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Maya Chen is a character when you get to meet her. She is what old-time romantics would call a time-traveling heartbreaker, though that's not exactly accurate. She doesn't break hearts – she helps people say goodbye to them properly. Standing at five foot seven in her chronologically stabilized boots, she walks with the careful grace of someone who knows that one wrong step could tear a hole in the space-time continuum.

Working as a Last Kiss Guide isn't exactly what Maya's mother hoped she'd do with her quantum physics degree, but it pays well enough to keep her in temporal alignment crystals and anti-paradox medication. The job description is simple: help the heartbroken visit their relationships' happiest moments one final time. Give them the closure that the present can't provide.

This particular morning finds Maya in her office, which exists simultaneously in three different time periods thanks to some creative quantum architecture. The walls shift between pale blue and deep purple depending on which decade you're viewing them from. Her desk, a solid piece of time-locked mahogany, stays constant – an anchor point in the temporal flux.

"You're breaking protocol again," her AI assistant, Charlie, announces through the quantum speakers. The AI's voice has that particular tone of disapproval it reserves for when Maya is about to do something especially stupid.

Maya adjusts her temporal alignment goggles, pushing them up into her black hair that's streaked with silver – a side effect of too much time travel that no hair dye can cover. "I don't know what you're talking about."

The AI projects a hologram onto her desk: security footage of Maya sneaking into the temporal chamber last night. In the footage, she's clearly accessing her own relationship timeline, which is absolutely, definitely, completely against company policy.

"That could be anyone," Maya says, knowing full well that her temporal signature is as unique as a fingerprint. "Besides, I was just running routine maintenance."

"Maintenance doesn't usually involve crying," Charlie points out. The AI zooms in on Maya's face in the footage, tears clearly visible even through the temporal goggles.

Before Maya can come up with another excuse, her office door chimes. The sound ripples through all three time periods, creating an echo that always makes her teeth itch. Her next client is here.

The woman who walks in is barely holding herself together – literally, in a quantum sense. Her temporal aura flickers with the kind of instability Maya sees in people who've been abusing over-the-counter time patches. The woman's hands shake as she places a memory crystal on Maya's desk.

"I need to see him one more time," the woman says. Her name is Sarah Zhang, according to the intake forms, and she's exactly the kind of client Maya's supposed to turn away. Too emotionally unstable, too temporally fragile. But there's something in Sarah's eyes that Maya recognizes. Something she saw in her own reflection last night.

Maya picks up the memory crystal, its surface cool against her fingers. Inside, she can see the moment Sarah wants to revisit: a sunset on a beach in 2189, a man's laugh caught in the sea breeze, the kind of perfect happiness that only exists in hindsight.

"You understand the rules?" Maya asks, following protocol despite her own recent violations. "You can't change anything. Can't interact. Can't-"

"Can't tell him about the accident," Sarah finishes. "I know. I just... I need to see him smile again. One last time."

Maya should say no. Should cite regulation 47-B about temporal stability requirements. Should remember what happened the last time she let emotion override professional judgment. Instead, she finds herself standing up, reaching for her field kit.

"Charlie, clear my schedule for the next hour," she says, already knowing the AI will log this violation. She'll deal with the repercussions later.

The temporal chamber looks like what you'd get if you asked a quantum computer to design a shower stall. Its walls shimmer with chronological energy, timestamp readouts floating in the air like soap bubbles. Maya helps Sarah step inside, adjusting the temporal stabilizers to compensate for her client's shaky quantum signature.

"Remember," Maya says, calibrating the controls, "this isn't about changing the past. It's about making peace with it."

Sarah nods, but Maya sees the lie in her temporal aura. Everyone comes in thinking they just want to observe. Everyone leaves wanting to change just one small thing. To say one more word. To hold on for one more second.

Maya initiates the temporal jump sequence. The chamber fills with the familiar blue light that smells like lightning and tastes like memories. She feels the pull of time displacement, the sensation like falling up through warm water.

Then they're there: August 15, 2189, 7:43 PM. The beach stretches out before them, gold and purple in the setting sun. And there they are – Sarah and her husband James, three years younger and infinitely happier, sharing a picnic on a blanket.

Maya watches Sarah watch them, sees the moment her client's temporal aura starts to destabilize. This is always the hardest part – keeping them from trying to change things. From trying to warn their past selves about what's coming.

"He packed my favorite wine," Sarah whispers, her voice thick with tears. "I'd forgotten that detail."

The past-Sarah laughs at something past-James has said, and Maya feels the temporal distortion as present-Sarah takes an involuntary step forward. Maya catches her arm, the contact sending chronological feedback through both their temporal stabilizers.

"You can't," Maya reminds her gently. "You know you can't."

"Just one word," Sarah pleads. "Just to tell him to take a different route to work that day. That's all it would take."

Maya knows exactly how much it would take. Knows because she's run the simulations a thousand times on her own past. One word, one step, one changed decision – and the entire timeline unravels like a sweater caught on a nail.

On the beach, past-James leans in to kiss past-Sarah. Maya feels the temporal surge as present-Sarah's heart rate spikes. This is it – the moment they came to see. The last happy moment before everything changed.

"It's time to go," Maya says as the kiss ends, already initiating the return sequence. She's learned the hard way not to let clients linger too long in moments like these.

The temporal chamber rematerializes around them, bringing them back to the present. Sarah collapses into the corner, sobbing. Maya kneels beside her, offering the comfort of someone who knows exactly how this feels.

"How do you do this?" Sarah asks finally, looking up at Maya with red-rimmed eyes. "How do you watch people relive their happiest moments knowing they're about to lose everything?"

Maya thinks about her own visits to the past, about the moment she keeps returning to despite every regulation against it. "Because sometimes," she says, "the only way to move forward is to look back one last time."

After Sarah leaves, Maya sits at her time-locked desk, staring at her own memory crystal. Inside, a moment waits: a cafe in 2191, a cup of coffee growing cold, the look on Alexis's face when Maya said they needed to talk.

"Don't," Charlie warns, but Maya's already reaching for the crystal.

Because Maya Chen is a character, the kind who helps others find closure while never quite finding it herself. She steps into the temporal chamber, knowing she's breaking every rule she's supposed to enforce. But maybe this time, she tells herself, she'll finally say goodbye properly.

She initiates the sequence, and the world dissolves into blue light. After all, every last kiss has to be someone's first.
OEBPS/nav.xhtml
Contents


		Title


		The First Last Kiss






