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Alightinthegarden

Keeping time. By Beth Cato

istory books like to focus on pivotal
incidents such as peace treaties being
signed by world powers, battles won
or lost, and marriages brokered
between dynasties. Those are all
important, but history relies more often on
quiet, boring moments that involve no major
action, no blood, no drama.

For that reason, my assignment today is
aspring garden in southern California. The
vibrancy around me puts rainbows to shame.
Beesbuzz, birds sing. There’s anintrinsic sense
thatlife has awakened in the world again — that
there’s hope. Even I can recognize that. Me,
aveteran of two wars, a marriage lost to the
bottle. When I'm here working as a time cop,
Idon’tcrave numbness. Ifeel, and I'm OK with
that.

A woman walks along the far side of
the pond. She’s best known by the name
CinnamonBun98, and she’s about to create
what will become one of the greatest master-
pieces of the twenty-first century.She carries a

slim digital tablet. Not the most recent model
for2037, but what she hasis aluxury for a girl
raised among mould-darkened walls where
the nights pulse with gun shots.

I have watched her paint here more than a
hundred times. Isometimes catch faint flashes
of my pastiterations on watch, or those of my
comrades. Our garb almost entirely cloaks us
to the human eye. In more distant centuries,
our flitting presence would have been attrib-
uted to fairies or angelic visions.

Time-travel tech has been commercialized
for a few years now — if you have ludicrous
amounts of currency. The elite could view
CinnamonBun98 with licensed time-travel
docentswhowould ensure that their trip didn’t
interfere with the timeline. That’s not enough
for an awful lot of the hoity-toity. They crave
adeeper experience with the floral master-
work thatto many people feelslike areligious
experience.

My focus doesn’t stay on Cinn as she begins
towork, her facescrunched and finger motions

flurried. Iwatchthe surrounding shrubberies,
thedrapingtrees, eventhe rippled water. This
job, even more than my time as a soldier, has
taught me never to underestimate the lengths
towhich people will go to get what they want.

Amoteoflight smearstheairabove afringe
of cattails. I sidle that way. Time cops train to
move while cloaked to maximize the tech’s
effectiveness. Rich people, they believe Holly-
wood action flicks. They think they can dash all
over the place, cosy in their invisibility. Makes
my job easier.

This person moves fast towards Cinn, but
I move faster yet. I tackle them some 20 feet
away fromthe artist. Before we hit the ground,
Ideploy anoise-cancelling bubble around us.
My perp screeches, the sound echoing in our
tight confines as their face impacts onamoss-
fringed flagstone.

“No!Iwant to talk to her, Iwant to find out
how she —” they blubber.

Irip back their cloaking layer to find period
clothing — apink tank top, khakishorts, white
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canvas shoes. | wave my hand to perform a
retinal scan for identification. “Savannah
Olafson, age 27, she/her pronouns, American
citizen.You'reinviolation of multiple statutes
that preserve the stability of our timeline —”

“Ilwasn’tgoing to mess things up! Never! The
way she seeslight —it’s like aglimpse of heaven
itself shining through. I want to see what
she sees!” Desperation and need warble in
Savannah’swords. She’d collapse in worshipful
tears if she actually stood before Cinn.

“We must minimize our interference in the
past,” I say with firm gentleness. “I'm sending
you back for processing.”

“No, please, | -

linitiate a portal within our bubble and
shove her through before she canbabble about
the millions of dollars she blew on this futile
exercise or about how CinnamonBun’s work
has changed her life.

The portal zips shut. | open the bubble

and I resume my watch from a different spot,
vigilant for further disturbances.

Cinn continues her work, oblivious. Her
brow is furrowed. The garden before her is
gorgeous, but how she translates the scene
into digital form is what will impact millions
of livesinthe decades and centuries to come.
Herwork becomes a positive representation of
humanity itself. It'llbeincluded foremostina
database deployedinto deep space as we seek
out new lifeforms. “Her painting of light is our
lightin the blackness of space,” is the famous
descriptionincluded.

I'm part of that light.

The motesin her painting are me dozens of
times over, plus my comrades and fumbling
interlopers. Our job is to minimize interfer-
ence in the past, but like a person walking
through the woods, it’s impossible to pass
through without a single trace. Cinnamon-
Bun98is an artist. She sees what most can’t,

and interprets it, projects it.

Foralongwhile,itbothered me thatI'm part
of something so beautiful. Imean, I've killed
people.I've done some dark deeds for a pay
cheque.lhadtoreally hash things out with my
shrink —and meditate on the paintingitself —
toeventually accept my place here, inthe very
work that could represent humankind when
first contact comes.

People always fixate on the light in this
scene, but that can’t exist without the dark.

I’'m both and everything in between. The
full package of the human experience. My role
in history isn’t big and flashy like an atomic
bomb. I'm a mere speck of light, and I belong
here, too.l have ajobto do.

Beth Cato resides in Arizona. She’s the author
of the Clockwork Dagger duology and the
Blood of Earth trilogy with Harper Voyager. Her
website is BethCato.com.

THESTORY BEHIND THE STORY

Beth Cato reveals the inspiration behind A light in the garden.

| begged to see the first Back to the Future
movie when it was released in theatres when

| was five years old. | credit that movie with
starting my fascination with time travel and
alternate dimensions, especially in how subtle
moments can change the course of people’s
lives — or cause them to never exist at all.
There are definitely certain minor moments

in my life where | feel conscious of a potential
splitinto another future: Do | gather up the

nerve to ask this tall guy in a leather jacket to go to a movie with me tonight after my shift
at the mall bookstore? Should | choose to adopt these two fluffy white kittens, or the black
tabbies, even though one is acting sullen at the back of the cage? Do | trust this approaching

car to stop at their red light?

For this story, | focused on the concept of art and how it can impact lives worldwide. As
a kid, I also first understood that idea thanks to another time-travelling movie: Bill and Ted’s
Excellent Adventure. Although the idea that art can bring about world peace feels like a
wistful dream, artistic creations can still motivate people to feel and to act in myriad ways.

Some positive, some negative, some selfish, some philanthropic. This short-short story only
touches on this deep subject, but | hope it inspires people to consider those moments when
they are like the lights in this story, graced to be in the presence of a masterpiece that is quiet
yet mighty.
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