y 8ad diedkat forty-two of mas-
sive heart failure. He was
sitting in his study in the
middle of drawing a circle with his
compass. He teetered off his stool
onto the carpet, the compass falling
and stabbing him in his right bicep.
His sharp, professional, mechanical
pencil landed inches to the left of his
left eye. Beside the arm puncture, the
only other injury he sustained was an
oddly burnt wrist. | actually know this
because | saw it happen.

It was August, two thousand four,
not long after my birthday. | was on the
couch, reading, when my dad spoke
out of nowhere. “What do you want?”
he growled.

[ turned around and asked, “What?”

I saw a blue flash, and after my ret-
inas readjusted, my dad’s eyes were
rolled up in their sockets, and | saw his
charred wrist. His frilled out hair flut-
tered in the air as he flopped over.

Within an hour, my mom met me at
the hospital for a question-and-answer
session, having left work. The doc-
tors reported that apparently, he had
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suffered a freak electrocution. Upon
hearing this, my mom kind of coughed,
or choked, then muttered an apology.
The hospital made us sign some offi-
cial papers, and as soon as both of us
had our car doors shut, she turned to
me.

“Charles,”she said sternly, staring me
down. “Put your seatbelt on. Now."

At first, | just blinked at her. | looked
away for a moment, feeling uncomfort-
able that she was looking at me funny,
but when | looked back, she already
had her seatbelt on and the engine
running. She shifted into reverse and
did a J-turn from our parking space.
She sped through the parking lot rows
and drove out onto the street.

After fighting my seatbelt fully on,
| saw our usual turn toward home fly
past us.

“Mom,” | said forcefully, “where are
we going? You just ran a red light!”

“I don't know!” she screamed. “The
freeway! | don't care. We just need to
keep moving so | can think!”

She jerked a hard left onto the 110
Freeway’s opposing off-ramp traffic,
tears streaming in down her cheeks.
Traffic on Carson Street swerved to
avoid us, and we nearly hita screaming
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guy on a beach cruiser.

This whole time, | was jumping all
over my seat. | screamed obscenities
when we entered oncoming freeway
traffic.

My mom, screaming herself, darted
diagonally through the cars and then
followed along the center divider, nar-
rowly avoiding head-on collisions from
close to a dozen cars before we went
through a Metro bus station onto the
correct side of the freeway. Before |
could heave a breath of relief, | heard
the menacing wail of police sirens on
our heels.

“What the fuck is going on, Mom?”
| screamed. | wanted more than any-
thing to just open the door and jump
out, but the insane speed my mom
was driving at made it completely
impossible.

My mom continued to cry in long,
deep breaths, not really listening to me.
She weaved through traffic, she cried,
and she kept looking at the center con-
sole, so | asked again.

“Shut up for now, Charles!” she barked,
raging emotions carrying
her voice to a shrill pitch.

“We have to keep moving!
We have to get out of here!”
| tried as hard as | could

to get comfortable, and
ended up sinking down into my seat
instead. My mom started mumbling
incoherently, peering into her rearview
mirror at the squad cars following us.
After a short while, news helicopters
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showed up, so the cops slowed to
a safer distance. Traffic ahead of us
started to trickle to two or three cars.
Each hurriedly exited the freeway.

My mom smiled.”Yes! They're help-
ing us!”

“Us! Damn it!” | exploded. “How am
| a part of this?”

My mom shot me a look. “l love you,
Charles, but this is all because of you.”

“Since when?”

“Twenty years ago.”

“I'm twenty.”

My mom turned to face me fully,
not even paying attention to the
road but maintaining direction with a
steady hand.”Yes? Two plus two equals
what?”

| bristled. “That doesn’t explain
anything!”

“You don’t know who you are!” she
yelled at me.”Your father and | kept you,
knowing this would happen one day.
We thought of every way we could to
keep anyone from knowing about you,
but that obviously didn't help.”

She finally opened the center

“Your father and | were part of a group of
people who were...kind of like the United

Nations, you see, but instead of different
countries, different time periods are rep-
resented. Do you follow me?”

console and rifled through it until
she found a small screw fixed into
the bottom of it. She pulled up on it,
lifting a hidden panel and revealing
what looked like a small golden



pocket-watch, decorated with intri-
cate engravings in a strange alphabet.
She retrieved it and threw its chain
around her neck.

“What we realized,” she finally said,
waving her hand, “is that because you
will one day do something to make
yourself widely notable, certain people
we ran away from will be able to track
us down through the space-time
continuum.’

My head was reeling. “Famous?” |
asked. “Who the hell are you running
from? What?”

My mom turned a knob on the side
of the watch, and everything around us
slowed down, like the air turned thick
as tar and everything had to slow force
their way through it. | balked, looking
around spastically and disbelieving
my eyes. | listened as the police sirens
slowed down and shifted pitch to an
almost inaudibly low rumble.

“OK. Now that we have time, let me
start over,” my mom said. “Your father
and | were part of a group of people
who were...kind of like the United
Nations, you see, but instead of differ-
ent countries, different time periods
are represented. Do you follow me?”

“No," | muttered. “Are you implying
that this stuff is true?”

She nodded. “It was founded a
long time ago, after this sorcerer in

and forward through time, doing as
they pleased. | mean, there was some
widespread damage. There were assas-
sinations, antiquity theft, slave trad-
ing, investment banking, gambling,
you name it. Chronos judged himself
responsible for the pollution of the
space-time continuum and founded
The Order of Time—a society of pow-
erful, civic-minded wizards from many
eras dedicated to order and balance
in the universe. We wanted to keep
tabs on the correct progression of time
itself by preventing other wizards from
changing things for the worse.”

| considered the story while |
glanced up at the setting sun, watch-
ing a passing pigeon hover in mid-air,
beating its wings at an astounding rate
of once every few seconds or so. | was
reminded, during this all, of some of
the weird, unexplainable moments of
my childhood that my parents largely
deny. Like the time | stepped on a nail,
and my mom and | watched as it just
fell out on its own, and the hole closed
up, while my mom gasped in what |
now know to be false amazement. Or
like the time | snuck into the living
room in the wee hours of Christmas,
waiting for Santa, and the damn pres-
ents just appeared under the tree while
| was looking at it.

“I thought | was crazy,’ | interjected.

the early Renaissance who called him- “And you guys were using magic, right

self Chronos discovered time travel.
The technique spread, and wizards
everywhere were zipping backward

in front of my face? This is all your mess.
What does it have to do with me?”
“Listen to me, Charles,” my mom
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seethed.“This is complicated.”

“Go on..” | finally said, keenly inter-
ested but bitterly confused.

“Well, like | said, it was our mission
to prevent people from abusing time
magic.”

“How do you do that? Make them
mute?”

My mom sighed, impatient. “No,
they could still gesticulate, and paraly-
sis doesn't prevent thought. To make a
person unable to cast magic, you have
to stop all conscious thought, mean-
ing either comas or death, or prevent
the person from learning the spell by
intervening in time. Most of us, such as
your father and |, preferred not to kill,
and would track down the offenders
as children, kidnap them, and let them
be adopted by families who wanted
children. One of us, though, a man by
the name of Nafar, went overboard, kill-
ing certain heinous offenders in their
youths. But no matter how many wiz-
ards we stopped from learning time
magic, there seemed to be an infinite
amount left”

“Get to the point!” | shouted. “The
cops are going to try to run us off the
road or something any second, and
you're not even paying attention to
where we're going. What does this
have to do with me?”

She peered at the road ahead of
us. “Chronos called us to a meeting.
He said that the only way to stop the
time disruption was to stop himself
from ever inventing it. Naturally, this

49

obvious paradox created outrage. The
Order of Time, already strained as it
was, disbanded, and in the ensuing
drama, Nafar took it upon himself to
assassinate baby Chronos. Your father
and | couldn't abide by this, so we fol-
lowed Nafar to the past, fought him off
and rescued baby Chronos. We ran off
to an obscure time period and raised
him as our own”

Now it started to sink in. “Los
Angeles, nineteen eighty-four? Are you
serious?”

“It worked for twenty years.”

I suddenly felt lightheaded.

My mom put a hand on my shoul-
der.”We...meant to tell you..”

| stared blankly through the front
windshield and saw something black
and metal slowly slide across the lane
ahead of us, then | saw the officer,
hiding behind a break in the center
divider, deploying it.

“Spike strip!” | shouted, pointing
vigorously.

“Shit!” my mom blurted, jerking the
steering wheel hard to the right. The
car leaned forward, but lurched off
to the right, causing our back wheels
to slide and pointing us directly into
the embankment on the side of the
freeway. We barreled into it in super
slow-mo, bouncing hard but finally
rolling up it at a slant. At the top we
caught a bit of air before the front of
the car slammed down into a bottle-
brush tree.

Even at slow speed, this all



happened too fast. | watched as the
hood of the car crumpled. The wind-
shield bent first, then cracked. One
crack at first, then more, spreading
throughout the window like a spider
web. A tree limb pierced the window,
knocking off the rearview mirror. And
finally, it was over, and mom was fid-
dling intently with the watch.

“We have to go somewhere else,’she
said.“Sometime else. Quick”

[lolled in my seat.“What about the
cops?”

“I'm not worried about the cops
right now. They're frozen in their tracks.
What I'm worried about is how Nafar
found us and when he'll strike again.”

“Then let’s go!”

She pressed in the pin of her watch,
and everything around us phased out,
like I'd just closed my eyes or some-
one turned the lights out. First | had
the sensation of the seat belt disap-

dreams where
roundingsywer
made my legs curl up. | turned my head
and watched my mom spin slowly
place.

“This is weird,” she said.

“You're telling me," | replied. “How
can | see you if there's no light? And
how can | breathe?”

" L
“This is The End of Time, which's the

ultimate eventuality of all time streams.
Time and space flow freely here. | took
us here because this is where you set

up the Order’s headquarters for easy
access to all eras!”

| groaned.“l don't see anything”

“My point exactly. Something’s
wrong.”

There was a flash, and a voice
called out from behind us. “Do you
want to know what’s wrong?” it asked.
The voice’s owner was a slender old
man, dressed in a heavy brown cloak,
whose wiry hair retained a youthful
black color.

My mom gasped and muttered
something under her breath. Clouds of
flame shot from her outstretched palm,
only to be deflected by the man’s coun-
teractive spell of icy wind, conjured
with a flick of his left wrist. He gestured
a wringing motion with his right hand,
and rigs of blue energy formed around
my mom’s arms and legs, binding her.

“What's wrong is people like you and
your late husband, who seek to protect
what must be destroyed!”

My mom spat, “
not your place to de who lives or
dies!” &

“Oh, but you can kidnap babies in
the name of honor and justice,” Nafar
shot back.”By interrupting and mixing
up the flow of time, you only corrupt
the continuum.Ad is a clean break.

top this! It's

“But have you.even thought about
what could happ*n if you kill the inven-
tor of time travel before he invents it?”
“Oh,” NafaPscoffed.“Your paradox.
don't care about the paradox. To me,

=3
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the real paradox is that eyeryone is
afraid to find out what wou tually
happen. So you would go so far out of
the way to protect Chronos, but wasn’t
it his idea in the first place? To stop hir
from inventing time magic?”

Nafarffleaved a deep breat
of frustration. “For you, it was only
twenty

s, but for me it was eons.
| destroyed our palatial headquarters
and meditated, searching for a thread
in the space-time continuum that
would lead back to you. | found one,
a tiny little happenstance of eventual-
ity that, once unwoven, revealed your
whereabouts.

“You see, there was this car chase
on television that a lot of people s
Those people told the story of how
a woman and a kid led police on a

pop-cultuw
parodied, and

ting right there. Why didn't yo
then?”
& i
news report also said that the father of
the family died of electrocutionfjust
before the mom went on a vehicular
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sn't the right time. You seﬁ *

rampage across Los Angeles. Now
knowing where you were, | killed
him with electricity to engineer the
sequence of events that caused you to
disappear. And | knew that the place
you'd go when shit got heavy was The
End of Time. You walked right into
this”

“You know what?” | shouted. | had
ome scathing words to follow, but as |

ire of this,” Nafar groaned. “I'm
ling to settle the patadox right now,
but just to make suré®you don’t do
anything stupid..”

He held up his hand toward my
y bright, blue bolt
of lightning arced wildly between his
hand and her heart. The force sent her
smoking body spinning away into the
void. Before | could even respond to
the death of my mother, Nafar turned
toward me and glared.

“Ah, young Chronos,” he said. “You
supposedly know everything about
the space-time continuum, so tell
me: what will happen if | kill you right
now?”

mom, and aninte

He held up his hand toward me,
and there was a flash. Nafar seemed
surprised for just a moment before
he turned into a billion embers. The
embers cooled to black, then gray, then
blew away in a cool breeze coming
from behind me. A pair of hands spun
me around, and | was confronted with
an older version of me. He waved his



hand over my mouth, removing the myself again, where did the magic
mute curse. really come from?”

“Charles,” the old me said, “I know The old me started to cry. “I swear
you have no idea how any of this could on everything when | say...| have abso
be resultant from you. As far as | know, itlutely no idea. No idea. The magic is
may not have. No way to know, really’greater than us.”

| couldn't help but to shake my head  “He closed his eyes, and | was over
in disbelief. “What?” | asked myself. whelmed with a feeling of an in nite

“l told everyone | made up time universe of memories, words, and
travel. | didn't. When | was twenty,thoughts rushing into my head. My
someone taught me time magic, and eyes crossed, and my throat gargled,
all the magic | know. That person wasbut within seconds, it was over. The
me. Charles, you will know go by the old me was gone, his essence inside
name Chronos, and | will instill in you me. Becausé. him, 1 knew what to

all my magic.” do. I had to go to the Renaissance and
He pressed his palm onto my convince a world full|of wizards that |
forehead. invented time travel. |f | didn't, then...

“Wait,” | said. “If you teach me time  Actually, | don't know. | guess | have
magic, and then later, | have to teachto...since | alreadyrd
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