
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    Cause and Effect 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The day my life - and the world - changed started out much like any other.  As my eyes fluttered open, and I saw the familiar sights of my room, I had no inkling that I had reached a turning point in both my life and the history of humanity as a whole.  That shouldn’t come as a surprise, either.  After all, what eighteen-year-old thinks about things like that, especially given my mostly mundane surroundings.   
 
    I sat up, rubbed the sleep from my eyes, and threw off my heavy comforter.  Naked but for a pair of boxer briefs, I swung my legs off of the edge of the bed, and took a moment to look around my room.  Old movie posters - from Creature of the Black Lagoon to the first Captain America film - decorated the dark blue walls as light filtered through the blinds covering my windows.  I sighed, then levered myself to my feet.   
 
    After going through my morning ablutions and getting dressed, I staggered downstairs, still half asleep and already dreading the rest of the day.  It wasn’t that I was depressed or anything - far from it - but it’s a rare young man who looks forward to going to school, and in that respect, along with most others, I was anything but unique.   
 
    My steps thudded along until I found my way into the kitchen, where my mother, sister, and father were all already well into their morning routine.  My father - a stocky man in his early forties - looked a lot like an older version of me.  We had the same dark hair, though his was closely cropped and mine hung down to my jaw.  The same blue eyes.  And the same short stature.  However, he made up for his diminutive height by spending an inordinate amount of time in the gym.  I’d never had the patience for that kind of thing, so I was a bit scrawny for my age.   
 
    My mother, on the other hand, was an objectively beautiful woman.  As much as I hated to admit it, she also had a fantastic body and a wide smile that came naturally to her.  She wore her blonde hair in a high ponytail, and she’d chosen a pair of leggings and a close-fitting tank top to wear to her morning workout.   
 
    My sister, Jessica, looked like a miniature version of her mother.  They shared many of the same characteristics, and though she was two years younger than me, her looks and naturally bubbly personality made her far more popular at the high school we both attended.  My only consolation was that, soon, I’d leave that place behind and start college without everyone thinking of me as that hot cheerleader’s boring brother.   
 
    My mother looked up, saying, “You’re going to be late for school.” 
 
    I rolled my sleepy eyes, “I’m fine, mom.  I’ll be on time.”  
 
    “If you wouldn’t stay up all night playing video games, you’d get a lot more sleep,” she chided, sipping a cup of coffee from a mug that proclaimed her the world’s number one mom.   
 
    My father looked up from his breakfast - egg whites and wheat toast, the same as always; as a fitness buff, he adhered to a very strict diet - and said, “Video games.  When I was your age, son, I had better things to do than play video games all night.”  
 
    I could hear the implication in his voice.  I should’ve been a football player.  I should have been bigger. Stronger.  A better son.  As it was, I was none of those things, and though my father never said as much outright, he as very disappointed in that fact.   
 
    “He needs a nice girl to get him on track,” said my mother.  “Jessica, why don’t you fix your brother up with one of your friends?”  
 
    “Ugh,” Jessica responded.  “As if any of them want to date a weirdo like him.”  
 
    “Just because I don’t run around posting everything on TikTok or Instagram, it doesn’t make me a weirdo!” I spat.  “As far as I’m concerned, you’re the weirdo because you care so much about -” 
 
    “Enough!” interrupted my father.  We all quieted down in a hurry. “Let’s just move on.”  
 
    I wanted to scream.  Not only did my sister have carte blanche to call me whatever she wanted, but from her perspective, she was probably right.  To her, I was incredibly strange because I didn’t adhere to the social norms she held so dear.  I didn’t care about social media or football games or impressing my classmates, which she thought of as absolutely insane.   
 
    “Whatever,” I said, grabbing a piece of toast on my way past my mother and to the door.  “I’m going to school.”  
 
    No one seemed to want to say anything about that declaration, so I made my way outside without further problems.  Still, as I got into my car - my mom’s old hand-me-down Nissan Altima - I couldn’t help but think of all the comebacks I should’ve spat in my sister’s face.  Most centered around her being a vapid cheerleader who didn’t care about anything so long as she was popular.  It made me feel simultaneously better and worse as I made my way to school. 
 
    My morning was boringly normal until, after first period, I was cornered in the hall by my least favorite person in the world.  Using only one hand, George Adams slammed me against one of the lockers.  The metal rattled, and a combination lock dug into the small of my back, but I didn’t fight back.  I knew better than that.  So, I tried to slither past the bully, hoping he’d lose interest when I didn’t give him the entertainment he so obviously wanted.   
 
    He grabbed my backpack, saying, “Where do you think you’re going?”  
 
    “I’m just trying to go to class, man,” I complained, struggling against his grip.  Nearby, a couple of his lackeys cackled like a pack of hyenas.  That was appropriate, given their nature.  George wasn’t so different from the high school bullies depicted on television.  He was bigger than he should be.  Meaner than anyone had a right to be.  And he obviously took my presence personally.  I’d been his favorite target for years, and I had absolutely no idea why he hated me so much.   
 
    “You got anything cool in here?” George said, already rummaging through my backpack.  He wouldn’t find anything in there besides books and school supplies; I’d learned that lesson a long time ago.  “I think -” 
 
    “What’s going on here?” came an authoritative voice.  I looked back to see Mr. Pendleton standing in the center of the hall, his hands on his hips and an expression of absolute authority on his face.  That was fitting, since he was the school’s assistant principal and in charge of student discipline.  “Let him go, Mr. Adams.” 
 
    George released me, raising his hands up and saying, “We were just messing around, Mr. Pendleton.”  He turned to me, saying, “Right, Hammond?”  
 
    I hated when people called me by my last name, and I had half a mind to spill the beans to the assistant principal.  No doubt, that would get someone with George’s record into quite a bit of trouble.  However, it would also be a veritable death sentence for me.  Sure, George bullied me, but I usually made it through the day unscathed.  I had no doubt that would change if I became responsible for his suspension - or worse, expulsion.  So, I nodded, saying, “Yeah.  Messing around.”  
 
    George grinned, adding, “We’re all friends here.”  
 
    I nodded again, and the assistant principal said, “Go to class.”  
 
    Obviously, he hadn’t been fooled.  Adults weren’t stupid.  But they were also constrained by the rules, one of which said that without a victim, there was no infraction.  Unless I was willing to stand up and accuse George, his bullying would go unpunished.  My only consolation was that, as a senior, I only had to put up with it for a few more months before I could leave that kind of nonsense behind.  As I hurried to my next class, I comforted myself with the knowledge that it wouldn’t be long before I got to college.   
 
    The rest of the day progressed normally, which is to say, I was bored out of my mind.  But I endured, and I was only mildly irritated by the time I made my way to the student parking lot and sped away, leaving another school day behind me.   
 
    A few minutes later, I arrived at my best friend, Zack’s, house.  He was a year older than me, and he lived in what could modestly be called a mansion.  Or a manor, perhaps.  Either way, I was so used to the place that I hardly even noticed the manicured topiary, the statues, or the hulking house as I pulled through the open gate.  Even so, I couldn’t escape the feeling that I didn’t belong, especially as my old, beat-up Nissan rolled up the cobbled drive.  Being friends with Zack had its benefits - most notably, that he never wanted for anything, and his parents’ generosity often extended to his friends - but there were also detriments, the least of which was that I often felt distinctly out of place at his house.   
 
    I pulled into my normal spot and quickly went to the side door.  Without knocking, I pushed through and, soon, found my way through the cavernous dwelling to my friend’s room.  Or more accurately, the entire wing of the house he’d claimed as his own.  Unsurprisingly, I found my friend in his laboratory.   
 
    He looked up from where he was soldering something on a circuit board and exclaimed, “Chris!  I’m glad you’re here!  I think I figured it out!”  
 
    His enthusiasm wasn’t surprising.  Zack, for all his gifts, often flitted from one subject to another, and never did his excitement wane.  He had a deep well of energy that, if I was honest, I envied quite a bit.  Of course, that wasn’t the only aspect of Zack’s life I envied, either.  Not only was he rich and unfailingly optimistic, he was also a bona fide genius, a trait he’d inherited from his parents, who were both high-achieving programmers who’d developed some ridiculously profitable software that was responsible for their wealth.   
 
    At only nineteen, Zack already had more than two dozen unique patents to his name, and his personal fortune wasn’t anything to sniff at.  By comparison, I was only a year behind him, and I still hadn’t even picked out what college I wanted to attend.  It would’ve been infuriating if Zack wasn’t so selfless and unpretentious.   
 
    But as gifted as he was from an intellectual standpoint, he wasn’t anyone’s idea of ideal masculinity.  Small and scrawny, he had the delicate features usually associated with femininity.  His looks conspired to make him appear a lot younger than he was.   
 
    “Figured what out?” I asked, quickly covering the necessary ground to meet him at the worktable where he’d been huddled over the circuitry.  “What is that?”  
 
    “Return linkage,” he said, grinning.  He closed a plastic band over the long, inch-wide strip, then wrapped it around his wrist. 
 
    “Am I supposed to know what that means?” was my next question.  “Use all your words, Zack.”  
 
    “Oh, right,” he said.  Often, his mind moved so quickly that he forgot that others couldn’t keep up.  “I’ve been working on a time machine.”  
 
    I stared at him, waiting for the punchline.  When it didn’t come, I just said, “You’re joking, right?  A time machine?  Even for you, that’s -” 
 
    “I finished it a few months ago,” he said. “Didn’t I tell you?”  
 
    “W-what?” I stammered.  “Seriously?  You’re not joking, are you?  If you’re yanking my chain, I’m going to -” 
 
    He pointed to a roughly man-sized metallic canister in the corner. “That was the first prototype,” he said.  “It works.  I’m sure of it.  But it kind of melted organic matter.  Well, technically, it destabilized the atoms, and the molecules decoupled, but…anyway…I went through six more iterations before I got it completely right.”  
 
    I stared at him in horror.   
 
    “It doesn’t melt people anymore,” he said. “Well, I can’t really say that for sure, I guess.  I haven’t sent a person through it.  But the bunnies were okay.”  
 
    I took a deep breath.  Finally, when I’d had a second to process what he’d said, I asked, “You’re telling me you’ve created a time machine.  Like, full-on, H.G. Wells or Marty McFly time machine?”  
 
    “No,” he said.  “Those are fictional.  Mine’s real.  And it works.”  
 
    “Except when it melts people,” I said. 
 
    “Well, yeah - but that was solved four iterations ago,” he said.  “And I never specifically tested people.  Not yet.  I was kind of hoping to do that tonight.”  He hefted his hand, the band on his wrist glinting in the light.  “Which is where this comes in.”  
 
    “And that is?” I asked. 
 
    “I already told you - it’s the return linkage,” he said.  “The machine just sends you back.  Or forward, I guess, but that’s kind of theoretical at this point.  I guess it could just send you into an endless void where nothing’s actually been decided yet, but I won’t be sure until I run more tests.  Some physicists theorize that -” 
 
    “The return linkage,” I said, trying to get him back on track.  If I didn’t, he would follow one thread to the next, and before I knew it, he’d be talking about black holes.  Or something equally unrelated.   
 
    “Oh, right - this creates a sort of anchor in time and space,” he said.  “When I activate it, it should yank the wearer back to the moment after he or she went back into the past.  Or forward.  Again, though, that’s -” 
 
    “So you don’t have a Delorean stashed under one of these tables,” I muttered.   
 
    “What’s a Delorean?” he asked. 
 
    I shook my head.  “Never mind,” I said.  “Seriously, though - if this works, and I guess I have to trust you that it does, that’s…it’s freaking amazing.  It could change everything.”  
 
    He grinned again.  “Yeah,” he said. “Want to try it out?”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There were, of course, a million and one reasons I should have refused.  After all, I couldn’t even comprehend the consequences should something go wrong.  The last thing I wanted to do was to end up like Seth Brundle in The Fly or something equally horrifying.  And there was every possibility that some unknown variable would cause me to end up as a pile of goo at the bottom of my friend’s “time machine”.  However, if my more-than-a-decade of friendship with Zack had taught me anything, it was that I should trust him.  So, I did.   
 
    “When do you want to go back to?” he asked. “You want to see some dinosaurs?  Or maybe go back to the day you were born?  Do you want to meet your parents when they were our age?  Or maybe see some historical event?  I wouldn’t mind meeting Einstein.  And -” 
 
    “The twenties,” I said.  “Before the depression.”  
 
    I’d been watching a show set during that era, and I’d become enamored with it.  I knew I was romanticizing the time period, but I still wanted to see it.   
 
    “Hmm,” he said.  “I guess that’s as good of a time as any.  You ready?”  
 
    “Just like that?” I asked.  “Don’t you need to do calculations or something?”  
 
    Zack answered, “Nope.  I just set the anchor, go into the machine over there and set the time and place, then we activate it and…well…presumably, we’ll be transported through time and space to the appropriate point.”  
 
    “Presumably,” I muttered.  “So, there’s a chance we don’t make it?”  
 
    “A small one, yes,” he said. “But it’s within the margin of error, so it’s inconsequential.”  
 
    “Seems pretty consequential if it means I end up as a puddle of goop on your floor,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, no - that’s definitely not going to happen,” Zack said, still smiling.  I let out a sigh of relief.  But then he said, “No - it’s more likely we’d end up completely vaporized down to the atom.  I doubt it would leave the slightest trace.”  
 
    “Comforting,” I said, running my hand through my hair.  In addition to trusting my friend, I have to admit that I was more than a little dissatisfied with my life.  And time travel seemed like such a grand adventure.  “But I guess if you say it’ll be safe…” 
 
    “Probably!” he exclaimed.   
 
    After only a little more discussion, Zack led me through his lab to a side room where a giant, barrel-shaped monstrosity loomed over us.  Made of what looked like aluminum - but was probably some alloy with a complicated, unpronounceable name - it was easily big enough to accommodate a half-dozen adults.  A series of metal pipes snaked out from the sides, twisting in turning into a maze of tubes that I couldn’t really follow with the naked eye.   
 
    Zack approached the giant apparatus, then pressed a series of buttons on a prominent touch pad.  It slid open like something out of a science fiction movie.  Boldly, he stepped inside and when I hesitated, he looked back and said, “Come on.  Where’s your sense of adventure?”  
 
    I followed him, and the door slipped shut behind me, plunging the interior of the machine into darkness.  It lasted a split second before a pair of overhead lights turned on, bathing the machine in soft illumination.  Zack stepped close to a nearby panel, pressed an unseen button, and another touch pad slid out of the wall.  For a few minutes, he busied himself with inputting information into the machine, leaving me to wallow in my anxiety.   
 
    A million emotions warred within me, twisting my stomach into knots.  I was scared, of course.  Who wouldn’t be?  But I was also excited.  Mostly, though?  I was just nauseous.  Thankfully, Zack finished his tinkering before those fears could build upon one another into something truly monstrous. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked. 
 
    I nodded but didn’t say anything.  I was afraid that if I opened my mouth, I’d spew all over the shiny metal.  Zack definitely wouldn’t thank me for that, I was certain.   
 
    “Here we go,” he said, only the slightest tremble in his voice.  At least I wasn’t the only one wrought with anxiety.  He pressed a button, and the machine began to whir.  Then, it vibrated.  The vibration became a violent shake, tossing us around until we were forced to sit on the floor.   
 
    “Is this normal?” I half-shouted over the whirring of the machine. 
 
    He nodded, “I think so!” 
 
    That wasn’t as comforting as I might’ve hoped, but I clamped my mouth shut as the shaking intensified, lest I bite off my tongue.  And then, after a couple more minutes, everything suddenly stilled.  
 
    “Is that it?” I asked, gulping breath.  I hadn’t even realized I’d been panting like I’d just run a mile.  “Are we -” 
 
    Everything went black.   
 
    I don’t mean to say that I passed out.  I know how that feels.  I didn’t sleep.  I didn’t lose consciousness.  It was more like I transcended existence into nothingness.  An infinite void stretched out around me, and if I’d had a mouth, I would have screamed.  But once I got over the sheer alienness of it, I found the void comforting in a strange way.  It was profound enough that when I suddenly noticed tiny, multi-colored lights blooming into existence around me, I looked upon them not with wonder, but with annoyance.  How dare they intrude upon my peace? 
 
    They multiplied exponentially by the passing second until I was surrounded by swirling rainbows so profound that I could scarcely think, let along contemplate their nature.  In a brief span of seconds - or it might’ve been all eternity, for all I knew - the lights blended together into a whiteness that, if I’d had eyes, would have blinded me.   
 
    And then reality asserted itself in a rush, and I found myself lying facedown in the mud.  It took my muddled brain a few moments to adjust to it, and in that time, a driving rain soaked through my clothes.  Slowly, I picked myself up and took stock of my surroundings.  The first thing I saw was my friend curled into a ball near a pile of refuse.  I slowly unfolded my arms and legs and stood.  After floating in that endless void, the sensation of having a body was briefly horrifying.  Nothing felt right as I stumbled to Zack and helped him to his feet.   
 
    “That was…educational,” he mumbled.   
 
    I couldn’t help but chuckle as, slowly, my existence slid back into its normal place.  Over the next few seconds, the feeling of wrongness faded away into memory, and I felt something approaching normality.   
 
    “Did it work?” I asked. “Where are we?”  
 
    “Don’t you mean, ‘When are we?’” he asked, waggling his eyebrows.  He turned his wrist, exposing the underside of the return linkage and showing a small screen that displayed a date: March 23, 1926.  He showed it to me, saying, “It looks like it did.  And neither of us are a puddle of goo.  We’ll call that a success.  Let’s explore a little.”  
 
    Before I could object - or point out that he’d been the one to say that there was no chance we’d melt inside the time machine - he was striding to the head of the alley.  Night had fallen, so there wasn’t much traffic on the street, but there were enough people about that we quickly drew quite a few stares.  Suddenly, I realized how out-of-place we must have looked. 
 
    “I think we made a mistake, Zack,” I said, grabbing him by the arm.  “Our clothes…” 
 
    “Oh,” he said. “Knew I forgot something.  Come on.  Let’s go back to the alley and we’ll go back.”  
 
    We turned back to the alley only to find our way blocked by a pair of obvious street toughs.  Both of the men were at least a head taller than either of us and at least twice our bulk.  In addition, they had square chins, weathered faces, and oft-broken noses.  One cracked his meaty knuckles.   
 
    “Circus in town, Marv?” said the bigger of the two.   
 
    “Not that I know of, Shane,” said the other.   
 
    “Hmm,” said Shane.  He reached out, grabbing my shirt.  I tried to dodge away, but I’d never been what anyone would call quick.  More, I instantly regretted wearing a red Boston Red Sox tee-shirt.  I wasn’t even a baseball fan; the shirt had been a gift from my father.  “Interesting.”  
 
    “We don’t want any trouble,” said Zack, who was obviously terrified.  The other man had already grabbed him, so neither of us could run away.  “We don’t have anything of value, either, so you’d better just -” 
 
    Marv’s hand arced out, backhanding Zack across the face.  It wasn’t nearly as forceful of a blow as the man was capable of, I was sure, but Zack’s head jerked back all the same.  “I didn’t ask you anything,” the man growled.  “Now, here’s what’s going to happen.  Both of you, you’re going to empty your pockets, and we’re going to see what you got.  If it’s enough, you don’t get the beatin’ of your lives.  If it’s not…well…” 
 
    I was more than willing to do just as he’d ordered, at least until I shoved my hand in my pocket and felt the edge of my phone.  What would happen if either of the men saw something like that?  Doubtless, the repercussions would be far-reaching.  So, I did the only thing I knew how to do.  I ran.   
 
    Jerking away wasn’t difficult.  The thug thought us cowed, and so, his grip had loosened.  And if there was one thing I was used to it, was running from bullies.  I could only hope that Zack was equally as capable as I darted out of the alley and down the street.  I turned at random, pushing people out of my way as I fled my hulking pursuers.  Hearing heavy footsteps behind me, I glanced over my shoulder to see Zack close on my heels, he was clutching his bloody wrist, but he was otherwise unharmed.  What’s more, we’d left our pursuers far behind.  No doubt, the older men hadn’t lived the cleanest lives, and so, their lungs weren’t capable of keeping up with our youthful sprint.  I couldn’t help but think we were incredibly lucky on that account.   
 
    After running for a few more blocks, I turned down a side street and, then, into another alley.  Unlike the one where we’d arrived, this one was paved and well-kept.  Huffing and puffing, I bent down, my hands on my knees as I tried to catch my breath.  “I think we lost them,” I managed between heaving breaths as I looked up at an equally spent Zack. 
 
    “Damnit,” he muttered, opening his hand to reveal that the return linkage had been cracked, and one of the plastic splinters had given him a jagged cut on his wrist.  It was a superficial wound - the kind that hurt but wasn’t exactly life threatening - but I still sympathized.  “It’s broken.”  
 
    “Your wrist?” I asked. 
 
    “No - the return linkage,” he said.  Looking up with tears in his eyes, he said, “We’re stuck.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Think of the solution, not the problem,” muttered Zack, pacing back and forth.  A trickle of blood dripped from his wrist, and despite his encouraging words, he looked pale and more than a little troubled.  Of course, he had every reason to worry, because, with the return linkage stuck, we were effectively stranded in 1926.  He kept murmuring “solution” over and over again, which was anything but comforting. 
 
    For my part, I stood in that alley, trying not to tremble in fear.  Certainly, I’d considered visiting the past to be a grand adventure, but being trapped there?  That was something closer to a nightmare.  I couldn’t stop thinking of all the things I’d left behind.  All the comforts of modern society aside, what would my family think when I simply disappeared?  Nothing good, I was sure.   
 
    Finally, after what felt like an hour but was probably closer to a quarter of that, Zack looked up, saying, “I got it!  I know how to fix it!”  
 
    I let out a breath I hadn’t intended to hold.  “What?  What do we need to do?” I asked.   
 
    “Okay, so to understand why we need to do what we need to do, you have to understand the problem,” he said.  Lifting his bloody wrist, he said, “The return linkage is broken.”  
 
    “Yeah - I know,” I said, furrowing my brow.   
 
    “To fix it, we need some specialized materials,” he said.  “A few heavy metals, a couple of polymers.  That sort of thing.  And I need a soldering station.  I could spend a few days hunting each down individually.  I can even make some of it.  But if I want to get everything as efficiently as possible, I need to visit Lara Lane’s lab.”  
 
    “Um…who?” I asked. 
 
    “Lara Lane,” he repeated, as if the repetition would somehow prompt my understanding.  When it became clear that it wouldn’t he said, “Jesus, Chris - what are they teaching you in school, anyway?  Lara Lane.  She’s one of the most famous physicists in the world.  Or she was.  She died in sixty-four.  Or she will die, I suppose.  In any case, she’s one of the reasons city even exists.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said.  “I think I remember something about that.”  
 
    It was a lie.  Lara Lane wasn’t anywhere in my history textbooks, I was certain.  But Zack didn’t need to know that.   
 
    He saw through my lie and shook his head.  “That’s the problem I have with public education,” he said.  “They only teach what they want to teach.  Anyway, the company she founded kept this city on the map through the depression.”  
 
    “What’d they do?” I asked. 
 
    “Computing,” was his answer.  “Mostly.  They were also responsible for some government contracts.  The details are a little murky, but she was brilliant.  When you said you wanted to come back to this time, I kind of wanted to meet her.”  
 
    “No,” I said.  “Absolutely not.  You can’t go meeting people like that.  What if you change something?” 
 
    He shrugged.  “I’m not worried about that,” he said. “Besides, we’ve got to go to her lab to get the stuff I need to fix the return linkage.  She probably won’t be there, but if she is, I’m going to talk to her.”  
 
    I sighed. “Fine,” I said.  “Let’s just go.” 
 
    Without any other discussion, we left the alley, and Zack led us through the maze of streets.  Luckily, it had gotten late enough that they were almost completely empty, and what few people were about didn’t pay us any attention.  After about twenty minutes of walking, we arrived at a four-story building.  Crafted of brick, it looked completely utilitarian, without any sort of decorations to be seen.   
 
    “This the place?” I asked. 
 
    Zack nodded, then skirted the outside of the building to a side door that was, thankfully, unlocked.  We slipped inside.  The interior of the place was predictably bare.  The off-white walls, white tile floor, and faint scent of anti-sceptic put me in mind of a hospital.  The halls were dark, though, and there wasn’t a person in sight.   
 
    “How did you know the door would be unlocked?” I whispered. 
 
    “Lucky guess,” Zack said, shrugging.  It was his default response for when he didn’t want to explain his real reasoning.  “Now be quiet.”  
 
    I bristled at his admonishment, but I remained silent as I followed him through the building.  We quickly found a stairwell, and rather than go up, like I’d expected, we descended into darkness.  After three or four more flights, Zack led us into an underground laboratory.   
 
    The room was cavernous, and it looked like a lair of a mad scientist combined with a modern lab.  There was glassware on more than a few of the tables, a few polished steel machines loomed over us, and I half expected a steam-powered robot to come crashing through the laboratory to assault us.  However, the place was empty.   
 
    Zack hurried to one of the tables, ignoring me as he started gathering materials.  He set his phone on the worktable, flipping to a schematic of the return linkage and went to work on the device. 
 
    After a few minutes, he let out a sigh of relief, saying, “Oh, good.  It didn’t lose the data.”  
 
    “W-what?” I asked. “What would happen if it had?”  
 
    “Best case?  We’d be stranded,” he said. “Worst case?  Implosion.  Or maybe we’d just get thrown to a random time.  I’m really not certain, if I’m honest.  And that’s kind of the point.”  
 
    “Oh,” I muttered, the reality of our situation setting in.  It was easy to forget that we were messing with the very laws of physics.  And what’s more, we’d gone back in time, and I hadn’t even had a chance to take in the sights.  Our anachronistic attire meant that doing so would’ve been an unnecessary risk.   
 
    At first, I tried to follow my friend’s work, but it quickly became apparent that I would never understand what he was doing.  So, I started wandering around the laboratory.  I wasn’t so naive that I started handling any of the various equipment or half-finished projects, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t observe.   
 
    On one table, I found an honest-to-God robotic arm.  On another, there was a jelly-like substance in a metal jar that responded to my footsteps by rippling each time I took a step.  On another was a schematic depicting some sort of walking machine that didn’t look all that dissimilar from something you might see in Star Wars.  On and on it went, each project more fanciful than the last, and I began to wonder just who Lara Lane really was.  More, I couldn’t help but wonder why I’d never heard of her.  I was busy studying a triple-helix model that looked like DNA when Zack announced that he was finished. 
 
    I looked up and saw his familiar grinning face across the room.  I hardly noticed him, though.  Instead, I focused on the hulking shadow behind him as the biggest man I’d ever seen stepped into the room.   
 
    “Behind you!” I shouted, my breath catching in my throat.  The man wasn’t just huge; his form bulged with muscles, and his every feature screamed brutishness.  Zack wheeled around and nearly dropped the return linkage when his eyes found his approaching assailant.  I was moving before he reacted, though, and it didn’t take me long to cover the short distance.   
 
    “How do we activate it?” I asked.  “How do we use the linkage?”  
 
    “W-what…what is it…” 
 
    “Focus, Zack!” I screamed, shaking him.  The hulking brute wasn’t in any hurry.  There was only one exit from the room, and he was standing in front of it.  In fact, he didn’t seem like he wanted to come after us at all.  Instead, he was simply standing guard so we couldn’t leave.  Not that that knowledge was comforting.  It wasn’t.  So, I shook my friend again, hissing, “Activate the return linkage!” 
 
    Zack shook his head, then said, “Yeah.  Sorry.”  
 
    He slapped the linkage onto his wrist, took my hand, and pressed a hidden button on the band.  A second later, everything went black, and I was floating in nothing once again.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m not certain when the void slipped away and unconsciousness overtook me, but I was still surprised when my eyes fluttered open and I saw daylight streaming between the pink curtains of my bedroom.  I blinked.  Pink?  Since when did I have pink curtains.  Panic rising into my chest, I sat up and looked around.   
 
    I knew it was my room.  That certainty lay heavy on my mind.  But I also knew that it wasn’t right, either.  Not only were my curtains pink, but the color dominated the entire bedroom.  The movie posters were gone, replaced by similarly sized posters depicting a variety of girl bands he wasn’t familiar with.  His furniture had been painted white, and he even had a lighted vanity in one corner of the room.  On the floor was a wide range of discarded clothes; it only took one look for me to realize that they were quite girlish in style.   
 
    I threw off my comforter - white, with pink frills - and immediately noticed that I was naked but for a pair of underwear.  What’s more, they were clearly panties. 
 
    “What the…” 
 
    Even as I spoke, I knew the underwear belonged to me.  They felt right in the same way that the room felt like mine.  But that didn’t make sense.  Shaking my head, I pushed myself off the bed and quickly found my way to the adjoining bathroom.  What I saw in the mirror stopped me dead in my tracks. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” I muttered, trying to take everything in. 
 
    I had the body of a teenaged girl.  What muscle I’d had was gone, replaced by the slimness of a model.  My hips flared slightly, and when I turned, I saw that my panties barely contained my pert, rounded butt.  The only thing separating me from a girl was that I was completely flat-chested.  Even my face was subtly different, my features softer and more feminine.  I was actually pretty, I realized.  The only thing that remained unchanged was my jaw-length hair.   
 
    It took me a moment to work up the courage to peek beneath my panties, and I was both horrified and relieved by what I saw.  My penis was still there, although it was a shadow of its former self.  I’d never been bigger than average, but what I saw beneath that fabric was a tiny thing indeed.  If it was bigger than one thumb joint, I’d have been incredibly surprised, and my testicles were nowhere to be found.  There wasn’t even an empty sack there.  Instead, the skin was completely flat, with only a slightly changed texture to signify the presence of a scrotum.   
 
    Immediately, I knew we had done something in the past to change our present, but I had no notion of what that might be.  Nor did I have time to think on it much, because my sister burst into my room a moment later.   
 
    “Did you steal my flat iron again?” she asked, pushing past me.  I was horrified to see that she was completely naked, and unashamed of it, too.  When she noticed that I was avoiding looking at her, she said, “What in the world is wrong with you?”  
 
    “N-nothing,” I mumbled. 
 
    “Well, you’d better get dressed,” Jessica said.  “You don’t want to be late.”  
 
    With that, she snatched the flat iron off the counter and retreated from my room.  I had no idea what to make of the situation, so I quickly found my phone - it was pink, too - and tried to call Zack.  He didn’t answer.  So, without even realizing what I was doing, I started to get dressed.  My body moved almost of its own volition - clearly, I’d repeated the same routine often enough that it had become firmly entrenched in muscle memory, so I didn’t have to think as I donned a pair of jeans and a top - pink, as was the theme.  I even did my own makeup and styled my own hair.  When I was finished, I looked exactly like a flat-chested girl.   
 
    It made me want to vomit. 
 
    Still, I needed to get through my parents if I had any hope of figuring out what was going on, so it was with quite a bit of trepidation that I descended the steps to find a surreal sight.  First of all, my father had changed even more than I had.  In fact, he looked even more feminine than I did, which was quite a feat.  His once prodigious muscles were completely gone, replaced by arms and shoulders even thinner than mine.  He had long, raven black hair down to his lower back, and he’d obviously applied a generous amount of makeup to his face.  He wore a short pair of spandex shorts that did nothing to hide his curvaceous body and a midriff-baring top made from a similar material.  Like me, he looked like a woman, and a beautiful one at that, save for the fact that he didn’t have breasts.   
 
    My mother had changed, too.  Dressed in slacks and a white blouse, she still had a form befitting a woman, but her clothing didn’t reflect it.  More than that, her once-long hair was now shorter than mine.  And she didn’t wear a stitch of makeup, either.   
 
    “Oh, good - you’re up,” she said, her voice a little huskier than I remembered.  “I thought you might sleep all day.”  
 
    “Y-yeah,” I said.  “I guess I didn’t sleep well last night.”  
 
    “He was out with that Harper girl,” Jessica said, biting into a piece of toast.  “At school yesterday, she was bragging about how big her strap-on was.”  
 
    “Jessica!” said my father.  “You do not talk like that!”  
 
    “But she was!” Jessica insisted, a malicious grin on her face.  “She kept telling me how she was going to give it to my big brother.”  
 
    My cheeks heated as both of my parents jumped in to defend my honor.  Obviously, more than just appearance had changed.  Something told me that our entire world had been altered.  Still, I wouldn’t get any answers until I talked to Zack, so I snuck out as my parents chastised my little sister for talking about me like I was a “slut”.  Their words.  Not mine.   
 
    My heart pounded all the way to Zack’s house, but when I got there, the gate was locked tight.  When I tried to force it open, a stout woman in a security guard’s uniform accosted me.  It wasn’t until I claimed friendship with Zack that she relented and told me that he’d be back that evening.  So, with nothing else to do, I went to school.   
 
    Once there, I quickly surmised that gender roles had been mostly reversed.  Most of the boys had experienced a similar fate to me.  They’d been thoroughly feminized, and they were dressed appropriately for that status.  However, the girls were a different story altogether.  Some, like Jessica, presented just as femininely as the boys.  There were more than a few, though, who eschewed that style in favor of something decidedly more butch.   
 
    I was walking through the hall, hoping not to be noticed, when a tall, slim girl grabbed me by the waist and said, “Hey there, sexy.”  
 
    I looked up and saw the familiar features of Hope Harper, though she’d changed just as much as I had.  Before I’d gone back in time, she had been a star athlete, competing in volleyball and basketball.  However, no one had ever called her pretty.  In fact, her features, even then, had skewed far more masculine than most girls’.  Because she wasn’t pretty like the cheerleaders, she’d never really been accepted into the more popular cliques, and that had given her a bit of a shy personality.  We’d been friends, but not close ones.   
 
    However, as she pulled me close, there was nothing remaining of her shyness.  Instead, it had been replaced by a cocky surety usually reserved for the football team’s quarterback.  Which, judging by her letterman’s jacket, she might’ve actually been in that twisted world.   
 
    “Let me go,” I said, pulling away.   
 
    She looked at me like I was crazy.  “What’s wrong? What did I do?  Are you still upset about last night?” she said.  “I told you I didn’t think it’d hurt.  We’ll use a smaller one next time.”   
 
    I did not want to pursue that line of thinking, so I just said, “I just don’t feel well.”  
 
    “Oh,” she said.  “Anything I can do?”  
 
    “No,” I muttered, glancing around and looking for a way out.  I saw unmistakable form of George down the hall.  He was clutching his books to his chest, and his eyes were trained on school’s tiled floor.  Whatever transformation I’d undergone had not been nearly as thorough with George.  He’d changed, but the totality of the transformation made him look like a particularly ugly, gangly girl.   
 
    “Ugh,” said Hope, her voice loud enough that everyone in the hall could hear.  “Here comes the troll.”  
 
    Then, to my horror, everyone started throwing coins at tall, young man.  Someone shouted, “Pay the troll toll!” as they pelted George with a quarter.  The former bully shrank in on himself, pushing through the barrage of coins to disappear down the next hall.   
 
    I glanced at Hope, who was grinning like an idiot.  “I’ve got to get to class,” I muttered.  She said something in reply, but I didn’t hear her.  Instead, I practically ran away from her, wishing I hadn’t seen what I just had.   
 
    The rest of the day was filled with more of the same.  It seemed that many of the athletic young men who’d once ruled the school had become ugly, too-big, and feminized versions of their old selves.  Similarly, most of the cheerleaders had followed Jessica’s lead, leaning into their femininity.  However, some of the female athletes, like Hope, had gone the other way entirely.   
 
    Throughout the day, I endured more catcalls than I thought possible. Everywhere I turned, girls leered at me.  Even a few of the female teachers’ stares lingered a bit too long.  It was demeaning in a way I couldn’t have anticipated.  So, when the end of the day came and I found myself back in my car, I sped to Zack’s house, hoping to get an explanation.  And hopefully, to set things right.   
 
    Thankfully, the gate was open, and I sped up the drive.  I barely got the thing in park before I sprang from the drive’s seat and rushed inside.  Zack’s laboratory was in the same place, and that’s where I found him.   
 
    As expected, he’d changed just as much as I had. Maybe more.  Instead of the oversized tee-shirt and jeans he usually wore, he was dressed in a pair of yoga pants and a tight sports bra that he obviously didn’t need.  His fine blonde hair was tied up in a ponytail, and his features gave him the look of a cover model.   
 
    “Oh, good - you made it,” he said, his voice higher pitched than I had expected. “I’m sure you have some questions.”  
 
    I did, and Zack did his best to answer them.  As far as he could tell, something had changed when we visited Lane’s laboratory, and that change had spurred her into radical feminism.  For decades, she’d waged a war against the patriarchy.  Eventually, her agenda had gained the upper hand, and by the eighties, the world had been completely transformed. 
 
    Nobody was certain when men started physically changing - it was a gradual transformation that was hard to track - but by the eighties, they were completely androgynous.  By the nineties, feminine characteristics had begun to develop. And by the turn of the century, they were virtually indistinguishable from women, save for their lack of breasts.   
 
    “It’s kind of ingenious how society functions now,” Zack said.  “Women can be either masculine or feminine, but men are relegated to what we think of as traditional femininity.  And the way they reproduce is just amazing.  Did you know that a man can orgasm through prostate stimulation?  Here, when you want to have a child, they send you to these fertility clinics, where they…ahem…draw the fluids out after said prostate stimulation, and they use invitro fertilization to -” 
 
    “I don’t care!” I said.  “I just want to know how we fix it, Zack.  How can we get things back the way they were?”  
 
    “Oh,” Zack said. “Well, we’ve got to go back and fix whatever it is we changed.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do we even know what happened?” I asked.   
 
    Zack shrugged, saying, “I’ve got a few ideas, but I’m not completely sure, no.  We can figure it out, though.”  
 
    “So, we’re just going to go back in time and wing it?” was my next question.   
 
    Zack shook his head, then said, “No, no.  This time, we’ll be better prepared.  I have a plan.”  
 
    Zack’s plan involved donning period-appropriate clothing so we wouldn’t have a repeat of what had happened the first time around.  That made sense, except that his idea of period-appropriate was also a pair of frilly dresses.   
 
    “No,” I said. “Not a chance.  Just give me some pants to wear or something.”  
 
    He raised a perfectly trimmed eyebrow, then asked, “Do you honestly think either of us could pass for men?”  
 
    My heart fell.  Obviously, he was right.  Given our obviously feminine curves, there wasn’t a chance either of us could do so.  Still, it was a difficult thing to admit.  “Why do we look like this, anyway?  How did this happen?”  
 
    “Genetic engineering, mostly,” he said.  “It’s really quite ingenious how they did it.  I’m not a geneticist, but -” 
 
    “Never mind,” I muttered, snatching the dress from him.  “Just forget I asked.  Where did you get these anyway?”  
 
    “Does it matter?” he asked.  “I’m rich, Chris.  I can get whatever I want.”  
 
    That was a perfectly acceptable answer, so I asked my next question.  “Where can I get dressed?”  
 
    He looked at me like I was crazy, then said, “Here, obviously.  And don’t forget the underwear.”  
 
    I wanted to object, but instead, I steeled myself and started undressing.  For his part, Zack didn’t feel my hesitation, because he was naked in a matter of seconds.  I couldn’t help but stare at his body, either.  Whatever else had changed, I was still very much attracted to the female form.  And Zack looked so much like a beautiful girl it almost hurt. 
 
    “Not bad, right?” he asked, spreading his arms wide and turning in a circle.  “I have to say that I would’ve expected the castration, but the vestigial penis is a bit of a shock.  Do you know that in this alternate timeline, the biggest penis in the world is only two inches long?  Most aren’t even half that.  I see you’re just about average.”  
 
    I blushed, but I didn’t respond.  Zack’s penis, for what it was worth, was even smaller than mine.  It barely even made a bump in my friend’s groin.  Not that I was looking, per se.  But I couldn’t help but notice.   
 
    In any case, I found it absolutely terrifying that donned the dress and the accompanying accoutrements without much issue, no doubt due to my muscle memory.  Over the course of the day, I’d also noticed that it had affected everything from the way I walked to my mannerisms.   
 
    “There,” I said, straightening the dress.  “What now?”  
 
    “Now, we go back,” my friend said before leading me back to the time machine.  It was virtually unchanged from when I had seen it last, save for the fact that it bore purple trim and a few stenciled flowers on the exterior.  More evidence of the ubiquity of femininity, I supposed. 
 
    After Zack set our time and destination, he activated the machine and we experienced much the same process as before.  The same tremors.  The same void.  The same rainbow lights that eventually encompassed everything.  And finally, waking up in the same alley.  Only this time, it wasn’t raining. 
 
    “When are we?” I asked. 
 
    “About six months after our first visit,” he said.  When I asked why we hadn’t gone back to the same time, he answered, “Because I have no idea what would happen if we met our past selves.  Maybe nothing, but I don’t want to chance it.  Come on.  We’ve got a long way to go to get to Lane’s new lab.”  
 
    New lab?  That was the first I’d heard of that, but Zack seemed to have done his research, so I followed him out of the alley.  We started trekking down the sidewalk, and we’d covered a couple hundred yards before a black Model T pulled up beside us.  The brakes creaked as a man leaned out, asking, “Where you ladies headed?”  
 
    “Tea Street,” answered my friend with a radiant smile.  “You boys wouldn’t mind giving us a ride, would you?”  
 
    That’s when I noticed that the two men in the car weren’t much older than us, and what’s more they were both quite handsome.  The one in the passenger’s seat said, “I think we could be persuaded.”  He opened the door and stepped out, introducing himself as, “David Reinhardt.  And this is my brother, Tom.”  
 
    “Ma’am,” said the man in the driver’s seat, tipping his cap at me.  It gave me a funny feeling in my stomach, which I chose to ignore.   
 
    After a little shuffling around, Zack and David climbed into the back seat while I took the passenger’s seat.  Then, we were off.  The machine didn’t go all that fast, but it was still much faster than walking.  I was enjoying the cool breeze so much that I hardly even noticed when we passed out of town.  I didn’t know exactly where Tea Street was, but I was certain that it was in town. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked. 
 
    “Don’t be rude!” hissed Zack from the backseat, following it up with a giggle.   
 
    I didn’t know what to do.  Zack was obviously okay with what was happening, so maybe I was wrong about the lab’s location.  Certainly, it wouldn’t be the first time I’d gotten my facts twisted.  So, I remained silent while we drove through the countryside.  And I admit, it was quite beautiful, especially when we pulled up to a cliff overlooking the city.   
 
    Dusk was coming on, so the city was bathed in a rosy glow.  Some of the street lamps had been lit, which gave the whole place an ethereal look.  I was so engrossed that, at first, I didn’t notice Tom’s hand on my leg.  And when I finally did, I realized that it was far too close to my groin.  More, he’d scooted extremely close.   
 
    “W-what are you doing?” I muttered. 
 
    “C’mon,” he said. “Dressed like that?  We both know what you are.  Don’t worry.  I’ll pay.”  
 
    Pay?  What was he talking about?  I glanced into the backseat and almost swallowed my tongue at what I saw.  Zack was bent over the other man’s lap, bobbing his head up and down as he gave a very obvious blowjob.   
 
    “What the -” 
 
    Tom gripped my head and pulled it down to his lap, but I resisted, yanking away from him.  I scrambled out of the car in an instant, a wordless - and ridiculously high-pitched scream upon my lips - spilling out of my mouth.   
 
    “What the fuck?” growled Tom.   
 
    Zack straightened up and wiped his mouth.  That’s when it hit me.  The clothes Zack had “procured” were anything but modest.  In fact, with their tight corsets and the way they pushed our nonexistent breasts together into modest cleavage, they were downright scandalous.  No doubt, the men in the car had thought us prostitutes.   
 
    But why had Zack gone along with it?   
 
    “Sorry,” he said, climbing over the man.  “My friend’s a little shy.  I guess we’ll have to do this another night.” Then, he kissed David on the lips before climbing out of the car. 
 
    David said, “You expect me to leave you two out here in the middle of nowhere?”  
 
    Tom said, “Fine by me.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine,” said Zack.  “We’ll be okay.  I have family that lives just a little ways off.”  
 
    David seemed to teeter between two choices - stay or go - but eventually, Tom made the decision for him, slamming the car into gear and puttering away.  When they were gone, I turned on my friend and demanded, “What the hell was that all about?”  
 
    “Come on,” Zack said, pushing past me as he descended the hill. “The lab’s only a quarter of a mile this way.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How do you know all of this?” I asked, following my friend down the dirt road.  Or was it more of a trail through the woods?  Either way, it certainly wasn’t easy, given my attire.  As conditioned as my body was in the art of moving in skirts, the dress simply hadn’t been made for a wilderness excursion.  Each and every step resulted in the fabric snagging on sticks, limbs, or unseen burrs.  I reached out, grabbing Zack’s hand, which stopped him in his tracks.  “Talk to me, please!  I just want to know what’s going on!” 
 
    Zack turned on me, and in that split second, I saw anger flashing in his eyes.  We’d been friends for years, and I could count on one hand the number of times he’d been truly angry.  It faded quickly, but the memory remained, steady and strong.  And I’m not ashamed to say that it frightened me a little. 
 
    “You know what’s going on,” he said, his piping, high-pitched voice now familiar, yet somehow wrong.  “We went over this.  We’re going to Lane’s lab.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know - but how did you know it was out here?” I asked.  “And what was going on with those guys in the car?  They acted like they knew you.”  
 
    “Don’t be silly,” Zack said.  “I know because I did my research.  Lane moved her lab out here not long after our little visit.  It’s basic history.”  
 
    “Oh,” I muttered.  “I guess…um…but what about…you know…” 
 
    I could see in his eyes that he knew that I was referring to the blowjob he’d obviously been giving the man in the backseat of that car.  However, I also knew that he wouldn’t broach the subject.  In fact, for most of my life, I’d simply assumed he was asexual.  Like a robot or an alien or something.  So, seeing him like that made me question all my assumptions.  Was it possible that Zack was actually gay?  He’d never given any indication of homosexuality, but that didn’t mean anything.  No doubt, he’d been hiding it.  That hurt a little, if I was honest.  Knowing my friend hadn’t told me something so important meant that we weren’t as close as I had always assumed.   
 
    “You know you can tell me anything, right?” I said. “We’re friends.  And I’d support you no matter -” 
 
    “It’s not important right now,” he said.  “I promise, we can talk about this later, but right now, we need to get to that lab and do what we came to do.  Every second we’re here increases our chances of being discovered.”  
 
    I nodded, and we set off through the woods once again.  Our trek didn’t take long, however, because a few hundred yards later, we found ourselves overlooking a sprawling manor that looked distressingly familiar.   
 
    “Wait…is this…” 
 
    “Apparently, Lara Lane was family,” he said.  “The lab I use once belonged to her.”  
 
    Before I could reply, Zack started down the hill toward the manor.  I had little choice but to follow, and as I did so, I couldn’t help but notice that the mansion looked like it was virtually unchanged from the place I knew.  The only difference was that it lacked the modern security measures Zack’s house relied on for protection.  It only had a low brick wall separating it from the rest of the area, which was predictably uninhabited.  Still, getting over that wall proved quite a challenge in our dresses, but we managed it nonetheless.   
 
    “Why didn’t you mention it before?” I asked, my voice hardly a whisper as we approached one of the side entrances.   
 
    “Didn’t seem pertinent,” he answered.  “Now, be quiet.  I don’t want to alert anyone like last time.”  
 
    As we stalked through the enormous dwelling, our skirts swishing with each step, I couldn’t help but wonder what else Zack wasn’t telling me.  Suddenly, it had occurred to me that I’d jumped into the whole situation without considering the consequences of my actions.  It had always been like that, though.  Zack would overwhelm my good sense with sheer enthusiasm, and I’d go along with whatever he wanted without thinking it through properly. 
 
    Finally, after traversing the maze of hallways and corridors, we made our way to the familiar territory I knew as Zack’s laboratory.  And when we pushed through the door, I was surprised to see that it looked almost identical to how Zack kept it.  When I remarked on the similarity, Zack simply said, “Great minds think alike.”  
 
    “Um…Zack…is that what I think it is?” I asked, pointing to a table near the back of the room.  “Is that your phone?”  
 
    Indeed, there was no mistaking it, and as we drew closer, I could see that it was held aloft by a pair of thin, metal clamps.  From the phone snaked a series of cords, which were in turn attached to a primitive screen that had a green, monochromatic glow.  It looked like a sleek, rounded version of an old-school television, which, if I thought about it, it probably was.  I circled the table and gasped at the screen’s contents. 
 
    “What the hell…” 
 
    Zack snatched the phone from the apparatus, unhooking the cords as he said, “Don’t look at that.  It’s not important.”  
 
    “Um…it looks kind of important,” I muttered, leaning close so I could read the text.  In the short bit I was able to read, it was easy to surmise that it described a gynocentric world where the line between men and women had blurred together.  The power to the television screen suddenly winked out, and I turned to see Zack holding a plug.  “What the hell?”  
 
    “I said it wasn’t important,” he insisted.  “I’ve got the phone, though.  This is obviously what caused all this.  So, let’s go.”  
 
    “Yeah, no - you’re going to have to explain some stuff,” I said.  “What I just read sounded a lot like the world we just left behind.  Obviously, it was coming from your phone.  So, what gives?  What’s going on?”  
 
    “This isn’t the place to -” 
 
    “I deserve to know,” I said. 
 
    Zack looked around, visibly nervous for the first time.  Finally, he sighed and said, “It’s mine, okay?  I have a fetish for that kind of thing.  I don’t know.  It was just a silly story I posted online.  I had no idea it would have any sort of consequences.  I didn’t know Lane would read it and take it as a guide.”  
 
    “Oh,” I muttered, wrapping my mind around his confession.  Suddenly, things clicked together.  Lane had found the phone and, somehow, she’d managed to hack into it.  And what she’d read had given her all sorts of ideas about how the world should progress.  Doubtless, she’d also used the technology she had discovered to give her the means to guide society how she wanted.  “I…um…I guess that makes sense.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Zack said.  “Now you know.”  
 
    “I…I don’t know what to say,” I admitted.  “I support you, obviously.  I don’t know what I’m supporting you in, but -” 
 
    “That’s great,” he said, interrupting me.  “But right now, can we just get out of here?  I really don’t want to know what kind of security measures she’s implemented since last time we were here.” 
 
    My mind suddenly flashed back to the hulking figure who’d preceded our first escape from Lane’s other laboratory.  I agreed wholeheartedly with my friend; the last thing I wanted was to see what that thing - or whatever else she’d created - was capable of.  So, I nodded.  Then, Zack took my hand in his, punched some unseen buttons on the linkage, and, an instant later, we were enveloped in that increasingly familiar void.   
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    You’d think that I would’ve gotten used to traveling through time by this point, but when I next awoke, I was still incredibly confused.  Part of that was because I plainly wasn’t in a bed.  Instead, I awoke on the floor.  A second’s investigation told me that I was hanging off a large, fluffy mat - the sort that might be used as a dog’s bed.  I sat up, and immediately, I noticed a host of things that had gone wrong. 
 
    First of all, there was the unmistakable weight of a pair of enormous breasts hanging from my chest.  I was no expert, but I thought that they were D-Cups, at the very least.  Probably bigger.  In addition, I couldn’t help but notice that I was completely naked, a fact that should’ve been disturbing but somehow didn’t bother me as much as I thought it should. 
 
    Second, I was very much aware of something lodged in my rectum.  I twisted and turned, and, eventually, I saw that there was a faux dog’s tail sticking out of my incredibly plump rear.  I tried to reach back and grab hold of it, but my hands wouldn’t flex the way they were supposed to.  In fact, I’d have found it difficult to grip anything at all.  My fingers were completely useless.   
 
    And finally, when I tried to stand, I was confronted with the simple fact that my legs wouldn’t bend properly.  The result was that, when I wanted to move, I’d have to do so on all fours.  Further examination told me that my knees had developed thick callouses from doing just that.   
 
    I heard some rustling above me, and I turned to see a bed looming over me.  More, I couldn’t ignore the fact that my mother had just extricated herself from the covers.  She was shamelessly naked.  I tried to speak, but all that came out of my mouth was a high-pitched bark, which got my mother’s attention. 
 
    She leaned down and scratched behind my ear, and a wave of pleasure flowed through my mind.  I leaned into it, and she cooed, “That’s a good boy, Chrissy.  Such a good boy.”  
 
    The feeling of pleasure deepened, and I realized that I would do just about anything for her praise.  She sat on the edge of the bed, and I followed on hands and knees.  I couldn’t stop myself from doing anything else.  She opened her legs, and I was about to dive in - regardless of the horror coursing through my mind - when a feminine “Ahem” came from the doorway.  I looked over to see my father standing there, naked but for a collar around his neck.   
 
    Or at least I thought it was my father.  His face was vaguely familiar, even without a trace of masculinity there.  His hips were wide and round, his waist narrow, and his once-proud muscles were completely gone.  A pair of breasts - sized so that they wouldn’t have been out of place on a centerfold - hung from his chest.  Only the tiniest remnant of his masculinity remained between his legs.   
 
    “Breakfast is served, mistress,” he said, his voice meek and soft.   
 
    My mother looked down on me.  At some point, my jaw had dropped, and my mouth hung open.  My tongue lolled out of my mouth as I panted like an animal.  “Maybe later, sweetie,” she said, giving my ear another scratch.  She rose, slipped on a robe, and followed my father down the stairs.  I padded after them on all fours, amazed that I could move so freely in such a way.   
 
    As I descended the steps, a sort of blankness enveloped my mind, like my thoughts had simply fled and had been replaced my nothingness.  Once I reached the kitchen, though, I shook my head and realized that my long hair had been arranged in pigtails.  More, I noticed that I wore a collar much like the one gracing my father’s slender neck. 
 
    Unselfconsciously, my father started serving breakfast.  Mine - scrambled eggs - went into a bowl emblazoned with glittery script that said “Chrissy”.  Clearly, I was supposed to eat like a pet.  For a moment, I considered refusing.  However, the rumbling hunger in my stomach, along with a desire not to stand out, made me think better of it.  I was busy with my face in the bowl when my sister made her entrance. 
 
    For a moment, I wondered if she had changed at all.  She looked so similar to what I remembered from the other timelines.  But then I noticed that her chest had shrunken considerably; she wasn’t completely flat, but she was much smaller than before.  Maybe A-Cups, at best.  And she was taller, too, a fact that took me a moment to notice because, from my hands and knees, everyone looked much bigger.   
 
    “Oh,” said my mother.  “I’m glad you’re up and about.  Your brother needs to be walked.”  
 
    “But mom, I don’t want to walk him!” she complained.  “Let dad do it.  Nobody will notice.”  
 
    My mother said, “And if someone did?  Do you want your father to end up as government property?  You know the law, young lady.  And I expect you to follow it.”  
 
    Jessica looked like she was going to argue further, but after a few seconds, she obviously realized that she’d already lost the argument.  So, she went to the door and called my name as she retrieved a long leash from a nearby hook.  I padded over, and she hooked the leash to my collar and led me outside.   
 
    “Stupid boy,” she grumbled.  My sister didn’t slow her pace, but I had little difficulty keeping up.  In fact, I was certain that, should I desire, I could’ve gone much, much faster.  Once we’d reached the edge of our yard, my sister unceremoniously bent down, grabbed my “tail”, and yanked it free.  I yelped in surprise as an empty feeling washed over me.  I looked back to see a sizable butt plug attached to the faux tail.  Had that really been inside me?  If so, its absence certainly made sense of that empty feeling.  She set the tail-and-plug aside and yanked on my leash, saying, “Come on, idiot.  We don’t have all day.”  
 
    I followed her down the sidewalk, looking this way and that as my pendulous breasts swayed back and forth with every step.  There were plenty of other naked pet-boys being walked.  Most looked just as feminine as I did, though a few had been masculine enough to resist whatever process that was responsible for the feminization.  The result was a blend of masculine and feminine that looked altogether wrong.   
 
    We passed one extremely pretty pet-boy who, surprisingly, stuck his nose in my ass and gave what remained of my manhood a hearty lick.  His owner - or maybe his family member - chided him and apologized to Jessica for her boy’s lack of decorum.  I tried to ignore the urges I felt to return the favor.   
 
    After about five minutes, I felt something sliding out of me, and it took a long moment before I realized what was happening.  I wanted to cry in humiliation as I defecated in the center of the sidewalk.  I expected Jessica to chastise me, but instead, she whipped a spray bottle out of her pocket and sprayed the offending substance.  Then, she liberally coated my rectum with the same stuff.  Even as I watched the substance eat through the feces, I felt a tingling sensation crawling up my own anus, destroying whatever mess I’d made.   
 
    “There,” Jessica said.  “All clean.”  
 
    Then, without hesitation, she turned and walked me back to the house, where she reinserted my tail and led me inside.  It was, altogether, the most humiliating experience of my life, but I bore it without complaint.  Not that I was capable of such; anytime I tried to speak, only a bark or a whine escaped from between my lips.   
 
    After about twenty minutes - during which, my mother and sister had a conversation like neither my father nor I were even there - my mother went to get dressed for work.  As my father did the dishes, I sat on the floor and daydreamed about nothing.  It was like I had to fight to make my mind work properly, and the moment I lost my grip on it, I drifted away.   
 
    Sometime later, my mother reappeared, gave some instructions to my father, and grabbed my leash.  After clipping it to my collar, she led me outside and to her SUV.  She opened the trunk, revealing a large pet crate, which I instinctively knew was for me, so I climbed inside of it, and a few moments later, we were on our way.   
 
    After a while - time seemed to pass strangely for me - we pulled to a stop, and my mother let me out of the crate in front of a large, featureless building.  Outside were a series of burly women in blue uniforms.  Most had pet-boys sitting at their feet, so I wasn’t terribly surprised when my mother handed my leash to one of the few who didn’t.   
 
    “Sorry I’m late,” she apologized. “Jessica took him on a long walk this morning, and I suppose she lost track of time.”  
 
    “Hmm,” said the burly woman.  “Has he been behaving?”  
 
    “Mostly,” my mother said.  “But don’t let up on his training.  I want a proper young man when we’re finished.”  
 
    “Understood, ma’am,” the big woman said.  Then, to me, she said, “Heel.” 
 
    Without hesitation, I sat beside her.  I had no doubt that she could’ve given me any number of other commands, and I would’ve obeyed equally quickly.  My mother bent down and scratched behind my ear once again, saying, “Be good for Mistress Olga.”  
 
    I let out a slight whine, but I didn’t move a muscle as I watched her get into her car and leave.  Over the next fifteen minutes or so, a few other women dropped their pet-boys off.  Some, I recognized as my former classmates from before.  Others seemed complete strangers.  In any case, once all the big women had charges in hand, we were all led into the facility.   
 
    If I thought my walk was humiliating, it was nothing compared to my day at the obedience school.  Once there, I was forced to obey one demeaning command after another.  The expected ones, like sitting and staying, were finished in a hurry, and soon, they gave way to more sexual commands.  Before long, I had my face between Olga’s hairy legs, and I was licking away at her sex.  And that was before she even retrieved her strap-on, which she later used to great effect.  I’d had orgasms before, but nothing even came close to how it felt to be impaled on that massive, black sex toy.   
 
    I think what made it all worse was that there was no privacy to be had.  Whatever was done to us was in full view of everyone else.  Not that any of the other pet-boys seemed to mind.  They had no shame at all.  Even during our bathroom breaks, when we were taken outside to do our business, we did so without a hint of self-consciousness.  It was humiliating for me, but I knew the consequences of resistance, as demonstrated just after lunch - which was served from bowls on the floor, just like at home.   
 
    I was busy with my face buried in my bowl when I felt something licking my backside.  That wasn’t so abnormal.  Anytime we were given free reign, the other pet-boys spent plenty of time exploring their peers’ nether regions.  To my horror, I’d even succumbed to that instinctive urge a couple of times.  So, I just continued eating, hoping whoever was licking me would tire of it soon. 
 
    They did not.  In fact, before I knew what was happening, I felt strong arms gripping my hips as something hard pressed against me.  That’s when I realized what was happening.  Someone had mounted me and was humping me like a dog.  I tried to pull away, but he was too strong.  So, with a pitiful whine, I got the attention of the mistresses.   
 
    “No, Gigi!” screamed one of them.  And a second later, she had a riding crop in her hand and was beating the offending pet-boy across the back and shoulders.  Gigi - who looked suspiciously like my old bully, George - cowered and curled into a ball.  His transformation hadn’t been nearly as thorough as mine.  While he had breasts, and his penis was only a few inches long, his size and musculature dwarfed that of any of the other pet-boys.  To say the curious blend of masculinity and femininity looked ridiculous was an absolute understatement.   
 
    After Gigi had been subdued, the rest of the day passed without much incident.  That isn’t to say that it was any less humiliating - it wasn’t.  But I found that if I just let my mind go blank and let instinct take over, it was at least tolerable.  Either way, I was more than happy to see my mistress - no, my mother - arrive to take me home.  I’m ashamed to say that I didn’t act all that dissimilar from a dog in the same situation.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That night, after another humiliating walk, I had to endure the horror of lying on the floor while my parents had sex.  Of course, it wasn’t sex as I usually thought of it because my mother wore a long, thick strap-on, and my feminized father took it like a seasoned professional.  I didn’t want to watch, but I couldn’t look away.  Thankfully, though, it didn’t last long, and soon, my father climbed out of the bed, and left my mother to go to sleep.   
 
    I had an overwhelming urge to hop into the bed and curl up beside her, but I suppressed it.  Instead, I focused all of my willpower on forcing myself to leave the room.  I had to make things right, and the only person in the world who stood any chance of doing that was Zack.  So, I set out to do just that.   
 
    My first hurdle almost tripped me up.  Getting the door open without the use of my hands was incredibly difficult, and it took far more time than I expected.  However, once I decided to use my mouth to turn the knob, it went a lot better.  So, on hands and knees, I slowly and silently made my way down the stairs and repeated the same procedure on the back door.  Once outside, I had to resist the urge to sprint off into the night, heedless of where I was going.  I was free, and that freedom called to me.  I pushed that aside, too, and I tried to remember my way back to Zack’s house. 
 
    I knew it was a long way.  Two miles or more.  But I didn’t have a choice, so I loped off on all fours, surprised at how quickly and easily I moved.  It was like my body had been made to run like that, and my speed was great enough to match my upright jogging speed.  Still, the way to Zack’s house was fraught with danger, most notably that I had a deepseated feeling that a pet-boy without a leash would be frowned upon.  So, I kept the shadows as best I could, cutting across yards and avoiding notice as well as possible.  Thankfully, I made the trip without incident, and before I knew it, I found myself panting at Zack’s gate.  It was open, so I padded down the cobbled drive.   
 
    Knowing I didn’t want to encounter his parents, I slipped inside via one of the side doors and quickly found my way to Zack’s laboratory.  Along the way, I couldn’t stop myself from imagining what would happen if I found Zack in a similar situation to mine.  If he’d been relegated to pet-boy status, it was extremely unlikely that we’d have the chance to fix whatever we’d broken in the past.  And that would leave us to live out the rest of our lives in the current, macabre version of our world.   
 
    So, I was incredibly relieved when I turned the corner in one of the halls to see that Zack’s laboratory was virtually unchanged, save for the statuesque blonde in the center of the spacious room.   
 
    Academically, I knew it was Zack.  She had the same face as my friend.  However, every last trace of manhood had been erased, and I knew that, beneath her clothes, she was completely female.  I’m not sure if I’d simply intuited that from the fact that, unlike every other transformed male I’d seen, she wasn’t wearing a collar or if there was some other factor in play, but I knew it as well as I knew my own name.   
 
    She looked up, and recognition dawned on her face.  “Oh, I should have guessed,” she said, her voice melodic.  “Come here, boy.  I’ll fix you right up.”  
 
    As I made my way to her, she retrieved a gun-shaped mechanism from one of the nearby tables, and when I finally reached her, she said, “Stand still.  Good boy.”  
 
    A second later, she pressed the gun to the base of my skull and pulled the trigger.  Suddenly, pain lanced through my spine to my hips and down my legs.  I let out a whimper of surprise that became a scream.  “Fuck!” I screamed, the first articulate word that had come out of my mouth since I’d awoken in the strange alternate world.  I reached up and rubbed the back of my neck.   
 
    Wait.  Something was wrong.  I could move my fingers.  I could speak.  And my legs…could they work properly?  I tested them out, and sure enough, I was able to stand on wobbly feet.   
 
    “W-what is going on?” I asked, realizing that Zack wasn’t nearly as tall as she’d appeared, and what height she’d gained was due to a pair of high heels.  “What did you do?”  
 
    “Ah,” said Zack.  “I just deactivated the chips that changed the way your legs and hands worked.  Oh, and I disabled the voice suppressor.  Ingenious technology really.  Did you know that all males in this version of the world have those chips implanted?”  
 
    “Everyone?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she said before launching into an explanation of how the world worked. Some of it didn’t come as a surprise.  Males had become little more than slaves to their female mistresses, and most unclaimed boys occupied a role somewhat akin to pets.  It wasn’t until they were trained and sold to an owner that they were allowed to act as human beings.  “Apparently, whatever we did when we took the phone back further radicalized Lara Lane, and she -” 
 
    “I get it,” I muttered.  Then, I looked down at my still-naked form; I wasn’t nearly as self-conscious as I expected.  Not until I thought about it, at least.  When I did, I couldn’t help but ask, “Do you have anything I can wear, maybe?  I’m feeling kind of exposed.”  
 
    “Oh, right,’ said Zack.  “Probably should deactivate your tracking chip, too.  Just one second.  And I’m sure you’d like to regain your continence.  Or would you prefer keeping the plug in?”  
 
    It took me a moment to realize that I still wore the huge butt plug and the attached tail.  I couldn’t get it out quickly enough, and thankfully, Zack knew how to give me back control of my bowels.  After shooting me with her gun again - which I realized was more akin to a pneumatic syringe - she waved a wand over my mid-section until she heard a beep.  Once she pronounced that I was continent and wouldn’t be tracked anymore, I excused myself to remove the plug.  When I did, it came with a little surprise, which she took care of with a spray bottle almost identical to the one my sister had used.  She grinned, saying, “Super effective and completely sanitary.  Before this stuff was around, women had to clean up their boys’ leavings with plastic bags, if you can believe it.  Gross, right?”  
 
    “Y-yeah,” I said.  “Clothes?”  
 
    “Of course,” she said, thrusting a lab coat into my hands.  “Put that on for now.”  
 
    I did, and as I kept it closed by hugging my own shoulders, I asked, “How do we fix this, Zack?  And why weren’t you in the same position as me?”  
 
    “Right,” she said. “My family’s quite wealthy, you see, and they could afford a little transformation.  Legally and physically, I’m a woman, and I have all the rights associated with one.”  
 
    “Lucky,” I muttered. 
 
    “As to your other question, I don’t think we have much choice but to go back and make sure Lane doesn’t have a chance to do this,” she said.  “So, let’s get dressed and go back one more time.”  
 
    I groaned, but I’d known all along that it would be the only way.  I resolved to make it the last trip into the past.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Maybe it was the submissive conditioning bleeding through from the new timeline into my old world mind, but I didn’t even question why Zack had period appropriate clothing for our next trip back in time.  It was easier to simply trust her, which I did.  Implicitly.  However, when the two of us started changing into said clothing, I was treated to the sight of her obviously female body.   
 
    “You don’t have to look at me out of the corner of your eye,” she said. “You can look if you want.  I don’t mind.”  
 
    I swallowed hard, but I did as she suggested.  Perfection was the first word that came to mind.  She didn’t have the cartoonish curves that I’d seen on most of the men since I’d come back to the present, but her figure was still plainly female.  More, she had what looked to be a natural vagina between her legs.  Topping it all off were a pair of modest breasts that, again, called to mind perfection.  She looked elegant in a way I could never achieve.  By contrast, my own curves felt absolutely salacious.  And for some reason, I was more than a little ashamed of the bare inch of manhood jutting from between my own legs.   
 
    “Can we fix everything?” I asked, tugging on a dress.  We were headed to the forties; in the altered timeline, there had been no second world war.  Nor had there been a depression.  And neither of us wanted to change that back.  “Can we get things back to the way they were?”  
 
    “Mostly,” Zack answered.  “I think.  I’ve tried to trace every thread, and I think I know how to get back to normality.” 
 
    “I…I hope you’re right,” I said. 
 
    As we finished dressing, I had my doubts, though.  After all, our previous plans hadn’t ended very well at all.  Who was to say how the new ones would end up?  Still, I had little choice but to trust my friend.  Otherwise, I’d be doomed to a life of slavery.  No matter what else happened, I had to fix that much, at least.  So, it was with increased resolve that I followed my friend into the time machine so we could travel back in time once more.   
 
    After the now-familiar cascade of emptiness was followed by the rainbow of lights that coalesced into a veil of white, I found myself lying facedown in a grassy field.  As usual, it took me a moment to collect myself, but when I did, I looked up to see Zack’s house looming over me.  A glance left and right told me that it was the past version of the manor, but Zack was nowhere to be seen.   
 
    I gathered my skirts and stood, panic rising in my chest.  What had happened?  Why hadn’t Zack come through?  More, how was I supposed to get back?  After all, she had the return linkage.  Without it, I was completely stranded.   
 
    I stood there, rooted by fear, for a long span of minutes.  I couldn’t help but hope that Zack would suddenly appear and give me some long-winded explanation as to why she had been delayed.  However, I think I knew in my heart that, no matter how long I waited, it would never come.  So, it was with great reluctance that I started toward the familiar entrance that was closest to the laboratory which was my eventual destination.   
 
    The trek went without incident, and though every stray sound made me hold my breath, I made my way quickly and silently.  Not that it mattered overmuch; there was no one else there.  In fact, the manor grounds seemed completely abandoned.  I could only hope that the house itself hadn’t been similarly abandoned.   
 
    I pushed through the side door and was relieved to see that the house’s lights were on.  At least I wouldn’t have to go traipsing about without any illumination.  As silently as I could, I slipped from shadow to shadow within the house’s corridors, eventually arriving at my destination.  With a deep breath, I pushed through the door to see Zack looking back at me.   
 
    No, wait.   
 
    Something was wrong.   
 
    That wasn’t Zack.  The woman in the laboratory was too old.  At least thirty, if I had my guess.  But she looked almost identical to my friend, didn’t she?  I stood there, gaping at her until, at last, she looked up from her project and said, “You can come in, Chris.  I won’t bite.”  
 
    I felt my stomach tie itself into a thousand knots, each tighter than the last, and for a moment, I considered running.  But where would I go?  I was stuck in the past.  So, it was with great trepidation that I found my slippered feet moving further into the huge room.   
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked.  “Where’s Zack?”  
 
    The woman cocked her head, studying me for a long moment before recognition dawned on her face. “Ah, Zack,” she said. “I haven’t heard that name in some time.”  
 
    “What did you do with my friend?” I demanded. 
 
    “Do?  I didn’t do anything,” she said, her words coated in thick innocence.  Then, once again, she seemed to understand something that had, before, been hidden.  “Oh.  I see.  Tell me, from what timeline did you come?  Is it the one where men are slaves?  Or the one where men and women have been completely separated?”  
 
    “Separated?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, yes - in one branch, men and women went to war with one another,” she said.  “The treaty that ended the war separated the two sexes into different parts of the country.  It really is quite an efficient system.  It’s too bad that much of the world was destroyed in the process of figuring things out.”  
 
    “What are you talking about?” was my next question. 
 
    “Nuclear war, my dear,” she said, stepping out from behind the table.  “But the fact that you don’t know that answers my question.  So, you were a slave?  I admit, I visited that timeline, and I have to say that I didn’t prefer it.  As much as the notion appeals to my fetishistic notions of gynocentrism, it really is a recipe for disaster.  Too much oppression will always lead to war.  In that particular timeline, it takes about a century, but eventually, there’s a movement of women who fight for men’s freedom.  It’s really quite noble.  However, it also results in the complete and utter destruction of humanity.”  She grinned.  “In case you were wondering, that is definitely not the goal.”  
 
    Then it hit me.  The similarities were too prominent.  And the way she talked was too familiar.  “You’re Zack, aren’t you?” I said. 
 
    Her smile widened. “I haven’t gone by that name in quite some time,” she said. “But yes.  Yes, I am.”  
 
    “I…I need an explanation,” I said, my voice hoarse. 
 
    “Do you really?” she asked.  “Oh, very well.  It was always me, of course.  I’m Lara Lane.  I thought the alliterative name would have given it away - so like the superhero alter egos we loved so much - but I suppose not.  In any case, I’ve been tinkering with time for a long, long while.  Decades, certainly.”  
 
    “But how?” was my next question. 
 
    She cupped her hand around her mouth as if she were telling me a secret, then said, “I have a time machine.”  
 
    Then she laughed, and I realized that my friend - or whatever was left of her - had gone a little loopy.  But she quickly gathered herself, saying, “Always so serious.  Fine.  I was going back and forth in time for months before you ever learned of the time machine.  Each time, I learned a little more about manipulating the future.  Oh, you should have seen my failures.  So much war.  You see, I’ve been trying to create my perfect world.”  
 
    “Which is?” I asked, seeing the glint of the return linkage on the table.  I inched closer to it, instinctively knowing that I might need a quick escape. 
 
    “Well, at first, I admit that I did it to satisfy a fetish,” she said. “But I got a little carried away with that.  Then I tried for perfection.  It’s an ongoing process, but I think I’ve got the formula worked out.  Or rather, I realized what we needed to get rid of.”  
 
    “Men,” I guessed. 
 
    She grinned, pointing at me as she said, “Right on the first try.  That’s what I figured out.  Women, they complain.  They fight.  They might even come to blows.  But they’re not really eager to go to war.  Sure, they have no issues ordering men into war.  Did you know that female leaders are, historically, far more likely to go to war than their male counterparts?  So much for the gentler sex, right?”  
 
    “Focus, Zack,” I muttered. “Or Lara.” 
 
    “Lara, please,” she said.  “But the point is that women don’t like the idea of sending other women to war.  Maybe it’s hardwired into their brains.  Or it could be hormonal.  I’m really not certain, but they can easily see men as disposable soldiers.  But not their own gender.  It really is a conundrum, but it gave me an idea.  What if there were no males?  It really would solve a lot of problems.”  
 
    “Aren’t you forgetting something?” I asked. “What about reproduction?”  
 
    “Oh, please - you think that would stop my utopia?” she asked.  “I solved that problem quite some time ago.  It’s a somewhat technical process, but suffice it to say that reproduction will not be a problem.”  
 
    “B-but it’s unnatural,” I said.  “There are supposed to be men and women…” 
 
    “Says who?” she asked, a manic glint in her eye.   
 
    “Nature,” I said. 
 
    She waved away the comment, saying, “Nature?  Too limited.  You’re talking to someone who can transcend time.  Nature is the least of my worries.  No - you fear a world of women because it’s not what you know.  But you’ll adapt.  In a few months, the old world will feel like a bad dream.  In only a little more time, you’ll forget it altogether.  It really is the best way.  Otherwise, we’ll -” 
 
    I launched myself at her mid-dialogue.  I didn’t know much, but I could recognize that my friend was completely unhinged.  And if she was allowed to keep going, the world would not survive.  There was only one option left to me, and though I hated the idea, I had to remove Zack - or Lara - from the equation.   
 
    I tackled her to the floor, wrapping my legs around her waist even as my fingers encircled her slender neck.  For a moment, I thought it would be easy.  She hardly even fought back.  But then, I recognized my mistake as I saw her hand creeping toward a device on her wrist.   
 
    It was constructed similarly to the return linkage, but it was different enough to suggest a different purpose, which I found the truth of a moment later when she pressed a button.  My legs went limp.  My throat constricted.  And my hands lost all dexterity.  She pushed me off of her body, and I flopped around on the floor as I righted myself onto all fours.  I tried to speak, but only a high-pitched bark erupted from my mouth.   
 
    “I have half a mind to keep you like this,” she said, standing and brushing off her dress.  “The idea of a human pet certainly appeals to me.”  
 
    I barked again, and she laughed. 
 
    “Oh, that is simply adorable,” she said. “I had forgotten how cute that little bark is.  How long has it been?  Ten years since I was in that timeline?  Fifteen?  I lose track…” 
 
    She gathered the return linkage from the table and gave me a stern command.  For whatever reason - whether it was simple conditioning or an effect of the various microchips in my system - I couldn’t even begin to disobey.  So, I sat there on the cold floor, seething in anger as she strapped the return linkage around my wrist.   
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said. “If everything goes right, you won’t have to worry about slavery anymore.  You’ll be free to enjoy the world I’m going to spend the next eighty years creating.  You’ll see.  And if it goes wrong?  Well, I can always come back for you.  Goodbye.”  
 
    And then, she pressed the button and I was whisked away to the void.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I awoke to a normal day in a normal room.  It wasn’t the same as I’d originally left behind; there were plenty of feminine touches.  Most notable among those bits of femininity were the clothes scattered messily on the floor.  There was even a bra hanging from my closet’s doorknob.  But it wasn’t pink, thank God.  And more importantly, it felt like me.   
 
    The same could be said when I forced myself to get out of bed and inspect my body.  I was undeniably a girl.  The proof of that was between my legs.  But I wasn’t the caricature of womanhood I’d been when I went back in time.  And, of course, I didn’t have a collar around my neck, either.  I could even walk on two legs, which was definitely a step up from before.   
 
    I knew I’d seen the last of my friend, so I decided to figure out what the world looked like on my own.  So, I settled down in front of my computer to do some research.  And what I found wasn’t terribly surprising, knowing what I knew about Zack’s - or Lara Lane’s - plans.  Sometime in the forties, male babies had simply stopped being born.  At first, it had caused a global panic, but that had subsided with time and the advent of artificial sperm, which was created via some arcane process I did not understand.  The result was that the human race went on, but with every passing year, the population grew increasingly female.   
 
    More interestingly, though, Lane’s predictions had come mostly true.  Most of the wars and conflicts I remembered from history hadn’t even happened.  Sure, there were a couple that had survived, but it seemed that man’s warlike nature had experienced a sharp decline.  In addition to that, crime had taken on a different flavor.  There were still plenty of nonviolent offenses, but the number of violent assaults had also taken a nosedive.   
 
    However, the world was also missing a few bits of technology I took for granted.  Apparently, with war being on the backburner, the military hadn’t gotten the kind of funding it had in the original timeline, and because of that, much of the technology that had resulted from military research had either been discovered much later or didn’t exist at all.  So, the result was a world that looked extremely different from the one I’d originally left behind.   
 
    My initial instinct was to try to figure out how to fix things.  If I could only get back to the time machine, I could go back to before everything started and stop Zack from becoming Lara Lane.  Just as I was gearing up to do just that, I received an email.  I opened it, and it read:  
 
      
 
    Chrissy, 
 
      
 
    I know what you’re thinking.  Believe me, I understand.  But I’ve been to the future, and this is what’s best for humankind.  I hope you can agree, but in case you don’t, I’ve destroyed the machine.  You can do nothing but move forward and live your life.  I hope you’ll be happier here than in the old timeline.  Of course, I always have room for a pet, if you have a change of heart. 
 
      
 
    Your Friend, 
 
    Lara 
 
      
 
    I read and re-read the email what felt like a hundred times, but no matter how many times I read the words, their meaning didn’t change.  I also didn’t miss the not-so-subtle threat at the end.  Either I fell into line, or she would make sure I lived my life out in the other timeline as a slave.  Or maybe it was a simple invitation.  Either way, I didn’t want to know.  So, with more optimism than I might’ve expected, I got dressed and went downstairs, hoping to make the best of my new life in a brand-new world.   
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