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   It was August 25th 2010, exactly five years, eight months and three days since T-Day. That's what they were calling it now, although it had been through many derivations of name over the years and a multitude of branding overhauls in that time. At first it was referred to as 'The Happening', but that just brought back terrible memories of the M. Night Shyamalan movie that bored the hell out of millions of film patrons just a few years previous. 'The Event' didn't last long either, for not dissimilar reasons. 'T.S. Day' was the name of choice for a little while, but that too was laid to rest, as the conservative media weren't particularly comfortable with conjuring images of gender transition whenever they discussed the fundamental change in the human race that had occurred. Of course, a letter 'T' followed by a hyphen had been used by the trans and crossdressing community for some time, but by that point, nobody seemed to notice or mind. They were all too busy travelling through time and space to care. 
 
   All of them except Luke Denton and around a thousand other souls who'd been left behind whilst the rest of the human race were evolved against their will, by a force conspiracy theorists around the world had put down to anything from governmental to extra terrestrial tinkering. 
 
   Each of these non-travellers, or 'NTs' had a story, each of them as boring as the last. Luke's story was based solely on unfortunate timing. Had the boiler in his apartment not gone out, and the electricity not followed soon after, he would have never ventured down to the basement. If he had just looked out the window, rather than obsessing over the failing utilities, he would have seen the night sky glow a violet hue, street lamps flicker and die as clouds dissipated, followed by the stars blinking out of view one by one. When the purple faded from the stratosphere, it was replaced by darkness. A silent planet in the black. Once a hub of radio activity emanating into space, now a silent void. 
 
   Time passed. Nobody could say how long. Then, one by one the stars returned, winking back into existence. Normality resumed. But everyone who was above ground while the spectacle occurred was now far from normal. In the initial panic, terrified governments threw billions at scientists, trying in vain to restrict travelling - but it was nigh on impossible. However, after the initial months of mass migration, population numbers were not actually that dissimilar to how they were before T-Day. With borders being entirely irrelevant, nation states finally put their differences aside and declared the United Nations the centralized home of world government. Oppression and persecution swiftly ended, because those threatened with oppression and persecution could be anywhere else at the drop of a hat - and now that transport costs were entirely negated, feeding and watering the third world was a task anyone with some free time could do. 
 
   The world had become a utopia. Not that anyone would call it as such, seeing as they all still had to earn money. So despite living in a paradise where time had little meaning any longer, the denizens of the planet still grumbled. 
 
   Although few grumbled as much as Luke. He had, in the last half-decade, trawled the internet and watched hundreds of videos of the event, witnessing vicariously what he missed through handy-cam eyes. The others all seemed entirely disinterested in re-watching the marvel – mostly because they were the constantly back-and-forthing through their recent chronology. 
 
   At one point, desperate to be like the rest of the human race, he begged his roommate Kyle to take him back to T-Day, or at the very least travel back to and stop him from heading down to the basement (it's not like he managed to work out how to fix the electricity or boiler anyway). But the plan was to no avail. He had heard rumours and they turned out to be true; travellers could not go back to before they gained their ability, and even if it were possible, there were tangential factors at work that as a non-traveller he could barely attempt to try to wrap his head around. 
 
   However, that was years ago, when he still cared. Luke had long since given up the dream of being like everyone else, and resigned to the fact that he would never know what it was like to travel through time, other than in the normal (and distinctly boring) linear fashion. 
 
   At the present moment, unable to relocate in the blink of an eye as he deeply wished he could, Luke was sitting on the couch in his apartment while his roommate Kyle was standing with his hands at his zipper, offering to urinate on him. 
 
   “It'll totally work.” said Kyle.
 
   “It won't.” 
 
   “You won't know 'til you try it.” 
 
   “Then I guess I'll never know.”
 
   “Aren't you in the least bit curious?” 
 
   “Are we talking sexually or scientifically?”
 
   “Scientifically.” said Kyle “for you..” he continued “and sexually for me!” he had a wicked grin on his face, as fingers twitched at his fly like a perverted gun-slinger ready to quick-draw his phallic weapon. “And probably sexually for you too.” he added.
 
   “You know what?” said Luke. “I'm ok not being pissed on, and not discovering if it'll send me through time.” 
 
   Kyle withdrew his hand from his zipper, defeated, and dropped down next to him on the couch, bouncing on the fatigued, squeaking springs.
 
   “You're boring.” he said. 
 
   “Boring, and not covered in piss.” said Luke.
Kyle giggled, having entertained himself once again by being lewd in the direction of his oldest friend. He looked at Luke and caught sight of the clock over his shoulder, it was eight-thirty.
 
   “Dammit, got to go.” said the water-sports enthusiast, standing upright with a start. 
 
   “What?” said Luke, but his words were heard by no-one but himself.
Fingers of semi-translucent light appeared around Kyle momentarily, wrapping themselves around him and pulled him into the vortex of his own time-stream. In an instant, both he and the ethereal light were gone, leaving nothing but a sprinkling of what scientists called 'particle remnants of a vortex distortion'. Luke called it 'pixie dust'. His attention was diverted to the other side of the room, where tentacles of light pulled reality apart, the rays distorting the walls and furniture behind, refracting the world around the vortex. But not for long; in a split-second, the light had vanished as quickly as it appeared, and Kyle had materialized by the front door with a woman, pixie dust following the folds of their clothes, and falling to the ground, dissipating before it hit the floor. Although Luke had experienced this too many times to count, he still did a double-take. 
 
   “It's fuck time!” Kyle declared loudly, taking his female friend to his bedroom. 
 
   “You're a romantic and classy bitch.” Luke said to deaf ears, as the door slammed behind the couple. 
He reached for the TV remote on the other side of the couch, then stopped and turned to Kyle's room. He couldn't be certain, but the 'female' Kyle had just escorted into his lair might well have been another iteration of his roommate in drag. He tried not to dwell on it, and turned back to reach for the remote, only to be blinded by a flash of light, finding Kyle sitting directly in the way. 
 
   “What'cha gonna watch?” he asked, sitting in nothing but his underwear, pixie dust rolling down his chest, pooling in the hair around his belly button before melting into nothingness.
 
   “Finished so soon?” Luke asked, smiling as he mocked his friend's sexual inadequacy.
 
   “You're a funny little no-sex-having-man.” he responded. “He's in the – wait, no – She's in the bathroom, and I was bored.” 
 
   “Is 'she' you?” Luke asked
 
   “That seems irrelevant.” said Kyle.
 
   “I'm just saying, if she isn't you, then she's probably in the bathroom throwing up after having seen your hideously malformed genitalia.” 
 
   “You know what, that cock ring goes with my eyes, everyone says so - even your mum.”
 
   “She's still dead you know.”
 
   “I've never heard her complain.” 
 
   “It's been ten years. Why do you still go there?”
 
   “She was my biggest fan. Now, if you'll excuse me.” Kyle was gone in a flash. 
Once the stars had fled from Luke's vision, he tried to reach for the remote again, only to have yet another nearby burst of light blind him all over again. 
 
   “Is she still in the bathroom?” asked Luke, after the newly returned stars had cleared from his gaze.
 
   “Nah, she's asleep.” replied Kyle. 
 
   “I banged him – wait, her – all the way back to last year. Literally.” 
 
   “We didn't live here a year ago...” Luke responded. 
 
   “I know.” said Kyle. “That couple seemed kinda pissed.”
 
   “Well that explains last month...” 
 
   “When the angry naked guy woke you up with a punch?” 
 
   “Yeah. That's why I wanted to swap rooms with you.” 
 
   “It's probably entirely unrelated.” said Kyle. 
 
   “An apology would be nice.” said Luke, reaching for his jaw where the nude ogre had pummelled him the month previous. But he discovered he was talking to a trail of sparkles descending into the crevasses of the couch, blinking themselves into oblivion.
 
   The silence didn't last long, soon interrupted by grunts and squeals from Kyle's room. Either a pig had travelled in to their apartment – as had been documented in a fair few 'and finally' stories on the news – or Kyle and his 'female' friend had commenced their love-making. Luke decided it was the latter and retreated to his room on the opposite side of the flat, where he could relieve his ears of the carnal soundscape. He settled into bed and could feel the blissful embrace of sleep not far off when a tickle in his nose sent a violent sneeze through his body, shaking him awake. Standing next to him by the bed he saw pixie dust roll down a naked body, and a cock ring glistening in the moonlight. 
 
   “Got any condoms?” Kyle inquired, erect and proud. 
 
   “Got any clothes?” Luke responded, rolling over to get the cock ring out of his immediate view, desperate for the sanctuary of sleep. 
 
   “Not to hand, no. Give me rubbers!” 
 
   “What time is it?” asked Luke. 
 
   “One-ish maybe.” Kyle responded. 
 
   “Come back in eight hours.” he decreed. 
 
   “But that's forever away!” Kyle whined. 
 
   “You're a Goddamn time traveller.” said Luke, putting a pillow over his head. 
 
   “Oh. Right.” replied Kyle departing for the future. 
Luke closed his eyes tight, and prayed silently that he wasn't about to dream of mangled genitalia. 
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   Dawn had long broken, the sun was starting its ascent across the morning sky, rays reaching through Luke's venetian blinds. Warm fingers of light stretched over his legs and body, reaching up over his face, as if attempting to poke him in the eye to wake him from his slumber. The sun wasn't to be the one to wake him. With a flash, Kyle was standing over him, cock ring now reflecting kaleidoscopes of morning light across the room. He lent down to Luke's level, bringing his face unnecessarily close to his sleeping roommate's ear. 
 
   “Condoms!” he screamed at Luke, waking him with a start. 
Luke chuckled to himself. 
 
   “Haven't got any.” he said, sitting up. 
 
   “But you said - -” 
 
   “- - I forgot to set my alarm.” Luke interrupted, getting out of the other side of the bed so as not to have to interact with his naked friend. 
 
   “Bastardo.” Kyle muttered, as he disappeared into the vortex. 
Pleased with himself, Luke walked to the door, to find it half-open. He pushed the handle, only to greeted by water cascading down upon him, followed by a plastic bucket bouncing off his skull. Kyle was sitting on the couch, cackling to himself. 
 
   “I told you I'd get my revenge...” 
 
   


  
 

* * * *
 
   After T-Day, instances of practical jokes went up almost 60,000%. It seemed that the entire human race had a secret desire to put one another in harm's way just so everyone else could have a good laugh at their expense.
 
   * * * *
 
   “You said no such thing.” said Luke, rubbing his head where the bucket had impacted. 
 
   “Well I thought it, and that's half the battle.”
 
   “Right.” said Luke, not wishing to carry on the conversation. “Well, I guess I don't need a shower now...” He turned back into his room. “Dry that up or the carpet will get mouldy” he shouted as he slammed the door.
 
   “You mom's mouldy.” Kyle shouted back, still laughing to himself. 
Ten minutes later, Luke walked out of his room, ready for work. He didn't bother saying goodbye to Kyle, who was still laughing to himself.
 
   * * * *
 
   Since T-Day, public transport had become superfluous to every-day life for 99.9% of the population. Cities had been swiftly restructured to accommodate for everyone's new-found ability, and abolishing public transport had been part of the initiative. Transport workers moved into civil service jobs; whereas once they had moved people around, now they moved legislation forward, or at the very least moved papers from one desk to another.
 
   * * * *
 
   Luke had been forced to walk everywhere for the best part of the last five years. The streets were empty, as they were every day at this time in the morning. Nobody walked work, so he pretty much the the roads to himself, occasionally getting glances of confusion from people looking out from their windows. Even though only a half decade had passed, it was still a strange sight for a traveller to see someone physically walking to work. After 40 minutes Luke finally arrived through the now barely-used door of ESS; Eco Spacetravel Solutions, the world's premier manufacturer of parts for space-bound vehicles. Since air travel had been made redundant, and cars were only traded by collectors, space travel was the new and exciting method of transport. 
 
   Travellers, despite being able to relocate anywhere or any-when since T-Day, were locked to the earth. They couldn't transport to mid-air, nor could they teleport themselves to environments which were unable to sustain them. It was as if the subconscious refused to let a traveller do harm to themselves. All of this was entirely unrelated to Luke’s job, which was restricted to answering phones. He barely interacted with the other employees at ESS, as the building was constructed post-T-day, meaning that staircases and elevator's hadn't even been considered. The only staff member he saw on a regular basis was Ian Falco, his colleague on the front desk. Ian was former army and still look the part; bulked up like a behemoth, crew cut, with a selection of scars that occasionally sneaked out beneath his shirt's collar and cuffs. Despite once being professional weapon of Her Majesty, Falco seemed to enjoy the mundanity of his present occupation. All armies had been disbanded after T-day; governments realized there was no point in conflict since borders were irrevocably open. Now, the one-time man-of-war was reduced to forwarding calls to scientists who more often than not refused to take them, and to Luke's amazement, he never once committed a brutal act of murder whilst sat behind the front desk. Ian teleported into his chair, pixie dust rolling down his mammoth body. 
 
   “Do you smell of piss?” he asked Luke.
It hadn't occurred to him why the smell had haunted his walk – now he realized why his roommate found the practical joke so funny.
 
   “Apparently so. I might have to stab Kyle in the face when I get home.” 
A phone on the desk rang. The two men looked at one another, lifted their fists, and after three threw them down. Ian's rock to Luke's scissors. 
 
   “You cheated.” 
 
   “Every day…” Ian said. 
Reluctantly, Luke picked up the first call. “Hello, Eco Spacetravel Solutions...”
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   Luke returned to the apartment, catching his breath on the climb up the stairs. The smell of urine that was still lingering had now seemingly been given new life by the thin layer of sweat on his forehead. He walked through the door to discover the room vacant, but the sink full of dishes. With a burst of pixie dust, Kyle appeared. 
 
   “You're covered piss!" he snorted, through laughter. 
Luke swiped at him - but he vanished as swiftly as he appeared. Rather than stew in urine, he decided to take a shower, only to find that when he pulled the shower curtain back, the tap was missing. The sound of laughter grabbed his attention, and he turned to the living room to discover Kyle holding it. 
 
   “I've got your knob." he said through guffaws, throwing it over to him. 
 
   “You're nowhere near as funny as you think... do the washing up." he said, heading back to the shower. 
 
   “I did it last time." 
 
   “No you didn't…" 
Kyle disappeared, and Luke turned to go back to the shower, when a voice came from behind the shower curtain. 
 
   “I did now! Your turn." 
Luke sighed as he waited for Kyle to exit and shut the bathroom door, continuing to chuckle from behind it.
 
   * * * *
 
   Household chores were another example of where time travellers misused their ability. Living with one was especially annoying, because whenever it was their turn to do a task, they or one of their future or past selves would inevitably travel back in time and do it on the previous occasion. 
In short; it was always the non-travellers turn to do chores.
 
   * * * * 
 
   Having cleansed himself of the aroma of stale piss, Luke returned to the living room in fresh clothes. 
 
   “What are you up to tonight?" asked Kyle, seemingly done with his daily dose of laughter. 
 
   “What did you have in mind?" Luke enquired hesitantly, aware that his question was more than likely to promote a scatological response. 
 
   “Drinks, dancing, drinks, girls, drinks - you know, the usual." 
 
   'The usual' was not Luke's favourite. Drinking to excess with Kyle often resulted in him starting a fight, and time traveller fights would inevitably turn into epic battles, as the initial two competitors found themselves joined by their drunken future selves ready for a brawl. 
 
   “That won't end well." Luke finally responded.
 
   “How about drinks here?" 
Luke considered it for a moment, until he remembered that every time they'd done that – and in fact every time traveller gathering they'd been to – had resulted in people mostly hanging out with their past and future selves whilst he felt out of place, occasionally fielding the generic questions about how and why he wasn't able to travel. Plus, those gatherings often ended with everyone making out with themselves.
 
   * * * *
 
                 Something strange had happened in the weeks and months following T-day, and now it was socially acceptable to partake of any number of sexual deviations, from bondage to watersports, orgies to dogging – as if every deep seated and secret urge for sexual experimentation was washed away because it could be done with oneself as a partner, rather than broaching the subject with a stranger.
 
   * * * *
 
   “So… Drinks here…?" asked Kyle.
 
   “Hell no. I'm still having flashbacks from walking in on you sixty-nining yourself." 
 
   “It's not gay if you suck yourself." 
 
   “You still have a dick in your mouth..."
 
   “Of course I do, I give a great blow job!" 
 
   “I'm sure you do." 
 
   “Plus, I swallow." 
 
   “Yeah, your awesome." 
 
   “I'm also a great kisser, and my asshole is totally shaved, so a tongue slips right in there with no annoying hairs in the way." 
 
   “I don't need to know…" said Luke, walking away. 
 
   “And I hug just the right amount after orgasm." 
 
   “I'm leaving…" 
 
   “Not too clingy, not too cold…" 
Luke's door slammed shut. Not that Kyle minded; he was too pleased with himself to care.
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   On weekends, the streets were full of people; couples walking romantically, families out in parks together, and so on. Luke walked past a myriad happy strangers with no thought spared for the domestic types around him. Instead, he was thinking about a newspaper he saw in the window of a corner shop, the front page displaying the latest lottery winner.
 
   * * * *
 
   'Winner' was, perhaps an exaggeration. The lottery has changed significantly since T-day. Fairly early on, there were a series of weeks in which fifty-seven million people won a jackpot of fifty-seven million. So, it was decided that everyone would take turns to win, which kept people happy; until they realised there were only 52 weeks in a year, and nobody wanted to be the guy who won in ten million years time. The jackpots gradually decreased, to the point that the few thousand who continued to play on a regular basis treated it like a retirement fund. 
 
   * * * *
 
   It wasn't the lottery that Luke was thinking about. He was more intrigued about how many pork pies the obese victor was going to buy with his winnings. His mental meanderings were sidetracked by a couple pushing their baby in a stroller. Having children had changed drastically. He knew it was now common for women to get pregnant and jump to the future to live off their then-selves' earnings, while their future counterparts took a break from their squealing, shitting offspring in their past selves' jobs until the baby was born and maternity leave kicked in. The same was true for sick leave and babysitting. These were experiences far from Luke's grasp, not only for his lack of travelling ability, but for his inability to date traveller women successfully. 
 
   He took a seat in a cafe and dwelled on his predicament. While in Kyle's presence, he could shrug it off, but deep down it was nagging at him. The few time traveller relationships he had managed to strike up in the past went south fairly quickly; mostly because the women would inevitably find reason to be angry at him for things he hadn't done yet. He cited Angela as an example. They had four great months before she turned around one day, pissed, because eight months from then he would forget their anniversary. Ironically the relationship ended because she blamed him for something he wouldn't get the chance to remember to forget. What he couldn't understand was how she could be mad at him to the point that it would stick in his mind, so that if the relationship got that far there was literally no way he'd be able to forget the anniversary. Yet she was still pissed at him for something he hadn't - and would never - do. 
 
   The thoughts soon shut off, as he looked across the terrace of the cafe to see a beautiful, graceful blonde smiling at him, then glancing away. All the 'find your mate' books has taught him that this was a good first sign that someone is interested in you. 'Although it might also mean that they're amused by your ridiculous hat.' Luke thought to himself. His musings were interrupted.
 
   “Ask me out." said a voice from behind him. 
He glanced over a shoulder to see the blonde standing there, taller than she seemed in her seat, wearing different clothes. He looked down to see a wound on her leg, blood soaked into her jeans. 
 
   “Up here…" she said, diverting his attention from her injury. “I said ask me out." 
 
   “Go... out with me?"
 
   “Not me-me. The other me…" 
Luke was confused. 
 
   “Ask me out, and don't be weird." 
He turned back to her table - the other her was gone. He craned his neck back over his shoulder but only the pixie dust outline of the woman remained, particles falling to the ground with a gentle elegance before blinking from existence one by one. He turned back to the cafe again, not entirely sure what just happened, looking at the empty table where the girl once sat before appearing behind him. His confusion was alleviated by her walking out of the restaurant and reclaiming her seat. 
 
   He stared for a moment, watched her take a sip of coffee, then glance over the top of it towards him. She put it down and smiled. He reached for his coffee, fumbled with it, almost throwing black caffeine juice across the table, then walked over towards her. As he drew closer, her natural blonde hair seemed to have highlights of silver in the sun. Pale, porcelain features perfectly proportioned except for big bright blue/grey eyes that looked like they had been borrowed from a Disney Princess. 
 
   “Mind if I join you?" he asked.
 
   “Totally." 
He stood in silence, thrown by the response. Unsure whether she meant it was 'totally fine' or 'she totally minded'.
 
   “I meant you can totally join me..." she said. 
He pulled out the chair opposite her and sat down, awkwardly trying to balance the coffee whilst on his descent.
 
   "Elle." she said, introducing herself. 
 
   "Helen?" 
 
   "Elle." 
 
   "Ellen?" 
 
   "Just Elle. E-L-L-E, pronounced 'Ella'.”
 
   "Right." Luke hated himself. A lot. "Luke." he finally responded. 
 
   "Plook?" she said back, over giggles. 
They both laughed, then sat staring at each other in blissful, if not slightly awkward silence.
 
   “So…" she said, awaiting initiation of conversation. 
 
   “Yeah…" he said. “Sorry, I'm under-prepared, but I think I'm meant to ask you out." 
 
   “Meant to…" 
 
   “You told me to." he said.
 
   “Did I?" 
 
   “Not you-you. Future you." 
 
   “Does that line usually work?" she asked.
 
   Luke didn't know what to say. She could see that, and decided to lighten the tone. 
 
   “It sounds like the type of thing I'd do, I'm pretty forward like that, aren't I?" 
 
   “Yeah, I guess." 
 
   “You'd think you'd be the one to travel back to tell yourself, and maybe give yourself more of a hint than just 'ask her out'." 
 
   “Oh…" said Luke, always hesitant to explain his non-travellers status. “I'm… Uh… Not a traveller…"
 
   Her eyes opened wide, like a child confronted with more candy, toys and plastic bags and they could eat, play with and put over their heads respectively. 
 
   “You're not?" she said, beaming from ear to ear, her saucer-wide eyes staring into him. “I thought there were only a handful of you people!" 
 
   “It's closer to twelve hundred." he said.
 
   “How do you people survive? I mean, there are no stairs… And… How you manage without warning yourself about bad shit?" 
 
   “Can you stop saying 'you people'?" he asked, with a wry smile.
 
   “Sorry, I'm just excited. I haven't met a normal person since T-day!" 
 
   “'Normal' isn't much better than 'you people'." he said.
 
   “Oh, right. I suck at this." 
 
   “Not at all – although I do find it strange that you told me not to be weird." 
 
   “I was probably just trying to put you at ease." she said.
 
   “Well that backfired.”
 
   “Yet here we are..." 
 
   “And you've made it much more awkward than I ever could." he said.
 
   “Thanks." 
 
   “You're… Welcome?" he responded, not sure if he was playfully digging her too much. 
She looked at him with big Disney-princess eyes and a smile that Luke thought was like an artist's impression of how perfect lips should be drawn.
 
   “Your sweet." she finally said. 
 
   “I hear that a lot. Unfortunately it's usually from my roommate while he's making out with himself and I'm either questioning my sexuality, or throwing up in a bucket, depending on what implements he has to hand, and where those hands are putting those implements…" 
 
   “Are you saying you wouldn't suck yourself off if you could?" she asked, as forthright as any traveller Luke had ever talked to.
 
   “I imagine I would, but the situation hasn't really come up." he said.
 
   “I have trouble not fucking myself all the time, it's much easier than having a relationship, and way less slutty than the alternatives." 
 
   “I'm not really sure what the correct response to that cascade of information is." he said.
 
   “I don't think there is one, but damn am I glad you interrupted me. There's only so much of my foot I can fit in my mouth." she chuckled.
 
   “Your mouth is pretty full…" 
 
   “Always room for more…" she said, regretting it almost instantly. 
 
   “You make a great first impression." he said, his smile now as wide as hers. 
 
   “I pride myself on it." 
They sat in silence staring at one another, big eyes and big grins, like a gender-swapping mirror. 
 
   “So…" she finally said. “You still haven't asked me out." 
 
   “I haven't?" 
 
   “Nope." 
 
   “What are you up to tonight?" 
 
   “Well, I had a date with myself booked in, but I can cancel it if you've got a better offer." 
 
   “I've got an offer…” he said. “I can't necessarily guarantee that it's better than a self-love lez-out."
 
   “I'm prepared to compromise." she said. 
They returned to silence and staring, while Luke racked his brains, trying to think of a spectacular plan – or any plan – for a first date.
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   Luke walked into the apartment to discover two Kyles on the couch. 
 
   “I'm not interrupting anything, am I?" he asked.
 
   “Not at all." said the first Kyle.
 
   “He looks happy, why is he so happy?" responded the second, who Luke assumed was either from the past or the present. 
 
   “He's met a girl." said the first, confirming at least his temporal origins. 
 
   “Really? A real life girl? That he didn't pay?" mocked the second.
The first Kyle smirked at his past self's derision of their roommate. “And does this latest failed relationship have a name?”
 
   “More importantly, does your new downfall have a nice rack?" asked the second Kyle. 
 
   “You're really helpful... Am I making a mistake?" Luke said, directing the question to future Kyle. 
 
   “What d'you mean?" 
 
   “Is she going to turn insane… You know… Like all the others…" 
 
   “How would I know?" said second Kyle
 
   “Aren't you from the future?" 
 
   “Yeah, like an hour from now." 
 
   “Well you're no help at all." said Luke.
 
   “Well, what's she like?" 
 
   “She's… Great." he said
 
   Silence fell on the room. The two Kyles not being satisfied by his answer.
 
   “Like, she has a great arse…?" 
 
   "No, she's just great." 
 
   “Well that's a stupid description." Future Kyle said, turning to past-or-present Kyle. “Hey, want a blow job?" 
 
   “Hell yeah!" 
Luke took that as his cue to leave, and regretted his decision to look over his shoulder, catching yet another glimpse of disfigured genitalia before closing the bedroom door behind him.
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   Luke and Elle emerged from a dark movie theatre to be embraced by the cool night's breeze. They slowed in pace, neither of then knowing which direction they were to head next. Elle broke the post-film silence. 
 
   “That sucked harder then a dwarf at a height restricted blow job competition." 
 
   “Yeah, I don't think rape really has a place in a romantic comedy." he said.
 
   “Maybe in a Japanese romantic comedy." 
 
   “It would make is a very different movie." 
 
   “I think all the reading would lessen the impact."
 
   “Yeah, if every 'please don't' and ' help me' was subtitled, you'd totally get distracted from the brutal violation on-screen. Hey, do you drink?" he asked
 
   “What am I, a Mormon?"
 
   “I've never met a Mormon traveller." Luke said, surprised that he hadn't noticed before. 
 
   “Me neither… I guess they all gave up…"
 
   * * * *
 
   Religion had been dealt quite a blow by T-day, given that there's nothing in the Bible, Quran or Torah about time travel, and despite preachers of every faith attempting to cite the phenomena's place hidden amidst scripture, pretty soon every explanation fell apart. Churches were turned into karaoke bars, synagogues into trampolining venues and mosques into crèches. All in all, everyone seemed much better for it. 
 
   * * * *
 
   “Where you want to go?" Elle enquired.
 
   “My roommate works at the bar just over there." he said, indicating. 
 
   “Have you strategically been walking us here?" He hadn't, but the accusation brought a guilty expression to his face, and no matter how hard he tried to shift it, it wouldn't budge. 
 
   The bar was packed. Travellers loved to drink, and could drink a lot. The couple fought their way to the counter to discover three Kyles, each bearing a cocktail shaker. 
 
   “Does he get paid three times for that?" she asked. 
 
   “Of course. He might be a self-sucking moron, but he's not a complete idiot."
 
   “Hey!" said the closest Kyle, throwing his shaker into the crowd by accident. 
 
   “I take that back." Luke whispered to Elle.
 
   “No talk, just drinks." she responded.
Nearest Kyle lent over to her. “You're too good for him." he whispered theatrically “Run while you can." 
 
   “Thanks for the warning." she spat back, sarcastically. 
 
   “I mean it, and also…" he said, scrambling for paper and pen “Here's my number." 
 
   She took it, while a smile grew on Kyle's face, and a devastated expression formed on Luke's. Looking at the number with coy, flirtatious eyes, she crumpled the scrap of paper into a ball, and threw it at Kyle. A shiver of relief went down Luke's spine. 
 
   “Hard to get?! My favourite kinda girl!" he said. 
She beckoned him over. “Come here…" she tugged the neckline of his T-shirt. “Closer…" she said, seductively. “Closer…" she whispered, bringing him close enough so he could feel her breath on his ear.
 
   “YOU'RE AN ASSHOLE!" she shouted. 
 
   “Ow!" he squealed “I like her!" 
 
   “You made that abundantly clear." responded Luke, enamoured with the new girl even more.
 
   “Still way too good for you." 
 
   “Drinks!" she shouted, putting an arm round Luke's waist. 
Kyle began concocting drinks as instructed, attempting to show off as much as possible, and making a fool of himself in the process. Luke and Elle found themselves a table, and tried to converse over the music and chatter. 
 
   “What's your favourite thing about time travel?" he asked.
 
   “Well…" she began, with a sly smile on her face, before being interrupted;
 
   “Other than fucking yourself." 
 
   “Oh, right. Uh…" she struggled. “Well, I guess you're never lonely. When you feel down, you pop over from the future to help yourself out of the bad times." 
 
   "The 'Pop Over From The Future' movies weren't as well received as the Back To The Future Trilogy, were they?" said Luke. 
 
   “No, not enough rape…" she said.
 
   “That's pretty cool though.”
 
   “Yeah… What it like for you? It must be so weird being one of the few NTs…" 
 
   “Yeah, it does suck at times. It's like everyone was invited to a party, and my Save The Date got lost in the post." He looked off to the side, half-contemplative. 
She could see it was a hardship, even though he joked about it.
 
   “That really brought the tone down." she said, smiling, trying to get his attention back, whilst his eyes were fixed away from her. “I always thought 'Save The Date' was a weird acronym, you know? 'Here's an STD for my wedding'!”
His eyes returned to meet hers, the curve of a smile returning to his lips.
 
   “A part of me wishes I were linear again, you know?" she said. 
 
   “Not at all." said Luke. “Can't even imagine it.”
 
   “Everyone's become their own best friend, their lovers, so where do we go as a species now? I think I read that birth rates have declined massively since T-day, as if… As if we're becoming so hedonistic that we're wiping ourselves out." 
 
   “I've never thought about it. But now you're totally killing the vibe more than I was!" 
 
   “Glad to be of service. More drinks?" 
 
   “More drinks!" he responded.
 
   Kyle's off-showing was less clumsy this time, and she returned swiftly with fresh beverages; cocktails of the pinkest hue Luke had ever seen, adorned with umbrellas and sparklers and straws with little plastic cocks on the ends, that Luke discovered spunked a bit of the concoction out after every sup at their tips. 
 
   “I think this is the gayest thing I've ever drunk." he said, sucking on his cock-straw. 
 
   “It's probably made gayer by your roommate sticking his dick in it as he made it." 
 
   “Thanks for waiting for me to swallow before mentioning that." 
 
   “My pleasure." she said. 
His eyes migrated over her shoulder to a man gyrating against another version of himself.
 
   “Do you think everyone is bisexual now? I mean, have you met anyone who doesn't suck themselves in one form or another?" 
 
   “I think deep down we always were. In the past we masturbated, now we circle jerk ourselves." 
 
   “Kyle used to be all about the ladies before; now I come home to twelve-self bukkake." 
 
   “He might just be a total pervert." 
 
   “Oh, he definitely is." he said, sucking at the cock-straw, to discover his drink was already dry. 
 
   “More drinks?" he asked. 
She concurred. It was his round and he went for beers over cocktails, half because he didn't want to order a drink called 'The Judy Garland Rainbow Army Gangbang Surprise Delight', and half because Kyle was sure to put a genital or bodily fluid in a beverage that didn't come in a bottle. He worked his way back through the crowd, and when he saw Elle at their table, he smiled. 
 
   “What are you smiling at?" 
 
   “This is the first time I've been out with a girl since T-Day who hasn't been travelling all the time." 
 
   “Are you talking to me?" asked a voice to his left. He turned to discover he had been addressing her reflection in a mirror. 
 
   “Apparently not." he said.
 
   “You've been drinking…" she said. 
 
   “Yes!” he responded, triumphantly.
 
   “Do you always get this drunk on a first date?" 
 
   “Define 'this drunk'." he said, holding his hands out a foot apart, measuring his drunkenness length-ways.
She lent over and pulled his hands apart until they were as wide as could be. 
 
   “I don't have you people's metabolism." he said in his own defence
 
   * * * *
 
   Thanks to their unnaturally high metabolism, travellers never had hangovers, and were never drunk for more than an hour. Using the ability to travel through time was like using any muscle - it required a certain amount of energy to do so. This made economists very happy, seeing as the entire population was travelling to go anywhere or do anything, food sales rocketed. Any leisure time that wasn't engaged in sordid sexual exploits was spent drinking and drinking and drinking without having to worry about regretting it in the morning.
 
   * * * *
 
   “You people?” she said, mocking him for his earlier outrage. A big drunken grin etched itself on his face, and refused to depart. 
She looked the smiling drunk up and down, and took his hand. “Let's get you home."
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   "Home is smart." said Luke, as Elle lent him up against his front door. 
 
   "Is this right?" she asked. 
 
   "Yeah." he said, looking at his surroundings. "Wait, how'd we get here so fast?" 
 
   "We travelled." she responded, nonchalantly. 
 
   "What? You mean you travelled me?" 
 
   "Well, it was hardly going to be the other way round, was it." she said.
 
   "What?!" 
 
   "It's not like there are cabs…" 
 
   "But, there's radiation, and --" 
 
   "-- like, a thousand times less than an x-ray." 
 
   "Non-travellers aren't meant to travel! I could get cancer!" 
 
   "Or you could, more likely, not." she said 
 
   "There are forums about it, there were public service announcements…" 
 
   "There were PSAs that claimed marijuana would make you eat your parents…" 
He stared at her like she was insane for joking about the death sentence he imagined she had just set for him. 
 
   "That was scaremongering - this is science." he said, continuing his outburst.
 
   "Science that five years in, nobody understands… I didn't think you'd freak out so much about it." 
 
   "Well, I don't want you to do it again." he said
 
   "That can totally be arranged." she spat back.
The hallway was silent, Luke sobering up almost instantly. He knew he had responded irrationally. 
 
   "I'm sorry." he said. 
 
   "I'm sure you are." she replied, venomously. "I'll see you round."
Elle was gone, leaving nothing but a pixie dust impression where she had been standing. Luke reached out as it fell, and watched the glittering particles of the woman he had become enamoured with bounce onto his hand, twinkling out of existence. 
 
   "Wait…" he muttered, impotently. 
But it was too late. There was no one to respond. 
 
   "Fuck."
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   Lying on his bed in the dark, Luke stared blankly at the ceiling, deconstructing his drunken rant, attempting to work out why he reacted so strongly to being travelled. It's not like he hadn't been travelled before, and although he didn't necessarily approve, at no point had he turned on the traveller like he had to Elle. 
 
   “I'm such an arsehole." he muttered to himself. 
 
   “Yes you are." said a voice from a dark corner of the room. He turned to see Kyle in the shadows. 
 
   “Are you watching me sleep?" he enquired. 
 
   “And touching myself. There's something beautiful and erotic about the way your drool glistens in the moonlight." 
 
   “Go away." 
Kyle obeyed, travelling back across the apartment to his own room. Luke turned back up to the ceiling. 
 
   “Arsehole." he mumbled. The ceiling offered no comfort. He decided that clearing his mind and trying for sleep was his only option. Eyes screwed tight, he took deep breaths and rolled on to his side, trying in vain to blank all thoughts. He sighed and opened his eyes. A face in the darkness opened their eyes at the same time. 
 
   Both screamed, squealed almost, leaping back across opposite ends of the bed and falling to the floor with identical thumps on either side. Luke's heart was pumping fiercely in his chest, beating so hard he could feel it in his throat. He lay on the floor by the bed, terrified for his safety, whether it be a future or past tenant of the apartment who Kyle had somehow angered or (and he knew it was unlikely) a home invader.
 
   * * * *
 
   Crime had gone into a slump since T-Day. Locks on doors were obsolete, seeing as anyone could be anywhere at any time. And although T-Day had seemed to cure a lot of crazies, there were still a handful of 'break-ins'.
 
   Without the breaking, obviously.
 
   * * * *
 
   Knowing the facts about how rare home invasions were did not make Luke any less terrified. After a moment, he reasoned lying on the floor wasn't going to do him any favours; it was, after all, hardly a useful defensive position. He couldn't imagine a self defence class anywhere in the world advising to lie flat on one's stomach in order to repel an assailant.
Slowly, cautiously, he picked himself up on to all fours, took a deep breath, and peeked over the bed. Through the darkness, he saw a shadowy figure peering back at him, the whites of the invaders eyes shining out in the black. 
 
   “Who's that?" he inquired, his words not sounding right when he heard them back. 
 
   “Who are you?" he enquired again into the darkness, once again hearing his words back to himself, as if in stereo. He lifted his head higher, and the man opposite did the same. 
 
   “What are you doing?" they asked one another, in perfect synchronicity. Both men stood to their feet and took a step back, Luke reaching for the light switch, the other for a lamp. Two switches clicked, and in an instant the room was flooded with light from both sources. The two men were blinded temporarily. When their eyes adjusted they stood in silence, looking one-another up and down in identical movements. 
Luke was staring at himself. 
 
   “What…" they said.
 
   “The…" in perfect harmony. 
 
   "Fuck."
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   * * * *
 
   The there had been rumours of non-travellers suddenly gaining the ability, but the news never followed up beyond the initial story. Although there were a few examples online of it happening, all of those that claimed to have been late bloomers turned out to be fakers in search of short-lived fame and glory. 
 
   How exactly they expected to profit through their deceit was never documented, and of course, they did not.
 
   * * * *
 
   The two Lukes continued to stare at one another, each refusing to talk, well aware by now that they would likely find their question repeated back to them as they spoke it. Luke put his finger up in a gesture to communicate 'me first, okay?' His double nodded. Luke and his other self stood in silence as he tried to form a suitable first question for his doppelgänger. Alterna-Luke stared at his double, going through (Luke imagined) identical motions in his mind. 
 
   “So…" Luke finally said “you're…" 
 
   “You." said the double. “And you're…" 
 
   “Me." said Luke. “And this is possible how..?" 
 
   His duplicate said nothing. 
 
   “Well..?" asked Luke.
 
   “Give me a second…"
 
   “Aren't you from the future? Shouldn't you know how you travelled?" 
 
   “Just let me have a moment to think." 
The silence was deafening.
 
   “Okay." he finally said “I think I fucked up.." 
 
   “Right. Well. That's close to an explanation. I think everything is going to be okay." Luke said, sarcastically.
The other Luke was not impressed, still wrapping his head around his time travel experience. 
 
   “When am I?" 
 
   “When? I don't know…" he looked around for something that displayed the date. The double turned to the clock on Luke's bedside table. 
 
   “Ok...First date tonight, right?" 
 
   “Only date, judging by how well I fucked it up." 
 
   “Don't worry about it." 
 
   “I'm not any more – now I'm worrying about this." said Luke.
 
   “I think I have it figured out." 
 
   “Good. I'm glad for you. Care to share?" 
 
   "Right, okay, well… First of all, we – you get another shot with Elle." 
 
   “Really? She seemed pissed…"
 
   “We'll get to that. So, we date for about a month, take it real slow, she had some issues with the previous guy and we don't want to rush into anything."
 
   “Okay… but can you stop pluralising us?" asked Luke.
 
   “Sure. Then we – she and I – slept together.”
 
   “And travelled through time?" 
 
   “What, no!" 
 
   “I heard about a non-traveller having unprotected sex--" 
 
   "-- We didn't! --" 
 
   "-- and travelling" 
 
   “Well, that's not the case so shut your mouth." 
Luke was taken aback that he would talk to himself like that. 
 
   “Can I continue?" asked his future self. 
 
   “Sure." 
 
   “Good. So, everything was super cool, then one day she turned around and asked if we – I -- was into watersports…"he paused, looking away from his former self. "I said I'd never tried it, but was up for it."
 
   “Why did you lie?" 
Future-Luke looked back up to his predecessor. “I didn't want to scare her." 
 
   “Our first date involved conversations about Kyle's bukkake and her self-love sessions, I don't think she'd mind if you said you were into something she suggested anyway…"
 
   “I don't know why I said it, I just did. Anyway, we did it--" 
 
   “--On my bed?" 
 
   “On my bed." Future-Luke corrected. 
 
   “Did you at least put a plastic sheet down or something?" 
 
   “A towel." 
 
   “Oh, that barely counts!" 
 
   “It was all I had." 
 
   “Do it in the bathroom next time." 
 
   “You're missing the point, there is no 'next time'… She pissed on me, we had sex and went to sleep. Next thing I know, I'm here." 
 
   “Because of the piss?" 
 
   “No clue..." 
 
   “Because I've had piss on me before." 
 
   “I know..." 
 
   “Didn't travel through time…" 
 
   “I'm aware." 
 
   “As recently as last week." 
 
   “I'm sure…" 
 
   “Maybe it was less diluted this time?"
 
   “Couldn't say…" 
 
   “Wait." said Luke finally paying attention to his other self. “Is that why you're naked?"
 
   “Have you just noticed?” responded his future self. 
Luke had only just realised. The invasion into his space and the revelations Future-Luke had laid on him had overshadowed the perception of his new doubles' lack of clothing. 
 
   “So…" he said, checking out his naked self. “There's not much we can do about this right now, is there…” 
He and his duplicate had the same thoughts running through their minds, and the same erection starting to grow. They both reached over to the light source closest to them, flicked the switched off, and made their way to the bed. When their skin made contact, they both felt a static shock run across them. They were feeling their own bodies in a way neither ever had before. 
 
   After two hours of exploring and pleasuring one another, they came together in a sixty nine, as if Kyle's ceaseless banter about his self-sexual exploits had sunk into the recesses of their subconscious. Silently, internally, they both agreed that they gave the best blow jobs ever. They swallowed every drop, and hugged just the right amount after orgasm.
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   Both Lukes agreed that it was best to sneak out of the apartment without Kyle spotting them. Having to explain the situation to himself had been hard enough, it would have been even more challenging to explain it to Kyle in-between taunts and jeers regarding the more sordid elements of the story. Future-Luke guided them to an alley that Luke had passed hundreds of times, but never noticed before, let alone thought about wandering down. 
 
   “Shouldn't you be wearing disguise?" Luke asked his double, aware that the two of them were walking in plain sight. 
 
   “Where have you been for the last five years?" his duplicate shot back, indicating to a number of doubles, triples and more walking around together. 
His future self opened the door and they entered an old record store, they walk past glass cases of vinyl, the sleeves all alien to Luke; artists he had never heard of before, bright intricate psychedelic paintings in luminescent greens, yellows, reds, and blues. A cornucopia of visual delight; animals, faces, hieroglyphs, flowers, all together in collages that shouldn't have worked, but did, surrounded by forced perspectives that appeared three-dimensional, in an Escher sort-of way. 
 
   “Here we are." said the double, who had left Luke far behind, navigating the rows of records alone, his former self distracted at the shiny squares. 
 
   Luke caught up with himself, who was flipping through the LPs and pulled one out, displaying it to his past self. The band was called 'Ringo's High'. Just like all of the other records, it was a band Luke had never heard of, but unlike the majority of the other record covers, this had a photo of a man sitting in an old living room whilst an almost impossibly slim blonde girl stood in the background of the image. On closer inspection, it wasn't a girl at all. 
 
   “Is that a guy in drag?" Luke inquired. 
 
   “It is. Don't be a prude. Especially not after last night!" 
 
   “I'm not. I was just asking…" 
 
   “Well, let's move on." 
 
   “Wait, how will this make everything okay?" 
 
   “It's one of her favourite bands." 
 
   “Right, and won't it be weird that I know that?"
 
   “Just go for it. How badly can possibly go?" 
 
   'How badly indeed...', thought Luke. 
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   Luke's future self had given him directions to Elle's apartment, and despite his protests that knowing where she lived and what music she liked would come off as creepy, he found himself at the intercom for her building. It was dusty, and rightly so, he mused; when was the last time anyone stood outside and used a building's intercom, when they could just jump straight to the person's door. He stared up at the apartment block. It looked like a new-build, which almost certainly meant no stairs. The only way he was going to see her face-to-face would be if she came down. He shifted the record between hands, worried that his increasingly sweaty palms would leave marks on the sleeve. Luke reached up to the buzzer for her place, finger hovering over it, then pressed. It screamed a tiny mechanical squeal, followed moments later by the click of Elle picking up the receiver.
 
   “Do you think you can just buy me back after being such an arsehole?" 
 
   “Not straight away… Are… I just got… Reparations? You know, for being an arsehole… I guess you'd call them arseholeperations." 
 
   “Arse-hole-operations?" 
 
   “Sure, we can call it that, if you stop hating me…" The intercom went dead with a click before Luke had finished his sentence. 
 
   He pulled his eyes from the metal grid of the speaker to the floors high above him, unsure whether she was on the way down, or about to throw a pot of boiling oil over him. He took a deep breath, and thought about his future self and the relationship he had described having with Elle. Despite a heavy feeling of loss forming at the back of his mind, he forced a smile to his face, trying to convince himself that from somewhere overhead, maybe from an open window, he could hear Elle's familiar chuckle, even if in reality it was just the sound of a squeaking air-conditioning unit, or a pair of pigeons mating. Moments later, there was a flash behind him, and he turned to see glitter trailing through blonde hair.
 
   “Whatchagotme?" she asked, arms out, awaiting a gift. 
He handed it to her. 
 
   “What the fuck is this?" she spat, outraged. 
His jaw dropped, a pit forming in his stomach. Had his double screwed him? Was she insane after all? She saw his expression and couldn't keep up pretence any further, bursting into laughter. This was, at least in part, her revenge. 
 
   After the laughter subsided, and Luke had been given a chance to wipe the sweat from hands, she gratefully accepted the present. It seemed to him that she wasn't even curious as to how he knew her musical tastes, or where she lived. He rationalized that once you've dated a traveller, you wouldn't question if someone had knowledge of things they shouldn't necessarily have within the linear passage of time. 
 
   “I'll take this as a down payment." she said, looking at the record in her hands as they walked down the street. 
 
   “Down payment implies ongoing donations..." he replied, attempting to garner more information about her intentions. 
 
   “It does. Starting with you buying me lunch.” she said, stopping outside a restaurant. 
 
   “I thought you couldn't be bribed?" he said. 
 
   “Oh, I can totally be bribed." 
 
   “So the outrage…" 
 
   “… Was fabricated." she said, beaming.
 
   “Uhh… Good?" 
 
   “Good for me - I just guilted you into plying me with gifts and fine foods." 
 
   “You're smart." he said “and evil." Luke held the door open for her and followed her inside, fighting the urge to grin from ear to ear like a fucking moron.
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   Night fell and Luke was making the final hurdle home, through the creaking doors of the building that had long since ceased to be oiled by the janitor. Treading the monotonous stone steps which had only seen his footsteps and his alone for his tenancy there, he arrived at the top of the stairs and turned the corner into the hallway to be greeted by his neighbour, Mandy. She was tall, much taller than him, and statuesque. Luke had never been able to tell whether her bulk was pure muscle or sporadic obesity bulging fourth from points on the body where muscle should be. She had lived there a little less than Luke and Kyle, and always seemed to catch him when he came home – one of the few time travellers he had met who still used doors, said she “liked the action and feel of putting a key in a lock, it gives the impression of security”. Luke had always been too nice point out that it provided no security whatsoever, and more importantly, that she was totally deluded. But as lovely as she was as a casual acquaintance, she was also big enough to crush him. The more Luke thought about it as he approached her, the more he was certain that most of the mass was muscle. He recalled seeing her in the street one night when he was returning home, and watched as she effortlessly floored a drunk who came on to her aggressively. 
 
   "I thought you were already home…" she said. 
 
   He smiled politely, “Nope, just got in." he said, unlocking the front door. “See you round." he pushed it open and turned to see his double sitting on the couch. 
 
   “Hey! How'd it go?" he said. 
Mandy craned her neck to try and get a look at who was speaking. Luke hurried inside and shut the door firmly behind him. 
 
   “Did she see you?" he asked his future self.
 
   “Why does it matter?" 
 
   “She knows we're not time travellers…" 
 
   “Again, why does it matter?" 
 
   “It's just… It's weird. I don't want to have to explain shit to people… Has Kyle seen you?" 
 
   “Chill out, he's at work last week." 
Luke sat next to his duplicate. They both thought to themselves, then turned to one another: 
 
   “That sentence is never going to sound right, is it?" they said. Both smirked, then fell about laughing. The laughter subsided and they sat around, grinning to themselves.
 
   “Smart and evil?" said future Luke. 
 
   “Yeah." Luke responded. 
 
   “I'll be in the other room." he said, getting up.
 
   “Why?" asked Luke. 
There was a knock at the door. Future-Luke pointed at it, and smiled as he went through into the bedroom.
 
   “Who is it?" he asked his double, but the door was already shut. 
Another knock at the door. Luke walked over and opened it to see Elle beaming at him. 
 
   “Hey." she said. “I decided you're going to make me dinner." 
 
   “I am?" he said, confused as she walked in with two full bags of shopping. “Is this more reparations?" he asked, standing in front of the bedroom with an arm against the door frame, as if to hide it from view. 
 
   “Are you okay?" she asked. 
 
   “Yeah." he said, nervously. “Why?"
 
   “You're acting weird." she said. 
 
   “Good weird?" he asked. 
 
   “Weird, weird." 
Luke stepped away from the bedroom “I was trying out a new vibe." he said, awkwardly. 
 
   “Well, it doesn't suit you." she said, unpacking the ingredients. “So, what are we having?" 
He looked around at the edible objects she had amassed on the counter. “Uhhhhh…" he replied, eloquently, trying to hide an expression of pure, unadulterated terror from his face. 
 
   Luke was not one for cooking, and had until now never noticed how phallic most vegetables were. Each one of them staring him in the face, reminding him of last night's homoerotic encounter with his double. A guilty little secret that he hoped he'd never have to explain to the beautiful blonde who had barged her way into his kitchen.
Two hours and a stealthy online recipe search later, dinner was on the table. 
 
   “What are we having?" she asked. 
 
   “Uhh… I call it mushroom surprise." 
 
   “I don't remember buying mushrooms." 
 
   “That's kind of the surprise!" he said, smiling retardedly. 
She dug a spoonful of the grey mixture out of the dish and dumped it on to her plate, poking at it with a fork. It vibrated, flubbering back and forth, as if trying to escape her jabs. He watched in anticipation of her spitting it straight back out, but to his surprise, she didn't. 
 
   After too many moments of chewing, then slightly more chewing, and a final few chews after that, she gulped it down. 
 
   “Well?" he asked, a tremor in his voice. 
 
   “Do you have any take-out menus?" she asked.
 
   He looked at the food on her plate, it seemed to be stretching out viscous tentacles, as if clambering away, and suddenly felt a cold sweat come over him. He followed the recipe to the letter and she seemed disappointed at his inability to perform basic tasks as prescribed. 
 
   She smiled at him. “I'm kidding!" 
Relief washed over him as he watched her resume eating the monstrous looking franken-dish he had created. The utensils trembled in his hand as he observed her reaction after the next few forkfuls, as if he wasn't entirely convinced.`
 
    
 
   After the food was long gone, Luke was calmer. Conversation had distracted him from the possibility of his culinary creation repeating on them. 
 
   “But, why a ditch?" he asked. 
 
   “I just thought of the ditch, and there I was." she said.
 
   “That's a shitty first travel." 
 
   “Everyone's first time sucks. It had to." 
 
   “Not everyone's, surely?" 
 
   “Well, how many time travellers have you met?" she asked.
 
   “Everyone I meet is a time traveller." he replied, stating the obvious.
 
   “How many have good first times?" 
He struggled to think of those close to him. 
 
   Kyle certainly hadn't; he ended up in his ex-girlfriend's bed, on top of her new partner, while the new partner was on top of her. Ian had told him about his travel from Afghanistan to a Vietnamese woman's funeral, in Vietnam. The more he thought about it, the more it seemed true. Nobody had a good first time.
 
   “By general standards." he said “I think ending up in a ditch is pretty good. It's definitely better than a penitentiary or a morgue." 
 
   “Hey, that's a good point." she said “What happened to all the people in prison?" 
 
   “You mean where are they?" 
 
   “I've never thought about it…" 
A hush fell upon the room. The couple looked at one another, then at their surroundings, which now seemed incredibly insecure. There were far too many shadows, each of which could be harbouring secret killers, rapists and thieves. 
 
   “Suddenly..." she said “I'm a little worried about my safety."
 
   The conversation picked up again. In the midst of terrifying themselves, and reassuring one another that they were perfectly safe, they ended up side-by-side at the table. The topics discussed had steadily declined in taste and sense-making, as they often did around Luke after he had been drinking, and in this instance they had moved to the subject of his hatred of Disney; specifically Snow White.
 
   “She was such a bitch!" he declared, mid-rant.
 
   “In what way?" Elle asked, amused by the passion with which he despised the movie. 
 
   “Let's ignore the fact that the movie opens with Prince Charming committing a home invasion and her instantly suffering from Stockholm Syndrome, not to mention Snow White using feminine wiles to dissuade the huntsman from killing her. She ends up in the Forest, alone at night, she's terrified, all the animals come out to cheer her up, and is she grateful? No! She freaks out on the adorable little forest dwellers and insists that she should live with them. Obviously their holes in trees and whatever are too small, but she has this sense of entitlement." 
 
   “She is a princess… Literally." 
 
   “She's a bitch, literally." 
 
   “Figuratively." 
 
   “Anyway, she just turns on them, tells them 'listen motherfuckers, you find me a damn place to live, or I will skin you little fuckspits alive.'”
 
   “Is that as she talks?" 
 
   “Totally.”
 
   “What's a 'fuckspit'?”
Luke wasn't sure, the word having rolled off his tongue without any thought. He continued his rant in order to cover the miss-speak.
 
   “So they take her to the dwarves' house, where she breaks the fuck in, and as soon as she discovers that the second home invasion of the movie has left her in substandard accommodation, once again she freaks out, claims squatters rights and makes the animals clean the place was she sings and dances with a mop." 
 
   “She's not a great role model, is that what you're saying?" 
 
   “Not a good role model at all. I mean, as soon as the guy says he's a rich prince, all she sees is 'the dollar bills y'all', at which point her legs crane open and… Well, and leave the rest your imagination."
 
   “You don't have to, I've seen websites full of Disney porn." she giggled "Ho' White And Pimp Charming, is that the gist of what you're saying?"
 
   “Exactly!" 
They laughed. He pulled his fake-rage back, and suddenly noticed that during his tirade, the accompanying grand (some might say camp) gestures had left him with an arm around her shoulder. She snuggled into him a little. He just smiled goofily as the conversation continued.
 
    
 
   Hours later, they had migrated to the couch. Luke wasn't sure what time it was exactly, because Elle had fallen asleep on his lap a little while ago, and the hand with his watch was trapped underneath her. He heard the bedroom door click open, and turned to see his future self slink out of the room. 
 
   “How's it going?" asked Future-Luke
 
   “Surely you know. Or, at the very least, you can see." Future-Luke looked over, and saw the beautiful sleeping blonde. 
 
   “Nice." he said. 
 
   “What do I do now?" Luke asked himself. 
 
   “Be yourself."
Luke thought for a moment, then lent over with his free hand and pulled her top down, checking out Elle's perfect pert breasts. 
 
   “I said be yourself, not be a pervert." said Future-Luke. 
 
   “Right." said Luke. 
He readjusted her top and gently lifted her up, freeing his hand, then lay her back down, grabbed a blanket from his bed, covered her with it and joined her on the couch. She rolled towards him in her sleep, tucking her head into his chest as he lay on his back. He put an arm around her and held her close. 
 
   “Much better." said Future-Luke, retreating to his predecessor's room. “See you in the morning."
 
   


  
 

13
 
    
 
   Luke woke up to find himself alone on the couch. He looked around, and it seemed that Elle had left. Poking his head into his room, there was no sign of Future-Luke either. He had even made the bed to leave, Luke assumed, no trace of his presence, which is exactly what he would have done.
 
   “You're up!" said Elle from behind him, pixie dust running down her shoulders, almost reluctantly, as if trying to grab hold of her as much as he wanted to.
 
   “Hey." he said, closing the bedroom door behind him. 
 
   “What kind of a person only has instant?" she asked, handing him a take-out cup of freshly brewed coffee. 
 
   “Uh, me I guess." he replied “I'm not exactly a coffee connoisseur." 
 
   “Well you should be. Instant coffee sucks harder than a fat girl who's run out of money for cake."
 
   “Wow." he said “That's both poetic and vile."
 
   “Thank you." she said.
 
   “Are you up to anything today?" 
 
   “Work, unfortunately." she responded. 
 
   “Shit. Have I even asked would you do?" 
 
   “I'm a courier. It's boring." 
 
   “Like, a bike courier?" he asked, almost certain he hadn't seen anyone ride a bike for anything other than leisure since T-Day. 
 
   “Bikes?" she repeated, trying to stifle laughter “Who rides a bike? No, couriering has changed a fuckload…" 
 
   "So, whereas before it was relocating objects for lazy people, now you just travel things from one place to another… for incredibly lazy people?"
 
   "It's more complicated than that. Not much more, but a little more… Have you heard of the Bonders?” she asked. 
He hadn't. Luke had tried very hard not to hear or read anything about time traveller problems, because it depressed him. 
 
   "It started with accidents; people travelling to places they'd never been to before, and coming out of the vortex in the inner workings of a building - or sometimes another person!" 
 
   "Woah." said Luke, shocked at the prospect to the point he could only make Keanu Reeves sounds with his facehole. 
 
   "Thing is…" she continued "They're still alive. Are you sure you haven't heard about this?" 
Luke continued to be unable to say things, his mind frozen on the prospect that if his double returned just a few inches closer to him, they would have been irrevocably fused together. Realizing he hadn't responded, he shut his mouth, which had at some point dropped open, and shook his head. 
 
   "So, there are the Bonder People, with multiple heads, pulmonary systems… and… whatever other squishy bits people have inside." 
 
   "Like Siamese twins?" 
 
   "Post-utero Siamese twins… but it doesn't stop there; there are also the Bonder Buildings; living structures. There are cults surrounding them, saying it's the next stage of human evolution... being one with the very planet." 
 
   "Are there… Bonder Animals?"
 
   "Don't be gross. Who'd voluntarily become a pigman, or a monkeygirl." 
 
   "Dolph-in Lungren?" 
 
   "Is that a joke while I am being serious?" she said, with a half smile that Luke read as bearing undertones of 'shut the fuck up'. He ceased his prattling and let her continue. 
 
   "There's this one church where they worship the building they live in until they reach a certain level, at which point they're allowed to join the higher echelons and bond with the building…" 
 
   "That's insane." he said.
 
   "Yeah. I mean, I get it... but yeah..." 
 
   "And this relates to your job how exactly?"
 
   "Because a courier has to be able to push their travelling ability to the limit, and know how to control it. Like, and I know this won't make sense to you, but when you travel there's a second, or maybe just a split second, when you see exactly where you're going to appear. It's like a ghost of the place, or a projection or something. You're not there yet, you haven't materialized, and the vortex eye hasn't opened, but you're there. In that split second you can relocate if you're, say, about to travel into someone or something." 
 
   "In that combination, those words sound like mostly gibberish." 
 
   "You get the idea though…" 
 
   "Sure. Makes travelling seem a lot more dangerous than I ever thought it could be." 
 
   "Yeah. They don't like to publicize the thousands of deaths every year from travelling accidents." 
 
   "So, rather than madly rushing around on a bike trying not to be hit by cars, couriers now risk their lives on a daily basis, but are totally zen to avoid becoming fused to something for eternity." 
 
   "Yeah, it's a weird shift." she said. 
 
   "What kind of lazy clients do you work for?" he asked. 
 
   "All kinds. Offices, radio and TV stations, private clients, hospitals and vets, record companies, do you want me to keep going? It's a long list, and if you can name it, I've probably travelled it.” 
 
   "That can't be that bad then, the hours I mean." said Luke. 
 
   "You'd think. They still pull a nine to five out of me; there's always stuff to ship. As soon as I'm done with one drop, they send me to the next pickup." she said, dropping her empty coffee cup in the trash. "What about you?" she asked. 
 
   "Work? Boring stuff. Answering phones, hearing war stories I never asked to hear from the other guy on the desk, filling me in about various atrocities he's seen… or possibly committed." 
 
   "Good times." 
 
   "Yeah." 
They stood in silence for a moment. 
 
   "Should we do something tonight?" he asked.
 
   "I…" she started. 
A chill went down Luke's spine. He could sense hesitancy in her voice. 
 
   "I'd like it if we could take it slow… you know?" 
The elation he felt from this girl made him want to take it the exact opposite of slow, but he agreed anyway, getting a feeling in his gut that he would do anything she ever asked of him. Before she left, he got her number, and promised to call. They embraced, he thanked her for the 'proper' coffee, and she thanked him for being a gentleman. He decided to joke about his very non-gentlemanly boob-peek, and she laughed nervously. Luke tried to take it back, but it was too late; the awkwardness was in the air.
 
   She smiled and looked him in the eye as she was taken from him by thick purple veins of light. He watched the pixie dust fall to the floor and smiled to himself, trying as hard as he could to stop the smile from dissipating to reveal the nervous sweat that was coming over him.
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   Luke was only going to take a quick shower, but not soon after he had got under the water the door opened behind him, and he found himself joined by Future-Luke. The two of them, against their better judgement, got distracted from the cleansing routine. By the time they emerged, they found themselves in a rush to get to work. They were dressed and out the door when it dawned on them that only one of them needed to go. 
 
   "It's my job…" said Luke. 
 
   "But I can do it for you…" said his counterpart.
 
   "But you shouldn't have to. I don't want to take advantage of you being here." 
 
   "I'm kinda volunteering..." 
They were so embroiled in their back-and-forthing that they didn't see the door across the hallway open. 
 
   "We could take turns." said Luke 
 
   "So, who's turn is it today?" 
They looked at each other, both knowing what the other was thinking. Rock vs. Rock. Paper vs. Paper. Rock vs. Rock. 
 
   "This is never going to work." they said, simultaneously.
 
   "There's… two of you?!" said a voice opposite them. They turned to see Mandy standing in her doorway. 
 
   "Uh. Hi." they responded. 
 
   "How did this happen? When did this happen?" she asked. 
 
   "It's… a long story." said Luke. 
 
   "Uh, we kinda have to go to work…" said Future-Luke. Both hurried along the hallway and ran down the stairs. Mandy peered down after them, watching as they left the building. 
 
   The discussion about splitting up the work week between the two of them continued all the way to the office. As the building was in sight, their conversation was interrupted by a flash of pixie dust in their periphery. They turned to see Ian sitting outside a cafe, paper cup in hand. Another flash, and he had travelled over to them.
 
   "There's two of you!" he said, visibly excited about the revelation. 
 
   "Uh, yeah." said Luke. 
 
   "That's amazing!" he responded, looking back and forth between the two of them. 
 
   "We should probably get to work." said Future-Luke, becoming uncomfortable of the interest his existence was generating. 
 
   "Yeah, we don't want to be late." said Luke to his future self. 
The two of them hurried along the street.
 
   "See you there…" said Ian, watching them walk away. In a flash, he was gone. His cup dropping to the ground, pixie dust floating on the puddle of discarded coffee.
The Lukes arrived at the office, to discover they were already twenty minutes late. Seeing Ian had distracted them, and they had forgotten their plan for splitting their job over the week. As they walked through the door, the path to their desk was blocked by a man in a black suit. He towered over them, a white tie hanging from the collar of a black shirt, dark hair that was greying at the temples. They tried to look him in the eye, but their view was obscured by shades so dark the Lukes couldn't tell which of them the stranger was looking at, but each could feel his gaze like a weight they couldn't lift.
 
   “Uh. Are you here for an appointment?" said Luke, as the two of them walked around the Suit to the desk. His big, black bug-eyes following them ceaselessly, watching their every move. 
 
   "Worked here long?" he asked in a deep, gravely monotone. Emotionless and cold. 
The Lukes looked at one another. "About two years…" they said. 
 
   "Often walk to work? Come in late?" inquired the stranger.
 
   "Yeah." said Future-Luke. 
 
   "Walk that is." said Luke 
 
   "Not late. We're not late. Not often." 
 
   "Who are you here to see?" asked Luke. 
 
   "Want us to tell them you're here?" added his future self. 
 
   The Suit's neck clicked as he turned between the two of them. "You look familiar. Weren't you in the paper a while back?" he asked. 
The Lukes looked away. They had been. 
 
   After T-Day, the scientific community reached out, desperate to discover and publish all they could about how the ability to time travel was transferred. He had volunteered to be a medical test subject, for what at the time seemed like a hefty sum. Unaware that money as it was wasn't going to be around much longer.
 
   * * * *
 
   The concept of money had changed since T-Day. Plastic overtook paper, so travellers couldn't flood the economy with currency from the future. Due to similar concerns, the stock market, once a haven for materialistic assholes, was disbanded due to almost every trader going forwards in time to find out what stocks would shoot up - as expected, they did, but they ended up destroying the value in the process. 
 
   In addition to crashing the stock market, travellers also brought goods from the future to sell in the past - which is all fine and well if you're hocking a stereo or a car, but when technology from the future was brought back, it just screwed everyone's days up. Money was officially disbanded two years after T-Day in favour of credit in exchange for jobs that were best suited to each person. Everyone's skill sets were used in the best possible way, and society on a whole improved because of it. 
 
   Of course, the Americans didn't like the pseudo-communist system, but they got over it pretty quickly when they realized they could give themselves meritocratic perks; so the people that worked hardest got the biggest houses and fastest cars. 
They liked that, and made sure that the system expanded to also include the biggest burgers, and fattiest milkshakes. 
 
   * * * *
 
   Luke had taken his paycheck for being a guinea pig, and had thought no more about it; but the press were desperate to discover all they could about non-travellers. When the scientists turned round months later with results that showed no genetic or physical differences in them, the journalists moved on to the next story - but Luke's identity as a non-traveller was already unveiled, and couldn't be put back in its box.
 
   "Yeah, a long time back." said Luke. 
 
   "You said you weren't a time traveller… is that right?" asked the Suit.
 
   "I'm not." Luke responded, looking straight into the big black eyes, searching for signs of the man's expression or intention. All he saw was his own face reflected right back at him. 
 
   "And yet here you are.” he said “Twice." His voice became curious, despite maintaining his monotone. 
 
   "That was an accident." said Future-Luke. "… A friend brought us back. Me back, that is." he tried to explain, fumbling over his words "Then… got distracted…" He looked to his counterpart for help. Luke didn't have any to give. 
 
   Before either of the Lukes knew what happened, the Suit had both of them by the wrists, twisting in a fashion that caused him no bother, but had the two of them in agony. 
 
   "Why would you lie to me?" he asked. 
 
   "Why would you hurt us!" said Luke, through desperate gasps for breath.
 
   "We're not!" shouted Future-Luke, "Lying! … We're not lying!" he insisted. 
 
   "Well…" said the Suit "We'll learn the truth soon enough…" 
Static ran down their spines, and before they knew it, there was bright, almost liquid light flowing around them. The Lukes hadn't seen the inside of a vortex this clearly before. As it opened up and enveloped them it was so bright, yet so brief, like blinking into a sun.
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   Separated from his double, and imprisoned in a dark room that appeared soundproof (based on the lack of response to his screams), Luke was pacing. The only sound in his cell other than the clicker-clack of his own footsteps was the undertones of buzzing, something electric, a dull repetitive hum pulsating through the walls, steadily drilling into his skull. Luke wasn't sure how much time had passed; hours, he imagined. After pacing proved itself fruitless, he sat down, when finally, the door squeaked open. In front of him stood a large silhouette. Despite not being able to make out the face in the dark, from seeing his own reflection in the big, black eyes, he knew it was the Suit.
 
   “Where am I? What have you done with... me...?” he said, realizing for the first time how strange it was to speak of his other self in the third person. 
He tried to remember how Kyle talked about his other selves, but gave up, assuming the man who imprisoned him would know what he meant. 
 
   “Tell your story again.” said the Suit. “The truth, this time. 
 
   “We told you the truth.” he said. 
The Suit moved faster than Luke could have ever hoped of anticipating, and found himself lying on the floor, gasping for breath after a fist met with his gut. The Suit was over him, knee on the back of Luke's neck, the desire to breath burning in his lungs. 
 
   “There's no point trying to travel. You hear that hum? Electromagnets in the walls. Remember the study that gave you your fifteen seconds of fame? Comparing your genetics to those of travellers? This is one of the interesting things we learned.”
Luke was only half-listening, struggling to get a lungfull of air whilst his larynx was being crushed. 
 
   “What I'm trying to figure out is if you were faking being a non-traveller at the time; for fame or money or whatever, or if you were a genuine NT, and have since gained the ability... in which case... Well, that's a different story, isn't it?” 
Luke was close to passing out, his captor's words a cloud of instantly-forgotten speech sounds in a fog of swiftly approaching unconsciousness. The Suit knew this, his wealth of experience interrogating suspects in the same manner gave him a silent, subconscious count of how long a subject could survive without air. He knew the sounds they made at each stage of suffocation, the biological meaning of every gasp and wheeze. He stood up, letting his prisoner catch his breath. 
 
   “Now.” he said “Tell me your story again.” 
Future-Luke was telling their story to the Suit in an identical cell at the same time. He left out Elle's part in his travel back, knowing that his former self would do the same. Neither of them wanted their captor to know about her part in his existence. The Suit made no sounds or acknowledgements throughout the tale, and when Future-Luke had wrapped up to the moment of their capture, the Suit took a step back out of the room and slammed the door shut.
 
    
 
   More time passed. Luke tried in vain to keep track, and wondered what was happening in the outside world. Surely his boss at ESS had realized he hadn't turned up, or surely Ian would sound the alarm, having seen him only moments before their abduction. Not that it mattered. There was no way for any of them to know where he was, and if the Suit was telling the truth about the electromagnets, there would be no way for them to come to their aid.
 
   The same questions were running through Future Luke's mind. Trapped in the dark, identical thoughts went through identical motions. Identical worries, identical hopes, identical futility in their given situations, and identical fears for the safety of the woman they both loved.
 
   Time had passed. Enough for Luke to be scratching at stubble on his face. The door burst open again, light flooding the cell, hurting his gloom-accustomed eyes. The Suit walked in. One swift movement had Luke restrained and a bag over his head. He led him out of the room, turning into what Luke assumed was a corridor – a final walk, he feared, before his death at the stranger's hands.
 
   Future-Luke felt a hand on his shoulder and was pushed down into a chair. His hood was finally removed and found himself sat at a table staring at his own reflection. He blinked, tilted his head, as the Luke sitting opposite did the same. 
 
   “So.” said the Suit. “I'm coming to believe that you are both telling the truth. Apart from a few details...” 
 
   The Lukes looked at one another, knowing neither of them would say a word about their new love.
 
   “Elle Palsson.” said the Suit. 
A knot appeared in both their throats, and in unison, a shiver started to tingle at the base of their necks.
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   It seemed as though the Suit had been keeping tabs on Luke since he came out as a non-traveller. He didn't know the full story about Elle, just observations of their blossoming relationship. 'And nor should he.' thought the Lukes.
 
   * * * *
 
   Since T-Day, there had been a myriad “The Science Of Time Travel” documentaries on television. If Luke had watched them, he would know that the timeline Future-Luke had come from didn't exist any longer, or at least it wasn't a place he could return to. The timeline he originated in was a tangent only he had experienced, and whilst your every day time traveller could jump back and forth, each and every time they relocated, they created a further tangent that only those in that 'universe' could experience – their own present wouldn't be affected by going in to their own past, because after they left that world, it was tangential, and locked off from returning except to the moment they were last there. 
 
   It was certainly more complicated than that, and were Luke to have paid attention to the television, it would have undoubtedly made his head hurt to think about.
 
   * * * * 
 
   “If you're lying” said the Suit “I want you to understand what is at stake.” He seemed relaxed, despite the graveness of his tone, and for the first time in their interrogation, removed his sunglasses revealing bright green eyes that resonated an unsettling calm. 
He pulled up a chair to the middle of the table and joined the two Lukes. 
 
   “Our world is fucked.” he said. “We have thirty, maybe forty years left before everything falls apart.” 
The Lukes looked at one another, unsure whether they could trust the words of a man who had forcibly held them captive for the day. Between the physical violence and the unlawful imprisonment, neither of them were in the mindset of accepting what he was telling them as truth. 
 
   “Have you heard of any post-T-day children travelling?” asked the Suit. 
They hadn't. 
 
   “That's because they can't. Only those that were ex-utero were evolved by the...” he trailed off, as if correcting himself “... by T-Day.” he continued, ignoring his misspeak. “We've restructured our cities, banking, the stock market, everything was changed to adapt to our new ability.” he was getting visibly agitated by his monologue, his tone shifting, emotion actually starting to show through, as if removing his glasses had let down his guard and restraint. “We can't go back. We just can't.” 
 
   The Lukes didn't know what to say. 
 
   “So, if you've always been able to travel – or if you've stumbled on to the secret of passing the ability on – we need to know what it is.”
Quiet fell on to the room, and once again the dull buzz of electromagnets filled the air. Neither Luke was prepared to say anything. 
 
   “Either way, we're going to run tests. Rigorous, painful tests. Do you know how rare it is to find two of the same non-travellers? It's almost unheard of.” 
The two Lukes felt a pit burrowing in their stomachs.
 
   “We're going to cut you open and see what makes you so... ordinary.” He stood up, replacing his glasses, along with his composure. 
The Lukes audibly gulped as he looked at each of them in turn, then reached to his wristwatch, pressing a button on the side. The electromagnetic hum subsided and in a second he was gone, pixie dust cascading to the floor, leaving the Lukes alone in the now-silent room. 
 
   “What do we do now?” they asked in unison. 
Their eyes scoured the room for an escape route, there were no doors, just solid-looking concrete walls surrounding them. They were trapped.
 
   “I don't know...” said Future-Luke. 
They didn't have to wonder for long, as at that very moment both of their peripheries were graced with pixie dust falling down a muscular, well-dressed figure. Only this time, it wasn't the suit.
 
    
 
   


  
 

17
 
    
 
   Luke imagined that in other tangents it would perhaps be Elle or Kyle who came to their aid. However, of the few people he was closest to, he was secretly glad that it was Ian who rescued them. The former military man chose to travel them to a small town in rural Spain. He had told them the name, but they forgot it almost instantly. 
 
   The Lukes sipped cervezas in an empty cafe, and in a wider scope, their own personal tangent timeline. Ian had imparted that it was from this time and place that they called him and gave him the information for when and where their rescue was to take place. Whether they still had to do that was up for debate for a short while, as they tried to deconstruct how tangents were created, and whether Bill & Ted rules applied. Three beers in, they had given up trying to wrap their head around how to insure the safety of their previous selves in a 'world' that no longer existed. 
 
   “What do we do now?” asked Luke. 
 
   “Won't that agent show up, from the future, I mean” added Future-Luke, finishing his former self's thought. 
 
   “As long as he doesn't appear, we know you guys are safe, and stay that way.” said Ian. 
That mostly made sense to the Lukes, although they did wonder if that was how all time travellers' minds rationalized the constant reshaping of the world they lived in. Keeping track of past and future in that regard was probably something the human mind wasn't capable of before T-Day. 
 
   “We need a plan.” said Ian, interrupting his companions' silent musing. “He won't stop chasing you until you become irrelevant.” 
 
   “How do we do that? How do we become irrelevant?” asked Future-Luke. 
 
   “Without becoming dead, that is... Dead is more irrelevant than we'd like to be.” added Luke. 
 
   “We need to get your story out; get the media involved. Would you be willing to do that?” 
The Lukes didn’t have much of an option, it was the only solution any of them had come up with. Plus, they had just run out of beer.
 
   Ian replaced the empties, and the three sat together, the army man taking notes as the Lukes went back through their story, both of them leaving out Elle's name again, in this instance from a desire to keep her name out of the media rather than worrying for her safety; after all, they were fairly sure she wouldn't appreciate turning on the TV one day to discover she had been outed to the world as a watersports enthusiast. Ian wasn't convinced that they were telling him whole story, and told them as such. 
 
   “Come on guys, I've been trained to spot lies, you know that, right?” 
They did. The Lukes exchanged glances. 
 
   “Who are you protecting?” he inquired. “They'll be safe, I promise.” 
They weren't convinced.
 
   “If the media find a flaw in your story, they won't pick it up – you know they've been burnt before by so called non-travellers who suddenly seemed to gain the ability overnight.”
They did know this, on several occasions they had seen or read redactions, or worse, tell-all stories about the phonies. “
 
   “The truth is kinda weird...” said Luke. 
 
   “I've seen and heard weird.” 
 
   “We...” started Future-Luke “I... took part in watersports...” 
 
   “And that sent you through time? That doesn't make sense – we've tried that.” 
 
   “I don't know, maybe it was something to do with the sex, the urine and... juices drying in the night... I don't--“ 
 
   “-- wait.” Luke interrupted. “What do you mean we've tried that'?” 
Ian smiled a wicked grin that neither Luke had seen on him before. 
 
   For the first time since they met him, his eyes seemed sharp and dark; a killer's eyes, accompanied by the curling snarl of a hideous Cheshire-cat grin. 
They had just been Marathon Man'd.
 
   


  
 

18
 
    
 
   The Lukes couldn’t remember the last time they ran. Never this fast, that was for sure, and certainly never for their life. The strangest thing they both thought about running, was that they weren't being chased, not in the conventional sense at least. Whilst their feet pounded on sandy cobbled streets, breath tight in their chest with increasing pressure, Ian was simply appearing along their chosen route, laughing, mocking them, occasionally tripping them up or pushing one into the other. They had never seen this side of him; he was no longer the calm and collected friend and colleague, nor the cool, calculating soldier he portrayed in the war stories he had told. Ian was now nothing more than a school bully, a sociopath who seemed to take great pleasure from torturing his prey. 
 
   If this was the kind of soldier he was, the Lukes could understand why the military had received such bad press in the past; why so many normal citizens had taken to the streets to advocate the disbandment of the armed forces. Their bodies failing them, the Lukes ducked into an alley to catch their breath, hearts pounding in unison, pumping faster than they had ever felt before; a combination of sudden physical exertion and fear pushing them further than either of them could imagine possible. He must, they assumed, have been working for the Suit all along, ever since he got the job at ESS. Watching him, keeping tabs should he suddenly gain the ability to time travel at any point in his tenure in the lowly reception position. Whilst he was a terrifying pursuer, the Lukes reasoned that Ian didn't have the training of the Suit – he was just a hired thug, a brute – and that meant they might have a chance to outsmart him. They didn't have any time to plan in the alley, as Ian swiftly appeared at its mouth. 
 
   “I seeeeee you!” he declared with glee, beginning to walk down towards them with low, heavy, lumbering footsteps. 
Barely recovered, the Lukes burst out of the alley into a run, hurtling through the dusty little village with more haste than the locals (who were trying to enjoy their siestas) had seen in their slow, small town lives. They turned into a market street, most of the little stores closed for at least another hour, maybe more. Looking behind them, they saw Ian appearing and disappearing, closer and closer. And then not at all.
 
   Neither Luke knew what hit them as they fell to the floor. While they were looking over their shoulder, the behemoth who was once their friend had travelled in front of them, shoulders braced for impact as they ran directly into him. He stood over his quarry, vicious grin peeling up his face, eyes bright, like a wild animal who had found a weak prey and was intending to take great pleasure in making them suffer before the kill. Despite their fear, through all this the Lukes weren't thinking of their own safety; all that ran through their mind was Elle. 
 
   'Would the Suit or his dog be after her next, using her as a human guinea pig on the slightest chance that she and she alone held the secret to making further time travellers?' They pictured them harvesting her fluids, draining her dry and rehydrating her like a cow in a milking machine, over and over again.
 
   They weren't going to let that happen. The two Lukes, mind in sync, looked up at their sneering pursuer. They pulled their legs up into their bodies, curling into identical balls on the ground, causing Ian to laugh. His cackle wasn't to last long, as both his would-be victims thrust their legs forward with all the might they had, each impacting the knee joint of the giant that was closest to them. With a mighty crack, and a wail from the fiend, his legs gave way and he started falling to the floor. The Lukes knew he was sure to travel as soon as he regained his composure, and they weren't going to let him have the chance. Simultaneously, they pulled their legs in again, and threw their dusty boot heels into either side of Ian's head, his neck cracking louder than his knees, louder than any sound they had ever heard one person cause to another. 
 
   The street was silent, and even though they were still gasping for breath, the sounds seemed to dissipate from their mouth into the ether. The only sound they could hear, was that of death.
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   The two Lukes had been walking for over an hour. They couldn't – and wouldn't – stop. If prisons were still operating in secret, they were the last place they wanted to end up; picturing cells like the ones they were kept in, and labs like the ones they had been tested in all those years ago, but with sharper implements. The town was now long behind them, and the sun was beating down. Siesta time might be over, but the dirt roads between towns were still unbearably hot. They had no water, no food, no way of knowing if the next village or house they found would even be populated. Their minds harked back to rumours of dead towns in places like this, where people who before T-Day had never thought of leaving, suddenly evacuated en-mass when the opportunity presented itself. The sun had started its descent in the sky, and to their relief, the outline of a town was starting to become visible in the distance; an old stone tower standing over it. A sign, they hoped, of civilization.
 
   The village was as quiet and sleepy as the one in which they left Ian's body. Lights behind blinds and faint chattering from behind locked doors pointed to signs of life, much to their comfort. They knocked on a few doors, and almost instantly whatever sounds that once emanated from inside ceased. Either the townsfolk weren't fond of strangers, or they had heard word from the previous town of the body left in the market alleyway. The Lukes finally came upon a payphone. Future-Luke reached into his pocket and pulled out his Paycard. He inserted it into the slot on the phone, but the card popped back out instantly. He turned to his past self with confusion. They had never experienced this before; it was the timestamp.
 
   * * * *
 
   After T-Day, it wasn't just stock traders that took advantage of their ability; people of a greedier persuasion decided to take their money from the future and spend it in the past and present. Economies were suddenly overwhelmed by an influx of currency that should have never existed, and within a few weeks they were all devalued. 
 
   A system was put in place for consumers that was not dissimilar to that for the stock exchange and goods-trading; a timestamp for monitoring when and where currency was from. Cash replaced unanimously by plastic, which could only be used in the card owner's present. 
 
   * * * *
 
   After figuring the problem out, Luke attempted his card. It was accepted and they called the only number they had to hand.
 
   Elle had returned from work some time earlier and was, she admitted to herself, a little sad to get home having not received a call from Luke. She was sitting on her couch with a book and a cup of tea, trying to keep her mind off his lack of communication when the phone rang. She picked it up with schoolgirlish glee, almost falling to the floor in the process. Her tea knocked over into the couch, seeping into it, like so many cups of tea previous that made her wonder 'where does all the tea in my couch go', for it never seemed to make its way to the floor underneath.
 
   “Ow! Hello?” she said, leaning under the couch to see if the tea was going to drip through, whilst trying to contain her excitement. 
 
   “You know how I freaked out when you travelled me?” said Luke, cutting straight to the point “Well, could you pick me up..?”
 
    
 
   Luke waited patiently in a scant area of shade opposite the phone for Elle's arrival, while Future-Luke went on the hunt for water. It had been only a few minutes, but they imagined navigating the vortex to a place someone had never been to before must take time – even if 'time' was relative to a traveller, let alone a skilled courier such as Elle.
 
   Suddenly, she appeared. “I'm sure you've got a great story to tell.” she said, passing a bottle of ice cold water to him. 
 
   “A long story...” he said, gulping it down “And a very weird story that I hope you'll believe...” he trailed off, noticing that her gaze was no longer on him. 
Further down the road, Future-Luke was returning, empty handed from his quest. 
 
   “What the fuck?” she said, grabbing the bottle from Luke's lips. “You think this is fucking funny, I'm sure.” 
 
   “What?” he protested, catching sight of his future self. “Shit, no, it's not what you think, this is one of the parts of the weird story --” 
 
   “You think you can fucking play me like this?” 
Future-Luke ran over, trying to explain as badly as his predecessor. “Give us a minute to explain!” he said. 
But it was too late. She was gone.
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   The Lukes had settled in a small cafe. Their Spanish limited, they were sipping coffees, the only word of theirs that the waitress could translate. Other than the attempt to order, no words had been spoken between the two, both dwelling on the prospect of losing Elle, and how things could (and should) have been different. In some tangent somewhere, they imagined they would had explained more on the phone, or Future-Luke had come round the corner after Luke had laid out the whole story. Unfortunately, in their timeline that was not the case. Now the only person they could call was Kyle – and neither of them was sure if they were that desperate to get home.
 
   “We'll have to call him eventually.” said Luke.
 
   “The later the better – I don't know about you, but I'm not in the mood to deal with his shit right now.” Silence again, apart from the over enthusiastic Spanish weatherman on the television bolted to the wall. 
 
   “Enjoying the heat?” inquired a husky monotone from behind them. 
They turned, simultaneously throwing their coffee cups at the Suit, who batted the ceramic away as if the mugs were flies. He glared at them with his big, black eyes. 
 
   “You killed our man... and yet you were dumb enough to use your Paycard?”
 
   “He was a psychopath!” 
The Suit didn't respond, and the Luke's didn't have time to react – they were already in the vortex, the Suit left alone in the cafe with the weatherman laughing and pirouetting over his shoulder.
 
    
 
   The light of the vortex had gone, but it was still clearing from behind the Lukes' eyes. Blinking stars away, they found themselves in a dark, dilapidated warehouse, empty but for rusty girders and stray wires that seemed like a health hazard. Once they had come accustomed to their surroundings, and saw Elle standing in front of them, neither of them had smiled so much in their life. “
 
   “You ok?” she said, smiling. 
 
   “Yeah.” said Luke, hesitantly. “Are... are we ok now... or...?” 
 
   “It's been a few days.” she said “I needed time to reflect.” 
 
   “So you're not mad?” 
 
   “Oh, I'm fucking mad; you should have told me the truth!” 
 
   “I didn't know how!” he said. 
Future-Luke took this as the time to excuse himself, and let his former self explain the story. He wandered away from the couple, watching her reaction from afar, estimating where they were in the tale; her chuckle at the watersports, giggle about them waking up together and the inevitable homoerotic encounters. Her empathetic tones to their torture and interrogation, and the downwards halfmoon of her lips at Ian's clichéd ruse and betrayal. He knew her so well, and yet, she wasn't his. The Elle he knew was in a universe, a world that he could never return to. One with none of the violence, imprisonment or chasing he had experienced here, just love and joy. Try as he might to help his counterpart, having now seen them together, he was a mess of jealousy and loss. 
 
   Elle beckoned him over. “My poor boys...” she said, taking Future-Luke's hand in hers, bringing them both close to her, holding them as tight as could be.
 
   Future-Luke inhaled the scent of her hair and closed his eyes. For a moment it was as if he was in his own time, his own place, with his own Elle.
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   The three of them huddled together in an embrace for almost an hour before the reality set in – they were alone, couldn't use paycards, couldn't tell or involve anyone else. The Lukes' stomachs were rumbling in harmony; neither of them had eaten since the previous day. After a brief discussion they decided on a basic plan of action; the first unfortunate step being to leave the safety of the warehouse. Elle took them both by the hand, and in an instant, they were gone.
 
   Hidden in an alley opposite their apartment, the three fugitives watched the street and building. When they were as sure as any of them could be that there was no surveillance outside, they silently exchanged glances. Elle put her hands on their shoulders, taking them back through the vortex.
 
   The lights in the apartment were off, and for a moment, the only illumination was the pixie dust falling from the clothes of the three of them.
 
   “One minute, no more.” Luke commanded the others, as they hunted about for food, clothes and supplies, trying to remain silent. 
 
   Of course, they still managed to make noise as they hunted through cupboards in darkness; enough noise not to notice a door opening and footsteps coming towards them. 
 
   “So...” said a voice behind them “Are you going to explain what the fuck you think you're doing?”
 
   
Kyle managed to make remarkably few jokes as they retold their story; albeit without the more homoerotic and urine-based aspects. They sat together in the dark apartment as the seriousness of the situation settled in. 
 
   “So what now?” asked Kyle. 
They didn't have much of an answer, and even if they did, there wasn't time for it, as all of them were distracted by the glimmer of pixie dust under the front door. 
 
   They froze, none of them daring to move, watching the handle begin to turn. There was a jingle jangle, perhaps of keys, thought the Lukes. Then a murmured voice outside. They looked at one another, and Luke took the lead. He rose to his feet, walking as softly as he could to the door, reaching to the handle. One last glance at the others, then he turned it, yanking the door open. Whoever was there before had vanished, leaving only pixie dust their wake. Luke looked down the corridor to the left, then the right, finding himself looking directly down the barrel of Mandy's gun. 
 
   “In.” she instructed, beckoning with the pistol. “Light on as you go.” 
He flicked the light switch, the room illuminated by a halogen glow. He felt the barrel on the back of his neck, and walked forwards towards the others, noticing that Kyle wasn't with them. 
 
   “Where's the other one?” she said, waving the gun around, surveying the room with it. Her search wasn't to last long; her gun went off almost immediately. Luke closed his eyes, praying for Elle's safety. But there were no screams. No panic. Nothing.
 
    
 
   Kyle materialized in the hallway a few doors down from their apartment. He walked over to the door, twisting the handle to discover it was locked.
 
   “Oh, for fuck's sake.” he said, reaching for his keys. He always had a set in case he came home too drunk to travel straight to bed, and found himself stuck outside. 
He put the key in the lock and turned it.
 
   “Wait a second...” he said to himself, remembering the door had been open when Luke came back in. 
He removed his keys, and travelled again, just in time to glance Mandy leaving her apartment. She came to the door just as Luke opened it, raised her gun, said some words, and followed him inside.
 
   “Where's the other one?” she asked. Kyle sneaked in as Mandy searched the room with the gun. 
 
   “Right here!” he declared, ploughing an elbow into the back of her neck, the gun exploding to life as she fell to the floor. Luke turned to see Kyle's beaming face, but his relief wasn't to last, as a suppressed scream came from behind him. Elle was holding her leg, blood coming from a wound in her thigh. 
 
   “Are you ok?” he asked.
 
   “It's a graze.” she said. 
 
   “There's a lot of blood...” 
 
   “Nothing to worry about.” 
He did worry. 
 
   “I really didn't think that would work!” said Kyle, proud of himself as he inspected Mandy's unconscious body. “She's out cold – just like in the movies!”
The Lukes wanted to shout at him for endangering them with uncertainty like that, but they were too grateful to be truly mad. What he did was dumb, but it had given them the chance to continue their escape.
 
   “It's not safe here.” said Luke. 
 
   “Or anywhere we know...” added Future-Luke.
 
   “Where don't we know?” asked Kyle. 
Elle pressed her hand against the wound on her leg and spoke up. 
 
   “I know somewhere we'll be safe... but you might not like it.”
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   The First Bonder Church Of All Are One was an old cathedral that had been abandoned not long after T-Day. The ancient columns and spires appeared to be solid stone from afar – the only way Luke had seen it before – however, now standing outside, they discovered that the stone contained neither etchings nor gargoyles, but living, breathing human beings; acolytes of the Bonders who had escalated to the highest level in the church. Allowed to become one with the building, one with their brothers and sisters. Elle knocked on the door. She had told them before they departed that travelling directly into the cathedral was forbidden by their laws, in fact, all travelling was forbidden until The Bonding. 
 
   The followers that were fused to the building looked down on them from their positions in the walls and ceilings, and Luke was certain he could hear them talking amongst themselves, although none of their lips were moving. The discussion, although hushed, was obviously about them, and seemed to come to a conclusion. Silence reigned for moments, followed by the grand old door creaking open with an almost human sigh. 
 
   The four entered, Elle at the front, walking confidently with her eyes forward, whilst the others followed behind, looking around at the church members who were now permanent fixtures in the ancient building. The Lukes couldn't help notice that she seemed to know exactly where she was going, and if it wasn't for the fact that the building was most likely listening and watching them, they would have probably enquired further. The group walked through empty corridors, fewer and then no bonders in sight, no sign of life but for the hushed whispers that appeared to emanate from the old stone walls. They came to a set of large double doors at the end of the hallway. 
 
   “Stay here.” instructed Elle, walking up to them  slowly.
Being on the inside of the church, it seemed that the whole building strained to open the door, as if using a muscle it wasn't much practised in flexing. The door opened enough for Elle, with her slight frame, to pass through with little breathing room. Once she was on the other side, it closed behind her. Kyle and the Lukes stood steadfast, saying nothing, the murmurs from the building seemed to cease, and they were left alone in the long, living corridor.
 
   Minutes passed, and the doors breathed open again, wider than before. Elle stood at the other side, and beckoned them in. Now in the inner sanctum, they finally saw signs of life that were not bonded to the church; forty or so monks, male and female of all ages and totally naked, their backs flat against the wall and arms wide apart, hands facing away from them as their fingers stretched out against the stone. It looked like they were intimately feeling the texture, putting force against the wall as if pushing into it, trying to physically become part of the structure. Elle walked them to the far wall, where stone two figures looked down at them, unblinking. She stopped in front of the statues and addressed them. 
 
   “Mum, dad, this is Luke, Luke and Kyle.”
 
   Once the introductions has been made and their tale recounted (with certain details redacted to make the story PG-13), the atmosphere in the cathedral lightened. Elle's parents, it was revealed, were instrumental in setting up the Bonder Church. Her mother's first travel had taken her into the cathedral walls, having reflected on her childhood at catholic ceremonies she found herself permanently installed in the place that had held so much power over her in her youth. After months of searching, it was utter chance – or perhaps fate – that led her father to discovering the cathedral. Inconsolable, he turned to God in a time when everyone else seemed to be turning away, and discovered his true love etched into the stone. He returned every day to see the carving of his beloved, until one day she spoke to him in whispers through the walls of the building. He told everyone he could about her words to him; but they all discounted it as a symptom of loss and depression. He paid no mind and kept returning daily to see her, alone with his stone bride who talked to him when she could summon the energy to do so. Months went by, and he had been the only visitor to the church, those he finally managed to convince always seemed to make the trip on a day when she was too weak to respond. He had been all but taken for insane, when one day she spoke not in subtle whispers, but in a loud voice. Her nervous system having fully bonded with the architecture, its corridors were her veins, doors her limbs. She spoke to him with such power that anyone in another time might have taken her words as the voice of God. Seeing this strength in her, he knew he had to tell people of what he was planning to do. He said his goodbyes with a pure rational intensity, and once it became clear to all who knew him that he was in no way insane, the thought of living forever with the one he loved led him to becoming the second founder of the Bonder Church, and as their story spread, others joined them one by one.
 
   The meditation period of the day was over and it was time to eat. The monks had prepared a feast, and consumed in silence while the building sung to them in whispered verse, hymns that the Lukes could only just make out, but seemed to speak of being one, being together, in a way that all humanity should be. After dinner, the followers departed for their rooms, and Elle led her companions to a room that appeared to be a former priest's chambers. Kyle dropped himself on a couch and fell asleep almost instantly. Elle beckoned the Lukes to the other couch, and fell asleep between the two of them – but the Lukes couldn't sleep. 
 
   They didn't want to have to be on the run for the rest of their lives. They didn't want to worry for Elle's safety. Once certain she was asleep, they made the silent and unanimous decision to sneak out of the room and returned through the corridors to the main chamber. 
They had a plan, but they couldn't do it alone.
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   Elle woke up alone, her sleep disturbed by Kyle's snores. She left the chambers and navigated the hallways, entering the main chamber to discover the Lukes standing, naked with the rest of the monks. She watched them, their fingers exploring the crevasses of the rock, eyes closed, at one with the building. She approached them, her footsteps echoing through the room, disrupting their meditation.
 
   Simultaneously, their eyes clicked open, focussing in unison and protecting their modesty with their hands. She giggled, which turned into a laugh. The first time any of them had laughed since they had been on the run. She turned away and let them redress without further embarrassment, with only a few peeks over her shoulder at their naked bodies. Kyle surfaced not long after, and they discussed the plan they had hatched with The Bonders. 
 
   “You're insane.” said Kyle, who had little part to play in the plan anyway. 
His was the only objection. They would, and could make this work. They didn't have any other option.
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   Elle travelled the Lukes to an electronics store. They picked high priced goods; cameras, sound recorders, anything that would be time-space tagged and had a GPS module. As soon as they purchased the goods with their Paycards, they knew they'd be flagged by whatever agency had been chasing them. Once they left the store, they'd be safe again. But they didn't want to be safe.
 
   Their next stop was a television station. Elle had befriended one of the newscasters through picking up and dropping off a number of packages over the years, and he was prepared to hear their story. By the time they had finished, he was stunned, and wanted to get them on the air as soon as possible. However, soon wasn't possible. Before they had a chance to broadcast a single word, the power went out. A puff of pixie dust brought scant light to the room as it fell to the floor, until the bright green emergency lighting kicked in, revealing the Suit. He held up a camcorder. 
 
   “Are you really this stupid? Using a Paycard once, I can just about understand – but twice is ridiculous. Did you want to be caught?”
 
   “The world needs to know.” said Luke. 
 
   “You can't keep this from them.” added Future-Luke. 
 
   “They'll know what we want them to know.” he responded, letting the camera fall to the floor. “When we've cut you open, rummaged around in your organs, sliced your brains like deli meat, and worked out how and why you exist, nobody will know there was ever any doubt about the next generation's ability to time travel. 
The Lukes smiled. They were no longer looking at the Suit, but to the shadows behind him. 
 
   “Got enough?” they asked. 
 
   “I'd say so.” said Kyle, from the darkness. 
The Suit turned, pulling his gun on the shadows, but it was too late. Kyle was gone. He felt a hand on his shoulder and watched as pixie dust rolled down his collar. A flurry of bullets flew as he tried to grab at Elle, but before he knew what happened, he was in the vortex. 
 
   Elle had navigated the vortex countless times, but never into the forbidden inner sanctum of the Bonder Church. Her senses primed to redirection in the microseconds before exiting, she let go of the Suit just as they were reappearing, then returned to the vortex, only to reappear on the other side of the room. 
 
   She watched as he struggled to break free from his prison – but there was no freedom to be had. He was part of the Church now. One of the monks put a television in front of him and he watched with unblinking eyes as he implicated himself and his agency on the world stage, telling the world that it would once again need to alter course. He cursed Elle and the Lukes, but words were never to come forth from his mouth again, let alone be heard by her, for she had vanished.
 
   Returning to the newsroom, there was a flurry of action, paramedics surrounding the Lukes. She pushed past them to see a hand reach over and close Luke's eyes, whilst to his left another struggled to control the bleeding on Future-Luke. He looked at her through a haze of delirium, staring at her with dying eyes. She would not let him die. Not when they had come so close.
 
   Elle found herself in and out of the vortex without even thinking, and when she emerged found herself in a street. She didn't care how or why her subconscious had brought her there, tears forming behind red eyes, and hopelessness overcoming her.
 
   “Coffee please.” said a voice from a little way behind her – Luke's voice. She turned to see him sitting outside a cafe. 
At the far side of the al fresco tables she saw herself get up and go to the bathroom. Wiping away tears, now of joy, she took a moment to collect herself and walked over to him, holding back the flurry of emotions as best she could. 
 
   “Ask me out.” she said. 
He turned and she saw him as if for the first time all over again, his hair flopping into his eyes in a way she had loved since that very first day. He looked down to the bullet graze and bloodstains on her leg. 
 
   “Up here.” she said, waiting for his eyes to return to meet hers. “Ask me out.” she repeated. 
 
   “Go... out... with me?” he said. She stifled a laugh, as if letting it out would also release an outburst of all the other emotions she was suppressing. 
 
   “Not me-me, the other me. Ask me out, and don't be weird.” 
He turned to the other table, and she took his glance away as a cue to leave. From the alleyway opposite she watched as they met for the first time. Elle couldn't control her tears any longer, and let them flow. Not just because she knew how that first meeting would end for Luke, but because she knew what needed to be done.
 
    
 
   Her timing would have to be perfect. She had experimented with travelling from place to place without fully emerging from the vortex, but this would be different. Elle travelled to the television station, moments before they were to carry out their plan and hid behind the newscaster's desk. 
 
   From her position she could barely make out the conversation, knowing where they were in events from the lights going out, and emergency lighting bursting into life. She got to her feet and watched from the darkness as the Suit confessed his intentions. When she saw her past self appear behind him she knew it was time to act, closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and waited for the first gunshot. 
 
   The vortex embraced her, and she half-formed in front of Luke, the bullet destined for his head entering her shoulder, blood cascading into the light around her, being sent who knows where or when. The second and third gunshot were in quick succession, faster than she expected. 
 
   Pulling herself back in and out of the vortex, reforming in front of the other Luke, she took the bullets destined for him into her gut and chest, both of which threw her off her feet, kicking her back into the timestream with their force.
 
   Elle found herself on her back in bright, baking sun. She looked around and saw the sand around her soaking up the blood leaving her body. She knew that she would die in this place, in this tangent, but also knew that the Lukes, her loves, would live on. 
And that, she decided with her last thought, was all that mattered.
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   The Lukes had caught their breath after the terror of being shot at, and didn't notice the pixie dust at their feet blinking itself out of existence. Alone in the television studio, they anxiously awaited the return of their co-conspirators. In a burst of pixie dust, Elle came running towards them, and held them both tight.
 
   “This is so gay.” said Kyle, appearing behind them. 
They offered him entrance into their embrace, but he politely refused. Another sprinkle of pixie dust bounced off the ground, and Kyle was joined by a future iteration of himself. 
 
   “Victory fuck?” he said. 
 
   “Well obviously!” he responded, taking his future self's hand and disappearing. 
The three lovers returned to their embrace. They were finally safe. They might well have had a hand in changing the world, and even though one of them could travel through time, not one of them could be sure what their future held. Whatever it might be, no matter what came next, they knew that they would go through it together.
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Next month on ABAM:
 
   Footage
 
   synopsis
 
    
 
   In a city of ten million, under the glass eyes of six million cameras, one man evades their networked stares, and watches those who are watched. 
It had always been Jared's passion to observe, and for the last fifteen years it had been his job. 
 
   His days were spent watching others. Deducing the stories of strangers' lives from momentary glimpses of  present actions in streets, train stations and airports, filming every moment. 
 
   But Jared was starting to see more. He had spent every free moment pouring over the footage, and fate was bringing other observers into his life, teaching him how to push his skills further.
 
   Before he knows it, he starts looking beyond the present, seeing the past in more detail than ever. And somehow, unbeknownst to him, seems to start glimpsing the future. But he's also hearing voices, thinks he's being followed, and has no idea how much – if any of it – is real.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Footage
 
   sample chapter
 
   The phone rang. 
 
   The phone had never rung before, but it was ringing. 
 
   Only Leonard had the number. Leonard had insisted that since Jared refused to carry a cell phone, he have a land line installed, even though they weren't used by anyone under seventy. If only Leonard had the number, Jared wondered why he would be calling. He had only just seen him hours previously. Jared hesitated.
'Should I answer it? Can I answer it?'
'Why would Leonard call me?'
'Why should he call me?' 
He did nothing. Stared at it. Didn't even consider moving towards it. Let it ring out. There was no machine, no voicemail, no way for a message to be left. Whoever it was would just go away, and leave him to his work and the questions that were floating around him, although how long it remained his work was now in question.
 
   The phone stopped its shrieking and the room was his again. Silent. Jared alone in the terminal glow. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the sun through the window, readying for the impending dawn, tugging its weary head from the horizon to greet the world with the soft glow of morning.
Jared turned back to the phone. Watched it. Waited for it to ring again, and it did. 
              Each yelping electronic tone stabbing at his serenity, a robotic howl digging a sonic finger into his brain, whilst sending a jab into his stomach, digging deeper and deeper, darker and darker, a hole going right through his physical self, reaching its fingers out and poking at his soul. He had never experienced that kind of pain, whether it be a migraine or some kind of techno-organic allergic reaction to voice-only communication, it was new and worrying.
Then it stopped. Silence reigned again. 
              He got up, opening a drawer in the terminal’s desk and pulled out a pair of scissors. They were tough to open, used as rarely as the phone, which he stood over as it squawked at him again, squealing and begging, crying out loud for his attention.
              ‘Touch me, pick me up, use me.’ it seemed to say with every ring ‘I want you to hold me, put your hands around me.’ it continued ‘You want me close to you.’ he grabbed the receiver, picked it up, satisfying the phone's cravings. 
              “Jared?” said a voice on the phone. 
A woman’s voice, certainly not Leonard.
He forced the scissors open and sliced through the cord, dropping the handset to the floor. 
              ‘A metaphor for all my relationships.’ 
he thought, trying to crack a half-smile, attempting in vain to distract himself from the panic. 
From the terror. 
From the voice.
 
   Nobody else had his number, and if he weren't trying to distract himself with a glib response, he would admit that it was terrifying anyone should have managed to get hold of of the number, let alone use it.
 
   Jared was seated again after hours of futility, trying to diffuse his burgeoning paranoia and fear. He wasn't terrified easily (other than by pimps, whores, surveillance and confrontation), but with the phone call and Leonard’s possible betrayal, it was all more than he wanted to experience in a single night.
              The straying wires from the cut phone cord were staring at him, begging with broken limbs to be reunited with their other halves. 
He lingered a look at them, a part of his stream of thoughts trying to wander off and contemplate how he had never felt a similar union – let alone been torn from it – but his mind corrected course, despite  attempts to weather the thought-storm on a more depressing subject, a self-evaluation that would take him on the same journey as all the others and inevitably be shrugged off by the time he reached a conclusion. It was past dawn, another day in full swing, which meant another day of footage to collect, but the location had to change. Even though he had fifty alternate locations across London, it would only take a few hours for whoever was on the phone – or Leonard himself – to drive from one to the other until they found him, and once Jared had laid the camera in its place, he refused to move it until the ten-hour capture period was complete. 
His paranoia was starting to dig its claws in.
              'Whoever's trying to get in touch must know I don't move after I set the camera down, and if they know that and have my number, they must have more information, whether from Leonard or some other source, wider observations, spanning who knows how long. They know my schedule,  know my routine.' 
He tried to shut the paranoia down, but the thoughts continued, disobeying his instruction to subside. He had experienced this before, but had always been able to control it.
              'If they knew that, then they've been watching me, and if they were watching us, then our countermeasures for surveillance aren't working, they aren't enough, even though I've watched every camera meticulously, calculated it's position and field of view, but what if I was wrong? What if there were new cameras, smarter cameras, smaller cameras?'
The voice in his head continued to whistle through thoughts faster than he could shut them up, this wasn't him, this wasn't his usual breed of healthy paranoia, this was something new, some evolved thought pattern that had been growing under the surface, as he had been seeing more, it had been feeding off his understanding, becoming fat and strong, a fully-fledged voice of Paranoia personified in his subconscious, telling him things he knew and filling the gaps with wild speculation that Jared knew was insane, but he couldn't help but have a physical reaction to the words.
              'What if the drones flying high in the sky on their pre-determined paths had changed their flight plans, what if all the charts and maps and routes I've laid out and committed to memory are all irrelevant, they've been watching me, learned where I go and how I get there, what if Leonard's insistence for us to have a phone line was all part of this plan, helped them track our movements, follow every footstep I make, shed light on every shadow I hide in.' 
              The thoughts were still going round and round and weren't going to cease unless he could distract them, find them something to shut them up, send his physical self in a new direction, regain control of his mental health and put him back in command of his thoughts. Paranoia continued to whisper in his mind as he put the camera back in its cradle and closed the bag.
He had to stop the voices. Had to get fresh air.              A new location was the first step, it would be a change of surroundings which always helped calm him, as new observations could burst forth about everything from the route to the architecture, the décor and the traffic calming, a thousand new things to look at, each of them a brick he could lay in the wall between his conscious mind and the Paranoia's wild and crazy ramblings. With this plan, however, he'd have to take a step outside his comfort zone. 
              Weighing up the options, still under fire from the voices, this was his only choice. He had to take a leap to effect change. Whoever was trying to contact him was forcing the change, but he would make sure it would be on his terms, his rules. He wasn't going to be manipulated.
As he unlocked the door, Jared took a deep breath, leaving a single thought behind him.
              'But what if this is exactly what they want?'
 
   - - - -
Footage will be available from 
ABAM.Info and Amazon 
from 2nd May 2016
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