perhaps it’s for the best,” officer Ramirez said, as they were sitting at the station waiting for Katie’s family to come pick her up. “Maybe your brain is protecting you from the trauma, until you are strong enough to process it.” Kate was not so sure that was the case, but she didn’t have it in her to disagree with the kind officer.

      She didn’t have it in her to talk much in general. She offered her name when they first arrived at the station, of course, but since she had neither her briefcase nor her phone with her, they had to run her prints in the system to verify it. Well, thank goodness for the comprehensive security measures at her firm which required regular fingerprint check of all employees, Kate thought. Once her identity was confirmed as one “Kate Stoltz, 28, former capital advisor at KCW Financial advisors, reported as missing back in September 2018”, it was time for her to undergo a forensic medical examination for any evidence of sexual assault and, hopefully, traces of DNA from the person who robbed her of eight months of her life. Just the very thought, made Kate’s blood boil again.

      Officer Ramirez who, at this point, had become her benevolent shadow, escorted her to the nearest sexual assault facility. Once there, Kate had to sit through several hours of admittedly very nice and sympathetic people asking all kinds of questions she could only respond to with an awkward “Sorry, I don’t know”, or an equally awkward, “Sorry, I don’t remember”.

      After a full physical examination, officer Ramirez drove her back to the precinct to wait for her test results… and her parents. What would she even say to them? “Sorry you thought I was dead?” Kate found herself almost chuckling at the absurdity of it all. She felt strangely detached, as if this whole thing was happening to someone else — perhaps a character in a crappy show like the ones she would  mindlessly watch while eating her coconut yogurt muesli at nights.

      The thought of that yogurt muesli made her stomach gurgle. After trying to ignore it, half out of politeness and half because she didn’t have any money, Kate asked the policewoman to get her something to eat. She wasn’t loving her options: police station snack machines were infamously filled to the brim with all kinds of unhealthy stuff. But even one of those horrible chocolate-peanut butter bars her mother always warned her against as a child, sounded mighty fine right about now…

      Ironically, she was still munching on said chocolate bar when her mom arrived.
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        * * *

      

      The next few hours were a blur. Finally lying down at her old bed, in the room she used to share with her sister as teenagers, Kate tried once again to put the events that transpired that day into some semblance of order. She used to do that every evening before she went missing, back when her life made sense. Back then though, she had her laptop and smartphone to take and compare notes in. Now all she had was her brain which, admittedly, wasn’t worth much at its current state. But Kate was used to working against horrible odds, so she decided to treat her mind like she would any hostile client back at KWC. She would have to keep going at it, but eventually she would get results, as always.

      So let’s see: first, her mom arrived at the station, followed by that detective Bertson who looked like he’d just been hauled over the coals by someone — Kate’s mom, probably.

      Margot was such a tiny woman, barely five foot two and thin as a branch, yet she had an uncanny ability of making people twice her size very afraid of her. There was something about her eyes, bright green and brimming with intelligence, that made it clear this was not a person you’d ever want to cross. As she ran toward her daughter at the station, Kate once again realized how long she’d been actually gone: her mom’s deep auburn hair was now almost completely white at the roots, framing her tiny face like a very snowy halo. Kate didn’t have a lot of time to look for other differences though, as a few moments later she was in her mother’s arms.

      She and her mom were never really that close. Sure, they spoke on the phone often and had a good rapport, but Margot was always closer to Jennifer, Kate’s little sister. Kate didn’t really mind, as long as it was clear who daddy’s favorite girl was. Daddy… Kate remembered breaking Margot’s embrace to look for her dad, certain he would enter the police station at any minute.

      “I haven’t told your dad about this, he’s at work,” Margot said as if she could read her mind. “I just wanted to make sure first honey, you understand. It would break his heart otherwise and his heart has been through enough already.”

      As Kate would soon find out, her dad suffered a heart attack a few months ago, when detective Bertson (who presently excused himself and left the two women “to catch up” as fast as he could) declared Kate’s case officially “cold”. And that wasn’t all the unpleasant news.

      After paying the rent at her apartment for the first three months in the hope she would return, her parents had to terminate her lease and store all her stuff in boxes, currently gathering dust in their basement. Her firm of course, had to replace her right away, as Kate unfortunately disappeared in the middle of a very important negotiation with a big client. It really doesn’t pay well being a kidnap victim these days, Kate thought bitterly. But while she was still mulling over the fact that she was currently unemployed and homeless (“You’ll have to come stay with us, of course,” Margot said), officer Ramirez appeared. Apparently Kate’s test results were ready and well, perhaps she would like to speak to the station’s resident psychologist who would tell her more?

      It took a lot of yelling from her mom at poor officer Ramirez, but soon they had the test results in their hands. And then the real horror started. Back in her bed, Kate placed her hand in her belly gingerly, as if she was afraid that thing inside her could bite her. Because yeah, of course she was pregnant — she should have known from her weird cravings and the odd emotional responses. Then again, being abducted for eight months was not something that comes with an instruction manual, so Kate had dismissed these symptoms as part of the general craziness of the day. To make matters worse, the police were not able to identify any DNA that could point them towards her abductor and, quite possibly, the father of her child. A sudden wave of nausea that had nothing to do with morning sickness overcame her.

      Kate dragged herself up from bed and into the bathroom. She turned on the tap and simply stood there, the sound of running water somehow calming her nerves. After a couple of long breaths, she felt confident enough not to puke her guts out. If anything, it would be a disservice to the lovely vegan casserole her mom made to celebrate her return. Sitting at the dinner table with her family, her dad clasping her hand as if to make sure she was really there (“George, do let go of your daughter’s hand and have some food please”) and Jennifer talking even more incessantly than usual, Kate couldn’t find it in her heart to discuss anything unpleasant with them. She was just happy to be home.

      But now, with dinner done and her folks long asleep, it was time to face these unpleasantries head on. Kate turned the water off and took a good look at herself in the mirror. She didn’t look pregnant. She looked like she was wearing hair extensions, but she didn’t look pregnant. Opening the mirror cabinet, Kate took out a pair of scissors and fixed the only problem that was currently easy to fix: she grabbed her hair with one hand and chopped off her locks at the base of her neck. There. Now she looked like herself again. And the pregnancy problem could be handled too. Thankfully this was New York, where abortions were legal until 24 weeks in life threatening situations. Kate was only 12 weeks pregnant according to her test results, but her life had been threatened enough already.
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        * * *

      

      The days that followed after her operation were really gloomy. Spending most of her time on her parents’ sofa watching shows (“recuperating”, as Margot called it) certainly wasn’t doing wonders for Kate’s mood. Her idleness was a constant reminder that she was robbed not only of her time and the agency of her body, but also of a very promising Wall Street career — a career that she had worked super hard for, every single day since she graduated from Cornell University. And her “recommended” sessions with the psychologist who stopped by once a week to check on her, weren’t very helpful either. Kate really disliked the idea of opening up to strangers (perhaps that’s why she had so few friends). And it wasn’t like she had anything worthwhile to say during those sessions either: she still couldn’t remember how she was taken, or what happened to her during those eight months that she was gone.

      It wasn’t for lack of trying though, that’s for sure. Every night, when she would find herself yet again unable to sleep, Kate would read up on memory recall techniques on her new laptop (she felt bad accepting it as a gift from her parents on top of everything else they were doing for her, but boy, was it good to be able to browse again!). She would try to practice anything from transcendental meditation, to self-hypnosis, to building memory palaces… To no avail. The only thing was these weird white flashes she would get, like the ones she had at the back of the police car. They were more frequent now, but she didn’t dare tell her family about them. What would be the point anyway? They were worried enough about her as it was.

      Truth be told, Kate too was a bit worried about herself. She never was the type of woman who was obsessed with having children. She wasn’t even able to hold a relationship for more than a couple of months. Her career always came first. And yet, she couldn’t stop thinking about her pregnancy and how it all played out.

      Something that many women viewed as “the most important time of their lives”, literally happened to her in absentia. She had no idea who the father of her child was, only that he was clearly deranged besides being a monster. Because what sane villain would keep a woman captive for almost a year and get her pregnant? What was he planning on doing with her when it would be time for her to give birth? This line of thinking always brought Kate to the verge of panic, as she then had to face the really scary questions: how did she get away? And, more importantly, was her captor still looking for her? Sometimes, she couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching her from out the window — but whenever she turned to look, there was nobody at the street. That always felt weird to her anyway, being used to the frantic pace of New York, but it certainly wasn’t weird for the sleepy, Long Island suburb her parents called home.

      The fact that her mood swings had not dissipated, combined with the fact that her appetite had not returned to her normal levels, frightened Kate as well. It frightened her to the point where one morning, when she was alone at home, she actually dialed up the clinic’s number to ask if it was normal to keep having pregnancy symptoms after an abortion.

      “Was there a chance, any chance, that the procedure could have failed?” Kate asked, the panic raising in her voice at the mere thought of having to go through all of this again. She could hear the nurse at the other end of the line, typing on her keyboard and whispering to her colleagues.

      “Well, miss Stoltz”, she was told after a big pause, “failed abortions amount to less than 5% of the cases for women who have had them around the 12-week mark.” Less than 5% would be a reassuring number to someone who hadn’t been working in Wall Street for years: for Kate, it was still a number. A number that was greater than zero.

      When she said so, the nurse half-heartedly suggested that she could stop by the clinic again, for an ultrasound. Or, “if she didn’t want to make the trip to the city”, she could take a pregnancy test… but no sooner than three weeks after the procedure, “to avoid false positives”. Just before Katie was about to hang up, the nurse felt the need to reiterate that the chances for something like that are really quite small. Infinitesimal. The symptoms are probably psychological. Perhaps she should try talking to a mental health professional, to help ease her mind?

      Kate thanked the nurse, told her she was already seeing someone, hung up the phone and threw it against the wall. Thankfully Margot had insisted on a protective case after seeing that her daughter was now prone to tantrums, so the phone didn’t break. Moments later, Kate was going through her online calendar, trying to figure out exactly when the three-week mark from the day of her procedure would be. Lo and behold, it was just in two days! For the first time in a while, Kate was happy to wear outdoor clothes. She went out of the house and headed straight to the supermarket to buy a pregnancy test. And maybe, just maybe, some non-vegan bacon.
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        * * *

      

      It’s funny how life works out, sometimes. If Kate hadn’t gone to that particular supermarket on that particular day to buy a pregnancy test (which came out negative, by the way), she wouldn’t have noticed the “Now Hiring!” sign at the register. Eager to start a job, any job that could keep her off her parents’ couch and stop her brain from plotting conspiracy theories about her abduction, Kate applied.

      Of course, the HR lady thought she was pranking her at first, what with that CV filled with Wall Street appointments and all. But Margot knew the owner (no big surprise, as she knew most people who owned a business in Great Neck Gardens) and she called him to explain that her daughter, overqualified though she may be, was simply looking for a way to get back on her feet after surviving a terrible ordeal. A mere few days later, Kate was wearing a pale yellow and blue uniform and worked at the supermarket as a cashier.

      Punching out numbers all day was actually surprisingly relaxing for her. Especially because these numbers, she didn’t have to lay awake at night trying to figure out how to make them bigger for her clients. She could just do her job, and then go home and not think about her job anymore — which was a real novelty for Kate. Her family seemed happy about it. Not because they considered her a burden, as Kate jokingly suggested when she first told them she applied, but because they saw it as a sign of her getting back to her former self. The good old Kate who hated being idle and always loved a new challenge... Even her psychologist agreed that this change would be good for her. For one, less demanding working hours meant that Kate would have enough time to rest during the day. For another, Kate working close by and living with her parents was probably the most safe and therapeutic option for now, as she was still mentally and physically recovering from trauma.

      Of course, her dad was secretly worried. He and Kate were too much alike for him not to see this move for what it really was: fear. Fear that, after being out of the game for eight months, she wouldn’t be as relevant to the Wall Street circuit. Fear that all her colleagues and future clients from now on would see her as “the girl who was abducted”. A victim, not a kick-ass professional whom they could trust with their money. But while her dad was right about that one, he was blissfully unaware of the whole picture. Because being unable to get back to her Wall Street life wasn’t the only fear Kate had. Her main fear, the one that still kept her up most nights, was that she was going crazy.

      Maybe it was PTSD. Or maybe during those eight months of captivity her brain sustained some trauma, somehow altering its chemical balance along the way. Kate couldn’t think of any other explanation for the hallucinations she’d started having lately. By now, it was pretty clear that nobody was following her — nobody that was visible to anyone but her, anyway. After the first few times where she could have sworn that a red-headed man with piercing blue eyes was looking at her from across the street, only for him to disappear when she would try to get a closer look. Kate started asking the people around her, just to make sure. (She had been kidnapped in the past, after all. Better safe than sorry.) But no one ever saw anything, apart from Kate’s cheeks reddening from the shame of disturbing strangers for absolutely no reason.

      The weirdest thing was, she wanted him to be real. Not because that would mean she was not crazy. And not because it would mean the police could arrest, interrogate him and perhaps shed some light on what had happened to her (although the thought did cross her mind, of course). No, it was worse than that: somehow, Kate was feeling an uncanny draw to that man. Ghost. Hallucination. Whatever he was. Every morning on her way to work, every evening that she was walking back home, she found herself secretly hoping to encounter him once again. She was certain, without knowing how, that this man would never harm her. In fact, seeing him would somehow make her feel safer, as if he was there to protect her from the real people who would cause her harm. If that’s not crazy, Kate didn’t know what was.

      Besides, the stranger (ghost, hallucination, whatever) was a sight to behold. His beige trench-coat always seemingly unaffected by the wind blowing around him; his curly red hair reflecting the sun, giving the impression that his whole head was on fire. If he was just a figment of Kate’s imagination or troubled psyche, then her psyche and imagination were far more creative than she’d ever give them credit for.
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        * * *

      

      It was one of those afternoons when she was going home from work, that Kate saw the stranger again. Only this time, the street was empty — no one there apart from him and her. So she decided to treat crazy with crazy and go talk to him.

      Even long before anything remotely bizarre had happened to her, back when her biggest fear was not getting an A+ on the latest exam at Cornell, Kate wasn’t great at initiating conversation with men she liked. All her boyfriends, few as they were, approached her first. Later on, online dating made things a bit easier; Kate could be really witty and fun in texting, where she had the time to think through and revise what she’d written. It was strange how the same person who was so fierce and cool in a meeting room filled with hedge fund managers and executives, could become so tongue-tied whenever she tried to casually chat with a guy at a bar… But that was just how it was for her. In a way, the fact that this mysterious stranger probably didn’t exist made it easier for Kate to run after him.

      She certainly didn’t expect to catch him though. And yet, while he and his trench-coat were about to turn around the corner and presumably disappear, Kate reached out her hand — and grabbed real fabric. The stranger stopped moving completely, as if frozen in time. Then slowly, very slowly, he turned around and looked at Kate with these blue eyes of his. The sadness in them took her by surprise, as did that sudden flare of… something, something unmistakably stirring inside her. Her mind briefly flew to that pregnancy test; deep down she still wasn’t convinced she wasn’t pregnant anymore. But right now, her attention was focused on him. Because unless she was having a full-blown psychotic episode, this man was very real. So what was he doing, watching her?

      Kate took a big breath, like she used to do before a big presentation or meeting, and centered herself. Trying to sound as authoritative as possible (which was very difficult when all she wanted to do was make these blue eyes less sad somehow), Kate said: “Who are you and why the heck are you stalking me?”

      Two very strange things happened just then. First off, the man said something to her — in a language that was definitely not English (or Spanish, the other language Kate could somewhat communicate in). Secondly, Kate realized that she understood completely what that man was saying, even though she still had no idea what he meant: “I can’t say much here. If you want answers, here’s where you need to be.”

      He reached in one of the pockets of his trench coat and, after seemingly fumbling about for a second, pulled an oddly shaped piece of paper (it was almost conical, Kate thought afterwards) and gave it to her. Strange graphics seemed to be swirling on that paper; graphics that Kate, once again to her amazement, recognized as letters. By the time she looked up from the paper, the man had vanished.
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        * * *

      

      “Ith-rassil, ptet sirihis ra roross. Hroussil htemtep ra grassil, ith-ihadentet ra.”

      While dazedly making her way back from work, Kate kept repeating that phrase like a mantra. It was an old Wall Street trick for dealing with foreign clients: she would spend some time repeating one or two key phrases they used a lot during the meeting, to familiarize herself with their vocabulary — because, ultimately, that revealed a lot about how their brains worked. In any future communication with those clients, Kate would make sure to carefully insert the phrases when possible, to make them feel a sense of kinship. It was a low-key manipulation tactic taught in elementary business psychology courses, but it worked wonders.

      This case was very different though. For one, the kinship was already there. And inexplicably so! To think, this was a language she’d never heard or remembered studying ever before in her life, spoken by a mysterious man who apparently wasn’t a hallucination (although he could certainly vanish like one). And yet for some unfathomable reason, Kate’s brain could translate this language into English without much ado. She could pronounce the words, even.

      Sure, they didn’t sound quite as elegant as when he spoke. Mystery Man’s voice was deep and raspy, effortlessly sliding its way through the weird sentences like a professional skier criss-crossing snowy terrain. When Kate tried repeating them, it felt more like that time she went skiing for the first time in Vermont as a kid: clumsy and awkward, but hey, at the end of the day, still standing. And elegance didn’t matter anyway. She kept repeating the words so that she wouldn’t forget them, in the hopes that something would start stirring in that bizarre brain of hers along the way.

      “Ith-rassil, ptet sirihis ra roross. Hroussil htemtep ra grassil, ith-ihadentet ra.”

      Kate was almost at her parents’ house now (she still couldn’t think of it as “home”). Walking in a trance-like state as she was, she failed to notice the nice old couple from two houses down who had taken their dogs out on their routine afternoon walk. Suburbia life was still relatively new to her. So when the old woman greeted her, it took a hot second for Kate’s tongue to switch gears from whatever the heck that language was to plain old English. “Ith-r…err, hi”, she said awkwardly, aware that she wasn’t scoring many normalcy points with her neighbors. Poor sight due to old age and all that notwithstanding, they had clearly seen her talking to herself just before. And for the good people of Great Neck Gardens (most of them retired and not overly familiar with things such as bluetooth headsets and the work-crazed New Yorkers who wore them to be able to yell on their associates en route to the office), talking to yourself on the street was a sign of either insanity or Alzheimer’s. But Kate didn’t really care. So what if her neighbors thought she was crazy? At this point, all that mattered was that she knew she wasn’t — and she had the mystery note to prove it.

      That note… That note was a whole other mystery wrapped in an enigma dressed in a trench-coat. Kate remembered how earlier, when Mystery Man pulled it out of his pocket and gave it to her, she was puzzled by the cursive writing that seemed to be glowing and moving. So puzzled, that it took her a minute to realize he’d also pulled yet another one of his (signature by now) disappearing acts on her. Because she could read the graphics on that paper as well as she could comprehend the words coming from his mouth — only these here weren’t words.

      They were numbers. Sixteen of them to be exact; grouped in a repeating sequence of two and six digits. And then, there was the issue of the paper itself. Kate had seen all kinds of bespoke stationery back in her Cornell University days, but none of it ever seemed to grow hotter in the sun as if it was made from metal. As she reached her parents’ home and unlocked the door with one hand she could still feel the note, warm in her other palm. She was literally itching to get to her laptop and start investigating.

      Thankfully, it was a slow night at home. Her dad was catching up with his financial news and her mom had gone to New Jersey to spend the night at Jennifer’s, as apparently she liked to do every now and then. According to Margot, this was happening for reasons completely unrelated to the state of her marriage or her husband’s mood swings. (“No, of course I didn’t have a fight with your dad, Kate. Don’t be silly! I just want to have a few cocktails with my daughter. I mean, oh, you understand what I mean, don’t you love? Just make sure to remind him to take his heart medicine.”) Kate was a big girl and knew that some things are better left unsaid. Especially when they involved a couple sadly growing apart after losing a child… only to get said child back and living with them after eight months. In any case, she was grateful for the peace and quiet; she had a whole bag of mysteries to solve! After giving her dad a kiss on the cheek and checking that he had indeed taken his heart medicine, Kate headed straight to her bedroom, closed the door and cranked open her laptop.

      “Ith-rassil, ptet sirihis ra roross. Hroussil htemtep ra grassil, ith-ihadentet ra,” she started typing. Time to see what that language was she had apparently become fluent in.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Internet had never failed Kate before. Online research was one of her favorite parts of her old job; she could spend days in a row, learning everything she could about the key players of a company her firm was interested in investing in. So when her search for “Ith-rassil, ptet sirihis ra roross. Hroussil htemtep ra grassil, ith-ihadentet ra,” yielded no results whatsoever, Kate refused to give up. She tried typing every word on its own. She used every possible different variation of it (in case she was remembering it wrong). She even installed an AI translation software and took a photo of the note with it, for it to identify the characters and match it to a non-Latin alphabet. Nothing. Absolutely nothing. That language did not exist anywhere in the web… which probably meant that it didn’t exist anywhere in the world, either. At this point, she felt like she was just spinning her wheels. And she didn’t quite like the sound they were making.

      In an effort to maintain her sanity, Kate realized she had to take a step back from the language thing and consider the bigger picture, starting with all the different variables.

      First off: a Mystery Man who had been watching her for days, always conveniently disappearing after being noticed. A claim he had answers, presumably related to her abduction and memory loss. (Because there simply had to be a connection between his appearance and her eight-month gap. Kate never really believed in coincidences, even less so lately.) A note with sixteen numbers, written in characters that technically did not belong to any known alphabet. A suggestion that she should visit the place these numbers supposedly pointed to, if she wanted answers. While she was on that particular trail of thought, Kate realized the absurdity of even considering following the instructions of a potential stalker — especially after having been kidnapped once. And yet she couldn’t ignore that uncanny kinship she felt with him either. Why wasn’t she feeling more threatened by that encounter? Why wasn’t she more afraid? Why did the word “Ith-rassil” in particular, the first word Mystery Man said to her, make her strangely sad although she couldn’t quite pinpoint what it meant? Her frustration rising by the second, Kate decided to turn her focus back to the thing she was most good at: numbers. Sixteen of them to be exact, grouped in a repeating sequence of two and six.

      This time, the internet did not fail her. After a few attempts at writing the numbers down on a piece of paper to see if they were some kind of code for a meeting time and place (she even tried to substitute them with letters), she realized the answer was probably much simpler for this once. The numbers were simply geolocation coordinates; latitude and longitude.

      A quick map search later, revealed them to be in Yardley, Pennsylvania, a mere 91.5 miles from her parents’ home at Great Neck Gardens. To think, just an hour and forty minute drive on the I-95 and she could finally have some answers… Wait, how come there wasn’t any meeting time specified on the note though? Perhaps Mystery Man, in true spy novel fashion, would leave her another note stating the time soon? Or, perhaps, the meeting time didn’t matter because this was a trap: this was his place, his lair even, the place where she was being held all that time. And she was debating whether she should walk right back into it. Kate didn’t really believe that Mystery Man had abducted her, not in her heart of hearts… But she couldn’t afford not to consider all possibilities. She definitely didn’t have another eight months of her life to waste.

      When the sun came out that morning Kate realized she had, at some point, fallen asleep on her desk right next to the keyboard. In the hand that was not currently serving as a pillow for her head, the note was still clutched tight. It was a bit crinkled and a lot less sturdy — and it had cooled off completely by now. Also the markings were way less visible today (thankfully Kate had them written down and the geolocation was marked and saved on her browser). There was no mistaking it: the note seemed frailer and smaller, like it had shrunk and withered overnight. With a groan, Kate cast it aside. She got up and headed toward the bathroom, to take a long shower and clear her head. After all, there was still such a thing as the real world out there; the supermarket would be opening soon. Mystery Man and withering notes and general craziness aside, Kate had a job she had to go to and she wouldn’t be late.
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        * * *

      

      It’s funny how time can dilate and contract depending on our perception of it. For instance: for Kate, eight months of her life were just gone, seemingly in a mere moment. But that day, her shift at the supermarket seemed to go on forever. And it wasn’t just because she was exhausted from staying up all night trying to solve the mystery. No, that day had been weird ever since Kate first stepped foot out of the house. Because she was looking for him, she realized. She was looking for Mystery Man, in every street and every corner on her way to work. He was nowhere to be found. But because she was looking for him, she was on edge. And because she was on edge, she saw them.

      To be fair, they weren’t doing such a great job of being inconspicuous. This was Great Neck Gardens after all; a census-designated place with a population a bit south of 1,300. In any given day, practically all the people Kate would meet on the street she had already met before, especially since she was now working at the supermarket where most Great Neck Gardens residents would eventually stop by at some point. So seeing three complete, unrelated strangers on her way to work would in itself be a rarity; seeing three complete, unrelated strangers dressed in black trench-coats and black fedoras like extras in a spy parody movie, was a whole different story. The men (at least Kate thought they were men, although she wasn’t so sure about that last one) were clearly watching her and, unlike yesterday’s encounter, their sight gave Kate a sense of unease — as if something unsavory was crawling on her skin. She started walking faster, eager to get to the supermarket. She would be safe there, surely.

      Four hours and twenty three customers later, she wasn’t so sure about anything anymore. For one, with only five-six people an hour coming to the supermarket to shop, Kate’s brain had all the time in the world to weave every possible conspiracy theory and insane scenario there was, to account for what was happening to her. Currently she was somewhere between “government conspiracy,” “illegal corporate drug testing,” and “elaborate prank by her former Wall Street colleagues to mess with her morale and keep her from coming back.” Okay, perhaps that last one was the most far-fetched…

      On the other hand no seriously shady agency, government related or otherwise, would ever send such obvious spies to keep tabs on someone. One of them had even ventured inside the supermarket for heaven’s sake, and spent a good eighteen minutes casually observing the avocados at the grocery section while taking furtive looks around. He (or she) left without buying avocados or anything else, obviously.

      That plethora of trench-coat wearing weirdos also made Kate oddly miss her “original” Mystery Man. Where was he? Had he been replaced by these men — were they all working together? Or was he on the run from them? That would be more fitting to the completely different gut reaction Kate had toward them, versus how safe she felt around him. Come to think of it, perhaps they weren’t even following Kate, merely looking for him… Or was it possible that he was simply in Yardley, Pennsylvania, waiting for her to make up her mind and come find him?

      Kate kept torturing herself with these questions for the remainder of her shift. But as the time to get off work started looming near, she realized she was just too skittish and on the verge of a nervous breakdown to handle any more close encounters of the trench-coat kind. So she called her mom, to see if she was on her way back from New Jersey. Perhaps she wanted to stop by the supermarket and walk home together? “Catch up on her girls’ night out?” Kate had very little interest in hearing all about Margot’s and Jennifer’s cocktail binging session and the complaining about men (her dad and whomever Jennifer was dating that week) that had most certainly ensued, but at the same time she also had inherent trust in her mom’s abilities to scare people off. Be they suspicious spies or just plain annoying.
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        * * *

      

      Kate really struggled to maintain her composure throughout dinner. Sure, she was feeling relatively safe at her parents’ home (to be fair, using her mom as a shield against the forces of strangeness seemed to have worked on the way back), but the combination of stress and lack of sleep had left her somewhat pale, her hands shaking a bit. Just a tiny bit. Her father, bless him for being the perceptive man he was, asked her about four times if she was feeling alright. After the fourth “I’m fine, daddy, just tired”, Kate decided to excuse herself and call it an early night. It wasn’t a figure of speech either. The moment she found herself alone in her room, all she could do was crawl right onto the bed and turn off the lights. Within mere minutes, she had fallen asleep.

      In her dream, Kate was in a white room. Bright white, like these weird flashes she kept having. It was oddly shaped too: way too many angles, corners and weird instruments, like some kind of bizarro laboratory. Dream Kate was very scared…and then she wasn’t. A pair of blue eyes, filled with gentleness and sadness, were looking at her quizzically, as if wondering what her next move would be.

      Kate woke up with a jolt. That dream had felt very real. So real that she had to take a few quick glances to make sure that the room she was in, was a plain old rectangle equipped with boring, non-laboratory looking furniture. No blue eyes watching her either. (Can someone be relieved and disappointed at the same time? Kate apparently could.) She took a big, deep breath and let out a sigh, trying to calm herself. It was still night out, she noted after a second. The clock on her bedside table claimed it was 04:01 in the morning, which meant she had fallen asleep for a good six hours if not more. She realized she was feeling strangely rested… and ravenous. After a quick trip to the kitchen to grab a jar of peanut butter (which could have been even faster, if it wasn’t for the sight of roast chicken leftovers from her parents’ dinner giving her a moment’s pause), Kate was back into her room — and back into thinking mode.

      The fact of the matter was, ever since she mysteriously reappeared into the world of the living almost six weeks ago, nothing had been normal. Not really. The police still had no leads as per what the heck had happened to her; her memory of those eight months or how she was taken was still a blank; her terminated pregnancy, despite what the clinic, that test and the obvious lack of a baby bump claimed, didn’t actually feel terminated at all. And the worse thing was, she had this sense of being constantly watched, no matter what she did or where she went.

      If anything, all the chaos these past two days was a relief: finally, the outside world was making an effort to match the craziness in Kate’s brain. So what was the point in trying to pretend she could ignore all this and go on about her life? Why shouldn’t she explore the only lead she had for answers? Speaking of leads, where was that note? Kate was sure she had left it on her desk, but now it was nowhere to be found. Ugh, never mind. She still had the Yardley address. If that was indeed Mystery Man’s house, she could take her dad’s car now and be there at first light. It was Saturday anyway, Kate reasoned. Her dad wouldn’t need his car to go to work. But what if… what if it took longer than expected for her to get back? If she ever did?

      Her rational brain started taking over a bit. Above anything and everything else, she couldn’t keep doing this to her parents. They’d been hurt enough by all this and were only just beginning to get back on their feet. They wanted her to be happy and safe and if she couldn’t be those things to no fault of their own, at least she needed to somehow let them know.

      She took out a paper from her notebook and started writing… and then scratching out what she’d just written. What’s the most sane way of telling your parents you believe you’re being followed and that it’s somehow related to your kidnapping? They would tell her to go to the police, obviously. But somehow Kate had very little faith in that detective Bertson and his mustache — what could he do anyway? Post a surveillance detail in Great Neck Gardens? For how long? No, Kate needed real answers; she just couldn’t wait any longer. Determined, she took another piece of paper and tried again.

      “Guys, it’s okay, don’t be scared. I just had a flashback from the time when I was missing, and I had to take the car to go and check it out. I do truly believe I’m not in any real danger. But I also know we’ve all been through a lot and I don’t want you to worry… So, if I’m not back in 24 hours, please feel free to give a call to our friend detective Bertson. The place I’m going to check out is not that far away (sorry for borrowing the car, Dad!) and you can find the address for it on my browser. If not sure, ask Jennifer to tell you how. I love you guys, and I will see you tomorrow for dinner. Love, Kate.”

      That wasn’t that bad, she thought. With any luck, reason would prevail and they would wait a bit before calling the police on her. Placing the note on top of her laptop, Kate got dressed and slipped out of the room. Her dad’s car keys were at the table by the door, same place as always. (Gotta love a tidy and reliable man!) Soon she was behind the wheel, her GPS set for Yardley, Pennsylvania, where hopefully a pair of blue eyes awaited her… and some real answers, preferably.
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        * * *

      

      It was 06:20 in the morning when she arrived at her destination. A borough in Bucks County flanked by the Delaware River, Yardley was about twice as large as Great Neck Gardens and probably twice as beautiful. Even in her agitated state, Kate could appreciate the architecture of its historic district, the serenity of Washington Crossing State Park and the golf course… Her car was practically the only one on the road and, barring a few joggers, not many people were around that early on a Saturday morning.

      Still, she could tell this was a nice, friendly neighborhood. The kind of nice, friendly neighborhood where people not only would know if a woman was abducted and being held against her will for eight whole months, but where they would also care enough to call the police at the first sign of trouble. And yet, there was no mistaking her GPS. The geolocation stated on Mystery Man’s note pointed to that second house on the right. Like all the other houses on the street, this one was also nice and friendly looking.

      Kate ran her fingers through her hair a couple of times, to calm her beating heart. She really had no recollection of being here before, no kind of déjà vu whatsoever. And yet she could feel the importance of this moment, of her decision to come here, a bit like the way animals sometimes feel the storm before it arrives. Was it a good storm or a bad storm though? Should she be running for cover instead?

      Fed up with her own internal monologue, Kate parked the car across the street and headed toward the house. If this was the residence of Mystery Man, at least he had great landscaping taste: the garden surrounding the house was lush and beautiful. Although, the more she was approaching the front door, the more the plants surrounding the path seemed to be taking a turn for the bizarre. Kate was by no means an expert in botanology, but she had a great memory (well, usually) and she was certain she had seen plants like that before in documentaries. Documentaries about the large kelp forests of the ocean; because these luminescent algae definitely looked like they shouldn’t be above sea level at all.

      Willing to disregard the flora discrepancies for the sake of getting some answers to the big questions, Kate arrived at the front door. She looked around for a doorbell but couldn’t find one, so she decided to have a go at the door knocker. It was oddly shaped, almost conical; a bit like the note Mystery Man gave her (at least before said note started withering and apparently shrinking out of existence).

      Taking another deep breath, Kate lifted the door knocker and banged it once, politely. It was very early in the morning, after all, perhaps Mystery Man or whoever lived in this house was still asleep… Thoughts on Mystery Man’s domestic situation entertained her briefly: somehow Kate couldn’t imagine that man with the fiery hair and the sharp eyes mowing the lawn, waving hello to the neighbors and playing golf on the weekends. After a few awkward moments though, when it became quite clear that no one was coming to answer the door, Kate decided to come out of her reverie and knock again — louder this time. He’d gotten her to drive all the way here after all and didn’t bother to specify a time, so it wasn’t really her fault if she woke him up, was it? But still, no answer.

      Her frustration levels rising, Kate abandoned all attempts at good manners and banged her fist at the door, hard. That seemed to do the trick alright. With an ominous, creaking sound, the door opened.

      Kate really disliked horror movies. Apart from everything else (like the fact that life can be chilling enough as it is, you don’t need movies to make your blood run cold), she thought they were also quite predictable. Like, everybody knows that the blonde woman entering the haunted house on her own almost never makes it out alive. The smart thing is always to call for back-up, but characters in horror movies never seem to do so. With a sigh, Kate realized there was nobody she could call anyway, nobody she could risk getting hurt if danger was indeed lurking on the other side of that door. Fully aware that she was behaving just like those blonde women in horror movies, Kate pushed the door a bit further… and stepped inside. To her amazement though, the inside of the house did not look like it belonged to a horror movie at all. More like a sci-fi one.

      There was a lot of strange equipment around, equipment that made her think about that white room in her dream. Equipment that had no place being in anybody’s hallway, if that was what it was. Because if she was being honest, she wasn’t so sure the same rules that governed the outside of the house applied to its interior architecture as well. The corners and angles were all wrong, the ceiling looked higher, there were levers and buttons on the walls for purposes she couldn’t quite identify and yet…

      And yet, she had an eerie feeling that a part of her, perhaps the same part that understood Mystery Man’s language, could find its way around this place with the ease of someone who’s lived here for a while. Kate was so transfixed by what she was seeing and how all these things she was seeing made her feel, she hardly noticed that the door had closed behind her.

      She reached to touch a lever that seemed to be made out of dark green metal, at the same time vaguely wondering why her fingers went for that particular one. Just as she was about to touch it though, a voice stopped her dead in her tracks. It was a deep, raspy voice she had heard before, not so long ago.

      “Ith-rassil”, the voice said simply, in a tone that managed to convey both a question and a lingering sense of awe. Kate didn’t even have to turn to her left, toward the room that voice came from. She knew it belonged to the Mystery Man.
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        * * *

      

      As Kate found out a few minutes later, when she had finally calmed down a bit and could hold a somewhat civilized conversation, the Mystery Man’s name was Sidanav. But when she first crossed that weird hallway following the sound of his voice, she didn’t really care about pleasantries at all — all she wanted to do was confront him.

      She was going to demand answers about all the strange things that kept happening to her and were probably all his fault. To tell him that the police knew where she was and they would be coming to arrest him soon. She was going to yell, even, so that the neighbors would be alerted to the fact that there was something weird going on in this house. If those plants by the door hadn’t tipped them off already. Who ever heard of bioluminescent algae in a suburb in Pennsylvania? Caught in her own momentum, Kate stormed into the room.

      When she took a good look at him though, all her hostile intentions went out of the window. It couldn’t be that she worried about a man she’d just met, could it? No, she was simply caught off guard by the state of him. Yes, that must be it, she reasoned with herself. And understandably so. The man’s clothes, a t-shirt and a pair of slacks (a far cry from his elegant beige trench-coat), were shabby and stained; his fiery red hair was a tattered mess; his face, clean-shaven just the other day, was now sporting a full-on beard. What really gave Kate a pause though, were his eyes. His eyes, still blue and striking of course, were completely bloodshot, with huge dark circles underneath. Those were the eyes of someone who hadn’t slept in quite some time.

      “Are… are you alright, sir?” she said, her good manners suddenly kicking in. Perhaps she had woken him up after all? If so, he definitely wasn’t a morning person.

      For some inexplicable reason, the man seemed hurt by her concern… or was it her formal manner? He definitely seemed a bit defeated when he replied, in perfect English, that his name was Sidanav. But she could call him Sid, he added, “for short”.

      He urged her to take a seat at what looked like a Rococo era green velvet couch while he sat, or perched rather, in a hammock made from some kind of satin-looking fabric, that was hanging from the ceiling right across the couch. The room was too dimly lit for Kate to take a proper look around, but from what she could tell so far his taste in furniture could only be described as “eclectic” (“madman” would be a more accurate word for it, perhaps). She followed his lead though and sat on the couch. If this was the house of a nut-job, no point in insulting him. No point in standing around while waiting to get some answers, either.

      As if he could read her mind just then, Mystery Man, no, Sid, told her he was sorry about that whole disappearing on her the other day.

      “It’s just not safe to talk out in the open, you know?”

      No, Kate pointed out as politely as she could, her levels of frustration rising again. She didn’t know. Could he kindly start explaining?

      Sid took a deep breath and started swinging in his hammock a bit. This behavior baffled Kate at first, until she recognized it for what it was: a calming pattern, much like her own habit of running her fingers through her hair whenever she needed to think straight. She decided to allow it. After a few seconds that felt like forever, Sid started talking.

      “Ever since you were returned, I have been operating on the side. I’ve been on a few unsanctioned trips, I will admit. I had to make sure you’re okay, of course”…his voice trailed off a bit here before he seemingly composed himself and kept going, “but I mostly had to make sure that no one had discovered your location.”

      Kate blinked. It was about all she could do, after this man had just admitted he was involved in her kidnapping. Perhaps not in so many words, but there was no mistaking the “ever since you were returned” part; at the very least, he had just admitted knowledge to a crime. The rational part of her brain started suggesting that maybe, just maybe, she should consider running for her life instead of having a conversation with a man who was most likely her abductor? She could definitely outrun him; he didn’t seem to be in a state where he could chase after her. If she started running now… But the rational part of Kate’s brain was interrupted, quite abruptly, by Sid saying: “There seem to be a lot of Xerrks after you, Ith-rassil.”

      Kate had had enough. Enough of this weird language, and of this weird man who said things that didn’t make any sense at all; and of this weird house where the furniture seemed to be from all kinds of historical periods. Her head throbbed, her blood boiled and, on top of it all, she was hungry again. Jolting up from the couch, she reached Sid’s hammock with a swiftness that surprised even her and grabbed the ropes with both hands, bringing her face close to his.

      “Now listen here, Sid,” she said in the most menacing tone she could muster, deliberately pronouncing his name as if it was some kind of insult. “I don’t know if you noticed, but you just admitted to abducting a woman and possibly assaulting her. I’m sure the police, who have been alerted to this location and will be coming soon, would love to hear more about all of that. After all, they only spent eight months-worth of taxpayer money looking for me… So you’d better drop this whole cryptic act and start making sense fast and in English, since you are clearly so fluent in it. What is a Xerrk? What is this place? And what, pray tell, makes you act like you’re my long lost pal? Because I don’t remember offering you my name just now.”

      It felt good, exhilarating even, to say these things to him. Kate didn’t know why she wasn’t more afraid of this strange man who was currently within breathing distance, but something inside her told her she was right to be furious, she was right to…Her trail of thought was interrupted once again — this time by Sid’s hand reaching out for one of her blonde strands.

      “You cut your hair,” he murmured almost absentmindedly, as if her tirade didn’t bother him one bit. Kate recoiled from his touch. That seemed to bother him way more than her words. Good. She didn’t really feel any repulsion toward him (if she was being honest, more like the opposite) but she wanted to make a point that this wouldn’t be a friendly, familiar chat unless he started giving her some real answers. Perhaps now she had his attention. She took a step back and folded her arms across her chest, like a protective shield between them. Sid seemed to catch her not-so-subtle message. He lowered his red mop of hair, burying his face in his hands. It was clear he was in some kind of anguish. Kate felt a pang of guilt, concern even, but managed to subdue it. She was the victim here, she reminded herself.

      Sid raised his head slowly, his blue eyes misty now, avoiding her gaze.

      “You’re right,” he said at long last. “I’ll have to tell you everything. And I will, Kate. You have to understand, you weren’t supposed to remember any of this: of your time before, of this place, of me… You were supposed to be safe and carry on with your life. But things are different now.” His eyes found hers, full of worry and sadness. He said the next words very slowly, as if he was afraid she would attack him again:

      “Kate, we may need to take you away again. Away from Earth, I mean. At least for a year or so, to keep you safe from the Xerrks until you give birth. I need to think of what’s best for you and the baby. Please, tell me you understand. Please.”
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        * * *

      

      It was Arthur Conan Doyle who once said, “Life is infinitely stranger than anything the mind could invent.” Well, he was definitely right. Although her capacity for the absurd had dramatically increased these past few weeks (it kinda had to, with all the things that kept happening to her), Kate’s brain still couldn’t have invented what she just heard even if she tried. She could hardly process it as it was. She found herself asking for a glass of water, her voice strangely hoarse.

      One of the million things that currently baffled Kate was how attentive Sid was to her needs. Mere seconds after she asked for that glass of water, Sid helped her get back on the couch, procured a blanket seemingly out of nowhere as if he could sense she suddenly got very cold, and disappeared for a brief second before returning with a glass of water and a banana. It was becoming harder and harder to believe this guy was ever in the abducting business — unless all this was some kind of elaborate guilt trip to ease his conscience.

      “Please, drink, eat,” he said. Kate didn’t object. She needed the extra time to think what she should say next, anyway.

      When she could trust herself with uttering comprehensive words, Kate started talking. Slowly, at first. She started with how she found herself one day, at a part of New York city she’d never been, missing almost a year of her life, with absolutely no recollection of what had happened. She went on to tell him how, after a thorough physical examination, she was told by the police that she had been a victim of sexual assault (his expression became stony and cold then, she noticed, the warmth gone from his eyes), which had resulted to her being pregnant.

      She explained that the only logical step she could possibly take under the circumstances was to have an abortion, which she did. She even admitted she was feeling a bit… unsure of the success of the process for a while after, that’s why she even bought an extra pregnancy test to be sure. But even that pregnancy test came out negative. How could she possibly be pregnant, then? That last part came out a bit more shrill than she would have liked, a bit more like pleading than asking. Pleading for sanity in what was very quickly shaping up to be a thoroughly insane world.

      Sid was silent for a second, looking at her. It was a different kind of look this time: his head slightly tilted to the side. It felt less like caring and worrying and more like measuring, examining. If this was a doctor’s office, Kate would be certain he was trying to reach a diagnosis. Slowly, as if not to alarm her, he got up from his hammock and went to sit on the sofa by her side. He raised his hand. This time though, right before touching her, his eyes found hers first, as if to ask permission to touch her belly as he clearly intended. Kate nodded. When his palm touched the center of her belly, Kate felt a sudden wave of warmth inside, relaxing her whole body (she wasn’t even aware how tense her shoulders had been up until just now). She wasn’t quite sure what that meant — if she enjoyed his touch, or if some… thing inside her did. Or both.

      After a pause, Sid looked at her again and said, “Kate, I can feel your child still growing inside you. I could sense it the moment you entered that room, but I just had to make sure.”

      It’s not like Kate didn’t believe him at this point. What he was saying, albeit seemingly impossible, was no different from what her instincts had been telling her all along. But still, the rational part of her brain had to object. Rational Kate demanded more proof than a weird stranger simply touching her belly and proclaiming her with child as if he was a shaman of some weird, ancient tribe, where no such thing as science had been invented yet.

      “But, how?” she said. “Please explain to me how this would be possible. You have to understand, abortions usually don’t fail. The woman on the phone said there was less than 5% chance for something like that to happen and, even if it did, the pregnancy test would have picked it up. Is this baby invisible or something?”

      Kate was trying really hard not to be rude, ironic or plain bitter. She felt like she was doing fine, under the circumstances. When Sid got up from the couch though, a part of her did wonder whether she offended or angered him somehow (although she wasn’t sure why something like that should matter to her right now).

      He didn’t seem to be offended though. No, he seemed to be searching for something. Sid headed toward the other corner of the room, toward a desk with several miss-matched screens (some of which seemed to be floating!) and assorted knick-knacks Kate couldn’t quite identify. He returned with some kind of… jewelry? It certainly looked like a long cuff bracelet, made from solid gold. Seems like they were back in ancient tribe territory now, exchanging gifts. What was next, trying to read the future in the coals?

      Kate was incredulous when he offered her the cuff to wear.

      “I mean no offence,” she said curtly, “but I can hardly see how the situation warrants for a gift exchange.”

      Sid let a small laugh that caught her off guard. It was a pleasant sound, although clearly one that its host body was not accustomed to making; he was even surprised at himself for a second.

      “No, no,” he said, wearing the cuff himself. “This is a scanner. See?”

      He pointed the thing at his other arm and, after a beeping sound, toward the wall. A projection appeared then, of what clearly looked like bones, arm bones (although, they looked a bit weird, Kate thought).

      “It scans your body and shows you its findings afterwards. All you need is a screen, but a flat surface will also do.”

      Kate had never heard of such technology outside the realm of sci-fi speculation before, but she thought this was hardly the time to raise any more objections. She obediently took the cuff and wore it on her right wrist. It was surprisingly bendy, stretchy even, not the quality one would primarily associate with gold. She took a deep breath… and pointed the scanner to her belly, waiting for a few seconds until she heard the beeping sound.

      Well, it’s one thing to know and another thing to see. Because that image being projected on the wall, that image of her abdominal region Kate just scanned, clearly showed a fetus. It was developed enough for Kate to see its head and limbs, although it still looked quite small. It seemed comfortable in her belly, she thought, a wave of tenderness rushing through her.

      That wave of tenderness though was gone in a second, replaced by apprehension. How was that baby still inside her? How was it still alive? More importantly, how did it get inside her in the first place? It was the question she knew she wanted to ask most of all… and at the same time the question she dreaded the most. Not because she hadn't already considered every horrible scenario, but because she was dreading the alternative. What if, she had it all wrong? What if this wasn’t an unwanted pregnancy, conceived against her will in captivity, but something she actually had chosen — just didn’t remember choosing it?

      But that would mean… that would mean she tried to abort a baby she actually wanted, possibly loved, even. No. “If it looks like a horse and sounds like a horse, it’s probably not a zebra” her dad always used to say. The simplest explanation to all this was the one that unfortunately included sexual assault. Kate braced herself for the truth. If he did something bad to her, or if someone else did, she needed to know. She could handle it. The police would be coming soon, anyway.

      “Explain,” she said simply, taking her eyes from the projection on the wall and looking Sid right in the face.
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        * * *

      

      After excusing himself for a second (very conveniently, thought Kate), Sid returned holding two cups of something that looked like a cross between hot cocoa and very dark tea. Kate raised an eyebrow, quizzically.

      “Please drink this, Ith-rassil,” he said. “It’s just herbs and spices, nothing artificial. It will calm your nerves a bit and it’s good for the baby. Here, I brought a cup for me as well, so that you don’t think I’m trying to drug you,” he added after a pause, some bitterness in his voice.

      So he could tell she was still alert and suspicious. That’s good, Kate thought. He shouldn’t underestimate her. She accepted the mug and took a sip of the cocoa thing. It tasted vaguely chocolatey and spicy, with an aftertaste of something she couldn’t quite place. Whatever it was, it seemed to agree with her stomach and its current stowaway. She took another sip, while signalling with her brows that it was time for him to stop stalling and start talking. Sid sighed, audibly.

      “It’s this life form, you see,” he said, pointing to nowhere in particular. “It tends to be incredibly resilient even in such an early developmental stage. Unless you know to remove every single atom of it, it will regenerate. I think that’s what happened, after your abortion: it was…hurt, but started regenerating slowly. Perhaps too slowly to be picked up by a human pregnancy test.”

      Out of all this smorgasbord of insanity, it was the word “human” and how Sid used it, as if it was something that concerned other people, that really set Kate off.

      “What are you saying, exactly? That this… fetus is not human?” She didn’t know if it was the tea or simply everything that had happened, but Kate suddenly felt too tired to even raise her voice, yell about how absurd this notion was. Her rational brain currently sat somewhere in the back of her head, her arms crossed against her chest and refusing to cooperate.

      “Fine. So tell me. Humor me. If it’s not human, what is it then?”

      Sid gently placed the mug he was sipping from on the floor. Taking a step back, he rose his left hand to reveal a very thin, golden ring worn on his middle finger. If Jennifer, her sister, was here, she would have definitely noticed this ring from the get-go (she was an expert at deciphering whether a man was married or not, and had a knack for paying attention to even non-traditional looking rings on male fingers). Kate hadn’t noticed it up until that point however. Before she had any time to wonder whether that meant there was a Mrs. Sid lurking somewhere, he gave the ring a slight twist with his other hand.

      Within seconds, the pale skinned man with the dark circles under his eyes was no more. In his place, stood a truly outlandish creature (“outlandish” may be a very literal word for it, Kate suspected). Basically humanoid in form but taller and bulkier, causing his clothes to stretch and reveal some impressively toned muscles underneath. His skin gave off a green metallic sheen that had almost a serpent-like quality. Speaking of, wait, were those scales? Kate couldn’t help but gasp. Without knowing exactly what came over her, she got up from the couch and approached that person who was clearly of non-terrestrial descent. Alien. She was approaching an alien, she realized.

      Sid seemed to be holding his breath, although it was hard to tell: he only had two slits on his face where his nose should be. As Kate came nearer still, she noticed that his red hair was part of the optical illusion too. There was no hair in this sleek, scales-covered body of his, although the skin at the top of his head did take a more copper glow. One thing remained the same though: his eyes. Still blue like the sky — and still bloodshot and tired. Kate realized he felt uncomfortable, exposed even under the scrutiny of her gaze, but she simply couldn’t help it. Just as she was inexplicably drawn to that lever by the door when she first entered his house, she now found her hand, as if it had a life of its own, traveling to his cheek. She touched his skin there and was surprised by how cool and smooth it felt, although her fingers could trace the scales, almost conical in shape…

      Suddenly, Rational Kate from inside her brain realized something: “That was no paper, was it? That note… it was one of your scales.”

      Was that a look of admiration in his eyes?

      “Yes, Ith-rassil. It was the easiest way to make sure you would always find me: my scales are part of my genetic make-up and each one of them can work as a locator, of sorts. It would always let you know where I am, even if I was constantly on the move. They don’t last long outside my body though, so I worried you wouldn’t get the message and find me in time. But you did. You always were exceptionally bright…”

      Kate didn’t just have questions, her questions had questions. Like, why was he pretending to be a human in front of her if they knew each other? He kept referring to her in such a familiar tone... Could it be that these eight months she was missing, she actually spent in the company of an alien? Wait, did that mean that all these other weirdos that followed her were secretly aliens with scales too? Thinking of them made Kate’s stomach churn in an unpleasant way, so she decided to focus on the enigma she currently had in her hands. Literally, as she was still touching him.

      Feeling slightly self-conscious, she lowered her hand and took a tiny step away. She had to admit, strange as his visage was, it felt both familiar and…something else. Kate wasn’t sure what. “Attractive” seemed too inappropriate a word to use in an occasion like this. She pushed these thoughts aside and simply asked the first question on her list. Why was he hiding his true face from her?

      “It was what you preferred,” Sid said. “Before, when you were with me, it was easier for you to look at me when I had my illusion shield on. This shield makes sure that your eyes, or anyone’s eyes really, would perceive me as one of their own species. It can be very useful when I need to keep a low profile.”

      Kate couldn’t help but chuckle. In a way, that red-haired man was a figment of her imagination after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “I work for a, I guess you could call it a Time Agency,“ Sid said, now comfortably hanging from his hammock chair, which seemed to have no problem accommodating the extra bulk of his real form. Kate was curled up on the couch at this point, snug under the blanket he’d provided earlier and pleased with the sensible choice of clothes she made when she was getting dressed this morning. She was feeling rather comfy. (Of course, she had chosen those leggings and that long t-shirt in the morning because they were practical for running, should running for her life became a necessity. Perhaps she would still have to do that before this strange day was over, she mused, although she was beginning to doubt it more and more.) She took a sip from her herbal cocoa thing and let him carry on with his story. And what a story it was!

      Apparently Sid was a spacetime traveler from a warrior race called Ithaden (yes, all of them had scales), on a quest to basically repair time itself. Kate’s brain hurt from all this information but, somehow, the more he spoke the more she felt…right, somehow. As if she already knew all those things, although she couldn’t quite remember them fully yet.

      Sid spoke about a prophecy among his people, involving the birth of what they called “the Third Sun” (roughly translated in English), a child emperor that would unite the Ithaden and grow up to conquer huge swathes of galaxies, bringing peace and prosperity to the universe. Kate had to roll her eyes a bit at how such a seemingly advanced society when it came to technology (from time travel and jewelry that doubles as ultrasound devices, to floating screens and who knows what else) still had such old-fashioned notions about governance. But then again, her whole perception about life, humanity and how it all fit together in the bigger picture did just recently shatter into a million pieces, so she decided to keep her opinions to herself. She was waiting for Sid to get to the point of how all this affected her. How all this affected her child.

      “Something happened in the future, you see,” he carried on. “Or, well, future depending on how you look at it. Future from where we’re standing now, I suppose. Anyway, according to our records at the Time Agency, when the Third Sun rose in power, he pissed off some other… imperialistic you would call it, race who had plans of their own to take over the cosmos. The Xerrks. Since they couldn’t get rid of him then, with all the vast armies of the Ithaden and our allies protecting him, the Xerrks decided to make sure that the Third Sun would never be born. To do that, they had to eliminate his bloodline.” Sid paused for a second and looked at Kate, as if to make sure she was still with him and could understand the importance of the situation and what was being implied.

      “Ith-rassil, the Third Sun was of Ithaden and human descent. To prevent his birth, the Xerrks went back to the past and wiped the entire human race out of existence. What happened with you, with your disappearance and your pregnancy, it was all an attempt to prevent that. Here, perhaps you need to see for yourself.”

      Before Kate had a chance to react, Sid waved his hand at one of the floating screens on the desk. Like some sort of weird puppy, the screen obediently flew right in his hand. After browsing for a second, he found what he was looking for. Using the wall as a projector again, he pointed the footage on the screen toward the wall, so that Kate could see what he was seeing. And what he was seeing, was, well, Kate.

      

      Tears started running from her eyes. There she was, walking and talking in that alien language, interacting with Sid and a bunch of other people in what seemed to be…other rooms of this house? (Just how big was this house? Had they expanded to other houses as well, secretly taken over the whole of Yardley, Pennsylvania? At this point a secret alien invasion didn’t even sound so crazy anymore.) She didn’t seem to be held against her will; there was nothing about the way she walked and her body language toward people, that implied she was scared or being coerced somehow. If anything, she seemed comfortable, like she was having a good time. For some reason, that made her cry even more. Clearly worried, Sid stopped the projection and kneeled in front of her, lightly touching her knee with one of his hands.

      “I… I didn’t think this footage would upset you. I promise it wasn’t staged in any way, it’s just raw recording material from one of our trips with the crew. I wanted you to see that you are safe here.”

      Kate realized she needed to compose herself.

      “I’m not… doubting the footage,” she tried to explain between sobs.

      She cried because she finally had answers about what happened to her. Not all the answers though. That realization sent shivers down her spine, making her stop crying. It still wasn’t clear what part her and her child played in all this, in this story about Ithaden and humanity… Wait.

      “What did you mean when you said they had to wipe the human race out of existence? Is someone trying to attack us? Destroy Earth? Is that what we’ve been trying to stop?”

      Sid’s eyes were very kind — and very sorrowful.

      “They are not trying, Ith-rassil. They have succeeded. In this timeline, Earth will be destroyed in a few hundred years, right before humanity’s first attempt to colonize other planets. From my point of view, it has already happened.”

      Kate pushed his hand aside. She suddenly felt the need to get up and do something, anything. Warn people. Warn her parents. It wasn’t until Sid grabbed both her shoulders that she realized she had gotten up from the couch and was pacing frantically around the room.

      “Sid, I can’t believe that something like that can actually happen. My willing suspension of disbelief has been suspended a heck of a lot today, but that’s just one thing too far. I mean… this is the whole of humanity we’re talking about!”

      Actually, it was even bigger than that as she would find out later. But for now, Kate was in denial. After pleading with him for a good ten minutes to let her go back home and warn her parents, Sid finally seemed to realize that more drastic measures were in order.

      “I will have to show you, then,” he said quizzically. He took her to the next room, a room she recognized from the footage. It looked a lot less like an apartment and a lot more like a spaceship, with a console and what seemed like a steering device. “We don’t need to wait on the whole crew for this, they’re stuck on a maintenance run anyway. We can just pop in and out, for you to see. Kate, it’s important that you see this. You’re not going to like it, but you should see it.”

      With that, he helped Kate in a semi-reclining chair and rolled out some kind of protective vest over her. It seemed to be made from solid gold, but Kate knew better by now. The material was taking the shape of her body, like a half-liquid shield. When she tried budging, she realised she couldn’t.

      “Hold still,” Sid instructed while going toward the chair near the console, the one that clearly belonged to the captain. “You will be safe, I promise.” And with that, he wore a similar protective vest and dimmed the lights of the room.

      For several seconds, absolutely nothing happened. Less than nothing, actually. The silence, the absence of movement were somehow deeper and heavier than usual. Did something go wrong? Kate had no idea how time travel was supposed to feel like, but all the shows and movies made it seem… more spectacular somehow. This felt like she was in a sensory deprivation tank, one of those her old KWC colleagues used to rave about. It was deeply relaxing, but somehow also very disconcerting. And then, suddenly, it was over. She couldn’t tell exactly what had changed, but something did. It was as if existence became lighter again. Right on time, the lights of the cabin came back.

      “Welcome to the end of the Earth, Ith-rassil,” said Sid with a somber tone, while he got up from his chair and helped Kate remove her protective vest. “Please, this is going to be hard for you, so you need to stick close to me and follow my lead. Do you understand?” Kate nodded. As if in a trance, she allowed Sid to grab her by the hand and lead her back to the room they were sitting before and from there, to the front door. Still holding her tight with one hand, Sid reached out to that green lever that had gotten her attention earlier and pulled it down. The door opened.

      They definitely weren’t in the suburbs anymore.

      “What is this? Where are we?” Kate whispered, unable to comprehend why everything around her was black and barren, no signs of life as far as the eye could see; why the sky was such a sickly yellow.

      “This is still Yardley, Pennsylvania, I’m afraid. What becomes of it. This is the Earth’s future.”
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        * * *

      

      Kate’s main problem with super-villains, whenever she would come across one in a movie or while leafing through her sister’s old comic books, was that their motives were never believable. If anyone had bothered to give them proper motives to begin with. Destroying a whole planet only to laugh maniacally at the wake of its destruction? Working tirelessly to bring about total annihilation of every living being just because it’s the villainous thing to do? Come on, that’s not how people behave. Even the very villainous ones.

      Kate should know; she had encountered her fair share of them back in Wall Street. But no matter what, no matter how unsavory or unsettling she found them, she could always understand their motives and the logic behind their actions. That used to scare her a bit back then, as if understanding evil also meant she had the potential for it herself. Now that her worldview had expanded immensely, she wished she could go back to these childish concerns.

      She stirred her tea absent-mindedly, trying to digest what had just happened. Or, rather, would happen. Just a few hundred years from the time she woke up that morning. She had traveled to the future… only to find it in ruins. And the worst thing? The worst thing was that a part of her could understand the logic behind it, horrific as that logic may be. At the end of the day, it wasn’t all that different from the theoretical question her moral philosophy teacher at the university loved to ask the class: “If you had the means to travel back in time to April 20, 1889, in Braunau am Inn, would you kill baby Hitler in order to prevent the deaths of millions?”

      From the Xerrks’ point of view, the alien race who destroyed (no, would destroy) her home planet, drastic measures had to be taken to prevent their own annihilation and enslavement from an Earth-ish baby. A baby who would grow up to be their undoing… And since they didn’t know exactly which bloodline would eventually give birth to that dreaded Third Sun of the Ithaden, they decided to wipe out the whole planet just to be on the safe side of things. It was unimaginably cruel, but it wasn’t unimaginable or illogical in a “cartoon villain” way. And that somehow made it even worse; it made it more real.

      Suddenly, Kate couldn’t stomach another sip of that calming tea Sid kept refilling her mug with. It wasn’t the flavor that bothered her, no, it was the color. Its sleek, black surface reminded her too much of the scorched wasteland they had just visited, on the planet formerly known as Earth.

      It was instant, Sid had said. At first, Kate thought he was saying that to make her feel better after her encounter with that nightmarish future. But, as they were settling back into the room with the mismatched furniture (the captain’s quarters, Sid’s quarters, Kate realized), he explained that truly, the destruction of the Earth happened so fast nobody had even time to realize what was happening, let alone suffer.

      The Xerrks, who were the last of the great alien races in some obscure corner of the Universe called ‘Far Reach’, had been planning this for a long time. More than three thousand nuclear bombs, cloaked with perception filters (a technology similar to Sid’s illusion shield), had been strategically planted all around the globe by Xerrks agents. Before the Earth’s defences could spot them, the bombs detonated all at once. It was a suicide mission that cost the Xerrks a substantial chunk of their military power, but it worked. Humanity was wiped out of history, the Third Sun and the rise of the great Ithaden empire along with it.

      “But that’s the thing,” Sid continued, taking that floating screen of his and sitting next to Kate on the couch. (The irony of them being all cosy with each other while discussing planetary extinction wasn’t lost on her. Still, she scooted over to make space for him. It felt oddly nice… and oddly familiar.) “The Xerrks didn’t just wipe out humanity: they wiped out everything humanity would do once humans started embarking on their space travels.”

      According to the Time Agency records on his tablet, humans were actually very influential in the original timeline. This small species of people from that seemingly inconspicuous Solar system, humans would actually turn out to be the bonafide protectors of the galaxy. Who would have thought?

      “It’s all about empathy, you see. Say what you will about your fellow humans — and as I recall you had a lot to say about them,” he went on with an almost mischievous grin, his elbow teasingly bumping Kate’s left arm, “but humans were actually the most empathetic race in all of the Universe. Without their involvement and, sometimes, their meddling in alien affairs… Without the tech they would grow up to develop but more importantly without the firm stances they have reportedly taken against military tyrants like the Xerrks, many weaker alien races didn’t stand a chance.”

      “See, Ith-rassil,” Sid went on, “it wasn’t just the Earth that was wiped out by those bombs. The bastards took out almost 3/4 of all recorded civilization in their crusade (I believe that would be the word you’d use, no?) to avert the prophecy of the Third Sun… But where are my manners? Here you are, clearly starving, and I’m rambling on and on. Would you like to have dinner with me? After all,” he added with a chuckle that was not entirely unkind, “the police officers you mentioned won’t be here for a while. We are still docked a few hundred years in their future...”

      Kate blinked, taken aback. She had almost forgotten about that morning, the note to her parents, urging them to call the cops. It seemed light years ago… and in a way, it was. Hearing all about humanity’s great future, a future that would now never come to be, had put her in a kind of trance; like a child mesmerized by a fairytale. And then, there was the proximity of Sid’s body, exuding some kind of weird alien heat… For all intents and purposes, Kate felt as if she was curled up next to a fireplace listening to a particularly enthralling story.

      Through it all though, the pang of her hunger was unmistakable — and at this point she shouldn’t be surprised he'd noticed. It’s like his body was equipped with some kind of organic thermal scanner, sensitive to temperature and energy fluctuations in other bodies in his vicinity. That’s probably how he knew she was cold before, and how he could tell she was, indeed, starving now.

      “Well, the ‘eating for two’ cliche seems to be valid for, uhm, unconventional pregnancies as well,” Kate conceded, only somewhat dryly. What with the traveling hundreds of years in the future and all, this day had literally been the longest one in her whole life. At that point, having dinner with an alien didn’t sound that crazy at all.
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        * * *

      

      Kate looked at the contents of her plate in disbelief. When Sid suggested they have an actual sit-down dinner “like humans do” (apparently Ithaden preferred eating small bites throughout the day, while they went about their business), she didn’t know what to expect. What do people in spaceships even eat? They were, after all, still technically semi-parked at the end of the Earth since Sid wanted to wait and hear from his crew before going on another trip — so it wasn’t like there were many great restaurant options close by. And yet, that ginormous steak on her plate sitting on a bed of greens, looked suspiciously like beef.

      “Don’t worry, I know you have an aversion to eating sentient life forms,” Sid said from across the table. “I do too, unless I have hunted them on my own… But this is just 3D printed protein, manipulated to mimic the flavor profile of kobe beef — you took a liking to it since you got pregnant. Oh, and the green stuff is algae. That, you used to hate. But time travel can do a number to your electrolytes, so this will balance your sodium intake.”

      He flashed her a smile that was part charm, part ‘I won’t take no for an answer, eat your food young lady’. Not that she felt like objecting. She wasn’t sure if it was all the craziness of the day or the presumably alien baby growing inside her, but it was all she could do not to devour the whole thing in one go. Kate seriously doubted she would even remember, let alone like the taste of beef (despite the weird cravings ever since she got back, she still remained a vegetarian). But 3D-printed or not, this thing on her plate was delicious.

      Even as she was munching happily, part of her couldn’t help acknowledging how “date-like” this whole situation was. For one, Sid was back to wearing his human illusion shield. And although now she knew how he really looked underneath it, scales and all, still she found this visage particularly pleasing to the eye. The diner setting wasn’t bad either. They were still at his quarters, at a corner of the room that was empty before, save for an elevated platform of about two feet height. The whole thing was a 3D printer connected to Sid’s tablet: he could choose any kind of object or, in this case, furniture, and have it brought to life in mere minutes.

      “It has been useful when visiting planets or historical periods that require specific clothing or equipment,” Sid observed while taking a generous bite out of his own steak. “Or when I have human guests, who seem to need much more furniture than me,” he continued, winking at her.

      He was being playful. Flirty even, Kate realized. His blue eyes, still tired, now had a spark that somehow made her feel warm and fuzzy inside. Of course, everything about this was created to make her feel warm and fuzzy inside: the red leather benches, the American diner-style table, the hearty food, the conversation… She really wanted to just go along with it, just enjoy her evening and forget all the terrible things she had seen and heard not too long ago. But the rational part of her brain was not so easily won over. At least not before she was done asking all the difficult questions.

      “My baby is… Ithaden… like you,” she said.

      Okay, it wasn’t technically a question. But the concern was there, lingering in her eyes; she knew he could tell. Just as she knew he understood perfectly what it was she really wanted to know. Sid put down his cutlery in a polite manner, the flirty spark now all gone from his eyes.

      “I was hoping we could have a pleasant dinner first, like we used to. I understand now however that it would be unfair to you. I remember how that brain of yours can get when you’re not getting all the answers…”

      His voice trailed off, in some kind of phantom sadness. But to his credit, he recovered quickly. “Eight months ago, from your perspective at least, you were taken from your timeline. Not by me, I should add for all that it’s worth. You were part of an Ithaden initiative to restore the Third Sun timeline and, by extension, save the human race. My hope was that knowing that, knowing you would help save your planet, would make the whole thing somewhat more…palatable to you. But the truth is, what happened to you still happened against your knowledge or your will.”

      He stopped there, a worried look on his face.

      He could hear her heart thumping on her chest, Kate realized, thumping so hard she felt like she was having a heart attack. Running her fingers through her hair, she took a few deep breaths, trying to calm herself. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t anticipated that possibility, the possibility of having been a victim of sexual assault. Still, actually hearing the words wasn’t easy.

      Her eyes flew briefly to her steak knife. If he admitted he’d done it, if he admitted he was the one…could she go through with it? Could she hurt him? The notion of trying to cause him any kind of pain felt as wrong and inconceivable as the notion of him ever doing anything to hurt her. But shouldn’t she do something, react in some way if he confessed? It’s not like she could carry on having dinner with her assaulter…

      After a few moments of deliberation that felt like eons, Sid started talking again. Gradually, Kate was able to take her eyes away from the knife and direct her gaze back at him. There would be no stabbing him tonight after all.
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        * * *

      

      It was a lab experiment. Her whole pregnancy, as it turned out, was an effed up, alien lab experiment like some kind of bad 90’s sci-fi movie. The nice dinner and flirty mood of the last hour now but a distant memory, Kate found herself pacing up and down the cockpit.

      

      She needed somewhere to think, somewhere away from Sid — and although he had offered to relinquish his quarters, it felt wrong being in his private space without him (plus, remembering their previous cosiness on the couch and at dinner only angered her at that point). So here she was, alone at the bridge of an alien ship that could travel through space and time, parked at the bleak end of the Earth’s future. No, that wasn’t entirely correct, she realized, not the alone part at least. She wasn’t alone. She was carrying a child, a half-alien child. A child she had no say on its conception. Or rather, his conception? Hers? It was still difficult for Kate to think about it in non-abstract terms.

      

      These white flashes of the weird room, the bizarre medical equipment in her dream, it all made sense now. As Sid explained, she had been injected with the DNA of an Ithaden royalty, a prince, so that she could carry a human-Ithaden child to term. A human-Ithaden child that would then be taken away from her and sent to the future, to be raised as the Third Sun.

      

      “All for the glory of Ithaden empire…” Kate found herself thinking out loud. There was still something missing; a motive, her motive. Because at some point after getting pregnant, if the footage she’d seen was any indication of her mental and emotional state, she must have decided she wanted to keep the baby. To carry on with the plan. But why? Miracle baby or no miracle baby, her home planet would still be torched by the Xerrks. How would her pregnancy save the Earth? Wrapped up in thought, she pulled out the captain’s chair and sat down. Her hands went to the sleek, white board. After a second, the touch-screen surface came alive, providing her with a ton of information and options in Ithaden.

      

      “I would be careful,” Sid’s voice came from the door, not exactly threatening but matter of fact. “This whole ship, from the front-door to this console, is gene-coded to recognize you and follow your orders. I can override them, of course, but let’s not get stranded on some backwater, prehistoric moon while we figure it out.”

      With a sigh, Kate turned around to face him. Of course he couldn’t leave her completely unsupervised with the navigation console of his ship, despite her request for privacy. She wouldn’t either. Although the gene-coding thing did explain why the front door opened so easily for her back in Yardley, Pennsylvania, what felt ages ago…

      

      Kate was really tired. So tired, she wasn’t even that angry at Sid anymore. She wanted to solve this, really solve it once and for all. Fill in all the missing pieces of her abduction and the time she’d lost. And then, maybe, who knows, get some sleep?

      

      “Thank you for telling me the truth. And for giving me some time to process it,” Kate said, dragging the word “some” on purpose to show she wasn’t fully ready to play nice yet. “You still haven’t told me though: why did I, or rather, the Kate you showed me on that footage being all merry and jovial with you and your crew, decide to keep this child?”

      

      Sid sat on one of the co-pilot chairs, his hands rubbing his coppery scalp, his human illusion shield now gone again. He looked tired too. He already looked tired when she first stormed into the door, Kate remembered, but there was nothing she could do about it at that point. This whole situation needed to play out, if they were ever to reach a point where they could converse as equals, or enjoy each other’s company even.

      

      “At the Time Agency we call it a.. I guess you could translate it as ‘Quantum Reset’, in English,” Sid said. “The idea is basically that the Universe doesn’t like paradoxes. It has a tendency to correct them, by removing the part of the timeline that contains them. Think of it like an organism fighting off an infection, or a plant allowing certain leaves to wither and fall so that the rest of it can thrive… You giving birth to your child, a half-human child, for all intents and purposes would undo the human extinction. And, taking into account all the impact humanity has had in other alien races, this would create a very big paradox.”

      

      After studying enough probability lines, the Time Agency concluded that if Kate gave birth, and then the child was safely delivered to the Ithaden at the appropriate time when the Third Sun was originally supposed to emerge, it should be enough for the Quantum Reset.

      “Which means, Ith-rassil,” Sid added, his blue eyes now soft on Kate’s face, “that you decided to keep this baby because it would reset a timeline where the Earth was never destroyed by the Xerrks. I always thought that was very heroic of you. The crew did too — and by the way, none of them was involved in the, well, experiment to get you pregnant. So bear that in mind when you encounter them or, shall I say, encounter them again. To them, you are a long-lost friend and comrade. Some of them may even want to hug you,” Sid said, quite curtly.

      

      His tone wasn’t lost on her. She was beginning to see now that she had a life here, in that bizarre house-spaceship hybrid. That he, and evidently his crew as well, were actually fond of her. Quite probably she was fond of them as well… Which begged the question:

      “Why erase my memory then? Why dispatch me back into my old life, with no recollection of any of the things that had happened to me? No recollection of my pregnancy? Whose brilliant idea was that?”

      

      Kate sounded more hurt than angry now, she realized. Perhaps she was. Did they think she wasn’t trustworthy enough? How could they rob her of that choice?

      

      “We didn’t have any great choices left,” Sid said, getting up from the chair and interrupting her stream of thought.

      

      The bulk of his true form was still a bit distracting, as he stood there with his toned back turned on her, seemingly studying the readings on a screen that took up most of the wall. Studying probability lines, Kate realized. She forced herself to focus her gaze at the cursive Ithaden symbols on the screen instead of his body and his muscles, well-defined though they may be.

      

      “The Xerrks were closing in on us,” Sid continued after a while, his hands clasped behind his back. “Their Telepaths, an elite order of consultants to the Xerrks King who purportedly can hear the Universe itself think (less foolproof than reading probability lines on a screen, if you ask me, but still efficient enough to cause us harm), caught wind of the Ithaden operation to restore the timeline. We took a couple of seemingly random trips, to try and confuse them. ‘Throw them off our scent’ like you used to say. But no matter what we did, there was always an 89% probability that they would end up finding you and…destroying your pregnancy.”

      

      His hand was clenched into a fist now, shaking just slightly, but enough for Kate to notice. It wasn’t so long ago after all, that her own hands were shaking after having had an impossible day. Thoughts of her dad and how he’d tried to console her at that dinner table, now literally hundreds of years ago, filled her with a deep sadness. Any remaining anger evaporated.

      

      “I can’t imagine I was happy with those odds,” she offered. It was a friendly nudge, to keep the story going. But it was also a way to show Sid she understood, at least to a degree, how difficult it must have all been for him as well. The future of his people was also still at stake, after all. That’s clearly why he seemed so invested in her pregnancy, wasn’t it?

      

      “You definitely weren’t happy with the odds, no,” Sid replied with a small, sad chuckle. He turned around to face Kate, his green metallic skin becoming ever so slightly iridescent in the light. He walked slowly toward her, so as not to alarm her — as if anything could alarm her at this point. “It was all my fault, Ith-rassil,” he said kneeling in front of her at the captain’s chair, his right hand tentatively finding her left knee. Kate didn’t try to move, or remove his hand. The more exhausted she was, the harder it became for her to keep a physical distance from Sid, she realized. To deny that uncanny draw she felt towards him… His body wasn’t as warm now as before, but his touch was still pleasant, calming.

      

      “I should have never spoken to you in Ithaden when you confronted me on the street. That created an anomaly the Xerrks Telepaths caught. Here, let me show you.” And with that, Sid stood up abruptly and extended a hand to Kate. Tentatively, she took it.

      

      They walked toward the navigation console, where he fumbled for a few seconds with just one hand before Kate realized he was still holding hers with the other. She let go. He didn’t seem to notice though. He was clearly busy searching for something among the stream of Ithaden numbers and letters on the console.

      

      “Here, see these red lines? The ones that break the flow of the code?” Sid said, pointing out to a sequence on the screen. “These are small temporal anomalies. Not severe enough to cause a paradox or a Quantum Reset, but perceptible enough for the Telepaths to pick up. A human on Earth in 2019 understanding Ithaden, a language that is not supposed to exist for another two thousand years, that’s a temporal anomaly. When I spoke to you in my native tongue, the part of your brain that had recollection of learning the language was activated. And the whole point of wiping your memory in the first place,” Sid said with a sigh, his eyes now lowered, “was so that the Xerrks couldn’t pick up on that anomaly and find you. You and the baby. That’s what you wanted as well.”

      

      After scrolling through the console’s archives, Sid hit play on a video source. Once again, Kate saw herself on the screen. She was lying on a bed, her head weirdly encased in that golden substance that acted as a protection vest when they time-traveled earlier. Sid was towering above her, along with another humanoid alien. Kate was no expert in extra-terrestrial species at that point, but they looked enough alike for the other alien to also be Ithaden, although his scales were milky white.

      

      Kate didn’t seem scared surrounded by the two aliens. She seemed sad, but determined.

      “We’ve been through this,” she heard herself say. “The numbers just don’t add up. I don’t like this either, erasing my memory, because I know me, the old me. If I don’t remember what happened to me, I might do something stupid. Well, it will seem like the smart move to me at the time. That’s why you need to keep an eye on me, make sure I’m still, you know, pregnant.”

      Sid, the Sid on screen, was silent and stiff. The white-scaled Ithaden though placed his hand on her forehead.

      “You be safe. This statically is the most viable way for the Xerrks not to find you. We will extract you at the first sight of trouble, you know we will. And in the meantime, we will try to fend them off, conceal your signal. Now, relax, Kate Stoltz, this won’t hurt at all…”

      

      Present-time Kate, the Kate who was on the other side of all this, couldn’t help but laugh ironically. The sound of her laughter clearly caught present-time Sid off-guard, making her realize she had some explaining to do as well.

      

      “I’m sorry. But if I’m being honest, you and Snow-White on the screen there didn’t do such a great job after all. You know, the reason I came to find you wasn’t so much because I met you and you gave me that note. It’s because of what happened afterwards.”

      Taking a deep breath, Kate told Sid everything about the weird-looking spies who started following her the next day after their encounter. The news seemed to shake him to his core… Kate didn’t know it was possible for him to turn any more green than he already was.
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        * * *

      

      It must have been more than an hour now since Sid stopped talking to her. (Although it was becoming exceedingly tricky to calculate the passage of time inside that ship with no windows or clocks, the pang of hunger in Kate’s belly was an indication that dinner must've happened at least three hours ago.) He just completely shut down after hearing the news of the Xerrks agents following her all over Great Neck Gardens. His attention was solely focused to reading the probability lines on the screen and punching some digits here and there, the only noise coming out of his mouth some mumbled words in Ithaden every now and then. Kate couldn’t get all of it, but the words she could understand would make even her usually potty-mouthed sister blush.

      

      Sid was angry alright. She understood that, hence she’d decided to stay out of his way and let him figure out their next steps. After one hour of awkward silence however, Kate had had enough.

      

      “I need to know what’s going on,” she said, matter-of-factly. “Talk to me, Sidanav.”

      

      Hearing her say his full name, seemed to jolt Sid out of his trance.

      

      “I’m sorry. The truth is, I’m not the best Analyst on the ship. That would be Ror, well, Snow White, as you called him,” he said giving her a poignant look. “I tend to go for the aggressive strategy by training, so now I’ve been struggling with having to come up with the safest course of action we can take, given all the data. It’s very counterintuitive for me, for the way I usually think. And I’m not particularly fond of the solution I’ve found either.”

      

      The solution was to go home. Kate’s home that is, back in 2019. After running dozens of different scenarios, that ranged from Sid making humanity aware of aliens a couple hundred years too early to Kate convincing her parents to lock her up in a mental facility where she would be safe from the Xerrks (“You would be, though. At this point, their agents are not sophisticated enough to risk infiltrating any human organization, all they can do is observe — and not very discreetly, as you pointed out.”), the safest course of action was to simply go back to the moment before Kate and Sid met on the street and make sure the conversation in Ithaden never took place.

      

      The logistics of meeting their former selves gave Kate quite a headache, but Sid assured her it would be simple enough. For him, a time-traveler, seeing himself would be enough to know that something’s wrong and a sign that he should just drop everything and leave. The future Sid (or, really, the Sid of right now) would then interact with the Kate of back then, giving her the note but speaking to her in plain English. Telling her just enough to pique her curiosity and make her take the trip to Yardley, Pennsylvania… but not enough to create any temporal anomalies and alert the Xerrks. Theoretically, the two timelines then should merge and they could get back to the ship with all their memories of what had happened intact. Theoretically being the key word here, Kate mused later. Because in reality, nothing went according to plan.

      

      It all started fine. Just like last time, Sid helped her get settled on the chair and get fitted with the protective vest from that strange, golden material.

      

      “It’s called ‘Ith’. It’s our planet’s main resource, we’ve built our whole civilisation around it. Like you very smartly pointed out last time I told you all this, it’s why we call ourselves ‘Ithaden’,” he said while rolling the material out over her body.

      

      With the liquid Ith shield in place, Kate was able to relax. She waited for Sid to dim the cabin lights and for existence to become heavier, like last time…Only it didn’t. The only thing that did happen, was Sid swearing even more in his language. And then, seemingly out of nowhere, Kate saw him unstrapping from his chair, getting up and punching the wall. Repeatedly.

      

      It took her a couple of tries to unstrap herself from the chair without his help, but she figured it out eventually. Sid’s fist was still on the wall. He wasn’t exactly punching it anymore but he was not letting go either; he just stood there, clearly lost in his anger. Operating more on instinct at this point, Kate ran away from the cockpit and toward his quarters. After a few furtive looks around the dimly lit space, she found what she was looking for: his calming black tea, still surprisingly warm in his mug. She grabbed it and ran back to him. She found him crouching on the floor now, his head between his hands.

      

      “I’m sorry, I…I didn’t mean to scare you, Ith-rassil,” he said, his eyes now looking at the verge of tears. Seeing him like that upset her deeply.

      

      “Don’t be silly, you didn’t scare me off. I just thought you could use a cup of this tea,” she said, looking him straight in the eyes and attempting a small smile. “I know it has helped getting me through this day when I was livid with anger before, so I thought, you know…” Her voice trailed off, distracted by an actual tear that seemed to be running down Sid’s cheek. Strangely enough, it evaporated straight away. He returned the small smile.

      

      “Thank you. And thank you for the tea. I will explain everything, if you just give me a minute to put my thoughts in some kind of order.” Kate nodded, of course. Mimicking their earlier interaction, she gave Sid her hand to help him stand up. He took it. For such a tall and muscular person, he was surprisingly light on his feet, Kate thought.

      

      Sid took a big gulp of tea, immediately looking more relaxed. “Let’s get out of here,” he said, still holding her hand. By the time it took them to cross the narrow corridor from the cockpit back in the captain’s quarters, he seemed to calm down significantly.

      

      There was a Quantum Lock on Earth, he explained.

      

      “Think of it as a…a wheel clamp, only for a whole planet. Whenever the Time Agency imposes a Quantum Lock on a destination, it basically means that no time or space traveling vehicle can get in. And no one from that destination can get out.”

      Kate felt a shiver down her spine.

      “So… my parents are trapped. My sister… Everyone on that time.” Sid, currently 3D printing something that looked like a bench on his corner surface (the diner setting was long gone), he raised his eyes from his tablet to look at her wistfully.

      “Kate, your people are perfectly safe in their own time, but don’t you see? If you hadn’t followed the note, if you hadn’t come here and more importantly, if we hadn’t gone to see the end of the Earth… we would both be trapped in the Quantum Lock of 2019 too. And then it would only be a matter of time before the Xerrks could get their hands on the baby.”

      

      Kate’s hand instinctively went to her belly. It wasn’t so long ago that she found out she had actually chosen to move forward with this pregnancy on her own accord. She wasn’t sure how maternal instincts were supposed to work, but all she knew at that moment was that she couldn’t let anyone hurt her family and the people she cared about. And that group, strangely enough, had expanded within these past few hours to include a green-scaled alien and a half-human baby.

      

      Tiredness started weighing heavily on Kate. She struggled to keep her eyes open and her attention to Sid, who was still 3D printing his new furniture and explaining to her the implications of the Quantum Lock. Apparently, the real reason he got so angry earlier was that only someone working with the Time Agency would have the authorisation and the tech to impose it. And since imposing a Quantum Lock on 2019 Earth would only benefit the Xerrks agenda… the only reasonable explanation could be that someone from within the Agency was working with the Xerrks. Maybe someone from Sid’s crew, even.

      

      “I don’t know who to trust anymore, Ith-rassil. I know Ror would rather die than betray me — or you for that matter. But the others? I just can’t afford to be sure at that point. And I can’t run any probability lines on them, because if they are indeed working with the Xerrks it will only tip them off. No, I have to do this the old-fashioned way, when they get back from their fuel run.”

      

      Kate felt slightly alarmed by what was being implied here. What was he going to do to his crew to find out if they were loyal? Part of her knew she didn’t particularly want to get the answer to that…

      

      “It’s just that the repercussions of all this are so high now,” Sid went on, while putting what seemed to be the final touches to his 3D printed creation. “It’s not just about the good of the Ithaden empire, or saving the Earth that’s at stake here. Whoever sides with the Xerrks, for all intents and purposes, sides with blatantly destroying time and with erasing billions of species in the universe. All to keep the Xerrks on the top of the proverbial power pyramid. And the thought that it could be someone from the people I’ve known and worked with my whole life…”

      

      Sid’s voice trailed off. He sounded almost as tired as Kate felt. But he had finished 3D printing, at last, judging by the small beeping sound on the tablet. As if coming out of a trance, Kate realized that the furniture he’d been making was a bed. A bit on the narrow side.

      

      “You need to rest, Ith-rassil,” Sid said before Kate could even begin addressing all the reasons why he was being presumptuous by making a bed. Honestly, what exactly did he think was going to happen next? “We both need to rest,” he carried on, not quite apologetically. “Ithaden don’t need a lot of sleep but even I feel knackered after the day we’ve had so I can only imagine how you must be feeling. That’s why I’ve made you this bed. You can have the room too. I’ll make a nest in the cockpit. Go ahead, try the mattress, tell me if I need to adjust anything.”

      

      Kate didn’t have it in her to object anymore. Realizing that he was being the perfect gentleman (gentle alien?) and with a mounting feeling of gratitude and exhaustion, she climbed onto the platform and laid down on the bed.

      “It is… oh, it’s perfect. Very soft. Thank you, Sid. And please,” she said using one of her elbows to prop herself up so that she could look at him, “you don’t have to leave. This is your room. Where do you usually sleep?” Sid pointed at the hammock he was sitting earlier, the one hanging from the ceiling near the other end of the room.

      

      The thought of him hanging from the air like some kind of bat with scales, not that far from where she was supposed to sleep, was undeniably odd. But it was also strangely comforting. If that day had proven anything beyond a shadow of a doubt, was that this man, well, this Ithaden, would do anything to protect her. Her and the baby who would restore the glory to his home planet, of course. The thought made her sad after a fashion, but she was too tired to pinpoint exactly why.

      

      Kate kicked her shoes off and stepped under the covers, bundling up with the duvet. It had some golden threads in it, as if it was spun with Ith — probably made from that material, as it seemed to weigh her down nicely, like a gravity blanket. Sid jumped onto the platform effortlessly and sat at the feet of her narrow bed.

      

      “Are you okay? Are you comfortable?” he asked softly.

      

      “Yeah,” Kate said. And she was.

      

      But she was also tired and sad, and not completely satisfied with all the explanations she’d gotten so far. Numbers or no numbers, they shouldn’t have agreed on wiping her memory.

      “I could have hurt it, Sid. I could have hurt the baby. Is there something else I don’t know? Something that made us take that decision? Because no matter what the numbers said at the time, making me forget was not a smart plan…”

      

      Kate looked at him, his green scales now gleaming in the low lighting of the room, his eyes deep and sorrowful. He reached out a hand to touch her blond strands again, like he did shortly after she came. This time though, she did not recoil at his touch. Instead, she let his fingers spread warmth on her face. She sighed and closed her eyes for a second.

      

      “I didn’t want you to go away,” Sid voice was so soft now, almost whispering. “But I really thought being with your parents would be the best for you, given the circumstances. Being among your own species… You always spoke about how protective Margot, you mother, was. And you had to be far away from us, if we were to try and deceive the Xerrks. I just couldn’t bear the thought of sending you some place where you would be alone, Ith-rassil.”

      Sid’s fingers were stroking her forehead now so softly, almost imperceptibly. Kate opened her eyes and looked at this strange, fascinating being. She realized there was still one question left to ask before she would be able to go to sleep.

      

      “Sid… I know you do what you do for your people, your Ithaden empire. You want to protect me, to protect the baby in order to save your world. Is that the only reason though? Are we… Were we something else?”

      

      For the longest time, Sid just stood there, looking at her. Some kind of internal battle seemed to be taking place behind his eyes. She couldn’t really tell if that battle was won or lost though because slowly but surely, Sid reached down. And his lips found hers.
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        * * *

      

      Kate had never been kissed like that. It wasn’t just the fact that she was kissed by someone who belonged to a different species than her. No, it was that strange mix of hunger, desperation and tenderness in Sid’s kiss that she never remembered experiencing before (in the few, tepid flings she had with actual humans). The way his right hand cupped her head and his left arm slid under the duvet to find the small of her back, almost lifting her up completely; the way his lips forced her lips open to receive his kiss, his tongue completely overtaking her mouth…

      

      It was a kiss that left her trembling and woozy at the knees long after it ended. And it had ended for quite some time now. Lying in bed, the bed he created for her, Kate was desperately trying to get some sleep. But she was too distracted: replaying that kiss in her head, while trying not to stare at Sid’s strong body… He was currently hanging from the ceiling, crouched inside his hammock.

      

      She remembered how right, how natural it felt when he was on top of her, the warmth from his skin pouring over to hers. It felt as if they had been doing this forever. Who knows, perhaps they had been. By then it was pretty clear to Kate that her body had retained some kind of memory her brain, thanks to that memory wipe, hadn’t. Because after a brief moment of surprise, Kate had responded to his kiss passionately. So passionately, a soft moan escaped her lips when Sid finally pulled away. She wanted more, needed more, exhausted as she was. After all that craziness of the day, them kissing was the only thing that somehow made sense in the world.

      

      And he felt the same, she could tell. It was as if his whole body was trembling with desire. Sid’s breath was ragged. His eyes, looking at her with an intensity that made her heart beat faster, were misty; his pupils so dilated they almost looked jet black, like a predator ready to attack. Still, he managed to regain some level of self-control it seemed. Holding now both Kate’s hands in hers, Sid placed a soft kiss on her palms before getting up and walking away from her bed.

      

      “Get some sleep, Ith-rassil,” was the only thing he said before heading toward his hammock and disappearing in a ball of knots and fabric.

      That must have been about two hours ago.

      

      Kate turned to her side, facing the wall. Sid was clearly already asleep; she could hear his deep breathing. Was that kiss not that big of a deal for him? Had he just been caught up in the moment, regretting it right after? Perhaps in Ithaden culture a kiss like that didn’t mean anything more than a pleasantry… She scolded herself for having these thoughts. She was a grown woman and a pregnant one at that, not some lovestruck teenager swooning over a boy. That kiss was mighty fine but she needed sleep, she and her baby both. As for Sid, when the morning came (if such a thing as “mornings” existed on a spaceship) they would have to figure out what it all meant and where they could go from here, like sensible adults.

      

      Kate closed her eyes and started doing a cycle of timed breaths: inhaling for four counts, holding her breath for other four, exhaling again for four counts. Like she used to do back when she was suffering from insomnia and had to get at least a few hours of sleep before an important day at work. This time, it only took a few cycles before she felt herself drifting off to sleep. But then, the dreams started and, in her dreams, Kate was back in that white room.

      

      It was cold… or perhaps it was her fear that made her feel so. This time, the dream was more detailed: she could see bars blurring her view, as if she was looking at the room from the inside of a cage and high up. Then she was being lowered to floor level; a hand reaching out to her, a human-looking hand that belonged to a red-haired man with sad, blue eyes. In her dream, Kate took that hand and suddenly she wasn’t cold or afraid anymore.

      

      She woke up, still surrounded by this feeling of warmth and safety. Her eyelids fluttered a few times, while her brain was playing catch up with all that had happened in the past day. Yup, she was on a spaceship alright, lying on a 3D printed bed in the alien captain’s quarters. An alien captain who kissed her goodnight… and who appeared to be missing this morning, if his empty hammock was any indication.

      

      After a few moments of waiting to see if Sid would come back, Kate pushed the Ith-spun duvet aside and got up, her feet touching the 3D printing surface her bed rested in. She was about to put on her shoes, when she saw the bracelet next to them, clearly left for her. It was like the scanner she had worn yesterday, only smaller and with a screen attached to it; like the ancient Egyptian version of a smartwatch. Sid had probably left it for her as a communication device, she reasoned. Anxious to see him again, she wore it on her left wrist and tried to tap the screen with her right index finger. The screen came alive with a small beeping sound and, a few fragments of a second later, the door opened.

      

      A humanoid alien entered and headed straight for her, his arms open like in an embrace, his scales gleaming in the bright light coming from the corridor. A humanoid alien who was not Sid.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh, how excellent, you’re up!”

      

      It took Kate a second to recognize the alien that was coming toward her, a gleeful expression on his face, to be Ror, Sid’s crew member from the video. Ror’s scales were indeed milky white and iridescent, very soothing to look at (as if looking at a snowy terrain, Kate realized). He was smaller and leaner than Sid, scrawny even, like a teenager whose limbs grew too fast and meat hasn’t caught up with all his bones yet — if said teenager had scales, of course. His eyes were a pinkish red and round, much more resembling of a reptile or an amphibian. He had long ears, covered in golden earrings (made from Ith, probably) and there were four bulks on his head, running from his forehead to his neck like the love child of a mohawk and a man-bun. He looked much more “alien” than Sid did, still his overall demeanour was decidedly non-threatening. Kate couldn’t remember meeting him, but she already couldn’t help but find him extremely likeable.

      

      Ror stopped his marching just short of butting heads with her, probably realizing at the last minute how his behavior may be perceived by someone who didn’t remember him. Kate saw his vibrant smile turning into a nervous frown, while he awkwardly brought his wide-open arms together and clasped his hands, as if that was what he meant to do all along.

      

      “I mean, uhm, hello Kate Stoltz. I’m Ror. I know you probably don’t know who I am right now, but I promise you, I’m a friend. I’ve come to help you find your way around this ship, since you may not remember your way around this ship and I know you always liked to take showers in the morning before, when we weren’t running off to some mission, so I thought you could perhaps use one. A shower, not a mission. It helps you think, you used to say. And I think you may also be hungry, because your wrist terminal screen has turned red and we programmed it with Sidanav to do that when you need sustenance for yourself and the unborn offspring, sorry, you used to tell me I’m talking too much, but I’m excited to see you again, so, uhm…”

      

      Kate knew for a fact that the Ithaden had to breathe at some point, yet Ror seemed to be able to go on and on forever. She just had to chuckle at his genuine fluster. Regardless, a shower and some food sounded like a great idea. It didn’t explain where Sid had disappeared to, though. Kate placed her hands on Ror’s hands, as a gesture of amicability.

      

      “I know who you are, Ror. Sid showed me some footage yesterday with you in it. I’m afraid I don’t remember you right now, what with that mind wipe and all, but I understand we were close. So by all means, lead the way, I’d love to take a shower and then maybe have some breakfast. Oh, and where is Sid?”

      

      Kate tried to make this last part come off as a cool afterthought. Friend or not, Ror didn’t need to know she felt abandoned and slightly anxious from kissing a guy goodnight and not seeing him first thing in the morning…

      

      “Ah, yes, the Captain wanted me to tell you he would be busy for a few hours. That’s why he sent me, so that you don’t feel we’ve all abandoned you, not that he did, abandon you, I mean, we take a right turn here.”

      Ror looked a bit terrified as he guided Katie out of the room and toward the well-lit corridor, taking a turn at the opposite direction from the way that led to the cockpit. “We returned from our fuel run this morning, me and the rest of the crew. And Sidanav had some, uhm, concerns he wanted to discuss with us, with each of us, uhm, separately.”

      

      Now Kate was low-key terrified. She’d seen Sid’s ability for anger and sincerely hoped his crew wasn’t getting the short end of the stick. On the other hand, if someone had indeed betrayed him, if they had endangered their baby…

      

      “I see. I’m sure everything will be alright, Ror,” she ended up saying.

      

      They now reached an area Kate could only compare to the locker rooms of a gym, not that she had the time to frequent gyms a lot back on Earth. There was a common room with benches and lockers, only the lockers looked more like flat screens activated by touch and the benches were all equipped with a 3D printer.

      

      “We make our clothes here,” Ror said, pointing to the benches. “And we store any personal items that are not to be shared with our teammates, on these storage units here. Yours used to be the last on the left, it still is gene-coded to you I believe. Now, most of us cleanse our skin under this,” Ror pointed to the ceiling, which was seemingly equipped with some kind of sprinkling or mist system. Kate’s eyes widened a bit, but he kept going.

      

      “Don’t worry, I know how the human body doesn’t do well in high Ithaden temperatures and I am also aware that gestating human women like their privacy. You were quite vocal about it, last time. So we created a separate cleansing chamber for you, you can just access it through here,” he said, pointing to her locker again. Kate pressed her index finger lightly on its screen. A door opening appeared on what seemed like solid wall only seconds ago.

      “You will be comfortable in there; your previous settings are still on I believe. There’s also a 3D printer for clothes in the chamber, so you can make some new, clean apparel to wear. When you’re ready, simply ping me on your wrist terminal and I will come to escort you to break your fast. Okay, Kate Stoltz?”

      

      Kate opened wider the door to her private “cleansing chamber”, her curiosity turning to awe. The place looked like a luxurious spa. Just how big was this spaceship? Yup, she would definitely be comfortable there.

      

      “Okay Ror, thank you. See you in a while.”

      

      And with that, she entered her private spa and closed the door behind her.
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        * * *

      

      Kate couldn’t even remember the last time she soaked in a proper hot tub. At her Wall Street apartment, all that could fit was a small shower and taking a bath at her parents’ bathtub meant having to endure one of Margot’s lectures about wasting such a precious environmental resource as water. But this, this was glorious. The round hot tub dominated most of the room and, after mere minutes, Kate found herself floating in the bubbly, pleasantly warm waters. Her whole body relaxed, her eyes closed. She could definitely fall asleep here, if it weren’t for her desperate need to eat something soon… and her slightly more desperate need to see Sid again.

      

      Ah, Sid. Kate allowed herself to replay that kiss once more in her head, part of her still marvelling at how she could find a green-scaled alien being so attractive. She instinctively knew this wasn’t their first kiss, and she truly hoped it wouldn’t be their last. While on that particular trail of thought, Kate couldn’t help but wonder what else had happened between them. Had they slept together? Given their chemistry, it wasn’t that hard to believe. Perhaps they’d even been in this hot tub together… Just the idea, made Kate flush with longing. The thought of Sid being there with her, caressing her body… Kate wrapped her arms around herself, thinking how exquisite that would be. And then, her hands found her belly and suddenly all giddy thoughts came to a halt.

      

      There was a child in there. A child that didn’t show yet, but it was there in her belly alright. What would it look like, anyway? Kate had only seen two Ithaden so far, after her mind wipe at least, and apart from the fact that they both had scales, two arms and two legs, they didn’t seem to have a big resemblance to one another. She sincerely hoped her child didn’t have pink eyes like Ror’s, that little he or she would look more like Sid instead…

      

      Suddenly angry at how corny her own thoughts had become, Kate slipped out of the hot tub. She wrapped herself snugly in one of the bathrobes hanging on the wall and headed toward the 3D printer bench Ror had pointed out. She placed her right palm on the tablet that was mounted on the wall next to the bench. It sprang to life with a beeping sound, followed by a robotic voice that spoke in Ithaden:

      “User, Kate Stoltz. To print based on your previous specifications, place your palm here. To change your settings, please use your wrist terminal.” Kate had no idea how to change her settings, or what her settings were to begin with.

      

      “I guess I’ll have to go with previous specifications. I do hope pre-memory wipe Kate had a decent fashion sense,” she mused while placing her palm on the machine.

      

      Walking at the corridor with Ror a while later, she couldn’t help but applaud her former self. Her clothes were made for comfort and function, but still looked good on her: a pair of black leggings made from a fabric that seemed to be always adapting to the temperature, keeping her warm enough but not too warm; a silver long-sleeved blouse that became flowy at the waist, its texture for all intents and purposes resembling Ithaden scales; a pair of black ballerina flats spun with Ith, that took the shape of her feet right away. Ror was particularly pleased with her shoes.

      “A sensible choice,” he said, pointing to them as they were heading toward the common eating space. “See, that black fabric, like your leggings, will make sure that your blood circulation is optimal, which can be very important if you have a long shift. And in the unlikely case something hits us and we have a support system malfunction, the Ith threads will mimic 1G conditions, keeping your feet on the floor like gravity boots.”

      

      That was a lot of new information for Kate to digest, so she decided to wait until they sat down at the, well, spaceship cafeteria. As expected, there were more benches with 3D printing terminals. Ror took her to a corner were a human table was set up, with chairs made from wood. He pulled Kate’s chair for her and, after she was seated, he straddled the chair that was across from her at the table.

      

      “Shall I print us your usual?” he asked. She nodded, without asking what her usual was. She had an inkling that the previous Kate knew what she wanted better than the Kate of now ever did.

      

      To be sure, breakfast didn’t disappoint. Kate devoured her poached eggs and avocado toast and gulped copious amounts of orange juice before remembering all the questions she had for Ror. Finally, her brain caught up with her stomach.

      

      “Ror, you mentioned taking a long shift. What was I doing, when I was here before? And how long was I here for?”

      

      Ror, now finishing his own eggs, seemed delighted to fill in the gaps in her memory. Apparently Kate had spent about 4,5 months on the ship, during which time not only had she learned the language, but also how to work most of the engines and pilot the whole thing.

      

      “You weren’t a great pilot, between you and me. But Sidanav was very proud of you, you learned very fast. And on the spirit of being fair, you were actually quite the decent mechanic.” Kate had to feel a surge of pride at that. Even as a kid, she was handy with a screwdriver, at least according to her dad.

      

      “So I was working throughout, then? There were no problems with…with my pregnancy?” Kate asked, while sipping the last of her orange juice.

      Ror’s usually white cheeks turned a very pale pink, almost matching his eyes. Kate didn’t need an Ithaden social dictionary to understand that the question made him feel uncomfortable. “I’m sorry if this is a weird or disrespectful question to ask. I don’t know how your society works or, at least, I don’t remember. I’m just trying to establish a timeline here because I was told on Earth I had been pregnant for 12 weeks.”

      

      Ror’s cheeks returned to their normal milky color. “No offence taken, Kate Stoltz. It’s simply that the Captain warned me not to make you angry or frustrate you, and that seemed like a subject with a high probability to do both. But I understand, you want to work the numbers, you and I were always alike like that.”

      

      He flashed a smile filled with long, sharp teeth, teeth that in any other face would look terrifying. Ror somehow made them look cute, funny even.

      

      He explained to her that the Ithaden gestation period is much slower than the human one. And given the rarity of a bi-species pregnancy, the calculated time her body would need to fully form the child was 15 months, more if the fetus had been harmed in any way and had to regenerate. Kate felt a pang of guilt at that, but she let it be. She had no way of knowing back then, that it was a child she wanted to keep. But things made much more sense now: why that pregnancy test came out negative, why Sid told her that she should stay there for a year until she gave birth when they first met yesterday…

      

      Thinking of Sid made Kate anxious again. She wondered if he was done, ahem, extracting the truth from the rest of his crew (hopefully everyone was in one piece). And then she wondered if he was thinking of her, of their kiss. Absent-mindedly she caressed her blouse, thinking of how it resembled his scales.

      “Ror, what does the word Ith-rassil mean?” It was something that nagged at her, the phrase Sid kept using to address her. She seemed to understand the Ithaden language but that phrase somehow felt untranslatable… and yet familiar. Ror almost choked on his food.

      “This is not for me to say, Kate Stoltz. You should ask Sidanav, please.”

      

      For a while, there was an awkward silence at the table. Kate was lost in her thoughts, Ror was wolfing down a second helping of eggs on toast, seemingly more comfortable chewing than talking. And then, a beeping sound on both their wrist terminals jolted them back to reality.

      

      It was a voice com from Sid, asking them both to kindly report to the bridge. He had a new plan, he said, that had to be discussed with the whole crew. Kate’s heart sunk a little: she was hoping to see him in private. But as Ror gleefully got up from the table and urged her to follow him, she realized that this was probably her life before. A decent mechanic on an alien spaceship, surrounded by people who appreciated her and a Captain who, perhaps, when they were all alone, did way more than that.
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        * * *

      

      Kate had never seen so many aliens before. Huh, that probably wasn’t true, she corrected herself. She simply couldn’t recall seeing so many aliens before. Sitting on one of the chairs in what turned out to be the main bridge (apparently the room they’d used for their jump to the end of the Earth was just “the small, two-people time-shuttle”), Kate realized that all of Sid’s crew were Ithaden like him. She didn’t know why, but this seemed a bit weird to her. The few sci-fi shows she’d watched back in the day all had diverse crews, with aliens from different races… Well, now it looked like Kate was the one amping the diversity factor here.

      

      To be fair, they may all had been Ithaden but they came in all sizes and colors. There was milky white Ror (or Rorrasan, as was his whole name), standing tall and lean at her side, eager to re-familiarize her with the rest. At the corner on the right was Berranav, a good head shorter than Sid but even more bulkier and very dangerous looking, with black beady eyes like beetles and scales the color of golden sand. Next to him was Xuff, a svelte Ithaden with black and white scales that seemed to be moving in flowing patterns all over her body. Kate didn’t know how she knew, but she was sure Xuff was a ‘she’...

      

      Kate’s eyes kept taking in the room. At the far end of it, near a console, there were a couple of mud colored Ithaden who looked almost identical to one another. As Ror informed her, everyone addressed these guys as “Mech1” and “Mech2”, monikers she herself had given them in the past while struggling to tell them apart. Apparently the rest of the crew found it funny and so their nicknames stuck. Kate waved at them, a bit awkwardly.

      

      Last on the list of crew members was an aloof grey Ithaden, sitting close to the entrance. No, not grey: their scales somehow changed color the same way a chameleon does.

      “That’s Theth. You may feel slightly dizzy as she comes near,” Ror whispered.

      Indeed, once Theth approached Kate, some of the Ithaden’s scales became golden like her hair; some turned the palest of pinks like her skin; some silver and black like the color of her clothes. It was dizzying to say the least but, as Ror was quick to add, it was meant as a courtesy. So Kate nodded graciously to the color-shifting alien and turned her focus to the center of the room.

      

      Ah, there he was. Sid. The only one with such a rich, green hue on his scales; the only one with such human-like, blue eyes… And the only one fully clothed in human attire, Kate realized. Just like when she met him, he wore a figure-hugging t-shirt and soft, long trousers that allowed him to move gracefully despite his strong build. Being human and usually clothed herself, Kate had taken his appearance for granted — but she was seeing now that it wasn’t the norm. Ror and the mechanics wore knee-length black trousers (seemingly made from the same material as her leggings) and a wealth of weird jewelry, from piercings to bracelets and rings. Berranav wore something that looked like a golden dress… no wait, it was actually more like a medieval-style chainmail made from Ith. Such a weird choice for an outfit! But then again, Xuff and Theth only wore their swirly scales, making it impossible to stare at either of them for long without getting dizzy…

      

      Kate wondered whether Sid’s mundane choice of clothing had anything to do with her. Was he trying to make her feel more at home in this bizarre ship? She smiled at him, shyly. She realized she had no idea how she was supposed to behave toward him in front of his whole crew… Plus, she was never partial to public displays of affection (at least that’s what she used to tell her dates). So she opted to just say nothing, for now. He seemed to be in the middle of addressing the team anyway.

      

      “Now that all of us are here,” Sid said in Ithaden acknowledging Kate and Ror’s arrival with a nod, “let’s go through what our next steps should be. As all of you are aware by now, there are worries of a breech within the Time Agency. Thankfully, it has become clear to me after our earlier debriefings,” Sid paused for a moment, looking at his crew with what seemed to be a weird mix of embarrassment and pride, “that our team has not been compromised. I am proud to serve among friends.”

      

      Kate found herself breathing a sigh of relief. Both because she didn’t like the idea of Sid being angry and possibly violent (she could only imagine how outraged he would be if he felt betrayed by one of his ‘friends’ as he just called them) and because, well, being the only human among aliens was disconcerting enough. She didn’t want to also have to worry whether these aliens could be trusted or whether they were secretly plotting to harm her baby.

      

      Her baby… Like a reflex, her hand almost went to touch her belly — but she disguised the silly motion by tugging at the sleeve of her other arm instead. This wasn’t the time to get sentimental. Getting a hold of herself, she tried to pay closer attention to what Sid was saying. Some of the Ithaden words he was using seemed to elude her but, thankfully, Ror next to her was more than happy to point out that her wrist terminal had a built-in, real-time translator. With a tap, she activated it.

      

      Sid’s plan was to go back home. His home, that is: the Ithaden capital, where the Time Agency was based in his native timeline. He was well aware that the risk factors to this plan were literally unknown, as consulting any timelines would potentially tip off anyone at the Agency that may have been compromised, or worse, collaborating with the Xerrks. The team would be marching forth blindly, so to speak. And yet, it was the only way to find out who imposed the Quantum Lock on 2019 Earth and perhaps, well, reason with them. Sid wanted to believe that it was a mistake on his co-Agents behalf, an oversight.

      

      Seems like the Agency was always swamped with anomalous issues. They may be based in the Ithaden capital, but the Time Agency was more like a United Nations organization: usually impartial and working toward the good of the whole Universe, not just their home planet. That was admirable, but it also made them a little apathetic at times. But surely, Sid went on, if someone was to explain the ramifications of this Lock and how it almost prohibited the Third Sun prophecy from happening, the Time Agency would see their mistake. They all wanted the good of the Ithaden after all, especially if it coincided with the good of the Universe.

      

      Ithaden had great poker faces, Kate was beginning to realize. With the exception of Ror, whose cheeks seemed to turn pink whenever he was feeling embarrassed or self-conscious (something that seemed to happen a lot), it was impossible for Kate to tell how the rest of the crew was feeling about Sid’s plan. At least it was impossible until Xuff spoke.

      

      “Captain, like you I am also trained to think more aggressively than analytically. Neither of us likes to play it safe,” the female Ithaden said, in a tone that made Kate think something more than battle strategies was being implied. Sid seemed to ignore the innuendo, if indeed that was what it was. “That’s why your suggested course of action makes me wonder,” Xuff continued. “If we believe the Quantum Lock to be a non-malicious oversight on the Agency’s behalf, why travel all the way there to tell them? Why not just message them, or read the probability lines so that they can see our concern? That way we could save our fuel, which we just replenished I might add, for trips that can bring more glory or that are indeed unavoidable…”

      

      “Combat General Xuff,” Sid cut her short. His tone was firm but not disrespectful. “I understand your frustration with this plan. Traveling blind when we can just communicate first, seems overly cautious and costly to our resources. But given the magnitude of what’s at stake here,” he continued, shooting Kate a brief but warm glance, “I am willing to be overly cautious. Even if it means risking the Time Agency reprimanding us for the, to quote you, ‘avoidable trip,’” Sid concluded, his gaze back to the Ithaden. If Combat General Xuff had any further objections, she clearly elected not to voice them.

      

      After some prolonged planning on the optimal time to jump in order to arrive undetected by the Agency, the meeting seemed to be adjourned. Kate lingered awkwardly for a bit, waiting to see if Sid would come to talk to her. Then she remembered how focused she used to be back in her Wall Street days, when working at the firm. She certainly wouldn’t appreciate it if somebody was trying to chit-chat, let alone flirt with her. So she decided not to be that person. No, she would be useful instead. Taking a big, centering breath, Kate marched toward the two mechanics. They seemed genuinely pleased to see her.

      

      “Hi, you two. I am led to believe I used to be part of the mechanic team here? As you probably know I don’t remember much, but if you point me to simple tasks I’d love to help out to the best of my abilities.”
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        * * *

      

      Several hours later, Kate was lounging on the green couch back in Sid’s quarters. Sid wasn’t there, but his rococo couch was by far the comfiest piece of furniture in the whole ship and Kate craved some comfort at the moment. Plus, as far as Ror had told her, none of the crew had quarters of their own apart from the Captain (even the notion of having his own room seemed to confuse the good alien).

      

      Since Ithaden didn’t sleep a lot, whenever they felt like taking a nap they would just nest in whichever room they seemed to be at the moment. There was a built-in function for hammocks from the ceiling, like the one Sid had hanging here, throughout the ship. Well, a hammock wasn’t going to cut it for Kate though. If the mighty Captain of this ship whom hadn’t spoken a word to her all day had a problem with her squatting in his comfy couch, he’d better come here and tell her himself.

      

      Working with Mech1 and Mech2 proved to be physically demanding for Kate in the most unexpected of ways. She should have figured it out by now: the notion of jewelry didn’t exist among the Ithaden. At least not in the human, ornamental sense. Any bling they were wearing served some functional purpose, like Sid’s illusion shield ring, the scanner bracelet or her own wrist terminal. And so the many rings, bracelets and piercings the two mechanics were sporting were in actuality external extensions of the ship’s interface and operating systems. Which meant that working a shift as a mechanic mostly translated to standing very still on a platform, performing micro-movements on your gear (adjusting a ring here, twisting a piercing there) and seeing how the ship reacted to it.

      

      It was nice at first, like a standing meditation. But after the first 30 minutes or so, Kate’s whole body started getting seriously antsy. She wanted to move, jump up and down, run even… but as long as she was hooked on the mech deck any sudden movement could conk out the whole ship. So she kept going, performing task after task under the supervision of the Mechs. She held on for a couple of hours, a testament to her character and her many years as a high-functioning workaholic. Thankfully, Mech2 seemed to take pity on her and eventually sent her on her way. Which, after some deliberation and yet another 3D printed meal at the cafeteria with Ror (turns out 3D printed tofu tasted better than ‘real’ tofu), brought her to Sid’s couch.

      

      Simultaneously annoyed and disappointed at the lack of interaction between Sid and her all day, Kate decided to browse some more archive footage of her past months on the ship to pass the time. It was still very weird to watch a projection of herself on the wall; a Kate that was working and talking to crew members, doing and saying things the Kate of now still couldn’t remember doing and saying. If there was such a thing as an opposite deja vu, Kate was definitely experiencing it. Still, at this point the footage was less a source of marvel and more like a source of information.

      

      Kate was trying to understand exactly how she fit within the dynamics of the team and crew (and with Sid, of course). Unlike her former Wall Street crew, or even her colleagues at the supermarket, this team didn’t always seem to have clearly defined roles. Many times on the footage, she’d seen the mechanics piloting the ship. On one occasion, Combat General Xuff was working alongside her on the mech deck (they seemed somewhat uneasy around one another, but there was nothing in their words or actions to depict a lack of mutual respect). Another time, Theth was reading probability lines along with Sid, the chameleon-like Ithaden’s scales turning green like Sid’s as they were standing next to one another…

      

      After watching a couple of clips, it became apparent that everyone seemed willing and able to pitch in to help their crew members. Which made Kate see that her original assessment of Sid as a stern, fear inducing captain was quite wrong. Even on busy days or complicated missions, the whole team seemed motivated and truly happy to work together towards solving the issue. More like a family, Kate realized, each person pulling their weight and pitching into the house chores. Which begged the question: what was her role in that particular, alien family?

      

      Family… A sense of uneasiness started taking over Kate. There was something Sid had said earlier that was really bothering her. “Given the magnitude of what’s at stake here, I am willing to be overly cautious,” isn’t that how he’d phrased it? Well, what’s the 'overly cautious’ thing to do when you want to make sure a future Ithaden emperor will definitely be born? You try and try again, Kate thought, a shiver down her spine.

      

      Her pregnancy started as a lab experiment after all. And lab experiments always have more than one test subject, don’t they? That thought made Kate ill: how many more were they? How many more human women had been abducted and impregnated against their will, for the sake of a civilization they’d never even heard of? How many of them felt alone and afraid, lost and cold like she once did? And more importantly, where were these women now? What had happened to them, to their children? Kate’s heart was beating so fast at this point, she practically didn’t notice the door opening and Sid entering the room.
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        * * *

      

      “Please try to breathe slower, Ith-rassil. Being in this state is not good for you… or for the baby.”

      

      Sid looked worried. He was now sitting next to Kate on the couch, his arms wrapped around her, his weird alien temperature super low. Kate felt like being hugged by an air-conditioner or taking a dive in a cool stream on a hot summer day; it was soothing. After what seemed like forever her body started relaxing, the thumping of her heart subsiding, her breath becoming steadier. Apparently she had worked herself to the verge of a panic attack when Sid found her. But she was calmer now and, like her dad used to say, “with calmness comes presence of mind”.

      

      Kate jerked free from Sid’s embrace. It seemed to her that it was becoming a theme between them, getting closer to each other only for one of them to pull away again. For various reasons. It was exhausting and emotionally draining but at the same time it seemed unavoidable until Kate could get all her memories back… or answers to all of her questions.

      

      “Sid, you haven’t told me everything, have you? About the, uhm, experiment?” she said pointing at her belly. “I realized earlier I can’t have been the only woman who’s been through this ordeal. It wouldn’t make sense to put all of the Ithaden Empire’s eggs in one basket. Literally.”

      That was a joke, she made a joke. Kate was pleased with her newfound ability to joke about such a terrible subject. She hoped that this cooler attitude of hers would make Sid feel less attacked and ultimately share more. Like, what was his true part in all of this?

      

      “I’m afraid I wasn’t fully briefed from the beginning.” Sid’s eyes were downcast. He wasn’t enjoying revisiting those memories, clearly. Well, tough. From the very few things she could recall about that time, Kate was sure she didn’t enjoy living it either.

      

      “I realize this may sound like cowardice to you,” Sid said while getting up from the couch, perhaps to put some physical space between them. “The truth is, I didn’t care enough back then to ask more questions. I trusted on the benevolence of our scientists, way too much as it turned out. I was aware of the project and its importance of course, but I was also busy with my own work, my missions… The thought that actual people would be suffering from this process didn’t truly cross my mind, not until I visited the lab myself to check their progress. When I got there, I found out there had been 16 failed… experiments. You were attempt number 17, Kate.”

      

      Bi-species fertilization, as it turns out, was no walk in the park. For the first ten years or so ever since the Time Agency identified that the Ithaden timeline had been altered, the scientific division of the Agency wasn’t doing anything nefarious, merely working on combining Ithaden and Earthen cells. The scientists were trying to fulfil the Third Sun prophecy by fertilizing an Ithaden egg that would then be given to the royal family to raise. Ithaden are not mammals, they don’t gestate, Sid explained. And most of them have fertility issues. So the few of them who are deemed worthy of becoming parents are given a pre-fertilized egg with their genetic makeup, which they have to basically keep warm until it hatches. Then they can either raise the younglings themselves as part of their family, or give them to the state to raise as civil servants — and some of them, as warriors.

      

      The scientists’ attempts failed spectacularly however: no eggs were successfully fertilized. At some point, a group of radicals within the scientists’ group who were determined to see the glory of the Ithaden Empire rise no matter the cost, started a parallel, top secret project. A project that involved kidnapping human women and attempting IVF on them, combining their DNA with that of the only fertile Ithaden prince.

      

      “That way, the child would be Ithaden royalty and lawfully rule one day,” Sid explained with a strange bitterness in his voice. “I really don’t know how they managed to keep it from us, from the Time Agency, for as long as they did though.” He was pacing up and down the room now, his hands clasped behind his back.

      

      Kate was listening, her current emotional landscape a mix of terror and relief. They were finally going to address her worst nightmare: the Lab she was being held in, the place that appeared in all these white flashes of hers. That was terrifying. But on the other hand, it was liberating to know that Sid, this person she was feeling so attracted to, had nothing to do with it. In fact, he was the one to put an end to the horror.

      

      “We have Ror to thank that we even found out,” Sid went on. “Something in the probability lines didn’t sit well with him. He was trying to convince me to do a surprise visit at the Lab for a long time but I thought he was being…silly. You have to understand, Ith-rassil, when this project started I was still a youngster. No more than 14 or 15 years old in human years. It was going on for so long with practically no results, we’ve all just stopped paying attention to these scientists. Ror didn’t.” Sid’s voice beamed with pride for the intelligence and stubbornness of his friend.

      

      By the time he and his team stormed the lab, it was too late for three of the women.

      “I went through all the files later, to understand what these bastards had done. Apparently they had kidnapped 22 women in total, from different Earthen times and places, to account for all possible chromosomal variations. They had officially logged in their trips as ‘DNA gathering’ so that the Agency thought they were only collecting human cells, not actual humans…Their first three attempts…the women didn’t make it. Based on the footage from their archives, this divided the group further. Most of the scientists realized they had taken things way too far, that what they were doing was monstrous. But two of them decided to keep going.”

      

      “Nineteen more women… What happened to them? To us?” Kate’s voice was shaking a bit. Just a little bit. If Sid noticed, he didn’t acknowledge it.

      “Subjects 4 to 11 were never successfully fertilized. After a few failed attempts with each, the scientists put them on stasis. I don’t think they knew what to do with them, returning them would raise suspicions with the Agency, you see. Subjects 12 to 16 were successfully impregnated… but unfortunately they all had miscarriages within the first month or so. Their bodies just couldn’t support the bi-species fetuses. We found these women on recovery pods when we arrived, thankfully all of them in a stable condition. And then, there was you.”

      The first time Sid laid eyes on Kate, she was already 5 weeks pregnant. The scientists were monitoring her day and night, so thrilled their experiment seemed to be successful this time that they weren’t paying much attention to security. It was relatively easy for Sid’s team to overturn them and take control of the lab. The project was stopped, the scientists incarcerated and the rest of the women memory-wiped and returned back to the exact time of their disappearance. But deciding what to do with Kate was a whole other thing.

      “I’m sure you understand by now, how important the success of your pregnancy was for my people. Although officially distancing themselves from the program and its ‘crude’ methods, the Royal Palace couldn’t ignore the fact that the Third Sun could now be born. The prophecy could happen, the timeline could be corrected! Most within the Palace and the government wanted to keep you on a lab, sedated until you give birth. And then wipe your memory and send you back at the moment of your disappearance. You wouldn’t have a clue what had happened to you, that you had given birth… They said it was the least ‘invasive’ thing to do toward you. I, well, I disagreed.”

      Learning that Sid risked the future of his people in order to give her the opportunity to choose what to do with her pregnancy, was beyond moving. Of course, the numbers were on his side. As he was quick to tell her, giving her the choice to go through with the pregnancy in an Ithaden environment, was the best thing to do from a probability perspective. The emotional bond created between a mother and a child during pregnancy was crucial for that child to develop a sense of empathy when he would grow up. And without his famous, human-like empathy, the Third Sun would never manage to unite so many different alien races…

      No matter the reason, Sid cared enough to give Kate a choice. That was all she needed to know, really. She got up from the couch and walked toward him, in the middle of the room. Before he could react, Kate hugged the green-scaled alien and held on tight.
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        * * *

      

      The next few moments, Kate felt as if time had come to a halt. Her head was buried in Sid’s chest, breathing the soft cotton fabric of his t-shirt and, underneath that, the scent of his body. It was earthy and musky, spicy almost — a bit like that cocoa herb blend he had served her earlier. Her hands were on his shoulder blades, his shoulders too wide for Kate to properly envelop in a hug. Not that it mattered. After his initial surprise, Kate could feel Sid’s body literally warming up. His hands moved slowly toward her head.

      “Ith-rassil, I wanted to tell you everything from the beginning. I wanted…” Sid’s voice was rasp, his palms now cupping her face. The look in his eyes was so intense, so full of tiredness, sadness and longing that shook Kate to her core. And there she was, wondering if their kiss meant anything to him.

      “You wanted to give me a choice, Sid. To give me a choice once again, since you couldn’t give me my memories back. I get it. And, thank you.”

      This time it was Kate who kissed him first.

      Sid returned her kiss with an urgency. One of his hands now slipped through her hair, holding it tight, perhaps giving it the tiniest of pulls… but it was still enough to make Kate moan under her breath. He seemed to enjoy that reaction of hers. His other hand traveled to the small of her back, pulling her closer to his own body, to his heat. Kate felt completely enveloped in his strong arms. There was no other way to describe this than a feeling of coming home after a very long day. This felt comfortable, familiar. And at the same time, because her brain didn’t remember it, every touch felt brand new and exciting.

      Kate had the uncontrollable urge to touch his skin, his real skin, under his t-shirt. Her hands went further down his back, finding their way under the fabric, her fingernails tracing up and down his strong waist. It felt liberating touching this skin, a skin so different than her own. And now it was Sid’s time to moan… and break off their kiss. He looked her in the eye quizzically, as if to make sure what it was she truly wanted, how far she wanted to take this. Kate didn’t know what her eyes were telling him right now, but she was certain she wasn’t going to deny her urges any longer. With a forwardness she didn’t know she possessed, she grabbed Sid’s t-shirt and tried to undress him.

      Well, tried being the operative word. His eyes opening wide, Sid uttered one last “Ith-rassil,” full of awe before quickly grabbing a hold of his t-shirt and taking it off with one hand. With the other, he lifted Kate from the ground as if she weighed nothing and took her back to the couch, laying her down gently. Supporting himself on his arms, Sid climbed on top of her. He was smiling now, as if all tiredness and sadness had been washed away by having her in his arms. He kissed her again, more playfully this time, giving her the chance to feel the odd shape of his tongue as it explored her mouth… It was longer and thinner than a human’s, Kate realized. For some reason, it turned her on immensely — and she wanted him to know that.

      Grabbing his face with both hands, Kate pressed him closer to her, deepening their kiss. Her back arched. Her whole body found his, squirming slightly until her pelvis was touching his bulge. A distant voice at the back of her head, what would have been her old, rational self, whispered that she had no idea what she was up for. What was Ithaden anatomy like, anyway? Were they even physically compatible? But Kate didn’t care about that voice anymore. She knew their bodies would find their own way. Her hands let go of his head and traveled across his sculpted shoulders and his back, tilting her head and allowing him to explore her neck with his fingers and his tongue.

      Kate did not remember being in bed with Sid before. But she definitely remembered how she felt when she was in bed with her few other lovers: either bored, or in a hurry to get her release. Everything was different this time though. She was enjoying every second, every touch. The slow caress of Sid’s hands, who had by now found his way down to her breasts; the bulge between his legs pressing on to her pelvis; the temperature of his skin, making her feel as if she was having the most exquisite fever dream… She never wanted any other man like she wanted Sid, Kate was certain of that much.

      Her nipples responded to his touch, hardening underneath her blouse. Now it was time for Sid’s hands to find their way under the fabric and lift it up. He did it much slower though, rolling it gently up as he went, his mouth following suit. Feeling his lips on her belly, giving her soft little kisses at first that turned into the gentlest of bites as he moved up to the curves of her breasts, was almost enough for Kate to explode… And then, his mouth found one of her nipples and started suckling. A deep moan escaped her lips. Her legs, as if having a mind of their own, wrapped around his. She could feel her whole body trembling with desire.

      “I want you,” she whispered.

      Sid looked up from her breasts. He was clearly enjoying himself there, taking his good time, but he could see she wanted more. With a mischievous smile, he grabbed her wrists and suddenly lifted up her torso so that both of them now sat on the couch, Kate’s legs wrapped around him. He pulled her blouse up, undressing her.

      They were skin to skin now, Kate’s arms wrapped around his neck and holding him tight; her legs around his waist in a tight embrace. As their lips met once more with reckless abandon, Kate felt Sid fumbling with the elastic band on her trousers. She leaned back a bit, to make it easier for him to undress her. She was so eager to feel his touch there, so eager for them to become one…

      

      At that exact moment, the door burst open.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      It all happened so fast, Kate didn’t even think of covering herself up. She didn’t have time to feel embarrassed or be self conscious about her nudity. Her attention was elsewhere.

      The intruder in Sid’s quarters turned out to be Berranav. The short, bulky Ithaden looked frazzled and distraught but went straight to the point, as if he didn’t just witness an extremely private scene. He started talking in Ithaden, so fast that Kate had trouble following everything he was saying. From a quick glance she took at her wrist terminal translator, the gist was this: Combat General Xuff had paged the Captain many times, there was an urgent threat, they had to time jump right now, he was very sorry, can they please follow him.

      The reason Kate didn’t have time to feel embarrassed or even react to all this, was that Sid did. In fact he completely overreacted, in a way she couldn’t have thought possible — even accounting for the all the weird stuff that’s been happening to her recently. Because once Berranav barged in and started talking to them, Sid’s skin turned flaming hot. And not in a nice, comforting way like before: Sid’s skin was quickly becoming hot enough to cook eggs on, turning a more copper tone by the second and, was that a hissing sound coming from him? Quickly disentangling from Kate before causing her any third degree burns, Sid got up from the couch to face his indiscreet team mate. He opened his mouth wide, presumably to scold him… but his voice, instead of forming words, did something that could only be described as a guttural growl. It was so primal and terrifying that the other Ithaden actually took several steps back, his beady black eyes round with apprehension.

      Kate didn’t know what was happening, exactly. Was Sid having a stroke? What was wrong with him? Up until a second ago, he was so thoughtful and gentle… Now it was like his rage at being disturbed in such an intimate moment had completely taken over. She was seriously considering getting up and trying to calm him down (perhaps some of that calming cocoa?) when Sid growled again, louder this time. And, while growling still, his whole body started shaking and changing in front of Kate’s very eyes.

      It was like watching a supercut of the evolution of species, but on a fast rewind pace. Sid’s arms, legs and all his humanoid aspects started transforming into more lizard-like claws, hind legs and, quite miraculously, a tail. His skin became harder and gnarly, his face elongated. He became considerably taller too, his head now grazing the ceiling, his front arms stretching out and turning into wings… Before Kate could even blink or scream, Sid had completely transformed into something it could only be described, in plain human terms, as a dragon.

      With his next growl, small tufts of flame came out of his mouth, barely missing Berranav who, to his credit, didn’t run away screaming. Maybe this chainmail he wore was fire-proof, Kate’s brain managed to put together as an explanation. Truth was, she was at a complete loss as per what was happening. Was that whole dragon shifting thing normal? Could all Ithaden do it? Could her baby… oh, boy, would she be giving birth to a dragon? That last thought freaked her out so much, she felt close to growling herself. Not that she would be noticed. Because right about then, Dragon Sid stormed out of the room, his tail banging on the walls. Berranav followed suit, keeping a safe distance.

      “Okay then, I guess we’re going to the bridge right now,” said Kate to no one in particular, when she was left alone in the room and had a moment to compose herself. This definitely wasn’t how she expected things to pan out mere minutes before, but that’s life in an alien spaceship for you it seems. Alien shape-shifting dragons… Shaking her head in disbelief, Kate got dressed and followed the two Ithaden. She could hear the occasional thumps and bumps on the corridor walls ahead, thumps and bumps caused by what could only have been Sid’s tail. His tail! Was he going to stay in this form for long? Could he even fit in the seat of the cockpit like this? Berranav said they had to jump right away… Not knowing exactly what to expect, Kate finally reached the cockpit.

      Well, there he was, her dragon. Still in that form, but significantly smaller in size and slowly getting back to his usual, greener hue. Theth, the chameleon-like Ithaden, had both her hands on his temples, her own colors changing rapidly in the process. It was a thing to watch alright.

      “She is calming him down,” Ror’s voice seemingly came out of nowhere. The milky white alien looked mildly distraught, as did everyone at the bridge, perhaps with the exception of Xuff who simply looked pissed off.

      “Theth doesn’t only absorb and mimic chromosomal information, she absorbs emotional energy as well. She feeds off it, in a way. That’s why she’s always careful around us. Although it’s usually fine between Ithaden. As a human, you felt it more in the past, always complained you were feeling dizzy after spending a lot of time with her… but her gift is very useful in cases like this. It’s one of the reasons Sid always insisted Theth be a part of our crew,” Ror continued.

      “And have there been…many cases like this?” Kate asked, as calmly as possible. How often did her almost lover ‘dragon out’, exactly?

      She never got an answer to that question. After a second or so, Theth’s energy absorbing thing seemed to work as Sid got back to his normal Ithaden form. Kate wanted to run to him, to hug him… but Xuff got to him first — and started yelling at him. Well, not yelling exactly. The black and white Ithaden was describing the severity of the situation in a very loud voice, her patterns swirling like crazy all over her body. She was careful however not to assign any blame to Sid (or Kate) for not answering her many pages, through her choice of words. To Kate’s amazement, Sid didn’t rebuke her this time. Instead, he hung his head down in shame and headed straight for his seat.

      “Everyone, strap in,” Sid said while adjusting his protective Ith vest. “You heard the Combat General, it looks like the Xerrks are on to us. We need to jump back to the Agency now. Hold tight, this may be a bumpy ride.”

      Kate had no choice but to follow everyone else’s lead and take her seat. As the protective Ith vest covered her body, she took a deep, centering breath. Any time now, the cabin lights would dim and existence would become weirdly heavy…if it worked this time, of course. Thoughts of how angry Sid had become on their last failed attempt to travel to what it turned out to be a Quantum Locked Earth, crossed Kate’s mind. If only she knew back then what happens when the guy is really angry… She chuckled softly, surprising herself with the rate with which she was accepting the many different facets of that man. Ithaden. Dragon. She was thinking about that last word, ‘dragon’, when the lights went out.

      Only this time, it didn’t happen slowly. The world didn’t become inexplicably still nor existence became heavier. Quite the opposite actually. Kate heard the Mechs talking to each other in hushed, panicked tones… and then the whole ship started shaking as if someone had put it in a salad spinner.

      Kate tried to do a cycle of breathing. She reasoned with herself that it’s probably just a glitch and that things would go back to normal soon, whatever normal was nowadays. But she was wrong. With every passing second the ship started shaking more and more, with several systems malfunctioning judging by the many blipping sounds. Kate’s ears started ringing; the Ith vest was becoming too heavy, almost crushing her ribs. She could vaguely hear the Ithaden around her yelling. Just before a blackness that had nothing to do with the lights in the cabin being out overtook her, she recognized one of the screams as Sid’s.
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      Kate woke up from what felt like a long and heavy sleep. She blinked several times, slowly coming to. Something wasn’t right, but what? She tried to move her fingers, her arms. She could move alright but it felt weird, at the same time lighter and heavier, as if she was floating but in the deepest bottom of the ocean. Wait, she was floating, Kate realized after a second. Partially floating, anyway.

      

      She wasn’t in her seat anymore; Kate’s straps had come undone, the Ith vest rolled back. Slowly turning her head to look around, she realized that the rest of the crew was in a similar predicament. Released from their straps, they were floating like reeds, shaking gently in the ocean’s depths. The feet of the Ithaden however, as well as Kate’s feet, were firmly rooted on the ground. It must be the shoes, Kate concluded when her brain started collaborating with reality. Ror had said something about gravity boots, hadn’t he? And how her own shoes worked like that as well? Looks like everyone had taken the precaution of wearing gravity boots before starting the time jump…

      

      No, not everyone. With a gasp, Kate saw Sid floating near the ceiling. He was unconscious and looked like he had been knocked around a few times… Flashes of them getting naked on the couch flooded Kate’s brain. Getting naked… and then being interrupted. And then Sid changing into that winged thing… Along with the flashes, a strange sense of guilt overtook her. Because of what they were doing, Sid didn’t have the time, let alone the presence of mind, to wear gravity boots before the jump. Because of what they were doing, he could have been hurt. He probably was hurt, was that blood on his shoulder? She tried calling his name, but no sound came out.

      

      Kate started panicking. What the heck had happened to them? Where they indeed underwater? Were they in some kind of void where there was no sound or gravity? She could breathe okay though, although the air felt somewhat thin. Kate tried moving her feet, first one and then the other, to no avail: her shoes were stuck on her feet and magnetically attached to the floor. In short, they wouldn’t budge.

      

      The thought of being trapped like this, so close to Sid and her teammates and yet unable to call for help or wake them up, was just inconceivable. Kate didn’t do feeling helpless.

      “There must be a way,” she said to herself, although she couldn’t hear the words coming out of her own mouth. She kept talking, yelling, calling at her crew mates in the hopes she would somehow get through to them, wake them up… After a while, a wave of exhaustion overcame her.

      

      Perhaps, Kate thought, before attempting to wake anyone up, she should sleep some more.
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      When she opened her eyes again, things were looking much better. For one, Sid was there. And he wasn’t floating anymore. His face was somewhat bruised, his shoulder bandaged… but he was there alright. Looking at her, smiling, his hands caressing her hair. The rest of the crew was there as well, Ror and the Mechs looking worried, Xuff and Berranav deep in conversation, Theth standing alone in a corner looking at Kate… Gravity was also there, apparently, back to working once more. Good. Kate had had enough of this floating nonsense. She tried to move, only to realize she couldn’t.

      “Rest, Ith-rassil,” Sid said. Kate realized it was the first time he called her that in front of other people. She hadn’t had a chance to ask him what the word meant yet… But when she opened her mouth to say so, she felt her throat extremely sore.

      “Please, don’t try to speak. You were screaming for a long time in a vacuum bubble where no sound could come out. Your vocal cords have taken a beating, as has the rest of your body, but the Ith pod is helping you heal fast. Just give it a few more time cycles,” Sid said, leaning down and kissing her forehead.

      Perhaps something in Kate’s eyes, some silent panic rising, made him add: “The baby is fine too, don’t worry. Just rest now.”

      He was right. Within the course of the next hour or so, Kate started feeling stronger already, her throat hurting less and less. She was lying on a pod in the med bay, in the same room where her memory had been wiped in that footage she saw… Just like last time, she was completely covered with Ith. And just like last time, Ror was by her side.

      “You saved us all, Kate Stoltz,” Ror said, flashing that toothy smile of his. “If it wasn’t for your screaming, Theth would have never been able to wake up. There may have been no sound in our bubble, but your emotional energy was enough for her to feed off and wake up. Once she did, she was able to adjust the settings on her boots enough to be able to walk and gradually reset the gravity field within the cockpit. She got us all out of the vacuum before we suffered any major organ failures. Sidanav got it a bit worse than us, since he was free floating, but nothing a few Ith bandages can’t fix… Vacuum bubbles are tricky, you see. I’ve never experienced this scenario before in real life, but during my simulations training, I had encountered it as a ‘last resort solution’ some ships could deploy when things go so critically wrong.”

      “What…what happened?” Kate was able to croak. Knowing she actually did something useful, even if it was just panicking and screaming, made her feel much better than the Ith healing process did.

      “When we decided to time jump to the Time Agency, you know we didn’t use any probability lines so as not to alert anyone there working with the Xerrks. Well, I don’t know exactly how it happened, but the moment we set course for the Agency, the Xerrks knew anyway. We caught several temporal anomalies on our code and there was a 76% probability of being physically attacked by a Xerrk time ship… That’s when Berranav was sent to alert the Captain and made him, as you saw, change.”

      Kate wasn’t able to speak more then, but Ror must have realized what was on her mind. He was a very considerate person, Kate thought.

      “I understand this is the first time you saw Sidanav in his Ancient form. It doesn’t occur often. I don’t believe it had happened in front of you when you were with us last time. As far as I know, his last ‘incident’ was when he was facing those scientists and the government, when they were deciding what to do with you. But you were at the med bay at the time so you never saw it and Theth was able to calm him down immediately…”

      Ages ago, at the dawn of their civilization, apparently all Ithaden used to look like this; like dragons.

      “It is said that this was our one true form. But we learned to shape shift when we first ventured outside our planet, to be able to communicate better with other life forms. We have evolved a lot since then, obviously,” Ror said raising up his arms, covered in scales but not so different in shape than the arms of a human. “Nowadays, only a handful of us can achieve the Ancient form — some of them at will, some of them when emotionally out of balance. This handful usually rules our planet.”

      Kate’s mind started racing. So Sid was special. Not that she had any doubt about it in the broad sense, but this confirmed her suspicions: he must have had some key position in the Ithaden hierarchy to be able to influence Palace and government. Heck, to dragon out in front of all of them with no repercussions and to win over the argument of what to do with the human mother of the Third Sun… Who was he, really? There were so many things Kate wanted to ask him. But for now, it occurred to her that there were more pressing issues that needed solving.

      “Ror, our time jump. What was all…that?” Kate managed to say, slightly less hoarsely this time.

      “We were attacked, mid jump. By the Xerrks. Or at least, we were almost attacked by the Xerrks. With the mechanics under the Ith vest and unable to move and control it, the ship tried to take us as far away from the threat as possible. It succeeded, Kate Stoltz, but at a cost. I am afraid we have stranded quite a bit from our intended time mark: we are now at what is colloquially known as The Shrinking. The end of time.”
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        * * *

      

      At times like these, Kate secretly wished all this had happened to her sister. Not the horrible parts of it, of course, not the abducting and the fear and the unsolicited impregnation. (And not Sid and his kisses, of course.) But all the rest. It’s just that Jennifer was always the one with the wild imagination: the one reading comic books and sci-fi novels; the one falling for the dangerous guys and taking a gap year to go on impromptu adventures in random corners of the planet… Yes, Jennifer would have taken the news of being stranded at the End of Time with much more gusto. Whereas Kate was just nursing a horrible headache just by trying to understand what it all meant. Understand how it was possible for an End of Time, or “The Shrinking” as the Ithaden called it, to even exist in the first place.

      Running her fingers through her hair for comfort, Kate found herself wondering: what would Jennifer do? Well, she wouldn’t try to overthink or over explain it, for one. No, she would be excited. She’d like to take a stroll in The Shrinking, probably, maybe take a few selfies to brag about it afterwards. Yeah, that sounded like her sister alright… Kate sighed. For some unknown reason life had chosen her, the boring one, to have all these adventures. Might as well make the most of them. Walking gingerly out of the med bay with Ror by her side to support her, Kate made her way back to the cockpit.

      It was one of those ‘pitching in’ moments. Everyone seemed to be working, repairing the ship and adjusting its systems. Theth, who currently wore quite a few of the Mechs’ rings, seemed to be (for lack of a better term) talking to the ship. Adjusting her gear while mumbling inaudibly, the alien’s scales were changing so fast, it seemed as though they were made from pixels. On the other end of the room, Xuff, currently studying the captain’s console with Sid, turned around to give Theth a hand signal that looked a lot like a high-five. Whatever that chameleon-like Ithaden was doing, it seemed to be working. Kate walked discreetly away from her though; she was grateful to her for restoring gravity earlier, but didn’t feel like she had a lot of emotional energy left to spare at the moment.

      Sid saw her walking and rose up to meet her. Something had changed, Kate realized. Before, when there were other people present, his behavior toward her was much more professional; distanced even. But now he hugged her and held tight as if no one was watching (Xuff was definitely watching, Kate was certain of it). Could it be that the near-death experience they all went through had softened him up? Whatever it was, Kate didn’t complain. She stayed in his arms, safe and warm and almost oblivious to the world around her — until she actually heard Xuff coughing. Politely but unmistakably. Guess some social signals are the same across species…

      “As I was saying, Captain,” Combat General Xuff remarked once she knew she had Sid’s attention, “life support and operational systems are all back online thanks to Theth. But for the Mechs to repair our Quantum Drive and Ror to make the proper algorithmic calculations to account for our unique positioning… it looks like it will take a few cycles at the very least, before we are able to jump back from The Shrinking.”

      To Xuff’s surprise, it was Kate who responded first to all of that.

      “I’m sorry if this sounds like a silly question, please indulge me. This… Shrinking, what does it look like? What’s out there right now? Would it be safe to take a look? I mean, since it sounds like we will be stranded at the end of the universe for a while…”

      Kate’s question was directed to Sid, of course. She felt a bit like a child, asking to be taken to the zoo while the grownups were clearly busy doing grownup stuff. But perhaps that near-death experience had changed Kate as well. She certainly felt more daring. More like her sister. She flashed Sid an innocent-but-charming smile and, to her surprise, he smiled back.

      “I don’t see why not. We will have to wear Ith suits of course, but they will keep us safe. My particular skillset is clearly not needed much at this point, so I could just give you a tour of our surroundings,” Sid added almost sheepishly, briefly glancing at Xuff.

      “He also wants to skip the grownup stuff and go to the zoo!” Kate realized. It was surprising but not illogical: after all they had been through, even the Captain could use a break for a while…

      As Sid took her to the smaller time shuttle, the one they had used for their first time jump together on future Earth, Kate felt excited. Giddy, even. Oh, Jennifer would have definitely approved of this.
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        * * *

      

      “Welcome to the end of everything,” Sid said, pushing the door lever open. “We can’t stay long, the Ith suits are not technically built for this kind of environment, or non-environment if you will. I think we may have one or two thousand time units, seconds as you call them, before we have to get back.” And with that, he set up a timer on his wrist terminal and stepped outside the jump ship, extending his hand to Kate. She took it.

      Her first steps outside were cautious, aware of the limits the suit was imposing on her motor functions. The Ith suits looked like Berranav’s chainmail dress, only these ones were more like scuba-diving suits: form-fitting and covering their head. Kate could actually feel a field of energy emanating from the suits and extending all around them, like an aura field. It was probably thanks to this field that they were able to breathe, talk and see, she realized.

      Visiting the end of the Earth just a few days ago, on their first trip with Sid, was tough. More than tough: it was heartbreaking, because of all that it implied. Yet back when they were on the charred surface of the planet she called home, there was still a ground for them to walk on — albeit black and barren. And there was a sky to look up to, although a yellow one (since the atmosphere of the Earth had been destroyed in the Xerrks attack). But turns out the End of the Universe, The Shrinking, was nothing like the end of the Earth at all.

      For starters, notions of up and down didn’t seem to exist here. Nothing did. It was all pitch black, illuminated only by the light on their Ith suits. As for the ground, that was another mystery entirely.

      When they first stepped out on The Shrinking, there was nothing to technically step out on. Kate was certain of that. She just assumed that the suits kept them floating somehow, spacewalking like astronauts. But now it seemed that she was …wrong? As Sid and Kate kept walking away from the jump ship, weirdly shaped plateaus, like puzzle pieces taken out from different planets or asteroids, started materializing underneath their feet. It was a very weird way to walk.

      “Are we doing this?” she asked Sid. “Are we, I don’t know, creating ground?”

      She couldn’t see his expression clearly, but he seemed proud.

      “Yes, Ith-rassil. This is the end of time for this particular universe, a no-time where nothing exists. And yet, we exist and we are here. If we stay long enough, we will probably cause a cataclysmic anomaly but for a few hundred seconds more I believe The Shrinking will tolerate us. You should be aware though: our mere existence here will cause certain phenomena. You will know what I mean soon. This was always my favorite part about visiting The Shrinking…”

      Indeed, Kate soon knew what Sid meant. Light sources started appearing around them; tiny flickers at first, that very quickly turned into some colorful waves very similar to Earth’s Aurora Borealis. It was truly phantasmagorical. Kate took Sid’s hand and stood still for a while, admiring the spectral images.

      “As far as second dates go, this isn’t such a bad one,” she murmured.

      And then, as if her words were somehow shaping reality, the spectral images started becoming way more specific.

      Kate and Sid watched, in awe, colorful scenes of themselves morphing from what seconds ago were just color waves. There were Wall Street agreements that Kate didn’t remember securing. Ithaden wars that, as Sid pointed out, hadn’t been fought yet… And there was a child that had definitely not been born yet. A child with a pair of blue, very human-like eyes that looked just like Sid’s, running with two very human-like legs toward his parents. His parents, who looked just like older versions of Sid and Kate. With a gasp, Kate let go of Sid’s hand. The spectral images disappeared, returning to Aurora Borealis mode.

      Kate didn’t trust herself to speak at that moment. She didn’t need to, anyway. Deep down, she probably already knew whose DNA it was that she had been impregnated with. And why that person had such an influence in the Ithaden government and had taken such a particular interest in her… But just in case there was any doubt, the look on Sid’s face at that moment told her anything she wanted to know. He was crying.

      “I… I have never been shown images like these in The Shrinking, when I was here before. It was just the colors. Pretty colors. I thought you would like them,” he muttered, clearly at a loss himself over what he just saw.

      “Oh, I did like the colors. I liked them a lot… Your Majesty,” Kate hissed before she started walking away from him, back toward the time shuttle.

      She didn’t know why she was angry at him. It was clear from what he’d already told her that his DNA was taken when he was still a teenager. He had no idea it would be used as an experiment on living, human women like that. In a way, Sid was also a victim of all this, Kate realized. He never meant to be a father, to raise a child; he just donated genetic material to save his home…

      And that was the root of her anger. That the guy she clearly seemed to have very deep and very complicated feelings for, was also the father of her child — and neither of them chose for this to happen. What should have been a mutual decision, made out of love and after they had already spent enough time together just the two of them (more than two dates, certainly), was forced upon them for basically political reasons. The happiest decision of their lives as a couple had been taken from them.

      By the time they reached the jump ship, Kate was crying too.
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        * * *

      

      “l thought this room was private. Gene-coded to me. Ror said so.”

      Kate didn’t mean to sound rude. But she wasn’t feeling particularly conversational either. Not too long ago, at the End of the Universe, she had undergone an enormous emotional revelation that involved an alien, dragon shifting prince and their child (Kate didn’t know which one of these words felt more surreal) and all she wanted was to just be left alone. So the second they returned to the main ship, she headed straight for the only place she knew no one would disturb her: her private, spa-like bathroom… There at least, she could be alone for a bit.

      She striped from the Ith suit and wrapped herself in one of the bathrobes hanging from the wall, although she wasn’t feeling like taking a bath. She felt like crying, without anyone watching and worrying about the state of her health. Or so she thought. Because while she was busy bawling her eyes out, the door suddenly opened and Combat General Xuff of all people barged in.

      “Rorrasan was correct about this room. But I have the codes to bypass any gene-coding on the ship and I have had…use of this space while you were away,” Xuff said, closing the door behind her. The black and white Ithaden looked completely unruffled by Kate’s curt tone and her teary, puffy face. Xuff headed toward one of the peripheral benches, seemingly more interested in the room itself than its human occupant, who was currently sitting at the edge of the bathtub looking dumbfounded. After a few moments of awkward silence, Xuff started talking.

      “When I first met Prince Sidanav we were younglings. We trained together. Him to become our King one day, me to lead our armies. Our friendship and understanding deepened with the years,” Xuff said, her eyes finding Kate’s now. What was the purpose of this trip down memory lane? Was she trying to hurt her even more?

      “I am not trying to challenge your affections for Sid. I have respect for you. But we have been due a conversation; neither of us managed to be frank with one another last time you were here.”

      “What makes you think this is the right time, Xuff?” Kate felt her snark levels rising dangerously.

      “Because I know him,” the alien said simply. “I know him probably better than most. I’ve seen the strength of your bond, twice now. And I see what it does to him, not being able to communicate with you. I cannot have the captain of my ship sitting like a forlorn bride, brooding because you refuse to talk to him. It endangers all our lives, the life of your child included.”

      Well, as far as intervention speeches went, that one was oddly pragmatic. And for that, it got Kate’s attention. Plus, there was something in the words Xuff used just now…

      “What do you mean, your ship? I thought it was Sid’s? Especially since, you know, he’s the Prince and all like you just said?”

      “This ship was gifted to me by the Royal Family when I ascended to the rank of general,” Xuff explained. “A generous gift, certainly, but not unusual given my bond with the Prince at the time. When Sidanav decided to drop everything and work for the Time Agency instead, he managed to convince me that it would make an excellent ship for missions. And he was right, as he is about many things… Now, the white light in this room annoys me. Do you mind if I adjust the settings a bit?” Xuff headed toward one of the 3D printers of the room, looking at Kate as if waiting for permission. Kate nodded, absentmindedly.

      “User: Combat General Xuffil. Initiating settings sequence,” the robotic voice came from the 3D printer. In a mere minute or so, Kate was standing in a whole different room — if it could even be called a room. Because what used to be a pristine bathroom with a circular hot tub in the middle and a shower stall at the far end, now looked like the inside of a cavern. Dimly lit but pleasantly warm, with craggy, red hued walls that appeared distinctly organic…

      There were still benches to sit on (although seemingly carved from rock), while two Ithaden hammocks were hanging from the ceiling. In the middle, where the bath tub used to be, a hot spring, deep enough for at least two people to bathe in, was bubbling from the ground. Kate didn’t know exactly what to do in this environment, so she took a cue from Xuff and sat cross-legged on the floor next to the hot spring. It was surprisingly comfortable.

      “This place reminds me of home, of Ithaden” Xuff said, stretching her arms. The alien looked different in this light, her usually swirling white patterns now much smaller and almost completely still, like polka dots. She looked relaxed, Kate noticed.

      “I used to come here with Thethil, Theth, a lot. Before you joined us and after you were gone. This was always the place I headed to when I needed to escape the others, to have private moments… that’s how I knew I would find you here,” Xuff explained.

      She picked up something that looked like a pipe from the ground and dipped it in the water of the hot stream. Then, the Itaden brought the pipe to her mouth and started, well, ’vaping’. Images of the Caterpillar from Alice in Wonderland, smoking its pipe while speaking in riddles, flashed through Kate’s mind. Like Alice, Kate too had fallen through the rabbit hole into a strange new word, she realized. Might as well go on with it.

      “I thought we would have an exciting adventure, me and Sid, at The Shrinking. Instead, we were shown something. Something I think I knew, but wasn’t ready to see,” Kate said with a small voice after a while. She wasn’t sure how much Xuff knew of what was happening with her pregnancy, but she was willing to bet the Ithaden knew everything.

      Xuff exhaled a ring of smoke and passed her pipe to Kate.

      “The steam is relaxing, good for you. Harmless for the baby. Like the tea you like, that Sidanav makes you,” Xuff said. Gingerly, Kate accepted the pipe and what felt like a peace offering from the Ithaden’s side. She never was a smoker, but after taking a small inhale of the aromatic smoke she realized it was pleasant, not too strong. The steam indeed made her feel more relaxed — and oddly, more direct.

      “I’m ready to listen to what you have to tell me now… The reason you came in here. It’s about your relationship with Sid, right? You used to be together?” Kate hazarded a guess.

      Xuff didn’t seem to be offended by the assumption. She didn’t seem to deny it, either. Although relationship wasn’t quite the right word for what her and Sid used to have. ‘Enforced engagement’ was more like it.

      Prince Sidanav had many brothers and sisters, according to Xuff, but he was the only one who was fertile. So when he became of age, he was supposed to take the throne and usher in the next royal generation. He had already offered his DNA for the Third Sun experiment, although very few people apart from his parents and Xuff knew about that. All that was left, was to marry a suitable mate.

      Xuff headed from a long line of military Ithaden and was groomed to be the next General when she became of age. Almost since they were born, she and Sid were pushed together, their union already decided: they were to train together, learn leadership skills together and get married, when they became of age. This whole ship, as it turns out, was a bridal gift to Xuff from the King and Queen to welcome her to the royal family.

      “When you are being told all your life that this is your mate, the person you are to spend the rest of your life with, you tend to believe it,” Xuff said, blowing some more smoke rings before passing on the pipe to Kate again.

      “But when I see you with Sidanav now, and myself with my current mate, I realize he was right all these years ago. In such matters, being true to yourself is more important than doing what is expected of you.”

      “So what happened?” Kate felt uneasy by the notion of an arranged marriage. And certainly pleased that Sid and Xuff didn’t go through with it.

      “The eve of the Prince’s coming of age, he invited me in his quarters,” Xuff recalled. “I was expecting… something, you understand. We were to be married in a few days after all. I remember being anxious as I was going to find him, perhaps part of me knowing deep down that this wasn’t right for me. But he managed to surprise me. Very much,” the Ithaden said, a faint smile on her face.

      When Xuff arrived at Sid’s quarters that day, he was in his dragon form.

      “It was the first time this had happened to him. The stress of the impending marriage, probably. It took him a while to calm down but when he did, it was clear to both of us that we were being pushed into a situation neither of us truly desired. We were the closest of friends, we cared for each other deeply. But the idea of mating… ugh.” Xuff seemed to shiver at the thought, something that Kate found very amusing. A chuckle escaped her, and she realized it was a genuine one. Why had she been so tense around Xuff all this time? It seemed so silly now…

      “It’s nice to be able to joke about this with you, Kate. This is not a story many people know, besides Sidanav, me and Thethanos.” Xuff’s face changed when she uttered the chameleon-like Ithaden’s full name. There was a hint of tenderness, that made Kate realize there was more to that particular story. Perhaps Xuff would tell her one day. For now, Kate wanted to focus on Sid.

      “So you decided not to get married after all?” Kate asked.

      “Decided is one word for it. Rebellion was what it was.” Now it was Xuff’s time to chuckle. “Oh, their faces when the Prince and I announced the next day that we would not move forward with our union! Although frankly, he was the one who sacrificed the most. Refusing to marry and carry out the royal line, meant he had to abscond his claim to the throne completely and leave the palace. Oh, but he wasn’t sad about it. Deep down, I knew he always wanted to work for the Time Agency and help people. All people, not just Ithaden.”

      Kate felt her heart swelling with pride for Sid and his choices. Xuff was giving her a gift, she realized: the opportunity to really understand Sid, his motives, who he was deep down. She was grateful for that. She was also apparently under the influence of that weird steam they were smoking, so it was easier for her to speak her truth without worrying of sounding weak.

      “The Sid you describe, the rebel… he wouldn’t be with someone because of duty, would he? Because he said he gave me a choice, he wanted me to choose whether I wanted to keep the baby. For the sake of Earth and the Ithaden empire. But he didn’t have to… be with me, did he?” Kate’s voice trailed off, lost in the corners of her deepest fears and insecurities.

      Xuff was looking at her quizzically.

      “Are you asking if Sidanav became your mate out of obligation for the baby?” The Ithaden sounded a bit incredulous. “It must be this memory wipe. I always thought it was an inherently bad idea but there was no talking you out of it. You were as determined to protect Sidanav from the Xerrks, from finding out he was the father of the Third Sun and making him a target as well, as he was determined to protect you. You thought that forgetting who he was would be safer for him. But if you had your memory, Kate…” Xuff paused to actually embrace her.

      Although Kate was taken aback by the Ithaden’s familiarity, she didn’t resist. It actually felt nice, being hugged by a friend… Isn’t that what Xuff was becoming? Or perhaps they were both a bit high?

      “Ah, you humans and your odd fears,” Xuff said, not unkindly, still holding her. “If you had your memory, you would realize that what Sid and you have is true and freely chosen. He was so taken by you from the first moment he saw you! He even consulted me about it, as is our custom when your mate wants to move on to another mate. Although we never officially became that, he still wanted my… blessing, as you would call it. I told him it was a horrible idea, mating with a human. Especially the human who carries in her womb the manifestation of an ancient prophecy. And then we both laughed and we realized he would do it anyway. There was nothing that could keep Sidanav away from something he really wanted. And I have never seen him want anything more than to be with you.”

      Xuff gently released Kate from the embrace and got up.

      “I enjoyed our conversation. Perhaps we will share more steam in the future. But I’ve dwindled too long and I must go back to my duties. I also made Sidanav promise he wouldn’t barge in here, that he would let me talk to you first, so I imagine he must be getting quite anxious.”

      Xuff was almost at the door now. Kate got up as well.

      “Xuff, can you… can you tell Sid to come find me here? If he wants and he’s not needed in repairs of the ship and stuff? I’m not ready to leave this place yet, but I don’t want him to worry or be sad.”

      Was that a mischievous smile on the Ithaden’s face?

      “Will do. By the way, this room has unlimited 3D printing potential. Meaning, it’s not just a human bathroom or an Ithaden cave. You can make it whatever you want it to be, as long as it’s an option that’s available on the printer’s database. Perhaps look at what is there and choose an environment both you and Sidanav could… relax in?”

      Winking at a flustered Kate, Xuff opened the door and left.
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        * * *

      

      Kate had to admit it: she wasn’t great at planning for romance. The very few times that she had invited someone to her Wall Street apartment, she never even knew what to wear, let alone what to do and how to ‘set the mood’. And here she was now, in an alien ship that traveled through space and time, stuck at the End of the Universe… trying to plan a romantic set up for her and Sid to sit and talk. Well, at the very least, talk.

      Keeping the cavern-like appearance of the room that Xuff had set up felt wrong somehow, like a violation of her friend’s privacy. On the other hand, taking a look at the 3D printer’s database of options proved to be exhausting. Mostly because it made Kate realize that yet another side effect of the memory wipe, was that her amnesiac self had no idea what Sid would like. An American-style diner, like the one he 3D printed for her the first night? A replica of his room at the Ithaden palace? Perhaps she should have asked Xuff for her advice before she left… No, this was something she needed to figure out on her own. And fast. Xuff had left about ten minutes ago, so Sid would probably show up any moment now.

      “I shouldn’t be nervous. It’s not like we haven’t done this before,” Kate mumbled to herself while browsing options. And then it hit her: they had probably been in this room before, hadn’t they? So what did that look like? Checking the user settings on her wrist terminal, Kate saw that although the ‘bathroom’ setup was saved as a default option, there was another one. After a brief consideration, she picked that second option. She was putting the final touches in her selection and debating whether she should print a different outfit as well (she was still in her bathrobe), when Sid opened the door. He had his illusion shield on, looking once more like a red-haired human man.

      “Xuff said… you were ready to talk to me?”

      Sid’s voice trailed off, looking at the space around him. Kate was pleased with herself. Not only had she figured out the settings for the 3D printer on time, but that particular setup she’d chosen was exquisite.

      They were standing inside a hotel room suite; a replica of a Four Seasons one Kate had spent a few days in while at a work conference. The walls were decked with pinstriped tapestry, making the room look like it had been plucked from a different century. There was a carved, round table at the far end of the room, perfect for a candlelit dinner for two; an old gramophone next to it playing soft, classical music. In one corner, a brown leather couch surrounded by book cases made for a cozy nest. As for the other corner of the room, it was dominated by a big, four-poster bed with satin sheets…  Kate always thought this was the most beautiful, romantic room she’d ever been in. Throughout that conference, she was secretly disappointed she had no one to share that room with. Well, she was sharing it with Sid now.

      Kate sat at the couch, folding her knees under her plush bathrobe. She signalled for Sid to join her. He did, looking a bit unsure as per what to expect. Kate started talking.

      “I’m sorry I ran away from you. Again. I have this thing where, when I get upset or just need time to process new information, I hide away. Retreat to a corner to be by myself for a while. But I realize now that this is the old Kate. The Kate that didn’t have you.”

      She smiled to him, as bravely as she could. Sid opened his mouth to speak, but her fingers flew to his lips. There was more she still had to say.

      “The thing is, Sid, I had a conversation with Xuff. Or should I say, your ex fiancé,” Kate chuckled. Sid looked slightly alarmed at this, so she took his hand in hers, to show him everything was alright.

      “What I meant to say is, I think I understand better now. I understand how you think. You didn’t tell me you were the father of my child for the same reason you didn’t tell me about our relationship right away, when I drove to the Yardley address you gave me to find you… You didn’t know how the mind wipe had affected my feelings for you, for us. As with everything else you’ve done for me, you wanted to make sure I would choose this freely. And I do, Sid. I chose this. Miracle baby, ancient prophecies, intergalactic drama and all. If you’re included in this insane package, I’ll take it.”

      That was the closest thing to a romantic confession Kate had ever attempted in her whole life. She was still holding his hand, she realized, so she took it and placed it on her belly instead. Where their child was currently residing. “I have no idea what will happen with this kid. You’ll help me figure it out, won’t you?”

      In Sid’s eyes, there was all the response Kate needed. But his next words were an even better one.

      “Ror told me before, when I was worried about you, that you had asked him what Ith-rassil means. It means, “First Sun of my heart”. My people don’t usually say it a lot apart from during the wedding ceremony, but then we don’t have many words for endearment between couples in general. But there was no other word I ever felt like it could describe what you mean to me. What you are to me.”

      Now that was a much better romantic confession, Kate thought. Certain that she would never be able to top something like that with words, she let her actions speak instead. Sliding closer to Sid on the couch, she wrapped her arms around his neck and burrowed her head there.

      It was such a strange sensation: she could see the red hair on his illusion shield but her fingers grazed his true, hairless skin, feeling the scales on his neck. For a second, she tried to decipher whether she’d rather for him to keep this visage or remove it, show his true Ithaden shape. But she realized quickly that it didn’t really matter. Her attraction to him was deeply rooted and had even grown stronger by learning more about him. At this point, it was about who he was, not what he looked like.

      Her face still buried in Sid’s neck, Kate started laying a series of soft kisses there. She didn’t have to wonder whether he liked it; she could feel his skin literally getting warmer by the second. His hand was still on her belly, although now clutching the belt of her bathrobe. His other hand wandered toward her naked thigh, his fingers tracing her soft skin. When she looked up from his neck, Kate realized that the need and hunger in Sid’s eyes only echoed her own need. Her own hunger. Without thinking about what she was doing, she straddled him on the couch and leaned in. Their mouths found one another in a passionate kiss.

      After a few seconds of Sid kissing her while his hands played with the belt of her bathrobe, the realization hit her: Kate was naked under there. Perhaps she was being too brazen, moving too fast… But she didn’t care. They had gotten so close to going all the way before and she definitely didn’t feel like waiting any second longer. She could feel his bulge growing under her bare legs, exciting her even further. Following some kind of instinct she didn’t know she had, Kate playfully bit Sid’s lower lip to show him how much she craved him.

      With a soft groan, Sid’s hands went for Kate’s hair, tilting her head back and breaking off their kiss.

      “You drive me crazy, Ith-rassil,” he whispered, giving her a look that made her feel even more naked than she was.

      And then, both his hands traveled to the belt of her bathrobe, untying it completely.

      Kate could feel Sid’s strong hands caressing her naked skin, from her back to her belly and her breasts, leaving a trail of warmth behind them. He didn’t spend long playing with her breasts this time though… His fingers traveled up toward her shoulders, slowly letting her bathrobe drop to the floor, his eyes not leaving hers for a second. Kate was completely naked now, her perky breasts and soft belly all out in the open for him to look at. She didn’t mind at all. If anything, she felt a strange mix of comfort and excitement, as if her body knew how to be naked in front of Sid.

      “But that’s not fair… You are still dressed,” she said, teasingly.

      Sid gave a hearty laugh and hugged her tight. So tight, it took her a second to realize that he had gotten up from the couch, taking her with him. With Kate’s stark-naked body wrapped tight around him, Sid headed toward the four-poster bed.
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        * * *

      

      It was like all of Kate’s senses where on fire. Lying on the satin sheets, her head propped comfortably against a plush pillow, she moaned as every centimeter of her body was being caressed, kissed, pinched, licked and softly bitten. Sid was being thorough. So thorough, he had already brought her to the verge of release twice. The first time was when his fingers started teasing her pelvis, slowly exploring her soft furrow and making her melt with every advancing touch. The second time, was when his mouth took over from his hand, his long Ithaden tongue opening up her crevice until she screamed with yearning…

      All that, and he was still dressed.

      “Please, Sid,” Kate panted, “I want you.”

      Her hands found his head and tried to lift him up. He looked at her, his eyes misty with desire. It was clear that he could have spent hours just going down on her, savoring every nook and cranny of Kate’s body. But he obliged. With a devilish smile on his face, Sid rose up and removed his t-shirt before leaning back — this time to give her a long and sensual kiss on the mouth, a kiss that carried the flavor of her own juices. Something like that would have grossed her out completely with other men, but now it almost brought her to the edge again…

      Kate moaned and grabbed Sid by the waist, her hands trying to find their way around his pants. He didn’t let her. With one swift movement, he pinned both her hands above her head.

      “Stay,” he whispered in her ear.

      A sudden sense of deja vu overtook her again. Dominant as it was, there was nothing in his behavior that made her feel scared or unsafe. They had done this dance before, she knew. And her body was ready for what was coming next. So when one of Sid’s hands went down to unfasten his pants, Kate bit her lip and moaned softly, trembling with anticipation.

      She didn’t have to wait long: soon, Sid had freed himself from his clothes. He stopped for a second and looked at her, wanting to make sure.

      “Please,” Kate mumbled again.

      Before she could repeat it, he slid inside her.

      Sid let go of Kate’s hands then and cupped her face. He stayed completely still for a second, appreciating the moment, his eyes full of affection and reverence. Kate could feel him inside her, his member so big it completely filled her up, all her nerve endings raw with the most exquisite agony. Everything about this felt so right… almost everything. She wanted to see him, not just touch him. And then she realized what she had to do. With her hands now free, Kate reached out and removed the Ithaden’s illusion shield ring. It dropped to the floor with a clank.

      “I want the real you,” she said softly.

      With the illusion shield gone, Sid’s scales now glistened in the candlelit room, their greenish hue contrasting to Kate’s pale skin. She didn’t think it was possible, but being in his true shape in front of her seemed to make Sid even harder. A deep moan escaped her lips. Loosing all control, Sid pushed himself deeper inside her. And then again, and again, moving faster and faster while he held her tight. Before long, they were both moaning, too lost in their passion to care if anyone could hear them.

      They moved together now, pounding against each other with an intensity Kate didn’t know lovers could possess. Her legs were wrapped high around Sid’s waist, her hands holding him by his strong shoulders, meeting him thrust for thrust. Again and again and again… She never wanted this ecstasy to end but at the same time she could feel her release coming, building stronger and stronger by the minute. Her breath was ragged and her skin was burning up, almost as much as Sid’s. When she couldn’t take it anymore, Kate kissed him hard on the lips, taking all the pleasure he could give her… until her whole body shook with an orgasm so strong, she almost passed out. She was still riding the last waves of her release when Sid exploded inside her, yelling her name.

      They stayed in that post-orgasmic moment for what seemed to be forever, holding each other tight. Their bodies started slowly relaxing, their breaths returning to normal. Sweet exhaustion washed over Kate. She wanted to close her eyes and fall asleep, but she also didn’t want to move an inch.

      “Ith-rassil,” Sid murmured, kissing her once more. Gently, this time. He slid out of her slowly, but he didn’t let go. Still holding her in his arms as if she was the most precious cargo in the whole world, Sid whispered:

      “Sleep, if you want. I’m right here.”

      As if this reassurance was what her body was waiting for, Kate felt herself drifting away into a deep, content slumber.
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        * * *

      

      Kate didn’t know how long the post-sex glow, that feeling that all is right in the world and nothing can hurt you, could last. In her past hook-ups, it had probably lasted a few minutes if at all. In Sid’s case, it seemed to last all the way into the following morning (or cycle, as they called it on the spaceship). Because he was indeed there, still holding her when she woke up. But he was getting antsy, she could tell.

      “We have to get back to the others, don’t we?” Kate asked after a while, stifling a yawn.

      “The ship’s repairs will take several cycles, more so if we don’t have all hands on deck,” Sid admitted. “But you don’t have to join me. Stay here and rest, nice and naked, where I can come find you after my shift…”

      The combination of playfulness and sweetness in his voice made her feel bad for comparing Sid to anything else she’d experienced before. This wasn’t a one-night thing. This was the real deal.

      “No, it’s okay, I want to help,” she said. “Our room won’t go away…”

      Now it was her turn to be playful.

      They got up from bed. As Sid was getting dressed, Kate headed toward the 3D printer to make a new outfit. Which just reminded her:

      “We’ve been in this room before, haven’t we? This version of it?”

      “A few times,” Sid admitted with a smile. He was fully clothed now, his illusion shield ring back on his finger but not activated. Good. There was no need for him to hide his true form from her anymore.

      “Did you… like it here? Before?” Kate realized she was still experiencing a pang of insecurity. Stupid memory wipe…

      “Ith-rassil, I like every room with you in it. Especially the ones where we can be alone in.”

      He gave her a quick peck on the lips and waited by the door until Kate printed her new clothes and got dressed. She opted for the same type of practical leggings and shoes, only this time her blouse was green.

      “You look good in my color,” Sid said, in a tone that made Kate want to remove her blouse and jump back to bed with him. But there would be time enough for that later, she reasoned with herself. For now he was right, they had work to do.

      Beaming at him, Kate took his hand in hers. Together, they headed out of their own private bubble… and into a locker room filled with Ithaden taking a shower. Now that, was a rude wake-up call.

      Kate had almost forgotten that this was a common bathroom and locker space for the crew. Well, the sight of Ror, Berranav and the Mechs scrubbing their scales with wooden brushes under a hot mist that was being sprayed from the ceiling, would certainly remind her from now on. Interestingly enough, the Ithaden didn’t seem to bat an eyelash about being seen in their very naked state. Nor did they pay any attention to Kate and Sid holding hands — and for some bizarre reason, neither did Sid. He even waved at his crew, always holding Kate close. They all waved back, Ror flashing them his trademark toothy grin.

      “Perhaps we should find a more private pathway,” Sid said, just loud enough for her to hear. And then he chuckled at how red her cheeks had turned as he guided her out of the locker room and into the cafeteria.

      “Ithaden don’t think about nudity in human terms,” he explained as they sat at a table.

      “Most of them wear some item of clothing or more, but that’s because it serves a purpose, such as protection in battle or augmentation of blood circulation, not to protect their modesty.”

      Apparently, the reason Sid got angry enough to dragon out when Berranav interrupted them last time, was because Kate was naked.

      “So as long as you’re the one wearing clothes, I’m cool,” he said while 3D printing her a stack of pancakes. About time: she was starving.

      Sid’s “all’s well in the world” attitude lasted the whole day, although by the time they finished their shifts they were both too exhausted for another steamy session. But he cuddled with her in bed for the longest time, before 3D printing a hammock for him to sleep for a few hours. It was becoming Kate’s favorite thing in the whole world, she realized: falling asleep with Sid, or at least, with Sid in her general vicinity. Mostly, waking up with him.

      The next few weeks passed in such a state of bliss, that her old, rational self was almost waiting for the proverbial other shoe to drop. Sure, they all worked hard to fix the ship’s engines and drive so they could finally leave The Shrinking and travel to the Time Agency as per the plan… But they did so as a team, a family. Never before had Kate felt such a strong sense of belonging — whether she was at the deck working with the Mechs, eating lunch with Ror at the cafeteria, smoking steam with Xuff in that cave version of the room, or sleeping with Sid in their own private suite. Mostly sleeping with Sid, of course. If someone were to tell her that she would spend the rest of her life like this, Kate wouldn’t mind at all.

      Even the dreams were manageable. Sure, they were more frequent now: almost every night, Kate dreamed of the fear, the terror she felt at the Ithaden lab, when everything around her looked so white and strange. She dreamed of being injected, being examined by the scientists, feeling her insides bursting with flames as the Ithaden DNA took hold in her womb… And she dreamed of meeting Sid at the lab, who wore his human form so as not to scare her, so as to make her feel safe. And every night, Kate would wake up only to find Sid holding her tight.

      “Are you having bad dreams, Ith-rassil?” he asked her one night.

      “Not dreams… Memories. Some of them are coming back, I think, and not the fun ones.”

      Sid looked worried at that, worried and sad.

      “You’ve been through so much… I’ll never stop feeling guilty about it.”

      “Don’t,” Kate said, kissing his forehead. “The bad things can’t hurt me anymore, they’re just shadows. As for the good things… we’ll just have to make some new memories,” Kate said, her hand slowly traveling to his groin.

      Although she was well acquainted with every inch of his body by now, Kate still found his Ithaden anatomy fascinating. Completely indistinguishable from a human man when he was aroused, Sid’s member was hidden the rest of the time, his pelvic area as smooth as a Ken doll’s. Well, not for long.

      “Make some new memories…like now?” Kate asked as she started to massage him, revelling at the changes her touch brought to his body.
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        * * *

      

      Sid’s body wasn’t the only one that was changing though. One of the following days, Kate was printing a fresh blouse to wear between shifts, the same style blouse as always… only it now felt considerably tighter. Her belly had started showing, she realized with a jolt.

      Kate had to sit down for a moment. It’s not like she had forgotten about her pregnancy, but there were no new symptoms lately (apart from being hungry all the time, which she had gotten used to by now). She hadn’t felt any morning sickness, or the baby kicking. But there it was, an unmistakable belly bump… Kate cupped it with both hands, noticing it felt warmer than the rest of her body. Not sure what she was supposed to do next, she messaged Sid on her wrist terminal.

      “Can you get back to the room? And bring the scanner? Please?”

      It was a big ship. Sid was supposed to be at the other end of it, inspecting some of Ror’s latest fixes to the Quantum Drive with Xuff. And yet, he was by her side in just a few minutes.

      “What is it, Ith-rassil? Are you alright? The baby?”

      Kate nodded and stood up, allowing Sid to take a good look at her growing belly. He didn’t seem taken aback by it.

      “Perhaps I hadn’t noticed how much it has grown,” she said. “And it feels… warmer now. I suppose I panicked a bit. Wanted to run a scan, just to make sure everything is okay.”

      She didn’t need to tell him twice. Without much ado, Sid picked up the scanner and pointed it to her belly. When the beeping sound came, he sent the scanned files to the nearest screen.

      There it was, their baby. Their Third Sun. Curled up in Kate’s womb, seemingly asleep. It looked much larger now, much more defined. She could make out the nose, the eyes, perhaps even the fingers if she looked real close… She remembered last time Sid had shown her a scan of her little stowaway. How much time had passed since then? A month? Two? It felt like a lifetime ago. She was so confused back then, so angry at all the weird things that kept happening to her, so desperate for some real answers. Now she had all the answers, and then some. She turned to look at Sid.

      “This is our child, right there,” she said. “It still feels hard to believe.”

      Sid’s face was a smorgasbord of emotions: there was pride, joy, awe — some sadness, even. He put the scanner down and held Kate tight, his body radiating warmth and safety.

      “We need to make sure you have proper clothes from now on. Should be Ith-spun, to regulate temperature and protect the baby.”

      Kate nodded. Within minutes, Sid had printed her a golden camisole that hugged her body perfectly, without being too tight. It also cooled her down considerably, enough to be able to wear her regular blouse on top of it.

      “Okay, I’m okay. Let’s get back to work,” Kate said, now eager to stop her brain from obsessing over baby related issues. “How’s Ror’s repairs going? I remember you said his latest iteration looked promising…”

      If Sid realized she was deflecting, he didn’t call her out on it.

      “I think he’s getting there. Xuff is not 100% pleased it it. But then again, when is Xuff 100% pleased with something?” He chuckled, wrapping his hand around Kate’s waist and walking with her out of their room.

      The time they all spent stuck at The Shrinking certainly brought them closer, although tensions have also started to arise. For one, Berranav had a much shorter fuse than usual, snapping at Ror and the Mechs.

      “It’s not his fault,” Xuff had told Kate in one of their get togethers. “Like me, he was bred and raised for war. Only to fight it, not command it. He doesn’t do well when he spends a lot of time without something to punch.”

      And Theth was even more aloof than usual, hardly ever seen around anymore when not working a shift. Kate didn’t want to ask Xuff about her though. She suspected it must be difficult for Theth to replenish her emotional energy levels while stuck at the same place with the same people with not much happening. If anything, Berranav’s outbursts seemed to be much welcomed by the chameleon-like Ithaden. At least Theth could absorb some of his aggression…

      Yeah, their little family was still a functional one. But everyone was hoping for the ship to be fixed so that they could get going soon. So when Ror came to the cafeteria the next day when they were all having lunch, to announce that he finally figured it out and they could now safely set a course for the Time Agency, everyone cheered. Even Xuff.
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        * * *

      

      Kate had heard so much about the Time Agency from everyone on the ship, that in her mind it had become this mythical place; a place certainly worth sacrificing a kingdom for. A floating building made from the gold-like Ith, glistening mid-air above the Ithaden capital to showcase the Time Agency’s impartiality in all matters… According to everyone on the ship, it was a sight to behold.

      Or at least it would have been, if it still existed.

      Everything seemed to be going right at first. Sure, given their latest track record, Sid, Kate and the rest of the crew were understandably nervous when they strapped in for their time jump from the End of the Universe. But as they calibrated for the jump and the cabin lights dimmed, there were no weird incidents: no sudden shaking, no vacuum bubbles, no failure to launch due to a Quantum Lock. Their collective sigh of relief once they reached their destination, reminded Kate of the way people on Earth sometimes clapped when a pilot managed to land an airplane smoothly. She was fighting the urge to clap herself when Sid started talking.

      “Time navigation was successful. We have finally reached home. It will be nice to stretch our legs a bit, but I have to remind you all to be alert: we don’t know what has happened to our home while we were stranded at The Shrinking. We also don’t know how the Xerrks found us last time. So at this point, we need to be prepared for the possibility that the Time Agency is at least partially compromised.”

      Ror nodded. Berranav clenched his fists. Xuff’s white markings started swirling like crazy… Nobody said an actual word, although Kate could feel the mood in the cockpit becoming much more somber. They all unstrapped their Ith vests and prepared to disembark. Which for the Mechs and Ror meant carrying various portable cases to restock on fuel and necessary aloes for the ship’s functions, for Berranav printing an assortment of weapons and for Kate wearing an Ith body suit, like the one she wore at The Shrinking.

      “We don’t really know if you can breathe the Ithaden air,” reasoned Sid. “I estimate that by now our baby has made your DNA amenable enough to our environment to not need the suit, but I’m not willing to risk it.”

      Kate wasn’t either. She wore the suit and followed the rest of the team to the ship’s main entrance, which was supposed to bring them at the Time Agency’s docking port.

      Only there was no docking port. Or much else, for that matter. The minute they stepped out of the ship, they were greeted with a scorched landscape, not entirely unlike that of Earth after the Xerrks’ attack. Although this time the annihilation wasn’t complete. Looking around bewildered, Kate spotted a half-demolished building at the far end of the horizon that seemed to be in flames. She grabbed Sid by the hand and pointed to that direction.

      “That would be the Royal Palace. What’s left of it.” Sid’s voice was strangely calm and dispassionate.

      Kate noticed that he didn’t let go of her hand, nor did he run toward what used to be his home. He didn’t even dragon out… How was he so calm? She had to wonder how much of this calmness was for her benefit. She held his hand tight.

      The rest of the team was also trying to get to grips with the destruction they were witnessing.

      “Have we…gotten the coordinates wrong?” asked Xuff, a similar calmness in her voice as Sid’s.

      “No, my calculations were correct,” mumbled Ror, who was definitely not calm. “My calculations are correct, we are supposed to be in our native timeline, we are supposed to be home!”

      The milky white Ithaden started making soft, wounded sounds, like a puppy yelping. Kate wanted to hug him, but Theth got there first.

      After spending a few seconds in Theth’s arms (with the chameleon-like Ithaden turning white), Ror seemed to regain his composure. He turned to Sid and the rest of the team.

      “This was clearly a Xerrks attack… one that we lost. The chances of someone still being alive at the Palace and us able to help them don’t seem significant enough to endanger our mission. So I’m going back to the ship,” Ror concluded, “where I can be useful. To run probability lines, determine our best course of action forward.”

      “Our best course of action is to blast the Xerrks to smithereens,” growled Berranav, clearly itching to use his weapons. He would have probably run for the Palace ruins to find someone to fight, if not for the icy look Xufff gave him. He settled with adjusting his artillery belt.

      “Ror is right,” said Sid matter of factly. “The Time Agency being destroyed explains how the Xerrks found us before. It also explains that our people must have refused to work with them, if the Xerrks decided to destroy the Time Agency rather than using its resources. Let’s get back to our ship and get more data. We will find a way to undo this thing we all witnessed just now. We have been trained for this, this is our job. Let’s get to work.”

      And with that, Sid led the team away from the remains of the Time Agency and back to the ship. Never letting go of Kate’s hand.
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        * * *

      

      Despite their Captain’s rousing speech, they were all sad and silent once they got back to the ship. Seeing the destruction of one’s home planet is never easy — as Kate could attest to, having been treated to a front row seat of the end of the Earth. But Ror seemed to be taking it heavier than the rest of them. The second they got back, the Ithaden retreated to his screens, reading probability lines and not speaking to anyone. It was a very un-Ror-like silence, one that lasted the whole day.

      Kate was getting worried about her friend. That night, she shared her concern with Sid but he brushed her off with a “Ror will be fine” and a kiss. Sid’s kisses always had an uncanny power to take Kate’s mind off of things, although at that point they were both too emotionally exhausted to do anything more than kiss and cuddle.

      But then, the next day came and the very un-Ror-like silence continued. Kate decided to take matters into her own hands. Heading to the cafeteria that morning, she printed an extra tray with eggs just like he liked them and left it by the console next to Ror. His eyes never left the screen to acknowledge Kate’s presence, but she felt better knowing he’d have food when he needed to.

      “Looks like your maternal instincts are kicking in,” Xuf said jokingly when she saw Kate carrying the tray to Ror. Perhaps she was right.

      In all honesty, Kate knew how Ror must be feeling. Being faced with an impossible problem (whether a difficult client acquisition back at Wall Street, or trying to untangle the mysteries of her own kidnapping), she always retreated into her mind to work the numbers; shutting down from the rest of the world until she was close to a solution. And she would always forget to eat when she’d get like that… So she kept bringing the trays to the milky white Ithaden, despite the soft teasing from Xuff and Sid. Until, three days and five trays later, Ror finally made eye contact with her.

      “Thank you for the food, Kate Stoltz. I think I have something. Can you gather the team at the bridge?”

      During the briefing, Ror explained how he spent the last few days trying to understand exactly how compromised the team was. Because, while their end plan was simple enough (travel a couple of days back in time, warn the Time Agency of the Xerrks attack and use their resources to protect themselves until it was time for Kate to give birth), the trick was staying unnoticed by the enemy.

      “Based on their behavioral patterns, there is a 58% possibility that the Xerrks didn’t steal any Time Agency technology before destroying the building,” Ror was reading out loud from his findings to the team. “If that is the case, then they are still solely relying on their Telepaths to figure out our next steps. This is our best case scenario. Ιf their Telepaths were accurate enough to stop us on their own without Time Agency technology, they would have done it by now. On the other hand, there is a 42% possibility the Xerrks have indeed taken hold of the Time Agency’s Quantum Drives. They would be able to predict our every step, even impose a Quantum Lock on our intended timeline. We could be jumping into a trap,” he concluded, looking up from his tablet.

      Kate felt a headache coming. She ran her fingers through her hair.

      “Forty-two per cent huh… Not loving those odds,” she said, mostly thinking out loud. A brief glance around told her the rest of the crew probably felt the same way.

      “So what is your recommendation, Ror?” Sid’s voice cut through the awkward silence.

      Ror’s recommendation was to stall, basically, and gather more intel. To make a couple of random trips, combined with a few necessary pit stops to refuel, to keep one step ahead of the enemy.

      “It will become apparent after a while,” Ror explained “by how quickly they can catch up to us, whether the Xerrks are in possession of Time Agency tech or not. Once we are sure we can’t be trapped by a Quantum Lock, we will jump back to the appropriate time before the attack.”

      It sounded simple enough — although Kate could see Xuff rolling her eyes at all the unnecessary trips they would be making. The Combat General didn’t object though. They all understood the stakes and the need to play it safe by now. So what if it took a bit longer to complete their mission?

      Time was, literally, on their side.
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        * * *

      

      There was this old Earthen adage, “life is what happens when you’re busy making other plans”. It applied to time travel as well, Kate realized when she woke up that morning. According to her wrist terminal, exactly three months had passed since the day Ror suggested making a few random trips to figure out what kind of tech the Xerrks possessed. And her belly was a constant reminder that, in the meantime, life had kept happening.

      After her pregnancy bump first became visible, Kate had programmed her wrist terminal to count cycles. One of the reasons was to collect health and pregnancy data, to avoid any more surprises. The main reason however was to just not go completely insane by living in a spaceship with no way to discern between day and night.

      “Three months… wow,” Kate muttered to herself, while stretching in bed. As it was becoming the norm these days, she was alone in the room. Sid spent less and less time in that big, four-poster bed with her; usually kissing her goodnight and leaving to work another shift, train or go on missions to test the Xerrks’ response patterns. Kate understood that the change in his behavior had nothing to do with their relationship and everything to do with seeing his home destroyed and working hard to ensure its (and their baby’s) safety. She appreciated him for that. But there was a small, tiny part of her that felt insecure and alone.

      Truth was, this long, bi-species pregnancy had started taking a toll on her, on her body and mind. Before all this started, back on Earth, Kate was always considered slim. “Surviving on a diet of anxiety and success,” her mom would say with a scoff every time Kate would call her to say she couldn’t make it to family dinner. Now, every time she’d catch a glimpse of herself on the mirror she would do a double-take: apart from her ever-growing belly, her breasts had gone up at least two cups and her hips had also grown fuller and wider…

      Kate’s rational brain knew that this was normal. Pregnancies are supposed to change your body, and hers would continue to change until it was time for her to give birth (in another six months, according to her wrist terminal). And it’s not like she didn’t feel beautiful in this new, rounder shape — even Sid made a point of telling her every day how beautiful and radian she looked. But still she couldn’t help but wonder if, perhaps, he wasn’t as sexually attracted to her anymore.

      Frankly, that wasn’t even the main source of her frustration. With everything that’s been happening to them, sex (or rather the lack of it) wasn’t the first thing on her mind. No, Kate was mostly annoyed for being benched. After their first two trips ended with Xerrks either picking up their trail or beating them to the punch, Sid decided that it was too dangerous for her to be joining the rest of the team in field missions.

      “You and the baby are our enemy’s main target. If they get to you, then we all have lost everything,” he’d said.

      It made sense back then. All of them agreed, including Kate. But still, it sucked. So now on most days, Kate would help the Mechs with ship maintenance issues and discuss numbers and strategies with Ror, while Sid along with Xuff and Berranav would storm off on the actual missions. Theth would join either team, or just stay cooped up in some corner of the ship away from everyone, depending on her mood. The chameleon-like Ithaden always did as she pleased… If only Kate could do the same!

      She was getting tired more easily now, she had to admit. Kate’s body seemed to require more naps during the day and even more food than before. She had also developed an affinity with higher temperatures; it was as if the baby was craving heat… So taking hot, almost scalding baths was quickly becoming her favorite pastime although she felt vaguely guilty about it. Kate wasn’t used to not being “on” or feeling productive all the time. Being bored on an alien spaceship was definitely not something she’d ever thought she’d experience, but there it was.

      That’s why when she got a ping from Sid in her wrist terminal that morning, saying he wanted to discuss a field mission with her, Kate leapt out of bed in mere seconds. Oh, she was determined to give him a piece of her mind. Despite not being at top physical shape at the moment, she was still a valuable member of the team and had had enough of staying cooped up inside. She was rehearsing this argument over and over in her head all the way until she reached the cafeteria, preparing to counter-argue any (reasonable) objections Sid may have.

      Turns out, she needn’t have bothered.
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        * * *

      

      “I know the last few months haven’t been easy. On any of us,” Sid said, addressing the crew, who were all sitting around him once Kate showed up. Apparently this wasn’t a private conversation but a full team briefing, she realized, her heart sinking a little. Still, she picked up a chair and sat next to him.

      “As you all know, figuring out Xerrks response patterns took us much longer than expected. But we have a more clear image now, although I am sorry to say that image is not good. According to Ror’s latest calculations, there is a 92% that our enemy is indeed in possession of Time Agency technology, which explains why they have been able to track us so successfully. We have to assume that if we go back home now, we will be facing a Quantum Lock,” Sid continued.

      Nobody seemed surprised at this news. They had all suspected as much, especially Kate who had been working closely with Ror. Still, admitting that they wasted three months in vain was disheartening.

      “So…what next?” asked Kate.

      “I would ask the same thing,” Xuff said before Sid had any time to answer. “My main concern is that the enemy possessing our tech, also means they may have access to our battle strategies and individual profiles. Any choice we make moving forward, can be predicted based on our behavioral patterns that are registered in our system,” the Combat General continued.

      “That’s why I gathered you all here. I believe I have an idea,” Sid responded. He seemed vaguely pleased with himself. As he continued talking, Kate started feeling pleased with him too.

      Xuff’s concerns were valid. The Xerrks would have probably studied the behavioral patterns of all Time Agency employees, seven of which were currently on board this ship. Seven, not eight… because Kate was never a Time Agency employee! The only information about her in the Time Agency data logs was that she was test subject No17, successfully carrying an Ithaden baby in her womb. That painted a huge target on her back (or her belly, rather)… but it also gave her a distinct advantage.

      “I’ve been thinking about it for a while and I realized: you are our secret weapon, Ith-rassil,” Sid said, squeezing her hand fondly. “In a way, it was a stroke of luck that you didn’t escort us in any of the field missions: the Xerrks have no behavioral data of you, of how you react, what type of decision maker you are. Which means….”

      “Which means, if Kate Stoltz chooses our next destination,” Ror interrupted Sid with the excitement rising in his voice, “the Xerrks won’t be able to follow us there right away. We may even be able to stay hidden long enough…”

      “Long enough for me to give birth.”

      This time it was Kate’s turn to interrupt, her excitement mirroring, if not surpassing, Ror’s.

      Finally, she would get out of this ship.

      Kate had put a lot of thought to it, all these months. To compensate for not going out on missions, she had decided to educate herself on all things space and time travel. She had studied constellations and planetary maps, read several histories of different species and listened carefully to Xuff’s many stories of all the places she’d served in.

      So she knew that the perfect place for them now, had to be somewhere they could hide the whole ship. The environment would have to be Ithaden and human friendly, the timeline shouldn’t hide any surprises (messing with a civilisation’s history was the least they needed when trying to keep a low profile). Also, it would really help if the ground’s composition offered enough natural aloes to sustain the ship without needing to make many refuelling pit stops.

      Mostly, it had to be a place where she would be able to see a sunrise and a sunset. A place where she would finally be able to walk side by side with Sid and, if it came to it, she could give birth in peace.

      “I know exactly where we should go,” she announced to the team.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Europa was the smallest of Jupiter’s moons, back on Earth’s Solar system. Even before Kate was kidnapped, there had already been talks of salt and minerals found on its volcanic ground; talks about an ocean, hidden under the moon’s icy surface. On the original timeline, Europa would become one of Earth’s first and most successful colonies: a thriving launchpad from which the humans would reach the edge of their Solar system and beyond. Now with the Earth destroyed by the Xerrks, Europa was just an empty rock…

      Only it was more than that. It was the perfect hideout.

      The series of explosions the Xerrks orchestrated on Kate’s home planet had some unforeseen consequences. Like knocking Earth’s orbit slightly off course, increasing the overall temperature of the system… and allowing more exposure to the Sun’s heat for the next two planets, Mars and Jupiter. The extra heat from the sun turned the deserts of Mars into a flaming inferno but it also melted a big part of the surface ice on Jupiter’s moons. Turning Europa, for all intents and purposes, into a tropical paradise.

      “Who knew global warming would ever work in our favor?” Kate chuckled to herself while strapping in for the jump.

      She was sitting in Sid’s place this time, adjusting the settings on the console and configuring the temporal and spatial coordinates. If the team was nervous about flying blind into their destination, they did a good job hiding it. Sid had said it would be safer if none of them, including him, knew where and when Kate was taking them. More chances to throw the Xerrks off their scent that way.

      “We are ready… Captain,” Sid said, the warmth in his voice removing any trace of irony from the use of his honorific to address her.

      With everyone strapped in, Kate dimmed the cabin lights. She felt giddy, euphoric even. Perhaps she should be more nervous: she had flown this ship before, but mostly in simulated scenarios and even then not perfectly (according to Ror, she’d scored a bit lower than everyone else on the team). In any case, her piloting skills were considered adequate enough under the circumstances. Kate entered the jumping sequence and soon that feeling of existence becoming heavier washed over her. She was actually doing this, taking the team through time and space, she realized with a sigh. She could hear Xuff in the back, echoing her sigh of relief…

      A sigh of relief that was cut short by a big thudding sound that shook the whole ship.

      “Don’t worry, something like this was bound to happen,” Kate explained to the team as she turned on the cabin lights and unstrapped herself. “It was just the sound of our ship getting stuck in an underground cave. This moon is full of them. I thought that, since we intend to stay here for a while, parking the ship underneath the surface would be the safest choice. Much more difficult for our enemies to trace us.”

      After Kate gave them the lowdown on where exactly she’d brought them and why (Sid’s eyes were filled with amazement and pride, she noticed), the team prepared to disembark and examine their new home. Temporary home, at least.

      Ror did a scan on the area to confirm Kate’s claims that there were no other inhabitants on Europa during that time (“just a variety of flora findings and algae, perhaps some of them edible”) and then he and the Mechs focused on examining the ship from the outside for collision damages. Xuff, Sid and Berr decided to do a field reconnaissance: map the best way to get to the surface and decide what would be the optimal spot for their ground base of operations. As for Kate, she just stood there for a while, taking in the many stalagmites and stalactites of the underground cavern. The cavern she had landed their time traveling alien spaceship in… Would all this ever stop feeling surreal?

      Kate was thinking that this was probably the closest to Earth she would be for the foreseeable future, when she noticed Theth was standing by her side. Weirdly, her proximity to the Ithaden didn’t make her feel dizzy.

      “I feel it too,” Theth said, her velvety voice echoing ever so softly on the walls of the cave. “It’s like this moon is waking up from its icy sleep: life is beginning here. With how fast this moon orbits around Jupiter and the Sun, in a couple hundred years I believe there will be animals slowly crawling outside the waters above us. It will be a sight to behold…”

      The Ithaden’s voice trailed off, lost in her own daydream. There was clearly enough energy here to sustain Theth. Perhaps, when their battle was fought, they could all just…

      Kate shook off her head. This wasn’t the time to fantasise about retiring. They had work to do. Patting Theth on the shoulder, Kate proceeded to take some readings of the place with her wrist terminal. The oxygen on Europa used to be slightly weak and the radiation levels too high for humans to withstand. With the waters melting, the atmospheric oxygen dropped even more but the radiation levels dropped as well — and thanks to her baby changing her body, Kate felt perfectly fine in her new environment. It made sense now, Ithaden thriving as a multi-planetary dynasty: this life form was very resilient indeed…

      Kate had one hand on her belly and a smile on her face when Sid and the rest returned from their surface trip. His smile echoed hers.
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        * * *

      

      It had been a long year. And an even longer day.

      Kate was swimming in the cool, salt lake waters, taking in a very strange sunset: a small, golden sun lowering at the horizon, completely upstaged by a magnificently yellow Saturn and the rings of his four inner moons. She had trouble believing that just three cycles ago she was still onboard the ship, complaining about never going anywhere…

      Time, as they all soon realized, moved differently in Europa. A full year here was just three and a half Earthen days, which was also exactly the time needed for the moon to complete one orbit around Jupiter. A year and a day, one and the same!

      A glance at her own wrist terminal showed Kate that it had probably been 62 hours since they arrived on this surprisingly hospitable moon — although her wrist terminal, as well as all the others, was having some issues with being so close to the Earth. Being the epicenter of the timeline change when destroyed by the Xerrks, Kate’s home planet had a weird effect in all devices, especially with the Quantum Lock still in place there, Ror had said… Kate yawned.

      The year/day was reaching its end, the golden light of the sunset diminishing slowly. In about an hour or so night would fall, a night that would last for about 10 hours. Kate was exhausted, but the salt waters helped her body float effortlessly, making her feel like she weighed nothing. It was such a welcome change for her sore muscles and her pregnant belly…

      They had achieved a lot during these 62 hours, Kate thought while extending her arms on gentle backstroke movements, getting closer to the shore. It was as if the whole moon was conspiring to help them. The recent temperature changes in Europa had caused several tectonic shifts, creating rifts and fissures on the ground. Many of these openings where big enough for someone to access the underground caverns from — and for Sid and the team to find their way up to the surface in less than an hour from where their ship had docked.

      Europa’s terrain was also completely level, with no mountains in sight. They were quickly able to find a flat area near a lake to build a 3D printer plateau on, surrounded by a canopy of trees. After several hours of coordinated work (transferring all their equipment from the ship to the surface wasn’t fun but, between the eight of them, they managed) the plateau was functional and the printing process could start.

      Sid had his mind set on printing a temporary house for the team, since the idea of staying underground for months inside the ship appealed to absolutely no one at this point. So he came up with a design for a house they could lay low in for as much as they needed; a house that could also camouflage them from above, in case the Xerrks were looking at aerial images of Europa. To achieve that, he mimicked the same wood type that could be found in their surrounding trees and made sure the roof was completely enveloped in greenery. It would look like just another canopy of trees from above.

      “It’ so… normal,” Kate said with a gasp when Sid finally finished printing it.

      Indeed, if you discounted the fact that there were several Ithaden hammocks hanging from the terraced patio that surrounded it, the whole building looked like a regular Earthen wooden lodge. A cabin in the woods. Of course, Kate was the only one who felt like that.

      “This building is so… full of corners,” Xuff almost hissed.

      “Where is the cafeteria? I’m starving,” said Ror.

      The Mechs looked almost unsure whether the design would hold.

      Theth and Berranav just stood there with blank looks on their faces.

      Kate knew that Sid chose this Earthen design for her, to feel comfortable and familiar in it. Of course, only half of it looked like a human cabin on the inside. The ground floor was completely Ithaden-ized: 3D printing benches and a few chairs and tables dominated the space, with an enclosed corner at one side probably serving as a shower/misting stall for the Ithaden. It wasn’t as spacious as the ship for eight people to live in, but with most of them sleeping in the hammocks outside it would do just fine.

      Kate was just happy to have the top floor to herself. Now that, that looked very human indeed: there was a big four-poster bed taking up most of the space, a cosy armchair with a footstool, a bookcase and a floor lamp. She hugged Sid, thanking him for trying to emulate their room at the ship.

      “Do you like it?” he asked.

      “I love it,” she responded.

      It felt like a safe house, in every sense of the word.

      Soon, it was time for all of them to sit down and eat, for the first time together outside the ship. They were all so exhausted and starving that the meal didn’t last that long and most of the Ithaden went straight for one of the hammocks right after. Kate should have gone upstairs and tried to get some sleep in her new bed, but she was feeling strangely restless. She hadn’t been out in such a long time and this was a new planet. She was just itching to just go for a walk in the woods, perhaps take a swim in the lake…

      So that’s exactly what she did. That was about two hours ago.

      Swimming in the salt waters of the lake relaxed Kate so much that she completely lost track of time. It was funny, considering she’d been such a city girl all her life, but being cooped up in close quarters for several months changes a person. Plus, the lake was literally five minutes from the cabin and she knew there were no dangerous animals lurking about. She had half a mind to just stay there forever…

      So when Sid came to find her, she felt a bit like a little girl about to be scolded for playing outside for too long. Until she saw him removing his clothes, that is.

      “May I join you?” Sid asked with a devilish grin on his face as he stepped into the water.

      “Thank you, Europa,” Kate murmured under her breath before swimming slowly toward him.

      Sid wasn’t really swimming, she noticed. His feet were planted firmly on the lake’s bottom and the water, currently up to his waist, seemed to make him slightly uncomfortable.

      “So it’s true what they say about Ithaden being like cats in the water,” she said playfully when she had almost reached him. Her reading up on Ithaden culture had paid up; she was finally able to tease Sid.

      “We haven’t really had any use for it… Our planet doesn’t have a lot of water as you know, we don’t need it to survive like you do. But I’m willing to go on the deep end for you, Ith-rassil,” Sid said, bridging the distance between them in one swift stride.

      The water was up to his torso now, but he didn’t seem to pay attention to it anymore. His hands reached inside the water and found Kate’s waist. Gently, he pulled her close to him. Kate wrapped her arms around his neck and, aided by the salt water, effortlessly wrapped her legs around his waist. They stayed like this for a while, hugging each other tightly, the water caressing their naked skins. It was the closest they’d physically been in months. Kate sighed.

      “I missed you Sid,” she said. “I know we had a lot going on these past months… but I really, really missed you.”

      Sid surprised her with a chuckle. He seemed strangely amused.

      “Forgive me, Ith-rassil. I forgot that human couples are expected to mate more often. In Ithaden culture, it doesn’t usually happen more than a few times a year… But I’m very willing to atone for my mistake,” he said with a glance at Kate, who was now wide-eyed in astonishment. A few times a year? Her Ithaden history books certainly didn’t mention that… No wonder Sid didn’t feel like anything was wrong!

      “I will atone, starting right now,” he whispered, kissing her neck.

      A moan escaped Kate’s lips. She didn’t know if it was the time it had passed since their last intimate encounter, or her pregnancy hormones messing with her libido. But even that simple kiss, drove her mad with longing, so she decided to show him exactly how much she wanted him. Propelled by the water, Kate started rubbing herself on his bulge, feeling his full Ithaden anatomy slowly emerging. Now it was Sid’s time to moan.

      Holding her by the hair, Sid kissed her forcefully, becoming more erect by the second. It was obvious he couldn’t control his desire for her any longer. He slid inside her easily and started thrusting. Slow at first but hard, grabbing one of her legs and putting it on his shoulder. At this angle, Kate could feel him so deep inside she almost screamed. Kate let go and fell back, allowing the water to hold her while she climbed her other leg on Sid’s shoulders as well.

      “This is amazing,” she panted.

      He was only able to grunt at this point, his eyes burning with passion.

      Sid held her by the waist with one hand, his thrusts becoming faster now. His other hand traveled to Kate’s nipples, erect from the water and her own arousal. He grabbed one of her breasts forcefully, using his new hold to plunge inside her even harder. This felt so different from the previous times they’d made love. It was urgent and primal, like a storm that could not be stopped, only ravaged everything in its way…

      With her hands open wide over her head and her eyes taking in the vastness of the sky above them, Kate completely surrendered to this feeling, a feeling she never thought possible. An orgasm that seemed to build slowly and never end, new waves of release taking over her whole body with every thrust. Her eyes filled with tears of joy.

      Kate’s legs were trembling now on Sid’s shoulders, unable to take this pleasure any longer. But Sid’s release wasn’t long behind. He soon exploded inside her, arching his body back and holding her tight by her legs. A deep growl escaped his lips. And then, once his trembling had subsided, a laughter. It was soft and exhausted, but also liberating. Sid bent over and picked Kate up, holding her into his arms once again. He felt alive, Kate realized. She felt it too, perhaps for the first time in her life with that intensity.

      By the time they headed back to the cabin, night had fallen in Europa.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kate’s wrist terminal started beeping. A frantic, repetitive sound. The screen turned all red, as it was supposed to do in medical emergencies.

      That’s so odd, Kate thought. Up until this point, she was feeling just fine.

      She was walking in the woods, still invigorated from her swim. Kate had gotten into the habit of swimming daily since that first day, four months ago. Sometimes Sid would join her, slowly learning how to swim — although most times he had other things on his mind… Kate smiled at those memories. It’s like there was something about the lake that ignited their passions better than the four-poster bed on the top floor of their cabin ever did. Of course, when swimming in the lake’s salt waters, Kate didn’t feel being weighed down by her ever growing belly. So that helped.

      But this morning Sid was on a refuelling trip with Xuff and Ror, to gather minerals and aloes for the ship. Thankfully they didn’t have to go off world, as Europa’s many oceans provided them with what they needed. So Kate went to the lake alone.

      After a quick dip, she decided to canvas the southern part of the lake for more berries. There were a lot growing in this area and although they contained significant traces of radiation, Ror had found a way to isolate the harmful isotopes and make them perfectly safe to eat. It seemed like a lot of hassle when they could just print any food they wanted, but Kate liked eating “real” food she had foraged herself. At least that’s what she told the team. She was too embarrassed to tell them it was probably a weird pregnancy craving.

      “If only Margot could see me now, being a proper country girl,” Kate said with a chuckle, thinking of her mom. She was wondering if she’d ever see her again, when her wrist terminal started beeping like crazy.

      She fumbled with it for a while, thinking it must be another malfunction. Despite being in Europa for many months now, the whole team’s wrist terminals still haven’t managed to completely assimilate to being so close to Earth, the center of the original time anomaly… But after a minute or two, a small pool of water on Kate’s feet and a weird sensation on her legs made it very clear this was no malfunction. Her water had just broken.

      She was about to give birth, Kate realized, three months earlier than expected. Alone, in the woods.

      Kate started panicking. She knew that Sid, Xuff and Ror were on a boat hours away. And the rest of the team was probably at the cabin, which was on the other side of the lake. She definitely chose the day to explore! Even with one of the ATV-like vehicles the Mechs had printed, it would take them about half an hour to find her… Could someone give birth in half an hour? At this point, Kate wasn’t sure of anything. She could feel her heartbeat getting faster, which made her wrist terminal keep beeping, but she didn’t dare to remove it or make the beeping stop. Annoying as it was, it was also her only S.O.S. signal for someone to come find her.

      Thankfully, someone did.

      Theth must have felt the spike in her energy, because she was there faster than Kate could have hoped. Gently, she helped her climb on the ATV and kept one hand on her belly while steering the wheel with the other. It was reckless driving, but the Ithaden’s touch was taking the majority of Kate’s increasing pain, so she wasn’t about to complain. By the time they reached the cabin, Kate realized she was extremely lucky to have someone like Theth nearby. Xuff always talked about helping her give birth when the time came, but Xuff wasn’t here and if she was being honest, Kate couldn’t have asked for a better doula than someone who was a living, breathing painkiller.

      Giving birth, as it turns out, doesn’t happen in half an hour. Not in Kate’s bi-species pregnancy at least. According to the scans Theth was running in regular intervals, Kate had been steadily dilating for about three hours now, but she still wasn’t ready to deliver the baby.

      “You need to rela,x Kate,” Theth said with one hand on her forehead, taking away some of her pain.

      She couldn’t take it all. The overflow of energy would make the Ithaden sick, plus Kate’s body needed some of the pain stimuli to be able to carry on with the birth. If she got too comfy, this kid would never come out. And she was desperate for him to come out by now. Her son. Their son.

      “When is Sid getting back?” Kate managed to say between contractions.

      “He should be here soon,” Theth assured her.

      Kate sank back to the four-poster bed, trying to do her old breathing exercises. Soon, the pain subsided a bit more. She felt her eyes closing.

      When she opened them after what felt like a minute, Sid was here. His eyes were weirdly bloodshot, like he had been crying. At the corner of her eye, Kate also saw Xuff holding a bundle of something, wrapped in blankets. The bundle seemed to be moving…

      “Ith-rassil,” Sid said, stroking her face with a gentle hand. “Our son is here. Our Third Sun. He is perfect.”

      Kate had been asleep for more than a minute, Sid explained. He and Xuff arrived slightly after Kate had passed out, racing upstairs only to find her out of it and Theth at the verge of exhaustion. He ran another scan on Kate and saw that the baby had turned on his side, making it impossible for a natural birth. Sid and Xuff then gave Kate some sedatives so that Theth could take a break from playing the part of the sedative herself before she also passed out. As it was the only way to deliver the baby safely, Sid and Xuff performed a C-section on Kate. Her belly was currently wrapped in Ith bandages, to recover from the operation. She shouldn’t try to move, Sid said.

      Any anger Kate might feel for missing out on her son’s birth, disappeared the second Xuff handed him over to her. A perfect little bundle — and a completely human-looking one at that. His skin color had a very faint yellow-gold tint, but Xuff and Sid reassured her it was normal for a part-Ithaden baby. He had ten little fingers and ten little toes; a tuft of soft, golden hair on his tiny little head. Right when Kate thought he couldn’t be any more perfect, her son opened his eyes and looked at her for the first time. He had bright blue eyes, just like Sid’s.

      Kate’s heart was about to burst. She had no idea she could feel so much love for a creature so small. Right then and there, she made her decision.

      “Sid, I’m not giving up my son. I’m sorry. I know how important he is to the universe and you all, but I’m not giving him up to some Ithaden royalty to raise him. Not without me around. Where he goes, I go.”

      “No.” Sid’s face so full of emotions it was impossible to decipher them all. “He’s our son, Ith-rassil. And where he goes, we go together. Always.”
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        * * *

      

      “You know what the definition of insanity is, John? To do the same thing and expect different results,” Kate said with a cooing voice to her son, caressing him with every syllable as if she was singing him a lullaby.

      She adjusted his Ith-spun baby sling on her body and covered them both with the protective vest. That sling was mighty useful, she thought for the umpteenth time. She looked at Sid with a smile of gratitude for thinking to print this for her, so that she can carry their son and still be able to use her arms. Okay, looks like they were all strapped in now and ready for a jump. Another jump… Kate sighed.

      Everyone kept assuring her little John was perfectly fine, but Kate was not totally convinced. All that time traveling could not possibly be healthy for such a young child. But she knew they didn’t have a choice. Ever since John was born (Johnassan, as the full Ithaden/human name he would officially take once presented to the Royal Ithaden Palace was), the timeline had become extremely fragile.

      The newborn Third Sun’s mere existence was creating a temporal anomaly. Not enough to establish a Quantum Reset yet, but things were beginning to change back to the way they were supposed to be before the Xerrks aggressive time meddling. Multiple timelines now seemed to be existing at once, making it possible to access different realities at the same time… It always give Kate a headache when she started thinking about it. The point was, by now the Xerrks had realized the birth must have taken place and they were hotter on their pursuit than ever. Sid, Kate and the team hadn’t stop running in days.

      Kate was sad they had to leave Europa, with its trees and its lakes and its never-ending days. It was the place where her child was born and for that it would always hold a special place in her heart. But it was more than that: their cabin in the woods near that lake, felt more like a home than anything else had in a very long time…

      The worse thing was, Kate knew that if the timeline was restored, Europa would once again become a booming planet with an advanced technology, full of space explorers and colonists. Their rustic little paradise would basically be no more. Still, it was worth losing one’s home it if it meant saving one’s universe, right?

      “Right, John?” she whispered to her son who was currently half-asleep.

      “Everyone strap in,” Sid said. “Let’s hope this iteration, number…”

      “Iteration number 28,” Ror offered with a small voice.

      “Let’s hope iteration number 28 will do the trick and take us to the right Time Agency, at the right time.” Sid grunted, dimming the cabin lights.

      It was clear that Kate wasn’t the only one sick and tired of all the jumps.

      As their existence became heavier (after all this time, she still hadn’t found a better way to describe how it felt to time jump), Kate tried to recall their 27 previous attempts to reach the Ithaden capital and bring their son to his rightful place at the palace. In most of them, the whole Ithaden planet was gone: either blown to smithereens by the Xerrks or never having existed in the first place. They had to jump out of these realities right away, not to risk the Ithaden of the ship also blinking out of existence…

      But Kate’s probably least favorite iteration, was iteration number 15. It was a parallel reality, where the inhabitants of the Ithaden planet never evolved enough to get past their ancient dragon shape. The whole thing basically looked like a prehistoric jungle, only with dragons being the alpha predators instead of dinosaurs. Kate did not like the gleam she saw on Sid’s eyes when they landed. A primal part of him wanted to dragon out and be with his ancestors, she knew, but if they let him do that even for a while, that reality could cement and everything could be lost. She managed to snap him out of it by handing him over their son. That seemed to put Sid’s priorities back in order.

      Kate was still shaking her head at all this, when she realized the cabin lights where back on. They had arrived, it seemed.

      “Oh, goody,” she muttered under her breath. She couldn’t wait to see what fresh horrors this particular trip had in store for them.

      She didn’t have to wait long. Ror’s scans confirmed there were indeed, several horrors at bay in the form of Xerrks ships opening fire. But his scans also confirmed something else, something that brought Kate an immense sense of relief: they had finally found the right version of reality.

      This was the day of the Xerrks attack. Enemy ships were circling the Ithaden capital. A battle was raging and building were destroyed, but both the Time Agency and the Royal Palace seemed to be holding for now.

      As they all unstrapped from their vests, Kate saw Xuff making eye contact with Sid and Sid simply nodding. Nothing was said, but it was clear that some sort of plan had just been decided. Soon, Kate found out exactly what that plan was.

      “We’re taking the time shuttle,” Sid said, whisking her and their son away from the main cockpit.

      They ran toward the smaller, two-person ship, while he explained that the only way this could work was with the rest of the team staying behind to fight against the Xerrks.

      “The battle raging just now, we’ve already seen how it ends. But with Xuff and Berranav and the rest manning the defences from up here, the Time Agency may stand a better chance. At least they may be able to hold on a bit longer, long enough for us to do our bit.”

      Their “bit” was to take their son, the long-awaited Third Sun, to the Ithaden Royal Palace and hope it will be enough for a Quantum Reset.

      “Okay, my golden boy,” Kate said to little John as Sid fired up the engines of the time shuttle. “It’s time for you to meet your grandparents and save the world. No pressure.”
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        * * *

      

      Flying on a time shuttle while trying to avoid the Xerrks and their blasts was the complete opposite feeling from time jumping. Time jumping was like stepping into a void and standing very, very still. This…

      “This totally sucks!” Kate yelled, as Sid made yet another of his evasive manoeuvres, practically turning the shuttle upside down mid-air.

      Little John woke up and giggled. He seemed to be finding this whole thing amusing, as if his parents had taken him to a roller coaster ride, not a battlefield… Kate’s heart was breaking that her baby had to go through all of this, that this was considered a normal life for them. At the same time, she was beyond relieved that the Ith baby sling held and little John was still safely strapped on her chest.

      Not a moment too soon, Sid managed to land the shuttle on one of the Palace’s many turrets. Grabbing Kate by the hand, they ran toward the entrance door and then down a very long and very swirling flight of stairs. Kate could feel the walls shaking around them as the building had started taking in real hit from the Xerrks blasts. How long until the vision of the half-burned palace they’d seen came to pass?

      She also noticed something else as they were descending: a weird swirl of colors, not unlike the one Kate and Sid had witnessed at the Shrinking, had started unfolding around the three of them. Sid noticed it too.

      “It’s happening!” he exclaimed while taking Kate through a door and toward what she now recognized from Xuff’s stories as the throne room. “Just a little bit longer…” Sid murmured, running even faster.

      They were both panting now. If it wasn’t for little John’s gargling laughter, who apparently still thought all this was some weird adventure, Kate wasn’t sure she’d have found the power to keep going. But she did, and soon they reached the foot of the Ithaden throne.

      The throne was made from Ith and looked like a sun with tall, golden spears surrounding its center like the sun’s rays. It was just like Xuff had described it: majestic, if a bit pretentious. Kate however was less interested in the throne itself and more in the squad of guards surrounding it. Would they try to stop them? Question why they were running like crazy toward the king? Assuming that was the king sitting on the throne…

      Turns out, the guards did neither. As if Sid and Kate weren’t even there, they ran toward the windows and positioned themselves in a way that they could defend the room from the Xerrks if it came to it. The route to the throne was completely open to Sid and Kate. The colors around them now swirled like crazy, making it difficult to see clearly. Suddenly, Sid stopped running.

      “My King Father, my Second Sun,” he said, loudly enough for the king to hear him over the clamor of the battle. “Thank you for taking care of our nation in my stead. I have returned to resume my duties as the lawful ruler of the Ithaden Empire, until my son comes of age. I present to you, Johnassan of Ithaden and Earth. The Third Sun.” Gently, Sid unstrapped the baby from Kate’s sling and lifted him up for the king to behold.

      The color swirls became so intense that swallowed reality itself.
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        * * *

      

      Kate blinked. It was very hard to reconcile her inner self-image with her current reflection in the mirror.

      She remembered that, when she was a little girl, her dad used to call her princess. She liked it, mostly because it was coming from him, but she never had that whole “I wanna be a princess when I grow up” other girls her age had, playing with tiaras and tulle dresses.

      “Well, life once again proves stranger than any fiction” she muttered to herself. Because although her dress was made from Ith and not tulle, there was no mistaking that tiara.

      It took some convincing to get Kate to wear the traditional Ithaden royal wedding garb. A hybrid between dress and armor, its impossibly long trail was only outmatched by the impossibly pointy spears that emerged from its shoulder-pads. It looked like the Ithaden throne had gotten up and started walking. Thankfully, Xuff and Theth (who ever since they helped Kate giving birth seemed to be close once again) worked their magic.

      This version of the dress was much more toned down. The spears had all been removed, save one that was weaved together with her hair in an impressive up-do. They had to keep the long trail as it symbolized the long reign of the Ithaden, but they shortened the front so that Kate could actually walk in it and not trip on her way to the temple. The temple…

      Soon, Kate would walk out of the bridal preparation room and slowly march in front of all the Ithaden royal court, toward the ceremonial temple where Sid, her soon-to-be husband, was waiting for her.

      Even now, she had to pinch herself. Going from abduction victim to science experiment and government property, to valuable team member of a spaceship… to giving birth to a future Emperor and ruling an alien nation. And the fact that most people didn’t remember all that, made it even more strange.

      When Sid accepted his destiny as the Ithaden ruler and presented his son as his heir, the Quantum Reset went fully in effect. Not a moment too soon, as Xuff and the others back on the ship were getting hit hard by the Xerrks. But as soon as the Quantum Reset happened, time started rearranging itself — and people’s memories along with it. Sid, Kate and the rest of the team on the ship were now the only beings in the whole universe who knew how close they’d gotten to total annihilation…

      In this reality, there was never any prophecy for a Third Sun, or secret experiments on humans to ensure his birth took place. The Earth was never destroyed and humanity flourished in space — there were in fact several human settlers on Ithaden, some of them now part of the royal court. They were beyond thrilled to have a human queen on the throne.

      Some things never changed of course, even in this reality. Young prince Sid had still refused to marry a young Xuff and left the Royal Palace to work at the Time Agency. He’d still convinced Xuff to join him, assembled the same team and went on important missions through space and time. And in one of those missions, on planet Earth in the year 2018, he accidentally bumped into Kate. Kate, who was very successful at her firm but also very lonely. They fell in love and, after much thought, Kate made to follow him on his home planet.

      Sid’s parents actually opposed the romance at first, being sceptical about having a non-Ithaden daughter in law. But when she managed to successfully get pregnant, they saw a great political opportunity to unite two races. Their wedding, a highly publicised affair with millions of guests, was scheduled for thirty-three days after Kate gave birth.

      That day was today.

      “Are you having second thoughts, friend? I could always find Sidanav another bride…” Xuff joked, seeing how Kate seemed lost in thought.

      “Never, friend” Kate turned around and walked toward Xuff and Theth, her best friends in the whole damn world. Part of her wished the Ithaden ceremony involved the human custom of throwing the bridal bouquet at the end, because she had half a mind of throwing it to both of them.

      For now, Kate took her friends’ hands. With a big breath, she let them lead her out of the room and to her wedding ceremony.
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        * * *

      

      “I do,” Sid whispered in Kate’s ear.

      He’d said it many times during that night, their wedding night. He was only trying to honor the human custom, after Kate had shown him videos of Earthen weddings. She didn’t explain he only had to say it once because frankly, she couldn’t get enough of hearing him say it.

      “I do,” the Ithaden king said again, his lips now grazing his wife’s neck.

      Kate stretched contently on the bed, her eyes slowly getting accustomed to the morning sun. Their room had high walls and ceilings (in case one of its inhabitants ever accidentally turned into a dragon, Kate suspected), with huge windows that allowed the light of the Ithaden sun wash every corner of the place. Everything was perfect. Well, almost.

      “When can we get the baby back?” she asked, hugging him.

      “Soon, Ith-rassil,” he promised.

      Kate wasn’t really worried about their son. She just missed him. Sid held little John throughout their wedding ceremony, as it was the Ithaden tradition and, when it was time for the after-wedding festivities, Xuff and Theth volunteered to babysit.

      “To give the royal couple privacy on their wedding night,” Theth had said with a graceful bow, followed by a slightly irreverent wink.

      Kate and Sid had definitely made the most of that privacy. Many, many times that night. But now she felt all loved up and was ready to hold her son in her arms again. To have her whole family together…

      “Something the matter, my wife?” Sid asked, concerned about the sudden change in Kate’s expression.

      “Sid, do you think the Earth is safe? From the Xerrks, from all of it? Is it over? Or will they try again?” Kate asked after a pause.

      “No, they wouldn’t. Right now they don’t even know they have a reason to, anyway. Once our son becomes the Emperor and gains power, it is inevitable that the Xerrks and other races like them will rise up against him… But although I can’t promise you his whole life will be conflict free, I can definitely promise you the Earth cannot be targeted again. I’ve assembled a special task force at the Time Agency that will be making sure of that.” Sid frowned, realizing there was still something more troubling her.

      “Tell me what’s really on your mind. You know there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you, Ith-rassil,” he said running his fingers through her hair.

      “Sid would you consider… wearing your illusion shield and have dinner with me? At my parent’s place in 2019? I want to go back to the day I left them that note and show up for dinner. I don’t want them to worry.”

      A sigh of relief escaped the Ithaden king’s lips.

      “That’s all? I thought it was something serious… Ith-rassil, of course! I have no idea what we’ll tell them and how we’ll explain this whole mess or if we even should… but I should be honoured to meet your parents. Tonight? If Xuff and Theth don’t mind babysitting again?”

      Kate nodded, happily.

      She was wrong all along, she realized. It wasn’t about Europa, or that cabin in the woods. It wasn’t about the street smells of New York, their private room at the ship or the Ithaden palace. She could have many homes, in many planets, in many historical periods. As long as Sid was with her and they could watch their son grow safe and happy, the whole Universe was home.
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      "There are private auctions, held by the wealthy elite of this city.

      It may be your only option for a better life for you and your daughter.

      But I have to ask, are you still able to bear children?"

      

      The chills run through my spine.

      But what other option do I have?

      

      A single mom.

      A convicted, abusive ex-husband.

      A world that is crumbling.

      

      What else can I ask for?

      I will keep my daughter safe, no matter the cost.

      

      "OK", I said.

      "Sign me in."

      

      Four days later, a letter shows up in my mailbox:

      

      "Dear Mrs. Robson,

      

      It is my pleasure to inform you that you have been purchased by Mr. George Armitage, Esq.  

      Mr. Armitage is a pillar of the Chicago community, and is the CEO of Armitage pharmaceuticals.

      They are an extremely wealthy household, and I am sure you will settle in very nicely there. 

      As for what services you will be providing, Mr. Armitage is looking for..."

      

      But I couldn't read anymore.

      Oh Lord...

      What did I get myself into!?
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      I snuck out to Werewolf City and spent the night with four men...

      Now I'm pregnant and don't know who the father is.

      It was all an accident. 

      

      When my own father found out, he locked me up to give birth in a bunker...

      No prince charming is coming to my rescue.

      Or princes, in this case --they are royal, after all.

      But none of that matters right now...

      Does it?

      

      It's been so long I'm not even sure they remember my name.

      Or the night we spent together.

      

      And who would have thought... 

      I am carrying not one, but two of the only heirs they'll ever have...

      

      What would they do if they ever found out?
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