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Only yesterday can save tomorrow... 

 

After a particularly unsettling day at work, forensic photographer Ness Relevont finds a strange package in his mailbox. Unraveling the mystery takes him on an action-packed ride into the past, where he confronts himself, his would-be killers, and his own regrets. 

	Stefanie B., Line Editor, Red Adept Editing



	
CHAPTER ONE: Snapshots

	Friday, September 5, 2008 9:52 a.m.

	 

	Ness Relevont was used to the eyes of the dead. The glassy orbs of the departed seemed to stare out from beyond the confines of time. Though observant, they lacked the immediacy needed to contribute in the flow of life around them. If the eyes were the windows to the soul, Ness contemplated what watched when the spirit of the living departed. The face’s final expression might be anger, fear, or sadness, but the eyes always appeared inviting to him, holding nothing to be feared or pitied.

	The corpse before him was different, with irises so dark that they appeared to be absolute black. They produced a chilling effect, and even in death, the eyes projected a feral aura. Ness could only imagine their effect when the person had been living. They gave him a strange sensation, a kind of reverse déjà vu, and he had an odd premonition that he would see those eyes again. Raising his camera, Ness photographed the face of the deceased, but he couldn’t suppress a shudder at the sense of timelessness.

	The corpse’s other features of note were the two holes in the forehead, no doubt caused by a pair of bullets drilling into the man’s cranium. The holes had been made with almost surgical precision from the front, but Ness knew from experience that the back of the head would be a different story.

	Ness stood, taking in the wider scenery of the water park where the body had been unceremoniously dumped. He gestured at the two men from the coroner’s office and stepped back to give them room to flip the body over. He wiped his forehead as they completed the gruesome task. The relentless sun shone intensely, as if it held some personal grudge against the earth. The concrete beneath his feet absorbed the increasing heat as if unconcerned by the star’s ire. Bright bursts of light stabbed his eyes where the sun reflected from fluctuating ripples of disturbed water.

	Every erg of that radiation poured into Ness as it reflected from the nearby pool and the surface surrounding it. He looked at the water, the antidote to the unyielding heat. The ripples caused by the body’s extraction were fading as the water’s surface returned to the placid state it had been in before. If he could ignore the blood and brains darkening areas of the liquid, the scene looked inviting.

	The water would soon be as still as glass. Not even a wisp of wind caused the slightest disturbance. What little movement existed in the water was an after-effect of removing the floating corpse. The calm was unusual for such a hot day, as the wave mechanism, along with a hundred or so swimmers, typically kept the water in constant motion. Even at the shallow shore, the liquid’s manic industry continued, as the remains of mighty swells would lap contentedly against the ankles of delighted toddlers. 

	Even without its usual visitors, the water park buzzed with activity. The men and women who had arrived to handle the unexpected corpse had sweat rolling along their faces and soaking into their clothing. None would partake of the relief the pool would have offered under other circumstances.

	When those black eyes were staring at the uncaring concrete, Ness was surprised to discover how much he preferred the view of the shattered head to the dark gaze. Trying to ignore his irrational relief, Ness photographed the back of the corpse. The man’s muscle definition was remarkable, a clear sign his strength met the full potential of his large frame. Ness would have expected him to live a long life—if it were not for the absolute ruin of the skull. Wielding his camera, he recorded the carnage from various distances and angles. 

	As he squatted to take some close-ups, a sigh from behind drew his attention. Looking over his shoulder, he saw Oakland County homicide detective Frank Sullivan. The cop’s short-sleeved shirt strained over his belly. He wore his collar open, without a tie. He held a Styrofoam cup of coffee in his hand, as if defiant of the weather.

	“Looks like a simple case to me.” Ness winked. “Suicide, right?”

	Frank guffawed. “Only if the victim arrived naked, shot himself in the head without leaving a powder burn, and did it again before hiding the gun and falling into the pool.”

	“I admit it would take some planning,” Ness quipped, rising to his feet. 

	Frank chuckled again as they shook hands.

	“How have you been, Frank?”

	The detective grunted. “I haven’t had a cigarette in two weeks, it’s hotter than the devil’s butt crack, and I have a new murder case with no suspects and no leads.”

	“So about normal, then?”

	“Yeah.” Frank gave Ness a grin before taking a sip from his cup.

	“It’s almost ninety degrees out here.” Ness shook his head. “I don’t see how you can drink coffee.”

	“I’m giving my jaw a break from the chewing gum. Besides, it’s plentiful and free.”

	“Well, you can have my portion.” Ness motioned to the coroner’s assistants they could take the body. “I can’t stand the stuff. It’s really been two weeks since you had a smoke?”

	Frank took another long pull at his coffee before answering. “Yeah, so, almost forever. It’s driving me batty.”

	“Hang in there. It’ll be worth it.” Ness gave him a light slap on the shoulder. “I’ll have the pics for you first thing tomorrow.”

	“You know Babbage has gone digital.” Frank grinned slyly. Freelance forensic photographer Eric Babbage was a bit of a gadget head and always had the latest tech.

	“Yeah, Babbage would. Digital cameras are not sophisticated enough and are still horribly expensive.”

	“Someday you’ll have to switch,” Frank said.

	Ness stowed his camera in the bag hanging from his shoulder. “Someday, but not today.”

	They traded goodbyes before Ness headed for the gate. Waterford Oaks offered several pools besides the wave pool the body had been floating in, as well as a convoluted series of water slides. Given the high temperatures on what could very well have been the last hot day of a typically short Michigan summer, many people were waiting outside the park, but a pair of officers standing at the entrance prevented them from entering. 

	Ness had already run this gauntlet once, but there had been a lot of traffic going in and out at the time. He had recognized Melanie, a deputy he had met at several crime scenes, but not her partner, a woman with short blond hair. As Ness approached their post a second time, the blond woman gave him an intense amount of scrutiny. He had heard women complain of being undressed by men’s eyes before, and Ness had never understood the expression. However, the woman’s blue gaze sliding across his body brought a new comprehension to the meaning of the phrase.

	“Hey, Mel,” Ness called as he neared the pair, and Melanie gave him a friendly smile. “New partner?”

	Apparently equally aware of her companion’s hungry gaze, Mel nodded, and her expression twisted into a sardonic grin. Her brown hair bobbed as she turned to her partner. “This is Tracy Armstrong. Trace, this is Ness Relevont.”

	Ness almost laughed at the speed the officer’s hand moved toward his, and once she held it, Tracy seemed loath to release Ness. Melanie rolled her eyes while Ness tried to avoid Tracy’s gaze of naked, feral lust. With Ness trapped in her grip, she examined him closely and grinned with lascivious interest.

	“Um, hi, Tracy. Nice to meet you.”

	“Call me Trace,” she cooed. “All my friends do.”

	“Okay. Trace.” With some difficulty, he retrieved his hand and looked over at Mel, who hid a laugh. His first clue Tracy had taken out a notepad was the sound of ripping paper. When he looked back at the leering officer, she held out a small note. Almost as a reflex, Ness took it from her. It contained a phone number written in a neat, feminine hand. Below that was the officer’s name and a small heart.

	“Call me.” She made it sound like a command. 

	Realizing he had no chance of deflecting Tracey’s attentions at present, he slipped the paper into a pocket and muttered, “See you both later.”

	“If you don’t call me, I’ll come find you,” Tracy called playfully as Ness moved past quickly. 

	He didn’t respond and simply kept his eyes locked on the blue Saturn he had parked in the lot. He tried to shake the possessive hunger he had sensed from the deputy. Those kinds of encounters always brought bad memories from his past, the ghosts of relationships that had died for sometimes-mysterious reasons—mysterious to him, at any rate. Perhaps Tracy only wanted a roll in the hay, which would have been fun enough. But Ness suspected that wouldn’t be enough for her in the long run, and he had abandoned ideas of having a serious relationship years ago. They never worked out for him.

	He banished that train of thought with an angry shake of his head, while his heart beat as if he’d run a marathon. Self-recriminations, along with a heavy swell of failure and inadequacy, washed over him as he tore open his car door. He all but dived inside the vehicle, as if it could offer some form of sanctuary. Any time a woman expressed romantic interest in him, his psyche responded by reminding him of his failures. Tracey’s straightforward desire seemed to exacerbate this reaction, and he was consumed by a desire to get away.

	He managed to back out of his spot without hitting anything, and it took a force of will to drive carefully through the lot instead of flooring it. As he passed the gate, without thinking, he turned toward the women again. Mel gave him a wave, which he returned automatically. With a predatory grin, Tracy watched him pass, her notepad and pen in hand. 

	She’s going to run my plates. Ness sighed. 

	The attention didn’t bother him too much, except for the reminder of his persistent state of solitude. Most days, he could bury his loneliness in work and the other minutiae of daily living, but reminders like that made it hard to ignore. With another sigh and a shake of his head, Ness tried to banish all ruminations of women in general and Officer Tracy Armstrong in particular. As always, he met with limited success. He might turn his conscious mind away for a time, but a part of him would always mourn his solitude.

	If he had a way to change his past, or at least view it from a different angle, Ness would have gladly seized it. He’d never intended to be an eternal bachelor, but each relationship inexorably led him down the same path. He seemed helpless to adjust his course or direct it toward a different end. Scowling to himself, Ness forced his mind to other thoughts lest he spend the remainder of the day haunted by the mistakes of his past.

	
CHAPTER TWO: Unexpected Delivery

	Tuesday, September 09, 2008 6:07 p.m.

	 

	Home again, home again, jiggity jig. 

	The familiar refrain failed to evoke the satisfaction he usually experienced upon entering his residence. Ness’s senses had him on edge, as if something dire awaited his homecoming. Usually, arriving home provided him an impression of peace, but that was absent. He wondered if it could be a reaction to the corpse’s unsettling gaze or the melancholy Tracy had stirred. Whatever the cause, returning to his apartment held all the attraction of visiting a friend on the verge of death.

	Pushing open the door, Ness dropped his armload of mail on the glass dining room table. His mailbox had been unusually full, partly because of the unexpected arrival of a small brown box. It puzzled him, as Ness had not ordered anything recently. The local postmark added to the intrigue—he knew of no reason for anyone in the area to send him a package.

	He set aside his curiosity as he set his camera bag on the table, easing the ache it caused in his shoulder. He took the camera from the bag’s padded recess and checked the gauge indicating how many pictures he had taken on the current roll. A couple of shots were left, but Ness pressed the button to rewind the film back into its metal canister. On any other day, he would have gone out on his balcony and taken a few pictures to complete the roll, but the heat dissuaded him.

	He lived in the small Michigan town of Royal Oak, one of the many suburbs clustered around Detroit. Only three miles north of the larger city, Royal Oak did its best to ignore its proximity. The town offered a variety of shops consisting of everything from antiques and motorcycle leathers to odd collectibles and tattoos. Ness found the eclectic air attractive. The apartment’s location directly on Main Street was a bonus.

	Stretching his back, Ness appreciated the living space he had created. He had tried to transform the space from a typical apartment into a sanctuary from the outside world, and the photo collection displayed in his living room played an integral part of generating that ambiance. Since most of the pictures he took involved documenting the violent acts one human had inflicted upon another, during his vacation time, he pursued his art.

	Enlargements of several stunning landscapes adorned the wall, with special lighting highlighting the colorful vistas. As Ness’s eyes moved from scene to scene, his heart found peace. The landscape photography refreshed his photographic eye and made it possible for him to carry on with his grisly duties the rest of the year.

	Fishing around in the bag again, Ness located the other roll of film he had exposed at the pool. It would take a couple of hours to get the pictures developed and printed so he could deliver the glossies to Frank in the morning. Even with the deadline, he had no reason to hurry into his darkroom. After retrieving a Coke from the fridge, he sat at the table. The sharp pop of opening the can promised refreshment, and three quick swallows delivered on it. 

	Setting aside the beverage, he examined the box again. The postmark read Metroplex 483, so it had come from one of the suburbs in the Oakland County area. His name and address had been scrawled in a shaky script that seemed familiar, but Ness couldn’t place it. Ignoring the mystery of the sender, he pulled at the tape and removed the thick brown paper from the box. If the outer markings could be believed, it contained a personal digital assistant. Ness looked over the box. The PDA looked like a high-end model with a metal casing.

	PDAs had become increasingly popular in corporate America, and several of Ness’s contacts in various crime-solving departments had adopted the pocket-sized devices, including, of course, Eric Babbage. Ness couldn’t figure out who would send one to him, though, or why.

	The seal on the box had been opened and reclosed with tape, which he quickly ripped off. Inside, the package looked normal, except for the plain white envelope sitting on top of the other contents. Ness pulled it out and gave a start when a pile of cash tumbled out. Most of it had designs Ness had not seen in years. He did a quick count and came up with two hundred dollars in twenties, along with another fifty in an assortment of smaller bills. He stuffed the money back in the envelope and set it aside to ponder later.

	Everything else looked as he expected, except for the yellow Post-It note on the PDA itself. It read “Turn me on” in the same shaky script on the outside of the package. A sudden mental image of Tracy with the sticker affixed to her uniform made him chuckle before he recalled she had revved her hormones into gear all by herself.

	The unit fit Ness’s hand perfectly. On the top, a power button protruded slightly. The volume rocker was on the side, right where his fingers gripped it. He removed the yellow note and pressed the power button. Nothing happened, and he gave a small grunt of confusion.

	When he used the rocker switch on the side, a volume display appeared. Not knowing what else to do, he tapped the center of the screen. Immediately, the dark screen resolved into motion. At first, he couldn’t tell what it showed. The camera angle shifted, and Ness recognized the face of Dr. Francis Bertrand, his former college professor turned mentor and friend. 

	He suddenly recognized the shaky script on the box and note as the professor’s, though it had altered almost beyond recognition. The camera focused on his friend, and Ness had no doubt something was dreadfully wrong. Sweat covered Dr. Bertrand’s pale face. His breathing appeared labored, and a slight wheeze was audible.

	“Nestor, I am sorry to lay this at your feet, but I have nowhere else to go.” The doctor’s usually easy Louisiana drawl sounded strained. Concern for his friend suppressed Ness’s grimace at hearing his full first name. 

	“The good news is I made a breakthrough, one that you, above all others in my life, will appreciate. But in my naivete, I did not consider what may be used for good can also further the aims of evil in this world. This is the crux we find ourselves upon.” The older man’s cough sounded wet, unhealthy.

	“I must hurry. I am on borrowed time, and I do not have the luxury of prattling on like an old man. My breakthrough is in your hand, and I ask you to keep it from those who would twist this technology for their own ends. I have no doubt Intellisys will come after the PDA, and if they gain access, everyone faces a dire future. I must end this so I can mail it to you, Nestor. There is an application on this unit called Borrowed Time. Open it and take the tutorial. Once you have, the implications of my discovery will be obvious.”

	The doctor paused to take a ragged gulp of air, and a tear streaked his face. “I so wanted to explore the limits of this device with you, but instead, you are fated to do so alone. However, I have left another recording I think will help you. When you are safe, return where we began and pay me a visit. Farewell, Nestor… and good luck.”

	The video ended, and Ness poked at the prompt to close the player. He found the icon for the Borrowed Time application, which showed a clock face dissolving on one side. He tapped it, and the display shifted to a prompt asking if he wanted to view the tutorial. After another tap, Dr. Bertrand’s voice once again came from the unit. It reverberated with the soft Southern tones Ness had known for so many years.

	“You hold in your hand the pinnacle of science, perhaps the most important breakthrough of our time. For in this unassuming device is contained the world’s first… time machine.”

	
CHAPTER THREE: Searching for Scapegoats

	Tuesday, September 09, 2008 6:12 p.m.

	 

	Anger burned like a fire in Paul Robbins’s soul, a raging tempest he barely kept under control. As he stalked into his office, Paul only just managed to stop himself from slamming the door. The juvenile act might have provided a degree of satisfaction, but it would do nothing to expunge the cause of his fury. He had been impatiently awaiting the meeting for days, and now that the time had finally arrived, his frustration threatened to overflow. 

	When he ran his fingers through his hair, Paul forced himself to stop. It would not do to appear unkempt, or even worse, unhinged. He slid aside a paneled door, which blended perfectly with the rest of the wall, to access a small bathroom. Standing before the sink, he studied his reflection in the mirror. He snatched up a comb that lay on a shelf and corrected the damage his fingers had wrought. Once that chore was complete, he looked himself over. The mirror was filled by his oversized, muscular frame, and he was inwardly pleased with the intimidating image he projected. The exclamation points of his appearance were the pitch-black irises. He enjoyed the way those dark orbs unsettled most people, and he knew it would be a factor in his upcoming meeting.

	As the director of security at Intellisys, a research firm based in the swank Detroit suburb of Bloomfield Hills, he had a broad mandate to tamp out any potential threats to the company’s image or its secrets. Of course, that freedom was limited by the same regard for Intellisys’s public standing. For the first time in his tenure at the company, he faced a situation that was possibly out of his control. In large part, he blamed his boss’s delay in making him aware of the problem, which had allowed the issue to move beyond Intellisys’s four walls. John Fletcher, the company’s CEO, had dropped the Bertrand issue into Paul’s lap then boarded a plane for his vacation. And while Fletcher had baked on the beach in Florida, the situation had worsened by the hour.

	Finally, the subject of Paul’s angry ruminations entered his office. The fact that his boss was visiting Paul’s office instead of the other way around reflected the security director’s intimidation factor. 

	Disgusted by Fletcher’s fresh tan, Paul swept his hand toward one of the guest chairs, a grand gesture meant to appeal to the CEO’s ego. Paul suppressed a smirk as John obediently sat in the indicated chair. Taking his own place behind the desk, he regarded his so-called boss quietly. As intended, the silent scrutiny only increased his guest’s discomfort.

	“The Bertrand situation is almost out of control,” Paul rumbled.

	John frowned. “I gave you a simple task: take one small device from a doddering old scientist. How hard could it have been?”

	“You failed to mention one crucial fact before leaving for your week of screwing beach bunnies. Dr. Bertrand already had a working prototype!” Only as Paul finished did he realize he was standing and that his voice had risen to a shout. Even with the desk between them, Paul loomed over the CEO. Purposefully filling his lungs to calm himself, Paul resumed his seat. “I took a man to Bertrand’s house one evening a few days ago. When we confronted him, instead of handing the device over to us, he used it and simply vanished.”

	John’s brow furrowed. “Vanished? What do you mean?”

	Paul rose again and went around to perch on the front of the desk, directly in front of John. The move forced the CEO to look up to meet Paul’s eyes.

	“He was standing in his home office, all aquiver with indignation and stubbornness. Then he pulled an electronic gadget out of his pocket, tapped the screen, and disappeared.”

	John’s mouth gaped. Regardless of his anger, Paul derived a bit of pleasure from seeing the man so flummoxed. His habit of always taking advantage of any opponent’s weakness took precedence. He refused to hold back just because he was addressing his boss.

	“Bertrand’s use of his technology could have been prevented had I only known a working prototype was in play. I would have gone in with a tranquilizer dart instead of trying to reason with him.” Paul leaned back a little, looking down at the sputtering executive. “This failure is on you, not me.” 

	Paul moved behind his desk and sat again. He laid his hands, fingers interlocked, upon its surface and waited for Fletcher to regain some semblance of composure.

	“I… I can see I put you in a difficult position,” the CEO finally admitted. He wriggled, struggling to sit tall in his chair. 

	“I need to know the truth.” Paul’s quiet tone would accept no argument. “What was Dr. Bertrand working on?”

	“Time travel.”

	Paul raised an eyebrow in response, the only expression of surprise he allowed himself. He had considered many different possibilities over the last few days, but the prospect of time travel had not occurred to him. If forced to guess, Paul would have put money on the doctor’s discovery being some form of teleportation.

	“We have to find him!” John demanded. His stern tone failed to intimidate Paul, as an edge of petulance crept in. 

	“We already have. In fact, he returned to his lab two days ago.”

	John Fletcher sat back with a relieved grin on his face. “Oh, I thought we had a problem.”

	Instead of answering, Paul tapped a button on his laptop computer. The screen flared to life, showing a video playback window. Paul pressed the play button and spun the machine around, examining Fletcher’s reactions to the recording. Having watched it many times over the last couple of days, he was no longer shocked by the unusual demise of Dr. Bertrand.

	On the screen, a shaky-looking Bertrand sat behind his desk, handing a wrapped box to his secretary, who then left the lab. The scientist leaned back in his chair briefly, his eyes closed. A sheen of moisture appeared on his forehead, as if he had broken into a sudden sweat. An unexpected gout of clear liquid flowed from his mouth, and the doctor’s eyes registered shock. Fluid seemed to run from every pore on his body. Every cell, muscle, bone, and organ turned as clear as glass, like a gelatin mold of Bertrand’s form. It shattered as his entire body liquefied, and he fell with a splash to become a puddle oozing out from behind the desk. 

	When John Fletcher shut his eyes in horror, Paul turned his computer back around and closed its lid.

	“As you can see, Dr. Bertrand will trouble us no more, but we still have a problem.”

	Fletcher regarded him without comprehension, his eyes still shocked.

	“The box,” Paul said. “We tried to intercept the package before it was given to the post office, but unfortunately, we were too late. However, I have men positioned to retrieve it from the man Bertrand sent it to, a Nestor Relevont.”

	“I must have the device.” John’s intensity came on suddenly, although he shrank slightly when he looked at Paul again. “I mean, we must have it. It is a vital company asset.”

	“It should be in our control in a matter of minutes. It should have been delivered today.”

	“And your men?”

	“Are professionals,” Paul stated flatly. The crew he used to do his dirty work was a closely held secret, especially Glenn, their leader and Paul’s personal fix-it man. He had no intention of telling John anything about them.

	“Of course, of course.” John rose and straightened his tie. He ran a hand through his already-perfect hair, and Paul smirked at the CEO’s use of grooming to assuage his ruffled confidence. “What are you doing with the recipient, this Relevont fellow?”

	“As we’ve agreed in the past, details of such… incidental activities are on a need-to-know basis.” Paul gave him a reproachful look for broaching the subject.

	“Ah, yes. I remember. Plausible deniability and such.” Still clucking to himself, John left the office. 

	Once all sounds of the CEO had faded, Paul rose and moved to his office window, where he stood looking out but seeing nothing. He had every faith in Glenn, but still he worried. A man with a time machine could be formidable. 

	Which raises the question—what does John want with one? 

	He had nothing to do until he heard from Glenn and his bully boys, so he might as well put the time to good use. He needed answers, especially regarding his boss’s desperate desire for a time machine. At the same time, Paul would develop some tactical uses for such a device. 

	After all, any given technology only achieves its utmost potential when converted into a weapon.

	The most important aspect of any such munition could be defined by who had control of it. Whatever Fletcher’s plans might be, Paul had an absolute determination to be in command of such a volatile resource. When it came to the warfare of time travel, he would be its Napoleon. 

	
CHAPTER FOUR: A Small Step Forward

	Tuesday, September 09, 2008 6:21 p.m.

	 

	“I know this is an unbelievable assertion.” Dr. Bertrand’s voice held a light tone. “But not one I am making unfounded. Nor do you have to take it on faith. By the end of this tutorial, this little device will prove its worth to you.”

	Dr. Bertrand had never been a practical joker. That truth prevented Ness from setting the device aside. Only the serious tone of the first video made the doctor’s assertion even slightly believable. The device did not appear to house anything particularly mind-blowing. The exterior of the PDA had no extra controls or other features to give away the secret. The burnished case made it appear more like something an executive would use to keep a corporate schedule on track, not a time machine.

	“All right, Doc,” Ness muttered, sitting at the table. “Show me.”

	“First, I need to make clear one of the major limitations of this form of time travel. The act of moving through time is accomplished by retuning the frequencies of the molecules of your body to another point in space-time. This method does successfully take one to another time, but it introduces an instability.

	“This places a limit on how long a traveler can stay in another time, a concept I call ‘borrowed time.’ For a short jump of a day or even less, this limit is about twenty-four hours. But the farther you jump forward or backward, the shorter the amount of borrowed time. A traveler must return to where he began, what I call the ‘home time,’ or his molecules will destabilize with fatal results. The limit appears to be the birth of the traveler. If one were to travel back to this event, the borrowed time would expire almost instantly.”

	This is sounding less fun all the time, Ness grumbled. How many other ways can this thing kill me?

	“The other important rule is to only touch the time machine you used to travel. Touching another version of the device existing in another time than your home time causes a sudden inter-spatial shift event, or to put it more succinctly, your body would implode.”

	“I’m sorry I asked,” Ness muttered.

	“But enough of the fine print. It’s time to take your first trip into time! If you look at the screen, you will see the current date and time at the top. This is your home time, and it will remain static during your travels. Below is a counter showing how long your body needs to recover before attempting your next trip. For long trips, the recovery time is greater, but for a small trip, it can be negligible. Most likely, it currently shows zeros. This number will change to be the countdown of your borrowed time during your visit to another ‘when.’

	“There is a date selector where you can set your target month, day, or year. Below, you can choose what time you wish to arrive. As you can see, both are prefilled with the current values to allow for easy modification. For the purposes of this tutorial, you will be taking a three-hour trip into the future. Add three hours to the current time, and when you are ready, press the launch button. A confirmation screen will appear. Tap ‘Yes,’ and you’ll be sailing through time.

	“When you’re traveling, the button you used to launch yourself into time shifts into your method to return. Once you have recovered from the effects, which can be a trifle disquieting, to be honest, look around a bit before returning to your home time. Just like that, you will become one of the first time travelers!”

	Ness chuckled at his friend’s enthusiastic tone as he changed the time to 9:32 p.m. His thumb moved toward the large red button when the doctor’s voice stopped him.

	“It is important you find somewhere safe, a space you can be sure will be unoccupied when you arrive, where you won’t startle anyone with your sudden appearance. Also, make sure you keep a firm grip on the time machine itself. This requires skin contact, and dropping it partway through time transition would create an unfortunate result. Good luck and have fun!”

	Ness stood and stepped into an open area near the table. He glanced at a clock mounted on the wall. After making sure he had a good hold on the device, he finished his thumb’s journey and tapped the launch button.

	The second hand on the wall clock no longer traversed the dial, the first indication of anything changing. All the color seeped out of the scene, leaving everything pale and undefined. As his sight finally faded to black, Ness’s body came apart molecule by molecule. He experienced the distinct sensation of being poured through a funnel, of moving from one place to another. 

	Suddenly, the world snapped into focus again. He found himself coughing, bent over at the waist, trying to simultaneously gulp in oxygen and ignore the mother of all tickles in his throat, lest he vomit on his carpet. As he gained control of his cough, Ness recognized small bits of upholstery stuffing at his feet. Pulling himself upright, he stared at how drastically his apartment had changed. 

	The clock read half-past nine o’clock. Beyond the glass door to his balcony, lights from other buildings in the distance pierced the pitch-black night sky. Ness couldn’t deny the evidence; he had come forward in time. 

	Still, he hadn’t expected the scene that greeted him. His gutted couch sat like a corpse, its interior creating waves of stuffing across this living room. His landscapes had been removed from the wall and tossed aside. The glass in at least one of the frames had been broken. The smaller frames, a collection of photographs he had taken of himself at various locations, were strewn about the floor instead of in their usual place atop his faux mantel.

	Ness ran to the spare bedroom that served as his darkroom. Supplies had been pulled out of cabinets, their doors left gaping. He sighed with relief—the enlarger still sat safely on its stand in the middle of the room. At least something he owned remained intact.

	“Can you come out here?” A voice came from the living room. “We need to talk.”

	Ness tended to be a peaceful man, but having seen the wreckage of his sanctuary, he found himself ready to spill some blood. With clenched fists, he left. There may not have been murder in his eyes, but he intended at least a thorough beating.

	All ideas of retribution fled from his mind when he saw who had called him. Standing in the middle of the sea of stuffing stood someone unexpectedly familiar: the same hair, clothing, and face he saw in the mirror. 

	Even though there were obvious differences, like needing a shave and a bloody rip in one sleeve, he had no doubt who faced him. Only a time machine could create this situation. Ness was about to have a face-to-face conversation with himself.

	
CHAPTER FIVE: Talking to Himself

	Tuesday, September 09, 2008 9:36 p.m.

	 

	How can there be two of me in this room?

	A long stretch of silence ensued as Ness inspected his duplicate, looking for some way it could be a scam. But he could find nothing to indicate any kind of falsehood. The partly healed scratch on the back of the double’s hand confirmed the reality of the situation. Despite himself, Ness looked at the same abrasion on his own hand. The result of scraping against a nail at a crime scene, the two wounds were the same in size, shape, placement, and healing.

	He finally broke the silence. “Okay, so how is this happening?” 

	His doppelganger laughed, which sounded slightly odd coming from outside his head. Even so, that only provided further confirmation. As a former DJ at the college radio station, he was familiar with the true sound of his own voice.

	“Didn’t you get here using a time machine?” He raised an eyebrow at him.

	“I hadn’t expected to run into myself here. Did you do this?” Ness’s clenched fists ached.

	The double shook his head. “Hell, no. I’m as angry as you are. No, Glenn and his boys did this.”

	Confused, Ness asked, “If you aren’t my future self, where did you come from?”

	“Oh, I am from the future, and I’m here to help.” His copy grinned.

	“Wait, what? What the hell is going on here?” Ness’s anger rose again, this time out of frustration.

	“Man, who knew I’d freak out this much?” the double muttered.

	Ness considered the idea of being the butt of some cosmic joke. Something along the lines of “What if you met yourself and discovered you’re an asshole?” But he struggled to get his emotions under control. “All right, can you do me a favor and start from the beginning?” 

	His doppelganger looked briefly exasperated before acquiescing with a small grin. “Sure thing. I keep forgetting I’ve had a little more time to assimilate things than you have. All right, from my perspective, I did Bertrand’s little tutorial trip about twenty hours ago. The trip, in fact, you are starting now.” The double paused to see if Ness understood, and Ness nodded.

	“I came here to this.” The doppelganger spread his arms, gesturing to the apartment’s devastation. “And like you, I was incensed. Easy answer, I assumed. Go back to my home time, wait for whoever does this in the next three hours, and stop them.”

	“Yeah, I had the same idea before you called me back out here,” Ness admitted.

	His copy gave him a lopsided grin. “We do tend to think alike. I’m only twenty hours older than you. Anyway, I found myself facing this stone-faced man called Glenn and two enormous thugs. They were armed and after the PDA. I knew I’d made a mistake in sticking around, waiting for them. In desperation, I ran into the darkroom and jumped into time in a faulty attempt to escape.”

	“But it didn’t work?” A tickle at the back of Ness’s mind answered the question, but he wanted to hear it from his slightly older self.

	“Nope. It’s all in the concept Bertrand shared of the home time. You are tied to the time you left on this little jaunt in the time stream. Around six thirty or so. You have to return there or face the consequences eventually.”

	Realization dawned on Ness with a dreadful certainty. “The borrowed time.”

	“Exactly. No matter what I do, if I want to live beyond my allotted twenty-four hours, I need to return to the room with the Intellisys thugs beating on the door. And if I do, it’s game over anyway.”

	“Okay, I’m following you, but how do we prevent it from happening?”

	His other self gave him a pointed look with eyebrow raised, as if the answer was obvious. “By not following me. Or to be more precise, by making different choices.”

	“So, I need to… what?” 

	What else could I do against a trio of heavily armed men?

	“Get out of the apartment,” the copy responded emphatically. “I’ve had a lot of time to reconsider my plan, and the most important thing is to get to street level, where you have more room and options. Once you get there, our paths will diverge.”

	“And what will happen to you?” The sudden concern washing over him surprised Ness.

	“If all goes well, I cease to exist.”

	Ness’s eyebrows rose in surprise.

	“I mean the new future you forge by making different choices should replace this one. I will not die or suffer from the dire effects of my borrowed time expiring. Indeed, this version of us, along with this conversation, would live on only in your memory.”

	“Man, that’s heavy,” Ness muttered.

	“Just like college, discussing temporal physics with the doctor in the student center, eh?”

	Ignoring the circumstances, Ness chuckled at the memory. “I don’t remember it giving me such a headache back then.”

	The double spread his arms. “Yeah, it’s a little different having some skin in the game.”

	Ness laughed for real. “So, what else can you tell me?”

	“The guy’s name is Glenn. He’s a little shorter than us, with silver hair. I’m pretty sure he’s with Intellisys, but he doesn’t appear on any company registries. If I had to guess, I’d say he works for Paul Robbins, their director of security, but I can’t confirm it. He is likely off-book, from what I could find out.”

	“And the other two?”

	The copy shrugged. “Hired muscle, most likely. I don’t even know their names. Intellisys seems sleazy to me, and I’m surprised Dr. Bertrand would even work for them. Undisclosed sources of funding, which means military or some other secretive arm of the government. Anyone who so much as looks at their building has to sign an NDA. I wouldn’t trust anyone from there with my piggy bank, much less a time machine.”

	“You’ve been busy.”

	“Since I have no avenue of escape, I’ve learned what I could to pass it on to you.”

	“And that?” Ness pointed to the bloody tear in the copy’s shirt. 

	The copy looked at his arm and the brownish stains in the blue material. “I got too close to Glenn and his boys at one point. I had to get away and ran into something.”

	A pounding sound grew in volume, and the copy looked at the door. He pulled his PDA from a pocket and tapped on the screen before looking at Ness again.

	“Apparently Glenn and his boys are coming back for round two. They undoubtedly left surveillance behind. You’d best be getting back yourself. Keep a sharp eye on your borrowed time. Believe me, it goes faster than you’d imagine. And find Bertrand. He can tell you more about the players than I can.”

	The copy gave him a jaunty wave and grinned. “Be seeing you.” He tapped his screen then vanished.

	The door burst open, and the intruders surprised Ness with the ferocity of their entrance. A thin man with gray hair and dead eyes regarded Ness with a feral grin. Ness pulled the PDA out of his pocket and thumbed the power button. At the sight of the device, Glenn’s sneer grew, and his gun aimed at Ness’s forehead. A quick tap on the screen launched his trip back to his home time, three hours earlier. The last thing he saw before his sight faded was the flash from the muzzle. 

	 

	
CHAPTER SIX: Breaking and Entering

	Tuesday, September 9, 2008 6:34 p.m.

	 

	The van smelled old. The funk consisted of rust, stale cigarette smoke, and old blood. Glenn wrinkled his nose at the odor but considered it the price of doing business. The vehicle couldn’t be traced back to him or Intellisys, and that made it nearly priceless as a mobile operations center. As usual, his mission parameters required avoiding any kind of attention that could reflect poorly on the company.

	Equally as important in Glenn’s eyes was keeping his own identity separate from his work at Intellisys. He enjoyed his position as Paul Robbins’s secret operative, but it could also be perilous. Should he be caught by some form of law enforcement, local or federal, Paul would disavow him without remorse.

	He glanced into the back of the van to see the two contractors he’d chosen for the operation. Of the two, Williams displayed the most intelligence, although his penchant for acting like a ruffian still in the hood of Detroit annoyed Glenn. Mays, on the other hand, could follow directions only if they were clear and direct. When it came to reasoning on his own, the sandy-haired man held a distinct disadvantage.

	The driver’s door opened, and the third member of his little team entered. With dark hair and a black baseball cap sporting an old English “D” in the same color, Harrison represented a massive specimen of humanity. The two men in the back were much larger than average in both height and physique, but his driver looked as if he spent every spare hour in the gym. Despite his size and line of work, though, Harrison seemed to have all the killer instinct of a puppy. But his role on Glenn’s team had nothing to do with any deadly ability.

	“So?”

	Harrison glanced over at Glenn and pointed to an earbud in his right ear. “I’ve tapped his phone, and I saw his car in the garage.”

	Glenn looked out the windshield at the apartment building where Ness Relevont lived. The unusual building sat directly on Main Street. Its bottom three stories were a parking garage for its residents, and the side facing the road hosted a variety of restaurants and shops at street level. The fourth story and the several levels above contained apartments. Relevont lived on the sixth floor. 

	The layout of the building provided one of the few factors in their favor. Being so high above the cracked pavement of Main Street would make it much more difficult for Relevont to slip away, and Glenn needed every advantage circumstances could provide. He had already failed to catch Dr. Bertrand’s secretary with the box. He had briefly mulled over breaking into the blue postal receptacle and stealing the package, but he did not need the kind of federal heat messing with the mail brought. Instead, he had satisfied himself with the glimpse he’d gotten of the mailing label and waited for the package to be delivered. It should have been today.

	“He’s on the phone.” Harrison pressed on the earbud. “He’s calling 9-1-1, reporting a break-in.”

	Glenn grimaced. Relevont knew they were outside. He glanced at the two men in the back. “Let’s go. Harrison, drive around back and make sure he can’t slip away from there.”

	He stepped out of the van and buttoned his gray suit coat. Glenn mainly wore it to hide his gun, but he also liked the look it gave him. The slam of the sliding door told him Williams and Mays were ready to go, and he crossed the street without looking back. The side street held access to the residents’ lobby, which mainly housed banks of mailboxes. Beyond, it provided access to a door leading to a stairwell and an elevator. Glenn pointed at the stairs, and Mays ascended the cement steps in loud, clomping strides, audible even when the steel door closed behind him. 

	When the elevator arrived, Glenn and Williams entered. The panel showed stops for the upper two floors of the parking structure, as well as six stories of apartments. Pressing the button for Relevont’s floor, Williams removed his gun and held it by his leg. A firearm would have been nice, but Glenn had purposely left his in the van.

	When the elevator door opened, they emerged into a quiet hallway with several doors on either side. It took a matter of seconds to find the door belonging to Relevont, number 316. Williams took position against the wall alongside the entry, and Glenn moved to the other side. He leaned forward to put his ear against the wooden door, but he heard no movement from inside. 

	The stairway door opened on the far end of the hallway, and Mays strode out. Spotting Glenn, he shook his head; no one had been on the stairs. Pulling his gun out, he stood behind Williams, ready to follow him into the apartment.

	Glenn knocked twice, and the sound seemed loud in the hushed hallway. He waited for a minute, straining to hear anything, but stillness prevailed. Finally, he gestured to Williams, who immediately stood before the door and kicked it above the doorknob, beside the deadbolt. The door splintered open, and Williams rushed inside. Mays followed closely, but Glenn waited a couple of heartbeats before entering. His two men were departing the bedrooms as he intruded upon Relevont’s living space.

	“Empty.” Mays shook his head.

	Glenn looked around. If Relevont possessed the device, he likely had it with him. Clearly, the call to 9-1-1 had been a ploy to get the police there and interfere in his operation. Their only accomplishment happened to be the break-in Relevont had called in minutes before, as if he possessed prescience. When Paul told him the PDA had the ability to act as a time machine, Glenn had doubted his boss’s veracity. But the idea likely had more merit than he had first given it.

	“Go back down and keep a lookout for Relevont,” Glenn instructed. “Check the parking garage and surrounding area. But stay out of the way of the police. They’ll be here soon.”

	Glenn shut the door behind them as best he could. The shattered wood of the doorframe prevented it from closing fully, but it provided a modicum of privacy. He spent a few minutes pulling the couch cushions off and scattering the neatly arranged DVD collection across the floor. He checked the boxes on the dining room table, and as he’d expected, Relevont had already removed the device. The faint chime of the elevator told him the police had arrived, and he got ready for a little playacting. 

	After an energetic knock on the door, a stern voice shouted, “Police. Open up!”

	Glenn did as instructed, swinging the ruined door wide. He acted mildly surprised as he saw the weapons of two of Royal Oak’s finest trained on him.

	“Step out of the apartment, hands on the back of your head, and turn toward me.” 

	Glenn obeyed, taking two steps forward and interlocking his fingers behind his head as he faced the officer. This man had taken a couple steps away from the door to keep a safe distance between them. As Glenn had expected, he could hear the other cop holster his weapon before grabbing Glenn by the shoulders to push him against the wall. A quick frisk revealed only his wallet, which the officer removed and examined.

	He’d prepared for such a scenario. Indeed, planning deceptions like these was the most enjoyable aspect of his job. He hadn’t been idle while waiting for the package to arrive at its destination. He’d had a fake driver’s license created with Nestor Relevont’s details alongside his picture. As a precaution, he had put the fake ID in his wallet and left his real license in the van.

	“Okay, turn around,” the officer behind him commanded. 

	Glenn slowly spun in place, his hands still raised. The cop held the ID so he could compare the picture to Glenn’s face. Glancing over at his partner, whose gun still covered Glenn from the side, the officer gave a slight nod. The second cop holstered his weapon and moved forward to take the ID. 

	“Sorry, Mr. Relevont. We had to be sure you weren’t the burglar.”

	“I understand.” Glenn lowered his arms slowly. 

	The cop looked over at the splintered doorjamb and the visible portion of the disheveled living room.

	“So, can you tell us what happened, Mr. Relevont?”

	“I came home to find my door broken and someone had rifled through my stuff. And please, call me Nestor.” Keenly aware the second cop was still studying the ID intently, Glenn watched him as best he could through his peripheral vision.

	The officer before him opened his mouth for another inane question before his partner interrupted. 

	“I know a Relevont. Works as a forensic photographer. I’ve seen him at a few crime scenes.” The officer holding the ID peered at Glenn suspiciously. “Only, he goes by Ness.”

	The first cop gave his partner a small smile. “Oh yeah, I thought the name sounded familiar. But he’s a lot younger.”

	“What is it you do?”

	Glenn’s sighed at his bad luck. Chance had rewarded his efforts with two cops who had met Ness Relevont in real life. Supposedly sharing the same name was not damning evidence, but the conversation was taking far too much time.

	“This.” 

	Glenn’s right hand shot forward to impact against the officer’s trachea with a satisfying crunch. The second officer groped for his gun when Glenn spun, crouching below the officer’s line of sight. His extended leg swept the officer off his feet. When the cop landed, Glenn drove his heel into the man’s nose at an angle, shoving the cartilage into his brain. A few remaining twitches on the floor turned out to be the officer’s final act before his life expired. His partner slowly asphyxiated, his mouth gaping as if he were a beached fish.

	Pleased with his work, Glenn dragged the men into the apartment and closed the door again. He spent the next few minutes tearing Relevont’s possessions apart using a knife one of the officers wore, but as he’d expected, he did not find the device. A quick peek through the door showed no one had taken interest in the sounds from the scuffle. He left, shutting it behind him. Instead of waiting on an elevator, he made his way to the stairs and descended quickly. 

	The closer he got to street level, the more frustrated he became. They had to find a lead on Relevont’s whereabouts, or he would have to go back to Paul Robbins and admit failure. Again. Given his military background and his natural impatience, Paul was not one to opt for forgiveness. Glenn wanted to avoid his boss’s ire if possible. If not, well, he could always get a new boss.

	 

	
CHAPTER SEVEN: Plan B

	Tuesday, September 9, 2008 6:56 p.m.

	 

	Despite how much time Ness spent around the deceased at work, the specter of death had never appeared as imminent and threatening as it did in that moment. If Glenn had any idea of the proximity of his prey, Ness would’ve been as dead as those two police officers. An irrational fear rose in his throat, nearly gagging him. His mind’s eye kept fabricating an image of Glenn bursting through the door to relieve him of his life and the PDA—most likely in that order.

	He was hidden in the apartment across the hall from his own. The owner, Lori, had left for a week-long cruise and given him a key so he could tend to the fish in the massive tank dominating her living room. 

	Through the door’s peephole, he had witnessed the arrival of Glenn and his goons. The two burly men were of a similar ilk, and in a fit of whimsy, Ness had named them Thing One and Thing Two. Perhaps to keep his mind off his shudders when he looked at Glenn. Ness kept replaying the memory of those cold, steely eyes staring at him as Glenn’s gun went off. It would have ended his life if Ness hadn’t escaped into time.

	Still reeling from the horror of watching the brutal execution of the two police officers, Ness realized he was in way over his head. Before, his belief in the danger the Intellisys operatives posed had been intellectual, but watching the officers in their last seconds of life, the threat became visceral.

	As Glenn pulled the bodies of the policemen into his apartment, Ness forced himself away from the door. He looked around in a daze, trying to bring his roiling mind under some form of control. He stared numbly at his camera bag. Other than the PDA and the envelope of cash, it was the only possession he had taken before fleeing the apartment.

	“Okay, Ness, reason this out.” Maybe talking out his options would get him out of his shock or even generate something like an idea. “If I try to escape through the door, I’m as good as dead. Even if I sneak past as he’s tearing my apartment to pieces and get to street level, the Things will be waiting for me.”

	He found himself before the aquarium. The fish engaged in a to-and-fro patrol, like a mimicry of his own pacing. They were as trapped as he was. Turning his back on the fish, Ness tried to ignore the helplessness the comparison engendered. He looked again at the door and frowned.

	“Okay, so Plan A is out. So, what’s Plan B?”

	His eyes gravitated toward the only other egress from the room: the large sliding door leading to the balcony. His apartment faced Main Street, but Lori had not been so lucky, as her balcony gave her a view of the unadorned brick wall of a neighboring building.

	Traffic and muted voices of pedestrians became audible when he slid the glass door aside. Stepping out on the small balcony, he studied the building opposite him, devoid of any features other than rows upon rows of brick. Any attempt to jump across the gap would obviously be futile. Ness leaned over the railing. There were two levels of balconies below him, followed by the longer drop to the alley’s pavement. Gaps in the cement walls of the parking structure gave him a view of the cars parked below the living spaces.

	“I am not seriously considering this, am I?” 

	He grimaced with reluctant determination. Glancing back at his camera bag, Ness considered for only a second before deciding to leave it behind. Scaling the balconies could be his only way to the street without ending up with a Thing’s beefy hand on his shoulder, but there was no need to encumber himself with a heavy bag full of delicate equipment. Ness slid the door shut again before moving to the shorter side railings. He took a second to ensure the PDA and Bertrand’s cash were safe in his pants pockets. Then before he could find another reason to delay, he climbed over the rail to stand on the outside, his heels hanging off the edge. 

	Carefully working his way to his knees, he tried to ignore the drop-off. He let his feet dangle, then, grabbing the vertical rails, he shifted off his knees and hung. His white-knuckled grip was all that kept him from falling.

	Man, this is a bad idea. The pavement waited far, far below him, and he forced himself to look away. He had only one option—to swing into the balcony below. He slowly began swinging his legs back and forth like a pendulum. When he estimated he had enough momentum, he released his grip on the rails. 

	Ness had never enjoyed the sensation of falling. Even when riding roller coasters, he loved the speed, curves, and g-forces, but he hated the first hill and the sensation of being dragged downward. As he dropped from the balcony, the fall became his sole focus.

	When his foot hit something other than the cement surface of the balcony itself, Ness knew he’d forgotten something important. Most of the balconies were filled with a twin set of tasteful metal chairs, along with a small table. The balcony below Lori’s was no exception, and Ness landed on an unyielding seat. It skittered across the cement to slam against the railing with a metallic clang.

	He lacked time to consider the noise before he hit the rough surface. He rolled, trying to come to a stop gracefully. When his tumble finally ended, Ness was on his knees, experiencing a mixed sense of achievement and apprehension, though his body protested the treatment. 

	I made it! Did anyone hear that?

	Looking below, he noticed the van parked directly below him. He could see only part of it due to the last level of balconies, but he found its presence there suspicious. Ness pulled back from the railing when he heard the driver’s door open with a shriek of rust. He sat on the concrete and slowly regained his equilibrium. The scent of burning tobacco prompted another careful look over the rail. Another beefy man, impossibly larger than the other two of Glenn’s companions, stood leaning against the hood of the van, enjoying a cigarette.

	Thing Three, those cigarettes are very bad for you.

	The heavily muscled driver did not have any interest in anything above him, so Ness assumed his noisy landing had gone unnoticed by the man below. Ness peeked through the glass door, expecting to see whoever resided here staring back at him. However, nothing looked back at him but a darkened living space. His luck had held again. No one was home. He turned his attention back to street level and the smoking goon.

	How long will it take him to finish the cigarette? 

	Thing Three strolled lazily toward the far end of the alley, giving Ness an opening. He peeked at his landing area on the balcony below. Crowded with a grill against the wall and the ubiquitous table-and-chairs combo, it offered few options for a safe landing, but it was directly down. Not allowing himself to hesitate, he stepped over the railing and dropped to the next balcony below. 

	The free-fall descent went much better, and he stopped in a crouch right before the grill as if he were an experienced cat burglar. A quick check on Thing Three confirmed he still had a short way to go until the end of the alley. 

	Ness only had time for a quick examination of the opening into the closest parking level, which exposed several parked cars. The oversized gap by itself should present no problems, as it was relatively close and was easily large enough for him to pass through. What concerned him were the steel cables stretched across the bottom third of the opening. He judged the clearance above the cables was wide enough for him to jump through and land between the cars, if only just.

	He had to hold onto the bars with only one hand so he could angle his body toward the building. The pain of his entire weight hanging by one arm turned out to be more intense than he had anticipated. His joints shrieked with agony on every swing. He had almost steeled himself for the jump when he heard a shout. Thing Three ran toward him, his cigarette hanging forgotten from his lip. 

	When his legs neared the top of his arc, he released the rail. Almost immediately, Ness knew the height of his arc would not be enough. Even though he lifted his legs, Ness’s toes caught the top cable, pitching him face-first through the opening. His right arm slammed into a car’s mirror as he fell to his knees between two vehicles. The sharp bite of his scrapes and bruises paled next to the intense pain in his arm. His shirt had been ripped and stained with spattered blood from a cut in his biceps.

	Not unlike what my future self had. Am I only repeating the mistakes of my doppelganger from the future? 

	The painful impact of a meaty hand on his shoulder cut short this dark line of reasoning. Pulling him from between the cars, the goon shoved Ness toward an unoccupied corner of the structure. Thing One followed, dialing a cell phone with his free hand.

	When Ness stood in the confining corner, hemmed in by cars on either side, his captor released his shoulder. Turning his body to hide his movements, Ness carefully pulled out the PDA and set up a three-hour jump into the past. The goon reported his capture, and Ness pressed the launch button. When he arrived, he had to use his hand to block the mid-afternoon brightness until his eyes adjusted. As expected, Thing One no longer blocked his path.

	He jogged out the parking ramp and across the street to a sporting goods store. It took mere minutes for Ness to select his weapon, the heaviest wooden baseball bat they had. He returned to the same spot in the parking structure with his purchase, adopted a batter’s stance, and pressed the return button on the PDA.

	Ness hardly noticed the time-shifting effects as he arrived back in the corner with Thing One still on the phone. Ness slipped the PDA into a pocket and gripped the bat with both hands. The thug had turned away to use his phone, but he twisted his head slightly to check on his captive.

	And a-swing, batter! 

	Ness swung as if he wanted to clear the bases. The bat connected with the back of Thing One’s head, producing a solid thunk of wood against bone. Thing One’s look of surprise faded as he dropped into unconsciousness.

	Ness stepped over the bruiser and jogged to street level. At the entrance, he took his batter’s stance again. The bully boy from the alley came around the corner, running full tilt. Ness swung, holding the bat lower, and it impacted Thing Three’s midriff with a sharp crack. The goon’s diaphragm emptied his lungs in a great rush of air.

	The noticeably warped bat had split near the narrow handle, bending it at a strange angle. Dropping his makeshift club with a clatter, Ness took off running. When he reached Main Street, his timing was perfect, as an available cab was already approaching. A frantic wave brought the car to the curb. He tugged at the door handle before the car came to a complete stop.

	“Head south.” Speaking took effort as he struggled to pull in air. After a couple blocks, he peered out the back window. The white van turned the corner, clearly in pursuit. Ness sat back in the seat and closed his eyes. He had to lose these men, but he had no idea how. Even with access to amazing time-travel technology and after his audacious feat of ill-advised gymnastics to descend to street level, Ness could not assume himself beyond the reach of Intellisys’s muscle.

	If I am going to survive this, I need to use some ingenuity instead of taking the obvious options.

	They held most of the advantages: strength, weapons, and tracking ability. Ness needed to stop running blindly and find a way to use the PDA to give him an edge. Unfortunately, he had no idea how to best leverage this technology. Ness had only a limited time to figure it out in the midst of this unrelenting pursuit. 

	 

	


CHAPTER EIGHT: Window-shopping

	Tuesday, September 09, 2008 7:25 p.m.

	 

	Ness’s best hope for survival existed in anonymity, someplace where he could blend in with a larger mass of humanity. The more people he had around him, the better his chances of giving Glenn the slip. Ness also hoped they were less likely to put a bullet in him in a public place. He tried not to rely too much on his last assumption, as he had a sinking sensation that Glenn would take a shot no matter who was watching.

	A few minutes of mental searching recalled a location meeting those requirements: Madison Mall. The large shopping complex should be busy this time of day, and the building’s widely spaced exits made controlling entry and exit difficult with only a few people. Ness told the cabbie to take him there.

	Of course, if Glenn can call on reinforcements, I might simply be trapping myself again. Ness frowned but dismissed the idea. If his pursuers could call upon a high level of manpower on such short notice, his cause was lost anyway.

	As he had hoped, the full parking lot had many people in transit to and from their cars. Another glance behind confirmed the van was still following him, although traffic continued to separate them. Their line of sight had to be broken long enough for Ness to exit the cab without being seen.

	“Can you do a loop around the mall?”

	“Sure, buddy.” The driver laughed. “You keep the meter running, and we can go around all night.”

	The mall was laid out like a Y, and they were currently halfway along the central stem and moving toward the bottom. At the end, they would navigate the sharp turn, which Ness hoped would give him the window he needed to jump out and get inside without being seen by his pursuers. The wait took forever, as they had to slow for traffic and pedestrians. Fortunately, the white van had to deal with the same obstacles. As they neared the corner, Ness handed the cabbie three twenty-dollar bills, which more than covered the fare. 

	“Don’t stop the cab, but go slow enough so I can jump out near the doors. Do me a favor and drive to the other end of the mall before you leave. You can keep the change.”

	The driver’s eyes widened at the amount of cash, but he agreed. When the cab turned the corner, the driver kept the speed low, and Ness jumped out, pushing the door closed behind him. He sprinted for the doors and entered the mall. Once inside, he moved as fast as he could without running outright. A person in a hurry was not particularly memorable, but someone running tended to draw attention.

	He stopped at an ATM to replenish his cash supply. He didn’t know if Glenn had access to banking records, but he assumed it would take time for Glenn to find out about the transaction. The machine dispensed his money, and Ness glanced toward the glass doors of the entrance. He saw the van stop, and Thing One climbed out the side door. With a grimace, Ness grabbed the money before moving deeper into the mall. When he came across a clothing store, he ducked inside. 

	He picked a pair of jeans in his size and a red T-shirt from a rack. He trusted the size marked on them, as he could not spare time to bother with the changing room. He paid for his purchases, then as he went to leave the store, he noticed Thing One standing at the opening. Regretting his decision to change somewhere else, Ness made eye contact with Glenn’s henchman, and his stomach clenched. The goon gave him a malevolent grin and stepped into the store. Instead of responding, Ness ran the other way, clutching the bag filled with his purchases. 

	He hurried into the employee-only section of the store, where he pushed his way past a female employee, who shouted a protest. Passing shelves filled with clothing and boxes, Ness ignored them and focused on a gray door at the other side of the room. He slammed into the exit bar, releasing the latch right before his full weight came to bear.

	The door swung away as Ness pushed through, only stopping when he hit the wall on the other side of the hallway. A hydraulic mechanism pulled the door shut again with a bang. He found himself in a hallway that stretched away in both directions. A series of doors on the right provided access to the shops. He ran along the corridor toward the middle of the mall. 

	The bang of the door opening behind him came all too soon, followed by the pounding footsteps of Thing One. The hallway held little he could use to his advantage. Fire extinguishers were mounted to the wall every hundred feet or so, but otherwise, he was running in a cinder-block tube. He was confident the doors would be locked from this side and, based on the nearby sound of the thug’s footfalls, stopping would be disastrous.

	If only I had some help, Ness wished, then a wonderful idea came to him. Still running full tilt, he dropped his bag of clothes and pulled out the PDA. He set a time jump a minute into the future and pressed the launch button. When he arrived, he was still moving forward at top speed. It took all his concentration to stay on his feet as he reacted to the effects of his trip, but he managed it. As he had surmised, the jump in time had allowed Thing One to pass, and Ness approached him from behind. The goon slowed as he cautiously approached the copy of Ness waiting ahead, standing next to one of the fire extinguishers. 

	Despite his gasping and the protest of his leg muscles, Ness increased his speed a little bit more. The thug became aware of him at the last instant, but before he could look behind, Ness lowered a shoulder and drove into his back. Both pitched forward to the concrete floor, with Ness landing on Thing One’s back. The bruiser’s head hit the surface with a thud, making Ness wince. As they fell, Ness was grateful he’d managed to keep a hold on the PDA.

	Rolling off, Ness groaned as his own body protested the impact. His shoulder screamed in pain as if he had run into a brick wall, and he had a rubbery ache in his legs brought about by not having run for far too long. The goon’s groan attracted Ness’s attention. Thing One lifted his head when Ness’s other self approached with the fire extinguisher. The hollow thunk of the metal cylinder impacting the thug’s head echoed off the cinderblock walls, and he collapsed into unconsciousness.

	Ness rose to his knees and put his fingers against the prone man’s throat. The goon’s pulse still throbbed slow and steady. He looked at his double and gave a thumbs-up, eliciting a grin of relief.

	“That worked well.”

	“Yeah, but we’ll regret it in the morning.” Ness rose.

	The other Ness snorted a laugh. “I already am.”

	“Yeah, me too.” Ness admitted. After all, it made no sense to lie to himself. “I should be getting back.”

	His double watched as Ness activated the PDA.

	“Be seeing you.” He gave himself a jaunty wave before pressing the return button. Upon his return, the sound of Thing One’s footfalls was loud and getting closer. He jogged forward to the closest fire extinguisher before stopping.

	The thug slowed ten feet away and approached cautiously, wearing a victorious grin. His hand slipped inside his jacket, presumably reaching for his gun, then Ness heard the sound of more running coming from behind. Ness watched as his earlier self plowed into Thing One and sent him into the floor. The sound of his head on the concrete still sounded awful.

	Realizing his cue, he grabbed the extinguisher from its bracket, and as soon as his copy rolled off the bruiser’s back, he smacked Thing One in the head as he had seen himself do earlier. The rest of the scene played out as he had experienced, but seeing it from a different perspective made it strange. He doubted he would ever get entirely used to seeing what amounted to another person with his face. His double’s face had lines he had apparently been ignoring during his morning shave.

	Once his double had departed, Ness felt along Thing One’s waistband until he found his weapon. Slipping it in the same position at his back, he jogged back to where he had dropped his bag of clothes. It was tempting to change into the clothing here, but Ness didn’t want to be caught by another of the Things with his pants around his ankles. Instead, he continued down the hallway. 

	It must lead somewhere.

	Ness kept running. He had an eerie suspicion he had stumbled into a Twilight Zone episode with a never-ending passageway. Nonetheless, he kept running. At that point, it was all he could do.

	
CHAPTER NINE: Escape

	Tuesday, September 09, 2008 7:43 p.m.

	 

	The silent protests of Ness’s legs grew more strident the farther he jogged. His lungs burned as if filled with volcanic fumes, and sweat covered his face. There’s nothing like running for your life to point out how out of shape you are.

	He tried to listen for Thing One renewing his pursuit, but there were no signs the man had regained consciousness. Of course, that was assuming Ness would be able to hear anything over his own wheezing. 

	Finally, his patience paid off when he came to a set of double doors marked Loading Dock. Cautiously opening one, he saw yawning loading bays devoid of trucks making deliveries. Once he passed through the doors, he would have no place to hide. The docking area was not the public place full of people that he’d imagined before coming to the mall.

	Thing One isn’t going to stay unconscious forever. 

	That could not be helped—he would have to take his chances crossing the loading bay. He pulled his head back inside and rummaged for the hoodie. The gray fabric provided at least minimal camouflage against the metal walls of the docks. 

	A faint groan reverberated from down the hall, and Ness knew his time in the mall had come to an end. He pushed through the door. Thankfully, the white van wasn’t waiting for him.

	In the movies, there’s always some sort of activity for the hero to lose himself in, Ness grumbled. His sardonic side responded, If this were a movie, you’d have a beautiful woman running at your side. 

	Ness frowned and jogged to the end of the dock. Peering around the corner, he didn’t see any sign of the van. Another quick jog had him walking along a row of parked cars. As evening transitioned to night, yellow-tinted lights added an amber glow to the scene. Ness slowed, holding his bag and trying to look like a normal shopper heading for his car. 

	An engine rumbled behind him, and he looked over his shoulder. His heart revved into high gear as a white van turned in to the row. He dived between a pair of parked vehicles and scrambled to hide himself in the space between them. The van drove past, and Ness peeked out at a boy regarding him curiously from the passenger seat. It was not Glenn’s van.

	Chuckling at himself, Ness stood slowly, checking all around to make sure Glenn and his goons were not in the area. He resumed walking away from the mall. He made it to the end of the lot without further injury to either his person or his dignity. 

	He sat on a bench inside a Plexiglas-enclosed bus stop near the sidewalk. Rolling his shoulders in an attempt to unwind, he waited until the bus pulled to a stop in front of him, interrupting his relaxation routine. He paid his fare and took a seat by the window. Glancing at the mall, he saw Glenn’s van stop at the loading dock. The large side door opened, and Thing Two jumped out. The van pulled away, and the thug ran for the door Ness had used minutes before.

	The bus pulled away from the curb, and Ness sat back with a grin. He had finally lost his pursuers, and he flushed with a sense of victory. Although still on the run, he had Dr. Bertrand’s time machine and his freedom. Ness had won this round, but the fight still had not been won. The separation from his pursuers would last for a limited time, and Ness had to make the most of it.

	* * *

	Glenn’s world had resolved into two main focuses: the search for Relevont and his blinding headache. Unfortunately, his lack of success in the former seemed to feed the latter. Pounding pain behind his eyes made his vision double. When the van returned to the loading dock, two members of his team were waiting. Williams was helping Mays stand. He looked dazed, as if he had sustained another blow to the head. Shaking his head in exasperation only magnified Glenn’s pain. He pulled an aspirin bottle from his pocket and dry-swallowed two of the chalky pills.

	In an incident eerily similar to what Mays had suffered, Glenn had taken a blow to the head last week. He could intimately understand the expression of confused pain on his underling’s face, as even now the effects of that experience made themselves known at inopportune times. The way he had sustained the injury remained an oddity, as he had caught only a fleeting glimpse of whoever had laid him out. The mess he had woken to had taken some careful planning to resolve. 

	Glenn refocused his attention when the van came to a stop and his men climbed in through the side door. Williams slid it shut, and Harrison drove on again. Mays sat holding his head in his hands. The close-shaved hair upon his scalp did nothing to hide the two large welts on the back of his head.

	“Well?” Glenn raised an eyebrow. 

	Mays slowly lifted his head, revealing another angry, red bulge on his forehead. He blinked rapidly as if he were having trouble focusing.

	“I had him.” Mays sounded defensive. “I chased him along this hallway, but he stopped like he was waiting for me. Before I could get to him, someone hit me from behind.”

	“So that’s from the floor?” Glenn looked at his forehead with skepticism. 

	Mays lifted a hand and probed the lump there, a look of horrified amazement on his face.

	“If I had to guess, Mays hit his head on the floor when he fell,” Williams supplied, “and afterward, Relevont used a fire extinguisher on him when he was still down. He was barely conscious when I found him.”

	He’s barely conscious now. Glenn faced forward again. At any rate, Ness Relevont had escaped. They would have to go back to the lab and try to find a way to acquire his trail again. 

	Maybe the doctor’s house will provide some clues. A renewed throbbing through his cranium convinced Glenn to call it a day. Likely, Mays would feel better after a night’s sleep as well. Undoubtedly, Relevont had successfully escaped some time ago, so continuing to circle the mall would be a waste of time. He gave Harrison new directions, closing his eyes and nestling his head against the headrest. Nothing about this had been easy. Glenn already rued the day he’d heard the name Nestor Relevont. Now he had to make sure this troublesome photographer came to the same conclusion about him.

	 

	
CHAPTER TEN: Respite

	Tuesday, September 09, 2008 8:44 p.m.

	 

	The miles that Ness traversed on public transportation seemed to take place outside of time, or perhaps they could have taken place in another reality. For a while, he let his brain disengage as he idly watched the businesses and homes the bus passed by. It frequently paused to allow passengers on or off, but Ness did not stir from his seat until the bus stopped for what might have been the fiftieth time. 

	Ness couldn’t help but chuckle at his destination, and in good spirits, he joined the queue of departing riders. It amused him that he had ridden across the city to end up at yet another mall. Stiff after over an hour on barely comfortable seats, his legs appreciated moving again. Miles to the southwest of its shopping kin, the mall would provide another temporary refuge. 

	Tired and hungry, Ness also wanted to get into his new clothes. Taking care of those two needs would be easy at the mall. As he meandered across the parking lot, Ness took in the looming building. Asphalt extended from the round building in all directions. A sign on the door indicated the shopping center closed in an hour, which explained the sparse collection of cars in the lot.

	The air conditioning inside washed over him like a comforting balm, providing an energizing lift. He found the men’s room and picked the large handicapped stall. Removing Thing One’s gun from his waistband, he set it on top of the toilet paper dispenser. The weapon gleamed with dark menace in the fluorescent lights, and Ness debated if he should keep it. His primary purpose for taking the firearm had been to ensure he didn’t end up with a bullet in the back. 

	It took only a couple minutes to switch into his new clothing. Until he pulled the T-shirt from the bag, Ness had not noticed large, white letters saying, “Take off, eh?” emblazoned down the front. He put it on anyway, although the shirt was slightly large, with a bit of extra room around the shoulders and gut. The jeans fit him well enough, and he transferred the PDA and envelope of money to open pockets. Given the likely memorable nature of the shirt, he donned the hoodie despite the warm temperatures. He slid the sleeves up his arms to keep some of the heat at bay.

	He bundled his old clothing into the bag before focusing again on the gun. Eventually, he decided the gun would get him in more trouble than it would save him from. He pulled the clip out and stuffed it in the bag. He opened the door to the stall slowly, making sure the bathroom was empty before dropping the gun in the trash can. It fell to the bottom with a thunk muffled by shifting crumples of paper towels.

	Ness returned to the mall proper and stuffed the bag in a trash receptacle on his way to the food court. A culinary cacophony of aromas made his stomach growl loudly in response. The array of food vendors gave him a choice of anything between creole and pizza. He finally settled on an Asian fusion place, where he ordered a bowl of drunken noodles with chicken and an egg roll. He chased it with a large Sprite, and the food vanished before he knew it. His stomach burbled contentedly as he finished the last bite of the egg roll.

	An unexpected yawn informed Ness of his next priority. Even though a nearby clock informed him the time was only just approaching nine o’clock at night, he was exhausted. He needed to find a place to stay for the night. Leaving the mall, he stood outside the doors and looked around. As he had recalled, there were several mom-and-pop motels scattered across the street. They were not as seedy as some of the establishments charging by the hour a little closer to the city limits, but none of them would appear in any AAA directory. At any rate, Ness needed someplace to crash undisturbed for a few hours, and they held the twin benefits of being close and cheap.

	Eyeing his choices, he crossed the parking lot and picked the motel in the best condition. To save on signage costs, the word Motel had been built into its roof with dingy, off-white shingles. The building had been painted recently, and several cars were parked in front of various rooms. A vacancy sign flashed from the lobby window, and in his zombie-like state, he shambled toward it without much thought. 

	This place catered to people who didn’t want to answer too many questions. The woman who checked him in didn’t blink when he paid in cash. This establishment apparently specialized in those who lived off the grid, even if only for an hour or two. He left the office, clutching an old-fashioned metal key attached to a triangular plastic fob.

	As Ness made his way to the room, memories of the hotel, specifically the room at the far end of the hall, came back to him. Relief flooded over him when he confirmed he had not been given that room, where he’d worked the scene of a double homicide in 1998. He sincerely doubted they had managed to get the smell out, and even the memory of it in his nostrils persisted. 

	But his room smelled only of age, mildew, and a faint trace of stale cigarette smoke. Ness decided it would suit his purposes. The faded wallpaper matched the bedspread. Everything approached what he would call clean, but he made a point of not inspecting the shower too closely. With little chance of finding anything better, he locked the door behind him to settle in for the night. After double-checking to make sure the dead bolt had been latched, he closed the curtains tightly. 

	Emptying his pockets on the dresser, Ness paused with the time machine in his hand. After spending a couple minutes staring, lost in thought, Ness sighed. This little device had upended his world, but he feared it had done worse to his friend. 

	Sitting on the bed, Ness watched for a second time the videos Dr. Bertrand had left for him. Again, the weakness in his mentor’s voice struck Ness. A phrase spoken at the end stood out, though, and gave him at least an idea of his next move.

	“I have left another recording to help you. When you are safe, return where we began and pay me a visit,” the tinny voice of Dr. Bertrand instructed.

	With that parting comment, his memory twigged him about the money, and he removed the bills from the envelope for a closer examination. The style was definitely vintage to his younger days, and it gave Ness a pang of nostalgia. The top bill had a series date of 1987, and Ness’s grin grew as he leafed through the rest to see they all shared the same date.

	“That takes care of the when. We met during the winter semester that year.” 

	The timing also told Ness where he needed to go, but getting there involved a much larger trip than jumping a few hours. To journey there safely, he would need to do some planning. He could hear his friend’s voice in his mind, from one of their many discussions in his college days about the use of time travel. 

	“The most important safeguard the time traveler has is planning,” Dr. Bertrand had pontificated on many occasions. “Failure to plan always ends in disaster.”

	Another mammoth yawn interrupted his reflections, and Ness set the PDA next to his wallet. After slipping out of his jeans, he snuggled under the bed’s covers. Planning would have to wait until the morning; his exhaustion made him much too tired for cognition. Closing his eyes as his head hit the pillow, Ness slid instantly into sleep. He dreamed of a better day, one when he wasn’t alone and under constant pursuit.

		
CHAPTER ELEVEN: A Giant Leap Backward

	Wednesday, September 10, 2008 11:59 a.m.

	 

	The bus’s spongy suspension made even a simple act like yawning difficult, as each bump in the road translated into an exaggerated bounce. The constant up-and-down became reminiscent of being on the water during a bit of weather. The descent from the top of one such movement had Ness’s teeth clacking together painfully. He rubbed his jaw with a grimace. Another yawn tried to erupt, but Ness refused to open his mouth.

	Dr. Bertrand’s message had been clear. Something had been left for him around when they’d first met. But getting there would not be as simple as going to a specific location—he had to go to a specific time as well. It wasn’t a short hop of a few hours or even a few days, either. Ness needed to make a major leap of more than twenty years and two hundred miles.

	His biggest concern involved finding a location where he could jump back safely. He needed someplace which had been unchanged for decades, where walls and doors had not been remodeled into different positions over the years. Many of the buildings in the suburbs he knew well were either new or had been reconstructed at various points. 

	Ness had considered those requirements as he ate a breakfast sandwich he’d purchased at a gas station. He had rejected various options in the suburbs and instead focused on the city proper as possible launching points. Detroit had numerous gems that had been around for far longer than he had been alive. The question remained: which one could he gain access to? A memory sparked, and Ness smiled. He had already visited the perfect place, and he could get there by bus.

	A couple years before, the Detroit Public Library had hosted a photography exhibition. For a time, Ness had toyed with the idea of submitting one of his landscapes. In the end, he decided not to, but he had made a point to see the exhibit when it opened. He’d seen some marvelous photographs there, but the building itself had captured his eye. 

	The bus rumbled to a halt at his stop. He joined one or two others in filing out the door and onto the sidewalk. He regarded the exterior of the venerable old building. Over one hundred and fifty years old, the white marble lining the exterior still looked fresh and cool. Black lettering in a classic typeface above the matching doors identified the building, hinting at its age without appearing outdated. Brass door handles gleamed in the morning sun, polished by countless hands over the many years, inviting passersby to enter and partake of the library’s mysteries.

	Ness passed through those portals, where identical life-sized sculptures of swans set in alcoves on either side greeted him. They were lit from behind, making the white stone glow. The inner walls were lined in the same pale marble as outside, giving an impression of staid permanence. 

	Walking from room to room, he found a surprising number of people in almost every room. The decor changed from section to section. One addition at the back exhibited classic 1960s architecture, whereas others were all dark wooden beams and plaster walls. Artwork had been placed everywhere, almost making it a museum in its own right. As it had during his previous visit, Diego Rivera’s vast mural spanning several walls transfixed him for long minutes. 

	When he finally finished his tour of the public areas, he still had not found a safe launching point. More to the point, he could not identify any place he could unexpectedly pop into existence many years in the past without causing a disturbance. Most of the furniture looked somewhat contemporary, and the shelves were up to date as well. There were scuffs on the floor indicating they may have been in different configurations in the past. And pretty much every area he visited had at least a couple of people in it.

	He might have to find someplace else to launch his journey. Ness headed for the exit, his shoulders slumped. A pressing need drove him to visit the men’s room before leaving, though. As soon as he entered, his disappointment disappeared. If he didn’t know the PDA remained untouched in his pocket, he might have assumed he had already traveled back in time. The sinks, along with the matching fixtures, dated back to the 1930s. The cubicle walls were newer but appeared to have been installed during the early years of Lyndon B. Johnson’s presidency. A peek inside showed the toilets matched the other plumbing in the room.

	It’s perfect. Ness smiled.

	After locking himself into one of the stalls, he performed the deed that had brought him to the room in the first place. Then he retrieved the PDA. Doing a little math in his head, Ness set the device for March 27, 1987. He would arrive midway through the spring semester of his junior year in college, which included his first physics course taught by Dr. Bertrand. The date had no special significance he could recall, but because it was a weekday, he should be able to catch the professor at his office. He set the arrival time to seven o’clock in the morning. The stall should be empty because the library would be closed.

	Taking a second to steel himself for the journey, Ness centered himself in the open space in front of the toilet before pressing the launch button. He experienced the same sensations as before, but the pouring of himself from one time to another took infinitely longer. Finally, color returned to his world. 

	Ness wrinkled his nose. The odor was the first indication that the bathroom held other occupants. Even worse, the rustling of a newspaper from behind signified he shared the stall with someone else. Ness turned to see a man in a janitor’s uniform staring at him over a copy of The Detroit Free Press. Resisting the urge to study the front of the paper for the date, he turned to unlock and open the door.

	“I am so sorry.” He stepped out quickly. “I assumed this stall was empty.” 

	When he shut the door again, he heard the stall’s occupant engage the latch then rattle it a bit to test the lock. Ness escaped before the janitor could ask about his presence there hours before the library opened. He made his way out the front doors without encountering anyone else.

	From the sidewalk, Ness surveyed the street. The cars that passed ranged from models made in the 1960s and ’70s to what would be the newer ’80s vehicles. The sight reminded him of the annual Dream Cruise, a roving classic car show that crept up and down Woodward Avenue one weekend every summer. A quick examination of a nearby newspaper box confirmed he had traveled to 1987, and tension eased in his back and head. He existed beyond the grasp of Glenn and his Things.

	Traffic was light so early in the morning, so he jaywalked to the other side of the street and waited in front of the Detroit Institute of Arts for the northbound bus. After only a few minutes, it arrived, and he grinned at the cheap fare compared to 2008. He sat near the door, as the ride along Woodward Avenue would be short. A map affixed to his first bus stop of the day confirmed he would need to ride only a few blocks north to the main bus station. In all honesty, he could have gone on foot, but he wanted to get there as soon as possible.

	A short time later, Ness bought fare for a Greyhound heading to Kalamazoo, the home of his alma mater. Once again, he found himself appreciating the prices in this time compared to his future. Ness felt a surge of panic when he handed over one of the newer twenty-dollar bills from his wallet. The cashier puzzled over the large, offset image of Andrew Jackson, but Ness plucked the bill back and muttered something about Monopoly money. He dipped into Dr. Bertrand’s envelope and handed her one of the twenties. The cashier looked at it curiously for a brief second, but the familiar bill passed muster, and she counted out his change.

	A bag of chips and a Sprite from a vending machine served as his second breakfast while he waited until boarding time. He watched from a slightly comfortable seat in the station as other travelers went about their business. The focus of his life for the last two days had disappeared, the deep-seated fear of being caught by the minions of Intellisys. The stress caused by his circumstance had the muscles in his back knotting with dread. Ness was only beginning to understand how much it had affected him. Safe from Glenn and his goons for the time being, he reveled in a sensation of freedom. There was no way they could find him now. He had lost himself in the past. 

	
CHAPTER TWELVE: Yesterday

	Friday, March 27, 1987 11:51 a.m.

	 

	Something along the road woke Ness from an unsettled sleep. Regardless of the culprit, be it a horn, conversation on the bus, or even a shift in the movement of the vehicle, his rest was interrupted. He sighed as he opened his eyes, squinting against the bright sun streaming through the almost-clean windows. He saw signs for businesses in Albion ahead, which meant they had about another hour to go. As he shook his head, Ness’s mind returned to the subject of his dreams. Proximity to the time and place had resurrected his memories of the momentous failures from his short-lived romantic experiences at Western Michigan University. 

	The memories started with Nancy, his first real girlfriend. They had met in one of his photography classes in his second semester of his freshman year. Their shared interest in art had grown into a relationship by midterms. For a time, they were almost always together. There had even been discussion of plans to get together over the summer. But about three weeks before the end of the term, she suddenly stopped all contact. She sat as far from him as possible and would not come to the phone when he called. Over the summer, he wrote her a few letters, none of which ever garnered a response. When some came back marked “Return to Sender,” he ceased writing. He tried once to contact her when he returned for his sophomore year, but he realized it was futile after she refused to speak with him. After his failure with Nancy, he mainly kept away from the opposite sex. No one else stood out to him as interesting or desirable—until his junior year. 

	He had always enjoyed running, but participating in the WMU track team had not occurred to him until a member stopped him during his morning run. After their discussion, he tried out and made the team. That gave him access to the WMU fieldhouse, an oversized building that hosted events ranging from sporting competitions to commencement ceremonies. But the indoor track turned out to be Ness’s primary interest.

	He first saw Angie while running in the fieldhouse on a rainy spring day. She was playing tennis on one of the courts situated inside the track, and Ness could not keep his eyes off her. Only a little shorter than Ness, she wore her brown hair pulled back into a ponytail. Her tan headband matched her tank top and tennis shorts. Her toned legs and the muscles in her arms were evident as she swung her racket. Ness’s captivation had been so complete that when he tried later on, he could never recall who she played against. 

	A couple of weeks later, as he was entering a bar called Bag End with a few buddies, he nearly ran into her as she was leaving with her friends. Before stepping around him, she gave Ness a precious smile, which he cherished for days after. Later, he recruited his friends to find out her name, and one of them told him she was Angie McGuire. For the rest of the night, Ness had a hard time paying attention to the conversation as her name kept running through his mind.

	She became his favorite part of running, and he ran on the inside track even on days when the weather was beautiful. Her erratic playing schedule left him uncertain if he’d see her, but he didn’t want to miss a single match. Silently watching as he pounded out miles on the track, he grew to love her smile. Once, she laughed at a particularly dicey shot going her way, and the crystalline purity of her amusement entranced him. 

	Even her bad moods enticed him. After losing a match she badly wanted to win, she threw her tennis racket and let out a screech of rage. As she stalked stiffly to the locker rooms with her bent racket in hand, Ness could not help smiling at the intensity of her emotions. 

	Close to the end of the semester, Ness knew he should do something about his infatuation. But before he could gather his fortitude and risk rejection, Angie took matters into her own hands. On a snowy December day, Ness had the indoor track to himself because most of the other students were preparing for finals. The tennis courts were empty, so he ran, recalling the amused curve of her lips and the music of her laugh.

	On his way back to the locker rooms, he saw someone sitting against the wall near the doors, where they could have been watching him run for the last half hour. As he got closer, the person stood and stepped into his path. A jolt of emotion shot through him as he recognized Angie, her hair out of the ponytail and hanging loosely about her face. She wore a soft-pink blouse that contrasted with the deep blue of her jeans.

	She smiled at him, and his brain threw a rod. All his cerebral activity ground to a halt, and Ness wouldn’t have been surprised if smoke were pouring from his ears. He tried to return the expression, but he could tell by the way her smile dimmed that he had not succeeded. He came to a stop a few feet from her, thankful he at least still had gross motor control.

	“Hi, I’m Angie. I play tennis here sometimes when you’re running. Your name is Ness, right?”

	What little gray matter remained under his control lurched, and he realized she had gone to the trouble of finding out his name. He recognized the importance of the interaction, the instant when his infatuation could become something more. He tried to open his mouth and respond, but his brain was still producing nothing but error codes. Instead, he nodded, which was far from ideal, but it beat simply staring at her. His lack of verbal response appeared to confuse her slightly, causing her brows to wrinkle in bewilderment.

	“I was hoping you’d like to get a cup of coffee. With me. After you’ve had a chance to shower, of course.” She gave a small laugh, which paled in comparison to what he had heard before.

	Ness finally forced his brain to kick over, to engage in something approaching cognitive processing. The woman of his dreams had asked him out. How could he not respond? But even with his desire to accept, to spend some time with her, his malfunctioning brainwaves focused on the worst detail possible. “I don’t like coffee.” 

	A horror unlike anything he had ever experienced before enveloped him as soon as the words left his lips. He knew he needed to say something else—anything else—as her smile faded like dew on a hot day. But his tongue joined his brain’s work strike. Ness did the only thing he could—walk past her and into the men’s locker room. Shame filled his heart, and he knew he had blown an important opportunity. 

	He showered in cold water as a self-inflicted punishment. When he could stand no more, he dressed and left the locker room, clinging to the fantasy that she would still be waiting for him to emerge. However, he had seen the bloom of anger on her face as he passed her, and in the depths of his soul, he knew she would be gone. 

	The rest of the semester passed in a haze of self-recrimination, and Ness took his finals on autopilot. It continued into his Christmas break, but time away from campus helped him get back on equilibrium. When he returned after the new year, he resolved to find Angie and apologize. He could not leave things as they were.

	For the rest of that winter and spring, he could hear the jeering laughter of fate when he went in search of her. About three days into the spring semester, he learned she had graduated at the end of the year. Angie would not be back, and he could find no one who would provide contact information. Almost sick with frustration, Ness eventually acknowledged he had blown his only shot. 

	His anger and inwardly focused blame prevented him from developing any other deep relationships for the remainder of his college days and even as he established himself in his career. Once out of college, he risked a few ill-advised attempts that predictably ended in disaster. Eventually, he abandoned the idea entirely, embracing the life of a confirmed bachelor with a sense of resigned finality.

	The grinding of shifting gears drew Ness from his distressing ruminations. The bus was leaving the interstate and would be at the station in a few minutes. He watched the eastern edge of the city flow by. The unfamiliar area was empty of nostalgia. Still, it took an effort to not imagine seeing Angie everywhere he looked.

	When the bus finally pulled into the station and opened its doors with a hiss, Ness filed out with the rest of the passengers. The air nipped at him, and he zipped the hoodie. Turning west, Ness could not help imbuing the two-mile walk to the campus with a sense of self-flagellation. He knew it would seem much longer than it should, his steps hindered by the weight of unfortunate memories.

	
CHAPTER THIRTEEN: Warning from the Past

	Friday, March 27, 1987 2:07 p.m.

	 

	If I didn’t know better, this could be any time in the last thirty years. Granted, no one had cell phones and Ness could tell styles of clothing and automobiles were different, but people were going about their business as they did in his home time. That reality remained truer on the college campus than anywhere else. Students partook of the same activities they had during visits he’d made years after his graduation. It gave him a sense of unreality, as though he straddled the line separating his present and his past.

	The WMU physics building loomed before him. The early spring sunlight illuminated the facade without doing much to enhance its overall appearance. Its style was common to the college, an architectural sameness shared among most of the buildings that hailed from the 1960s. It projected a sense of stolid academic prowess, a reminder that the university was as effective as it always had been. 

	Ness stopped outside the building, catching his breath after the climb. Most of the campus sat atop a formidable rise, which he didn’t recall having as much trouble with as a student. Already warmed by the walk, he had tied his hoodie around his waist before the hill’s halfway point. As he stood puffing at the top, students passed him, no doubt dismissing him as an old man.

	“You hoser!” a young man shouted at him as he approached and gave Ness a big grin. “Nice shirt, man.”

	After smiling his thanks, Ness looked at his garment. He kept forgetting it had stuff printed on it. He thought of it more as camouflage than clothing, but he examined his chest to determine what would have elicited such a reaction. The text “Take off, eh?” did sound vaguely familiar.

	Once Ness regained his equilibrium, he passed through the glassed door heavy with memories, as if he strode in the footsteps of his past selves who had visited the professor before. The overactive air conditioning pulled him from his musings and nudged him to put the hoodie on again. He zipped it high enough to cover the lettering on his shirt. The location of the doctor’s office on the second floor made the stairs the easiest option. In the hallway, he could hear the disjointed sounds of people talking in the various faculty offices he passed. 

	As he approached Dr. Bertrand’s door, it suddenly burst open. An angry student stalked toward him, a few pages crushed in a clenched hand. Ness recognized his younger self, and suddenly, he knew exactly what day he had arrived. Of all the days to visit! Is this a joke played by my subconscious? 

	He looked back to see his younger copy stomp away and jerk open the stairwell door. Ness could not help but be amused at the anger of his younger self.

	“Be seeing you.” The slapping sound of his other self’s footsteps faded quickly, and Ness relived the moment in a sudden memory. He descended two steps at a time in a barely controlled fall. After nearly bowling over a female student crossing the lobby, he had almost broken a glass door in his rush to get outside. Once he escaped the physics building, Ness ran out his frustration, taking no notice of his route, rage fueling his steps. When he finally lay exhausted on someone’s front lawn, chest heaving, he had no idea where his feet had taken him. It had taken him almost half an hour to walk back to the apartment. 

	Shaking aside those tendrils of memory, Ness turned back to the closed door with a black-and-white sign reading Dr. F. Bertrand. Ness steeled himself, as his mentor would be much younger than the older version Ness had grown familiar with. Even so, Ness found that when he entered the office, his mental preparation had been insufficient. For a second, he froze, stunned by Dr. Bertrand’s vitality. Bertrand regarded him with a cocked eyebrow as Ness stepped fully into the room, allowing the door to close behind him.

	“Can I help you?” Dr. Bertrand’s soft drawl, the result of spending his childhood in Louisiana, remained the same, but the tenor itself sounded so much firmer than Ness’s recent memories.

	“Yes, I hope so. My name is Nestor Relevont.” He suppressed a grimace at the utterance of his full name. Since the doctor repeatedly eschewed using his chosen nickname, Ness had no choice but to use the full version. 

	The professor’s forehead wrinkled as he glanced toward the door, obviously thinking of the younger version who had stormed out of the office mere seconds before. The doctor studied Ness’s face carefully for several seconds before recognition caused his eyes to widen. He sat back in his chair, which creaked loudly.

	“Astounding.” Dr. Bertrand’s eyes roamed over Ness’s clothing and face. “When are you from?”

	Ness had been dreading that question. During the many conversations they’d had over the years, limiting the amount of information about the future when interacting with people of the past had been a recurring topic. A discussion of the mechanics of time travel had also been labeled as taboo. Dr. Bertrand had been adamant there should be as little intellectual residue left behind as possible.

	“I, uh, I probably shouldn’t say.”

	A wry laugh erupted from Dr. Bertrand, and he gave him a knowing look. “I see you and I will spend a little time together.” 

	“Some,” Ness admitted, sitting on one of the hard guest chairs. The furniture looked like it could have been World War II surplus. Each item had been made of metal, save the scuffed wooden surface of the desktop itself. The array of filing cabinets lining one wall sported so many dings and dents, he could imagine they had been dragged to the Philippines and back again.

	“I must say, this is an interesting window into one of my best students’ future.” Bertrand couldn’t stop staring at his face, and Ness suddenly became aware of the lines and wrinkles formed in recent years. “Did you run into your younger self outside?”

	Ness gave a small laugh at the doctor’s choice of words. “Almost. I looked even more upset than I remembered.”

	“Yes, a shameful happenstance.” The professor shook his head sadly.

	Ness’s first course with Dr. Bertrand had been intermediate physics. Instead of a midterm exam, the doctor had assigned a fifteen-page paper on a vetted physics concept. After weeks of research and laboriously crafting the paper, he had finished it three days early. The completed paper had been left on the main dining room table in his apartment while he was having a drink at the bar to celebrate. The remains of newspapers and a plethora of junk mail were also strewn across the table, and his roommate, Greg, had thrown out the precious paper while cleaning the common areas of their apartment.

	Ness had come home late and gone straight to bed. The next morning, he’d found only his typewriter sitting on the table. He had searched his room and the rest of the apartment to no avail. Dr. Bertrand had denied Ness’s impassioned plea for an extension, so he tried in vain to rewrite the entire paper in the two days left to him. He still had his research notes, but the task of rewriting the paper remained as arduous as it had been the first time. It had been the only episode in his life when he wished he drank coffee. Instead, he’d sent Greg to the store for a case of Jolt Cola, which kept him from sleeping more than a few minutes at a time as he pounded frantically at his typewriter keys.

	His frantic work produced a ragged paper only thirteen pages long. At the end of his tether and against the deadline, he had no choice but to turn in what he had. The result, a B minus, wasn’t a bad grade, but it had dashed any hope for an A in the class.

	“What a horrible week,” Ness admitted.

	“Indeed,” Dr. Bertrand agreed. “You looked like you hadn’t slept for days.”

	“I hadn’t, for any appreciable amount.”

	“I did the best I could on the grade,” the professor admitted.

	“I know. Later, I looked over the rubric for the paper again, and with the missing pages, along with the number of typing errors, I should have gotten a C minus at best.”

	Bertrand gave him a wink and a smile. “I fudged things a bit in light of extenuating circumstances. Professor’s prerogative.” After a brief silence, Dr. Bertrand leaned forward in his protesting chair to look intently at Ness. “So, what brings you all the way back here?”

	“You did. I’m hoping your future self left something for me here.”

	“Ah!” The doctor sounded as if a great mystery had finally been solved. “Yes, many months ago, near the start of the school year, I had another visitor from the future. I was mesmerized by how much I had aged, but my other self flatly refused to tell me anything. But he did give me something for safekeeping.”

	“Did he mention me?” 

	“He said only that I would know when and to whom I should give it. Since you are my only other visitor from the future, I assume you are the recipient my other self intended.”

	The professor rose and perused the battered metal filing cabinets, hand on chin. “Now, let me see… Where did I file it?”

	The professor opened drawers and rummaged through the contents. Several times, he shook his head, slammed the drawer closed, and moved on to another likely candidate. Given the apparently random selection of cabinets and drawers, Ness could not hazard a guess as to the doctor’s filing system.

	“Yes!” Dr. Bertrand exclaimed. “Here it is.” He held aloft a white envelope, which looked empty. The doctor handed it to Ness with the gravity of offering Excalibur to King Arthur. 

	“What’s in it?” 

	Dr. Bertrand gave a short, sardonic laugh. “I have no idea. Yet another detail my curmudgeonly older self refused to reveal.”

	Taking the envelope, he found something hard in one corner. 

	“It also comes with a message he wanted me to deliver.” The doctor’s exasperated tone drew Ness’s attention to his chagrined expression. “Not here.”

	It took every measure of his control to prevent Ness from laughing aloud, not so much at the message but at the sour expression Bertrand wore. He had always exhibited a high degree of curiosity, and Ness knew being shut out of all the mysteries of the future must have been intensely aggravating.

	“Yes, tight-lipped to the last is my older doppelganger,” the professor complained.

	“Would it help if I remind you that you will eventually know what’s going on?” 

	If anything, the doctor’s expression grew even more sour. “Which is exactly what he said.”

	This time, Ness did laugh. Bertrand could not hold on to his sour expression and grinned despite his frustration.

	“What I am looking forward to most is the relationship you and I will eventually share.”

	“It is something special,” Ness agreed. “I had better be going. Tempus fugit and all that.”

	“Not so much for you, I imagine.”

	“You’d be surprised.” Ness got to his feet. He battled a strong desire to hug the man who had come to mean so much, but the younger copy of Dr. Bertrand had not yet experienced the special closeness which would define their future relationship. Instead, he settled for a handshake. “Thanks for everything, doctor.”

	“My pleasure, Nestor.”

	Once in the hallway again, he raised the envelope to the light. He could see a thin rectangle of some dark material nestled in one corner. Recalling the elderly doctor’s last message, he knew he had to find a safe place to examine the envelope.

	He had no worries of pursuit by the forces of Intellisys, but he also had no intention of polluting the time line by exposing a local to the existence of time travel. Many times, Dr. Bertrand had compared the risky venture of time travel to traversing a field of land mines. Because of that, Ness was surprised Dr. Bertrand had even interacted with his younger self, but he must have determined the limited nature of the contact would be safe.

	At least I only bumped into my younger self, Ness mused on his way to the stairs. What other forms of “pollution” might be safe?

	Ness smirked. He knew of one act of contamination he could not forgo. Some ideas could not be denied.

	
CHAPTER FOURTEEN: Distractions and Instructions

	Friday, March 27, 1987 2:26 p.m.

	 

	Try to look like you belong here, Ness coached himself. 

	Walking through the apartment complex housing a sizable percentage of the WMU student population, he felt extremely out of place. His clothing fit right in with the typical residents of this area, but Ness possessed a keen awareness of his age being almost double that of all the students he passed. 

	At least I don’t look like an authority figure in this getup. 

	During his college years, an actual student in their forties would have been an oddity. But his clothing made him look like any other resident, from a distance at least. Still, Ness ascended the steps to his former apartment, relieved he would soon be out of sight of any curious onlookers.

	He found the extra key where he remembered it, hanging on a nail behind a plastic shutter inexpertly attached to a window. He unlocked the door, confident the apartment’s occupants were not at home. Before going inside, he returned the key to its hiding place.

	Closing the door behind him, Ness took in the many details. Everything he could see looked familiar, items he had forgotten about for years. Papers were strewn around the central locus of his old typewriter on the large table, just as he remembered.

	A poster of Bo Derek held pride of place in the living room. She sat in the surf wearing nothing but a long white shirt thoroughly soaked to partial transparency. Her hands were on the back of her head, as if in the process of squeezing remnants of the ocean from her hair.

	The poster told Ness that Greg was between his many girlfriends. Whenever there was a chance of a female visitor, they would flip the frame over to display the movie poster for The Breakfast Club. The younger Ness did not have to worry about which side showed at all, since at this time he would be firmly in the limbo between Nancy’s betrayal and his disastrous encounter with Angie.

	His younger self would be at the Bag End with Greg, who was trying to make amends by taking him out. They would both get stinking drunk, then Greg would pay the tab.

	Looking in the fridge, Ness saw the last few cans of Jolt on the top shelf, but he grabbed a Coca-Cola that had been shoved to the back. The cold beverage tasted amazing after all the walking he had done. He sat on the sofa, which had a bit more odor than he recalled, and carefully opened the envelope.

	He fished out the object—a one-gigabyte SD card about the size of a postage stamp. Ness assumed it had been intended to work with the PDA, so he retrieved the device and looked for somewhere to insert the card. Along one side, he noticed the stylized SD logo, and a little prying with a fingernail removed the cover.

	Ness slid the card into place, replaced the cover, and turned the device on. It showed him a window with the contents of the card—a single video. He tapped on the file, and playback started. He recognized the background. The doctor had apparently recorded it in his Bloomfield Hills kitchen. 

	After a few seconds, the view adjusted, and the wrinkled face of Doctor Bertrand looked back at him. “Nestor, if events have driven you to the point where you have traveled back to get this video, I owe you an apology. I have embroiled you in troubles in which you have no part and should not have had to endure. My only hope is you can not only survive them but also remain unscathed.

	“Somehow my superiors at Intellisys knew I had a working prototype of this technology, and they were going to relieve me of it at all costs. Even by force, if necessary. This I prevented by disappearing into the time stream.” 

	Disappearing? That could mean one thing. Dr. Bertrand would never return.

	“I’m sure you have figured out the significance of my actions. John Fletcher sent his security men to get the machine from me, and I was unprepared. I had only one brief chance to make my move, so I used the device you hold to get away. But I can never go back, so eventually, my borrowed time will run out.

	“I have seen their plans for my small device, and they are beyond horrifying. Worldwide chaos, the subjugation of governments, the establishment of a new power meant to serve the whims of one man: John Fletcher, the CEO of Intellisys. Unfortunately, I am unable to stop him.

	“Thus, I place this great burden upon you, the extreme favor I ask of you. Under no circumstances should Intellisys be allowed to gain access to either of my prototypes. Yes, you heard correctly. There is more than one of these specially modified PDAs. The other one is hidden in my house, safe in a place which should have meaning only to you. It is imperative you retrieve it before Fletcher’s men do.

	“But you must be careful to touch only the device in your home time. If, during your travels, you touch a device originating in another time, the difference in the frequencies of your molecules will cause your atomic bonds to weaken. In such an instance, you would sustain a complete molecular inversion. Put more simply, you would implode.”

	“Wow, Doc,” Ness muttered to himself. “Lots of nice side effects to your little experimental time machine.”

	The doctor moved a little closer to the camera, and his face filled the screen. “I have seen the future, Nestor, the one where John Fletcher uses my work to reshape the world to fit his grim design. It is not one I would wish on anyone, and it must be prevented at all costs. Godspeed and good luck.”

	The screen darkened when the video ended, and Ness sat digesting the information. There were still questions the recording had not answered.

	If only I could talk to Dr. Bertrand… Ness finished the last swig of his pop. He grabbed the envelope, ready to stuff it in a pocket for later disposal, but some writing along one edge caught his eye. Dr. Bertrand had written a date in black ink: August 26, 1986.

	This must be when his older self dropped off the memory card. Ness grinned. With that information, he could intercept the doctor and have one last conversation with his old friend.

	He checked the time machine. Over four and a half hours of his borrowed time remained, and Ness reckoned that should be enough for the task. He entered the date into the PDA, trying to remember his schedule during that part of his junior year. He recalled an afternoon class on the other side of campus. He and Greg would leave early for the long walk, stopping for fast food on the way. Smiling at the memories, he set the time for 12:20 p.m. 

	He made a quick check of the apartment before embarking on his journey. He threw away his Coke can and stuffed the envelope into his back pocket. He peeked into his old bedroom and saw the crumpled paper on the barely made bed. A poster on the wall with a starry background and large letters proclaiming “Smeg Head” caught his eye. Below the text was a sour-faced man with a shiny “H” affixed to his forehead. Ness smiled fondly at the Red Dwarf poster. The British space comedy had been his favorite.

	A large slate blackboard at least ten feet long leaned against the wall. It weighed a ton, which explained why whoever had moved it to the room hadn’t taken it with them. His college self had found it handy for making reminders and to-do lists. Currently, it contained a short list of assignments, including the paper’s deadline, crossed through with a set of emphatic lines. As usual, most of the board’s surface remained empty.

	He had left Dr. Bertrand’s office with so many possible messages he might want to tell his younger self, but once he decided to come to the apartment, one stood out in his mind. Taking up the chalk with a grin, he wrote a short phrase before standing back to inspect his work. Not much had changed with his writing over the years, compared to the notes his copy had made. He read the words again, “When she asks, you like coffee.” With a small sense of satisfaction, he returned the chalk. He stood inside the front door and told the time machine to take him on the next leg of this unusual journey.

	When he arrived, not much appeared different. Outside, the summer heat held full sway, a marked change from the early-spring temperatures he had left. He hiked back to the physics building, hoodie tied around his waist. The small cafe across the street from Bertrand’s office was the perfect place for his stakeout. It had the benefits of proximity, access to food, and air conditioning. 

	He took a table near the window and was perusing the menu when a magical sound interrupted him. Her laugh, the unmistakable music of Angie’s amusement, filled his ears with delight. His head swiveled on its own to see a gaggle of young women standing near the register, waiting to pay for their lunch. Angie stood among them, looking much as she had the day they had talked, although her usual ponytail had returned.

	“So, are you going to ask him out?” one of the women prodded, and Angie’s answering laugh held a bit of derision. 

	“I have no clue if he’s even interested. Besides, I don’t even know his name,” Angie said.

	One of her friends gave her a sly grin. “Oh, I can tell you. His name is Ness Relevont, and I’ve seen him watch you as we’re playing. I went braless on the court the last time we played, and he didn’t even notice me!”

	Angie looked at her friend in shock. “You didn’t!”

	“Well, no, I didn’t. But I could have been, and he would never have noticed. Whenever we can be seen, his eyes are locked on you. He’s obviously the shy type, so if you want him, you better make a move.”

	“We’ll see.” Angie blushed a bit as she handed the cashier her money.

	“It’s your last semester, so this could be your final chance for some college nookie!” Her friend gave her a leering grin.

	“Stop it, Susan! You’re incorrigible!”

	The girls moved outside, and Ness could only shake his head at an opportunity lost. He glanced at the PDA again and saw he had a little more than four hours left on his borrowed time. He hoped the doctor didn’t keep him waiting, or he might never have an opportunity to see his friend again.

	 

	
CHAPTER FIFTEEN: Visiting an Old Friend

	Tuesday, August 26, 1986 3:21 p.m.

	 

	Waiting had never been Ness’s favorite activity, and even though it had become a pleasant day to watch the world go by, his boredom made sitting still a trial. Only his determination to see his old friend again kept him in his seat. The diner’s padded booth would have been considered comfortable by most, but after three hours of waiting, Ness’s posterior declared itself ready to be someplace else. Ness was on his third refill of tea, and even though the waitress didn’t seem to mind, the cook glared at him whenever he looked out of the kitchen.

	His musings had settled into a steady pattern of oscillating from images of Angie to more dire ruminations on his current predicament, as if his emotions were driven by a metronome of woe. A persistent beeping rose above the background noise, and after several seconds, he realized the sound originated from his pocket. He fished out the PDA and turned it on. His borrowed time had ticked away to a distressingly low level, but a red T flashing in one corner drew his attention. He tapped it, and a circular radar-style screen appeared. A title at the top identified it as a tracking screen. Inside the circle, a red dot slowly moved from the edge toward the center. A distance next to it of around 4,500 feet decreased as he watched.

	So, the devices can track each other. 

	Based on how fast the numbers were shrinking, Ness guessed Dr. Bertrand was traveling in a vehicle. He watched the dot approach the center and looked up to see a cab stop outside the physics building.

	The older version of Dr. Bertrand left the vehicle, but regardless of his familiarity, he detected a fragility, a brittleness, to his friend’s appearance that he had never noticed before.

	Ness waited until the professor had entered the building before dropping some money on the table and leaving the diner. He jogged across the street between slow-moving traffic and followed in the scientist’s footsteps. As he entered the lobby, elevator doors were closing. Dr. Bertrand stood inside, and for a second, they made eye contact.

	Damn it, did he recognize me? What the doctor’s reaction might be to his unexpected appearance Ness could not be sure. Most importantly, he didn’t want to give Bertrand the opportunity to disappear until they had an opportunity to talk.

	He took his time ascending the stairs then waited inside the door until he heard the elevator chime. A few more seconds would allow the doctor to exit the lift and arrive at his former office. When Ness cautiously poked his head out of the stairwell, Dr. Bertrand’s door closed with a click.

	Perfect.

	His plan was simple, almost stupidly so. Dr. Bertrand’s conversation with his younger self could not have taken long, given the current professor’s complaints about how unforthcoming his older copy had been. Ness decided loitering in the hall provided the best way to make sure he had a chance to talk to the doctor. One wall held a billboard with a variety of notices, such as flyers for science competitions, a request for a used Bunsen burner, and ads from people in search of a roommate. Ness idly perused the items, hoping it might give him an excuse for standing there.

	He heard a door open and turned his head to see the elderly doctor leaving the office. 

	Bertrand saw Ness waiting and gave him a tired smile. “Ah, Nestor. I thought I saw you ever so briefly in the lobby.”

	“Hi, Doctor.” Strangely awkward, Ness had the sense he might be intruding in some way, but he forced himself to continue. “I got the video you dropped off, but I still had some questions on some things you didn’t mention.”

	Dr. Bertrand closed the distance between them to grip Ness’s arm warmly. “Of course, of course. But do an old man a favor, I desperately need a place to sit. Some coffee wouldn’t go amiss, either.”

	Ness grinned, ignoring the silent protests of his posterior. “I know a perfect place.”

	A couple minutes later, they were ensconced in another booth at the same diner. The cook had renewed his glare when Ness reentered, but it softened when he saw he had brought another customer with him. Lacking any other patrons to service, the waitress quickly returned with tea and coffee before retreating to give them privacy.

	“So, Nestor, when I told you to come back here, I didn’t expect we would meet like this.” Dr. Bertrand’s eyes twinkled as he took a sip of his coffee. He seemed to enjoy the peculiar circumstance of the two of them meeting in the past. Ness could not help grinning at his friend.

	“If you could satisfy an old man’s curiosity, how did you know where, or more precisely when, to find me?” 

	Ness produced the envelope and set it on the table with the date showing. 

	“Ah, yes. I was engrossed with recording the dates of key events in my life during my fifties.” The doctor chuckled and shook his head at his earlier version’s foibles. “A peculiar quirk I had forgotten about.”

	“So, I satisfied your curiosity. What can you do for mine?” 

	“What can I tell you?”

	Ness’s brain clogged with a myriad of queries of various importance. He mentally waded through the mess until he found one of the most relevant. “First, who are these people searching for your device? I know they work for Intellisys, but is the whole organization corrupt or only a few?”

	“You may have heard some derivation of the ancient phrase ‘the fish rots from the head,’ and it is eminently applicable here. About a month ago, in our time, the CEO of the company, John Fletcher, became a frequent visitor to my lab. By frequent, I mean once a week, extraordinary considering he had only done so twice before in all my years with the company.

	“I almost had a working prototype but had not told a soul. I surmised John’s interest meant he knew the proximity of my breakthrough even with my silence on the subject. As you know, curiosity is my defining characteristic, so I did some research within the company databases and network folders. I even accessed some storage resources supposedly available only to the person they belonged to.”

	Ness raised his eyebrows. He had never imagined the doctor as a hacker. 

	Dr. Bertrand grinned at him. “Let’s simply say my first task there had been to design a new network encryption system. I may have left a back door or two in place.” The professor gave Ness a wink and laid a finger along his nose. 

	Ness could only shake his head in amusement. “You found something.” 

	“Indeed, I did. I found a plan of such horror even Hitler would blush at its scope and audacity. John Fletcher had created a detailed blueprint for destabilizing the world in such a way as to elevate himself to ultimate power. Taking the reins of a mere country is too small a goal for Fletcher; he has to own the world. And his chosen tools were manufactured anarchy, systemic assassination, and targeted terrorism. Millions would die by means of tactical nuclear weapons crippling powerful governments, leaving him free to gather the remnants.”

	Dr. Bertrand paused to take a drink, and Ness gratefully used the time to process his friend’s words. The plan sounded much worse than he had imagined. 

	“John sent his director of security after me to get the prototype. This man, named Paul Robbins, is most likely deadly in his own right. By his physique and bearing, I estimate he is a former soldier. He has these jet-black eyes, which are frankly terrifying.”

	The description of those eyes sparked something in Ness’s memories, but he could not bring it to mind. 

	“Apparently Paul does not like to do his own dirty work, because he brought a man named Glenn to my house. I had never met him before, but he apparently does whatever dirty work Paul requests.”

	“I know who Glenn is, although we’ve never met face to face.”

	“A good thing, because I have no doubt that had you done so, you would now be dead.”

	Ness shared his mentor’s certainty.

	“These people must not be allowed access to my invention. Imagine such a tyrant with the ability to know exactly what will happen and when. No battlefield strategy would overcome him, and no place would be secure enough to keep them out. Time travel is a powerful force, and it can be used for evil as much as good.”

	“What if I went back to when Paul and Glenn are in your house and stop them before you have to make your escape?”

	Ness jumped at the sharp sound of the doctor’s palm slapping against the table.

	“No! You must not make the attempt! If you were to appear there, they would surely kill you before you could do anything to save me.”

	The horrible scene of Glenn killing two armed police officers in a matter of seconds came back to him. “You’re right,” he admitted.

	Dr. Bertrand extended his arm and laid his hand on Ness’s forearm. “I have put you in enough danger already, and you have more yet to face. But I am doomed by my own invention, and there is no changing my fate.”

	
CHAPTER SIXTEEN: Back to the Future

	Tuesday, August 26, 1986 3:53 p.m.

	 

	There is no fate but what we make.

	Ness’s brain supplied the quote from one of his favorite movies, as it fit his desire for a different outcome for his friend. He tried to find some way to refute the doctor’s words but could not muster a single argument. The doctor gave him a sad smile and patted Ness’s arm.

	“Do not cry over my lost years, for I can attest they do not exist. I have not shared with you my recently diagnosed medical condition of a rather nasty strain of cancer. It has apparently been at work in my body for some time. My longevity is now measured in weeks, not years, and this is far better than the painful end I know ultimately awaits me.”

	The doctor’s words rocked Ness on such a deep emotional level that he didn’t know how to express his reaction.

	Dr. Bertrand peered at Ness intently. “Have you retrieved my second time machine yet?” 

	The only way Ness could respond was to shake his head.

	“As I said in the video, you must prevent it from being used by them, Fletcher and his ilk. I do not want to give the appearance of issuing orders, but the importance of that task cannot be overstated.”

	A fit of coughing interrupted the doctor as he paused for a sip of coffee. He pressed his napkin to his mouth, and it took him almost a minute to get the cough under control. When he finally finished, Dr. Bertrand looked even weaker than he had before. His frailty tore at Ness’s heart.

	“Part of the reason I had to entrust protecting my devices to you is because I do not have the endurance now to see it through to completion. I fear my weakness would lead to failure. I do hope you will forgive me for bringing you into my problems, but you are the only person I can trust with this.”

	Ness swallowed his heartbreak and cleared his throat. “You have nothing to apologize for. I’m honored you confided in me.” A long, strained silence came between them. Ness took a sip of his cooling tea, trying to gather his equilibrium. “What will you do now?”

	Dr. Bertrand’s countenance filled with such joy that Ness almost guessed the answer. “I have a number of hours left. Once I am almost done, I will send the device to you, but in the interim, I intend to be with my Evelyn. Back before this same disease turned her into a shadow of herself. I have dreamed for years of holding her hand again, of hearing her laugh one more time. This is how I have chosen to spend the last few hours of my life.”

	Ness could only dip his head in acquiescence, his heart heavy at his friend’s impending death. A drop of moisture on his cheek distracted him, and he wiped it away. When another replaced it, he frowned. He was not crying. A hand across his forehead came away wet, as if he had been working in the sun.

	“Quickly, check your borrowed time! How much do you have left?”

	Ness followed the doctor’s command. The timer on the PDA had grown large and red. It showed less than two minutes remained. He turned the device so the doctor could read the screen.

	“You must go, now! Or you will die here as your molecules lose cohesion.”

	“But where… is the second… PDA?”

	“At my house, in my office. We don’t have time for a full explanation. You will find it.”

	“I…  wish… we… had more… time. So…  much… I…  wanted to… say.”

	“Ness, you must go back. Please, do not allow my technology to take your life.” The doctor gripped Ness’s arm again, giving a firm squeeze before releasing him.

	Looking through blurry eyes overrun with dripping moisture and uncaring tears, he managed to find the return button and tap on it.

	“Bon Voyage.” Dr. Bertrand gave him a sad smile right before the long transition back home.

	When he had left 1986, he had been in a seated position, and so after the unpleasant effects of time travel, he also endured the sensation of falling backward. He barely had time to react to the motion before he came to an abrupt stop. Now back in the antiquated bathroom of the Detroit Public Library, Ness landed awkwardly on the toilet seat. He sat, stunned, for a few seconds, trying to process his unexpected transition from falling to a hard landing on the unyielding toilet.

	A fit of coughs shook him, and he stared at the ancient tilework as his lungs attempted to expel whatever irritant time travel had introduced. Finally able to stand, Ness moved to a sink. In the mirror, he was pale and sweaty, as if recovering from the flu. He splashed a handful of cold water on his face, which helped increase his level of alertness and bring some color to his cheeks. A single, stark memory intruded: the doctor had finally called him “Ness.” He grinned stupidly at himself then winced. The parting sentiment made his friend’s loss more acute. He took a few seconds to pull himself together from the twin influences of grief and nearly having every molecule in his body destabilized.

	When he was reasonably sure of his ability to walk on his own without falling, Ness emerged from the bathroom. His strength returned second by second. Looking at the PDA screen, he saw a blue timer indicating he would be fully recovered from his trip in a little over five hours. 

	The clock near the main door of the library gave the time as 12:32, giving him a jolt of amazement. Despite spending hours in the past, he’d returned only a couple of minutes after leaving the present. 

	Glenn and his boys are a concern again as well. Ness’s tension level rose as this notion occurred to him. It took all his self-control to not look over his shoulder, as if the quartet of trouble would be right behind him.

	Once outside, Ness crossed the street and waited at the bus stop, as he had in 1987. An odd sense of temporal dislocation settled over him. The cars on the road looked out of place compared to the 1980s-era vehicles he had seen there mere hours ago. Even the bus appeared futuristic compared to the earlier model he had ridden in. Ness did not appreciate the increased fare, and he paid it with a faint sense of being cheated.

	The bus made its way along Woodward Avenue, heading northwest along its diagonal track, and Ness watched the scenery until he found himself starting to doze. He had lived half of the day before traveling and spent another ten or so hours in the past. His body needed a rest, even though the afternoon sun beat on him through the grimy window. 

	He managed to remain awake through force of will. He watched the buildings transition from decrepit to working class to trendy before finally arriving at expensive and luxurious. He left the bus in this last environment, the suburb of Bloomfield Hills, a haunt for those with money and status. The houses lining these streets were nothing short of stunning. 

	Ness went along a major east-west road, one of many in the Detroit area. The planners of the expanding urban infrastructure had instituted a basic grid system, giving the city a pattern of square-mile blocks. Only roads established during the early days of the city, such as Woodward Avenue, ran along a bias in defiance of the rigid grid formation.

	Ness stood out in the upscale neighborhood. His gray hoodie, T-shirt, and jeans did nothing to help him blend in. Neither did his pedestrian status. Residents of this suburb drove their Mercedeses or Beemers wherever they were going, if for no other reason than to be seen in such a high-end vehicle.

	A short distance along the road, a plain bridge crossed over the pavement. Even though brush grew along the side of the road, Ness found a path leading to the top of the bridge. By using the industrial artery of the train system, he could stay out of sight of anyone who might be offended by his uncouth presence. His urgency to avoid looking out of place faded, but he had plenty of other reasons to feel nervous. Glenn might have anticipated Ness’s arrival at the doctor’s house. If the hunter already possessed the second device, he would easily see Ness coming. Normally, he would not have described himself as a gambler, but he could not think of any way to avoid taking the risk.

	Twin sets of train tracks and the rutted access road crossed the bridge. Ness followed the road, which almost devolved into a path away from the overpass. The level of the ground on either side rose until the train tracks were in the center of a deep valley, with sloped earth extending upward on either side. Brush and trees covered the top of each hill, hiding the back yards of several homes, including the one belonging to Dr. Bertrand.

	Ness had been invited to a barbecue there once, and Ness, along with other friends of the doctor, had sat at tables in the back yard, drinking wine and eating burgers and beans. It had been an enjoyable afternoon, but at one point, the heavy bass rumble and shrill whistle of a train passing by in the valley beneath had interrupted their conversation. Bertrand had made a joke about his “noisy neighbors,” which had been funny at the time.

	Ness had the task of determining exactly where the doctor’s house lay along the valley. A tall bridge spanned the vast gap about a hundred feet above him. Apparently, the area between its concrete pillars had been adopted as a favorite teen hangout, given the beer bottles littering the ground and the graffiti emblazoned on each flat surface.

	He had driven over that road to get to the professor’s house, and Ness tried to remember the route he had taken. He recalled crossing the bridge and turning right. Aligning himself in what he hoped was the correct direction, Ness climbed the brush-covered slope. About halfway along his ascent, his hand slipped from a bit of brush he had used as a handhold, and for a weighted second, he teetered ominously, nearly falling backward down the incline. Barely managing to pitch himself forward, gasping for air, he clung to the vegetation with both hands. A glance behind made his stomach sink; the valley slopes were much steeper than he had imagined. Falling backward from such a height would undoubtedly end in broken bones, or worse. 

	After recovering from his fright, he soldiered on, making sure he had a firm hold with one hand before releasing the other. Ness finally made it to the top, and he bent over, gripping his knees and gulping air. His fatigue was on par with the great height of his climb. He waded through the trees until he could see the back of a house. He scowled at the house, which didn’t match the layout in his memories at all. He paced among the trees and checked a couple houses on either side, but none of them were Dr. Bertrand’s residence.

	Navigation had never been his strong suit, and Ness chastised himself as he comprehended his mistake. He’d climbed the wrong side of the valley; Dr. Bertrand lived on the other side. Muttering imprecations about his lack of intelligence, Ness peered through the treetops, using the sun’s position to recalculate his location. Though he was tempted to use the bridge to get to the other side, the primary reason for this approach had been to enter the doctor’s house unseen. If he went in via the road, Glenn might be waiting for him on the front porch. So he decided to descend the slope and climb the other side.

	The first half of the trip terrified him, as he had to constantly fight a tendency to pitch forward. Keeping a tenuous grip on his balance, he tried not to contemplate the result of submitting to gravity’s call. The trip ascending the opposite slope presented its own perils, a steeper gauntlet, where he dared not stop for fear he would slide to the bottom. Once he arrived at the top, Ness collapsed and lay panting for long minutes until his lungs no longer complained of oxygen starvation. Only then did he lurch to his feet, his muscles protesting their overuse.

	“This has to be the right place.” 

	A vast uncertainty undermined Ness’s affirmation. If he failed to find the doctor’s residence this way, he would have to brave the streets. Moving cautiously through the trees, he finally spotted the backyard of his friend’s house. After making sure none of the Things were within sight, Ness stepped out onto the lawn. He did his best to ignore the sense of utter exposure and of being in more danger than he had at any point in his life. He jogged to the back of the house, tensely anticipating a gunshot with every step.

	
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: Picture Show

	Wednesday, September 10, 2008 2:14 p.m.

	 

	Ascending the wood stairs without making excessive noise turned out to be an impossible challenge, as Ness’s clomping footfalls reverberated against the house. He stopped at the top, listening for any reaction. His ears, which had heard only his own steps seconds ago, picked up nothing. Ness realized he might be adopting some paranoid tendencies. Glenn and the boys could not anticipate his every move, but still, the sense of impending doom persisted.

	Just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they aren’t out to get you.

	Ness snorted softly at how well the old joke fit his current situation. He carefully pulled on the handle of the sliding door leading to the kitchen. Though he wasn’t surprised to find it locked, he’d considered it wise to check before attempting a more difficult method.

	Keeping his clomping to a minimum, Ness left the deck and moved around the side of the house. There were a couple of windows, and Ness noticed one that remained slightly ajar. Recalling the floor plan, Ness surmised it led to the bathroom. He had to jump and grab the windowsill before he could use one hand to slide the small pane fully open. It would be a tight fit, but Ness pulled himself to the sill and slithered through the opening. 

	Ness landed heavily on the thankfully closed lid of the toilet and slid sideways, toppling the metal toilet paper holder. It clanged to the floor loudly as rolls bounced away. Ness found himself on his back with his legs over his head, and he flailed like an upended turtle before finally being able to turn over. It fell short of the controlled, slinky entrance Ness had envisioned.

	If anyone is in the house, they’ll come running to check out this ruckus.

	He paused to listen for the sounds of footsteps or anything else indicating someone in the residence, but he heard nothing. He quietly righted the holder and returned the rolls of toilet paper. He could do nothing for the plastic toilet lid, which had a fresh crack along the middle. He pulled the window mostly closed.

	Who knows? I might need to come back later.

	Creeping into the hall caused more gut clenching, as he half expected to discover Glenn or his thugs lying in wait, but no one leaped out to capture him. A quick check of the house confirmed his solitude, and no one appeared to be standing guard when he snuck a peek out the front door’s small window. The solemn rhythm of the grandfather clock in the foyer provided the only other sound as he moved through the rooms. 

	Dr. Bertrand had said the second time machine was in his office, a room Ness had never visited, although he had passed it often. The small room had little in the way of features, only a single window on one wall. A desk made of dark wood with an aura of permanence held court in the center, as if the room had been built around it. A vast array of framed photographs populated the wall behind, as if frantic to cover as much of the otherwise-blank space as possible.

	Ness quickly went through the desk drawers, but the second device had not been stored in such an obvious location. He checked for false bottoms and even looked to confirm the PDA had not been taped to the underside. 

	The other one is hidden in my house, safe in a place which should have meaning only to you, Ness remembered his friend saying.

	As he frowned over those words, his attention wandered to the wall of pictures. Taken as a whole, the wall contained a veritable Who’s Who of Michigan luminaries and political leaders. He saw film stars, county executives, senators, members of Congress, and business leaders, all smiling at the camera and shaking Dr. Bertrand’s hand. 

	One face in the collection of the distinguished and noteworthy came as a complete surprise: his own. Nonetheless, an image of the doctor shaking Ness’s hand after his graduation lay at the center of this spiderweb of photographs. In the photo, he clutched a fake diploma rolled like a scroll in one hand, grinning absurdly. 

	Ness remembered that day. The ceremony had taken place in the fieldhouse, from which everything athletic had been removed to be replaced by bleachers and folding chairs. He had not been in the building since his disastrous episode with Angie. The occasion of graduating had been a happy one, but a seed of bitter frustration in his soul tempered his celebratory mood.

	The doctor’s wife had taken the shot after the ceremony, and she already exhibited the effects of the cancer that would claim her life not long after. At the time, Ness could see her hands had a slight shake as she held the camera, contributing to the photo’s slightly out-of-focus nature, on par with the awkward framing. Frankly, Ness was surprised by the doctor’s choice, because several other photographs they had taken over the years had come out much better. 

	Ness couldn’t suppress a smirk at the doctor’s machinations. Anyone else who looked over this wall would question the inclusion of the skinny college kid among all these important people. Undoubtedly that had been Dr. Bertrand’s intention, outwardly the eccentric action of a lonely old man. Ness inspected the frame and noticed the glint of metal underneath one side of the wooden border. He gripped the opposite side of the picture and pulled. He briefly met some resistance, but with a little effort, he swung the hinged frame open. With the picture out of the way, Ness could see the doctor had created a hidden space within the wall.

	Ness looked eagerly into the opening, then his heart plummeted. The hidey-hole held absolutely nothing. Dr. Bertrand’s second time machine had already been taken. 

	Dammit! 

	Ness glared inside the bare cubbyhole, restraining a desire to punch the wall. After climbing the valley walls, he felt cheated. He placed his hands on either side of the hole as he tried to process his aggravation. It took him a few seconds to notice something irregular under his right palm where his hand pressed against the back of the picture frame. He saw only the cardboard backing of the frame, but it concealed something between it and the picture.

	He removed the back and found a small brass key taped to the inside. He probed inside the secret compartment, searching with his fingertips for a keyhole. All the surfaces were solid metal with no indication of any kind of slot. But when he pressed on the underside of the top panel, it gave slightly.

	Kneeling, Ness peered at the top of the cubby and tried to make out details with the small amount of light making its way inside. He could barely see the keyhole set into the top. He probed again, but his fingertips only felt an unbroken surface. It had a different texture, though, more like plastic.

	There must be some sort of cover.

	He grabbed a butter knife from the kitchen then slid it along the side of the hole. The blade slipped into a gap along the edge. Its tip stopped with a metallic click when it encountered another hard surface. Using the knife as a lever, he pried loose the edge of a clear plastic plate then pulled it free. Exploring along the top with his fingertips, he quickly found the opening for the lock and slid the key into the hidden slot and turned it.

	
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: Uninvited Guests
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	When the lock disengaged, Ness could sense the weight of the door pressing against his hand. As he pulled it out of the cubby, the unlocked panel at the top swung free, and several items fell to the bottom with a metallic clatter. The gun, its black metal gleaming with restrained violence, came as a surprise to Ness, but he took the weapon out of the cubby first. 

	It seemed like a dire intruder in the benign environment of the doctor’s house. He ejected the clip and verified it was full. Ness pulled the slide back, and a bullet soared from the ejection port. Apparently, his mentor had loaded a round in the chamber for immediate use, and with the two full spare clips lying in the cubby, it provided a surprising amount of firepower.

	“Wow, Doc,” Ness muttered. 

	They had never discussed owning guns, but Ness imagined the doctor as more of a pacifist than a gun-toting Buckaroo Banzai. Perhaps Ness had projected his own preferences upon his friend. He defined “shooting” as something he did with his camera, but the doctor apparently did not share the same predisposition. With a resigned grimace, he replaced the ejected bullet in the clip before reinserting it and chambering another round. After making sure he had the safety engaged, he tucked the gun into his waistband. The spare clip he placed in his hoodie pocket.

	One more item lay in the hole. Ness’s heart raced. A PDA lay facedown. Turning it over brought more disappointment—a yellow sticky note attached to the front read Decoy. He turned it on and confirmed the accuracy of the label. It held nothing of the doctor’s genius, but thinking it might come in handy, he slipped it into his pocket. He searched inside the space the locked door had protected and found it empty.

	Only as he prepared to leave did Ness notice the muffled beeping from his PDA, the true time machine. He pulled it out to see a notification that another device was approaching, only about a half mile away.

	There’s my confirmation Glenn or Paul has the second device. But where and when did they get it?

	The front door suddenly closed, startling Ness. Someone had been outside watching, after all, and whoever had the other PDA must have alerted the guard. Ness stood to one side of the office entrance, gripping the gun in his sweaty palm. He had the barrel pointed right where one of the Things would undoubtedly appear any second. 

	Could I pull the trigger on another human being? The idea gave him a queasy sensation. Ness reversed his grip to hold the weapon by the barrel.

	The tip of another firearm entering the room provided the only warning before the bulk of Thing One entered, his weapon and attention trained on the space behind the desk. Ness swung his weapon in a descending arc, and the hard handle of the gun impacted the thug’s head. He fell to his knees, his gun dropping with a thunk to the hardwood floor.

	“Wha…” Thing One moaned, but Ness delivered a second blow with his gun-turned-club. The goon collapsed heavily to the floor. His gun skittered away.

	It looks so easy when they do it on TV. He shook out his hand to relieve the ache from his tight grip on the gun. 

	Only as he returned his weapon to his waistband did Ness remember he had not even released the safety. Regardless of this newbie faux pas, Ness could not help imagining himself as an action hero when he retrieved Thing One’s gun from where it had fallen.

	“Yippie kai yay!” He grinned. The crunch of tires on the gravel driveway cut short his amusement.

	Glenn.

	Ness knew his life would be measured in seconds if he didn’t get out of the house. The front door would obviously be suicide, so he left the office and headed toward the back. He unlocked the sliding door, all too aware how visible he would be to anyone who came in the front door. Pulling it aside, he stepped out and quickly shut it again. It made far too much noise, but maybe Glenn would assume he’d gone out the bathroom window. He vaulted over the deck railing and ran toward the woods lining the back of Dr. Bertrand’s property. He clung to the illusion that he had reached safety as he went deeper into the concealment provided by trunks and branches.

	* * *

	The complete absence of activity at Bertrand’s house made Glenn scowl. Granted, Mays might have still been searching inside for Relevont, but his gut knew something had gone awry. He tried to call again, but it went unanswered. Williams parked the car near the front door and regarded Glenn with a raised eyebrow. 

	Glenn responded with a shake of his head. “Wait here.” 

	Getting out of the car, Glenn listened to the ordinary sounds of birds and distant traffic before quietly shutting his door and ascending the porch stairs. He tried the front door and found it unlocked. Pausing to get his gun in his hand, Glenn cautiously stepped inside. He closed the door behind him and stood still for a few seconds. The sliding door at the far end appeared closed, and the persistent ticking of the monstrously large clock masked any other sounds. But two legs protruded from the doorway to the scientist’s office.

	Glenn stepped along the hall, muting his steps in case Relevont was waiting in ambush. He entered the space cautiously but found only Mays, lying unconscious on the floor. He paused long enough to see the gentle movement of Mays’s chest then stepped over him to investigate the open hole in the wall. A clear plastic plate lay on the floor, and he looked into the cubbyhole to see the trapdoor hanging open.

	What did the old fool have concealed in there?

	Looking around the room, he noticed Mays’s weapon was missing, the second he’d lost in as many days. Two large lumps were obvious on the back of his scalp. Glenn shook his head in disgust and rolled Mays over roughly. A sharp slap to the face brought the idiot slowly back to consciousness.

	“Who hit you? Was it Relevont?”

	Clearly still befuddled from this latest blow, the thug shook his head. “Dunno. I never saw him.”

	Glenn growled and aimed his weapon at Mays. “I’m tired of dealing with your failure.”

	Raising one hand in supplication, Mays pleaded, “Wait—” The impact of a bullet in his brain prevented him from finishing. 

	Holstering his weapon, Glenn shook his head in disgust.

	“Boss?” Williams called from the front door. 

	Glenn stepped into the hallway, and the black man lowered his weapon. Slipping the PDA out of his pocket, he looked at the tracking display. Relevont was still less than a half mile away. Based on the direction indicated by the tracker, he had run out the back of the house. Striding to the back of the house, Glenn inspected the sliding door. It was unlocked. 

	“Get the car out of here in case the gunshot draws the police. On second thought, ditch the car and get a new one. I’ll call you for pickup in a few minutes.”

	“Where will you be?”

	“Hunting.” Glenn followed his prey into the back yard. 

	
CHAPTER NINETEEN: Catching a Train
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	Ness swore he could hear gravity chuckling with evil delight as he descended the steep hill far faster than prudence suggested. One wrong step or inopportune shift in weight, and the primal force would drag him gleefully to the bottom in a tangle of broken limbs and other injuries. He had no doubt, though, that if Glenn caught him, the result would be just as deadly.

	The repetitive beeping from his jeans pocket provided an unwanted distraction that threatened to pull his attention away from the perilous slope. His PDA was still tracking Glenn’s, which meant the killer’s device could do the same. He wondered if just turning off the PDA would be enough to disable the tracking, but he didn’t want to risk dropping the device should he take it out of his pocket. Also, he didn’t know for certain that taking the time to turn it off would disable the other PDA’s ability to track him. Getting out of range as fast as possible remained his best hope for survival. Given that he was approaching a flat area lined with railroad tracks without easy access to other forms of transportation, Ness lacked any idea of how he could accomplish this feat.

	The gunshot he heard from the top of the hill disturbed him, and Ness tried to ignore its implications. Instead, he concentrated on his descent, carefully looking for stable places to put his next step as he avoided vines and roots poised to snag his toes. 

	Ness had been so focused on making it to the bottom of the hill safely that he was surprised when the slope leveled out. Finally able to actually run instead of the barely controlled fall he used on the steeper portion, he hoped he could put some distance between them. Now on firm footing, he looked over his shoulder, and his hopes were quashed by the sight of a man in a gray suit about a quarter of the way down the incline. Sunlight glinted off the gun in his right hand.

	“Damn,” Ness swore quietly, even though the service road allowed him to gain some speed. Another bridge lay about a mile ahead, spanning another of Bloomfield Hills’s trendy streets. If he could make it back to street level, he might be able to get away. He would be close to Woodward Avenue again, so if his luck held, a bus might be an option.

	Another glance over his shoulder showed Glenn had successfully navigated the hazardous incline and was running along the rutted service road. 

	Why couldn’t my enemy have terrible balance? Ness grumbled to himself. 

	He could have used the extra time such a fall would have provided him. Ness wasn’t out of shape by most any measure, but his legs were complaining, while his lungs strained as if they’d shrunk to half their normal size. Glenn, on the other hand, looked as if he could run all day. The hunter shortened Ness’s lead with every step. 

	The deep rumble presaging the approach of a locomotive reverberated through his body, more felt than heard. Looking over his other shoulder, he saw three lights of an engine still far behind him but coming quickly. In the space of a couple heartbeats, an idea came to him. Ness inwardly admitted it was a crazy, awful idea, but it also might be his best chance at surviving the chase with Glenn.

	He angled his course to the nearest set of tracks, the rails the train ran on. He ran between the tracks, drawing a strident note of protest from the whistle. He could hear the rumble change, lessened by the engine’s deceleration. Another whistle blast confirmed what both he and the engineer knew: the engine would be unable to stop before hitting him.

	Ness glanced at Glenn and saw the killer had redoubled his speed. Stumbling along between the tracks, Ness lost ground to Glenn, not to mention the train. The wooden railway ties were spaced at odd intervals, preventing him from landing his foot upon one with each step. Instead, about every other footfall landed in the gravel filling the space between, which threatened to shift and make him lose his footing altogether. 

	If I fall now, I am dead. 

	The screech of the train’s whistle came from immediately behind him, and the engine’s rumble shook his bones. Judging the right time, he jumped to the other set of tracks. The engine passed him, shielding him from Glenn. Ness continued to run on the rough earth between the twin sets of railway tracks, knowing there was no way he could keep alongside the train for much longer. 

	He could identify the train as an Amtrak, with several sleek passenger cars devoid of anything like a handhold. But behind the engine was a single luggage car, which had rungs mounted on the side allowing access to its roof.

	Too tired to go any faster, Ness knew he had one opportunity for escape. If he failed, his death at Glenn’s hands would quickly follow. As the edge of the luggage car passed him, he glanced back to gauge the distance to the rungs on the back end. Using a mental calculus based not on numbers but on instinct and an estimation of the train’s speed matched against his ability, he timed his jump.

	With the last of his legs’ strength, he leaped sideways toward the train. If he missed, he would be chop suey on the tracks. A surge of elation ran through him as his palms slapped against the rough metal of a rung. But it quickly changed to horror as his grasp slipped and he fell. He steadied himself, knowing if he gave in to fear, it would be his ultimate killer. He willed his hands to land on the next rung below. He closed his grip, and his weight wrenched sideways due to the increased speed of the train pulling him along.

	The ache in his shoulder and the vibration of his toes dragging along the ground spurred him to ascend the ladder. He ignored the strain on his arms’ muscles and ligaments as he hauled his body upward rung after rung. Eventually, he got his feet on one as well, taking the weight off his protesting arms. He did a quick inventory and found he had the gun in his waistband and the PDA in a pocket, but the extra clip had fallen out. He would have to live without the extra ammunition, because he refused to go back for it.

	He threaded his arm between two rungs, squeezing one between his upper arm and side. This allowed him to let go with his right hand and take out the PDA. He carefully turned it on, making sure to keep a firm grip. The tracking screen appeared, with the red dot signifying Glenn falling steadily behind. He had bought himself a little time, but he still had to decide what to do with it. Ness held an absolute conviction Glenn would do everything in his power to make his advantage as small as possible. He had to plan fast and move even quicker. Otherwise, Glenn would catch him and take everything. That would mean a failure the future could not live with.
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	Ness decided there were several valid reasons why most travelers rode inside the train instead of hanging on the outside. Having tried the alternate travel method, Ness would never recommend it. When the train finally approached its next station a few miles later, it slowed, and he gratefully pulled his arm from the ladder and jumped off. His decidedly ungraceful landing on shifting gravel threatened to pitch him face-forward. He took a few steps to get his momentum under control.

	Ness hadn’t been so far into the northern suburbs in well over a year, and they had not improved in his absence. At one time, the city of Pontiac had been a major destination from Detroit. Woodward Avenue provided a direct route, stretching northwest from the city’s center to the heart of Pontiac before looping around to head back southeast along the same path.

	Whatever it might have been in the past, in the uncompromising light of a summer’s day, the small city looked aged and emanated an aura of increasing decrepitude, like an old man taking his daily nap on a hammock in the back yard. The sparkling edifice of a recently rebuilt hospital building claimed the only bright spot. It looked as out of place as a brand-new gold earring in a withered lobe.

	Ness had heard talk of a renaissance in the night life of the declining metropolis, and although the streets might have been lit with garish neon lights at night, no evidence of them existed in the day. Old cars and weary people were all he saw on the streets as he crossed the parking lot toward the small train station. He watched the train come to a stop at the platform.

	Sliding doors parted at his approach as if they had been waiting all day for his arrival. Inside the station, he found a waiting area that looked like a portal back to the 1980s. Everything about the room, except for the people and the clothes they wore, had survived from that time. The temporal contrast made him consider his own apparel when he had returned to his past. 

	Did this clothing stand out as much in 1987 as these orange chairs do now? 

	No one had appeared to take particular notice of him as he moved through the city of Kalamazoo and the WMU campus, so he assumed the jeans-and-T-shirt look had remained largely the same during his lifetime. Still, he would be wise to consider his wardrobe before any future trips along the timeline. 

	A glance at the industrial wall clock brought his present situation back to mind. Being on the run from Glenn and his bully boys again caused his back muscles to knot ever tighter.

	As long as I’m simply reacting to Glenn’s last move, I’ll never get ahead with only a small window of time to plan my next step. Ness snorted in amusement at himself. He had a time machine and could take a “time out” any time he wanted to pause the action and deliberate. He still hadn’t wholly internalized that aspect of time travel.

	He did not doubt Glenn’s ability to follow the train’s route. One thing about railroad tracks was they tended to stay put. It stood to reason sooner or later his hunter would come here.

	He approached the ticket counter, where the clerk had no doubt been sitting behind the window for most of the day. An extremely overweight woman with tightly curled dark hair, she gave him a most beautiful smile. Ness found himself responding in the same manner automatically.

	“Hello, hon. How can I help you?” 

	“When is the next train leaving?” 

	“The Southern Zephyr is leaving for Detroit and all points south and departs in about five minutes.” Her delightful accent spoke of somewhere in the South, perhaps Georgia. Ness could have stood there a long time to simply listen to her.

	“Is that the only one this afternoon?” 

	“Well, the northbound train leaves a minute or two after.”

	“Perfect.” Ness gave her a large grin. “I’ll take a coach ticket for each train.”

	“One for each? Honey, have you been out in the heat for too long?”

	Her suspicious concern mixed with those delectable tonal qualities of a Southern accent compelled a laugh from him. 

	“Not at all. One for each, please.”

	She processed his transaction, and the total cost remained under twenty dollars. He thanked her and headed for the platform exit. As he neared the trains, he heard a beeping from his pocket and smirked. He found a spot where he could watch the parking lot covertly, and he saw a Cadillac stop in front of the station doors. Glenn got out and moved briskly inside, leaving Thing Two waiting in the car.

	After a couple of minutes, Glenn came back outside with a ticket in each hand and a vexed expression. Ness unsuccessfully tried to suppress a sense of satisfaction. The thug got out of the car, and Glenn handed him one of the tickets. 

	There’s my cue. Ness moved toward the front of the northbound train. Under the pretense of examining the engine, he went beyond its silver nose. A quick glance back at the sparse assortment of people waiting near one of the passenger cars confirmed no one paid him any attention. The engineer had vacated the engine, so Ness took advantage of his absence to jump onto the track and tread along the opposite side of the train. Hidden between the two locomotives, he kept low to avoid any notice from the passengers inside. He stopped alongside the first passenger car and squatted out of sight. He pulled out his PDA to confirm Glenn’s proximity. His position indicated he could be on the southbound train. As long as Glenn boarded the train, Ness should be in good shape, assuming the goon was on the northbound line. If Glenn split his forces, trapping them both on the trains until the next stop, Ness would count it as a victory. It would only be temporary, but the distance provided some breathing room.

	The whistle blew on the train heading south, and Ness followed its movement. As it built speed, he ran alongside to maintain the illusion of being on the train should Glenn look at his tracking app. When the engine outpaced him, Ness jogged to a stop. He looked behind to see the northbound train leaving the station as well. The platforms held no signs of his pursuers.

	On his PDA’s tracking screen, Glenn’s dot moved away rapidly, confirming his presence on the southbound train. Ness smirked with grim satisfaction as he imagined Glenn moving through the carriages, looking for him without success. Glenn would be stuck on the locomotive for several miles until it arrived at the minuscule Birmingham platform. Unfortunately for Glenn, his transportation options there would be severely limited. 

	That reminded him of the car Glenn had left behind, still illegally parked in front of the station. Ness approached the vehicle and found the doors unlocked. He quickly discovered the keys in the glove box. The rumble of the engine gave him an odd confidence, as his activities since returning from the past had gone well.

	Getting cocky now is the best way to end with Glenn’s bullet in your head, a cautionary voice in his head proclaimed.

	He couldn’t fault the logic. Glenn had the second time machine, and he remained in Intellisys’s crosshairs. Ness had no doubt this whole experience could turn disastrous in a plethora of ways if he were not careful. There had to be a way to thwart Intellisys and survive. Ness only had to find it.

	 

	
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE: Timehunt

	Wednesday, September 10, 2008 5:12 p.m.

	 

	Bitter impatience rose in Glenn as he waited for the train to slow. Relevont had played him. Glenn had never dealt with such troublesome prey, and the frustration of the prolonged chase made his head ache. Honestly, Relevont’s ability to elude him for so long had become an embarrassment. What ultimate effect this whole situation might have on his relationship with Robbins remained to be seen.

	After Glenn suffered for an interminable time, the train finally pulled into the Birmingham station. Whoever had dubbed this minimal facility a “station” had apparently suffered from an excess of enthusiasm. The outdoor platform lacked any kind of shelter, consisting of a couple of benches and an automated ticket machine. It sat in the back yard of condominium buildings still under construction. All in all, it looked an odd place to have the train stop. 

	He could stay on the train and exit at Royal Oak, only a few more miles along the track, but it would further remind him of how Relevont had duped him. He had checked the tracking screen on Bertrand’s device, and at first it had appeared as though Relevont had boarded the train. Sending Williams along the northbound rails had been a bit of insurance in case Glenn had read the tracker incorrectly. When he rechecked the PDA after an unsuccessful search of the train, Glenn ground his teeth together, seeing the empty screen. The call from Williams reporting failure had been a tooth-grinding formality.

	Between the frustration at his inability to get his hands on one photographer, along with the noise and rhythm of the train, Glenn found his headache once again pressing against the inside of his skull. For some reason whenever he ruminated on Relevont, his brain throbbed in response. 

	No one else left the train, and soon the train continued on its way, leaving Glenn behind. The train’s whistle screamed a farewell, and Glenn winced. Once the sounds of the locomotive faded, Glenn called Harrison. “Come get me. I’m at the Birmingham train station.”

	He ended the call before the driver could offer anything more than an acknowledgment of the order. He took a seat on one of the benches and found his aspirin bottle. He swallowed two pills, wishing he had something stronger to fight the pounding in his head. A few seconds later, he followed those with a couple more tablets before putting away the bottle.

	The reminder of the odd occurrence that had spawned the pain made his head hurt even more. Last week, he had gone to investigate an intruder in Bertrand’s lab. He had gotten a brief glimpse of this outsider before a blow to the head knocked him unconscious. He’d woken up much later. Finding a horrible mess calling for his particular expertise, he dealt with it in his usual careful and quiet manner. But he still had no real clue what had happened there, and the recurring headache was a nagging reminder.

	Exactly as Relevont is a reminder of unfinished business, another pain to deal with.

	In a flash, the entire situation became clear to Glenn, as his brain presented a snippet of a memory that ended in injury and blackness. It should have been no surprise Relevont had looked hauntingly familiar, as he had been there when someone cold-cocked Glenn. 

	Glenn knew exactly where and when to capture his troublesome prey. At last, Glenn had the information he needed to finish his manhunt.

	More of a timehunt, really. Amused with himself, Glenn grinned, a rare event. 

	He settled in to wait for his ride. Glenn would no longer chase Relevont blindly, and he found he could finally relax. And maybe he would even find out why the mess had been left behind for him to deal with. Yes, this whole situation would end perfectly. Using the time machine in his pocket would deliver everything he desired.

	* * *

	Being in danger of losing his life had an odd way of making the small things much more enjoyable. As Ness drove on Woodward back toward Bloomfield Hills, the crisp bite of the air conditioning invigorated him. His sore muscles appreciated the firm yet comfortable embrace of the premium leather seat; his back was especially happy with the lumbar support. His stomach remained the one part not pleased with the situation. It gurgled angrily in protest of its empty state.

	Ness tried to remember the last time he had eaten something during this prolonged day, but with all the jumping back and forth in time, he found it hard to remember. He had eaten a hamburger on the way to the campus, back in Kalamazoo, but that had been hours ago. Given how much time had passed, his body needed more than the single sandwich.

	The diner had pie. I should have gotten a piece. I drank two cups of tea there, and I missed an opportunity for pie. Another rumble from his abdomen chided him. Apparently, he needed to get his priorities in order.

	Despite those physical demands, his mind kept churning over how he could find a way to get the device from Glenn. The answer to this conundrum consistently eluded him, which caused an ever-increasing vexation. 

	Of course, if I wasn’t running on fumes without sleep and food, perhaps I could think more clearly.

	Putting aside those considerations for the time being, he navigated the automobile to the doctor’s neighborhood. Instead of being so bold as to park in his friend’s driveway, he left the car in a school parking lot a half mile away. He went back on foot and entered Dr. Bertrand’s yard from the side. He paused to search for evidence of another guard before moving away from the few trees along the border of the property. Several were scattered across the yard, letting the sun shine through in small patches. It gave the house a slightly elusive air, which Ness deemed fitting given the circumstances.

	No lights were visible in any of the windows, adding to the feeling of abandonment. Even with a wide swath of shadow across the porch, something looked off with the front door. Taking care to not make any unnecessary noise, Ness climbed the front steps of the porch. When he was close enough he realized the front door stood ajar, a thin slice of the darkened interior visible from outside. Glenn apparently had not bothered to shut it.

	I don’t like the feeling of this.

	Steeling himself for what he expected to see inside, Ness pushed the door open and followed it into the house. Frowning, he closed it behind him and peered along the hallway. Thing One’s legs and feet protruded into the hall as they had when he had left almost an hour ago. 

	Approaching the body, he noticed for the first time how big those feet were. It gave him a greater appreciation for how large Thing One was. Standing at the man’s feet, Ness looked at the man’s ruined head. The welts Ness had inflicted on this man were nothing compared to the wound the bullet had made. He could only shake his head at the inevitable price of failure for someone in Glenn’s employ. Though he’d only heard the gunshot shortly before Glenn chased him down the hill, Ness was certain the murder was the gray-haired man’s handiwork. A part of him knew he should be glad to have one of his pursuers off the board, but Thing One’s fate saddened him anyway.

	A small part of Ness’s subconscious tried to assign him some guilt. If Ness hadn’t prevented the man from doing his job, Thing One would be alive right now.

	Yeah, but I wouldn’t be. Ness rejected the guilt with a firm shake of his head.

	The building had transitioned from a residence to a crime scene, and Ness knew he had left traces of himself all over Dr. Bertrand’s house. He couldn’t prevent the authorities from knowing he had been in the house in the past, but he could at least make it hard for them to pinpoint when. In the kitchen, he grabbed a dish towel, then he returned to the doctor’s office. He stepped carefully around the body, keeping out of the large puddle of sticky, half-dried blood. After putting the trapdoor back in place, he locked it then removed the key. He pressed the plastic plate back into position. He slid the key in his pocket before swinging the picture shut, covering the hole. At each step in the process, he wiped all the surfaces he touched, remembered touching, or might have touched, including the desk and drawer handles. 

	He went to the front door to open it and run the cloth along the knob before closing it again and giving the interior knob the same treatment. After cleaning any surfaces he might have touched in the bathroom, he returned to the kitchen and slid open the glass door before wiping the inside and outside handles and the glass around them. After carefully folding the towel, he returned it to the drawer where he had found it. He shut the drawer with a bump of his hip, grabbed a ripe apple from a bowl on the counter, and went out the sliding door. Before he left the deck, Ness slid the door shut with his elbow.

	Ness didn’t worry about the noise his feet made on the wooden stairs, and he strode slowly as he took a bite of the apple. Juice covered his tongue in a sweet accent to the flavorful fruit itself. His stomach rumbled happily as it started digesting his first bites. He chewed more and made his way to the back of the doctor’s property. 

	As if rewarding him for finally providing some food, Ness’s mind finally provided the elusive answer. The easiest way to get the time machine from Glenn had to be to get it himself before the killer had a chance to. This gave him a measure of pride, as he felt the idea proved he was finally thinking like a time traveler.

	Crouching in the brush, Ness reset the destination on the PDA to exactly 9:00 p.m. one week prior. Hopefully, that would be early enough where he could sneak in and get the machine before Glenn found it. His fingers crossed, Ness pressed the launch button.

	He arrived in the darkness of full night, and the sudden change unsettled him. Lights coming from the back of the house gave him a little illumination to see by, but his eyes needed to adjust. As he picked his way across the yard, bright lights suddenly appeared at one side of the house, and the crunch of gravel indicated a car had pulled into the driveway.

	Ness made his way along the other side of the house and carefully approached the corner. He hid behind the air conditioner, exposing only enough of himself to see. The vehicle came to a stop near the front porch, and the engine noises ceased. The pinging of the heated block joined the song of summer insects, and the driver’s door opened. Ness immediately recognized Glenn emerging from the vehicle. The other door opened, and a man almost as big as Thing One stood in the night. From the slightly deferential way Glenn acted, Ness guessed the other man must be Paul Robbins. The realization stunned Ness. He had to be witnessing the confrontation Dr. Bertrand had told him about. In a couple of minutes, his friend and mentor would condemn himself to die via the ravages of time.

	
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO: Repeating History

	Wednesday, September 03, 2008 9:03 p.m.

	 

	During the halcyon period that encompassed his college days, Ness and Dr. Bertrand had often speculated what it would be like to travel to another time and experience a major cataclysmic event firsthand. The tumbling towers of the World Trade Center, the never-adequately-explained explosion of TWA flight 800, or the raw annihilation of Mount Saint Helens’s eruption would all qualify. They had both agreed the emotions of being a direct witness, knowing what lay in store and being unable to stop it, would be terrible yet awe inspiring.

	Now, sitting on the grass with his back against the house, the intensity of those two reactions astounded Ness. While he might have expected those emotions to only affect his mental state, his rapid heart rate along with a peculiar buzz in his nervous system told a different story. Though witnessing the pivotal event in his friend’s personal journey had never been his intention, Ness found it impossible to leave after having arrived on the cusp of the moment. He had no reason to stay. It would be easy-peasy to jump back a few hours and retrieve the device. Maybe he would in time, but he couldn’t resist witnessing the drama set to play out in the house.

	He glanced around the corner again as Glenn opened the front door. It looked suspiciously as though he had picked the lock—yet another reason the doctor had been caught unawares. Ness returned to the back yard. Trading speed for silence, he crossed the deck to the sliding door with a creeping pace. He peered inside, where the light spilling from Dr. Bertrand’s office partially illuminated the hallway. Shadows indicated Glenn and Paul had already interrupted the doctor.

	He pulled at the door, which, to his relief, slid freely along its track. Even if the bathroom window was open, Ness doubted he could enter through it without making a great deal of noise. The door slid aside only enough for him to squeeze through before carefully pulling it shut again. As Ness crept down the hallway, the voices became distinct. At the edge of the doorway, he knelt on the soft carpet and risked a peek into the room. Paul and Glenn were facing Dr. Bertrand, who stood on the other side of his desk, radiating vivid anger.

	“I will turn over my research when it is complete.” The timbre of Dr. Bertrand’s voice matched the bright emotion on his face.

	“It is Mr. Fletcher’s opinion the transport of such material from the lab at such a critical juncture holds great potential for a serious breach of security, possibly even industrial espionage.”

	Dr. Bertrand gave a short, derisive laugh. “I have no doubt I am wholly cognizant of the reasons for John’s concern. It has nothing to do with protecting the company or its assets. No, a little time researching had shown me his use for my work is personal and treacherous.”

	“You are under the mistaken impression we are giving you a choice in the matter.” Paul’s tone allowed Ness to imagine his sneer. 

	Glenn took his cue and approached the desk. Bertrand backed away a step and pulled his hand out of a pocket, clutching his PDA. 

	“You stop right there if you ever want to have a chance at this.” Ness had never heard such menace in the doctor’s voice before.

	Glenn paused and turned to Paul for further direction. Ness ducked back behind the wall. 

	“Is that it?” Paul sounded unimpressed.

	“By the time you find out, your chance to possess it will have passed.” The doctor’s voice reverberated with obstinate resolve.

	“You would destroy it?” The idea obviously made Paul incredulous.

	“Some things should not exist in this world, at least so long as there are men like John Fletcher to take advantage. Are you aware of his plans for this device? You feature quite heavily in them.”

	A deep growl gave voice to Paul’s frustration, but a single word soon banished it. 

	“Glenn.”

	Ness risked another look, and Glenn paced around the desk.

	“We won’t let you destroy your work.” Paul’s outer calm appeared out of place compared with the looming threat of Glenn’s approach.

	“You fool.” Dr. Bertrand shook his head. “There is a better way of keeping this device from your hands than destroying it.”

	Before Glenn could seize the doctor, Bertrand’s thumb pressed on the PDA’s screen. Both Glenn and Paul stood in mute shock as the doctor disappeared. Seconds later, Paul barked a string of obscenities.

	Making his way back along the hallway, Ness struggled to keep his own emotions under control, although they were much different from Paul’s. Due to this inner turmoil, he forgot to consider the sound from his steps. His foot slapping on the kitchen linoleum was loud enough to be heard from anywhere in the house. Rushing, he barely opened the sliding door and squeezed through without taking the time to close it again. He ran across the deck and vaulted over the rail to the side of the house.

	Leaning against the siding still warm from the day’s sun, Ness found the pounding of his heart made listening for Glenn’s approach difficult. The rumble of the sliding door was clearly audible over the chirps of the nighttime insects. Glenn’s footsteps were harder to discern. After several extremely rapid beats from Ness’s heart, Glenn made a disgusted sound. More footsteps on the wood were followed by the solid thump of the closing door and the snick of its lock.

	Ness leaned against the house, trying to calm himself. Conflicting influences washed through his mind, as if he had drunk a cocktail made of fear, grief, and anger. The adrenaline pulsing through his veins made him want to flee or fight, but sorrow debilitated him. Instead of taking decisive action, Ness slid down the wall and sat in the grass. His emotions won out, and Ness cried for the loss of his friend. Glenn might come around the house and find him, but in the depths of his woe, Ness did not care. His friend had willfully committed himself to a horrible end, and Ness could only mourn the doctor’s choice.

	As his tears subsided, Ness acknowledged he already knew of these events. From the perspective of his home time, the doctor had already died. Seeing the scientist’s courage brought his sacrifice into sharp focus, but the pressing need to determine his next move intruded on Ness’s grief. He decided finishing the task Dr. Bertrand had given him would be the best way to memorialize his friend. 

	I’ll have to go back a few hours, since Glenn has the second device already.

	Something about that rang false to him, and he paused to work it out. The Glenn from his time, the one who chased him, had the PDA in his possession. Assuming it remained as important to John, and therefore Paul, as Bertrand had indicated, allowing Glenn to run around with it in his pocket would certainly be an ill-advised risk. Ness grimaced as he came to the obvious conclusion. 

	Glenn came back later by himself and found the second time machine. His bosses don’t know he has it.

	The sound of doors closing confirmed Ness’s hypothesis, and he covertly watched the two men enter the car and drive away. After waiting several minutes in case they decided to circle back, Ness ran to the front door and tried the knob. Finding it locked, he returned to the bathroom window. Knowing exactly what to expect inside made his entry easier but still lacking much in the way of grace. Still, he considered it as victory as he managed to not hurt himself or knock anything over.

	I don’t have to go to another time at all. The second time machine should be in the doctor’s secret place now, waiting for Glenn to discover it.

	The scant amount of illumination coming in from a window in the doctor’s office led him to the desk. A desk lamp provided a puddle of light in the darkness, which Ness deemed suitable for his purposes. He swung open the picture and peered into the cubby. With disbelief welling up, he groped inside to confirm the empty state of the cubby. The second device was not there. 

	
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE: Night Moves

	Wednesday, September 3, 2008 9:16 p.m.

	 

	Ness’s brain lurched in an almost physical manner as he stared incredulously at the empty space where he’d expected the second PDA to be. He fell heavily into the doctor’s desk chair and mentally wrestled with the development, closing his eyes in frustration. He opened them again a short time later as he realized he was in danger of falling into a full-fledged nap.

	“All right, the device isn’t here.” Talking aloud had become a technique he relied on when solving troublesome problems. “Dr. Bertrand had clearly intended to put it in its hiding place, and without a doubt, Glenn eventually finds it here. What I don’t know is the timing. When will the second device be placed here, and when will Glenn come to retrieve it?”

	Movement comprised an integral part of this deduction technique, so he stood and paced in slow loops around the desk. “Let’s review the time line. Dr. Bertrand leaped out of here and traveled through various points in time. He recorded the video he left for me with his younger self before visiting his wife. Eventually, he went somewhere to mail the package, sometime close to when his borrowed time would run out. This is when he recorded the first video I saw. He looked horrible, so it was likely right before he mailed the device and his borrowed time ran out.”

	Ness choked at his mental image of the doctor’s demise. He remained silent for a few seconds before continuing. “When I met with him in the diner, he told me the device would be here. Either he believed it was already there or intended to come and place it here before his time ran out.”

	Is this important? His inner devil’s advocate accused him of wasting time trying to figure out why the PDA had not been hidden here, given the doctor’s intention to do so. Ness stood stock still when the answer came to him.

	“The real question is not ‘Why isn’t it here?’ Instead, I should be asking, ‘Where is it now?’”

	Before he could bask in satisfaction at his deductive ability, the new question’s obvious answer produced a spike of fear. 

	“The lab.” Ness had a hollow pit in his stomach. “Dr. Bertrand’s lab. I’m going to have to visit, or rather infiltrate, Intellisys.”

	Ness opened the wide drawer in the middle of the desk, revealing Dr. Bertrand’s keycard to the Intellisys building. He had noted it during his initial search but never supposed he might have need of it. Lifting the card, he slid his fingers along its slick surface. It might get him inside the building, but would he make it out again?

	After switching off the lamp, he made his way back to the kitchen. The doctor’s car keys hung on a hook near a side door into the garage. Taking the keys, Ness clicked the button to raise the large door leading to the driveway. Lights clicked on, illuminating the doctor’s burgundy Buick. He got behind the wheel, noticing the smooth dark-gray leather seats. He doubted he could afford to get used to the comforts of the doctor’s ride. Turning the key, the engine came to life with a well-tuned growl. He put the car in gear, and when the door had fully retracted, he drove into the night.

	The route to Intellisys turned out to be shorter than Ness would have liked. Situated close to Woodward Avenue in a white-paneled building with rows of tinted glass, it turned out to be only a couple miles away. With the sparse late-night traffic, Ness arrived in a few minutes. He parked the car in one of the darker spots close to the front doors. Parking along the far, shadowed edge of the mostly empty lot might attract unwanted attention, but at the same time, he refused to park under the islands of bright illumination created by the regularly spaced lights. The less chance Ness gave the ever-vigilant video cameras to record his face, the better.

	The walk to the front doors took every ounce of his determination. The peril this building represented caused his adrenaline levels to spike. As his blood buzzed with nervous energy, Ness had to remind himself that simply traversing the parking lot did not constitute false entry. He zipped his hoodie, concealing his silly T-shirt, to be as unremarkable as possible. Even so, his reflection in the sparkling glass doors looked utterly out of place. Ness waved the doctor’s key card at a black pad mounted beside the portal, causing a metallic buzz in the doorframe. He pulled the door open and went inside.

	Now the line has been well and truly crossed.

	Ness strode directly to the bank of elevators along the back wall of the atrium. He tried his best to avoid the notice of the security guard sitting at a desk in the center of the echoing space by keeping his eyes cast toward the floor. His rather nebulous plan consisted of looking like an employee going about his business, relying on the old “act like you belong there” trick. It tended to work, but he knew his danger would grow exponentially should he get drawn into a conversation. When he finally reached the elevators and pressed the Up button, his heart pounded like he had run a marathon. Even through the thudding in his ears, the strident chime from the elevator’s arrival echoed in the silent space.

	Once inside the elevator, Ness studied his options in consternation. He had no idea which of the three floors above contained the doctor’s lab. A check of the doctor’s keycard provided no help, until he noticed another of those black pads. He waved the card before it, and the third-floor button illuminated. The doors closed, and he journeyed upward.

	So far so good. His easy progress was gratifying.

	The third-floor corridor was lined with doors on either side, which turned out to be just as frustrating as the selection of elevator buttons. Each door bore a plaque showing an element from the periodic table instead of the names of the scientists who worked there. Although the concept was a cute idea for a research lab, the lack of any clear identification of Dr. Bertrand’s lab annoyed Ness. 

	He recognized several elements on the placards—hydrogen, sodium, and oxygen—but his knowledge of others had not survived completion of his college chemistry classes. 

	Taking a swipe with the keycard at too many of the doors would surely draw the attention of security and might even cause the card to be deactivated. Even standing here for too long trying to figure it out held danger, as Ness was undeniably under video surveillance.

	What element would Dr. Bertrand pick for his lab? 

	His subconscious provided the answer as a memory rose from the archive of his mind. Many years ago, he and the professor had shared drinks in the WMU student center, talking about the effects on society should time travel become a known possibility. Dr. Bertrand had maintained it would be explosive, like throwing fireworks into a roaring fire. In fact, he compared it directly to the discovery of…

	Plutonium! 

	Though he’d vaguely recognized it at the time, he recalled seeing the abbreviation for it on one of the signs. He found the correct portal and waved Dr. Bertrand’s card over the reader. After the door clicked, he passed through. The next room was not the lab he’d expected but some sort of reception area with a small desk and a couple of chairs for guests. Just as unexpected was the copy of himself standing in front of the desk, his hoodie unzipped to reveal “Take off, eh?” on the T-shirt.

	“Trouble?” He had no need to engage in small talk with his doppelganger from the future. 

	“Glenn.” His copy moved to stand so the door would conceal him. Ness moved away from the door and faced it. Another adrenaline spike revved his heart as he prepared to face the persistent predator. An abrupt surge of fear made him uncomfortably hot, and Ness unzipped his hoodie, which provided only marginal relief.

	It makes sense Glenn would be watching the cameras.

	He had hoped by making this exploration so soon after Bertrand’s departure, he might catch them unawares—before they got around to disabling the doctor’s keycard, at least. But he had also hoped Paul and Glenn had called it a day after leaving the scientist’s house.

	The door issued its now-familiar buzz, and Glenn strode into the room. He paused, looking quizzically at Ness, but his puzzlement was short-lived. The copy smacked Glenn in the back of his head with the doctor’s gun, causing his eyes to roll back before he dropped heavily to the floor.

	“You’re improving,” Ness observed.

	His copy gave him a smirk as he returned the weapon to his waistband. “It’s a gift. Anyway, I should be going. Be seeing you!” 

	After giving him a jaunty wave, his double vanished, leaving Ness alone with the unconscious Glenn. Realizing he had to go back and help himself, he used the PDA to jump five minutes into his past. Reliving the same events from another perspective remained a strange experience, but when he returned, the events had led to the same end, except his hand ached from the blow to Glenn’s head.

	Ness contemplated the possibility of Glenn deactivating the card before confronting him, but it allowed him to open the inner door to the lab itself. He propped the door ajar with one foot as he dragged Glenn inside by the arms.

	
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR: Change of Leadership

	Wednesday, September 03, 2008 10:32 p.m.

	 

	The impulse to squeeze the life out of something, or someone, with his bare hands made Paul’s fingertips tingle. He had harbored the desire for many long years but had yet to give in to the impulse. Even so, it remained his psyche’s typical response to frustration. His father had taught him at a young age that lashing out physically would not be tolerated. The irony of the lesson being administered with the back of his father’s hand had not been lost on the young man. Paul’s father had been driven to enforce it several times, but when he used a two-by-four to punctuate his instruction in Paul’s thirteenth year, it finally stuck. However, the yearning never lessened, and in fact, it grew in potency as he aged. He could envision someday he might be unable to prevent himself from acting, but he had not yet surrendered to such a lack of control.

	As Paul had grown to adulthood, he’d found other ways to assuage his hidden monster, one of them being the glass of scotch he held with surprising ease, given his mental turmoil. He gazed at the night sky from his desk chair as he sipped. Light from the parking lot and other nearby buildings prevented him from seeing the stars. He preferred the blank heavens, however. The empty skies eliminated any need to acknowledge a higher power, allowing Paul to indulge in feeling he was a step above lesser mortals.

	He took a deep pull on his scotch, but before he could swallow the amber liquid, the sharp trill of his phone interrupted his enjoyment. He gulped the liquid rapidly with a stab of anger at the wasted enjoyment of its unique flavors before spinning his chair to face the desk.

	“Robbins,” he barked into the phone.

	“S-sir, this is Larry in the security office.” The voice sounded young, right out of college or even high school. Most importantly, Larry sounded afraid, and Paul could not help but drink in the boy’s fright as if it were the nectar of life. “I have a class one issue to report.”

	Paul set aside his glass, feeling his heart rate increase. An incursion into the building would mean action and possibly the use of lethal force. It almost appeared like a gift from above, or perhaps below.

	“Class one? An intruder?”

	“Yes, sir.” Larry sounded more confident. “White male, around forty years old. Entered using the card of a Dr. Bertrand, but the database shows Bertrand is around thirty years older.”

	“Where is he now?” Paul opened the drawer where he kept his gun.

	“This is the odd thing, sir. He used the card to enter the building and get to a lab on the third floor. Um, the PU lab. He was on video the whole way, right until the lab’s reception area. For a minute or so, there were two of him before the feed changed to show an empty room.”

	Paul smiled at the guard’s obvious confusion, easily recognizing his employee’s handiwork. Glenn had spotted the use of Bertrand’s card and investigated using the special device Paul had given him to disable any cameras in its vicinity, replacing the feed with a previously saved loop of the footage. The situation the guard described exactly matched Glenn’s use of the tool.

	“My training never covered something like this.” Larry sounded perplexed, but Paul would not edify the curiosity of a lowly security guard. “Should I call the police?”

	“Absolutely not!” Paul snapped before modulating his tone. “I will investigate myself and call the authorities should the situation warrant it.”

	“Yes sir—” 

	Paul ended the call before the guard finished agreeing. He checked to make sure his gun held bullets and racked a round in the chamber. He slid the firearm into a pocket, as it would not be wise for him to be recorded carrying such a weapon in the building.

	Whoever this person is picked the wrong day to sneak inside this building.

	He suspected there would be a little disposal job for Glenn to take care of after he dealt with the mystery man. Wearing a self-satisfied smirk, he left his office, his hands twitching. Maybe they would finally be allowed to do the work they were made for.

	* * *

	The lab’s door bumped against Ness as he pulled the unconscious Glenn into the lab by his wrists. It scraped against the killer’s side until his feet cleared the door’s arc, allowing it to swing shut, cutting off the only source of illumination. Ness was briefly disoriented by the utter darkness of the interior room. No sooner had his brain processed that than the lights came on automatically, making him blink. He shoved the body to the side of the doorway before pulling the gun from Glenn’s shoulder holster and tossing it across the room. He pressed his fingers against Glenn’s neck, searching for a pulse. He had a brief flare of fear when he could not find anything, but he shifted his fingers onto the vein and found the thrumming rhythm. Reassured Glenn was still alive, Ness stood and surveyed the lab. 

	It turned out to be a relatively large room, bigger than he had expected. The size did not perturb Ness, but the amount of storage options around the room did.

	This is going to take forever.

	Near the center of the space sat four oversized tables like the ones in his high school chemistry lab. They had nearly indestructible black tops and drawers on the long sides going all the way to the floor. Several shelving units and cabinets lined the plain gray walls. A metal desk that reminded Ness of the doctor’s old WMU office sat near the door. A section of wall near the entrance painted a contrasting burgundy held an incongruous painting of a jar full of flowers on a picnic table.

	“‘Done soonest that which starts soonest’ and all that rot,” Ness muttered. The shelves were the easiest place to search, as he didn’t expect Dr. Bertrand to put the second device in such a visible location. Ness checked the cabinets, which were full of electrical parts and esoteric tools for using them, but the PDA was not among them.

	On the lab tables, he found classic equipment like Bunsen burners and racks of test tubes, but the PDA was not there. The contents of the desk could mostly be summarized in a single word: papers. The only exception had been a large bottom drawer, where the box for the PDA spawned a surge of excitement. He lifted it to the desktop, smiling in victory. The sensation turned out to be short-lived. His elation turned into vexation when he discovered the carboard container held only empty packing material and an instruction manual.

	Suddenly, the door buzzed. Ness dove behind one of the lab tables, and the lock clicked. Heavy footsteps on the floor echoed the thud of Ness’s heart.

	“You might as well come out, whoever you are. There is no escaping this facility now that you’ve been caught.” 

	The wielder of this strong, deep voice had clearly grown used to being obeyed. Ness risked a peek above the table.

	Paul Robbins. 

	The movement attracted Paul’s attention, and he shifted his gun. Two bullets crashed into the lab table, forcing Ness back into his crouch as surely as a hand on his shoulder. 

	He had to stall for time. “You’re not the least bit interested in what I’m doing here?” 

	If Paul liked to talk, maybe he could be distracted and Ness could disable him.

	“Oh, I have a good idea already.” Paul’s heavy footsteps sounded again. 

	Ness peeked around the corner of the table. Paul edged around the side. With his own weapon in hand, Ness flicked the safety off. He leaned out but aimed wide before firing twice. Bullets buried themselves in the wall, and Paul retreated, at least temporarily.

	“But Bertrand’s research is too important to let you walk out with any piece of it.”

	“My last bullet will destroy it,” Ness threatened.

	Paul laughed. “This won’t last long enough.”

	Ness scurried to another of the lab tables, one farther away from Robbins. Paul’s bullets gouged the floor where he had passed only a second before.

	“Dr. Bertrand knew what your boss intends to do with this machine.”

	Paul moved to a new position. “Oh, and what would that be?”

	Ness popped out of cover and shot two rounds aimed high. Paul retreated behind cover. Ness had no intention of hitting his foe, but he knew Robbins had no such limitations.

	“Sowing chaos, assassinations, world domination. The typical sort of thing for wannabe rulers.”

	Ness could hear Paul’s smile. “Sounds like fun.”

	Okay, not the reaction I was hoping for.

	Holding a conversation with Paul as he contemplated strategies for using the time machine proved difficult. Perhaps he could do something like he had done with Glenn: make a duplicate who could jump Paul unawares. The director was much larger than Glenn, though. Ness wasn’t sure if he would be successful in disabling Paul, even taking him by surprise. 

	Plus, if I do this, my future copy should have already appeared.

	Analyzing his current plan based on whether he had already encountered another copy of himself made his head hurt. He kept spraying bullets occasionally, trying to keep Paul back as he strained for options.

	“I’m sure I can improve on whatever plans Fletcher has made.” Paul leaped for cover from another of Ness’s bullets.

	He’ll soon figure out I’m not shooting to kill. More footsteps had Ness firing again, but the gun merely clicked. 

	Paul gave out a short laugh. “All right, now that you’re done shooting at the walls, let’s end this. Stand up.”

	Knowing he had no choice, Ness carefully stood and set his gun on the top of the table. He had fired the last round in the clip, and the slide remained locked open to the empty firing chamber. The barrel of Paul’s gun appeared massive as it aimed dead center of Ness’s forehead.

	As Ness finally got his first good look at Paul, an odd sense of déjà vu jolted him. The abnormally black eyes and the rest of his facial features looked familiar. In two days’ time, he would be photographing Paul Robbins’s dead body at the water park. Is this where he dies? But who kills him? 

	The director’s mouth twisted with a sneer, confident in his victory, but before Paul could pull his trigger, the inner door lock clicked open. Both men were astonished as Glenn stepped into the room. Paul goggled as his employee stood next to another, an unconscious copy on the floor.

	“You have it.” Paul spoke quietly, as if he couldn’t accept the evidence standing before him.

	“Yes, and I intend to keep it.” 

	Before Paul could react, Glenn’s gun shifted toward Paul. Twin booms reverberated off the walls, and the holes Ness would eventually photograph appeared on Paul’s forehead. Blood, brains, and bits of skull painted the wall as Paul’s corpse tumbled to the floor. 

	
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE: Checkmate

	Wednesday, September 03, 2008 10:48 p.m.

	 

	The sharp tang of gunpowder mixed with the coppery scent of exposed bodily fluids and gray matter made Ness’s nose twitch. Paul’s remains dripping off the wall was abnormally loud in the stillness following the gunshots. Before Ness could do much more than blink, Glenn had aimed his weapon at him.

	“So, you’re taking over?” Ness raised his hands. “Going to snatch the new world order from Paul and John’s grasp?”

	For the first time, Glenn gave a small grin, and it gave Ness absolutely no comfort.

	“I doubt Paul even knew of Fletcher’s plans, but I found them after Dr. Bertrand escaped. They show initiative but look a little too humane for my tastes.”

	“The original plan I heard about sounded bad enough. I don’t think I want to imagine your version.”

	The killer’s smile transformed into a sneer. “Don’t worry—you won’t be around long enough to see it.”

	Glenn approached, stopping only a couple of feet away.

	Point-blank range.

	“This is a real joy for me. I have wasted entirely too much time chasing you across the city.”

	Ness stared flatly at his captor, refusing to apologize for running for his life. 

	“Normally, I would have already given you the same treatment Paul received, but you have been especially tricky. When I do kill you, it will be after I have retrieved everything I have come for. Now, empty your pockets.”

	Knowing he had little choice but to obey, Ness placed the envelope of money, car keys, Dr. Bertrand’s keycard, and his wallet on the table. His hand slid into his pocket, and with utter despair in his soul, Ness’s fingers wrapped around the metal case of the time machine. Ness found it hard to accept this was where his life would end, and an unexpected sadness almost overwhelmed him. But Glenn’s impassive stare and his gun could not be denied. He pulled out the PDA and set it next to his empty weapon. When it left his hand, Ness’s heart sank, as if he had lost his last hope for surviving. 

	Grasping the decoy in the other pocket, he surreptitiously removed the yellow note identifying it as such, leaving the paper behind in his pocket as he extracted the second PDA. He placed it on the table, close at hand. He had an inkling of how he might live through the confrontation, although it relied far too much on luck for his liking.

	“I always suspected more than one of these was in play.” Glenn waved his gun. “Step back.”

	Ness took a large step, hoping any bit of extra space would help his odds. Glenn approached the table and examined the two devices. He raised his gun to aim at Ness’s forehead and turned to grab Ness’s modified PDA with his free hand.

	“Checkmate, Mr. Rele…” Glenn’s trigger finger tightened almost imperceptibly, but before the movement could complete, he froze in place. His skin took on a grainy appearance, as if he were a life-sized sculpture made of sand. Glenn’s eyes bulged, and Ness slid to the side in case some sort of spasm caused his trigger finger to finish its job. Instead, Glenn’s body flattened into a two-dimensional figure. A strange sound emanated from within his morphing body, a crackling Ness tried not to attribute to bones breaking.

	The last vestiges of Glenn’s humanity vanished as his head and feet twisted inward toward his solar plexus. He spun in the air, a multicolored ball wrapping itself more tightly with each revolution. Finally, it became too small to see and was ultimately replaced with a dazzling dot of light. Ness raised a hand to shield his eyes, but the particle drew its light back into itself and vanished with a crack loud enough to make Ness’s ears ring.

	Lowering his hand, he blinked. The motion seemed to take minutes. Light glinted off his PDA, which still hung in the air where Glenn’s hand had disappeared underneath it. The device started to fall, and to Ness, its descent and his own reactions moved at a snail’s pace. He leaped forward like a left fielder trying to catch a ball. Scarcely before the device would have hit the floor, his hand slid under it. He flopped on the hard industrial tile and lay there for a few seconds, enjoying the comfort of the PDA’s metal case gripped tightly in his hand.

	“Time to get up, boyo,” he muttered to himself. “Your work is not done.”

	With both Glenn and Paul coming to investigate his presence, his time had expired. Taking another quick trip around the room, Ness struggled to identify any possible hiding places he had missed, but he had covered everything he could think of. Puzzled, Ness again inspected the painting of the flowers, a surprisingly homey touch in this space dedicated to corporate science. 

	It reminded him of his framed picture on the ego wall in the doctor’s home. The painting did not fit with its surroundings.

	Facing the artwork, Ness tried to lift it off the wall, but it would not budge. Pulling on one end brought success, and the frame swung away. A safe with another of those scan pads had been concealed behind the frame. When he swiped the keycard, a display came to life, prompting “What is your name?”

	“Dr. Francis Bertrand.” 

	Nothing happened. He tried using the name of Bertrand’s wife, but the safe remained unchanged. 

	Perhaps I should take the question literally? But the doctor had no way of knowing I would come here. Why would he use my name?

	Even with his misgivings, he tried anyway. “Ness Relevont.”

	The safe still did not react, and he knew he had missed something obvious. When the answer finally came, he grimaced. “Nestor Relevont.”

	The safe beeped before the door popped ajar. Pulling it open, Ness saw the prize, the second PDA sitting atop a small pile of papers. His hand automatically extended toward the device, but he remembered the doctor’s warning: touching it outside of his home time would cause something terrible and fatal to happen. Indeed, he had witnessed such an ending to Glenn’s life. He had no wish to experience such an event himself.

	After rummaging in the desk, he came away with two pencils and an interoffice envelope. Having always been adept with chopsticks, he held the pencils in the same manner and used the rubber erasers to carefully lift the device and drop it in the envelope. Ness closed the safe and swung the painting back into place.

	Stopping at the door, he looked around the room, making sure he had everything he’d come with, including his empty gun, and verifying everything looked as he’d found it, except for the bits of Paul splattered on the wall. He smirked at Glenn’s sleeping form. This version would have a surprise when he awoke to the mess brought about by Paul’s demise. 

	Not my mess, so I don’t have to clean it.

	He gave the unconscious killer a jaunty wave and could not keep a grin of victory off his lips. 

	“Be seeing you.” He fervently hoped the opposite would hold true. As Ness left the lab, the satisfaction of his accomplishment buoyed him. His promise to the doctor had been kept. Ness should have been relieved, or even ecstatic, that he’d not only kept his promise to the doctor but also survived the ordeal, but his exhaustion started to assert itself. Regardless, he could not shake a niggling sense deep in his mind he had forgotten something important, and this worry tarnished his sense of achievement.

	
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX: Protecting the Future
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	Nighttime had the ability to make the ordinary appear magical, and the yellow light emitting from streetlights crafted like a Victorian fantasy only added to the otherworldly atmosphere. In the silence of the car, Ness had a sense of having crossed into another dimension.

	In a large metropolitan area like Detroit, the main roads were never deserted. The sparse amount of traffic so late at night occasionally gave Ness the illusion of having the road to himself, which only added to his sense of dislocation. 

	His eyelids drooped, and he fought a special beyond-tired lethargy, a consequence of nearly twenty-four hours without sleep. If he didn’t get some shut-eye soon, his body would force the issue.

	At least returning the doctor’s car and finding a bed are my only tasks left tonight, he mused through a yawn.

	He piloted the car around the corner, and the envelope clad PDA slid across the leather of the passenger seat. 

	That is the device Glenn will use to come to this time, appear in the lab, and kill Paul. That realization triggered a small avalanche of logic, tumbling and sliding until it revealed an inescapable conclusion.

	“Oh, hell.” He had risked his life to retrieve the second device and safeguard it from Glenn, but his brain wanted him to give it back so events would play out as they already had.

	How did it get in the doctor’s secret cubby in the first place? Ness frowned. Perhaps Dr. Bertrand would have retrieved it himself and placed it in the cubby later in this time line. 

	Did I create a mess by going to the lab to retrieve this device myself? Had it truly been necessary to retrieve the second PDA at the lab? If so, how did Glenn get the device?

	Ness knew his exhausted brain did not have the capacity for such complicated reasoning. As he drove on the quiet residential street, Ness decided he didn’t want to risk changing something that might resurrect Glenn and put him back on the hunt through time. From what Ness could tell, the second PDA had imploded with him. As long as this result remained unchanged, it could not cause any future harm.

	The doctor’s shadowy house appeared welcoming now that he knew no one from Intellisys would be lurking inside. He parked the car in the garage and used his shirttail to wipe his fingerprints from the steering wheel and other controls he had touched. Then he gathered his belongings and entered the house. Using the glow of the stove clock as his only illumination, he wiped the car keys with a towel then replaced them where he had found them. He had barely enough light to move along the hallway to the office. He again utilized the desk lamp so he could at least see a little. He wiped the doctor’s keycard and returned it to the desk drawer.

	He used the back of a knuckle to swing open the picture of him and the doctor then carefully slid the device out of the envelope and into the secret space. It sat right in the middle, an easy discovery whenever Glenn came back to do his search.

	“I hope I’m not going to rue this later. It could be the stupidest thing I’ve ever done,” Ness grumbled. He swung the picture shut again, concealing the second PDA.

	He collapsed into the welcoming leather of the desk chair, and every part of his body groaned as his muscles relaxed. The nap he had taken on the bus to Kalamazoo seemed like a lifetime ago, and as Ness enjoyed the easing of his physical tension, his eyelids fluttered closed.

	Don’t fall asleep. I don’t want to be here when past-Glenn comes to do his search. 

	Opening his eyes took an unexpected amount of effort, but he forced himself to do it. The PDA confirmed he still had several hours of borrowed time left, but he had spent enough time in the past. After flicking the desk lamp off, he clicked the return button. As he started toward his home time, Ness questioned where he had been when he instigated this jump to the past. So much had happened that he could not recall. He neglected to account for one important detail, as he had not been sitting when he started his trek. But his body remained in a sitting posture from Dr. Bertrand’s chair. Ness toppled backward as, temporally speaking, he had the chair pulled out from under him. Falling on a dense mat of leaves and brush, he recognized the woods behind the house.

	He lay still on the ground. Being still eased his fatigue with an amazing sensation of well-being. The chair had been much more comfortable, but the leaves would do for a bit. The late-afternoon sun sparkled against leaves rustling in the slight breeze. A trio of birds engaged in a musical conversation, a counterpoint to the tranquil setting.

	Ness woke to the persistent buzzing of a mosquito trying to find its way into his ear canal. When he opened his eyes, night had fallen, and the birds had gone silent. The sky shone with a discernable glow radiating upward from the horizon to obscure the stars. Checking the PDA, Ness discovered he had slept until shortly after four in the morning. He tried to sit but grunted with sudden pain at the movement. Every muscle, joint, and ligament in his body had stiffened as he slept on the ground, and they all protested being put back to work.

	He stood and stretched out his back before slowly crossing the lawn. Sliding open the kitchen door, Ness saw Thing One’s shoes protruding out of the doctor’s office.

	I guess someone should deal with this. Ness sighed. He did not claim responsibility for the mess, but Ness refused to leave the body to putrefy and further contaminate the doctor’s home.

	The kitchen phone, mounted to the wall near the garage door, had a speakerphone button. Still trying to avoid prints, Ness pressed it with his knuckle, resulting in the loud buzz of a dial tone. He dialed three digits.

	“9-1-1 dispatch. What is the nature of your emergency?” 

	Ness deepened his voice. No sense making it easy to identify him on a recording, even though the effect sounded odd to his own ears. “There’s been a murder. One man, shot in the head.” 

	“Where did this murder take place, sir?”

	Ness told the dispatcher Dr. Bertrand’s address and turned away from the phone toward the sliding door.

	“And who shot the victim? Sir?”

	Ignoring the requests for further information, Ness stepped back out on the deck and closed the door. The proper authorities could handle the situation without further help from him. He doubted he would even be questioned about it, but getting involved would only make him a suspect.

	He passed through brush and murky yards to finally make it to Glenn’s car, which was still parked at the school. Although Ness was reluctant to use the killer’s vehicle any more than he had to, his options were limited. The keys were in the glove box, where he had left them, and he drove back home. At one point, he pulled over for the flashing lights of three patrol cars racing toward Dr. Bertrand’s house. Once they were past, Ness continued on his way.

	Even with the death his adventure had spawned, he enjoyed a sense of grim contentment. He had not personally killed anyone, and neither Glenn’s nor Paul’s deaths would be a detriment to the gene pool. Besides the loss of Dr. Bertrand, the only lamentable act had been the murder of Thing One. 

	I guess when you hang out with predators, eventually everyone is considered food.

	Driving alone, battered and exhausted, Ness hoped this ordeal was over and he could finally go home.

	
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN: Wild Goose Chase

	Thursday, September 11, 2008 5:14 a.m.

	 

	The morning air smelled of sweetness and coffee, and Ness’s stomach rumbled at the prompting. He recognized the source: a bakery on the street ahead, one of his favorite places for a relaxed breakfast. He typically stopped there on Saturday mornings for a couple of crullers. But the siren call of his bed won out, and he decided not to delay the final block and a half of his walk. He had left Glenn’s car in a Big Boy parking lot a couple of miles north then taken a bus to get him as close to home as possible. He’d walked the last half mile or so.

	As he could see his building ahead, Ness remembered his crazy leap from balcony to balcony. So much had happened since then that Ness could swear it had happened weeks ago, though it had only been less than two days here in his home time. That reminded him of his apartment and the ruined state of pretty much everything he owned. He had not checked out his bedroom on the first three-hour jaunt into the future, but he didn’t imagine it had fared any better than the rest of the place. The unfairness of having his entire life ripped opened and trampled underfoot made him angry. He wanted his life back the way it had always been.

	As he finished walking the last block, an idea occurred to Ness, and a grin grew the more he considered it.

	I can fix this. I can keep Glenn from trashing my place. 

	The plan erupted fully formed in his mind. He admired it like a bright and shining jewel. It would mean another delay in catching some sleep, but Ness knew it would be worth it.

	At his building, instead of entering the lobby, he went into the parking structure. The ramp led him past his assigned parking space and to the small unused area where Thing One had tried to corral him. He took out the time machine and set a destination of two days before on September ninth at five thirty in the afternoon. He might have to wait, but the chance for success made it worth the delay.

	When he arrived, he stayed on his feet, afraid his body might even find sitting on concrete comfortable enough for a nap. He took to pacing around the small space. Fortunately, none of his neighbors came home to see him loitering in such an odd fashion. Finally, after almost half an hour, Ness saw his blue Saturn Ion ascending the ramp. He waited until the car pulled into his spot before walking to meet it. His double left the car with his camera bag over his shoulder. But he stopped at the sound of Ness’s footsteps. His copy stood frozen for a couple seconds with his mouth agape.

	Jeez, did I look so stupid to my future self in the apartment?

	Ness amused himself with the remembrance of the muttered comment his copy had made on their first meeting. No doubt his reaction had been similar.

	“Hi, we need to talk.”

	His slightly younger self took time to swallow before answering. “Okay.”

	“We need to move fast, so here’s the deal.” Ness hoped his other self could accept what he was about to tell him. “In your mail today is a box from Dr. Bertrand. It contains this.”

	He showed him the PDA, which his copy examined with a considering look.

	“He modified it to enable the holder to travel through time. This is how I’m here now. I am from two days in your future.”

	His copy’s eyebrows rose in surprise, but otherwise, he made no comment.

	“There are some videos on the PDA where Dr. Bertrand explains what’s going on, but you can watch those later. There are men from the doctor’s lab who want to get it, and they destroyed our apartment, trying to find it.”

	“Destroyed?” His other self found the notion disturbing, just as Ness did.

	“I can prevent it if we work together. Can you go get the box?”

	The copy jogged to the entrance to the lobby. A minute later, he returned holding the box.

	“Open it. Take the PDA out of the inner box, and I’ll take them.”

	It took only a minute to open both containers. The doppelganger held his version of the PDA, looking at it with awe. Ness grabbed the car keys from his other hand and unlocked the Ion. He placed both boxes on the shelf below the back window, positioning them so they would be extremely visible to anyone looking from behind.

	“So, what are we doing?” 

	Ness popped open the trunk and faced his double.

	“Go ahead and put your camera bag in here. There are several deadly men in a van waiting to run upstairs and nab the PDA. I’m going to drive this car right past them, where they should see the boxes. If all goes well, they will follow me, and our home will remain intact.”

	“And what do I do?”

	Ness gave his copy a rueful smile. “Wait a couple minutes after I leave then get out of here. Find someplace safe to watch the doctor’s videos and do what he asks. These men won’t be fooled for long, and they will be on your heels before you know it. They have a lot of access to security cameras and the like. It won’t be easy, but as you can see, you’ll live through it.”

	“Okay, this is insane, but you’re obviously me. Tell me, though, what’s with the T-shirt?”

	Ness looked down at his shirt. “Camouflage.” Then he opened the driver’s door, turned, and gave his befuddled self a small wave. “Be seeing you.”

	Sitting at the wheel, he turned on the engine. Pausing for a moment of self-reflection, Ness held on to his firm resolution to implement his insane plan to save his apartment by changing his past. He ignored the writhing ball of qualms in his gut as he put the car in gear.

	
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT: Follow the Leader

	Thursday, September 9, 2008 5:42 p.m.

	 

	It’s good to be back in my own vehicle. Backing out of the parking space, he reveled in his connection to the small blue car. It had always fit Ness like a glove. No one would categorize it as impressive or even sporty, but he enjoyed driving it. 

	He descended the parking structure to street level and glanced behind. His two-day-younger double stared after him. Fly, you fool! 

	As if he could hear Ness’s instruction, his other self bolted toward the lobby exit. Turning his attention back to driving, he maneuvered the car onto Main Street. Glenn’s van was parked across the road. The driver’s face was easily recognizable perched atop the thick trunk of the body-builder’s neck. 

	Ness drove alongside them then came to a quick stop. He didn’t have to worry about attracting their attention. The angry horns from the drivers behind took care of that. Glenn’s goon gawked out the window. Ness smirked and held up the PDA. The driver’s eyes widened, and his lips moved, which had Glenn glowering over his shoulder. The killer sneered to see the object of his search so close at hand.

	Okay, the hook is baited. 

	Trying not to envision himself as an impaled worm, Ness stomped on the accelerator, and the little car shot forward. He didn’t have a racing engine, but this vehicle’s pep was one of the things Ness liked about it. In the rearview mirror, he watched the van take advantage of a narrow opening to perform a quick U-turn, accompanied by even more horn honking. There were several cars between them, but the driver used the two available lanes to swerve around traffic and close the gap.

	In less than a mile, Ness had left downtown Royal Oak and entered the I-696 freeway heading east. Once among the high-speed traffic, he engaged in the typical Detroit-area practice of considering the seventy-mile-an-hour speed limit more of a suggestion. He sped away, but the van descended the ramp behind him.

	His pursuer’s vehicle might have looked rundown, but its engine had obviously been upgraded from factory default, because it roared into expressway traffic and weaved around slower vehicles. Ness mashed his accelerator harder, wondering how much speed his little car could produce. He had never driven above eighty before, but he was pushing ninety. 

	Despite his speed, the front end of Glenn’s dented white van filled Ness’s rear window. His speed crept to ninety-five with added pressure to the accelerator. It could go no further; Ness had reached the limit of his vehicle’s capabilities. The van matched his pace with ease, and if anything, it consumed the distance between them even more quickly. Ness pulled his attention forward as he nearly plowed into another car and had to juke right, missing it with scant room to spare. He had been in the left-most lane, but Ness and his pursuers were faster than anything else on the road.

	Holy crap, that’s a cop! 

	They rocketed past a blue Michigan State Police patrol car. As expected, the light on its roof flashed an angry red as it commenced pursuit. The van bumped into Ness’s rear bumper, making the car shake. It was a light tap, not enough to spin him out. 

	At these speeds, losing control would likely mean my death.

	He could not cajole any more speed out of his engine; the small four-cylinder had never been intended for high-speed chases. The stress of the chase birthed sweat on his brow, and he watched the engine temperature with trepidation as it crept higher.

	Another juddering impact from the rear rattled Ness, and the van swerved. He risked a quick glance behind to see the police cruiser hard on the rear of the van. It must have rammed against the van’s back end, driving it into the Ion’s bumper. As Ness watched in the rearview, the van dumped speed rapidly, and the driver fought for control. The police car veered beside the vehicle, using its bulk to shepherd the van toward the center of the highway, near the cement wall separating the two flows of traffic.

	Ness kept his speed up, rapidly pulling away, then a flash of light from behind caught his eye. The side door of the van had slid aside, and Glenn stood in the opening, firing into the shattered window of the police car. Blood blossomed inside the cruiser’s windshield, and the patrol vehicle drifted away from the van.

	Ness ground his teeth as he contemplated the officer’s life, the third he had watched Glenn end. He did not have time to grieve for the unknown victim. The road curved ahead, and he had more traffic to dodge. As he negotiated the bend in the freeway, Ness lost sight of the van. The Southfield Road exit just ahead was his best shot at losing his hunters, and he shot across the road, trying to ascend the ramp before the van came back into view.

	At the speed he was traveling, the distance to the Southfield Road light appeared to be almost nothing. Ness had to brake hard as he ascended from the sunken highway to the surface roads. His luck held out, providing him with no traffic ahead and a green light, but he still squealed his tires in a long left turn. He kept his speed above the speed limit, his eyes on the skyscrapers standing a half mile along the road. Furtive glances behind did not show the van continuing its pursuit. 

	He turned right, heading toward a set of tall buildings with golden windows which glinted with affluence. He wound his way through a series of residential streets until he finally emerged on another main street with access to the towering edifices. He selected an available parking garage set in the bottom levels of the building and drove through, taking a ticket from the automated machine. In the confines of the structure, he chose a spot entirely out of sight from anyone outside. 

	Ness shut off the engine and relaxed. He had successfully led Glenn and the goons away from the apartment, although now he regretted the price. He might have saved his apartment, but an innocent officer had paid for it with his life. Ness briefly considered going back again, giving the whole exercise another try, but the movie The Butterfly Effect came to mind. The protagonist repeatedly attempted to use time travel to make a positive change, but each time, unforeseen circumstances created a new reality worse than the last.

	Ness sighed. No, I won’t try again. But my hands are as covered with the officer’s blood as Glenn’s.

	The engine ticked as it slowly cooled from its mighty exertions. Ness patted the dashboard before exiting the vehicle. He locked the car then looked around. Alone and out of view of any security cameras, Ness took out the PDA. Turning it on, he saw many hours left of his borrowed time, but he’d achieved his goal and had no reason to linger. He pressed the button to return to his home time, where he could hopefully put the whole ordeal far behind him.

	
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE: Homecoming

	Thursday, September 11, 2008 5:32 a.m.

	 

	Ness sensed a difference in his home time, an odd phenomenon he could not put into words, even to himself. He simply “fit” better, as if he possessed an instinctive sense of coming back to where and when he belonged. His return to the parking garage in the early-morning hours through the magic of the time machine produced a satisfied sigh.

	Exhausted, he strode toward the lobby door, examining his memories of the chase with Glenn. Having two different sets overlaid in his head certainly produced a strange experience. In the newer collection, he had rented a motel room first, not far off. There, he had watched the videos and the tutorial with its first jaunt in time. But the credit card transaction had attracted Glenn, and he was running as before. In both memories, he had retreated to the busy confines of Madison Mall, and once there, his twin sets of memories pretty much matched.

	As he approached the door to the lobby itself, Ness noticed in his reflection something had changed. The jeans and hoodie were similar to his original purchases, but instead of the red “Take Off, eh?” shirt, it was blue, with red printing proclaiming, “Jack Bauer for President.” Grinning to himself at this confirmation he had changed things, Ness stood ready to reap the benefits. 

	The undamaged door to his apartment held the next clue of his success. He used his key to let himself in, and after turning on the living room lights, he let his eyes roam over the perfection of his undamaged possessions. The couch looked inviting, especially with the stuffing inside the cushions instead of strewn about the floor. His landscapes were back on the walls, the accent lighting bringing the colors to life. All is as it should be.

	Something new interrupted his contented rumination, though. A small table by the door held a decorative bowl where Ness habitually kept his keys. He had been in the process of dropping them in when he noticed the bowl held an unexpected item. Inside sat a gold ring, a perfect circle gleaming in the light. Ness picked it up, puzzled by its presence. He recognized its style as a basic wedding band.

	What is this doing here? He could see some engraving on the inside, but before he could investigate, a voice interrupted him.

	“You left it behind. I assumed you were out tomcatting around.”

	Ness turned at the voice and stood stunned at the vision before him. Angie. 

	He could not believe the evidence of his eyes. Angie stood in the hallway—of his apartment. A numbness of disbelief sluiced through his mind. 

	She smiled, leaning her shoulder on the wall. She wore pajamas, and as he focused on them, his memory informed him they were her typical choice for this time of year, a thin T-shirt and a pair of loose shorts. Her tousled hair and casual stance only made her more attractive. 

	If Angie really believed I had been out tomcatting, she’d be letting me have it about now.

	The notion came to mind unbidden, but his deep knowledge of this woman gave him pause. How well do I know her? 

	Again, he looked at the ring, and he suddenly remembered the day she first put in on his finger. Their wedding had happened not long after his graduation from WMU. Disillusioned with the idea of a long-distance relationship once she completed college, Angie eventually got an entry-level IT job in the area. By midterms his first senior semester, she had become his fiancée.

	He experienced a rapid-fire stream of her many emotions. Her tears at the funeral for her mother. The happiness on their honeymoon. Impassioned belief when they discussed various political topics. The occasional bouts of red-hot anger. His memories revealed he knew this woman extremely well and experienced a love of all her many aspects.

	“I wondered when you’d get home.”

	Ness still struggled to figure out how the change had happened. He had royally bungled their only meeting. Then he remembered. During his junior year, he’d awoken after a night of drunkenness to find an unusual message written on the chalkboard in his room. The certainty of the handwriting being his own had threatened to turn his brain inside out. He sat on the edge of his bed, his head hot with pain, reading the words over and over. When she asks, you like coffee.

	And on the fateful day when Angie approached him, those words glowed in his mind. And a simple agreement to her proposal to have a beverage together launched them on the journey toward the rest of their lives. At the time, he still hated the bitter brew, but as they met more and more often, Ness grew to enjoy it, and his love for the woman he shared it with became the primary focus of his life.

	Ness suddenly realized he had been standing mute, soaking in his new past. “I, uh, had to do something for Dr. Bertrand.”

	Her smile brightened. “I know, he called to tell me you might be gone a couple of days.”

	I guess I know another thing the doctor did with his borrowed time.

	“Is it done? What you had to do for Francis?”

	Ness beamed at her easy familiarity with his friend. She had always acceded to the doctor’s request to use his first name, but it had always seemed presumptuous to Ness. “Yes, it’s over.”

	Angie approached to take the ring from where it lay on his palm. Gently taking his hand, she slid it onto his finger. The sensation of completeness the action engendered surprised him, as if the ring and what it represented had become a part of his being, and without it, his life would be emptier.

	“With this ring, I thee wed.” She gave him an impish grin before leaning against his chest and snaking her arms around him.

	Ness instinctively returned the gesture, holding her against him. Nothing else in his life could ever be so essential. Even his fantasies of embracing her over the years did not compare to the reality. When she turned her head to face him, they shared a kiss as fresh and new as grass after a spring rain.

	“Well, even though I’m only getting up, from the rings under your eyes, I’m guessing you’re ready for bed.”

	“That was my plan.” Ness yawned.

	“Well, I need some coffee. Did you want any before you sack out?”

	Ness kissed her again, something familiar and yet so new, he never wanted to stop.

	“Yes.” Awash in a contented completeness his previous existence as a solitary man had never provided, Ness could only smile. “I would love some coffee.” 


CHAPTER THIRTY: Epilogue

	Saturday, April 18, 2009 11:23 a.m.

	 

	In some places, the dead hold sway, and the living are the intruders. Usually, the deceased suffered visitors with good grace or at least immovable stoicism. Narrow roads twisted between the graves of the departed, as if the cemetery hoped to capture the unwary in its winding byways and increase its population. The thin layer of clouds that gave the day a gray cast was barely enough to obscure the blue sky, but it added to the ambience. 

	Ness’s blue Saturn Ion navigated those paths, driving ever deeper before coming to a stop. He and Angie left it behind to travel on foot. The air held the promise of summer after the long winter months. The sounds of vehicles racing along nearby I-75 were loud in Ness’s ears. Angie took his hand, and he gave her a smile, entranced by the sensation of their interlocked fingers. In the months since the events at Intellisys, he had been adjusting to being married. His memories told him he had made this transition before, but the larger part of him saw it as a first-time experience.

	“How are you doing?” He could hear the concern in her voice.

	They approached a dark granite tombstone. The indistinct light of the concealed sun gleamed off its polished surface.

	“I’m okay, just glad this last task is complete.”

	Angie appeared doubtful of his assurance. When they stopped at the grave, she released his hand and snaked her arm around his waist. Ness did the same, pulling her to him. As with every other form of physical contact he had experienced in the last few months, she fit him in every way, a nearly metaphysical sensation. He couldn’t imagine sharing his life with any other woman. His memories of being alone for so many years in his previous reality seemed alien.

	The pale letters on the gravestone caught his gaze. It was his first time seeing the final product. The monument shop had waited out the brutal winter until the ground thawed to place the stone. Unblemished by the weather, its surface was pristine except where the inscriptions were carved. 

 

Dr. Francis Bertrand

	June 4, 1934 – September 08, 2008

	Visionary, Scientist, Educator, Friend

	A man for whom time had no boundaries.

	 

	Angie broke into his thoughts. “What does the inscription mean?” 

	“Back at WMU, he and I spent a lot of time talking about time travel,” Ness explained. “The topic remained one of his professional passions.”

	The many times they’d debated likely outcomes and effects of traveling through time were some of Ness’s best memories, their two minds engaged in a single theoretical pursuit.

	At least it was hypothetical to me.

	Dr. Bertrand had taken those ideas to their practical conclusion and had thrown into motion a series of events which changed both of their lives. Ness had reaped benefits, as attested to by the presence of the woman at his side. He hoped his friend gleaned some pleasure before the end, especially in his planned visit to his wife.

	“I’ll miss him.” Angie sounded sad.

	Ness beamed at her. “Did I ever tell you what Dr. Bertrand told me once about you?”

	“I don’t believe so.”

	“He told me in several ways, you reminded him of his Evelyn.” 

	Clearly stunned, she wiped away moisture from her eye. “High praise.”

	Ness agreed silently. His friend never got over the loss of his love, and any favorable comparison to her was rare and precious. The tombstone pulled at him again, and he reread the inscription like a silent mantra.

	Angie’s arm tightened around him, drawing his attention away from the unyielding stone to the softness of her gaze. He gave her a ragged smile and squeezed back. Acting as Bertrand’s executor had been difficult. Angie had assisted him as much as possible, helping where she could and supporting him through the rest. She never complained about the time it took away from his job or her.

	Ness had been surprised to be named to the position, but his former professor had no one else to perform the duty. Accepting it as an honor, he did his best to settle the doctor’s affairs and provide a place for his memory to rest.

	A month after Ness’s raid on the lab, Intellisys released a statement announcing the death of Dr. Bertrand caused by one of his experiments. It claimed there were no bodily remains due to the nature of the technology involved. Intellisys had provided the estate a videotape of the doctor’s demise as proof, but Ness had never watched it. He preferred his last memories of his friend be their meeting in 1986, when he was looking forward to seeing Evelyn. Dr. Bertrand had been at peace with his decision to depart this life, and witnessing his struggle as the technology he invented claimed its fatal toll would serve no useful purpose. Ness had seen more than enough when Glenn imploded.

	Dealing with the doctor’s assets had been straightforward, as his will listed several bequests to charitable and scientific organizations. One of these established a new physics department scholarship at Western Michigan University, ensuring his name would live on for the foreseeable future. They were both surprised by the forty thousand dollars Dr. Bertrand had left to Ness, who’d placed it in a savings account in case they might want a house of their own someday.

	The most surreal part of being executor had been the personal letter of condolence from John Fletcher. Paul’s comments in the lab left no doubt the CEO could not be trusted, but Ness had no evidence to use against him. In the end, Ness had sent back a short note of thanks and hoped to never hear from the CEO of Intellisys again. At the massive memorial service, Ness had managed to avoid meeting him. Fletcher had been at the church, but Ness had stayed to the other side of the crowd of mourners.

	Angie caressed the side of his head, running her fingers through his hair. Ness took her hand in his.

	“I’m going to wait in the car.” Her eyes were awash with love for him and sympathetic understanding. “Take your time.”

	He briefly watched her walk away, always a pleasant experience, before facing the grave again. There had been no body to bury here, so the grave contained an empty casket. If the doctor’s human form had remained after his dissolution, as far as Ness knew, it had never left Intellisys. Dr. Bertrand had bought the plot years ago, and Ness believed in the importance of having a public place to memorialize his friend. The gravestone had been left to Ness, allowing him to add the inscription, which truly only made sense to him and the doctor. Should his perambulations through time ever bring him to his own graveside, Dr. Bertrand would appreciate the inside joke. 

	Ness took the doctor’s invention, the PDA, from his pocket and looked at the sheen of its polished metal surface. He had not used it since returning home to find Angie there. His present had been perfected, his future appealing, and Ness had no desire to go mucking with any of it. Nonetheless, he kept the PDA as a remembrance of Dr. Bertrand if nothing else. The pain of his loss remained too fresh for Ness to consider destroying the powerful device.

	He would hardly admit the possibility to himself, but Ness hoped he might yet see his friend again someday. Only a few of Bertrand’s twenty-four hours were accounted for, and Ness had no way of knowing where else he might have visited before his time expired. If the possibility existed that they might meet again somewhere in time, Ness could focus on that hope instead of dwelling on his grief.

	Ness ran his fingertips over the polished surface of the stone, which still held some of the night’s chill. His friend could be anywhere or any-when, but the grave gave his memory a place of permanence. He considered the PDA his personal memorial to Dr. Bertrand, one whose significance no one else would truly comprehend. Ness sensed his friend would be pleased he would keep it safe. 

	The time for mourning is over. 

	Ness crossed the fresh spring grass to the car. Angie smiled at him from the passenger seat, and he couldn’t help but return it. Their futures were bound together, and he would travel there with her, one second at a time.  



	



	Keith’s Mailing List and More

	 

	Do you want to get a monthly email from Keith with the latest news on his books? Get early access to new content! Go to Penslinger.com/newsletter and sign up. No spam ever, and your information will never be given to third parties.

	If you enjoyed this book, please leave a review on Amazon or Goodreads. This is helpful to other readers, as well as warming the poor author’s heart. This is one of the best ways you can help spread the word about Timehunt: Borrowed Time.

	For an up-to-date listing of Keith’s titles, visit his Amazon Author Page.

	 

	The Timehunt Series

	Timehunt: Borrowed Time

	Timehunt: Stolen Time (Coming 2019)

	Timehunt: Wayward Time (Coming 2019/2020)

	 


Acknowledgments

	 

	I must recognize the vast support I have received from my wife, Julayne, in all of my work as an author. She has read so many versions of this story over the years, edited several of them, and acted as a sounding board whenever I needed one. I truly could not do this without her.

	I also want to thank the many fans of this series in its previous forms: as an audio serial on Podiobooks.com and the first-edition ebook. It was your interest in the series that led me to give this title a refreshed second version.

	Finally, whether you are a returning reader or a new one, thank you for picking up Timehunt: Borrowed Time. I hope you enjoyed the book and will check out the other installments of Ness’s story.


	About Keith

	 

	An author and podcaster, Keith has participated in and won National Novel Writing Month (NaNoWriMo) six times. He hosts a quasi-daily podcast where he talks about a variety of topics on his commute. You can find more information about him and his works at www.Penslinger.com, and he can be found on Facebook at the Penslinger page, Twitter (@edgizmo), and Instagram (edgizmo2).

For information and news specific to the Timehunt series, visit the Timehunt Facebook page, and follow the Timehunt Twitter account.

	 


	cover.jpeg





