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CHAPTER ONE: Guilty
Tuesday, June 8, 2010, 4:15 p.m.
 
A corpse is always bad news, Ness mused as he trod the faded-green-carpeted stairs. The fabric was covered in so many stains that they seemed like part of the pattern. But from the little he had been told outside, he knew the condition of the carpet would seem pretty good after he got a glimpse of the deceased, yet another poor sod whose time had run out — or more likely had it wrested from his grasp by violent means. Ness rarely got called out for people who had died peaceably in their beds.
A distinct smell grew to overpowering as he gained the second floor, a silent yet unmistakable harbinger of what he would find. The cadaver had clearly been lying around for some time, growing more rancid by the minute. He wrinkled his nose at the stench. Of course, a fresher body would be better.
People who created dead bodies were notoriously poor at cleaning up after themselves. Because of that, Ness had become familiar with the unfortunate smell of decomposing flesh.
A solitary police officer was standing guard at a door, a stoic figure in the miasma that enveloped the hallway. She was a long-time acquaintance from many crime scenes and had a formidable reputation as an unmitigated man-eater. Indeed, her eyes traveled along his nearly six-foot frame, taking in his muscular build, before finally finding their way to his face and sandy-brown hair. 
“Hiya, Trace,” Ness said to the cop. 
She gave him a rueful grin. “Hey, Ness. Here for the fun, eh?” 
He could remember when she practically threw herself at him, a slice of time Tracy no longer remembered, but his wedding band made her much more pleasant to be around.
“Guess so. Smells like a bad one.”
Tracy laughed. “Oh, you haven't had the full experience yet. It's much worse inside.” She winked. “No air conditioning.”
Ness winced as Tracy opened the door with a knowing chuckle. He waded through a surge of heat and olfactory putrescence as she shut the door, trapping him inside. The effluvium intensified until it acquired nearly physical proportions. The smell combined with the sweltering temperature made the space almost unbearable. The small apartment could be compared to a kiln. It had been a hot week for early June, typical unpredictable Michigan weather serving a late-July heat wave a few weeks early. Someone had attempted to improve conditions in the apartment by opening the windows, but without any kind of breeze, the heat remained oppressive and the stench foul.
Ness got his bearings just inside the door. Even with the unfavorable conditions, he had a job to do. He had been inside too many apartments like that one to let the environment affect him overly much. Years spent as a freelance forensic photographer had hardened him to the results of death. His role was to document the scene in its untouched state, which exposed him to the grisly reality others left behind when they broke the sixth commandment.
He took his camera bag from his shoulder and set it on the carpeted floor then removed a pair of blue latex gloves and slid his hands into them, the tight material adhering to the sweat they instantly invoked. Retrieving his camera, Ness took stock of the apartment. The small living room was cluttered but otherwise unremarkable. The only out-of-place item looked to be the cordless phone with its battery removed on the coffee table. Ness lifted his camera and recorded the entire room. 
The shutter click echoed loudly in the stillness, and it drew the attention of Detective Frank Sullivan. He appeared in the bedroom doorway, his puffy face red and sweaty, and raised a hand in greeting. Ness noted the sweat stains on the button-down shirt straining over the detective's Buddha-like belly.
“Back here, Ness,” Frank called.
As he made his way to the rear of the apartment, the odor thickened. It permeated his senses until he could taste it on the air. After a brief handshake, blue-clad digits grasping, Frank led him into the bedroom and the source of the smell. A large black man lay on his back atop the dated shag carpet, several days dead. His skin was stretched tightly over his puffy form due to decomposition. The front of the victim's shirt bore rust-colored stains from dried blood surrounding several stab wounds.
“Nothing beats having a body cooking for three days during the hottest week of the summer,” Frank growled. 
Ness silently agreed and turned his attention to taking pictures of the body, the mussed bed, and the shards of pottery arrayed around the corpse's head.
“Not a suicide, I'm guessing,” Ness quipped as he took photo after photo. It drew a guffaw from the police officer.
“Naw, I've pretty much ruled that out.” Frank grinned.
The reflection from a scratched black knife handle on the rug caught Ness’s attention from across the room. The blade had snapped off.
“Broken knife,” Ness commented as he documented the handle's position in the room, then he got close-ups of the broken blade.
“I've got a good idea where the rest of it is.” Frank looked at the body. “No more tomorrows for this poor bastard, eh?”
Ness paused and looked at his friend. Frank was still gnawing his nicotine gum in an attempt to stay off cigarettes, sadly regarding the deceased.
“Getting philosophical in your old age?” 
Frank met his eyes and gave him a sheepish grin. “Been thinking about retirement lately,” he admitted. “My mind's been on the future a lot.”
Ness resumed his work for another minute until the camera emitted the steady whine of the film rewinding into its canister. “That's understandable.” He pulled a new roll of film from his pocket.
“Do you think about it?”
“The future?” 
Frank nodded.
I’ve already saved the future for everyone. Even as that notion flashed through Ness's mind, he pushed it aside. The camera stopped whirring, and he pressed the button to pop the back open, pulled out the metal canister containing the exposed film, and replaced it with the unexposed roll. 
“Not much. I like to believe I'm building my future through the choices I make today. Concentrating on doing it right day after day is enough for me.”
Frank chewed on that idea for a minute along with his gum.
“Good point,” the detective finally admitted. “Of course, if I were married to your lovely lady, I would be focused on the present too.”
Frank winked at Ness, which made him laugh briefly, until he remembered his friend had been divorced for the last fifteen years and had lacked any steady companionship for a long time.
Ness threaded the fresh film in his camera and shut the back. It whirred again as it positioned itself to the first frame on the roll.
“Are you guys going to get around to children any time soon?” Frank’s grin took on a mischievous slant.
“I think it's a little late for that,” Ness said uncomfortably as he finished shooting the room. “We're in our forties, after all.”
Frank grunted doubtfully. “Modern medicine is a marvelous thing.” 
Ness cleared his throat. “Any suspects?” 
The change in subject drew another laugh from the sweaty detective. “Oh, at least one.” Frank smirked. “Follow me.”
 The detective led Ness to a small laundry room down the hallway. He grinned and swung open the lower door of a stacked washer-and-dryer unit. In the drum lay a bloodstained work shirt with an embroidered name tag clearly visible.
“Smart,” Ness said, taking a picture of the garment in situ. “Who's 'Steve'?” 
“Ex-boyfriend of the fruit loop in the bedroom.” 
Ness looked expectantly at Frank, who pulled a pair of latex gloves from his pocket and slid them on before retrieving the shirt from the washer and holding it up. The name of a prominent local company had been sewn above the left pocket, with the incriminating name tag over the right. Ness snapped another picture.
“Perp threw the shirt in the washer but forgot to run it. He hadn't even thrown any soap in,” Frank said.
Ness grinned. “Guess this one won't be too hard to figure out.” 
“Very true. I almost feel guilty about getting paid for it,” the detective quipped back. “Almost. I've got my retirement to consider, after all.”
Laughing, Ness left the small room. Retracing his steps toward the front of the apartment, he made his way to the kitchen. It was neat, with a small plate and coffee cup in the sink. He captured images of the cramped space, including a close-up of the knife block. “Two knives missing,” he commented.
“I noticed,” Frank said. “My theory is the perp came back for a second one after the first knife broke. It's not here, though. Must've taken it with him.”
“What about the broken pottery?”
“Dunno,” Frank replied. “Maybe the victim needed subduing, so Steve had time to come get the second blade.”
“Is that what happened?”
Frank shrugged his meaty shoulders. “It's a theory.”
Ness turned his attention back to his work and finished in the kitchen. The apartment door opened, and a man and a woman with a gurney passed through, wearing black baseball hats with Coroner embossed in white thread. Three crime scene techs, toolboxes in hand, followed them in. 
He followed the coroners into the bedroom and had them flip the body. The deceased’s back was covered in dried blood from more stab wounds, and the stain on the carpet looked like a macabre Rorschach test. The pair maneuvered the mortal remains into a body bag, and Ness left them to their task.
“I’ve captured images of everything here. The pictures will be ready for you tomorrow morning,” he promised Frank as they shook hands.
“Good enough.” The detective turned away to respond to a question from one of the techs. 
Back outside, Ness expelled as much foul air from his lungs as he could before inhaling deeply. That was his usual method for removing the stench of the corpse from his airways. He sometimes doubted the effectiveness of the technique, but it gave him some relief via the placebo effect, if nothing else. 
As he drove away from the crime scene with the air conditioner set to high, he replayed the conversation with Frank. All the talk of the present and the future got Ness ruminating about his past — specifically, about two years ago when his friend Dr. Francis Bertrand had sent him a time machine in the mail to keep it from the grasping hands of the people associated with the research firm he worked for, Intellisys. Its arrival had kicked off an adventure that eventually ended with Ness discovering he had an unexpected but not unwelcome wife waiting for him at home. She was there because he had manipulated events in his past to bring him and Angie together. Originally, she had experienced an entirely different life, and he had selfishly changed her path so she would be with him.
He had no way of knowing if their life together had turned out better than what she formerly had, and the possibility that he had shifted the course of her life in a way that might not be to her benefit gnawed at him. With a cluck of his tongue, he chided himself for the mental flagellation. It had become a familiar cycle, one Ness wished he could abandon. 
Not much different from what John Fletcher was trying to do, is it? With the guilt came the fear of what her reaction would be should she ever find out. She might leave him, or worse, she might hate him. Angie was wonderful to be with, but when roused, her anger roiled with frightening intensity. He could not predict the outcome if she ever learned of his manipulation of the timeline, though he had imagined countless possible scenarios over the last two years. He poked at the conundrum often, like a child worrying a loose tooth.
Ness shook off the fruitless ruminations, even as more tried to take their place. Though he shared some blame for other events during his run-in with Intellisys, he refused to fret over them as he made his way home. He turned on the radio and scanned for a station with a catchy tune to distract his mind. 
A glance at the clock confirmed it was only four forty-five, which meant he would be home for dinner, and his funk of the last few minutes evaporated as his spirits rose. Ness needed a restful evening alone with his wife, though he might not deserve to share her company.



CHAPTER TWO: Suspicion
Tuesday, June 8, 2010, 4:53 p.m.
 
The monitor rocked dangerously with an ominous creaking from the impact of Angie’s palm to the side of its plastic case then settled back on its base with a solid thump, placidly enduring the abuse at its user’s hand. It was not the first time it had endured such maltreatment and would likely not be the last.
“Dammit!” Angie shook the sting from her hand and glared at the screen. Nothing had been easy that day, and her current project’s looming deadline was doing nothing to help her stress levels, either.
“What's the matter, girl?” someone said with a friendly voice behind her. 
Angie spun her chair to face the speaker, an extremely dark woman with inviting green eyes and a blinding set of teeth that appeared whenever she expressed mirth. Suzette was the only coworker Angie considered a friend.
“This new report.” Angie sighed tiredly. “It’s kicking my ass.”
“Well, you should take a break.” Suzette gave her a reproving look. “You didn't even go to lunch, did you?”
“I had a cup of instant noodles,” Angie muttered guiltily.
“Ooh, eating healthy, I see.” Suzette rolled her eyes. “And I bet you worked right on through.”
Angie nodded sheepishly, a touch of defiance in her eyes.
“I've got a firm due date for this project.” 
“When?”
“Friday.”
Suzette gave a small snort of derision. “How long until you're done?”
“I dunno, maybe a day.” Angie’s face creased with anger again. “Assuming I ever get around this calculation error.”
“It's only Tuesday.” Annoyance colored Suzette’s tone. “You've got three whole days to finish that thing.”
Further comments were interrupted by a chirp from Angie’s cell phone. She plucked the device from her belt and looked at the display. A text message from Ness said he would be home for dinner.
Dinner? Her confusion faded when she looked at the clock. It was almost five o'clock.
“Wow, it's late.” The day had completely gotten away from her. The last time she had looked at the time, it had been almost noon.
“Uh-huh.” Suzette grunted in her best I-told-you-so tone. “Ness was on the phone?”
“Yeah.” Angie slipped the phone into its holster. “He's going to be home for dinner. It’ll be the second day in a row!” 
That realization ignited a burst of happiness in her heart. Having dinner together at all could be a relative rarity with Ness's odd work schedule. Consecutive nights were nearly unheard of.
“How nice.” Suzette’s flat tone indicated skepticism.
“Don't start. Sometimes Ness has to work odd hours. Murders and other crimes don't always happen during business hours.”
“Uh-huh.” 
Angie sighed. Suzette was one of her best friends. They occasionally had dinner when Ness was working and had gone on several shopping trips together. Their closeness had led her to discuss with her friend the differences in Ness she’d noticed about two years ago. Sometimes Angie wished she had kept her mouth shut.
“My third husband, Leroy, used the 'working late' line on me too. Considering he was the short-order chef for a diner that closed after the lunch rush, it didn’t take long for me to find out he was playin’ around.” Suzette crossed her large arms over her prodigious torso, which spoke of her affection for fried food.
“How many husbands have you had?” Practically every time they talked about men, Suzette had another name to trot out.
“I'm looking for number five,” she answered with a scowl, “and don't change the subject.”
Angie sighed again. “I'm certain everything is OK. I've asked him about a few of his late nights, and what he tells me always checks out. I'll catch something on the news the next day about the crime he described.”
 The root of Suzette's suspicions, and honestly, Angie's as well, had transpired two years earlier. Ness had come home almost a different man one morning after helping Dr. Bertrand. His eyes held increased interest in her, and his passion rivaled the first years of their marriage. But something troubled her, which eventually led to confiding in Suzette. Occasionally, she saw a flash of guilt when he looked at her. Ness would dampen it quickly, but it had happened more than once, and it got harder to ignore. When she pressed him for details, he dodged her questions. Assurances aside, Ness was clearly concealing something, and she had never discovered what it could be.
One day over lunch, Angie had described his behavior to Suzette, and her friend was instantly convinced Ness had been having an affair. She cited her experience with her second husband, Ian, who had acted the same way after he spent his lunch hours banging the local mail lady. 
For a few months afterward, Angie had watched Ness closely, but she never saw any direct signs he had been involved with another woman. His increased attention and ardor continued, and the reality was she had not experienced such love in years. Eventually, she relaxed into the situation, setting aside her unresolved questions about Ness’s secrets. But Suzette did not release her suspicions so quickly, mistrustful of Ness on Angie's behalf.
“If you say so,” Suzette said doubtfully, pulling Angie’s attention back to their conversation. “But in my experience, a man with something to hide is not to be trusted.”
“I do say so.” Angie stood, causing her lower back to ache, a reaction to the way she had slumped in her chair all day. Arching backward, she tried to ease the kinks in her vertebrae.
“I do believe your boyfriend's enjoying the show.” Suzette grinned.
Angie was wearing a tight white knit top, and as she stretched, her figure drew the gaze of a younger man, Ryan Jamison, sitting a few cubes away. Ryan had long, greasy hair and a few days' worth of scraggly beard. When Angie glanced in his direction, she saw that he had obviously been watching her avidly, but he quickly looked away with a guilty expression. He was wearing a stained T-shirt with Evil League of Evil printed on it. The shirts usually changed daily, although the stains were a constant. Angie secretly reveled in smug satisfaction about the crush he had developed on her, though he was fifteen years younger. It pleased her that she could still catch the eye of younger men, even in her early forties.
“If Ness is doing the dirty, you could always get some of your own with Ryan there,” Suzette whispered with a salacious smirk.
“Eww.” Angie wrinkled her nose, and Suzette laughed. “I have a husband, thank you, and I'm going home to have dinner with him.”
“Uh-huh. You keep an eye on that man of yours.”
Angie turned to glare at her screen one last time, saved her program, and shut her computer off before turning back to her coworker. “Seriously, everything is fine.” At an instinctive level, she trusted Ness, and he made her enormously happy. She had no doubts that his commitment to their marriage matched hers. Of course, if she ever did discover he was sleeping around, she would skin him alive. 
Tonight, I’ll probably just strip his clothes off. Her nerves tingled with a happy thrill in anticipation, and she left for home with a wave and a grin for her friend. She had no room for doubt and suspicion, at least not that night. She would worry about their future later. After all, they had plenty of time.



CHAPTER THREE: Happiness and Sadness
Tuesday, June 8, 2010, 5:10 p.m.
 
Those walking on the streets had no idea they were being watched. Any random act might be caught for perpetuity without consent or notice. No animosity was in the recording of those images, nor any agenda to concern those passing by. The photographer pursued the art for his enjoyment, and his subjects never considered looking up to catch a glimpse of the lens. 
Late-afternoon sunlight slanted over the rooftops, the buildings nearly silhouetted against the orange sky. Shutter clicks overlaid the sounds of traffic and conversation rising from the street. Ness looked from behind his camera for his next shot. He loved that time of year, when the warm temperatures pulled him out to the balcony with his camera in hand. Ness usually had a few shots left on his last roll of film from the crime scene, and instead of wasting them, he would go out there and shoot whatever looked interesting. He had hundreds of photos of the Royal Oak skyline and sidewalks. The endless streams of people gave him an unlimited supply of fresh images.
He scanned the sidewalk through his zoom lens and saw a motorcycle gang member with graying hair and a gut rivaling many an expectant mother’s. The biker's leather vest left his muscular arms bare, and a rose was tattooed on his left shoulder with the name Muffy above it. Ness grinned, and the shutter clicked again.
Next, he spotted a couple of emo teens with dark mascara and grim looks. One of them said something, and the other laughed. For an instant, their faces were transformed by humor as they shared the joke, before the teens remembered their personas and donned their dour countenances again. But the return of those expressions came too late, as his camera had already captured their break in character.
Ness’s eyes roved over the crowd, sliding past parked cars and sluggish traffic. The streets were busy, and most of the parking spots were full. He briefly noticed a white van parked near the corner, but a brown ponytail bobbing in a familiar fashion caught his attention. Ness zoomed in a bit tighter. Angie was as magnificent as always, and he loved shooting her as she strolled unaware along the street. The camera clicked and whirred, exposing frame after frame. She stopped and looked up, as if she could detect his gaze. Seeing him at his usual perch on the balcony, Angie gave him a big grin.
He lowered the camera and beamed back, entirely captivated by her, though a part of him had only known her for the last two years. She lifted her right hand with the index finger extended beside her face then brought it diagonally across her body to grasp it in the palm of her left hand. The gesture had special meaning for them, a way for them to express their love without words. He returned it to her, his heart full of the emotion that made it a part of their special communication.
Angie's younger sister had been born deaf. Her family did not let that difference define her, and Amy had learned to find her place in the world without hearing. She was a delightful woman, and Ness considered himself fortunate to call her his sister-in-law. Early in his relationship with Angie, he’d learned American Sign Language to communicate with Amy as Angie's family did. 
A couple of years into their marriage, Ness had been waiting for Angie in a mall, sitting with the other husbands on the benches, when he spotted her among the throng of shoppers, and his heart became insufficient to contain a nearly overwhelming surge of emotion. His contemplations ranged from joy at her presence in his life, disbelief that she had chosen him as her partner, and certainty that they belonged together. Ness held on to the last, firm in his faith that they were made for each other. He needed some way to express his emotions, so his hands made the sign for “belief” almost on their own. That resulted in a confused look from Angie.
On the way home from the mall, Angie had queried him about the sign, and he tried to explain the whirl of emotions he had experienced: his belief in her as a person, a friend, a wife, and in their relationship and future together. The overwhelming need to express what the totality of having her in his life meant had led him to such a gesture of affirmation and love. 
Angie had been quiet for a long time, and after a couple of minutes, he asked if she was all right. She turned to him with tears in her eyes and a smile on her lips. Seeming unable to speak, she made the same sign to him. It became their private signal to each other, a silent expression of their love and trust that no one else would appreciate.
The memory warmed him as she arrived at the corner and waited to cross the street. As long as Angie remained with him, he could deal with whatever their lives’ journeys brought. With her, he was whole, and nothing could shake him.
The light changed, and Angie stepped into the road. Only partway across, she suddenly whirled to the left and crumpled to the asphalt. Ness initially believed she had tripped on something, but he recognized an echoing sound as gunfire a split second later. Angie lay in the road with blood seeping from her body in a growing puddle. She had been shot.
Without conscious deliberation, Ness ran through the apartment. He launched himself out the door and toward the stairs, cognizant only of the sound of his heartbeat and his aching need to get to Angie. Frantic, he pelted down flight after flight. 
After what felt like an impossible amount of time, he slammed though the lobby door and ran into the road, heedless of traffic, which had stopped because of the group surrounding his wife. 
He broke through the ring of bodies to find her lying on her back with blood soaking her shirt. A small portion of his mind remained professional, and he noted that the bullet had impacted in the center of her chest but missed the heart. As he fell to his knees beside her, that same part of his brain informed him that it was still a fatal wound. He stroked her cheek as her blood soaked into his pants. Her eyes opened and locked onto his.
“Oh God,” Ness gasped, half in prayer, half in shock. “Oh God. Angie.” He stroked her hair.
“Ness,” she said faintly, tears flowing from her eyes, “hold me.”
Though he hesitated, not wanting to cause her additional pain, the detached, rational part of his mind told him it would not matter. He carefully gathered her in his arms, lifting her upper body from the ground. A fresh gout of blood seeped from the wound, and she gasped in pain. He held her to him, and blood from the exit wound soaked his sleeves. Afraid of hurting Angie further, he held her close and tried not to move. Tears dripped from his chin as she coughed, spattering his shirt with more blood. 
Angie tried to smile at him. “I love you, Ness,” she said faintly, ending in a gasping whisper. 
Ness watched her final exhalation with disbelief, waiting for her to take another lungful of air. A torturous handful of seconds passed as her chest remained still. The confused part of him contemplated briefly why she was holding her breath, but as the seconds ticked away, it became clear Angie was gone. 
Clutching his wife’s body, he cried for her loss, heedless of the gore covering his clothing and the bystanders witnessing his grief. Ness could only hold the remains of his love as emotions ripped him apart, and he would never, ever be whole again.
 
* * *
 
The key, unconcerned with the turmoil of its owner, slid into the lock smoothly. The doorknob turned with carefree ease, and the hinges allowed the door to swing wide without hesitation. By comparison, Ness grappled with anguish and distress in a struggle destined to destroy his soul. He stood on the threshold and listened to the quiet briefly before crossing inside. When he closed the door behind him, it boomed with the finality of a crypt. With sad eyes, he regarded the empty apartment. Though he had memories of the time he had spent there as a bachelor, the space had never felt so empty before. He sought out the differences Angie had made to the decor. The touches were a revelation of her life there with him. He took in each one hungrily, as if he could draw sustenance from the reminders of Angie's presence. 
Ness turned on the light and shuffled toward the bedroom, drawing his shirt over his head. His clothes had been soaked in blood, so the hospital staff had given him a set of pale-green scrubs to wear. His gruesome garments were put in a plastic bag so he could take them home for cleaning, but he’d thrown the whole bundle in the trash. He had washed his arms and face in a cold, sterile bathroom to remove the worst of the evidence of Angie's death before waiting in a consultation room for the police to arrive. 
In the bedroom, he kicked off his shoes and stripped off the rest of his clothes. His knees and shins bore a crust of dried blood. Tendrils of the fluid had run along his leg to settle at the base of his feet. He pulled off the stained socks and threw them into the trash before walking naked to the bathroom. Ness turned on the shower, and when steam billowed out from behind the curtain, he stepped into the scalding stream. The water nearly seared the flesh from his body, much as the events of the evening had scorched his heart. He stood under the flow, and red water sluiced toward the drain. Ness closed his eyes, reliving events at the hospital.
When the police had finally arrived, Ness saw a familiar face. It was someone he worked with occasionally, a Detective Blaque. He shook Ness's hand and requested his account of what had happened. The professional side of Ness’s brain had been observing and cataloging during the unimaginable scene on the street, and his emotional side slid into the background as he recounted this story, not gone but muted.
He told the detective about seeing Angie on the sidewalk, the sound of the shot, how she had spun to the ground, and his mad dash to hold her. In his most professional manner, he related his observations of the wound and her death. Detective Blaque took copious notes, and when Ness had finished, many questions followed, such as whether she had any enemies or was having problems at work. Ness said no to both and that Angie’s boss thought the world of her, and she enjoyed her work.
The detective moved on to the shooting, and he asked why she had been on foot. Ness replied that her office was not far from downtown and she enjoyed walking there. When Detective Blaque asked about boyfriends, Ness’s reaction had been instantly and vehemently in the negative. Then Ness remembered that a man she worked with had a crush on her, Ryan... something. Then the detective asked which way she had spun.
For a second, Ness could only blink at the question, but his professional side understood. The answer was important.
Which way did she spin? 
The horrific scene played in his head once again, as it had about a million times before, but he hunted for that specific detail. “To her left.” 
Ness remembered their exchange as the water cascaded from his body, rinsing away blood, sweat, and the residue of tears, leaving only the hurt behind. 
As the detective had prepared to leave, Ness had asked a favor. He wanted to see her again, as she truly was, before a mortician took her body and tried to recreate who she had been. Ness wanted to see the true vision of his wife one last time. Since they had worked together before, the detective pulled a few strings. 
Blaque led Ness to the morgue in the basement of Beaumont Hospital. Her body lay on a gurney in an identification room, covered to her neck by a sheet. The detective left him alone, and he stood gazing at her face for several minutes. 
A corpse is always bad news, Ness mused, as he had only a few hours ago. But this time it's my bad news.
Someone had tried to wipe the blood from her face, but a few small streaks remained. He did not mind. It was her blood, and the sight of such things had long since stopped bothering him anyway. With her eyes closed, she might have been asleep except for her extreme paleness, but her chest failed to rise and fall, shattering the illusion. Ness stroked her cheek with his fingertips as his tears fell along a similar path. He leaned over and gave her a long kiss on the forehead.
“Goodbye, Angie,” Ness said in a choked whisper before leaving the cold room.
He’d kept his emotions in check as he thanked Detective Blaque, left the hospital, and took a cab home. Only once Ness was alone in the shower did he allow his grief to release, and it overtook him. Huge sobs escaped, as if they had grown more intense during the time they had been suppressed. The cascading water erased the evidence of his tears, but they burned an indelible path in his soul. He was diminished, a fraction of what he once had been.
When Ness’s grief was spent, if only temporarily, he left the shower, as bright as a steamed lobster. After dressing in clean clothes, he shambled back to the living room to sit on the couch. What now?

They would have a funeral and a period of mourning. Consolation would be given and received. He would be expected to rebuild his life without her, to “move on.”
“I don't want a new life,” Ness said, emotion making his voice loud enough to echo in the empty room. “I want Angie back.”
As he gave voice to his desire, he realized that he had the means at his disposal to adjust his current circumstance. On his feet in an instant, Ness reacted without deliberating potential ramifications. He strapped on his watch then grabbed his keys and wallet. Everything else he needed was in the car.
This isn't over. Ness’s mind flooded with grim resolution as he left the apartment. Not by a long shot.



CHAPTER FOUR: A Dish Best Served Cold
Tuesday, June 8, 2010, 8:29 p.m.
 
The waning evening light could have been a physical representation of Ness’s mood. Though he had reason to hope, his emotions had been sorely abused. He found it nearly impossible to release his grief and rage, resulting in difficulty focusing on each task.
He pulled his blue Saturn into the apartment’s parking structure and maneuvered into his parking spot. He sat there briefly with the engine off, staring at the plain concrete wall his headlights were illuminating as he steeled himself for his next ordeal. When the lights flicked off automatically a minute later, he finally exited the vehicle.
Ness descended the parking structure ramp and emerged on the sidewalk then stopped on the corner and fished in his pocket for Dr. Bertrand's modified PDA, the time machine. After his first encounter with the forces from Intellisys, he had found a safe place away from the apartment to hide the device. But since he had need of it again, he had revisited his hiding place to retrieve it. Ness had brought Angie into his life with the device, and he would use it to get her back. 
He crossed the street and stood against the building, out of the pedestrian traffic. Though it was a weeknight, many people were experiencing the Royal Oak nightlife. While it wasn’t as crazy as the typical weekend, the restaurants were busy nonetheless. Turning his attention away from the people around him, Ness turned on the PDA. The battery indicator showed only a quarter charge. It should be enough for this purpose.
In the Borrowed Time application, he selected the current date at 5:10 in the afternoon. For a heartbeat, he considered just how much had changed over the last few hours. His entire life had been destroyed in less time than it took for dinner and a movie. Pushing those dark musings aside, he readied himself as much as he could for what came next. Pressing the launch button brought on the distortion of the time travel effect, but the physical discomfort was negligible compared to the turmoil of his soul. 
He blinked to adjust his eyes to the brighter light. Angie was standing at the curb, her back to him. He could not tear his eyes from her as the light changed and she stepped onto the road. The bullet passing through her caused blood and muscle to explode from her back again, almost in the same instant Ness heard the shot. He heard himself yell, unsure whether he had cried out or if it was the version of him on the balcony. 
“Damn it,” he muttered, “I'm supposed to be looking for the shooter.”
He tapped the return button, back to his home time. He repositioned himself along the block, away from the intersection, and returned to the shooting. That time, he only glanced at Angie. The earlier version of him was standing against the building, staring at her. I look awful.
As he scanned the area, he saw a copy of himself in the parking structure under his apartment, looking at the street from above. Another was standing on the corner, diagonal from Angie's location. He examined the crowd but saw no one with any sort of weapon. When the shot came, he tried to triangulate the sound, but it seemed to emanate from the intersection itself. His directional sense caused him to look at the kitty-corner location where a copy had stood seconds before, but the spot held no evidence of where that version of him had gone. The buildings provided enough of an echo to mask the shooter’s precise placement. Ness frowned and tapped the return button.
A few minutes later, his vantage was from the parking garage above the crime scene. He watched the shooting again, but that time, he forced himself to closely observe the trajectory of her body. Based on her spinning movement, the bullet most likely came from the opposite corner of the intersection. After returning to his home time, Ness jogged back along the ramp and crossed the street to where Angie had lain. He ignored the reddish stain on the pavement and instead looked behind where she had been. A little to the left of where she fell, he found a gouge in the asphalt near the curb. The mark might have been caused by the bullet after it left her body. He crouched next to the gash and turned to look back through the area where Angie had stood. The shot must have come from the corner diagonal from where she crossed, but the building there was three stories high, with multiple windows on each floor. He needed to determine from which of those the shooter had done his work.
Ness crossed the street to stand before the suspect building and used the PDA again. He saw Angie in the sunlight, the happiness on her face, then swallowed hard and turned away from her to scan the edifice. The shot rang out, louder that time, and his gaze jerked to the second-story window right above him. He saw the barrel of a rifle a second before it had been yanked back inside. 
I've got you now, you son of a bitch. He yanked open the door to the building's entrance and strode inside at an anger-driven pace. You're not getting away, damn you!
Not this time.
 
* * *
 
Even the most enthusiastic Realtor could only describe the second-floor hallway as worn and dingy. The faded carpet was several decades out of date, and the wooden doors bore washed-out paint that was flaking around the edges in places. Brittle wallpaper curled along the edge of the ceiling. Doorknobs and other fixtures appeared to be from sometime in the 1940s. Undersized wall sconces gave only dim, sickly light. 
Ness counted his way along the doors, matching the interior layout to the configuration of the windows outside. He stopped before one such entrance midway along the hallway. The aging wooden portal was hiding the person who had callously ended his wife’s life. He pressed his ear to its surface but could hear nothing save the wail of a distant siren. Surprisingly, the door opened easily. He entered quickly and closed the door behind him. The room held nothing except for a single spent bullet casing. The window's lower casement was still open halfway.
He took out the PDA and set a destination time of five minutes earlier. As he had expected, he arrived to find a figure crouched by the window with a rifle in his hands. The assassin's eye was focused through the weapon's scope, all concentration toward lining up his shot.
“Not this time, you bastard,” Ness growled.
The shooter looked back, eyes wide. Ness took two quick steps and pulled him away from the window by his shirt. His fist clenched tight in righteous retribution, Ness punched the assassin in the jaw, and he fell backward into a corner, a pile of dingy clothes and greasy hair. The murderer groaned as his head hit the wall, and the rifle clattered on the warped wooden floor as his hands lost purchase.
Ness kicked the gun away and pulled the dusty, gauze-like curtain aside to see Angie safely crossing the street. She turned the corner toward the apartment entrance.
“You failed,” Ness said coldly. 
His adversary slumped facedown in the corner. A strange sound, almost like crying, came from the would-be killer, but Ness simply did not care. He seized the pile of clothing and pulled his adversary up. Right fist by his ear, Ness intended to deliver his rage blow by blow. 
“Give me one good reason why I shouldn't beat you to a pulp.” 
The captive, hidden behind long, unwashed locks, only continued sobbing. The fist struck again, changing the tenor of the assassin’s cries to a wail. Ness's knuckles ached, but the pain only fueled his anger.
“You... you don't understand.” The killer’s voice was hoarse.
“Damn straight I don't! What do you have against my wife? Who are you? Who do you work for?”
Ness punctuated his questions with shakes of the failed killer. The motion parted the shooter's hair, and his face became visible for the first time. Shock paralyzing him, Ness could only stare at the impossible countenance before him.
“No…” he whispered, horrified. 
He released his grip, and the killer crumpled to the floor. Ness staggered backward until his back hit the wall. Weak with shock, his legs no longer able to hold him up, Ness slid to the floor. His eyes, the only part of him functioning, remained locked on the collapsed form across from him.
“Oh my God.” Ness stared at his copy, a doppelganger of doom. The hair had grown longer and dirtier, several days' worth of beard gave his familiar features a grungy look, and more lines crossed the face, but the eyes were the same as his, though older — sadder, perhaps. Ness could believe the copy had faced unspeakable horrors, and each had left physical and mental traces.
The doppelganger returned Ness's gaze with tears in his eyes and shook his head at his younger self. “You fool.” He spoke with a croak of grief. “This was the only way. I had to kill her. I had to, and someday, you will too. Angie must die.”



CHAPTER FIVE: Redux
Tuesday, June 8, 2010, 5:07 p.m.
 
The late-evening sun glimmered off Angie's hair, reddish highlights playing across her formerly white blouse. She inhaled quickly as she strode, and her heart beat in time with her footsteps as the heat radiating from the sidewalk brushed her face.
On that perfect summer day, Angie was content as she walked along Main Street. She loved having her job down the road from their apartment. Even during the brutal winter months, she always went to and from work on foot. It seemed a waste to get the car out for her three-quarter-mile commute. The hotter-than-usual temperature for June was the only factor that marred her enjoyment, as she much preferred their normal milder weather for that time of year. Then it would be warm enough to be comfortable but not hot enough to generate the sweat she was experiencing. Even so, she lifted her face to the sun and reveled in the warmth. Even the high temperatures were better than those in the bitter winter months. Warmer days were fleeting in Michigan, where the weather was famous for changing every five minutes. Angie appreciated as much of it as she could. 
As she neared the busier downtown area, she glanced at the balcony of their apartment. Her smile grew as he recognized Ness peering at her through his camera. She knew the pictures he was shooting were of her, and she gave him the sign that meant so much to the two of them. His returning it confirmed that all remained right in her world. 
She thought back on their time together. They had been married for nearly twenty years, and like any other relationship, it had waxed and waned. After all, a couple could not keep such honeymoon intensity going forever. They were happy, though, and comfortable with each other. She had no major complaints other than how Ness folded the towels and tended to let the dishes pile up.
Assuming he hasn't been having an affair. She frowned. Suzette and her suspicions were to blame for the persistent line of speculation.
After her coworker placed the outrageous idea in her mind, Angie had watched him closely for a time, and she did notice some suspicious behaviors. The occasional flashes of guilt on his face remained unexplained. The increased ardor and attention he lavished upon her were welcome and extremely enjoyable, provided they were not the result of a guilty conscience.
She had tried to ask Ness about it, and he made vague references to an especially ugly husband-and-wife murder-suicide scene he had visited. He claimed it had given him a new appreciation of their marriage. She shuddered at the notion of what he might have seen to change him so but did not delve for specifics. The things he had to witness at crime scenes were more than Angie wanted to deal with, so she never pressed for details. But even as a part of her accepted his story as plausible, Angie's intuition told her that he was keeping secrets from her.
Regardless of that uncertainty, she eventually convinced herself that he had not been unfaithful. Although she did not comprehend the change in her husband, its primary effects appeared to be a profound sense of gratitude and happiness. Though the cause of Ness's reaction remained unexplained, Angie remained confident in his fidelity. But Suzette did not share Angie's certainty.
The light changed, pulling her attention back to the street. When the walk sign flashed at her, she continued her trek across the street, toward her home and her mate who made it so.
 
* * *
 
Ness stared at the older version of him. The copy seemed unstable, and Ness contemplated what could have driven him to such extremes. His captive’s eyes were restless, darting around the room as if he were looking for something only he could see.
“Why do you need to kill her?” Ness’s need to understand was greater than his fear of the answer. 
“To save her from what she will become.” The older doppelganger nearly moaned. “To save her from her future.”
“To save her? A bit drastic, don't you think?”
“If you'd seen what I have, if you'd experienced what becomes of her as I have, you would make the same decision.”
Ness peered sharply at the deranged man. Comprehending what had led his older self to kill his true love became an imperative if he wished to avoid making the same choice in the future.
“Why? What drove you to this? Why did she have to die?”
“Intellisys,” older Ness whispered, as if speaking the name aloud had some terrible power. “John Fletcher's plan is coming to fruition.”
The sound of those names rocked Ness. With the deaths of Glenn and Paul two years ago, it had been his hope that his role in the drama had escaped the notice of Intellisys. For months after the event, he had kept a sharp eye on the research firm and its CEO, John Fletcher. Except for the eventual identification of the body from the pool as Paul Robbins, no other allusion to the incident had appeared in the media. Some discreet inquiries at the sheriff's station revealed that the murder investigation remained open with no leads. The detective told him in confidence that it was destined for the cold case files.
Ness had also been on the lookout for any surveillance and a reappearance of Glenn's muscle men, but he never saw a single sign of his being watched or followed. After a couple years of looking over his shoulder and peering into shadows, he had hidden the PDA in a secure place and considered the matter closed. Apparently, he had critically misjudged Intellisys’s intentions.
The sound of squealing tires drew his attention. Looking out the window again, Ness saw Angie walking toward the apartment entrance. She turned as a rusty white van screeched to a sudden stop beside her.
“No,” Ness whispered.
The van's door slid open, and two men with dark clothing and covered faces leaped out, grabbed Angie, and pulled her inside.
“No!” Ness pounded on the glass with his fist, cracking the pane. He heard a faint echo of his shout from his earlier self from the apartment balcony. The van's door slid closed, and it pulled away in a final shriek of abused rubber.
“You fool,” his doppelganger said ruefully. “It was the only way. Her death is better than what is in store for her now.”
Ness turned to face his copy, who was still sitting on the floor.
“What she becomes will break your heart.” His copy began crying again, wetting his stubbled cheeks. “It broke mine. My bullet would have been better. She wouldn't have suffered. She wouldn't have... changed.”
The doppelganger covered his face with his hands as his sobs increased. Ness stood numb with shock.
“You fool, they have her now. Intellisys. Fletcher.”
Ness swallowed. He barely had time to register the fact that she had been saved from the bullet before Fletcher’s men abducted her. Maybe his other self was right, and it would have been better to let her die.
“No.” Ness shook his head. “No.” He could only repeat the denial, as if saying it enough might make it true.
“You don't believe me? See for yourself. Go to 3865 Piquand Street in Bloomfield Hills five years from now. It's John Fletcher's base of operations, in the basement of his house. Find her there, and you'll see.”
The old man pointed at the far side of the room, where the gun lay abandoned, prevented from fulfilling its purpose by Ness’s intervention.
“They used her as leverage, forced me to use Bertrand's machine to fulfill Fletcher's plan. I've done it all: sabotage, intelligence gathering, assassinations.” The older man met Ness's eyes. “I watched the world around me descend into madness, and Angie bore the cost of my ever touching that damned thing.”
His accusatory finger pointed again, that time at Ness’s PDA. It lay where he had dropped it when he rushed in to stop the shooting.
“I rue the day I received the device from Bertrand. The cost... the cost was too high. This would have been a mercy.” The roughness in the older man’s voice revealed his pain. “I had to do it, for her sake.” The copy's gaze drew inward as fresh tears again filled his eyes. “And mine.” His quiet voice echoed with despair. “I've seen enough, done enough. I'm through doing John Fletcher's bidding. I can't take any more. Can't see her suffer anymore.”
He looked at Ness, and the toll his actions had taken shone with the light of madness. “Angie must die.” 
With surprising speed, the doppelganger pulled his PDA out of a shirt pocket, tapped the screen, and disappeared into time. He faded from sight before the weight of his final words left the room.
Ness picked up his device, retrieved the gun, and found his double’s coat crumpled in a corner, a dull-green parka that looked like military issue. He plucked it from the floor before tapping the return button on his PDA. He could not shake the certainty in his gut that he had made matters worse, and he had no idea if he could ever set things right again.



CHAPTER SIX: Grim Discoveries
Tuesday, June 8, 2010, 5:37 p.m.
 
What the hell is going on? In the seconds after being snatched from the street, Angie had fought a roiling flood of emotions. Panic and anger battled for dominance in her psyche, each magnified by the darkness. A hood had been slipped over her head, and the inability to see combined with the van’s motion disoriented her. Visions of dire circumstances resulting from her abduction danced in her mind’s eye, each a different horror that increased her terror exponentially. But with the fear came anger, and she clung to her rage as a port of safety against the storm of her emotions.
Strong hands gripped her shoulders and lifted her from the floor. She struggled, but they held her easily, almost gently. Those hands pulled her arms behind her and placed restraints around her wrists, enough to fetter her but not so tight that her hands were starved for blood. She was led backward a step or two and placed in a seat.
“Take the hood off.” The commanding voice held a thick German accent.
The covering came off, and she glared at the abductor who stood before her, an older white male with salt-and-pepper hair and stoic gray eyes. An impressively large black man took off his ski mask and chuckled at her expression. In fact, she noticed both of her abductors looked alarmingly deadly, which caused her intestines to squirm.
Angie tensed even more when the older man sat and pulled his gun from a shoulder holster, but he ignored her and stripped the gun into its component parts. After only a matter of seconds, he put it back together again. The sound of metal against metal was surprisingly loud in the small space.
Another man stooped, stepping awkwardly from the front of the van to sit opposite her. The others made way for him, as if he exuded an aura of command. Angie made a point of trying to remember his features, intensely studying his short dark hair and silver goatee. His face and hands were scarred, and his green eyes held no warmth. Angie shuddered, comprehending that she was in the hands of merciless men. 
“Not too smart, showing your faces to me.” 
Uncertain why she had been taken, Angie chose to react with confident anger. Maybe it would make the men reconsider their plans. She had the sense that whatever they wanted, it involved something other than the average rape-and-dump scenario. Her captors appeared to be professionals, and she had no idea how she had drawn their interest. Angie prayed she could get out with her body and spirit intact.
“We have no worries there.” The leader pronounced his W's like V's. He was the source of the German accent she had heard earlier. “You will not be, how do you say, 'getting away.'” 
He chuckled, and the black man joined in. The older captor watched the conversation dispassionately. Angie’s hopes collapsed into the pit of her stomach. She was going to die.
Apparently, her fear registered on her face, or he had read her mind. “Oh, we will not kill you, at least not right away. The timing of your demise will be determined by your husband.” 
Angie's brow furrowed as she tried to grasp what Ness could have to do with it. 
“Yes, Ness has been a very bad boy.” The German’s chiding tone seemed more appropriate for a schoolroom. “He must be... punished.”
The leader fished in his jacket pocket and retrieved a red tube. It looked like an EpiPen, something people with extreme allergies carried in case they had a reaction. He pulled a cap off one end and leaned forward to jab the other end, black-tipped with rubber, against her leg. She experienced the sting of a needle in her thigh followed by the burn of whatever the pen contained. After a few seconds, he pulled the pen away and sat back.
“Your husband has told you about Intellisys, yes?”
“Ness? No, he's never mentioned it.” Her confusion at the question faded in proportion to the growing pain in her body. The substance disseminated through her veins, the pain increasing as it spread out from her thigh. What did he inject me with?
“A pity.” The leader put the pen back in his pocket. “Your husband has something we need. Something of ours. We want it back, and he will pay for his interference by serving us.”
“He never mentioned you or your company. I can’t help you.” Angie clenched her teeth. The pain intensified, and sweat broke out on her forehead. “What do you need Ness for? Did he steal from you? Are you going to prosecute?”
The German gave a short, humorless bark of a laugh. “No, there is no reason to get your pitiful system of justice involved.” He gave her a brief sardonic grin before turning serious again. “We need the device your husband has in his possession to forward our aims. You are the carrot to bend him to our will.”
“And why the hell would he do anything for you?” She was panting, the agony making her toes and fingers curl involuntarily. 
“Because if he does not, he gets the stick, and no antidote for you.”
Antidotes are only needed for... “You poisoned me?” The words left her lips as if driven out by the surge of fear that made her gut clench.
“I'm afraid so.” The complete lack of remorse in his tone revealed the lie in his words.
“And there's an antidote?”
“Ja, Liebling, but it will not save you.”
“What? Why not?” Her brief hope of a remedy faded into panic.
“Perhaps I misspoke, yes?” He sneered. “English is not my first language, as I am sure you can tell. It is not so much an antidote as an...” He made a show of groping for the right word.
“Inhibitor. Yes, this is the correct term. It only delays the inevitable.”
I am going to die from this poison. As the realization washed over her, woe and terror battled for dominance. Her tormentor smirked again. Apparently, seeing her anguish pleased him.
 
* * *
 
All was right in Earnest Williams's world. As Karl made his way back to the front, their captive sat with her head bowed. She panted loudly and rapidly as she dealt with the pain caused by the crap Karl had injected into her. 
 Earnest looked at the front, where Chris Harrison was sitting in the driver's seat. He had short brown hair hidden beneath a black baseball cap and was an avid weightlifter. The tight navy-blue T-shirt and pants he wore clearly showed his musculature, and the steering wheel looked small in his hands. Earnest looked through the windshield at the illuminated brake lights, an indication of rush-hour traffic. 
As big as Chris was, Earnest was taller and larger. Thick muscles rippled under his black shirt, which was barely darker than his skin. He was no stranger to the gym lately, but his strength had initially grown from an eat-or-be-eaten struggle for survival. His deep-brown eyes reflected the wariness of a scavenger, a jackal from the streets of Detroit, always keeping an eye out for larger predators.
Metallic clacks issued from the back of the van as the older, graying man checked and rechecked his weapon for readiness. He extracted and examined the clip before slamming it into place again. Reed gave the movements an almost ritualistic significance, which Earnest found amusing.
Earnest had his primary weapon, a Glock, secured in its shoulder holster. His emergency gun, a snub-nosed .38-caliber chrome model, was concealed in its ankle holster. It had been his first shooter from the days he had lived in the darkest part of Detroit's inner city. 
Having a revolver then had been like a teenager having a cell phone now — necessary equipment. The smaller gun had become almost a talisman to him, as it had saved his ass more than once. With it, he had taken the first of many lives. He did not share Reed’s need to verify that his weapons were in working order each time he had five minutes to spare.
Earnest glanced at the woman again, but she remained focused on her personal hell. Her hands were still secured behind her back, which reminded him of something. Reed had been almost gentle with her as he led their captive to a seat and taken her hood off. Much more so than I would have been, he mused.
“Do you like our captive, Tommy?” Earnest smirked. “You seem kinda soft on her.”
Reed slapped a cartridge into his gun, pulled the slide back to chamber a round, then aimed right between Earnest's eyes and scowled over the barrel of his weapon. Earnest regretted opening his mouth, and a cold certainty told him he was not the biggest predator in the van.
“My name is Thomas.” The words came out as a snarl. 
“What's wrong with a little nickname?” Earnest mocked. He had already stepped in it, so he might as well try to muddle through. He glanced over at Harrison, but the driver just shook his head. Pussy.

Even with his almost instinctive reaction, a small voice in Earnest’s head told him the driver’s reluctance to prod Reed was the smarter move, and the insult remained in his mind.
“Look, you can call me Ernie, and I'll call you Tommy,” he said, turning back to face the weapon poised to drill a round into his forehead. He felt an electrical tingling along his spine that he remembered from bleaker days on the streets of “The D,” a physical reaction to the presence of looming danger.
Thomas Reed growled as he tightened his grip. He was holding the gun straight in military fashion, and the barrel did not waver. “Only one person has ever called me Tommy, and you sure as hell aren't her.” Reed’s teeth were clenched tight, and he forced his words past them. “Call me that again, and I'll shoot you right here.”
Reed's implacable eyes bored into him, and the teasing smirk slid off Earnest’s face. 
“Sure, sure, whatever you say,” he said, still trying to sound confident. “Tomm...”
Reed cocked the gun, his malevolent stare intensifying.
“Er... Thomas,” Earnest finished lamely as a bead of sweat slid along the back of his bald head into his shirt.
“Williams, Reed,” Karl chided. “Enough.”
Thomas Reed slowly released the hammer on his gun before returning it to his shoulder holster concealed underneath a lightweight jacket.
Looking toward the front, Earnest saw his boss glaring back at him. He had forgotten Karl was in the van. Working for him was a much different experience from when Glenn had led them. In some ways, he found himself more unnerved by the German. Karl obviously carried an undeniably brutal history. His cold eyes belonged to a man with few limits. Had Earnest remembered Karl was near, he would not have goaded Reed in his hearing. Such a stupid mistake could get him killed. 
He did not exactly understand the relationship between them, but Karl and Reed unmistakably shared common experiences and a mutual respect. Though Earnest did the same job as Reed, he had no doubt Reed stood higher in the pecking order as far as Karl was concerned. Never hurts to have an “in” with the boss. He frowned.
Regardless of their apparent closeness, the German appeared to be reluctant to trust leadership of their little group to the older man. Earnest believed he deserved the role with his greater seniority, but Karl had either neglected or refused to name one of them the leader. This lack of a mandate from the vice president caused constant conflict, as each tried to wrest control of the small group from the other. Earnest suspected Karl enjoyed keeping them at each other's throats.
He noticed the Relevont woman looking at him, a slight grin on her lips. She was amused at seeing him smacked down, and he responded with a dark scowl. 
Soon enough, I'll teach you to show some respect. Oh yes, I will. He grinned malevolently and basked in the sweet thrill of anticipation. Soon enough.
 
* * *
 
Ness had no philosophical problem with firearms, but the sniper rifle looked out of place on his sofa. Light reflected off it in odd ways, lending the weapon a sense of unreality. A little investigation revealed that the gun could separate into four parts: the body, the stock, the scope, and the barrel. He found compartments sewn into the coat that concealed the items perfectly. A quick check of the rest of the pockets produced a disturbing slip of paper. It was a kill order for a senator. According to the document, the legislator, one Shirley Bruce, would be in downtown Detroit in 2013 for a Labor Day parade. A small picture of her had been stapled to the paper. His orders were to shoot her in full view of news crews and spectators. How many of these missions has my future self done? 
Based on the state of his copy’s psyche, he must have performed several such tasks. Ness remembered the doppelganger saying he had done things that haunted him, and the long-term effects of those actions were obvious. How could Intellisys impel him to such cooperation?
Yes, they have Angie now, but why would he work with them instead of contacting the authorities? Ness needed to know what would compel him to be even a reluctant accomplice in attaining John Fletcher's aims, for which he evinced disgust and determined opposition.
He scanned the paper again and read the drop-off point, Woodward Avenue at Elizabeth Street in Detroit, along with the destination date and time of September 2, 2013, at 10:40 am. A long series of numbers were printed at the bottom of the sheet. He had no idea what most of them meant, but one sequence appeared to be a date and time: February 16, 2015, at 10:14 am. Perhaps that was when the orders were printed.
Ness picked up the gun, pulled out the clip, and saw it was full. Presumably, his other self had not assassinated the senator. He had an idea about visiting 2015 to ascertain what John and Intellisys were doing, but who knew what kind of trouble would arise if his future counterpart had not made the hit. 
As Ness slid the pieces of the disassembled weapon into the various coat pockets, he thought about what his next step had to be. He would go to the hit and make a hopefully believable yet unsuccessful attempt to follow Fletcher’s orders. 
He went to his darkroom and came back with a roll of duct tape, which he put into a pocket of the worn parka. After changing into a shirt and jeans resembling what his older doppelganger had worn, he grabbed the laden coat and the keys to his car. 
The infiltration might not yield any useful information, but he had to follow up on his only lead. The worst case would be getting caught, causing either his or Angie’s death. Too late by far — Angie has already died once.
If his other self could be believed, she would soon wish for such a trip to oblivion. But he needed to see for himself what he was up against and the cost to his wife’s well-being. Ness knew he would discover a horror he could never recover from, but he clung to his grim determination to see the cause of his future self’s madness. Since it appeared his double had eschewed his assigned mission to attack Angie, it fell to him to at least make it appear that the murder had been attempted. He had a deadly date to keep in Detroit.



CHAPTER SEVEN: Information and Ramifications
Tuesday, June 8, 2010, 4:48 p.m.
 
The cheerful tones of the landlady’s voice grated on Ness’s nerves. He couldn’t fault her joy, as he had led her to believe he might rent the small office overlooking Woodward Avenue. The amount of dust on the windowsills indicated it had been vacant for some time. Ness tried to act the part of the interested buyer, but it became harder to maintain the charade with each passing minute.
 In about half an hour, Angie would be shot or captured, a fact he was trying to ignore. His next trip back in time had less to do with saving his wife than it did with gathering intelligence. He was at the location indicated in the kill order and would have to attempt the job his future copy had spurned to assassinate his wife. To this end, he listened to the various features of the cramped office, many of which were pure fiction created by the happy landlady as she showed him around. 
Although clearly perplexed by the parka he was carrying, she was too polite to mention it. Ness looked out the window and saw the lights of Comerica Park, home of the Detroit Tigers, rising above the buildings across the street. Time for my trickiest bit of playacting.
“I assume I can move in —” He interrupted himself to take his phone out of his pocket and held it up, peering at its screen and angling it away from the placid stare of his prospective landlady.
“Sorry, I have an important call I have to take. Business, you understand. Could you give me a second?”
“Of course,” she answered, beaming. Ness could practically see the dollar signs in her eyes. “I’ll be in the hall.”
Alone, he switched the phone with the PDA and set it to jump to September 2, 2013, at 10:30 a.m. then tapped the launch button and soon arrived in the future. As expected, the office was empty on the holiday. The furniture had shifted a bit in the intervening years, but the placement of the door and the window guaranteed a relatively consistent floor plan.
Ness retrieved the pieces of the gun from the coat and assembled it before slipping the clip in. It made soft clicking noises as he chambered a round. Keeping back to avoid notice, he peeked out of the window. People lined the street, and the parade was in the distance, approaching on the heavily patched pavement. 
He pulled the roll of duct tape out of his coat pocket along with two PDAs — Dr. Bertrand's device and an unmodified decoy, and he identified the actual time machine by the last five digits of its serial number, which he had memorized long ago. Next, he pulled off two long pieces of the tape and carefully applied them to the top and the bottom of the modified PDA, leaving the screen exposed. Loose flaps of tape hung off either side like a large bandage. 
Ness pulled off his shirt and held his left arm out. He carefully placed the PDA on the inside of his forearm and pressed the tape in place around his limb. Provided he was not thoroughly frisked, it would enable him to use the device yet keep it concealed. He pulled his shirt back on and buttoned it up. The decoy device he slid into a shirt pocket.
Then Ness removed the scope from the gun and used it as a monocle, watching the progress of the parade. As with most such cavalcades, the political people were out front, including his target, Senator Bruce. She followed the route, waving and smiling at the crowds on either side. The senator was wearing a UAW T-shirt like almost everyone around her because of the warm temperature. He had to concentrate to keep her in sight.
After he reattached the scope to the rifle, he opened the window a couple of inches and sat on the floor. An upturned wastebasket provided a perfect foundation for the rifle to rest on as he sighted through the scope and found the senator again. The thin black crosshairs briefly fell on her forehead before he slid his view to near her feet. He picked a spot of clear pavement a little in front of her and prepared to pull the trigger. His finger squeezed, then a young girl ran directly into his line of fire. The little head with ponytails filled his target area, and Ness barely managed to relax his finger in time.
“Shit!” Ness’s imprecation echoed loudly in the quiet room, and he inhaled and exhaled deeply to calm his jangled nerves. 
He watched as the little girl gave the senator a small American flag before scampering back to her parents, then he selected a spot in front of the politician again, made sure his line of sight was clear, and squeezed the trigger. The gun gave a loud report, and the stock drove painfully into his shoulder. 
The effects on the parade were immediate and dramatic. Like a flock of small birds evading a hawk, people ran everywhere. Most of them were screaming, with parents trying to shield their children. Security personnel scrambled to the political figures and hustled them out of the line of fire. Cops barked into their radios and scanned nearby windows. 
Initially, Ness had been unsure of his success. He surveyed the street with the scope and saw neither a body nor any blood. Mission accomplished, from his vantage point. 
He stood and turned away from the window. As he leaned over to retrieve the spent shell casing, he heard glass shattering and another gunshot from a distance. He dived to the side, bruising his elbows on the hardwood floor, then twisted to look at the window, which now had a jagged hole in the center. A shot by a police sniper, most likely. He had mere seconds to escape. 
Ness took apart the gun and slid the parts into his pockets in less than a minute. Then he rolled up his left sleeve to access the PDA and set the date and time to February 16, 2015, at 10:45 a.m. He should arrive with enough time to get into position before his older counterpart arrived at the building. As booted feet pounded toward him on the stairs, he pressed the launch button and disappeared.
 
* * *
 
Every fiber of Angie's body screamed with agony, and she could not imagine that the pain would be any more intense if she were being torn limb from limb. Her inner turmoil had become so overwhelming that she offered no resistance as they replaced the hood over her head and led her from the van. Angie’s mind oscillated between the unbearable pain, anger at her captors, and worry for Ness. What will they make him do for me? What will it cost him to do whatever it is these men want? 
But Angie had no answers. She yearned for the blazing affliction to go away and for her husband to be safe. Intuitively, she doubted either would ever happen.
They led her to a chair, and she gratefully sat. Once again, the unexpectedly gentle maneuvering surprised her. Whoever was leading her did only the minimum necessary to direct her movements without resorting to shoving and pushing. It felt professional, for lack of a better word. 
The hood was lifted from her head, and she blinked in the light. Dark figures stood around her, but her eyes were not adjusted enough to see anything more than silhouettes. 
“You administered the serum?” She didn’t recognize that voice.
“As you instructed,” the German answered.
Gradually, Angie’s eyes adjusted, and she could make out the trio from the van. The German regarded her impassively, but the black brute smirked at her. For an instant, Thomas's expression looked almost regretful, but she blinked, and his face became as blank as stone. Was his display of emotion real or my imagination? And where’s the driver?
“Excellent.” 
The cultured voice drew her attention away from her abductors. Another figure stepped into view, and a new face peered at her curiously. He cut an impressive figure, dressed in an expensive-looking black suit with a bright-red tie and sporting perfectly groomed hair and manicured fingers. Leaning over to gaze calmly into her eyes, he looked like someone watching an animal in a zoo or perusing the various pieces of meat at the butcher shop. 
Fueled by a surge of anger, Angie lurched forward to smash her head against his, but strong hands gripped her shoulders and pulled her roughly back before their skulls could collide. She twisted her head around to see who was behind her. 
Ah, there's the driver. Angie grimaced at him. He grinned and gave her a wink.
“Angela Relevont.” Her head whipped around at the sound of her full name. She instantly regretted the quick movement, as her neck burned with poison-induced agony.
The suited figure captured her eyes with his intense scrutiny. “Yes, I know who you are. My name is John Fletcher, CEO of Intellisys Research. Your husband has taken something from me, and I want it back. He also caused the deaths of key Intellisys employees two years ago. Because of this, I will require the return of the missing property and some small services from your husband as recompense.”
“I don’t know anything about what Ness might have done.” The pain caused her words to sound like a groan.
“So I gather from Karl.” John indicated the German. “Nonetheless, it is the truth. What your husband holds is invaluable, a device created by Dr. Bertrand at Intellisys’s labs. It is our rightful property.”
“Even so, you don’t have the right to abduct me or to inject me with your poison.” Giving in to her anger buoyed Angie’s spirits, and she almost forgot about the pain. “You won't get away with this.”
John laughed at her bravado, and his cronies joined in.
“Words straight from every crime movie and TV show ever made,” John ridiculed. His manner radiated a malicious undertone. “Somehow, I expected better.”
“Kiss my ass, you diseased, maggot-infested, megalomaniacal psychopath.” She lifted an eyebrow, silently questioning how he liked those words.
John's face colored as his anger rose. He lashed out with a slap that wrenched her neck and made her vision blur. But the sting in her cheek was merely a descant to the song of agony reverberating in her body. Blinking the haze away, she saw him ready to deliver another blow, but he mastered his desire and dropped his hand. He straightened his tie and jacket before giving her a little smirk as if he found her droll. Then he pulled another EpiPen from his pocket, a blue one, and held it before her.
“I believe Karl has explained a bit about the substance in your bloodstream. Poison is hardly the correct term. I prefer toxin. True, it will kill you if untreated. This” — he waved the blue pen — “will quench the fire burning in your veins and smoldering in your joints, for a time, at least. If you don't anger me, and your husband cooperates, you will receive one of these injections daily. This will be enough to ensure your survival if not your comfort.”
John leaned down until they were nose to nose. The hand on her left shoulder tightened, and another gripped her ponytail, preventing her from trying another head butt. The executive's breath stank like rotten milk.
“Should you anger me sufficiently with your less-than-ladylike mouth, the inhibitor will be withheld, and you will die within the day.”
John gripped her jaw and squeezed briefly, adding to her tally of pain. Standing again, the CEO regarded her from his full height.
“If Ness fails to do as I instruct, you will get no injections, and your life is over. The question is, how much does your husband love you? Enough to keep you alive? Or will he cause your death through his actions? We will find out.”
“What do you want him to do?” she asked through clenched teeth. The substance blazing through her intensified its effects. Her organs gave off all manner of agonizing sensations, as if they were melting. The effort to keep from screaming left her sweating.
“Your husband is hoarding the portal to the future,” John said, leaning over again to peer at her. “I know what I am to become. I have a plan. Using the device he stole, Ness Relevont is going to hand me control of the world.”
You're insane, Angie thought but could not gather enough energy to say the words aloud. 
He grinned as if expecting her to share some sort of jest with him. She stared blankly in return, too deeply consumed by suffering to react.
“I suppose you've experienced enough already to appreciate what kind of end awaits should you or Ness misbehave. Reed, give it to her.” 
John tossed the pen to the oldest thug. Again, she believed Reed’s eyes reflected sorrow or regret, but if so, it soon departed, like happy notions in the face of certain doom. He twisted a cap off one end then jammed the black tip against her leg. She did not even notice the needle piercing her skin, only the cool surcease of pain spreading from her thigh like a refreshing breeze in the middle of a desert. She gasped at the shock of it, grateful for the relief. 
Eventually, she lifted her head to look at John. She was drenched in sweat, and her bangs hung limply in her face as she glared at her captor. The overwhelming surge of gratitude that filled her soul because of the respite from her pain disturbed her. The bastard was counting on such a reaction, a mewling dependency that would transform her into a slave. Allowing herself to be manipulated in that way went against every fiber of Angie’s being, yet she deliberated how long she could avoid such a fate in the face of her urgent need. She channeled her uncertainty into hate for John Fletcher. 
“You're crazy.” Her voice sounded rough, as if she’d been running a long time. “Ness will never help you. What is it you’re after, anyway?”
John gave a little chuckle as if he found her resistance droll. “World domination is such a clichéd term, but there it is.” He leaned in again until his fusty exhalation washed across Angie’s skin like the wind of decay. “And your husband is going to deliver it to me.”



CHAPTER EIGHT: Future Imperfect
Monday, February 16, 2015, 10:45 a.m.
 
Caught in the grip of the time travel effect, Ness considered the possibility that the small office might not be empty when he arrived in 2015. Should such an eventuality transpire, he would be hard pressed to explain his sudden appearance. He doubted a rationalization based on his ability to trek through time would go over well.
But his worry over that circumstance proved to be futile, as the room was empty upon his arrival. He had gambled that the office would be closed for President’s Day, and the risk had paid off. After a few unpleasant seconds recovering from his trip, Ness left the room and descended the stairs. He took station in the building's small lobby, peering out the windows. It was a typical February day in Michigan. Snow had fallen recently, and plows had left impressive mountain ranges along the roadside. Cold seeped through the glass panes. 
Sometime that day, his older self would arrive and jump back to attempt Angie's death instead of assassinating Senator Bruce. He guessed Fletcher and his cronies would keep as much control of his future self as possible. Since the time machine did not move through space, he expected the assassin would be brought there to launch his journey. The kill order indicated this time as the moment it was likely created, so Ness hoped he would not have too long to wait. He was assuming the order had been printed just before his maddened copy had left Fletcher’s location to make the hit. As it turned out, he spent an agonizing twenty minutes watching traffic and the odd well-wrapped pedestrian scurrying past before a dark SUV stopped along the curb. A mountainous black man in a dark parka left the driver's seat and trudged around the car. Ness recognized him from his last run-in with Intellisys. He was Thing Two. 
Ness’s neurotic copy got out of the door held open by the black man. Thing Two handed him a piece of paper and the PDA, lips moving with some final instruction. The copy avoided eye contact and trod wearily to the building entrance, his listless shuffle conveying the despair of a broken man. Ness secluded himself in the rear of the lobby, keeping his back turned, listening as his copy entered and ascended the stairs. The footsteps sounded reluctant, and Ness mused on what must be going through his mind as he prepared to kill his soul mate.
Ness decided to wait a couple of minutes before leaving but risked a peek over his shoulder at Thing Two. He had gone back inside the vehicle to avoid the frigid air. Ness zipped his coat up to his chin and tried to hunch over as his double had done. The weight of the gun in the coat helped, and he shuffled out of the lobby into the cold.
Thing Two left the vehicle again to meet him. Ness had about a day and a half of beard, and eyes raw with grief. He kept his face slack and hoped he looked enough like the copy to pass muster. Thing Two barely looked at Ness’s face as he stood with his hand out, and Ness placed the decoy PDA in the silently demanding palm. Only then did Thing Two open the SUV's door. Ness slipped inside, and the door shut with finality. No doubt the child locks were engaged, and he was committed to staying in the vehicle until the goon let him out.
After putting on his seat belt, Ness sat silently, his head down. He doubted his other self had spent much time in conversation with his captor. The brute performed a quick U-turn and drove northbound on Woodward Avenue.
A host of disturbing scenes slid past Ness's window, drawing his attention to the state of the future. The streets were populated with a few civilians, who were outnumbered by the surprising concentration of patrol vehicles. At the border between Detroit and its northern suburbs, they passed through a National Guard checkpoint, where several Humvees complete with gunners carefully inspected all traffic. Billboards proclaimed a dusk-till-dawn curfew.
“Martial law.” Ness found the notion profoundly disturbing. 
The slight shifting of Thing Two’s head made it clear that Ness had spoken aloud, and he was determined not to say any more. The vehicle stopped at a light, and a headline on a computerized news kiosk bearing the USA Today logo read, “Right to Bear Arms Rescinded.” The screen changed to another headline proclaiming the collapse of the Chilean government into anarchy after the assassination of its fourth leader in six months. Ness shuddered. John Fletcher's plan was alive and well.
Another checkpoint just south of Bloomfield Hills stopped them again. Like last time, Thing Two showed the soldiers a paper, and they quickly waved the vehicle onward. Leaving the busy thoroughfare, they drove out of the downtown shopping district. After a short distance, the houses became larger, with more elaborate landscaping. Before long, they were passing estates, and they eventually arrived at Piquand Street. Thing Two turned onto the well-maintained lane and stopped in front of iron gates designed to be equal parts elaborate and imposing.
The metal had been worked into what initially appeared to be a random pattern until Ness recognized with a shudder that the twisted shapes resembled wailing faces. 
Thing Two admitted a gust of arctic air by opening the window and thumbed a button on the pole-mounted intercom. Someone responded, but the wind stole any chance of Ness comprehending the words. 
“It's Williams,” Thing Two said.
Ness cataloged the name in his mind as the gate opened. Then they drove along a long, curving driveway, passing elegant shrubberies hiding the house from the road. When they approached the garage, Williams pressed a button on the visor. One of the mansion’s four garage doors opened, allowing them to drive inside. The vehicle stopped, and Williams turned the engine off. The door descended to shut out the weather.
Ness removed his seat belt when the driver left the vehicle. As he'd expected, the door would not open from the inside. Seconds later, Williams opened it for him, apparently amused that Ness had tried to open the door himself. Ness hoped his captor would chalk up forgetting his circumstance as a prisoner to the supposedly neurotic state of his mind. 
The concrete floor was painted, and heat quickly filled the space again. Williams gripped Ness's upper arm and pulled him through a door into the kitchen. Instead of moving farther into the home, Williams opened a door that revealed a set of basement steps. At an impatient wave from the towering black man, Ness descended clumsily, with Williams coming behind him.
Ness descended slowly, trying to move with the disheartened shuffle of his doppelganger as he navigated the left turn at the landing and the last few steps. Another example of too much time at the gym stood waiting at the bottom, and Ness experienced a shock of recognition at seeing Thing Three. A sudden flashback of swinging a baseball bat into the tough guy's abdomen had Ness suppressing a small smirk. The bullyboy stopped Ness, sliding the coat off his shoulders and effectively disarming him. 
He took advantage of the pause to look around. The walls were painted a dark gray. An easy-to-clean linoleum covered the floors, reflecting the fluorescent lights mounted in the typical drop ceiling. They lit a reasonably large room, and another doorway was on the other side. A classic design from the “Early Lair” period.
 An oversized mitt of a hand grasping his chin brought his attention back to the henchman. “You get a haircut?” Thing Three asked.
Oh crap. In most other respects, Ness resembled his older self, but hair length was one thing he could not fake. He mumbled something about it bothering him when an impatient sound drew the thug’s attention. Thing Three shrugged and released Ness.
“He's waiting for you.” He nodded toward the pacing form of John Fletcher. 
After Paul's comments about his boss in Dr. Bertrand's lab two years ago, Ness had done a little investigation into the CEO of Intellisys. He'd found nothing damning in the public record, which was hardly unexpected, but John Fletcher's unwavering ambition could be observed in his precise ascension of the management structure of several prominent defense contractors. The climb eventually landed him the CEO position at Intellisys. John looked pretty much the same as he had in his pictures — the chiseled face, the perfect executive hair. The only difference was the CEO’s angry expression. 
Williams pushed Ness toward a table and onto the single metal chair before it. John threw a newspaper on the steel surface, the latest edition of the Detroit News. The front page bore a grim-faced photograph of Senator Bruce, and the caption read, “Fight to preserve private gun ownership narrowly fails.”
“Relevont, why is Shirley Bruce still on the cover of today's paper?” John demanded. “She should be two years dead by now!”
Ness read a portion of the article under the photo. The senator led a vocal group voting against suspension of one of the basic civil liberties. They nearly caused the bill's defeat.
Ness glanced up at John but did not meet his eyes for long, acting the part of his fractured double. “I missed,” he mumbled.
“You missed.” John looked doubtful and glanced over Ness's shoulder at Thing Two.
“One shot fired.” Williams held the weapon and its ammo clip in his large hands.
John looked at Ness again with a raised eyebrow.
“Police sniper found me too soon. I almost got shot myself.”
Glaring at Ness, John shook his head. He slid his hand into his suit coat and pulled out a small blue tube with a black tip. When he set it on the table, the CEO’s expression made Ness realize that its function was as some sort of incentive.
“I don't know if you've even earned this.” John's voice dripped with disgust. “Maybe it's time to let her go. Angie's not who she once was. Not at all the charming woman we all enjoyed so much.” The CEO gave Ness a leering wink.
Williams chuckled.
What have they done to her? The image of the men abusing her, using her, caused Ness to tremble.
John retrieved the tube as if to put it away, and Ness comprehended his part in the little play. The cylinder had something to do with Angie. She was the carrot to keep him in line. He had to act like his older counterpart would — desperate and not a little unhinged.
“No!” Ness shouted, rising from the chair. Williams's hands on his shoulders slammed him back into the metal seat. “It wasn't my fault. She moved just as I fired, and the shot missed. I'll... I'll do better next time.”
His voice shifted from whining to pleading as he tried to emulate the character of his deranged self. When he recalled almost killing the little girl in the street, he shivered, a reaction he hoped would help his performance. Apparently, he emoted enough desperation and despair to gratify John, who smiled. Ness's debasement pleased him.
“Please, please,” Ness begged in a pathetic voice. He looked imploringly at Fletcher. “Let me have it. Please.”
The groveling had its desired effect, and John shared a grin with his men. “Pathetic,” the CEO said as he set the tube on the table within reach. 
Ness grabbed it greedily just before Williams yanked him to his feet and shoved him toward the door on the far side of the room. Anxiety pierced Ness as Thing Two opened it and pushed him into the dark room beyond. The metal portal shut behind him with a solid click. Deep within the black obscurity, Ness paused, unsure of navigating the room without a light source. He heard rapid, heavy panting, like a hurt dog might make, and the wounded sound drove him to find a source of illumination, so he fumbled along the wall by the door until he found the light switch. A single fluorescent bulb flickered to life, exposing a scene beyond his worst nightmares. 
The source of the animalistic gasping, of the unwashed miasma his nostrils complained of, was laid bare before his eyes. He had found Angie, or at least, what was left of her. 



CHAPTER NINE: Despair
Monday, February 16, 2015, 11:18 a.m.
 
Even with the dire portent of Fletcher’s warning, Ness still froze in rigid disbelief upon witnessing Angie’s fate. The severe understatement of the CEO's spiteful comment conveyed little of the dismay, vulnerability, and wretchedness the visage provoked. He ground his teeth, barely resisting the simultaneous urges to wail and vomit.
Angie lay on a rumpled bed, wearing only a tank top and panties. Far from looking sexy, the scant clothing revealed the horror of her physical condition. Sweat covered her skin, and her hair was stringy and unwashed. The flesh barely covering her bones had a faded appearance, lacking the normal hue of health. The rapid rise and fall of her chest as she panted gave Ness the only indication that she was clinging to life. Angie was oh so thin. She reminded him of pictures he had seen of survivors from Nazi concentration camps.
His eyes roamed her thin arms and legs. Her rib cage was visible in the contours of her thin shirt. His vision clouded as he shed tears for her. Before, he had mourned her passing, but now Ness grieved for her life. Wiping his face, he stepped toward her.
He sat next to Angie and brushed back her hair with a trembling hand. Tears slid down his cheeks when he blinked. With an abrupt dawning of clarity, Ness understood the compulsion of his older self.
“Angie.” The sound came out like a cry, drawing her attention to him. She turned to face him, and her eyes stopped him cold. Sunken into her face, they had lost all the sparkle of the wife he knew. The only emotion he saw in them was relief when she spied the blue tube in his hand. 
With the intensity of a junkie getting her next hit, Angie snatched the tube, expertly twisted off one end, and jammed the black tip into her thigh. Her back arched, and she let out a sigh, relaxing as the drug took effect. The pen fell from her hand, leaving behind a tiny dot of blood on her leg. Ness noticed a vast array of small scabs along her upper thigh, a road map of the brief respite the chemical provided against the poison's pain. Eyes open again, she looked at him with gratitude, not the expression of a woman to a man or a wife to a husband, but of an addict to a pusher.
Is that what I've become to her? Ness fought the urge to be sick.
“Angie, I'm from the past. Do you understand me?”
Her eyes were free of the pain of seconds before, but wretchedness had taken up residence there. “Why? Where's my Ness?” Her voice was a ruin, as if she had spent the last five years screaming. 
“He came back to 2010 to kill you.”
Angie closed her eyes. “I asked him to.”  
“I stopped him.” 
The eyes he had grown to love opened again, and he saw the depth of her despair.
“Why?” Angie moaned, and tears etched trails of tribulation on her face. “I wanted to die.”
“I can't live without you,” Ness told her, taking her hand in his. “You're too much a - part of me.”
“Like this?” she said angrily, wiping her face with the heel of her free hand. “On the verge of death, wasting away day by day? I don't even want me to live like this!”
Angie's passion drained out of her, and she lay back weakly on the rumpled sheets. “I'm better off dead.” She pulled her hand out of his and turned away. 
Ness closed his eyes, nearly drowning in despondency exceeding anything in his experience. Angie didn’t deserve such inhumane treatment, but John Fletcher had happily destroyed his wife to further his agenda. That realization caused his despair to transform into indomitable fury. He looked at Angie again, now curled on her side. With dreadful certainty, Ness could discern that even though her body still lived, the essence of who she had been, all the things he loved about her, had been obliterated. John Fletcher and his men had killed everything she had been, leaving only a husk of her behind.
The door to the room opened suddenly, and Thing Two stood there in the doorway. Williams, Ness remembered.
“All right, lover boy, playtime's up. We got another job for you. Maybe you can do it right this time.”
Driven by his rage, Ness rose from the bed and strode toward the open door. Williams's eyes widened with the realization that it was not the habitual shuffle of the broken man who usually attended his wife. Like a graceful tempest, Ness flowed into a tai chi posture, which ended with his fingers jabbing Williams in the windpipe. His prey jerked back, so instead of the crushing blow Ness intended, the brute merely succumbed to a coughing fit. Ness followed Williams with fluid grace and slipped his foot behind his ankle. The brute's instinctive step backward caught on Ness's shoe, and he fell heavily to the hard floor.
Thing Three saw his compatriot go down and came at Ness like a linebacker. Ness took a step to the side, deflected his grasping hands with a twist of the wrist, and captured his attacker's arm. Pivoting his body, Ness directed the momentum of his opponent into the wall. The result was a reverberating thud followed by the slithering sound of a body slumping unconscious to the ground.
Williams rose, rubbing his throat. He glared at Ness and lunged. Ness held his arms before him in a rough circular shape and stepped into the larger man's attack. He used the natural elasticity of bone and muscle in his arms to repulse his target then took a step forward and brought his knee sharply into Williams's perineum, the tender spot between the legs. He sprawled to the floor, gasping, his eyes screwed shut. Ness looked for additional targets, but John had apparently left only the two of them in charge.
“Ness?” the shattered Angie called from the abominable bedroom.
Ness could not face her again. He lacked the stamina to experience the horror afresh, even as the memory throbbed in his cortex. He turned from the pleading voice and strode toward the stairs. Though he would save his wife, first he had to get out of the basement. 
Rolling up his sleeve, Ness exposed the PDA and typed in a new destination. He would go to the day before Angie was attacked and save her. He typed in June 7, 2010, at 5:00 p.m., which should get him to the apartment shortly before dinner. 
He grabbed the parka from a hook and noticed the gun had been removed. It sufficed for his needs against the winter chill, and he put it on as he climbed the basement stairs. He opened the door to the garage and inspected the vehicles: a Porsche and two Hummers. He picked the closest SUV and slid into the driver's seat. As he had hoped, the keys were in the ignition. He pressed the button to open the garage door and backed out. After turning the SUV around, he drove along the long driveway at breakneck velocity. Partway to the gate, he saw another Hummer coming toward him. He increased his speed. “Let's see who's chicken,” Ness said darkly.
As the other vehicle neared, he could see the driver, an older man with a goatee, but Ness did not recognize him. Thing Four sat in the passenger’s seat, scowling at Ness across the narrowing distance. The driver evinced surprise at being challenged in the assumed security of the driveway. Ness grinned and pressed harder on his accelerator. The other Hummer swerved into the grass in the instant before a horrible collision would have taken place, and Ness sped by without slowing. In his rearview mirror, the other SUV swerved back onto the driveway in pursuit. 
The gates opened automatically as Ness neared them, and he sped onto the quiet street, with the other vehicle seconds behind. They'd traveled less than half a mile before he heard the unmistakable crunch of crumpling metal as the pursuer’s SUV rear-ended his with a jolting lurch. Ness spun the wheel in a frantic struggle to regain control of the fishtailing vehicle. Another jarring impact sent the SUV into a spin that only stopped as it slid into a ditch with a heavy crunch of crumpling metal. Ness slammed the car into reverse and stomped on the accelerator, but the wheels spun uselessly. 
The other Hummer stopped nearby, and the driver leaped from his vehicle and yanked open Ness’s door. For a heartbeat, the older man paused, surprised to see Ness at the controls. Even with the dark hair and goatee, he looked to be nearly sixty. Thing Four exited the SUV with a gun in his hand. 
Ness’s attention was brought back to the driver when his grasping hands tried to grab him. He experienced no guilt for lashing out with his fist and striking the jaw of the senior citizen. The driver staggered backward into the approaching attacker before falling. Ness got out of the car to face them. Thing Four brought his gun into firing position but stopped after a sharp command in German.
“Nein!” 
Thing Four scowled but complied. The goateed assailant regained his footing and closed the distance before retaliating with a quick punch to Ness's sternum, which sent him sprawling. Ignoring the pain in his chest, Ness got back on his feet, sliding naturally into a fighting posture. As they twisted in a series of moves and countermoves, Ness recognized that his opponent was using bagwa, the mirror image of his tai chi. The unknown assailant sparred energetically with Ness, looking for an opening. They punched, evaded, and deflected attacks for nearly a minute. As they fought, they slid from side to side as Ness constantly adjusted his position to keep his opponent between him and the criminal’s gun. Their skills were nearly equal, but the older man was favoring his left foot. Maybe he hurt it during the accident. 
Seizing the advantage, Ness stepped forward, hammering his shoe on the adversary’s left insole, gripped his shoulders, and pulled him forward. The German tripped over Ness's leg and sprawled behind him. 
“Mein Gott.”
With the German on the ground, Thing Four corrected his aim. Ness had mere seconds to act, and he pulled up his sleeve, exposing the PDA strapped to his arm. He'd had enough of the future — he needed to fix his past. Just before his finger tapped the launch button, a hand fell forcefully on his shoulder. Fingers clenched on his shoulder, bringing the sharp agony of a pinched nerve. Ness instinctively lashed back with his right elbow, but before his blow could strike flesh, the time transition engaged. As he dissolved away from the present, the heavy weight of his adversary’s presence draped over him like a calamitous portent.



CHAPTER TEN: Hitching a Ride
Monday, June 7, 2010, 5:00 p.m.
 
Up to that point, the act of time travel had been a solitary act for Ness. He might be slipping through time to meet someone else, but the journey had always been a solitary one.
As his matter transferred to the past, he had a growing suspicion that he was not going alone. When he fully arrived, his body continued the motion he had initiated in 2015, slamming his elbow into the stowaway’s nose with a sickening crunch. The hand fell away, and the unwitting passenger gave a startled grunt. 
Ness spun to face his adversary. The twin SUVs were gone, along with Thing Four. The cold temperatures were also a thing of the past.
The German was suffering from his first trip through time, if his wheezing cough was any indication, along with the broken nose. Blood streamed from his nostrils, and the brutalized flesh was already swelling. He glared at Ness, shaking off the effects of time travel and his shattered nose to resume his attack. Fists flew and were parried, and kicks were thrown and avoided. Ness let him circle, constantly turning to face his foe. 
His opponent unexpectedly reversed direction and kicked the side of Ness’s knee. His leg buckled, and he fell, but before he hit the ground, his adversary's hand shot out and connected with Ness’s solar plexus. He lay stunned and gasping for air. 
The sleeve of his parka was still pushed up, exposing the time machine affixed to his limb. The German leaned over him and tugged on the device with a grunt. The tape pulled at Ness's flesh, but both held. For an instant Ness expected the contact to cause his foe to implode, but the machine had been the one to move him in time. The sound of an approaching vehicle interrupted his adversary’s efforts. Only then did Ness remember they were still in the middle of Piquand Street. 
“Stop!” someone shouted through the window of the car.
The German cursed under his breath, ran off into the brush lining the road, and swiftly sprinted out of sight. Ness regained his feet, and the car pulled alongside him. He slid his sleeve back into place to conceal the device.
“Are you all right? Did you get mugged?” The female driver regarded him with a concerned expression.
“I'm fine,” Ness assured her. “He didn't get anything.”
“Well, I'm calling the police. We don't need that sort here on Piquand.” 
She took out her cell phone and drove away to the safety of her gated home. Maybe the police would pick him up because of his injuries, but Ness doubted it. Still, he took comfort in being close to his home time, where citizens still relied on the police to solve most problems. 
Peering in the direction the henchman had run, Ness saw no sign of him through the trees. He frowned. How did Fletcher's lackey manage to come along for the ride? By touching me? What else can this device do that I don't know about?
The parka was the wrong garment for heat of the June day he had arrived in, so he took it off. He tried to peel the PDA off his arm, but the duct tape stuck to him with rugged determination. He winced as the adhesive took hair and a layer of skin with it, leaving tender red flesh behind. Once it was off his body, Ness removed the tape from the casing with marginally less difficulty, although a sticky residue remained.
When he pressed the power button, he noticed the low battery indicator. He made a mental note to retrieve the charging adapter when he arrived at the apartment and opened the Borrowed Time application. The screen told him he had a little less than eighteen hours left before he had to return to his home time, which should be enough. He decided to delay warning his copy and Angie for a little bit, though. First, he needed to identify what the ramifications of bringing Fletcher's man back in time with him were. 
He needed to get to the apartment and get some clothes without running into Angie or his other self, so he entered the destination into the machine by changing the time to 12:30 p.m. but left the date the same. Tapping the launch button, he was away.
When he arrived five hours earlier, the sun shone much brighter, although the trees still sheltered the road. He pocketed the device and trekked toward the end of the residential lane. At the busier road, which led toward the center of Bloomfield Hills, Ness kept his eyes open for public transportation. His luck held, and he flagged an unoccupied cab. 
“Take me to the nearest car rental place,” Ness instructed as he slid into the back seat. After a short stop at the apartment, he had a little road trip to make.
 
* * *
 
I spend way too much time in bathrooms.
Ness had arrived in 1986. He needed expert advice, and he knew only one person who could provide it. He left the bathroom but hung back in the hallway. Leaning against a wall, he could see two men sitting in a booth. The older of the two was his friend, former college professor, and inventor of the time machine, Dr. Francis Bertrand. He could only see the back of the other’s head, but he remembered sitting in the same booth two years previous by his reckoning.
“ I... wish... we... had more... time,” his younger twin gasped. “So... much... I... wanted to... say.”
Ness’s heart twisted at the raw emotion in his voice. It rekindled his desolation, knowing they would never meet again. His friend's face creased in shared sadness.
“I know,” the scientist said softly, “but there is no time. You must go. Goodbye, Ness, and thank you.”
Ness stared as the younger man faded away, leaving an empty seat. The sound of a shattering cup indicated someone else had witnessed the departure. Across the room, the waitress stared at the bare spot, slack-jawed. She fled into the kitchen and chattered excitedly to the cook.
He used that instant to step out of the hallway, wearing the same blue Jack Bauer for President T-shirt and gray hoodie as his former self. Dr. Bertrand's eyebrows rose as Ness slid into the booth. The scientist studied him intently.
“Hello, Dr. Bertrand.” Ness gave him a weary smile. Regardless of the strife he had been through, Ness was happy to see his mentor again.
“Who, him?” someone said loudly at the counter. They turned to see the cook standing next to the waitress, wiping his hands on a towel.
“I'm telling you he disappeared before my eyes!” The waitress pointed an identifying finger at Ness. 
The cook rolled his eyes. “Hey, buddy! You planning on disappearing?” 
“Not if I can help it.” Ness grinned at the situation he had inadvertently created, although he did have some sympathy for the confused waitress. 
The cook turned away and shook his head. “You'd better switch to decaf, Dolores.” He returned to the kitchen.
Dr. Bertrand’s attention refocused on Ness.
“So you came back.”
“Yes, I need some more information.”
Dr. Bertrand sighed.
“Unfortunately, there isn't much more I can tell you about Glenn and Paul.”
“That little adventure got sorted out a couple years ago, my time.” Ness shook his head. “I've got new problems. It all started the day I shot Angie.”
Dr. Bertrand raised an eyebrow but maintained silence, motioning for his student to continue. In the two years since Ness had last shared that space with his friend, he had grieved for his loss while preserving his memory as much as possible. With the version of the doctor sitting before him, the one with only hours to live, Ness could discern weariness his earlier self had been too distracted to notice. Is he worn down due to his raging cancer or from guilt at being the impetus for Intellisys’s repeated intrusions? Perhaps both.
“Truthfully, I wasn’t the one who did that deed but a copy from the future. Intellisys had taken her, and John Fletcher used her as leverage to compel me to implement his plan. I stopped my double from killing her in my time then went forward to see what this version of me had experienced.”
Ness shifted in his seat. “It was bad. Martial law, curfews, you name it.”
“I've been there too.” Dr. Bertrand's expression became haunted.
“But when I saw Angie...” Ness broke off, unable to finish. He looked away briefly, tears gathering in his eyes. “They injected her with a poison, and she gets some sort of antidote that keeps her alive. Barely.” He wiped at his face.
“She asked the future me to kill her. To shoot her dead on the street before her abduction. Even though I knew it was Angie, I barely recognized her. She had changed so much.” Ness tapped a finger against the side of his head. “Mentally. Physically. Her essence had been destroyed.” He hid his face in his hands, and Dr. Bertrand grasped his arm. 
“Nestor, I have never regretted my invention more than I do now,” the scientist said sadly. “Forgive me for dragging you into this problem, not once but twice.”
After a minute, Ness pulled himself together. He snatched a napkin from a dispenser and wiped his eyes and cheeks. Abruptly struck with thirst, he sipped his tea. His palate had been briefly surprised that his cup did not hold coffee, before remembering his younger self had not yet learned to like it.
“The blame lies with others. You were doing what you were meant to do. If others twist your work for their ends, it doesn't reflect on you.”
Dr. Bertrand did not dispute Ness’s words, although guilt was still evident upon his face.
“I'm going to stop them,” Ness asserted. “I won't let them take her.” 
“So why are you here?” Dr. Bertrand probed. “What can I do to help?”
Ness took another sip of tea, a delaying tactic to find the right words. “I planned to warn myself, but an unusual event that happened when I escaped Fletcher’s future forced me to come here first.”
The doctor was clearly intrigued, and Ness took a lungful of air before continuing.
“My last encounter in the future involved a fight with one of Fletcher's men, and right before I activated the return trip, he grabbed me.”
“Oh, my.” Dr. Bertrand’s eyes widened.
“Yeah, well, he came back to 2010 with me. I didn't know such a thing was possible.”
“According to my calculations, it could be, but I never got to the point of testing it.” Dr. Bertrand frowned. “There are problems with this mode of travel.”
Ness's eyebrow rose.
“If my numbers were correct, traveling without direct contact with the machine results in an eighty to eighty-five percent decrease in the amount of borrowed time available.”
Ness whistled. “So this guy I brought back to 2010 could only have a few hours?”
“Such was the conclusion I derived from my formulas.” 
“What if two people travel while touching the device?”
“Each person should have their full amount of borrowed time, according to my research,” Bertrand answered. “I must say, your exploits have delved into areas I only theorized about! I find it terribly exciting.”
The doctor’s enthusiasm quickly drained away, and his expression became contrite. “I apologize, Ness. I got carried away. What are mainly academic considerations for me could have severe consequences for you and Angie.”
Ness smiled reassuringly. “I understand, Doc. I’ve always known your passion for this work runs deep.”
They sat in brief, awkward silence before Dr. Bertrand cleared his throat and returned to the topic at hand. “One downside to your temporal hitchhiker is the doubled power consumption, which is a consequence to be aware of.”
Ness shifted at the mention of the device's power. He had neglected to grab the charger at the apartment.
“What happens if the device runs out of battery?” 
“Well, nothing immediate,” Dr. Bertrand answered, “but without power, you would not be able to return to your home time. That could be catastrophic if you were in a time like this one that lacked the proper adapters.”
Ness pulled out his PDA and pressed the power button. A bit of fear entered his eyes as the screen remained dark, and he pressed the button again, but the result was the same. He looked at the doctor.
“Battery dead?” 
Ness nodded. 
“And how much borrowed time did you have?”
“I should have about seven hours.”
Dr. Bertrand rummaged in his coat pocket, giving his former student a wry smile. “What did I always say about planning and time travel?” He removed a small silver device with a short cord and set it on the table, showing the Energizer logo. 
“Failure to plan always ends in disaster,” Ness said, slightly abashed.
“Just so.” He smiled. “This charger takes normal batteries and charges any device with a USB port, like the PDA.”
Ness looked the device over. After a gesture from Dr. Bertrand, he inserted the cable into the port on the PDA.
“A couple of minutes should be all you need to get you home.”
“I should pick up one of these,” Ness said sheepishly. 
“That would be an excellent idea,” Dr. Bertrand agreed. “This man you brought back, will he be a danger?”
“Definitely.” Ness’s mien turned grim. “He works for John. The others deferred to him, so he might be Paul's replacement.”
“It is dangerous having such a man in your home time.”
“Well, he's not in my home time. It's the day before,” Ness admitted sheepishly. “I was going to save Angie before the kidnapping.”
Dr. Bertrand leaned over the table, obviously concerned.
“You must go back and warn your earlier self. This man got away, I assume?”
“Yes, he did.”
“He will surely alert Intellisys, and they may react sooner than in the original series of events.”
“You're right.” Ness turned his PDA on and saw it had enough of a charge to light the screen. He unplugged the cable and handed the device to Dr. Bertrand.
“When you have saved yourself and Angie, destroy the device.” Dr. Bertrand’s gaze turned stern, and Ness squirmed under the implied rebuke.
“Yeah, I know you said to after last time. But it was the last surviving part of your work, and it is such an important discovery.”
“This is true.” Dr. Bertrand’s voice disclosed a touch of pride. His eyes briefly reflected his deep connection to the accomplishment before turning grave again. “As long as there are those who will use it to shape the world to their ends, it represents too much power. As I believe you are learning, it is simply too dangerous to contain.”
Ness shook his head. “I assumed with Glenn and Paul gone, we would be safe. An incorrect supposition on my part, and so far, Angie has paid the price.” He lowered his head to hide the tears he could not control.
“You can rectify this,” Dr. Bertrand said confidently. “I have faith in you. And afterward, I trust you will do what needs to be done. Destroy the device. All of them, if multiple copies exist.”
“I will.” Ness spoke with determination, looking at his friend again.
Dr. Bertrand beamed and held out his hand, and Ness gripped it firmly. “It has been a real pleasure seeing you again, Nestor, one I did not expect to have in the short time left to me.”
Slowly, and with a slight grimace of pain, Dr. Bertrand rose from the booth.
“And now if you will excuse me, I have a date to keep with my wife.” Dr. Bertrand gave Ness a warm smile. “Bon voyage.”
“Be seeing you,” Ness said as he raised his hand, and Dr. Bertrand left the diner.
Ness watched him depart then put a few of his 1980s bills on the table. To spare the waitress any further shocks, he left the booth and returned to the bathroom to resume his journey.
I've got to do something to increase the glamour of time travel.
He shook his head as he entered a shabby stall to ensure his privacy and not cause another incident during his return to 2010. Though Ness doubted anyone would believe tales of men disappearing in a twinkling, he considered it simple courtesy to avoid inflicting such mental shock on the innocents of that time. To that end, he accepted the peeling paint around him as his lot and commenced his journey home.



CHAPTER ELEVEN: Seeing Double
Monday, June 7, 2010, 6:05 p.m.
 
In the many years since Karl had dealt with a broken nose, he had forgotten how much agony the injury delivered. In the back of a cab on his way to Intellisys, he gingerly held a tissue to his nostrils. Each daub sent a shooting pain piercing his brain. He inspected the tissue and noted most of the fluid had dried on it in a crusty brown mass. Karl grunted. Gut.
Besides the injury, Karl felt odd in other ways. His skin was prickling as if he had a low-grade fever. He wondered whether he was coming down with something or if it was a normal side effect of time travel. He seemed to remember the arschloch scientist saying something about having most of twenty-four hours for short jumps, but he needed confirmation. He had never expected it would pertain to him, so he had not retained the information.
Halt doch deine Ohren offen, he reprimanded himself. Yes, he should always keep his ears open.
When they finally arrived in front of the Intellisys building, Karl threw the cabbie his fare along with a meager tip. Bills fluttered in the air as he left the worn confines of the vehicle. At the large glass doors, he waved his ID card at the black scan pad next to the door. A small green light flashed, and the lock released. Karl wrenched the door open and stalked into the lobby.
The guard at the desk gaped. Karl knew the red, swollen, and misshapen nose had drawn his attention, along with the streaks of his blood on his shirt. A well-placed glare encouraged the employee to turn his attention elsewhere. In the elevator, he jabbed the button for the fifth floor. When the doors swished open again, Karl let out a sigh. 
Executive country. The soft lighting brought out the rich hues of the parquet flooring and created an effect of calming luxury. The highly buffed wood appeared to glow of its own accord. Contemporary sconces along the corridor provided more style than light.
Allowing the pleasant environment to affect him, he strode to his office and admired the plaque outside, which read Karl G. Morgenstern, Security Directorate. The new name of the department felt comfortable. It reminded him of old times in East Berlin. 
His secretary, Stephanie Montague, nearly dropped her stapler and hurriedly stood when he entered.
“Mr. Morgenstern, I thought you were in your office. Are you all right?” 
Karl grunted noncommittally and crossed to the inner door. It swung open with quiet ease, and he stepped through. 
His self from the current time was sitting behind the desk, his attention on his computer. “Ja, what is it?” his copy grumbled as the door closed with a muted click.
Karl sat heavily in one of the visitor chairs. The copy glanced away from his work and gaped. “Mein Gott,” he finally exclaimed. “Wo kommst du denn her?”
“From your future — 2015,” Karl responded in his native tongue.
“How? Why?” 
“The Ness Relevont from this time infiltrated John's base of operations at his residence and attempted an escape,” Karl said. “In the middle of hand-to-hand combat, he initiated a time jump. I... hitched a ride.”
“Amazing.” 
Karl silently agreed.
“What happened to your nose?”
“Relevont has a hard elbow.” 
“The Relevont who visited your time, he knows about the operation tomorrow to abduct his wife?”
“Yes, I think so,” Karl answered.
“We may have to adjust the timetable,” his double murmured. 
Karl nodded and wiped his forehead. His malaise was getting stronger. 
“Are you all right?”
Karl shook his head. “My skin prickles like I have a fever, but in my time, I had no such symptoms.”
“A side effect of time traveling?” his double asked. 
Karl had no idea and shook his head.
“We should visit Dix. He may have some insights.” 
“Ass,” Karl muttered.
“Yes.” His double grimaced. “But he's the best we have for now.”
The double picked up his phone and dialed a number. “Mrs. Montague, could you please go to the mail room?” he said, smoothly switching to English. “I believe there is a package waiting for me.”
“A package?” Karl inquired as his double hung up.
“A fiction.” The doppelganger waved his hand. “Seeing us together would likely make her faint and cause no end of attention. We will wait a minute.” 
Karl strode around the office. He had not done much to change the space over the next five years, so he enjoyed the familiar surroundings. His younger self finally rose and went to the door, and he followed. Instead of turning left in the hallway toward the main elevator, his copy turned right toward the executive elevator. It had no visible buttons, just another of the black entry pads. Karl's double brandished his card, which caused the elevator to chime, and the doors opened. Once inside, the other Karl pressed the third-floor button.
When the burnished brass panels slid aside at their destination, Karl kept out of view until his double indicated the hallway was empty. As they passed the various doors, Karl glanced at the signs next to them. Each bore an element from the periodic table, and Karl did not recognize most of the cryptic designations. His double led him to the portal marked PU, one of the few elements he recognized. Another wave of the card, and they were in the lab's empty reception area. The current occupant needed no secretary. Karl's double opened the inner door, and Karl followed at his heels.
“Dr. Dix, I am in need of your assistance.” 
A thoroughly disheveled young man turned to face them. He froze at the sight of the two identical men before a large smile split his face. “Awesome!” He sounded for all the world like a teenager with a new video game.
“Arschloch,” Karl muttered again.
Dix looked at him. “I know what that means, you know. I Googled it.” The scientist looked pleased with that bit of internet sleuthing.
“This man is me from 2015,” Karl's double said. “He arrived with another person.”
“Another person?” Dix asked with a raised eyebrow.
“Yes.” 
“And he had a time machine?” The scientist's expression turned quizzical. 
“Obviously.”
Karl noticed that his current-day counterpart became uneasy with the little man's questions.
“Awesome,” Dix repeated and approached to inspect Karl instead of asking anything further. He focused on the swollen protuberance first.
“Your nose?”
“It happened after.”
Dix tsked as he examined the duplicate. He peered into Karl's eyes and laid a clammy hand on his forehead.
“How do you feel?” Dix wiped his hand on the lab coat partially hiding a Battlestar Galactica T-shirt.
“Like I have a slight fever.”
Dix turned away to rummage in a drawer before extracting a digital thermometer. He wiped it on his grimy shirt.
“Open up,” he ordered.
Karl hesitated before deciding that whatever germs existed on the thermometer could be no worse than anything he had stuck in his gullet during combat. He opened his mouth, and Dix stuck the instrument in then grabbed Karl's wrist and timed his pulse against a clock on the wall. The device finally beeped, and Dix plucked it from his lips, raising his glasses to peer at the display. He threw the thermometer back in the drawer and slammed it shut. Karl again avoided speculating about who might have used it last.
“No fever, pulse slightly elevated, pupils normal, skin slightly clammy,” Dix muttered and shuffled wildly through a stack of papers on his desk. 
Karl glanced at his double, who appeared resigned to his interaction with the annoying scientist.
“Ah-ha!” Dix said, holding up a sheet covered with scrawled text and numbers, then he turned back to Karl. “Were you touching the machine when you traveled?”
Karl shook his head. “We were fighting. I had hold of his shoulder.”
“Which one?”
“Left.”
“And which hand was holding the device?” Dix peered up at Karl.
“It was taped to his left forearm.” He was tired of the questioning, so his answer resembled a growl.
Dix raised an eyebrow again. “Interesting,” he murmured, returning to the table to scribble on a notepad.
“Do you know what's wrong?” Karl's double mirrored his impatience. 
The question jerked Dix out of a mathematical reverie.
“What? Oh yes. I believe I do.” He retrieved the paper he had brandished earlier. “Dr. Bertrand postulated the possibility of shared time travel via the mechanism of human touch, but this method had its problems.”
Karl and his double waited for Dix to continue, but he merely stared at the paper. Finally, Karl made an impatient sound.
“The amount of borrowed time is greatly reduced.” Dix looked Karl over with a frown. “Down to a fraction of normal.”
“So how long do I have?”
Dix found a calculator and punched in numbers. “How old are you?” he asked Karl distractedly. 
“Fifty-eight.” 
Dix's stubby fingers pressed more keys. He frowned at the result, which set off another flurry of tapping at the small device.
“Well?” Karl and his double demanded in unison.
“Four hours, more or less.” Dix shook his head. “Bertrand never had an opportunity to test this, so his math is an estimate.”
“And you've been here how long?” The double peered at Karl.
Karl looked at his watch and realized it was still set to 2015 time. “About an hour and a half.” 
“If you can get to the original device, you can return before the time runs out,” Dix pointed out.
Karl's double looked at him, but he shook his head. He had no idea where Relevont and the PDA would be. Or do I?
“You move against Relevont tomorrow?” 
His double confirmed the plan. 
“We need to act now,” he said to his copy. “No doubt he is here to warn his current-time counterpart. We can grab them before they are ready and perhaps catch the future copy with the PDA as well.”
His double grabbed his cell phone. “I'll call Reed. Have him get the kleine Soldaten ready.” He used his nickname for the three-man squad, his “little soldiers.”
Karl wiped more sweat from his forehead.
“Who's Relevont?” Dix asked, causing both Germans to flinch.
“That is category Alpha information.” Their voices were nearly in unison. 
Dix smirked, perhaps at the stereo effect, but seemed unperturbed at being denied an answer.
“I'll lead the raid,” Karl said. “If the PDA is there, I may require its immediate use.”
“They will pick you up downstairs.” Karl's doppelganger went back to dialing his cell phone.
Karl turned to leave the lab, but Dix's hand on his arm stopped him. He turned back to the scientist with an inquisitive look.
“Make sure any PDA you touch is the right one. The one used to bring you here.” Dr. Dix’s eyes held a strange intensity, a mixture of concern and fascination.
“Why?” 
“If you touch the wrong device, say, one from this time, it's all over.” Dix displayed an uncharacteristic seriousness. “Your atomic structure destabilizes, and flash — total molecular implosion.”
In contrast to his dire words, the doctor could not contain his eager interest in the horrible yet undoubtedly spectacular demise. “Sure would be cool to see that happen,” he said quietly before coloring a bit. “Not to you, of course.” He gave a guilty smile.
 Karl gave a grunt and followed his double out of the lab. The minutes he had left were slipping away, and he would use what remained to ensure Relevont would not win the fight.



CHAPTER TWELVE: Danger!
Monday, June 7, 2010, 6:55 p.m.
 
The spaghetti sauce bubbling merrily on the stove was the perfect counterpoint to Angie's mood. She considered her life to be as well crafted as a good sauce, and the fragrant contents of her pot confirmed the allegory in her mind. Angie enjoyed cooking, and Ness relished eating her creations. In fact, she suspected there would be a lot more of Ness if not for his regular trips to the gym along with his tai chi training. He always had a healthy appetite but failed to gain any weight. As she diced green peppers for the sauce, the doorbell broke into her contemplations.
“Ness, can you get the door?” she called.
“Sure thing.”  
Angie only partially paid attention to Ness answering the doorbell as she stirred the diced peppers into the sauce. It took a second to register that she had not heard anything since. She grabbed a towel to wipe her hands and strode to the living room. “Who’s at the door?” 
The odd expression on Ness’s face stopped her cold. Her eyes slid to the man in the doorway, who was wearing jeans, a bright red T-shirt proclaiming, “Jack Bauer for President,” and a gray hoodie. She knew Ness owned the exact same shirt, although he had never worn it around her. Her gaze finally fell upon the visitor's face, and her mouth opened in shock. Their visitor looked exactly like Ness.
He broke into a large smile at seeing her, stepping into the room.
“Angie.” The doppelganger’s voice was choked by a surprising amount of emotion, and he enveloped her in a hug before she could react. 
She froze, looking over his shoulder at Ness. Her husband gave her a reassuring gesture as he shut the door. She awkwardly returned the hug, but her body instinctively recognized the embrace of her husband. The height, the shape of his body, and even his scent confirmed his identity. He shook slightly as he held her.
Is he crying? What in the world is going on here? She looked at Ness again, and he smiled back tentatively. Their visitor had obviously been unexpected, but the presence of his perfect duplicate did not appear to unsettle her husband.
“Maybe we should sit and talk,” Ness said after a minute. 
His double finally released her and took a step back, tears in his eyes, then sat in the room's single chair. Ness took her hand and led her to the couch. Once they were seated, she studied the duplicate of her husband. Although identical in most respects, he somehow appeared older, not because of wrinkles or graying hair — in fact, he looked exactly like her Ness. But the eyes were different, full of sorrow and bitter knowledge. She prayed that whatever his burdens were, he would not pass them to her husband.
“We need to get Angie up to speed,” their visitor said, “and it would be better coming from you.”
Ness gave a resigned sigh and nodded. He turned to Angie, meeting her eyes with difficulty.    
Ness knows what this man is talking about! Feral dread gripped her along with a terrifying certainty that his words would change their relationship forever.
“This is going to sound strange.” Ness hesitated. “But I have a time machine, one of Dr. Bertrand’s inventions. This is another me from a different time.” He paused to allow her to absorb the information. 
Angie let out a sharp laugh then covered her mouth with her hand at their serious expressions. She knew the scientist well. After all, he had been the best man at their wedding. Ness and the professor had debated many aspects of time travel over the years, but she'd never imagined Dr. Bertrand might build a time machine.
“You're kidding, right?” She yearned for some sanity in the conversation.
The two copies exchanged a look.
“No, I'm serious. This man is not a long-lost twin brother.” 
Ness’s sincere expression never wavered. She searched his face for any sign of a joke, any evidence of mirth, but she saw none. Her husband was telling the truth, and cold dread inexplicably seized Angie’s heart.
“He is me from another time. He got here using the time machine Dr. Bertrand entrusted to me.”
She blinked, looking at one then the other.
“OK, assuming this is even possible, why would he give a time machine to you?” Angie sounded more judgmental than she had intended but did not temper her words. Clearly, it would be an exceptionally curious conversation.
“He sent it to me for safekeeping some time ago,” Ness said. “It's a long story, but — ”
“Before us?” 
He's had a time machine for the last twenty years and did not tell me? She watched as the two men shared an identical guilty glance, one she had become all too familiar with in the last couple of years. The undercurrent of thought between them became obvious to her. This is what he's been hiding from me.
“No, only — ” 
“We don't have time to go into past adventures,” the copy interrupted. “He can tell you about them later. I have something more immediate you need to know now.”
“All right.” Being put off from finally learning something of the mystery miffed her. “If you are a time traveler, where did you come from?”
“Tomorrow, when everything went to hell.” The doppelganger turned grim. “First, you were shot and died in my arms.”
“What?” Angie's voice rose, and her husband stiffened beside her.
The other Ness paused briefly as his eyes grew moist again. He wiped the liquid away before it could fall. “I retrieved the time machine and used it to stop the shooting.”
“Who did it?” Ness demanded. 
“It was me, you… us. A copy from 2015.” 
For several moments, the two versions of Ness could only stare at each other. 
The copy clenched his fists. “But he did it because his Angie, the one in the future, asked him to.”
“Why on earth would I want him, or you, to kill me?” Angie’s confusion mounted. What could happen to me over the next five years to make me crave such a dire conclusion?
Could I change so much in so short a time? 
Angie could not conceive of any situation in which she would seek to end her life, much less ask Ness to pull the trigger.
“When I prevented the shooting, you were abducted off the street and taken away in a rusty white van.” The replica from the future gave Ness a pointed look.
Stunned at the news, her husband slumped back on the couch, shaking his head. “Intellisys,” he whispered.
“Apparently, after Angie's abduction, they coerced me into performing whatever tasks John Fletcher required. For example, my neurotic double was supposed to be assassinating a senator a few years from now with a well-placed bullet.”
Angie's head spun as she tried to assimilate the fantastic scenario. “Are you saying Ness turned into a time-traveling hit man?” She could not have been more incredulous. “Do you even know how to shoot a gun?”
“In many ways, it's not significantly different from photography.” Ness’s countenance turned grim. “All you need is a steady hand and the ability to squeeze the shutter button without jostling the camera.”
His double shrugged. “Perhaps they call it 'shooting' for a reason.” They exchanged another look.
“So I was kidnapped,” Angie said, impatient for the rest of the story. “Then what?”
“Well, I went to the future and impersonated myself,” the double said.
“You didn't go back to prevent the kidnapping?”
“No. I wanted to see what would convince me to kill you,” the doppelganger answered.
She frowned. “You left me there?”
Ness leaned over and touched her arm. “Angie, he's warning us now,” he said quietly. “By coming here, he's making sure it won't happen again.”
Angie considered that briefly then gave the doppelganger an apologetic nod. She kept getting confused, trying to keep track of the shifting cause-and-effects. 
“John's plan for domination was well underway,” Ness's double continued. “Martial law had been declared, and the National Guard was patrolling the streets.”
“Here?” 
“Probably over the entire U.S. Anyway, they took me to where they were keeping you.” He choked up and examined his hands, which were gripping each other tightly in his lap.
“You had been given a poison, one that causes a lot of pain,” he said, still avoiding eye contact. “They had an injection to temporarily stop the torment, but it didn’t stop the toxin from slowly killing you.” He gave a big sigh and finally looked at her, tears gleaming. When he had gathered himself enough to continue, his voice held a ragged edge.
“You were thin, desperately so, and your mind had been warped by the constant agony over the years. You asked the Ness from this future to kill you before the abduction.”
“I told you this?”
He nodded bleakly and stared at Angie with his ruined eyes, as if he could will her to comprehend what he had experienced.
“God help me, I understood why he did it,” he said. “Your body was still alive, but you were already gone.” He looked away, and more tears ran down his cheeks.
Angie froze, stunned by the depiction of her future. She could not refute that he was a copy of her husband. She had seen nothing that betrayed any falsehood in relation to his identity. As to what he had told her, his emotions had done as much to convince her as his words. A shiver traveled through her. She was truly afraid of the future he described. The vision of pain and torment rocked her, but anger grew in equal measure to her fear. Who are these men, and how can they get away with this?

“Why now, after all this time?” Ness’s question jerked her out of her reverie.
“I suppose John waited for the smoke to clear after the investigation following the events at Dr. Bertrand's house. He also took time to build a private base of operations at his home.”
“And the abduction happens when?” Angie asked.
“Tomorrow evening,” the copy provided. 
“OK, so we have time to get away.” Plans formed in her mind. “I won't be there to kidnap.”
Ness’s double looked uncomfortable.
“I don't know how much time you have. I made a blunder.” He looked abashed. “I was so angry after seeing the future you, my rage got the better of me, and I attacked your captors. Remember Thing Two and Three?” 
Her husband frowned and nodded.
What in the world?

“Well, I thumped them pretty good.” Their visitor’s grin matched the one on her Ness's face. “But I ended up fighting another man. A German. I tried to escape to this time during the fight, but he grabbed me, and I accidentally brought him along. I was so stupid. I could have just returned to my home time, but I was so consumed with rage and horror I only thought about getting physically away from Fletcher’s house.”
His expression was so forlorn that Angie reached across the space between them and gave his knee a squeeze. He gave her a small smile. 
“You said he traveled with you?” Ness shifted to the edge of the couch.
“Yes, but he ran off when someone stopped him from trying to steal the device from me. I can only assume he will get with his double at Intellisys. He likely doesn't have much time.”
“Why not?” Angie was trying to keep up, but the gaps in her knowledge were problematic. Apparently, Ness had some explaining to do, because she still did not comprehend many elements. She struggled against getting lost in details that still made no sense, but a tide of questions rose in her mind, and she was having trouble staying focused on the conversation.
“Because he wasn't touching the device. He had a hold on me. Dr. Bertrand told me it cuts the amount of borrowed time drastically.”
That meant nothing to Angie, but she could see from Ness’s expression that those words held meaning for him. It spawned yet another idea she filed away in her mind for later clarification.
“You saw Dr. Bertrand?” Ness asked his double.
“Yeah, at the diner. I had a few questions for him, given this situation.”
“What else did he tell you?” 
“He said two people can travel with a normal amount of borrowed time as long as they are both touching the device.”
Their visitor suddenly rummaged through his pockets and eventually pulled out a silver device with a short cord.
“Here. You're gonna need this.” He handed it to Ness. “It'll charge the device from normal batteries. The doctor said if it runs out of power and you don't have a way to charge it, then it's game over.”
Ness inspected the charger, opening it to reveal the two AA batteries that provided the power. He closed it before slipping it into his pocket.
Angie regarded the copy of her husband, whose eyes bore a weight as if his recent experiences had produced a melancholy that seeing her hale and hearty could not fully eliminate. Even the simple act of checking his watch seemed to take extra effort, and her heart nearly broke for him.
“I should be leaving.” He looked at Ness. “Keep Angie out of their hands, and all I have gone through will no longer happen. I'm counting on you.”
Her two husbands stood and shook hands. Angie felt odd being the crux of a conflict she did not fully comprehend. Nonetheless, she had been touched by how events had affected Ness's double. He turned to her, and she rose to meet him. After an uncertain pause, she spread her arms and once more offered him her embrace. He accepted it gratefully, holding her tight. She was vaguely aware of Ness leaving the room. After a minute, the copy released her and took a step back to peer in her eyes. He caressed her cheek tenderly.
“Stay with him. Don't make him live through my pain.”
“I won't.” She suddenly choked up, irrationally mourning the loss of the future copy. 
Ness returned, still in the process of strapping his wristwatch on, a large model that hinted at expanded capabilities. The doppelganger strode to the door and offered Ness a tired smile. “Be seeing you.” 
Ness returned the grin with a jaunty little wave. Angie watched with amused wonder. Obviously, they had done this before.
Just as the doppelganger opened the door, another person appeared in the room in the time it took for Angie to blink. The man was a ruin, with scraggly hair and a deranged look. With a shock, she recognized him as another copy of her husband, the one who had been driven mad.
This must be the one who would have shot me tomorrow. Her mind reeled as he moved toward her.
“Angie,” the broken man moaned, his voice a conduit of triumph and tragedy. “I promised.”
He raised his arm, and she became instantly aware he was holding a gun, its metal as black and dull as death. But before he could fire, the other copy charged with a shout. The two versions of her husband, one from the next day and the other from years beyond, grappled for the gun. Muscles energized by protective vigor fought those charged with desperation. The pair slammed into the glass-topped table, and the mad version of Ness grunted when the edge impacted his back.
“Why do you fight me? They're coming, and I must save her! Angie must die!”
As if on cue, the sound of the elevator chime came through the partially opened door. 
“They're here!” The ruined Ness's words became a wail as he increased his efforts against his younger self. 
“Get her out of here!” 
The crack of the gun stunned Angie. Her ears rang, and her heart rate climbed as adrenaline flooded her system in response to a threat she did not understand. Unable to process the war zone her home had become, she stood staring at the hole in the ceiling the bullet had produced. Ness grabbed her wrist and pulled her through the door. More gunshots rang out behind her. Ness’s double had taken the gun from his murderous counterpart and stood in the doorway, firing at the elevator to provide them some cover.
 They ran along the hallway, but Angie kept looking back over her shoulder. A man she did not recognize was sitting on the floor, half out of the elevator, with blood flowing from a wound in his chest. He looked pale and sweaty, crimson flowing through fingers, attempting to stanch the blood. He said something in a language she did not comprehend but that sounded familiar. Is he the German from the future?
Ness snatched a gun lying near his feet, which Angie assumed the injured man had dropped, barely slowing their pace to the stairs. When they took the top step, a sudden barrage of gunfire made her flinch and stop. Ignoring the stupidity of her actions, Angie turned back to watch the violence. 
Three men burst from the elevator, shooting at the double, who had retreated behind the door and was using it as a shield. The attackers dwarfed anyone she had ever seen. Two were white, one in his thirties and another she guessed to be in his sixties. The lone black brute seemed particularly intent on killing the copy of Ness covering their escape. The insane double grabbed the doppelganger from behind and pulled him backward.
“Oh, great,” Ness grumbled. “Thing Four.”
She turned to look at him, but he was staring at the muscular threesome. Then he pulled at her hand.
“Come on.”
Before they dropped out of sight, the oldest thug spotted them. He ran for the stairway with a shout. Ness and Angie pelted down a dizzying number of steps, with heavy footfalls thudding close behind. Like a chilling blast charging her blood, Angie experienced the dread of being prey.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN: On the Run
Monday, June 7, 2010, 7:21 p.m.
 
Earnest clenched his gun, his nerves tensely anticipating a threat from any direction. After he motioned to Harrison, they quietly approached the doorway. The driver had his gun out as well, although it looked unsteady in his hand. He usually stayed with his van, but Earnest refused to investigate the apartment without backup.
The door stood ajar, but no sounds had come from within for the last minute. Either Relevont had been incapacitated, or he was out of ammo. Earnest positioned himself at the door and pointed Harrison to the other side of the opening. He held up two fingers, one for each of the people he had seen inside. Harrison nodded as he got into position, and Earnest used his free hand to swing the door wide. His gun swept over the exposed area of the apartment. I hope that mother isn't lying in wait with a couple of bullets.
The door completed its arc, and he saw no sign of either foe. He motioned Harrison inside and followed close behind. The only body lay sprawled in the dining area. It was Ness Relevont, one copy of him, anyway, shot in the heart. Less than a minute later, they had confirmed that no one else remained in the apartment, an oddity, given they had seen two men go through the doorway. Earnest knew the assignment would involve strange things, and so far, it had lived up to expectations.
He holstered his weapon, stepped into the hallway, and spotted the gasping German still seated on the floor. Karl's hands clutched at his gut, red with his blood.
“How ya doin', man?” Earnest peered critically at his injured boss.
“I feel like Scheiss,” Karl said. “It does not matter. I doubt I will last long, anyway.”
Earnest raised his eyebrows, but he had already been briefed that the injured Karl was from the future and had some sort of limit as to how long he could stay. It sounded like someone had been tripping, but getting a phone call from Karl while the copy sat in the van had convinced him.
Harrison joined them in the hallway, and Earnest turned to him.
“You all right?” He pointed to a line of blood flowing along Harrison's neck.
Harrison briefly held his hand to a small nick on his ear before inspecting the red stain on his fingers. “Yeah. It's just a flesh wound.”
A gurgling noise rose in volume behind them, and Earnest turned back to Karl. Clear liquid poured down his face as if his sweat glands had been turned up to eleven, and his skin seemed made of clay. Earnest involuntarily took a step backward, bumping into Harrison. Karl's body transformed again into something that looked like gelatin, then in the blink of an eye, it lost cohesion and cascaded to the floor with a splash. An odd musty smell filled the hallway, like a swamp combined with a locker room's less-than-savory scents.
“Damn,” Harrison said. “I've never seen anything like that!”
No shit, Earnest thought.
The hallway remained empty except for him and Harrison, so no one else witnessed the startling transformation. Apparently, Relevont’s neighbors were smart enough to stay inside during a gunfight.
“Come on,” Earnest said, returning to the elevator. “We gotta scoot before the cops get here, and we need to get together with Reed. Hopefully, he's captured the Relevonts.”
“Isn't Ness Relevont on the floor in there?” Harrison jerked a thumb back toward the apartment door.
“One of him, anyway. I saw at least two, maybe three.”
They both stared at the saturated carpet. Two Karls, three Nesses? What the hell is going on here?

“What about...?” Harrison gestured at the wet spot where Karl had been.
“All anyone can do for him now is bring a mop,” Earnest responded. He pushed the down button, and the elevator opened with a ding. “You wanting to play janitor?”
Harrison shook his head and stared at the floor for one second more before entering the elevator behind Earnest. The doors closed, hiding Karl's remains as they soaked into the carpet.
 
* * *
 
The tired suspension of the white van groaned as Earnest climbed into the passenger seat and slammed the door, causing the vehicle to rock even more. He grinned. With Karl’s double reduced to a foul-smelling puddle, he could ride shotgun. Thoughts of the duplicate German reminded him that he needed to check in, so he dialed his boss on his cell phone. As the call went through, Harrison climbed into the driver's seat.
“Karl Morgenstern,” he heard after a couple of rings. 
“It's Williams. We encountered resistance at the Relevonts' apartment. Your double took a round in the chest and didn't make it. There appear to be two or three copies of Ness Relevont too. One of them is dead in the apartment. He acted as a diversion, allowing the other Relevont and his woman to escape.” 
“So he did have the device,” Karl said.
“Guess so.”
“My double, he died?” 
“He... melted,” Earnest replied.
“Interesting. You will have to tell me about it later. What's being done about the escaped pair?”
“Reed is chasing them on foot.”
“Good. Help Reed capture the Relevonts and contact me when you have them.”
“Got it.” Earnest ended the call then navigated through his phone's menus and opened the GPS program. Their phones were linked, and he activated the option that showed the team's locations on the map. Harrison's cell phone showed up at their current location, but Reed’s was two blocks to the north and still moving.
“That way.” Earnest pointed in the direction of the chase. 
Harrison turned the van, and after a block, Reed's gray head was visible bobbing among the other pedestrians on the crowded sidewalks. Earnest could not tell how far ahead their quarry might be.
“Speed up,” he told Harrison, and the van's engine got louder. 
Smiling, he looked forward to the successful capture of the Relevonts. After all, they could not run forever.
 
* * *
 
It's one part running and one part slalom course, Ness reflected. 
He and Angie were sprinting along the busy sidewalk, dodging other pedestrians making their way in a less-hurried manner. Angie matched his moves stride for stride, reminding him of her athletic ability. Regardless of the circumstances, he could not help admiring her form when he looked at her. Her brown hair streamed behind her, revealing the perfect, graceful shape of her face and neck. The exercise brought a healthy flush to her cheeks and enhanced her beauty.
I won't let them do anything to her. Ness’s lips pressed thin with grim resolve.
His double's story chilled him to his core. The barbaric version of Angie’s future his double had witnessed stunned him, and to hear that Intellisys had come after him again after such a long time still shocked him. He had hoped that with the demise of Glenn and Paul, no one who knew of his involvement with Dr. Bertrand's work had survived. Apparently, his hope had been in vain.
Risking a look back, he glimpsed their pursuer. If he and Angie could be compared to skiers, the thug more closely resembled a heavy ship breaking through pack ice. He ran straight ahead, shoving aside anyone in his way, leaving a wake of angry faces and raised voices. Thing Four was pursuing them relentlessly, only a half block behind and getting closer. As they neared the end of the block, he called to Angie and pointed toward the corner. She nodded her understanding. 
They turned at the intersection, and Ness skidded to a stop, almost falling in his haste. He stood with his back to the side of the building and waited. Angie ran on a little before noticing Ness had stopped, and her sneakers slid on the concrete as she halted. Walking slowly back to him, she kept her arms akimbo and was puffing heavily.
Thing Four tore around the corner at breakneck speed. His gaze locked on Angie then turned to Ness. The brute tried to slow his pace, but his mass worked against him. Quickly gliding up to their hunter, Ness batted away the hand clutching a gun. Thing Four did not release the weapon, but his aim was spoiled for a short time. 
Spinning to his left, Ness used his motion to thrust a fist into their pursuer's solar plexus. His circular movement took him away from a vain attempt to grab at him. Ness trailed a leg behind him, and as the air whooshed out of his opponent, he tripped over Ness's ankle. At the last instant, Thing Four turned his head, narrowly missing breaking his nose on the concrete as he hit the ground hard. The gun fell from his hand and skittered along the sidewalk toward Angie.
Ness stopped his spin and automatically settled in the ready position he had learned from his training master.
“Good thing we paid for all those tai chi lessons.” Angie smiled.
He answered with a brief grin and relaxed his stance to inspect his fallen foe, who was conscious but still gasping. Angie picked up Thing Four's gun and stuffed it in her waistband, pulling her shirt over it. Ness looked at her with a raised eyebrow.
“What? These bozos aren't messing around,” she said defiantly. “Neither am I.”
So far, the meddling of Intellisys in their lives had mainly resulted in bad things happening to Angie, and Ness appreciated how threatened she must feel. He had no way to gauge the effect the knowledge of her possible future might have on his wife. When he tried to imagine how receiving the same news would affect him, he grew certain that she must be intensely distressed. Unfortunately, they didn’t have time to deal with either of their mental states there on the street.
“OK, OK.” Ness raised his hands. “I never argue with an armed woman.”
“Extremely wise of you.” Angie gave him a mischievous smile, which seemed like camouflage. 
“Come on. The rest of the Things will be here soon.” Ness’s eyes darted toward the street.
She gave him a quizzical look.
“I'll explain later. Let's go.”
Leaving their pursuer gasping on the ground, they ran, turning around another corner and hopefully out of sight of the human jackals pursuing them.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN: Elusive Results
Monday, June 7, 2010, 7:33 p.m.
 
Thomas Reed had underestimated Ness Relevont, and that hubris had left his body bearing the brunt of the consequences. His diaphragm twitched at random intervals, but it allowed him to regain enough of his wind to stand. He could detect no sign of his prey. The van pulled around the corner and squealed to a stop, and Thomas limped to its open door with a frown. He eased into one of the rear seats, and they were moving again.
Williams looked over his shoulder. “Man, what happened to your face?”
Thomas touched his left cheek and came away with bloody fingertips. He must have scraped it on the sidewalk. Though he had not noticed it hurting before, now it stung like hell.
“Bastard sucker punched me,” Thomas grumbled.
Williams laughed. “So the former military man, veteran of, like, a million conflicts, able to kill a man with his little finger, got laid low by a photographer?” He laughed even louder.
“Or maybe the pretty little lady did it. Was that what happened?”
Thomas glared at Williams, a low rumble coming from his throat. The black man took his cue and faced the front but still chuckled occasionally. Thomas’s fingers itched for his gun, but he recalled it had slipped out of his grip during the fall.
He grimaced and heaved a sigh. “They took my gun.” He spoke flatly, almost daring Williams to make a smart-ass comment. 
Williams turned to look at him again, the corners of his mouth showing renewed mirth. Thomas scowled at his coworker’s amusement.
Uncharacteristically, he chose to keep quiet that time and opened the glove compartment to retrieve a Glock. He checked that the clip had been filled, slipped the safety on, and handed Reed the weapon butt first. As Williams turned back toward the front, he snickered. Reed's knuckles turned white on the grip of the weapon, and he slid the action back to chamber a round. In a deliberate act of will, he placed the weapon into his shoulder holster, all the while glaring at the back of the black man's head. Williams pretended to be unconcerned about Reed’s intentions with the weapon.
Later, Thomas promised himself. 
“Where to?” Harrison asked.
“Let's do a search pattern. I bet they’re long gone or have found a place to hole up, but Karl would want us to be thorough,” Williams answered with a sigh.
They drove around, looking for any sign of their prey, but as expected, they saw nothing. Over half an hour later, they had combed the streets of downtown Royal Oak along with the neighboring residential areas. By the end of their futile search, Reed was restless. He needed to do something, to hit someone. As they drove in endlessly slow circuits, his anger and frustration mounted minute by minute. He wanted to strike back.
“OK, they're not out here,” Williams said. “Let's go see if the cops have left their apartment yet.”
Harrison drove them back to where the Relevonts lived. As they arrived in the alley behind the building, two police cars departed the other end. Harrison parked the van, allowing Williams and Reed to get out. No one challenged them as they strode through the lobby and into the elevator. Fortunately, the big black buffoon kept his mouth shut. 
They arrived on the third floor to find it almost as they had left it. Williams deftly picked the lock protecting the Relevonts' home, and shortly after, both were inside. Reed shut the door behind them. Williams checked the bedrooms as Reed looked over the photographs arranged on the mantel. The smiling faces of the Relevonts were in every image, and Reed took particular pleasure in destroying each frame and ripping the pictures to shreds. Then he pulled the larger pictures from the wall and smashed them as well. The act of demolition restored him, acting as a balm for his bruised pride. This will be revenge enough — for now.
 
* * *
 
“They did what?” John demanded. 
Karl told him again that his men had allowed the Relevonts to escape. 
“How the hell did that happen?” John only half listened to Karl's account of the gun battle at the apartment building. He could not care less about such operational details. “I thought these guys were supposed to be experienced. Combat vets or some BS. I expected better. Their failure is on you, Karl. Find a way to bring the Relevonts in, or I'll fire you and your little soldiers.”
John slammed his phone down and paced his office.
“Unbelievable,” he huffed. 
He paused at the cabinet bar, poured himself a glass of Jack Daniel’s, and knocked back the potent liquid in one gulp. As the liquor seared his esophagus, a slight measure of his calm returned, although anger still seethed below the surface. He refilled the glass and drained the amber fluid. Briefly letting his control slip, he hurled the tumbler against the far wall in a surge of frustration. It shattered in a most satisfactory manner, and the small tantrum helped bring his emotions to heel again. I can get through this.
Ness Relevont will regret ever being an obstacle in my path.
A detail from Karl’s report came to mind. There were three copies of Relevont. That provided the proof he needed. Relevont had the device, and if Karl could simply capture him, John’s future was assured.
He disliked the uncertainty of waiting for the German and his bumbling squad of bullies. As his pacing resumed, he mulled over what else he should be doing. It's time to go visit my other screwup.

John left his office to board the executive elevator. Standing in the mahogany and brass confines of the lift, he tapped his fingers against the side of his leg as it descended. The polished doors slid aside at the third floor, and inside the PU lab was a young man staring at the empty surface of a lab table. A video camera was focused on the same spot.
The scientist stood a good foot shorter than John, and he was wearing his typical grubby lab coat that partially covered an even more slovenly T-shirt. His medium-length hair stood in wild disarray. Two or three days' worth of stubble covered his face, and odors clung to him like an unseen shadow.
“Dr. Dix…” 
The younger man shushed him with a wave of his hands. “It's almost time,” he said excitedly.
Dr. Samuel Dix embodied everything John treasured yet hated about scientists. He was extremely intelligent and curious and gnawed over a new problem like a dog on a bone. That made Dr. Dix the perfect researcher because he primarily fixated on the knowledge gained through his work. Moral quandaries or ethical dilemmas did not occupy him. Not to say he did not have morals or ethics, but in the glow of discovery, those potential difficulties never took precedence. John saw it as part of his job to ensure such considerations did not inhibit his staff. Scientists taking the moral high ground were so tiring.
But Dix could get so preoccupied with his research that he ignored the everyday minutiae of life, a trait John absolutely hated. The scientist often forgot to eat, except for the stash of Twinkies and Doritos in a desk drawer Intellisys replenished as part of their contract. Dix often forgot to shave when working, and judging from the smell, John knew he had not bathed for days, either. Even though I had a shower installed, he grumbled. 
The scientist kept glancing at his watch before returning his gaze to the table. Without warning, a shape appeared. John had a brief impression of brown fur before it burst into liquid and splashed across the lab table. Dix laughed and clapped his hands, as if that were the desired result. He turned to a large monitor sitting nearby.
“Check out the high-speed footage.” Dix’s grin reflected his excitement. 
The lab table appeared on the screen, and the only indicator of movement was a clock in the corner, recording time in fractions of a second. The time moved slowly, but eventually, as John and Dix watched, a hamster appeared. It gave a laboriously slow whisker twitch before transforming into a quantity of liquid suspended in a hamster shape, a shift so quick that no intermediary state had been captured. The high-speed video footage showed the liquid dropping to the table's surface in a languid splash.
Dix ran the video again, noting what time the hamster appeared and when it dissolved before pounding a finger onto a battered calculator to figure the difference. “Awesome!” he exclaimed, turning to John. “Biff's borrowed time was three hundred ninety-six milliseconds. That's over twice as long as Marty's!”
“Biff? Marty?” John posed the questions without thinking. He regretted them as soon as they were out of his mouth.
“Yeah, the hamsters.” Dix grinned.
John shook his head, not following what tickled the scientist. 
Dix’s smirk grew, and he pointed at another hamster sitting in a cage, unaware of what fate would befall it. “Doc Brown over there is up next. I'm hoping he'll last a whole half of a second.”
A half... John's brain shut down as his impatience, already hot and bubbling with his earlier frustration, boiled over. His control shattered like the glass he had thrown earlier.
He grabbed the lapels of Dix's lab coat and pulled until they were nearly nose to nose, with Dix standing on his tiptoes. John caught a new scent in the air. Apparently, Dix had not brushed his teeth in a while, either.
“I’m not paying for you to play around. This isn’t a game.” Dix paled at the menace in John’s clipped words. “I need this to work. Not next week, next month, or next year. Now.”
John nostrils were filled with the putrid scent of the unwashed scientist's various odors, but his fury incinerated such petty concerns. For his part, the scientist swallowed, his head bobbing furiously in agreement. He opened his mouth to speak, but John forestalled him.
“You're running out of time, and if you can't get this working, you might as well be a hamster. And you know what happens to them.”
He pushed Dix away, and the scientist stumbled back a few steps, eyes wide as he looked at the wet tabletop. John ran a hand over his hair, satisfied Dix had understood his point, then straightened his tie and smoothed his wrinkled coat before considering Dix again.
“And be assured you will be the first human trial,” he said in a normal tone, but his cold eyes underscored his utter need for quantifiable results. “Do your work well, Dr. Dix, because your life does depend on it.”
Dix swallowed nervously, his earlier exuberance gone. Satisfied he had suitably motivated the scientist, John left the lab. He fumed as he strode along the hallway. The delays were Nestor Relevont's fault. When Karl finally caught him, or even his wife, John would enjoy taking some measure of revenge. 
Mrs. Relevont was not unattractive, although far too plain for his eye. Nonetheless, he intended to use her, body and soul. Relevont would be forced to watch what became of his wife but also act as John's first slave. The photographer will do much to bring my plan to fruition.

John looked forward to having the Relevonts in his power, and the imagined scent of such success made him smile. He was looking forward to his real work and intended to be a hands-on dictator.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN: Explanations
Monday, June 7, 2010, 7:44 p.m.
 
Angie sighed, sounding conflicted. She and Ness were standing inside the doorway of their chosen lodging, surveying the small space, and he could appreciate her reluctance. The hotel staff had at least attempted to clean the motel room, which was the most he could say for it. Otherwise, the room presented as old, dingy, and aggressively underwhelming. Still, it was a little bit of sanctuary, which Ness counted as extremely welcome.
After setting the small bag of food they had purchased at a 7-Eleven on the bed, Ness checked the bathroom. It included a window they could climb through if they needed to, a feature Ness considered them lucky to have. It's always good to have a plan B.
Although this one is better than my last one. He shuddered at the reminder of his high-wire act on the balconies the last time he had been involved with Intellisys. 
Leaving the bathroom, he noticed Angie was still standing by the door. She had Thing Four's gun in one hand, lightly brushing the metal with the other. 
Ness pulled his gun from the back of his jeans and set it on the dresser with a solid thunk. “Man, this feels like last time,” he said to his image in the mirror.
Angie came behind him and laid her gun next to his. She snaked her arms around him, wrapping him in a hug, and he twisted around to face her and leaned over for a kiss. She returned it enthusiastically, but when they separated, she gave him a serious look.
“I think you'd better tell me about last time,” she said. “I only understood about half of what your double was saying.”
Ness released her and pulled a bag of chips out of their food stash before sitting on the bed. “Have a seat,” he said, indicating the room's lone chair. “This might take some time.”
She grabbed a package of chocolate chip cookies from the bag and sat sideways, folding her legs underneath her. Ness popped a couple of chips in his mouth, and when he had swallowed them, he launched into his tale.
“I came back from work one day to find a package in the mail to me from Dr. Bertrand. It contained a PDA, and he had modified it to be a time machine. As part of a tutorial, I used it to jump three hours into the future. When I got there, I found my apartment had been trashed. My stuff was in tatters all over the floor.”
Angie looked like she wanted to interrupt and ask a question, but Ness forestalled her with a hand. “Let me get through this,” he said, “then I'll answer any questions you may have.”
Angie reluctantly agreed.
“While I was there, I met a double who had come from farther in the future. He warned me of men from Intellisys, which was where Dr. Bertrand worked, who wanted the device. My twin said I had to keep it out of their hands. One of the limitations with the invention is you always return to the exact time and place you jumped from. If you were in danger before you jumped, whenever you go back the situation, it will be unchanged. This was what my double had done, and as it turned out, so had Dr. Bertrand. But he never came back.
“The other issue is a limit on how long you can be in another time. Dr. Bertrand called this the ‘borrowed time.’ If you don't get back before this runs out, your molecules destabilize, and you're dead. This is what happened to Dr. Bertrand. He was dying anyway, I found out later, but his invention killed him.”
Ness fell silent as he imagined his friend's last seconds, and he could see sympathy on Angie's face. He cleared his throat. “I went back to my home time three hours earlier and barely managed to escape before a man named Glenn and a trio of bodybuilders I nicknamed Thing One, Thing Two, and Thing Three appeared.”
“Thing Four!” Angie said suddenly, snapping her fingers. “You said that when we were on the stairs.”
“Yeah, apparently, they got a new one to round out the trio. Thing One didn't survive.”
Angie raised an eyebrow, but he shook his head.
“I didn't kill him. Glenn did. I just knocked him in the head a few times. Anyway, I escaped the building with those four chasing me, and I led them to Madison Mall. I bought a change of clothes there, the T-shirt and hoodie you saw my double wearing. I lost my pursuers after giving Thing One a lump on his head. I spent a night in a crappier motel room than this one, before following a clue Dr. Bertrand left me and traveling back to 1987.
“I met with the younger version of the professor, and he gave me a memory card his older self had left for me. It contained a video in which he stressed the importance of keeping the device out of Intellisys's hands. I went back a little further and caught Dr. Bertrand after he dropped off the card. We talked for a time in the Bronco Diner. Do you remember it?”
Angie nodded and gave him a warm smile. They had shared their first cup of coffee and many more afterward in that establishment.
“I learned that the management of Intellisys planned to use his device to topple world governments and set themselves as rulers. From what my double said, this plan must now be in effect. Dr. Bertrand also said he had made a second device, and I needed to demolish both.”
“But I’m guessing you didn't do the last part.”
“No. I believed it too important a discovery and couldn't bring myself to destroy the greatest achievement of Dr. Bertrand's life.” Ness shook his head. “I guess I made a mistake.”
“Go on,” Angie prompted.
“I was almost at the end of my borrowed time and had to leave. I suspect the double arrived at the diner after I left, which would explain his clothes. Anyway, when I returned to my home time, I visited Dr. Bertrand's house. He had told me where he hid the second device, in a secret spot he had built. I didn't find the other time machine, but I did come across an unaltered PDA and a gun. I went back in time another week to retrieve the time machine, only to witness the confrontation between Dr. Bertrand, Glenn, and Paul. They were going to take his device, but he used it to escape. He never came back, effectively sealing his fate to die when his borrowed time ran out.”
The reality of Dr. Bertrand’s death overpowered him, and the intensity of his reaction to the loss took him by surprise. He had intellectually accepted his friend’s demise, a regrettable fatality in service of the mysteries of time travel, but he was still grieving. He paused to recoup his composure, taking a deep breath, and put his loneliness for his friend away temporarily to continue his story.
“Once the baddies left, I checked the secret spot, but the PDA still wasn't there. I realized it must be in the doctor’s lab, so I infiltrated Intellisys. Dr. Bertrand's key card got me inside the building and his lab. There, I met another double of myself.”
“I see why you weren't floored when the other Ness appeared at our door,” Angie commented wryly.
“Yes, I've been there before.” Ness grinned. “Anyway, my double and I knocked out Glenn, who had come to investigate, and searched the lab. Paul interrupted me, armed and apparently spoiling for a fight. We had a brief shoot-while-the-bad-guy-monologues gun battle, but I quickly ran out of ammo. Before Paul could take advantage, another copy of Glenn arrived. He had come from my time via the second device, and I assume he remembered seeing me here before we cold-cocked him. He unexpectedly executed Paul with two shots to the forehead and left me no choice but to hand over my PDA.”
“Dr. Bertrand warned me at some point in this adventure of the fatal dangers in touching another copy of the device when traveling. Glenn ran afoul of this when he grabbed my time machine, and his molecules imploded spectacularly. Alone again, I resumed my search and found the second device in a wall safe. I made it out of Intellisys without further incident, but I deduced that the second PDA needed to be left where the Glenn of my time could find it. I planted it in the secret spot at the doctor's house and returned home.”
“Is that all?”
“Well, mostly. I went back one more time to catch myself before initially receiving the device and led Glenn and his gang on a chase away from my apartment so they wouldn't trash it. Then I came home. To you.”
Ness shifted uncomfortably as Angie’s eyes narrowed. This was the subject he had always dreaded; the line he had never dared to cross. He had to step over it now, which terrified him. They were so close to the secret that Angie's stubborn expression made it clear she would not let it go. She radiated determination to root out the mystery of his guilt.
“You sound like coming home to me was unexpected.” Her eyes held him in their sharp gaze, as if she could peel back the layers of his mind to find the truth. 
He shrugged. The dread in his heart spread outward from his chest, an ice-cold certainty that it would be the most crucial conversation of his adult life. His relationship with Angie would never be entirely the same, and the potential result of crossing the Rubicon held only dark mysteries.
“And you called it 'my apartment,' even though we've spent the last six years there together,” Angie continued. 
He could hear the suspicion in her tone. “So...?” 
His desire to bring everything into the open warred with his fear that she would leave him once the truth had been revealed. He had not intended to go so far, to lead himself to the edge of the precipice, but she had noticed the inconsistencies in his story. 
Ness inhaled deeply. Disregarding his misgivings, he had no choice but to trust her with the truth. He knew he would only damage their relationship if he continued to cling to his secrets.
“I've led two lives. Before the incident with the PDA, I lived by myself. I never married, and the apartment we live in was mine alone. When I returned from Intellisys, I discovered my life had changed, and I shared it with you. With that realization came all the memories of our life together.”
Ness paused for a shuddering breath, and Angie digested his words with an expression of growing bewilderment. Knowing he had to finish before he let her interrupt, he plowed ahead into the icy bite of the truth.
“Remember when you asked me out at the field house?” 
“Of course.”
“Well, the first time, I messed it up. When I went back to 1987, I spent some time in my old apartment, and wrote a note to my younger self on the old blackboard in my room. Apparently, it worked.”
“What did the note say?” 
“'When she asks, you like coffee,'” Ness quoted then nearly laughed at her look of relief. “No, I didn't have my younger self stalk you or anything.”
“Wait, you don't like coffee?” As she assimilated his words, her voice took on an incredulous tone. “But you drink gallons of the stuff.”
“Well, I like it now,” he said, wishing he could have avoided the entire subject. “But no, I didn't like it back then. I enjoyed being with you, and over time, I learned to appreciate coffee as well.”
“What exactly do you remember of our time together? Of our twenty-year marriage?”
“I remember everything. Our first kiss, late nights walking on campus, our wedding. But I also remember a reality where none of it happened, although those memories are fading a bit now.”
She pressed her lips together and considered him briefly.
What is she thinking?
“And what became of me the first time?” 
“I have no idea. You graduated and were gone. I never saw you again.”
“You must have really pissed me off,” she muttered. 
Again, Ness’s gut twisted as they approached a topic he did not wish to pursue. “Yeah, probably,” he finally admitted.
Angie frowned, and the familiar fear rose again to clog Ness’s throat. Will she be angry about the unknown life I denied her? 
“And all this with Intellisys the first time happened when?” 
“Two years ago,” he told her, and Angie’s eyes lit up. 
“Ah, that explains it,” she said, as if a mystery had been resolved.
“Explains what?” 
Am I different now from how I was when we got married? Does she resent my interference in our relationship? All sorts of terrible possibilities ran through his mind, most of which ended with Angie walking out the door, leaving him alone — again.
“For the last couple years, you have been extremely affectionate and attentive. Don't get me wrong — we've been pretty happy over the course of our marriage, but over the last couple of years, we could have been newlyweds again.” 
Ness set the bag of chips aside, his hunger suddenly gone.
“Is that a good thing?” He felt uneasy.
“Well, for a while, I’d been nearly sure you'd had an affair,” Angie said, which made Ness blink. “You exhibited the classic signs of someone who had slept around and regretted it: guilt, a secretive nature, and a sudden increase in ardor.”
“Oh.” Ness did not know how to respond. He had never imagined she had such doubts about him.
“I finally decided you hadn't been unfaithful to me,” Angie admitted. “I could never explain why, not even to myself. I just knew.”
Ness gave her a tentative smile, and a tiny blossom of hope took root. Her reaction to the conversation did not seem anywhere as dire as his worst imaginings. 
Angie left her chair and crawled across the bed to him before leaning in to kiss him. When she pulled away, she had a mischievous smile on her face. “How about showing me some more of your bachelor's passion?” she purred, and he fell into her embrace. They held one another, and the seed of hope flowered into a blossom of joy. As long as he had her, his life lacked for nothing. And he wished woe to anyone who tried to take her away.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN: Regrouping
Monday, June 7, 2010, 8:13 p.m.
 
Looking like a child sent to the headmaster for discipline, Karl was sitting stiffly on a hard chair in front of John Fletcher’s desk. His grim expression clearly showed that he was anticipating an uncomfortable interview, given his recent failures in apprehending the Relevonts. John had been aware the German had endured many things in his life, most of them unpleasant, and his employee had obviously steeled himself to get through the interview as well.
In contrast, John sat comfortably in his power seat, behind his power desk, wearing his power tie. Power had always been John Fletcher’s main purpose, and he was not afraid to use what he had — a fact he wished to impress upon Karl. John had some authority, but he would soon take more, and Karl would want to be on his good side as John’s influence grew. The staging of the meeting had been carefully orchestrated to apprise Karl that his image in the eyes of his superior needed improvement. 
“A thorough search of the Royal Oak area revealed no sign of the Relevonts. My men are watching the apartment in case they return there.”
“Ah yes, your 'little soldiers'.” John sneered. “Nestor Relevont took one of your men down, I hear. Are you sure they're qualified for this task?”
Karl stiffened, and John filed the information away for future use. It was always good to know what buttons to press on one's subordinates to ensure cooperation — or at least to shake them up.
“Reed is a black belt in judo and karate, proficient in bagwa, and a decorated combat veteran. Relevont got in a... lucky punch.” Karl’s stiff, diffident tone caused John to raise an eyebrow, but he said nothing.
“Relevont has also had two years of tai chi,” Karl offered.
John grunted but refrained from further comment. In truth, he could not afford to bring in new muscle at the moment. It would take too long to find the type of men who would do whatever was asked of them and remain quiet. “And what are you doing to find them?”
“I have facial recognition software running on all public and private surveillance I can hack access to: buses, trains, ATMs, traffic cams, parking garages, malls, and the airport. Eventually, they will come out of hiding, and I will know about it,” Karl reported.
John agreed it was the best option open to them. Though he experienced a flash of anger, he held it in check. He rarely lost control as he had with Dix and especially regretted it whenever he did so in front of others.
“When you find them, I want them brought in alive, whether they have the device or not,” John instructed. 
Karl raised an eyebrow.
“I have... special... plans for them.” His lips stretched in a cold smile.
“It shall be done as you say,” Karl affirmed. 
John continued his smile, allowing his security chief to relax. The German would do everything in his power to find the Relevonts, and John could expect nothing more.
“How is Dr. Dix doing in his research?” Karl inquired.
John snorted in contempt. “He gets excited when his hamster lasts for a fraction of a second after jumping to another time. I’m not sure he understands I need a workable device to use in the field.”
“Dix is extremely smart,” Karl admitted grudgingly. “I am confident he will resolve his issues.”
John was surprised Dix had managed to make such an impression on his VP of security, even as their prior interactions convinced him the German did not care for the little man.
“Let's hope so,” John said darkly, “because if you can't find Ness Relevont and Bertrand's PDA, Dr. Dix's research is the only way the plan moves forward.” 
Karl stood. “I understand and should check on the status of my camera sweeps,” he said. 
John gestured, giving Karl permission to leave, then
swiveled his chair around and stared through the window into the distance. His goals were tantalizingly close, but too many obstacles impeded his path. One of these situations will resolve itself.
I have faith.
As he stared at the gathering gloom that presaged the coming sunset, John Fletcher could almost hear his future calling to him. Nothing would keep him from answering its summons, not even Ness Relevont.
 
* * *
 
The head of the beer left a delicate lace of bubbles along the side of the glass as Karl slowly sipped his Bass Ale. He had a passion for beer, and it had become one of his favorites. Surprisingly, it was made right there in America. This young country has come a long way in terms of brewing, he mused. 
His eyes drifted to the computer monitor that was sifting through hundreds of video feeds from all over the Metro Detroit area. Relevont would be captured by one of the cameras, and he would find it. Like using a powerful electromagnet to find the proverbial needle in a haystack, all it would take was time.
He took another sip of beer as random images flashed and disappeared on his screen, checked and discarded by the facial recognition program. He had stolen the software from the FBI in a caper so secret that the feds did not even suspect they had been pilfered. The security surrounding the programs made it clear they wanted it kept out of the wild. That single detail alone told him it was the best available. The U.S. government could be as inefficient as any other bureaucracy, but when it came to technology for covert operations, it usually had the best.
He set his glass on his desk, stood, and stretched. It had been a long time since he had slept, and despite the lateness of the hour, he had to stay at his post. So as John slept in his comfortable bed, Karl sat in his office, waiting for a lead as to where the Relevonts might have gone. The software had been searching for the last several hours, and he had it reviewing all footage since noon, so it had a lot of catching up to do. He sighed and paced around his office, trying to stave off the cramps a long stint at his desk inevitably initiated.
Karl nearly ran back to his computer when it finally chimed. He opened the picture and frowned at the location of the photograph. White letters at the bottom of the image said it had been taken at a gas station in Novi, over half an hour away from where Relevont had last been seen. He focused on the face. The eyes and mouth looked similar to his prey, no doubt what had caused the computer to flag it as a possible match. However, the ring through the nose and the elaborate tattoo on his neck eliminated him as a valid result. He tapped the button to close the picture with a bit more force than necessary, sinking into his chair with an exasperated sigh. He took another sip of his beer and leaned back with his eyes closed. Karl did not know how long he sat in that position, or even if he might have dozed off, but when the computer chimed again, his eyes opened automatically. 
He stared at the freeze-frame image on his screen. A red line circled a seated man's face. The computer projected a 96.3 percent chance it was Nestor Relevont. Karl's eyes darted from the monitor to a surveillance photo on his desk. Ja, it could be him.
When he pressed a few keys, the video sequence played on his screen. The images came from a SMART bus, the only major form of public transportation offered to the masses in the metropolitan Detroit area. He watched as his potential prey entered the bus and sat. A woman followed close behind and took the seat next to him. The couple held hands. Karl paused the video.
He stared at the grainy image of the pair and examined the woman's features. She had high cheekbones, a clear complexion, and a small nose. Her brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail. Karl's eyes flicked from the image to another photo on his desk, one of Relevont's wife. Once again, it seemed to be a match. 
Karl played the video back at high speed and watched the couple bounce and sway when the bus negotiated turns and potholes. Finally, after a fifteen-minute bus ride, the couple got off. He paused the image and noted the GPS coordinates displayed in the lower left corner then opened another window and entered the numbers into a mapping website. It identified the location as the intersection of Fifteen Mile Road and Van Dyke. He clicked another button to see the general area, and the system produced a list of retail locations, restaurants, and hotels. Now we are getting somewhere.
No doubt the Relevonts are looking for a place to spend the night. 
After he narrowed the search parameters to the area and time when the couple left the bus, in only a few seconds, his computer chimed again as another image appeared on his screen from a camera on the roof of a gas station. He watched the pair amble across the screen, tapped a few keys to confirm the orientation of the camera, and determined they were walking south along Van Dyke. Next, he checked his available cams along their path, but an ATM offered the only possibility. He grunted. Those could be tricky. The ATM might not be pointed in the direction he required if it were the drive-up kind. Also, they only captured images as a bank transaction took place.
He queried the computer for more information on the machine and sighed with relief. The ATM had been mounted on the front of the bank, facing the street, so at least it had a chance of capturing what he needed it to. 
“Now, do we have a transaction?” Karl opened another window and accessed the bank's security portal, which he had hacked some time ago along with the equivalent sites for the other major banks in the area. He entered the number of the branch and checked for images from the ATM camera. One transaction occurred about five minutes after the Relevonts exited the bus. The next transaction took place over thirty minutes later.
Karl tapped his mouse button, and the video played. A corpulent man stood in the image. He had pale skin, wispy hair ringing his head, and a stained University of Michigan shirt straining to cover a sizable belly. A bit of the street showed behind this figure, although he did a fair job of filling the screen. Why couldn't it have been an anorexic soccer mom? Karl grimaced.
The fat man inserted his card as cars passed behind him on the street. His name, Melvin Brochowski, appeared in slightly fuzzy white letters. His big hand disappeared below the camera’s view to press buttons, and still there was no sign of the Relevonts. The bank customer waited impatiently, shifting from foot to foot. 
Karl found his constant movement irritating. “Stand still, du narr,” he grumbled.
Melvin's pudgy hand came back into frame, holding a small stack of twenty-dollar bills. His other set of porcine digits plucked the card back from the machine. Karl frowned. The transaction was almost finished, and still his prey had not appeared. Did they go a different way? Perhaps they did not come this far south. 
After stuffing his card and his money in his wallet, Melvin turned away from the ATM. For one blissful second, the screen emptied of Melvin's bulk before the video ended. Karl frowned. He had seen no sign of them. He opened the video again and froze it on the final frame. In the far right, a man and a woman were just entering view, partially shaded from a security light by a tree. It was hard to make out any details, but he could see the silhouette of the woman's ponytail. It is them! Karl beamed in triumph. It must be.
He grabbed the handset of his phone and dialed. After a couple of rings, he heard Williams's voice. The thug sounded tired.
“It's Karl. Relevont and his wife took a bus to Fifteen Mile Road and Van Dyke then headed south by foot around nine p.m. Check hotels in the area. Someone might have seen them.”
“What about the apartment?” Williams asked, and Karl could hear the van starting in the background.
“They are apparently smart enough not to return to such an obvious location.” His voice contained a measure of asperity.
“Understood.” Williams terminated the call. 
Karl hung up the phone and drank from his glass again. The mention of the apartment brought to the fore an idea that had been lurking in the back of his mind. Relevont had displayed far too much intelligence to store the actual device in his home, but he might have left behind a clue to its whereabouts. He took another sip of his beer as he mulled over whether he trusted his kleine Soldaten to find it. 
Nein. He shook his head. I do not. They in no way matched the excellent men who had been at his disposal in East Germany, experts in rooting out what the little people desperately sought to hide.
He drained the final ounces of his beer in a massive gulp and rose from his desk. As John had said, the operation was his responsibility. He would search the Relevonts' apartment himself. After retrieving a gun from his desk, he slid it into the shoulder holster concealed by his suit coat. Striding out of his office and down the darkened halls, Karl hoped he would find something he could use at Relevont's home. Events had to break in his favor soon, either from his search or from Williams's team. John's patience had its breaking point, and Karl had no desire to see what would happen when he passed that limit. The CEO’s emotions were tightly wound, and the explosion when he lost control could be deadly. Yet another reason to see to this myself. 
Full of dark ruminations, he left the quiet building, intent on finding the troublesome Ness Relevont and his wife. He knew all too well that his life depended on it.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: Restless Respite
Tuesday, June 8, 2010, 12:14 a.m.
 
Angie reveled in the sensation of Ness’s body against hers as they cuddled under the sheets. The contact of his skin against hers created a singular intimacy even after their many years together. She lay across his chest, and his hand drew lazy circles on her back. But her contentment was marred by notions that there had been a reality where their relationship had not happened. The idea of living an entire life without experiencing the connection to him disconcerted her. No matter how she tried to enjoy the time with Ness, her mind kept worrying over the same question. What was my other self’s fate?

She had no way to determine the answer. The previous time line had been replaced. As she lay in the quiet of the night, the question kept rising from the depths of her mind to tantalize her, and she knew contemplations of the unknown life she had led before would pester her for some time to come.
Angie opened her eyes, knowing sleep would be impossible if she pursued the eternal questioning. A dim outline of the table blocking the door brought all her anxiety and anger about their situation flooding back. 
“Who do you suppose is behind this?” Angie shifted her body so she could see Ness's face. 
His eyes opened, his expression stiffening from its former relaxed state. “Well, Paul did say John Fletcher, the CEO, was the originator of the plan,” he answered. “Other than the Things, I've got no idea who else might be involved.”
“Why 'the Things'?” she asked.
Ness grinned. “From The Cat in the Hat by Dr. Seuss. The Cat has these helpers called Thing One and Thing Two.”
“Oh, wow.” Angie smiled. “I haven't thought about that book in decades.”
“Well, you are older than me,” Ness teased. 
She had been born the year before Ness, and he often teased her about the slight disparity in their ages. “It happens when you rob the cradle.”
Angie laughed and poked him in the side. “Did I steal your innocence?” She regarded him with mock seriousness, and Ness's smile widened.
“Something like that.”
She shimmied along his body until they were nose to nose.
“Well, I'm not done yet.” She kissed him, but whatever she had planned after the kiss evaporated when she yawned.
“I think you're finished for now.” Ness chuckled and slid out from under her. 
She watched as he dressed and retrieved his gun from the dresser. He sat in the chair by the window with the gun in his lap.
“You sleep for a while,” he said. “I'm too keyed up.”
Angie wanted to argue, but her body needed rest, even if her mind resisted, so she mumbled assent and pulled the covers to her chin as she snuggled into the comfort of the pillow. She dreamed of being chased by the Cat in the Hat, who wielded a large elephant gun, as she tried to escape with a plate of green eggs and ham.
 
* * *
 
Lights illuminated the outside of the motel room curtains, and a single sliver shone through the gap Ness was peering through. He tried to relax, a nearly impossible feat given his overwhelming anxiety. So far, the fear kept gaining on his attempts at zen.
Looking over at Angie, who was sleeping soundly, he yawned, realizing he would have to rest soon as well. Frayed emotions and jangled nerves were keeping him awake more than a real need to stand guard. If Intellisys came after them there, he likely would not see them coming anyway.
Ness mulled over the ramifications of sharing his story with Angie. He had speculated many times over the last two years what her reaction would be if she knew how he had manipulated events, if only slightly, which led to their becoming husband and wife. So far, she had proved his petty fears wrong, which he took as further proof of Angie's merits. 
Heavy pounding on the door interrupted his contemplation. His hand convulsively gripped the gun as he leaned forward to peek out the window. A man was standing at the door, but the light shone from behind him, so Ness could not make out the face. More pounding on the door erupted, and someone with a rough voice yelled something unintelligible. Angie mumbled in her sleep and turned over, revealing the smooth expanse of her upper back.
With a sigh, Ness rose and slid the gun into the back of his waistband. He pulled the table away from the door and pressed his eye against the peephole. It didn't appear to be anyone he had ever seen before, and the figure looked much too out of shape to be one of the Things. The fellow drunkenly swayed as he reared back to pound at the door again. Ness quickly unbolted the door and opened it.
The first thing Ness saw was the swinging fist, and the drunk staggered as he missed the door, and the arc of his swing drew him off-balance. He glared at Ness, who stepped forward to fill the doorway.
“S'mantha!” the drunk howled.
Ness winced at their visitor’s volume and glanced around. They did not need any attention coming their way. “You've got the wrong room,” he told him quietly but firmly. “Samantha isn't here.”
The man's eyes lit with recognition at the name as his inebriated brain struggled to process the rest. “S'mantha?” he said dubiously to Ness, who shook his head.
“She's not here.”
The drunkard had been almost ready to turn away when his eyes suddenly locked onto something behind Ness. A quick glance confirmed that the inebriated man’s gaze was drawn to Angie, who was sitting in bed with the sheets clutched to her chest. Her lack of garments beneath the rumpled fabric remained evident.
“S'mantha!” he bellowed in an accusatory tone. “Bastard! Ya took my girl.” 
“That's not Samantha. She's my — ” 
The fist swung again, that time at Ness’s face.
His training from the dojo kicked in, allowing him to analyze events in a way that made each movement distinct, seemingly at a fraction of its normal pace. He twisted out of the way of the blow and deflected the drunk’s arm. His attacker swayed at the unexpected shift in his balance. A quick thrust with a palm to the drunkard's chest sent him staggering back before crumpling to the sidewalk. Ness took a deep breath as time resumed its normal flow. A woman's voice pierced the night from overhead, mixing with the painful groans of their visitor.
“Roger?” she screeched in a perfect counterpoint to the man's earlier baritone.
“S'mantha?” the inebriated man at Ness's feet moaned in a barely audible whisper.
“Roger!” Samantha’s tone reflected both surprise and exasperation. 
Ness looked up to see a woman with sleep-tousled vibrant-red hair peering at him from the balcony. She disappeared, and Ness could hear quick footfalls as she ran to the stairs. He took a step back and pulled the room door mostly shut behind him, hiding Angie from view. In an instant, Samantha was at Roger's side, clad in a nightgown and robe.
“Oh, and you've been drinking again, have you, Roger Murphy?” Samantha accused in a delightful Irish accent. She glanced at Ness. “And you've pulled this fine man out of his bed to deal with the likes of you?”
She offered Ness a tired smile. “Aye, my Roger can be a right idiot when he's had a bit to drink. I apologize for his bothering you.”
Ness acknowledged her with a smile. She expertly helped the larger man to his feet and led him toward the stairs.
“We're on the second floor, ye daft fool,” she scolded him quietly as they mounted the steps.
Ness looked around at a good number of faces peering at him from open motel room doors and through the gaps of spread curtains. He remembered he had a gun stuck in the back of his pants, and it would not do to reveal it to the neighbors. Stepping backward, Ness reentered the room, turning only when he was fully inside. He shut the door and looked at Angie. She looked rumpled and beautiful, and he battled a strong desire to shuck his clothes and join her.
Damn it! Like it or not, Roger had brought unwanted attention to their room, and eventually, the Things would be drawn there. Ness wanted nothing else than to lie in the bed and get a few hours’ sleep, but he would have to wait. 
“You'd better get dressed,” he said to her. “We need move on before this bit of public drama attracts Intellisys’s heavy-hitters.”
As Angie slid from the sheets, she hummed a tune with an amused smile. Ness barked a laugh as he recognized the song. The lyrics came to mind, bringing a smile to his face.
“Everybody was kung fu fighting.
Those cats were fast as lightning.”
It only took Angie a couple of minutes to be ready to go, finishing by sliding her gun into her waistband and covering it with her shirt. She moved toward the door, but Ness stopped her.
“We're going to use the back exit,” he said and led her into the bathroom.
“Ooh, how romantic.” She grinned. “It's like we're eloping.”
A short time later, Ness helped her from the high-set window, and they once again raced to keep ahead of those seeking to catch them. As Ness pushed his leaden legs toward the street, he contemplated how much longer they would be able to maintain their frenetic pace. In all likelihood, it wouldn't be as long as either would wish.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: Discoveries
Tuesday, June 8, 2010, 12:37 a.m.
 
Because of his frequent activities behind the former Iron Curtain, Karl was fluent in reading a scene of destruction. The patterns of debris told a story, one he could discern with a surprising degree of accuracy. It was a rare gift but a skill that had served him well back in his KGB days. 
Karl stood inside the Relevonts' apartment, letting the scattered elements of their lives tell him their tale. His practiced eye saw two different types of demolition. He expected some disarray for a professional search of the room, but a large amount of the chaos came from someone taking revenge on a man's possessions. This is Reed's work. 
He took in the smashed frames and ripped photographs near the fireplace then pulled a pair of latex gloves from a pocket, slipped them on, and picked through the living room. Karl did not find anything of interest, but he had not truly expected to. Most people liked to hide things farther back in their homes. In a layout like that one, where the entrance opened directly into the main living space, human nature unconsciously rebelled against concealing anything truly important there. Better to hide valuables farther away from the grasp of the outside world. That had been a common foible he had noticed over the years.
Next, he moved on to the kitchen, but Williams had done an efficient job of emptying the cupboards, the drawers, and the refrigerator. In the master bedroom, the sheets were in a crumpled pile, and the mattress was lying askew on the box springs. The drawers from the bedside tables were scattered on the floor. Karl peeked into the walk-in closet, where piles of clothing littered the floor. The empty walls behind the bare rods bore evidence that the garments had not been camouflaging concealed compartments. A quick glance though the bathroom produced similar results. 
That left only one room in the apartment to search, the spare room. Instead of the traditional bedroom ensemble, it had a laminate countertop along two walls and a small island in the middle. Trays and other implements for developing photographs were jumbled on the floor. A black metal device with a lens at the bottom lay near the base of the island. Glass shards near the enlarger's lens glinted, and he shook his head sadly.
A professional tossing was one thing, but wanton destruction had not been necessary. He sighed. Reed had earned the nickname Berserker in the fields of Vietnam for a reason, and Karl had known the risks when he had hired him. He focused on the only remaining feature in the room: the white louvered metal doors used to conceal closets in apartments everywhere. They sat open, revealing a twin set of shelves that once contained bottles of liquid solutions, canisters of powder, and packets of photographic paper. He knew the paraphernalia belonged on the shelves because it was all scattered on the floor just in front of the closet.
He inspected the shelves and prodded the pile of supplies lying on the floor with his shoe. As far as he could determine, the closet held nothing useful, but still, something felt wrong. He took a step back and stared at the shelves, his mind only partially engaged with the input from his eyes. There must be something here, and I need to find it.
When he pulled himself out of his reverie, he realized his eyes had located an oddity while his mind wandered. He swept aside the clutter in the closet opening with his foot, confirming the detail his eyes had detected automatically. The bottom of the left-hand shelving unit stopped short of the carpeted floor, the legs barely brushing it. In comparison, the shelves of the right-hand unit bit into the thin pile.
Karl pulled on the shelf, trying to see if it would open on its hinges, but it did not budge. Instead, he pressed on the front, and it slid backward. With a smile, he pushed it as far as it would go. It stopped after about a foot, barely enough to clear the depth of the right-hand shelving unit. Another push to the right, and the shelves slid behind the others, revealing a safe mounted in the wall.
“Da bist du ja,” Karl murmured, as if the safe had been playing hide-and-seek with him. There you are.
He pulled a small electronic device from his pocket and affixed it to the safe's door then turned the dial quickly to the right and slowed when an amber light illuminated. When the light turned green, he stopped and spun the dial counterclockwise. A few seconds later, another green light lit, and he turned the knob to the right again. With the advent of the third light, Karl heard a distinct click within the door. He removed his device and tucked it away before pulling the handle of the safe. It opened easily, and he was soon rifling through passports, birth certificates, and other minutiae. There had to be something more. Relevont would not have a safe installed and hidden in such an elaborate manner simply to secure the title to his 2004 Saturn Ion. 
Near the bottom of the stack, Karl found a small dark-blue envelope devoid of any markings. It was unlike anything else in the safe. He slipped a finger under the seal and removed a small piece of paper with three numbers written on it: 42.663977, -83.089471, and 318.
Karl pulled out his cell phone and took a picture of the numbers for future reference. He also sent the numbers to a special email address at Intellisys. A proprietary search program would compare the numbers against hundreds of databases both private and public. If the computer found a match, he would know soon enough.
The rest of the papers in the safe were unremarkable, so Karl stuck the blue envelope back in the middle of the stack and closed the thick door. He spun the dial and pulled the shelves back into place. If Relevont returned, it would be better if he did not suspect that his secret had been discovered. Karl pulled another gadget out of his pocket, a white cylinder about an inch high and half as wide. He climbed on the countertop and pressed it into place high in the corner opposite the door then pressed a button on the device, and a red light blinked. It would do so for the next sixty seconds, then the light would go out, and the device would activate. 
The cylinder contained a small wide-angle camera, a motion detector, and a transmitter. The next time someone entered the room, it would snap a picture and send it to his cell phone. Working for a firm with access to the brightest minds undoubtedly had its perks in the electronics department. In Karl's opinion, Relevont would be extraordinarily foolish to return, a trait he had not shown so far, but it never hurt to be prepared.
Leaving the apartment, he weighed the significance of the enigmatic numbers. Assuming the search program succeeded in divining their meaning, he would be much closer to Relevont and the device. After wiping the outer door with a handkerchief, he pressed the elevator button and stripped off his gloves. As he waited, his phone chirped with a message from the search program.
That did not take long. He opened the e-mail. The program had used the first two numbers to return a link to a location on an Internet map. The last numbers correlated to Angela Relevont's birthday, March 18. He opened the link, and a map appeared in his phone's browser, centered on the middle of a forested park in Rochester, about half an hour north of the apartment. Karl sneered as the elevator opened, and he stepped inside. He had a lead, and his instincts told him it would guide him to Relevont, the device, or both.
 
* * *
 
Adventures are a pain in the feet, Angie grumbled.
Her arches ached, and occasionally, a sharp stab of pain rocketed along her heel and calf. She grimaced as her muscles twitched in response to another jolt and stopped walking. They were passing an entrance to yet another housing complex, which had a low wall as a marker. Angie sat on the barrier made of field rock and slipped off her shoe. It felt glorious to sit, and as she massaged her foot, the pain lessened. Ness stopped to stand at her side. He looked dubiously at her flats lying in the grass. She glanced at them as well, knowing all too well the ineffectual cushioning they provided.
“A little thin on the padding, eh?” Ness said. 
“If you had told me yesterday that we would be running for our lives, I would have worn better shoes.” Angie widened her eyes in a doe-like expression. “A gentleman would give a lady some idea of what he was planning for an outing so she could dress appropriately,” she said in her best Southern belle voice, and Ness gave a hearty laugh. She grinned back at him. One of the many things that made their relationship work was that each thoroughly enjoyed the wit of the other. It also gave her a much-needed break from the tension of their current plight. 
She examined her feet for possible blisters, and though she didn’t see any, from the way her soles were throbbing, they couldn't be long in coming. When she looked back at Ness, he was staring north, the direction they were headed.
“How much farther do we have to go?” The mile-long blocks created by the grid of streets told her they had already hiked almost two miles from where they had left their last bus.
“About another mile,” Ness said with an apologetic look. “When we pass somewhere with shoes, we can get you a better pair, but I don’t believe we’ll find anything on this road.”
Angie slipped her flats back on and stood. “I'll manage,” she said. “I only needed a short break.”
She took his hand, and they continued. Ness had been uncharacteristically mysterious about their destination, which until that point would not have been a trait she would have applied to her husband. They had jogged a few blocks from the motel then stopped at an all-night diner for a light breakfast. As they ate, the city wakened around them. When they were finished with their meal and lingering over coffee, Ness fiddled with his cell phone. Using a pen borrowed from the server, he wrote a series of numbers two at a time on a napkin. In a couple of minutes, he had two figures on the napkin, including a long string of decimal positions. One of the numbers had a dash next to it.
She had questioned him about them, and he had taken off his watch then pressed buttons on it for a few minutes before handing it to her. Angie was puzzled but took it from him. 
The watch also functioned as a GPS device, as they had used it several times to go geocaching. Their most exciting outing had been when they were the first to find a cache. She had loved filling out the logbook with their information and enjoyed the rush of blazing new ground. Ness had left a small plastic camera that showed images of Detroit landmarks through the viewfinder. While only a child's toy from a dollar store, it had been appropriate.
Angie looked at the watch and saw an arrow pointing north by northwest. “A cache?” 
Ness told her how he had hidden the coordinates in his cell phone contacts, among other places, to his secret cache, and they just needed to retrieve it. Buses had taken them most of the distance, but the rest of the way had to be trekked by foot.
Between the ache in her feet and the sheer impatience to find the location Ness was tracking on his watch, Angie found her terror of their predicament fading into a grumbling disquiet. She was angry with their pursuers for running them from their home, at her choice of crappy shoes, and at Ness for choosing such an out-of-the-way location to hide his cache. She tried to hide it from him, knowing it would be unfair of her to take her emotions out on him.
Less than a mile from their destination, they stopped in a convenience store for a soft drink and a snack, which they consumed as they marched onward. 
Eventually, odd popping noises came from the distance then resolved into the sound of gunshots. She gave Ness a worried glance, but he returned a reassuring smile. A little way farther along the road, she found out why. A battered red sign proclaimed Detroit Sportsmen’s Congress, and an outdoor firing range took up most of the property. The land to the north held a dense expanse of trees. As they neared the thicket, Ness left the road and entered the grove, which reminded Angie of Little Red Riding Hood. As Angie followed her husband into the woods, she prayed they would not find any wolves.
 
* * *
 
The dark car came to a stop, and Karl peered into the trees lining the lot. Did I see a woman entering the trees? He did not usually doubt the evidence of his eyes, but the shadow of the timberland made visibility poor near the base of the trees. The figure looked like it could have been Relevont's wife. 
His vehicle's GPS told him he had only a couple hundred feet until he reached his destination, the arrow pointing toward the forest. He saw no movement ahead, but the couple might have made it there before him. The concealed camera in Relevont's apartment had been quiet, so Karl knew the fugitives had not returned to access the safe.
He ensured that his gun had a full clip before exiting the car then popped the trunk and rooted around briefly before grabbing a folding camp shovel. The woods were good places to bury things, and if the Relevonts were indeed there, he might have need of it. 
Karl closed the trunk and followed the path of the feminine apparition into the woods. The shadow offered by the trees reminded him of childhood hunting trips in the hinterland beyond his family farm, but now he was a much different type of predator. For an instant, he envisioned himself as a cougar or a cheetah stalking the ultimate prey but realized they were the wrong animals for the setting. As another memory from Karl's youth surfaced, he grinned with menace. Look out, little piggies. The big, bad wolf is on his way.



CHAPTER NINETEEN: Success
Tuesday, June 8, 2010, 8:32 a.m.
 
The encircling trees created a sense of detachment from the outside world, a sensation heightened by the gloom as the interleaved branches largely excluded the sun’s illumination. As Ness led Angie among the trees, he watched for fallen limbs and other obstacles. 
The directional needle on his watch pointed out their path among the trees. The occasional broken twig or rustling leaves sounded loud in the hushed setting. Traffic occasionally whooshed by on Dequindre Road, an incongruous reminder of mankind in the natural location. Ness saw a bloom of light ahead and knew they were getting close. 
“Ness!” 
The naked fear in Angie's voice brought his attention sharply to her. Her eyes were wide as she stared at his mad counterpart a few feet away. The pistol pointed at Angie's head shook in the doppelganger's unsteady hand. His inability to keep her in the gun's sights likely explained why he had not shot her already.
Reacting immediately, Ness placed his body between his older self and his wife and brought his own gun to bear on the murderous copy. His hand remained rock steady, a counterpoint to the other man's shaking weapon.
“Angie must die,” the madman pleaded.
“Not today,” Ness growled back.
“She's not safe,” the other hissed. “I must save her.”
“Putting a bullet in her head is not saving her!” Ness barked in exasperation. He would gain nothing arguing with the specter of who he could be. That version of himself had been pushed too far. Cold fingers of dread gripped his heart. To protect Angie, he must kill his older self, a line he had never wanted to cross. Ness had never imagined the face of his first murder victim would be his own.
The disheveled man gave a wail. As if he could read Ness’s intentions, he pulled out his PDA, tapped the screen, and disappeared.
Ness spun in a slow circle, expecting his mad duplicate to reappear from some other vector. After a minute of watchfulness with only the unconcerned tweeting from nearby birds, he finally relaxed and put his gun away. He glanced at Angie, and she gave him a weak smile. Her face looked a bit pale, which he understood, given the circumstances. A madman repeatedly popping out of nowhere to kill you would be a bit unsettling. He took her hand and gave it a squeeze before pulling her forward.
A small clearing interrupted the forest’s gloom. A dozen or so trees ringed a space twenty feet across with rough-hewn edges approximating a circle. Sunlight streamed through the open sky, illuminating ground covered by a collection of varied greenery. Ness hiked out of the trees and into the daylight, with Angie following. He reveled in being out of the gloom. 
“What's with that?” She pointed at one of the trees surrounding them. On its trunk, the number 5 was carved deep into the bark. 
Ness pointed at several other trees. He watched as she turned in a full circle, taking in each of the numbers he had carved two years ago. In no discernable order, he had etched digits from one to twelve indelibly in the tree trunks. Angie turned back to him with curiosity plain on her face.
“Getting here is half the trick,” Ness told her. “The rest is tied to these numbers. They point to the location of what I have hidden here.”
Angie looked at the trees again. “OK,” she said, “what's the key to this riddle?”
Ness opened his mouth to respond, but the answer came from behind him.
“Three-one-eight,” someone said with a heavy German accent. 
Ness spun and saw a stranger with a small shovel in one hand and a gun in the other, pointed at Angie. The intruder dropped the shovel and assumed a two-handed stance with his matte-black revolver.
“This is correct, ja?” 
Ness agreed reluctantly.
“My birthday,” Angie whispered.
“Who are you?” Ness demanded. He managed to make his voice sound much calmer than his mind, which wildly strove to reason some way out of the situation.
“You do not need to know my identity. I believe you are both armed, ja?” the mystery man said. “Throw them to me. You first.”
Ness reached back and gripped his gun, his finger slipping onto the trigger. He briefly contemplated attempting his quick-draw technique, but their captor's gun moved to cover him. The cocky grin on his face seemed to say, “Try it.”
His B-movie bravado drained away, and Ness declined pressing his luck. Their captor’s easy movements spoke of a lifetime in the company of firearms, while his experience could be measured in mere days. Ness’s grip on the gun shifted, and when he slowly pulled it from behind his back, the weapon dangled from two fingers. He tossed it away, and it landed inert at the intruder’s feet.
The focus of the German’s aim shifted to Angie. She gave him a grimace, but her gun soon lay in the grass next to Ness’s, equally useless. The gunman’s attention returned to Ness, and he threw him a plastic restraint.
“Bind her,” their captor ordered. “And if you don't make it tight enough, I will.”
Ness gave Angie an apologetic look, but she frowned at him. As someone who knew her well, Ness could discern the signs of her anger at being caught. He gave her a pleading look. They had to go along with their captor’s demands for the moment, if only to buy some time. In a silent answer, she held out her hands with a resolved expression. He tightened the plastic strap around her wrists, trying to prevent the edges from biting into her flesh too deeply.
The unknown man waved at Angie with his gun. “Come here, Liebling.”
Angie glanced at Ness, and he gave her a small shrug. Their captor held all the advantages, and until the situation changed, they had to play along. She crossed the clearing to stand before the man. After examining the job Ness had done binding her hands, the gunman grunted his approval.
“Turn around and get on your knees.” 
Kneeling in the grass, Angie faced Ness with fear in her eyes. The German placed the barrel of his gun against the back of her head. Her eyes widened as her fear turned to panic.
“Now, Mr. Relevont,” the German said, “let us see how this code of yours works.” He picked up the camp shovel with his free hand and threw it near Ness. 
The sight of his frightened wife, gun to her head, spurred him to action. He retrieved the implement.
“Three-one-eight,” the gunman reminded him, as if Ness would forget.
He hesitated, and their captor cocked his gun with his thumb. Angie jerked, clearly startled. The German gave Ness a cold smile.
“One way or another, you will be digging here today, Mr. Relevont, either to retrieve what you have hidden, or your wife's grave. It is your choice.”
 
* * *
 
John strode into Dix's lab as if he were far too busy to be bothered visiting the little scientist, but the reality was far different. He'd been having trouble concentrating on the more mundane aspects of his position. Instead, his attention bent to the task underway in the lab. When the scientist had called and asked him to come to the lab, it had taken an extreme application of John's discipline to not run pell-mell down the stairs and arrive wheezing and disheveled. In fact, he had made himself sit at his desk for an interminable, restless five minutes before leaving. Now he strived to seem busy and only moderately interested in what Dix had to say, but all the posturing was wasted on the younger man, as he stared intently at a hamster on the lab table.
“When does this one jump?” John asked, which caused Dix to look at him over his shoulder with a big grin.
“It already did, three hours ago.”
“Three hours...” John whispered, slightly confused. “So the problems you were having with the accelerated borrowed time have been resolved?”
Dix nodded enthusiastically. “These notes we have from Dr. Bertrand are from his early work on his device, and as such, they do not include the many discoveries and revisions he went through to finish his prototype.”
“Why is this significant?”
The small scientist pushed his glasses to the top of his nose and peered seriously up at John. “It means we have to rediscover solutions to problems he already overcame. Our only advantage is we know for a fact he found a solution.”
John comprehended the difficulties Dix faced but kept a serious expression. He hoped his grave demeanor would impart to Dix the importance of leaping such hurdles as expeditiously as possible. “So how much longer until the hamster's borrowed time expires? Another twenty hours or so?”
Dix's smile reappeared in full brilliance before he turned to check a computer screen. “By my calculations, Strickland has about forty-five hours left before his borrowed time expires,” the fetid man reported proudly.
“Forty-five?” John looked at the beaming scientist and considered whether the little man had finally lost it. “What happened to the twenty-four-hour limit?”
“I determined that processing power requirements were the deciding factor,” Dix lectured. “When the handheld device is computing the new frequency associated with a jump in time, there is a limit to its precision. The PDA's calculations are less accurate than the more powerful computers we have access to here, so any frequency it uses is an approximation. Because of this differential, the amount of borrowed time lessened. Since our computers here are made for scientific work, the exactness of the calculated frequency allows for a longer period of borrowed time.”
“Could it be eliminated entirely?” 
Dix made a noncommittal noise. “If we had a bank of Cray supercomputers working on it for a few days, maybe.” He shrugged. “No matter how powerful a computer is used, I suspect the result will be like pi, never coming to a precise end. We're messing with molecular frequencies here. My hypothesis is that a small part of the body knows the traveler doesn't belong there. At any rate, if you want something portable like Dr. Bertrand’s PDA, there will always be a trade-off in accuracy, resulting in a lessened amount of borrowed time.”
John again indicated his understanding. The danger of borrowed time could be managed if Dix could make the technology workable. “Can you make a portable model? Something smaller than this?” He waved at the stacks of machinery covering the lab table. 
The scientist considered the equipment as if he had never seen it before and tapped his chin with a finger as he stared at the components of his time machine. “Yes, I should be able to,” he said finally. “Not as small as Dr. Bertrand went, but maybe I can fit it in a standard laptop PC. With the better processor, it should be able to provide about thirty to forty hours of borrowed time.”
John smiled, sensing his success was finally attainable.
“Do it, as quickly as you can,” he said then turned and left the lab. Now with Dix finally achieving some success, he mused, maybe I don't need the Relevonts after all. 
It seemed fitting that the troublesome Ness and Angie Relevont become the first victims of his new regime. They would serve as a warning to anyone with the impudence to obstruct his plans. The personal satisfaction he would obtain from their passing would be a nice side benefit. After all, I always try to enjoy my work.



CHAPTER TWENTY: Raising the Stakes
Tuesday, June 8, 2010, 8:47 a.m.
 
Karl snarled at Ness. “Get busy. It would be a shame to ruin her face with an exit wound.”
The gun tapped against the back of Angie's head, causing her to wince. Ness unfolded the small camping shovel and approached the tree with the number 3 carved in it. He cleared away some of the brush at the base, uncovering a three-inch-high vertical notch cut in the trunk where it met the ground, then put the edge of the shovel against the mark, perpendicular to the trunk, and traced a line with the blade away from the tree. Ness stopped the shallow furrow a few feet beyond the middle of the clearing.
He tramped to the tree bearing the 1 in its bark, a quarter of the circle away from the previous tree. Once again, he uncovered the deep-set notch at the base of the trunk and dragged the shovel behind him, etching a sharp trail in the ground. He intersected the furrow he had made before and passed it, the intersection of the two lines in the dirt a perfect ninety-degree angle. Once he had gone a few feet beyond the previous line, Ness moved to the 8 tree. A minute later, he was tracing another track, keeping an eye behind him to keep it straight. That line crossed its counterparts from the other two trees, etching a small triangle somewhat away from the center of the clearing.
The German snorted, and Ness looked over at him. Angie was watching him intently, as if to forget the gun to her head.
“You have made a mistake,” their captor said.
“No, I haven't,” Ness responded coldly. “But most people would assume so since all three lines don’t converge.”
Several combinations of lines from the trees matched perfectly in a classic three-point triangulation. One of them even met in the absolute middle of the clearing. But the small triangle resulting from the off-kilter intersection of the three lines a couple of feet off-center from the absolute middle of the clearing gave him exactly what he needed. He put the point of the shovel's blade in the center of the triangle and pushed it into the earth.
With the stony soil and such a small shovel, progress was slow. Several times, he hit something solid, only to discover a rock. At about four feet deep, the shovel gave another thump as it hit something hard. Ness abandoned the shovel and knelt on the ground to finish his excavation by hand. He leaned in and scooped away a couple of handfuls of dirt until he could see transparent plastic and the dull sheen of metal. The clear covering bore a scar where the shovel had hit it, but otherwise, it looked just as it had when he had buried it two years ago.
Ness dug with his hands until he had unearthed all four corners of a metal box. After pulling out handfuls of dirt from along the sides, he finally lifted the buried treasure into the sunlight. It was slightly smaller than a shoebox, with a small button to release the clasp holding the top closed. Thick, clear plastic covered the entire box, protecting the contents from moisture, bugs, and other undesirable elements.
“Open it,” the German said, making a hurry-up motion.
Using the edge of the shovel, Ness sliced at the cover. In seconds, the plastic lay to the side, still formed in the shape of the box, like a discarded snake skin. He pressed the button on the side and lifted the lid.
Inside was a Ziploc bag with two PDAs in it. He opened the bag without lifting it from the container and removed a yellow sticky note labeled Decoy from one of the PDAs then brought his hand into view, clutching the unmodified device. The screen glinted in the sunlight as Ness showed it to their captor, who made a motion with his free hand for him to throw it. Ness carefully tossed it underhand, and it landed in the grass near his wife's knees.
“Pick it up,” the gunman said, giving Angie a small thump against the back of her head with the gun. 
She closed her eyes, releasing tears. Her lip quivered as she tried to keep from sobbing outright. Her dread clawed at Ness’s heart, and his anger blazed. You'll pay for that.
Ness only half watched as she leaned over, grabbed the device, and held it over her shoulder for the German to take. Most of his attention remained on his other hand, which he kept in the bag. He turned on the PDA, Dr. Bertrand’s time machine, and noticed the blinking battery indicator. After two years in the box, it desperately needed a charge. He froze when the German's cell phone went off, playing a polyphonic version of “Edelweiss.”
Their captor’s ability to transfer his weapon from his right hand to his left without taking the barrel away from Angie’s head impressed Ness despite himself. The gunman pulled his phone from its belt clip and flipped it open, Captain Kirk style. He grunted after looking at the caller ID and pressed the phone to his ear. “Ja?”
Ness risked a glance down and tapped the Borrowed Time application. When it filled the screen, he pressed the small calendar icon next to the date. The calendar displayed a date in 2008, but at the bottom was a small button that read Set To Today. He tapped it, and the device returned to the main Borrowed Time screen with the current date and time filled in. He glanced up to check that their captor remained distracted by his phone call. 
Next, he pressed the time, and an adjustment screen displayed with the time split into hours, minutes, and seconds. Vertical glyphs appeared above and below each element. Ness tapped the down arrow below the minutes, and the number decreased by one. He pressed the button hard, causing the numbers to decrease rapidly.
How long have we been here? Ten minutes? Fifteen? He kept pressing the arrow until he had given himself a half-hour window. Then he tapped the OK button. His thumb hovered over the launch button as he heard the call ending. The German slipped the phone back into its holster before giving him an evil grin. Ness did not like the look of it at all.
“It appears your digging is not yet over.” Their captor grinned with obvious satisfaction.
Ness tapped the launch icon, and the confirmation window appeared. His thumb moved toward the yes button, and he stared at his captive wife and willed her to be strong for a little longer. He suppressed a grin when he saw movement in the German's shadow.
“My superior has determined you are no longer of use to us,” the gunman said. “You will dig a grave for you and your wife, but first you will watch as I end her life. The same fate awaits you when you are finished with your tasks.”
He shifted his gun back to his right hand, and tears dripped from Angie's face. Ness wanted to comfort her but couldn't without alerting the gunman to his plan. 
“Don't you want to say goodbye to your wife?” 
The German’s smile could only be described as evil. Ness wanted to rage at Angie's captor, to rush across the clearing and beat him senseless. Instead, he pressed the button on the PDA, and his grip on time faded away.
 
* * *
 
Time changed around Ness, but he arrived still kneeling in the clearing. The hole in the ground had not yet been dug, and the box was safely buried. He looked at the device and frowned at the blinking battery indicator. He hoped he had enough charge to get back. Voices from the woods drew his attention, and he quietly ran into the trees. He stopped ten feet into the woods and crouched behind a tree. Peering around a trunk, he watched as his earlier self and Angie strolled into the sunlight. 
Ness faded back and circled toward the path with careful steps to minimize noise. He could only see random flashes of the clearing through the trees, but he could hear when the German appeared. It took all his restraint to continue his slow progress. His emotions, a roiling mass of anger and fear, counseled him to strike hard and fast. Intellectually, he knew such a stratagem would result in death, both his and Angie’s. 
He stopped short of coming out on the actual trail, changing direction again back toward the clearing. As he neared the edge of the tree line, he could see the gunman's back. His knuckles ached with the tension he was holding in his fists, and he forced himself to open his hands. The sound of the shovel as it bit into the earth resonated in the morning stillness. 
Ness waited impatiently until the cell phone rang before making his move. As the captor answered the call, Ness crept forward, half-crouched. He concentrated on keeping silent instead of covering the distance quickly. When he passed out of the trees, he felt exposed and vulnerable but did not quicken his pace. 
The call finished, and the German hung up. Ness paused, still two feet behind him, and listened as he relayed the verdict of death for them both. He wrapped his fingers around the grip of his gun, which lay in the dirt behind their captor. Sliding the safety off with his thumb, Ness slowly rose to his feet and lifted the gun to firing position.
“Don't you want to say goodbye to your wife?”  
Ness was standing where he could see his original self crouched by the box, but his copy remained silent and did not meet his eyes. He took the last step forward to close the distance between them. The gunman finally twigged his presence behind him, but he was too late. Before he could react, the barrel of Ness’s gun met the back of his head with a sharp thump, precluding any resistance. 
It's payback time, jackass. His finger tightened on the trigger, and he could all but taste the desire to permanently end the threat to his wife’s life. But even with the primal appetites of his uncivilized side, Ness still had no desire to become a murderer, no matter how much the scumbag might deserve it.
“Don't try me.” 
The German froze at the touch of the barrel. 
“Arms away from your sides.” 
He complied, spreading his arms out. 
Ness nodded to his double, who rose and crossed the clearing to take the gun out of the German's hand. He helped Angie to her feet. She cried, though whether in fear, relief, or some combination of the two, Ness could not tell. Unable to use her arms because of the restraint, she simply leaned against her husband as sobs overtook her. His double held her tight, his left hand rubbing her back. Ness kept his gun firmly against the back of the German’s head even as sympathetic tears wet his cheeks.
“I thought...” she said through her tears, “I thought I was going to die.”
Ness watched his original self stroking her hair, murmuring comforting noises in her ear. He experienced a brief pang of jealousy, a sharp desire to be the one consoling her, but comprehended that when he returned to his home time, he would be the one holding a sobbing Angie. 
Again, her pain caused his anger to flare. Gripping the gun tight, he longed to pull the trigger. Fletcher’s agent would have killed his wife, and his darker side urged him to return the favor. He could almost hear the sharp concussion of the shot and imagine the sharp tang of spent gunpowder in his nostrils. His mental image of the bullet mangling his opponent’s cranium seemed infinitely desirable, better than any other outcome he could imagine from the encounter. 
As his inner killer stoked the anger and hatred roiling though him, his finger moved the trigger ever so slightly. Ness’s whole being screamed at him to fire the weapon. All it would take was a bit more pressure. 
A more reasonable part of him, perhaps the arbiter of his soul, remained steadfast in the face of his inner debate. The center of his moral judgment refused to condone killing anyone, even his foe. The stress of the conflicting desires caused his hand to shake, the motion making it hard to keep the gun tight against the German’s head. That unconscious reaction finally decided the matter, as the movement reminded him of his mad future self and his homicidal desires. This path leads only to my doom.
If I kill him, I'm as good as killing myself and my relationship with Angie as well.
 With an exhausting force of will, he commanded his hand to relax. It took a second before his fingers responded, but when they did, he engaged the safety to prevent any accidents. While his perception of his inner turmoil had felt hours long, mere seconds had passed. When he could meet the eyes of his double, he tilted his head toward the German. “Cover him.”
His copy gently broke away from Angie and stood before the captor-turned-prisoner. He lifted the gun and aimed directly between his eyes. “Tempt me,” the double said, but the Intellisys operative stayed still and silent. 
Ness returned his gun to his waistband before frisking the prisoner. He found a spare gun in an ankle holster, a nasty-looking knife in a sheath strapped to the side of his arm, the decoy device, car keys, another restraint strip, and his wallet. Ness tossed the knife to his double so he could free Angie then gave the German another tap on the head with the end of his barrel. “Start walking,” he said. 
Their captive complied. Angie and the original Ness followed. When they arrived at the tree line, Ness told the German to stop and sit with his back to the tree with 10 carved into it. Their captive’s eyes widened slightly when confronted with the vision of Ness standing with his double right next to him. 
“Bind him,” Ness said, holding out the plastic restraint strip he had found in his prisoner's pocket. 
Keeping his eyes locked on his captive, he assumed his copy took the adjustable band from his hand. Instead, he was surprised when Angie marched behind the German with the plastic strip in her hand. Her tears had stopped, and she had dried her face. In place of her earlier fear, Ness saw only rage. She pulled the prisoner’s arms around the back of the tree roughly, eliciting a sharp grunt of pain. Finally, she stood and came around where she could peer at him without getting in the way of Ness's weapon.
“Does it hurt?” Angie seemed suspiciously solicitous. 
From her tone, Ness could not determine which answer she wanted. The German hesitated, as if deliberating over the correct answer to her question, but eventually bobbed his head.
“Good.” She strode away from him, her back stiff and fingers contorted into terrible fists at her side.
Ness needed to return to his home time and finish his part in their rescue. He turned on the device, his eye drawn to the red battery indicator. 
Come on, baby, have enough juice. Ness’s concern was unnecessary, as evidence of his successful return stood next to him.
He knelt by the hole and oriented his body as he had earlier so the gunman would not notice anything had changed upon his return. 
“Be seeing you,” he said to his twin with a jaunty wave before tapping the button. 
As his vision dimmed, his double returned the wave, grinning slightly at the small ritual he had come to share only among his other selves, then he slid in the darkness outside of mortal time.
 
* * *
 
Ness was still shaking after the capture of their would-be murderer, along with his return trip for a few minutes in the future. Regardless of his memories of subduing the German, it was still nerve-racking waiting for his other self to intervene. Seeing the fear and dread in Angie’s eyes while being unable to allay her fears took a greater toll on him than he would have imagined.
It took a determined effort to shove aside those sentiments, if only temporarily. The capture of the German had happened exactly as he remembered, though he saw it from the other perspective. He watched the moral conflict on his doppelganger’s face while Angie sobbed into his chest. He'd had a discernable expression of acceptance when he made the decision to leave their hunter alive.
Ness spent a few seconds inspecting the captive’s wallet. It contained a hundred dollars in cash, a couple of credit cards, a driver's license, and an Intellisys identification card. “Well, well, well.” Ness showed the card to Angie. “Karl Morgenstern, Vice President, Security Directorate. You know, I knew the last guy who ran your department, Paul Robbins. Do you know what happened to him?”
Karl stared at Ness but remained mute.
“No?” Ness continued as if Karl had responded. “Paul got shot twice in the forehead, and his naked body was dumped in a wave pool. Oddly enough, I saw him get shot, and again when they pulled his corpse from the water.”
Ness paused to see if Karl had any reaction to that, but he revealed nothing. Leaning in a little bit, Ness gave him a smirk. “Even though you’re a VP, and he was only a director, I wouldn't get too excited about your stock options. Odds are you won’t live long enough to collect.”
The distinctive click of a gun being cocked punctuated his statement. Ness turned toward the noise, his hand scrabbling for his weapon. Angie stood with her gun in hand, the one Karl had taken from her earlier. Her eyes radiated loathing, and he had some concern about her intentions. When Ness turned back to his captive, he could see trepidation in his gaze. He squatted to better look into his prisoner’s eyes.
“John Fletcher wanted us captured with this, correct?” Ness held up the PDA. 
Karl reluctantly answered in the affirmative.
“But you got a phone call. From John?”
Again, Karl seemed reluctant to answer, but Angie was standing over them like an angel of retribution. Even without looking, Ness could sense waves of anger radiating from her, and Karl looked at her nervously and swallowed before answering.
“Yes.”
“And he told you to kill us?” Ness asked.
“Yes.” The stress in the German's voice increased, as if he expected the admission to seal his fate.
“Why?” Angie broke in. 
Ness had not known so much malice could be conveyed in a single syllable, and he hoped for Karl's sake the German answered. 
“Your device is no longer needed. Given the amount of trouble you have caused us already, John considered it wise to eliminate you.”
“So we're the first targets in John's grand plan,” Ness said quietly. “You know about the plan, of course.”
Karl was obviously reluctant to hand out any more information, but Angie's murderous gaze gave him pause.
“Ja, I know about it.”
“And my device is no longer needed? Why?” 
“He did not say.” Karl gave an awkward shrug. His arms being pulled behind him and around a tree severely limited his mobility. “A scientist is trying to duplicate Bertrand's work from some old papers. Perhaps he succeeded.”
Angie knelt at Karl's side and pulled his cell phone off his belt. “Well, you failed,” she hissed in his ear then stood again. With a quick motion, Angie smacked the side of his head with her gun, producing a double thump as his skull rebounded off the tree trunk. The German sighed and slumped to the side.
“Damn it!” Angie shifted her gun to her left hand then shook her right rapidly, flexing her fingers. “That hurt.” 
“It takes some practice.” Ness grinned.
Angie gave him a look that conveyed annoyance and amusement in equal parts. “Next time, I'll let you smack the bad guy so I can learn at your knee, oh, master.” 
Ness laughed. “Come on. Let's get out of here,” he said then tucked the key card in his pocket and threw the rest of Karl's wallet into his lap. “Get rid of his phone. I expect they can track it.”
Angie reared back like a major-league pitcher and threw Karl's cell phone deep into the woods. Again, the reaction to what had almost befallen her set in, and Ness could see her legs weaken. Before she fell, he wrapped his arm around her waist to help her stand while tears ran afresh then turned her to him and held her as she sobbed once more into his shirt.
 Eventually, she regained control, and Ness led her back to the path. Her tears had stopped, but the experience had rattled her. He could appreciate her unsettled emotional state, as the danger they faced seemed much more intimate than it had before. They remained silent as they followed the path to the parking lot. A dark Cadillac sat there, and the parking lights flashed when Ness pressed the unlock button on the key fob. Both got in the car, and Ness started the engine. 
He glanced over at her, not sure how she was going to react to his conclusions. “Obviously, this has become something more than just keeping my device away from them and safeguarding our lives,” he said uneasily. “If they've duplicated Dr. Bertrand's work, we need to destroy any new creations in the Intellisys lab as well.” He waited for a response. 
Angie said nothing at first, staring out the windshield. Then she gave him a sweet smile as she patted his leg. “Yes, I know. I'm glad you're keeping pace.” Her countenance turned serious. “And we need to do something about this John Fletcher,” she said. “I intend to grow old with you, and I don't mean as a junkie in a locked room. No one is going to steal our time together.”
She gazed forward, radiating intense determination. Ness busied himself backing the car out of its parking spot before driving south, still mulling over the grim resolution Angie's statement reflected. He almost felt sorry for John Fletcher. The poor man had no idea what was coming for him.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE: So Close
Tuesday, June 8, 2010, 8:52 a.m.
 
For about the hundredth time, Earnest turned up the van's air conditioning, frustrated with its inability to keep a constant temperature in the vehicle. With the AC on high, it soon became much too chilly inside, but once the fan had been turned to a lower setting, the heat invaded again. It was maddening. For his part, Harrison seemed unperturbed by the shifting temperature. The driver watched with obvious amusement while Earnest periodically fiddled with the controls.
“You're gonna wear out the knobs.” Harrison chuckled, but before Earnest could reply, his cell phone rang. 
“Yeah?” he barked into the device. 
“It's Reed. Several people saw a man matching Relevont's description take down a drunk in the wee hours of the morning. No sign of the woman, but she might have been out of sight in the room.”
“Where?” Earnest twiddled the AC dial again. 
Reed gave him the name and the address of the motel.
“OK, we're on our way now,” Earnest said, happy for something to keep them busy. They had spent the night visiting various motels near where the pair had exited the bus, but none of the places he checked had yielded any results. 
Reed had left them to check a few out on his own, stating he needed to stretch his legs. They'd dropped him off near a tight cluster of a half dozen establishments about a half hour ago then driven south to visit others that were farther away but still within walking distance from where Karl had spotted the pair on camera.
 Earnest gave Harrison the address, and the van rolled toward Reed's location. In a minute, the sign for the motel appeared in the near distance. With effort, he refrained from adjusting the blower again, though it was blasting nearly arctic air. He would be leaving the van in a minute, anyway, and had no desire to amuse the driver any further. 
He fumbled around in the glove box, flipping through several small leather wallets stored there, then opened one to inspect a shiny brass badge. It read Detroit Police, and he threw it back inside. After several tries, he found the one marked Oakland County Sheriff. He slid it into a pocket of his suit coat and closed the box. It’s real handy to work for a company who can provide such equipment. Badges are usually hard to come by.
Harrison parked the van outside of the small motel’s registration area. Reed stood scowling like a gargoyle, his default expression. Nothing changed it, not even the heat or how long they had been on the job. As soon as the van stopped, Earnest emerged into the heat of the day. The humidity had him sweating almost immediately. God, I hate Michigan summers. Of course, Michigan winters aren't much better.
“I found six people who identified Relevont in room 112 last night,” Reed said.
“All right. You talked to the manager yet?” 
Reed shook his head. “Figured you'd want to do the good cop, bad cop bit.”
Earnest lifted the wallet holding the badge and gave Reed a grin. More like good cop, crazy cop, he quipped but said nothing as they entered the small lobby.
They approached the counter, and Earnest tapped the bell. The ringing reverberated around the small room, and the sounds of shuffling came from behind the door marked Employees Only on the other side of the counter. After some stomping footfalls, an overweight woman emerged. The clerk carried a massive amount of weight, and Earnest half expected her to get stuck in the doorway. Her face was red and sweaty, but she had a pleasant smile. She wore a name tag that read Cathy above her left breast.
“Can I help you?” 
Earnest flashed her the fake badge. “Good morning, ma'am,” he said smoothly, smiling back at her. “My name is Detective Pall, and this is Detective Rohr.” 
Reed nodded. The older man did not smile but looked slightly less threatening than usual. The clerk looked interested, no doubt questioning what had brought two detectives to her doorstep.
“We are trying to locate this man,” Earnest continued.
Reed placed a surveillance photograph of Relevont and his wife on the counter. 
“He may have had this woman with him.”
Cathy stared at the photo for a few seconds. “Yep, he was in here last night. I’d be willing to bet the woman came with him, but she stayed outside. I didn’t get a great look at her.” She turned to the aging computer on the desk and tapped a few keys. “He checked in at 8:58 p.m. and is in room 112.”
Earnest glanced over at Reed, who nodded. 
“Is he still here?” Earnest inquired. 
The clerk clicked the mouse once. “Well, he hasn't checked out, but not everyone bothers to. Most times, we don't find out people have left until the maid cleans the room.”
“How did he pay?” Reed’s voice sounded like a rockslide. He tried to smile, but the result came off as so hideously strained that Earnest had to suppress a grin of his own. 
Far from comforted by Reed's attempt, Cathy looked at him nervously. “Cash, for one night.” Her eyes flitted apprehensively between the two men. “It stood out because most people don't pay that way anymore.”
“Room been cleaned?” Reed probed.
The unease Cathy exhibited with the glowering form of Reed nearly made Earnest smile. It was all part of the plan. At that point, the clerk would do almost anything to get the grizzled mercenary out of her lobby. 
She raised a walkie-talkie to her lips. “Consuela, are you there?” 
The radio produced a hiss of static before a heavily accented voice came back. “Si, señorita.”
“Have you cleaned room 112 yet?”
“No, señorita. I have two to do before it.”
“Thanks, Consuela,” Cathy said before putting down the radio.
“Can we get a key to the room, ma'am?” 
Cathy seemed relieved to turn her attention fully on Earnest again. In fact, he knew from experience that most people were more than happy to give him what he requested instead of dealing directly with Reed again. He was a rabid bulldog but had his uses.
“Sure.” She took a plastic card from a stack and slid it into a machine on the desktop then tapped a few keys on the computer before pulling the card out and handing it to Earnest.
“Is he dangerous?” she asked. “Do I need to clear out the surrounding rooms?”
They had no concerns about any resulting collateral damage, and he did not want the attention an evacuation would engender.
“No, ma'am, this is largely routine. There's no need to inconvenience anyone. Thanks for your help.” Earnest flashed his best smile again, which appeased the woman. 
They left the lobby and strolled along the long row of motel rooms.
“Think he's still there?” Reed looked doubtful.
“If he's smart, he cleared out after the ruckus you described.”
Silently, they stepped up to the room’s door. The curtain was closed, moving slightly because of the room's air conditioner. They took positions on either side of the entrance before Earnest inserted the key. The lock gave a quiet beep, and a green light glowed. He glanced over at Reed and saw his right hand clutching his gun, still hidden inside his jacket. Earnest stood in the same position. The older man gestured, and Earnest opened the door. 
He waited a tick until the door swung wide and bounced off the wall. After risking a quick peek at the dim interior, he rolled around the doorway and into the room. Reed followed him. Both pulled their guns out, ready to lock onto any and all targets. Reed shut the door, and the darkness deepened until Earnest flipped a light switch. 
The bed looked like it had been well used, with the covers mostly on the floor. Earnest knew what he would be doing in there with Relevont's wife, and he grinned as his imagination painted the scene. He’d always had a thing for white women.
Reed paused on the other side of the bed, his gun aimed at the floor, where someone could be hiding. The way his shoulders relaxed confirmed to Earnest that no one was hiding there. He moved to the small bathroom at the rear of the room. After verifying the tub was empty, he put his gun away and called for Reed. When his coworker appeared in the doorway, Earnest indicated the open window.
“I guess he is smart,” he said and passed Reed as he left the bathroom. He threw the key card in the middle of the bed’s rumpled sheets. “Let's go.” 
Earnest led the way out of the room. In a minute, they were across the parking lot and climbing into the van, and Earnest pulled out his cell phone and called Karl. He frowned when he got voice mail.
“Karl, this is Williams. We found the motel where the Relevonts stayed last night, but they cleared out. Call me back.”
“Let's go back to the lab,” he said to Harrison, who was concentrating on backing the van out of its parking space.
“You got voice mail?” Reed asked. 
Earnest nodded.
“Very odd,” Reed commented, and Earnest silently agreed. In fact, he could not remember another time when it had happened. Karl never let a call go unanswered.
He glanced back to see Reed had his cell phone open, pressing buttons with intense purpose. “What are you doing?” 
“Checking Karl's location via GPS,” Reed growled.
“Look, he's probably in the bathroom with this month's edition of East German Playboy.” Earnest grinned at his own joke. He heard a snicker from Harrison, who drove the van out of the parking lot and turned south.
“This says he's at the Rochester-Utica Recreation Area.”
“It's a park,” Harrison offered, sounding surprised.
“So?” Their need to ride to their boss’s rescue exasperated Earnest. “Our lead didn't pan out, so we return to the lab for further orders. S-O-P.”
“Do you believe Karl went there for a little bird watching?” Reed demanded. “Perhaps to work on his tan?” 
Earnest frowned as he considered Reed’s comments. Karl had always answered his phone before, and the park was a strange place for the German to be in the middle of the morning. But he’d had enough of Reed’s second-guessing each decision he made. The older man had proved himself too volatile to lead the team. He knew it, Harrison knew it, and he would bet Karl knew it. Because of Karl’s choice not to ordain a leader of their team, they had to work out every choice through arguments. 
He blew a breath out through pursed lips. “Is he moving?” 
Can Reed hear the defeat in my voice?
The old mercenary tapped some more buttons. “No,” he retorted, and the triumphant tone confirmed that he knew he had won the round. They could not afford to ignore Karl's possible need for assistance.
“Turn around.” Earnest sighed. “Let's go to the park.”
The time was coming when he and Reed would need to have it out, the long-avoided final conflict that would determine who would lead and, likely, who would be buried. Reed would tread on his last nerve at his own peril. One of these days, old man, Earnest thought, you're gonna realize I'm the one in charge. 
Instinctively, he knew the only thing he could use to convince Reed would be a bullet to the head. He both looked forward to and secretly dreaded the day he tried to put one there, though he would not have long to wait. He could sense its approach like a cat in the dark, silent and menacing.
 
* * *
 
Karl awoke to pain. His head throbbed in two places: in the side where the Relevont woman had struck him with the gun, and in the back, where it had struck the tree. His shoulders protested the way his wrists were bound, and invisible pins pricked at his hands. Lastly, his cheek stung as if he had been slapped. 
He opened his eyes to see Reed crouched in front of him. Harrison was standing behind him with his gun drawn, watching the tree line. Karl’s hands came free, and Williams strode into view from behind, folding a knife closed.
Karl's wrists were covered in dried blood where the tight restraints had made shallow cuts in his flesh. He rubbed his raw skin, and the tingling in his hands increased as normal blood flow resumed. Reed gave him a hand to his feet, and his head swam briefly. 
Damn the woman! Karl hoped he had been spared a concussion.
When Reed handed him his cell phone, his attempt at nonchalance looked forced. Karl slipped it back into the holster hanging from his belt without explanation. For an instant, Reed might have had trouble keeping a smile from his face, but a closer look revealed his typical lack of expression. This situation will undoubtedly be the cause of much levity. 
“How did you know to come here?” Karl had frankly expected to be a captive for far longer.
“Well, we didn't imagine you would come here to bask in nature.” Williams sneered. “So we decided we'd better see if you needed help.”
Karl repressed a smile at the glare Reed shot at the black man. Apparently, coming there had been his idea, and Williams wished to take credit. The power struggle between the two operatives served him well, and he purposely did nothing to defuse it. If he were forced to pick one of them, it would be Williams. Despite their shared history from his industrial-espionage days in Europe, Reed’s unpredictability could not be mitigated. Karl knew he would do anything asked of him but preferred reacting to reasoning. He figured as long as the two men kept sniping at each other, they were not making trouble for him or John.
“Good,” Karl agreed. “Relevont hid the device here.”
Harrison was examining the hole and the metal box.
“I caught them and made him dig it up, but he managed to use it to get a duplicate here and captured me,” Karl reported, dusting off his clothes.
“So he tied you up and knocked you unconscious?” Williams asked.
“You have the general idea.” Karl’s face colored a little. He would never admit Relevont’s wife had been the one to lay him out.
Williams and Reed traded looks, obviously suspicious that he was holding something back. His embarrassment must have been apparent, as Williams could not keep a grin off his face, and even Reed raised an eyebrow with a little smirk. 
“I received a kill order from John, and before I could execute the woman, a duplicate of Relevont stopped me,” Karl offered. He touched the tender lump on his head.
“The box is empty.” Harrison showed them the empty Ziploc bag. 
Grimacing, Karl turned toward the path. “We should go. I assume they took my car?” 
“I guess so,” Williams agreed. “It was gone when we got here.”
Karl led the way along the trail, his head throbbing with each step. He claimed the van’s passenger seat and swiveled around to look at Reed in the rear seat. Next to him, a small table had been mounted to the wall, and a couple laptops had been attached to its surface. “Get on the computer and track my vehicle's anti-theft system. It will tell us where they have taken it.”
Reed opened a computer and tapped its keys. “It's heading south,” he reported after a slight pause. 
Karl gestured to Harrison, and they left the parking lot and followed their quarry along Dequindre Road. His head still throbbed, leading him to search the glove box for an aspirin bottle. He finally found it, shook out two pills, and after a bit of consideration, added two more. Then he dry-swallowed the pills one by one.
He and his men would catch the Relevonts, and they would die — not quickly, not easily, but they would definitely be dead by the time Karl finished with them. The wife would receive his special treatment, or perhaps he would let Reed play with her for a while. In the end, she would plead for him to kill her.
Just like the old days.
In spite of the pain, Karl grinned. He would enjoy utilizing his long-ignored KGB skills on the troublesome couple. Their screams for mercy and pleas for the release of death would be music to his ears, a primal symphony he had not heard in far too many years.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO: Explanations
Tuesday, June 8, 2010, 9:18 a.m.
 
Angie had been so sure her life would end at Karl’s hand that her mind had difficulty accepting the reality of her survival. Her hands trembled, and tears gathered at the corners of her eyes as her emotions tried to adjust to the new circumstance. 
I was a hair's breadth away from having a bullet in my head.
Those words kept reverberating through her mind. What happened to make him want to kill us? For some reason, they had become expendable.
In addition to her inner turmoil, some of Ness’s comments made her question what he had done to survive the last time he tangled with Intellisys. He had been on the run then, too, but she wondered what he'd done to survive. Did he kill?
Have I shared my bed the last two years with a murderer? 
The cost of Ness’s previous altercations with those men was high: her life had been altered, Dr. Bertrand had died, and her husband might have become a killer.
Except he wasn't my husband at that point, she reminded herself and almost screamed. Her emotions were jagged spikes, cutting her open inside with startling intensity. She needed to find a way to blunt them. She needed answers. 
Angie looked at Ness, who was in the driver's seat, his face a mask of concentration as he watched the road. Is he fighting his own internal battle?
“Paul Robbins,” she said. “Did you kill him? Last time?”
He glanced at her before returning his gaze to the road. She had a hard time reading his expression. Did I see guilt there?

After an uncomfortable silence, Ness spoke. He seemed to be wrestling with what to tell her. “I didn't pull the trigger. Glenn did.” 
Angie sensed he was not telling her everything. “But...” she said. 
Ness glanced at her again and sighed. The fear etched in his face surprised her. “When I was returning to Dr. Bertrand's house after retrieving the second device from the lab, I determined that for events to play out as they had, with Glenn killing Paul and imploding, I needed to leave the second device in the house where Glenn could find it.”
He paused, glanced at her again, and took a big gulp of air.
“I went to the correct time and left the device for Glenn. That enabled him to go back in time and kill Paul along with imploding himself. Does my refusal to alter events further make me an accessory to murder? I don't know.”
“So what else did you do?” She sensed he had more to tell.
He again spoke with difficulty, coming close to tears. “There was the cop.”
Angie’s eyebrows rose, even as her heart tore by his obvious distress.
“I took Glenn on a wild goose chase to lure him away from the apartment. As we were racing down I-696, a state trooper pursued us. He shot into her car at point-blank range, killing her and seriously wounding her partner. Again, he pulled the trigger, but I engineered the situation. How culpable am I? I don’t know.”
“Holy shit.” Angie remained stunned into silence for a few heartbeats. “Anything else?” She gave him a little side-eye, as if worried what more he might confess to.
“Oh, I whacked Thing One in the head a few times, like you did with Karl.” He gave her a small grin, apparently tamping down his guilt with effort. “I'm hell at whacking.”
“You'll have to give me some pointers,” she said, returning the smile, “because it hurt. My fingers are still sore.”
They fell silent, and she watched him out of the corner of her eye as his grin faded.
“I had a harder time not killing Karl than I ever did with Glenn or Paul,” he said quietly. 
Angie let his comment pass for a time but turned to look at him again when the car stopped for a traffic light. “Why do you find it so difficult this time?”
He met her eyes and stroked her cheek. Though he was smiling, Angie could tell his heart was not in it. When he turned back to the road, his knuckles whitened from his tight grip on the steering wheel.
“Because now I have you, and Karl wants to take you away from me. When I was standing behind him with the gun to his head, all I could focus on was the stolen time. The years together they want to take from us. The joys we wouldn't share, the arguments we would never have, the life we couldn't live.”
He paused, and a sound close to a sob escaped him. Then the light changed, and he got the car moving again.
“Last time, I only had to worry about myself. My life alone had been threatened. I did everything I could to save it, but I didn't want to become a murderer to do so. I guess indirectly, I did, but not actively. Not consciously. But now we are together, and with these men endangering you, I find myself wanting to go further. I fought the desire to pull the trigger and end Karl's life. Like the heady scent surrounding a bakery during the morning bake, it nearly intoxicated me. It took all my strength to resist.”
She watched as a tear ran along his cheek.
“Your life is more precious to me than mine,” Ness said, giving her a look filled with love and determination. “And if it comes to it, I would kill to save you.”
Angie absorbed that silently. The love of her life had been willing to commit murder to save her. Ness had never struck her as a violent man, but she had become aware of a different side to him, an inner part willing to take any measures to protect her. The notion both warmed and chilled her, and she shuddered with a strange mixture of dread and excitement. 
She looked over at her husband, who was once again staring straight at the road, and thought his tight grip on the steering wheel might split the skin of his knuckles. Ness’s jaw clenched, and he blinked rapidly. Angie had seen that look before over the years. Ness was afraid. Of my reaction? Is he afraid he went too far, told me too much?
Ness had revealed a darker side, one she had never witnessed before. But Angie’s actions had shown depths of rage she had never suspected herself capable of as well. Both had their faults, and their situation magnified them. Even so, Angie still loved him with her whole being. She unfastened her seat belt and took advantage of the bench seat by sliding over to snuggle into his side.
“I love you, Ness,” she said, “and I always will. No matter what.”
She heard pent-up anxiety almost explode from him in a gusty sigh, and he relaxed beside her. His right arm came off the steering wheel to encircle her shoulders. For a few seconds, they silently enjoyed being together as the car bumped along the road.
“What now?” she asked.
“I'm tired of running from these bozos. I believe it's time for us to take the offensive.”
“How?” She sat a little straighter.
“Well, I imagine they have a way to track this car. GPS or something.”
“How likely is it?” The idea made Angie nervous.
“One thing Intellisys seems to have plenty of is technology, and it has been available as a theft deterrent since the nineties.” 
Angie had to admit that it sounded reasonable and even a bit familiar. She must have read something about it at one time. 
“What's the plan?” 
“We can use this car as the bait in a trap.”
“Another ambush?” 
Ness grinned at her. “It’s been that kind of day,” he said.
She returned the smile. It had indeed.
 
* * *
 
The rusty white van hurtled south, each bump in the road causing an incandescent pulsation in Karl's head. And with the poor state of Michigan's roads, they hit a lot of bumps. He pondered how long it would take for the aspirin to do its work and debated taking more pills. But with double the recommended dose already in his system, Karl refrained from ingesting any more. 
When Karl glanced at his watch, he grimaced. It was nearly nine thirty, and he should have checked in with John half an hour ago. He did not like having to give John bad news but knew any more delay would only increase the CEO's rage, so he reluctantly pulled the cell phone from its holster and dialed.
“This is Karl,” he said when John answered. “The Relevonts got away.”
He pulled the phone away from his ear as his boss shouted an expletive. He winced when the sudden noise lacerated his gray matter with shards of agony. “He used the device to have a double take me from behind. Yes, I can find them.”
The CEO's reply was loud enough that the other men could most likely hear John's caustic comments regarding his security chief being thwarted by a measly photographer and a computer programmer.
“I will call you when I have found them,” Karl said, interrupting the tirade about his incompetence, and shut his phone. He wanted to growl. Ness and Angie Relevont were making him look inept, and he would not tolerate such damage to his reputation. He muttered curses in German and fought the urge to punch the dashboard. He already hurt enough and did not need to add to his tally of pain. Williams gave a quiet chuckle behind him, and Karl twisted in his seat to glare him into silence.
“They've stopped,” Reed announced. “The car is at Mound Road and M-59.”
Karl's gaze shifted to Reed, who was still sitting at the laptop computer. “What is there?” 
Reed typed some more. “A freeway, a bus stop, and a Walmart.”
Williams grunted. “Maybe they've got some shopping to do.”
“Or perhaps they have taken the bus,” Karl snapped, all humor gone. “There are limitless possibilities.”
His men remained silent after his sudden burst of anger, and he was glad. He needed time to contemplate, and the quiet helped. Harrison turned the van toward the location Reed had indicated. They would be there in mere minutes.
For all his flippancy, Williams had a point. The Relevonts could be in the Walmart itself, trying to lose themselves in the crowd. Or they could have dumped the car and moved on. 
Karl frowned as he considered the possible choices the couple could have made. His fingers itched to be at his computer, where he could be surfing the sea of video provided by his security camera network. That desire informed Karl of what his next move would be. He turned again to face Reed and Williams. “When we get to my car, I am returning to the lab to track them through surveillance videos. I want you to check out the Walmart and the surrounding area. Someone might have seen them, and they may not suspect we can track the car.”
“We're here,” Harrison said as he pulled into the store's parking lot. 
“Thanks,” Williams said. “We didn’t see the big sign on the front of the building and would never have known if you hadn’t told us.” 
Harrison glowered at him. Karl rolled his eyes but regretted it immediately as more pain lanced through his head.
Most of the vehicles were clustered near the doors, but one car sat in a spot all alone, close to the lot entrance. Karl grunted when he saw his isolated car. It was almost as if they had wanted him to find it. He frowned, awash in suspicion. 
The van came to a stop next to the vehicle, and Karl got out. He punched the keypad to release the door's lock. Once he had access, he peered in and saw the keys dangling from the ignition. Scanning the interior, he did not see anything out of place or items the fugitives might have left behind. They had not had much time to booby trap the car, and he suspected the couple had made getting away from the vehicle a higher priority. Karl turned back to the van and opened the passenger door.
“Be careful,” he said. “The way they left the car here seems wrong, like a trap.”
Williams and Reed shared a look of one part bravado and one part amusement. It was the first time Karl had seen the two men react in a like manner without their personalities getting in the way. It is because they are inwardly laughing at me. Karl frowned.
“I believe we can handle the Relevonts,” Williams boasted. 
Karl didn’t care for the subtle reminder of the pair besting him. “We will see. So far, they have been handling you.” Scowling, he shut the door. 
He slid into the driver's seat of his car and turned the key. The engine came to life without incident, and he sat still, scanning the interior again. His instincts told him something was amiss, but he could not discern anything wrong or find any evidence of tampering other than its presence in the lot. 
Karl shook his head, struggling to ignore the coiled tension in his gut. He put the car into gear and drove away from the Walmart. He would find them, or his men would. The Relevonts can only run for so long, and when they pause for breath, we will have them.
He tried to reassure himself with those words, but a part of him kept reacting with a sensation that reminded him of fear. He had not experienced it for many years, and as he drove back toward Intellisys, he considered the cause. He couldn’t discern whether it spawned from the placement of the car, the anger in the woman's eyes, or Relevont’s tension when the photographer had held the gun to his head. For the first time, he considered that the whole affair might not end well for him, and he suffered a surprising stab of dread. He doubted the sensation would leave him until the Relevont situation was resolved.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE: The Best Defense
Tuesday, June 8, 2010, 9:29 a.m.
 
The van filled with heavy silence as its occupants mulled over Karl’s parting recrimination. None of them could deny the truth of Karl’s words. The Relevonts made us all look like
pushovers, Chris Harrison grumbled. 
Karl switched on the car, and the brake lights flared to life. Chris waited until he safely pulled away before putting the van in gear. 
“The boss is kinda jumpy,” Williams said to no one in particular as Chris navigated toward the front of the store.
Reed didn’t respond, but Chris shook his head.
“You got something to say, driver?”
Chris smirked. “I’ve noticed you seem most comfortable when your lips are moving.” 
A small snort of amusement from Reed interrupted Williams’s chance at a retort. He glared at the older man. “Just drive, man.”
They arrived at the front of the store, and Chris stopped the van. “I'll be waiting in the back,” he said and watched as Williams and Reed exited the vehicle.
When the door slid shut, he progressed slowly through the clog of pedestrians and cars moving through the parking lot to the end of the store then brought the van to a halt at the stop sign as he waited for cross traffic to clear. Just before he lifted his foot from the brake, a flash of movement in the passenger mirror caught his attention. The door opened, and he stared at the barrel of a gun. He gulped down panic as Ness Relevont slid into the seat and shut the door, the deadly aim of the pistol never wavering.
“Drive around back.” Ness waved the gun. “And keep both hands on the wheel.”
Chris turned the steering wheel and pressed the accelerator slowly. As he maneuvered the vehicle around the building, he sneaked a peek at his captor. 
Relevont gazed directly at him. “Park by the dumpsters,” he ordered.
Though Chris followed instructions, years of training told him to angle the vehicle in such a way that it could either go straight ahead or make a quick U-turn to return the way it had come. Relevont leaned forward, turned the engine off, and took the keys. 
Ness Relevont appeared tired, his expression haggard. His face bore a day’s worth of stubble, which did nothing to hide the photographer's grim determination. His captor looked like he had been pushed a bit too much, and Chris questioned just how far he would go to survive the situation.
Chris did not know what to do in situations like this. He had been trained as a performance driver, specializing in high-speed maneuvers and evasion. He wore a gun because he sometimes had to play the tough guy or stand guard duty, but he did not have the martial arts training Reed did, nor could he claim to be a street fighter like Williams. Maybe he would have to fix his lack of violent instruction, if Relevont let him live.  He shuddered, remembering what had happened to his coworkers the last time they tangled with Relevont.
“I didn't kill him,” Relevont said. “Thing One. It wasn't me.”
It took Chris a long beat before realizing his captor must be referring to his former colleague, the one who had died the last time they tangled with the photographer.
“Mays,” Chris supplied. “That was his name.”
“Mays,” Relevont repeated. “I didn’t cause his death. Glenn killed him.”
Chris nodded then jerked as Angie appeared in the passenger window. After a quick glance inside, she opened the sliding door and climbed in. She had a plastic bag in her hand with the Walmart logo, which she set on the floor as she slid the door shut again. She saw her husband holding the gun on Chris and gave him a proud smile. 
“And what's your name?” Relevont asked. 
“Harrison. Chris Harrison.” For the first time, he noticed the heat in the van, but he knew his fear was making him sweat. He clutched the steering wheel as if it were a life preserver and had the power to save him from the situation.
“All right, Chris Harrison,” Relevont said, “I want you to take one of your hands off the wheel and pull out your weapon.”
Chris carefully released his grip on the steering wheel with his right hand.
“If I see more than two fingers holding the gun when it comes out of your jacket, I'm firing,” Relevont warned, shifting the gun higher to aim at the side of Chris's head.
Perspiration slid down his back as he carefully gripped the gun with his thumb and index finger before pulling it from its holster. He slowly brought his hand into view with the gun dangling from the two fingers and held the weapon in the space between him and Relevont, but a feminine hand took it from his grasp. His tension increased as she held the gun in firing position, chambered a round, and pressed the barrel against the back of his head. As he slowly returned his hand to its spot on the steering wheel, he swallowed as he remembered Karl’s treatment. Did the husband inflict that damage or the woman with the gun to my head?

“I'm going to check you for other weapons,” Relevont said, “and if you so much as twitch, my wife will put one of your bullets in your head. I hope you're not ticklish.”
Relevont put his gun on the passenger seat as he moved over to quickly check him for other weapons. He found only a cell phone and a roll of mints. “What, only one gun?” He returned to the passenger’s seat.
Chris wanted to shrug but stopped himself in case even such a common movement would cause Angie to shoot. He froze awkwardly with his shoulder halfway raised.
“I'm a driver, mostly,” he said. He enjoyed playing the heavy and waving his gun around when needed, but he was merely a big boy playing soldier. Not like the rest of his team.
Relevont rolled his window down. With a quick movement, his captor threw his cell phone out the window. The sound of the plastic casing as it bounced off the concrete surface left a sense of dread, and his instincts told him he had lost his last chance to survive. Relevont rolled the window shut and turned to face him again.
“OK, Chris, we need to know some things. Where are the rest of your compatriots? Does this van have a tracking device on it? And where is John Fletcher's research located?”
Chris opened his mouth but paused when Relevont raised his gun again. The hard pressure of his own weapon against the back of his head provided a constant reminder of his predicament.
“And I want you to be very, very honest,” Relevont said gravely. “Otherwise...” 
Chris took a deep breath and swallowed. Panic and despondency pushed the truth out of him like the last dregs of toothpaste from a battered tube. “Karl has returned to Intellisys. Williams and Reed are in the Walmart, looking for the two of you.”
“Williams and Reed,” Relevont murmured. “Williams was involved last time? Big black guy?”
“Yeah.”
“Hello, Thing Two and Thing Four,” Ness murmured and turned to his wife. “Why don't you take a look back there and see if there is anything useful?”
“OK.”
Chris let out a small sigh when the gun barrel left his head. Rustling sounds came from the rear of the van as she worked her way through a small cabinet that contained restraints, bullets, and duct tape. And also...
He winced when the gun returned with a solid thump to the back of his head. The woman's other hand had been extended into his line of sight. She was clutching a red plastic cylinder with a black rubber tip on one end.
“What's this?” she demanded.
“S-something Karl brought with him,” Chris stammered. 
Damn, this woman sounds really angry. For some reason, her rage scared him almost as much as the gun. “It was for you, I think.”
Relevont glanced at his wife, and Chris held a crazy hope that he would intercede. The gun thumping against the back of his head once more drew his attention to the livid woman behind him.
“What's in it?” she hissed.
Chris swallowed again. His mouth had suddenly gone unbelievably dry.
“A-a p-poison,” he said, cursing his childhood speech impediment. Since he’d become an adult, it only reasserted itself during moments of extreme stress.
“You son of a bitch,” she hissed in his ear, her sudden proximity surprising him. “I've heard what having this crap in your veins can do to a person. Let's see what it does to you.”
Chris heard a clicking noise before the hand reappeared. A cap had been removed from one end of the pen. Did she activate it? His panic rose. He had no idea about such things. Karl had not seen fit to brief him on the injection device.
He watched in horror when the Relevont woman drove the black tip of the pen toward his thigh. His hands might as well have been glued to the steering wheel. Nothing he could do would save him. His throat seemed to constrict as he anticipated the sting of the needle the black rubber tip was concealing. Chris closed his eyes as he contemplated a painful death, but when he heard the slap of flesh against flesh, he opened them to see that salvation had come from an unexpected source. Relevont's fingers were wrapped around his wife's wrist, preventing her from driving the needle into his thigh. The pen quivered mere inches above his leg as the wife fought her husband's strength.
“Angie, he's just the driver,” Relevont said quietly. 
She struggled for a second longer before pulling her arm back. He experienced an odd sensation in his pants and discovered he had peed himself a little bit.
“Fine,” she said flatly.
Chris shot Relevont a grateful look, but his captor gazed at him without compassion or sympathy.
“You didn't answer some of my questions,” Relevont said. “Does this van have a tracking device?”
“N-no. It's my van, so there are no links to the lab.”
“And Fletcher's research?”
“W-we were once called to a lab on the third floor to get orders from Karl,” Chris answered quickly. He didn't want to anger them any further, especially her. “This little scientist was there, going on about some old guy's research.”
“Which lab?” 
“I, uh... I don't recall. But I remember the name sounded smelly.”
Relevont asked, “The PU lab?”
Chris nodded. 
Turning his head a bit, Relevont smiled at his wife. “Dr. Bertrand's old space,” he said then reverted his attention to Harrison. “All right, Chris, I guess that ends your usefulness to us.”  
Chris's heart rate tripled as those words struck home.
“Can I inject him now?” Angie’s contralto growl would have sounded sexy in any other situation.
Is he going to let her kill me?
And will she do it anyway, even if her husband says no? 
His bladder threatened to release the rest of its contents, but with supreme effort, he kept from embarrassing himself further.
Relevont appeared to consider it before giving a quick shake of his head. He brought his gun down hard on Harrison's skull. Chris felt a blast of pain as metal impacted his cranium. 
“Save it,” Relevont said. “We might need it later.”
Chris fell forward, but blackness engulfed him before he slumped senseless atop the steering wheel.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR: Duplicate Danger
Tuesday, June 8, 2010, 9:44 a.m.
 
Deciding where to dump a body was a delicate thing. Even with his experience at various murder sites, Ness had never considered the idea such an activity engendered. Obviously, finding a location to place the evidence without being seen became a key factor. In an urban environment, that became a difficult task, as few locales lacked eyes either organic or mechanical.
Only a few ticks of the minute hand had passed since they had subdued Harrison at the Walmart, and the driver still lay passed out in the back of the van. Ness parked behind a medical office a few blocks south of the shopping center. It was closed for the day, which made it an ideal location for their purpose. Angie opened the van's rear doors, and Ness struggled to roll Harrison’s inert form out the back. His back ached in a familiar way, reminding him of the trouble they had pulling the driver’s dead weight from his seat a few minutes earlier. Man, this guy is heavy.
Angie pulled from outside, and in spite of the resistance of the driver's weight, they were eventually able to slide him out the back to land heavily on the pavement. Ness hopped out of the van, grabbed Harrison's arms, and pulled him toward another set of dumpsters. They bound his wrists and ankles with plastic restraints Angie had found during her search of the vehicle. Ness left the sleeping driver behind the rusty containers, pretty much hidden from the road. As Angie closed the rear doors, he glanced along the alley to ensure that no one from the far end would see what they were up to.
A spray of warm liquid on the side of his face gave Ness his first indication of something gone wrong. A coppery smell he was all too familiar with assailed his nostrils. He spun to look at Angie and staggered to a stop. She was standing at the rear of the vehicle with an expression of terror on her face and a horrifying gash in her throat. Blood spat from the wound in arterial pulses, each one weaker than the last. Ness had been covered in Angie's blood, stained by the essence of her life. His insane counterpart from the future was standing behind her, grinning with triumphant glee as his wife bled out. 
 Stunned, Ness could only stare at the gore as Angie slumped lifelessly to the ground. He resisted his biting grief and instead transformed that debilitating emotion into a paroxysmal ire focused on his doppelganger. He scowled at his double even as he used his PDA to disappear. Ness pulled his own device out and set it to jump back one minute then took a position close to where his demented self had stood and tapped the button.
Seconds after he arrived, Ness saw the ragged man appear before him and bring the gleaming blade to bear. Angie was standing with her back to them, unaware of either of them. Ness lowered his shoulder and body-checked the madman into the rear of the van. His future copy gave an oof as he bounced off the metal.
“Goddamn it, stop trying to kill her!” Ness shouted. He gripped the dingy shirt and punched him across the jaw. Something clattered to the ground, and he looked to see a chef's knife.
“Angie must die,” Future Ness wheezed.
“What happened?” 
Angie's voice pulled Ness’s attention from his double. Her eyes widened as she took in his blood-splattered shirt and face. 
“This guy,” Ness said, indicating the groaning man he was still holding with a jerk of his head. “He managed to kill you again.”
Angie paled, clearly deducing that the blood covering him was hers. The would-be assassin took advantage of the distraction and pulled free. Before Ness could react, he had his PDA in hand and tapped the screen to disappear again.
“Crap,” Ness said. 
“Indeed.” Another copy of him came to stand beside Angie. It was his original self, the one he would return to when he finished his jaunt in time. 
Ness gave the couple a quick wave with a bloody hand. “Be seeing you.” He tapped his PDA screen.
Suddenly, he was standing next to Angie, clean of her blood. Once again, he had two sets of memories, one in which Angie had been killed, and the other in which she had been saved. Am I going to fill my head with duplicate memories if I keep doing this?
How many horrific scenes of Angie dying can I accumulate before the weight of them drives me as insane as the older me?
Ness mentally shunted the questions away. Each time he used the device, he trod new ground, and like all explorers of the unknown, the ultimate ramifications of his actions could not be predicted.
They were only a mile or so from the Walmart, and Ness wanted to get some more distance from the Things before Intellisys located the van. He did not want to risk the vehicle having a tracking device, though Harrison seemed to be telling the truth. They might have to gamble, however, as having transportation was infinitely better than relying on buses and cabs. Sliding into the driver's seat, Ness sniffed as an unpleasant odor came to him.
Angie sat in the passenger’s seat with the Walmart bag in her hand. She took off her flats then pulled a pair of sneakers out of the bag, ripped the tags off them, and put them on. With a contented sigh, she sat back and regarded her new footwear.
“If I’m not mistaken, you made that guy pee his pants,” Ness said as he put the van in gear.
Angie looked over at him a little guiltily. “I kind of lost it, huh?”
Ness glanced back with a small smile. “Well, you looked like a Valkyrie having a bad day,” he said as he pulled the van out of the alley and back into traffic. “Fortunately, Thing Three couldn't see much of your face.”
“Why?” 
“Because if he'd gotten a good look at your expression, he would have lost what little bladder control he managed to hang onto.” Ness gave her a wry grin. “I was glad you were mad at him and not me.”
Ness chuckled, but Angie did not. She looked tense and flustered, and he couldn't blame her, given that she had multiple people trying to do her harm. When she wiped tears from her eyes, he squeezed her shoulder. It was a poor substitute for the hug he sensed she needed. 
“Seeing the pen, knowing it must contain the poison your double told us about, brought that reality alive for me. It would have happened, but for him.” Angie shuddered. “I became so unbelievably scared and angry, and in an instant, I wanted to lash out.”
Ness took her hand in his. She gripped his fingers and gave him a tearful smile.
“Guess it's a good thing I'm on your side,” she said.
“I'm thankful for that every day.” Ness’s serious tone had fresh tears welling in her eyes.
Seconds passed as they sat in silence, listening to the traffic as Ness drove along the city streets.
“So what do we do with it?” Angie indicated the EpiPen stuffed in one of the cup holders and safely ensconced in a clear plastic storage tube.
Ness frowned. It was such a simple device yet represented so much pain and suffering. “I don't know. We should probably keep it,” he said.
“Well, be careful with it. It's activated,” Angie said. 
Ness shot her a questioning glance.
“The pen won't dispense until the safety cap is removed from the end,” she explained. “I took it off.” Angie sounded a little sheepish, as if ashamed of her former bloodlust.
“Ah,” he said. “How did you know to do that?” Having never seen such an apparatus before, Ness had no idea how it worked.
“My roommate in college suffered from severe allergies and had her medicine in a similar pen. She taught me how to do it in case I ever needed to administer it to her.”
“So inside the black tip...”
“Is a needle,” Angie supplied.
Ness looked at the pen uneasily. Even with the soft-looking rubber tip covering its deadly sting, he felt dangerously exposed to the toxin it held.
“Now that we've stolen the bad guy's van, what’s next? Wanna go parking?” She grinned and gave him a lecherous look. 
Ness laughed. “I mainly wanted information from Harrison, not a vehicle.”
“Well, we got both,” Angie said. “What do we do with them?”
“I don't believe Intellisys can't track this van,” he answered, “but I don't want to give it up, either.” He paused to deliberate. The problem of the vehicle could be easily solved, but the ramifications of what Thing Three had told him were going to be harder.
“They're trying to reproduce Dr. Bertrand's work, and it sounds like they're getting close to doing so. Which explains why Karl was going to kill us in the woods,” Ness said. “Since we are the only people who have any idea of what John is capable of, thanks to what my double told us, we have to be the ones to stop him.”
“How are we going to do that?” Angie sounded skeptical. 
“Well, I'm open to suggestions, but as I see it, we need to solve two problems.”
“Which are?”
“One, removing any data from the Intellisys computers regarding Dr. Bertrand's research and anything they've learned since then. And two, destroying whatever devices they've managed to build.”
“Not to mention breaking into the Intellisys building and dealing with the gun-waving lunatics there,” Angie said sardonically.
“Well, yeah.” Ness grinned sheepishly. “We do have an ace up our sleeve, as it were.” 
Angie looked quizzical, and he showed her Karl's ID card.
“Well, it's a start,” she said. 
They fell silent as they contemplated the other issues they needed to address once they were in the building. Ness had the advantage of having been there before, and it was extremely convenient they were using Dr. Bertrand's lab, as he knew its location. The destruction of devices should not be a major problem, although he wanted to do more than smash them to pieces. He could do nothing about the data issue. Even with Angie’s knowledge of computers, he doubted she knew how to handle that task.
“I believe I know someone who can help with removing the data,” Angie said, as if she were reading his mind. “A guy from work. From what I’ve heard, he spends his evenings playing Neo.”
Ness grinned. The Matrix was one of his favorite movies.
“Can you trust him?” 
“Well, he's hardly the type to turn me in to the police.” She gave Ness an impish look. “Besides, if Suzette is right, he has a little crush on me.”
“Oh. Him.” Ness frowned at he stared at the traffic, and his knuckles turned white as he gripped the steering wheel with ferocious spirit. Angie laughed, a sound he could never get enough of, and it relaxed him a little.
“Don't worry. I don't suppose he would know what to do if I threw myself at him.”
Ness grunted dubiously, then an idea struck him. “I might know of something we can use to destroy Intellisys's devices. Let's get a nap and go shopping for what we need.”
“I've got to hand it you, Ness. You sure know how to tell a girl what she wants to hear.”
“It takes years of experience, my dear.” He spoke with mock seriousness and drew forth another tinkling laugh. 
Ness knew this time with Angie was the calm before storm, and he kept his focus on her so he could enjoy it thoroughly. Possibly neither of them would survive their visit to Intellisys. That happenstance filled him with only half as much fear as it undoubtedly should, and he swore to do whatever it took to see them both through. But an inner niggle of doubt led him to pray that it lay within his power to keep his promise.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE: A Missing Ride
Tuesday, June 8, 2010, 10:03 a.m.
 
The sounds of mechanics at work dimly filtered outside the closed auto-repair bay doors. No one was waiting outside for service, so no one witnessed Earnest and Reed bursting out the door at a run. They stopped in the middle of the lane and looked both ways for Harrison but saw no sign of him in any direction. 
The clerk at the auto counter had remembered Angie Relevont. She had bought a pair of sneakers, which stuck in his mind since he usually sold oil changes and tires. 
“Where is she?” Earnest had demanded. At first, the revelation had created excitement at the prospect of ending the chase, but that had turned to frustration. Earnest jogged along the alley to check behind the nearby dumpsters.
“Where's the van?” Reed retorted. 
Shit, how did I miss that? “Good question,” Earnest growled. He yanked out his cell phone and dialed Harrison's number. His heart sank when he heard a ringing sound coming from the dumpsters.
Dammit. He approached the sound of the familiar ring tone but discovered it was coming from underneath the container, so he closed his phone and got on his knees. There in the shade lay Harrison's cell phone. He slid his arm into the narrow space, ignoring the filth his fingers brushed, and grabbed it. Reed peered at it curiously as Earnest regained his feet.
“Do ya reckon they killed him?” 
Earnest grimaced and took a quick peek inside the dumpster.
“Who knows? If they did, they didn't dump the body here.” He sighed. They were stranded, and he would have to call Karl. It was highly doubtful that his boss would be happy with the turn of events, and he would have to endure however much grief the German gave him. With a sigh, he opened his phone and dialed Karl's number. 
As usual, Karl answered almost immediately. “Morgenstern,” he said curtly.
“Reed and I came out of the store to find Harrison and the van gone. I found Chris's phone under a dumpster,” Earnest reported. 
Karl said something in German that Earnest assumed was a swear word. “Scheiss.”
One of these days, I've got to learn me some German swear words, Earnest mused, so I'll know what he's saying. Besides, it sounds cool to curse in another language.
“What kind of people do I have working for me? How can one of you be captured by a couple of clueless civilians?” Karl demanded. 
The volume hurt Earnest's ear. He decided not to point out that Karl had been captured by the same pair only an hour ago.
“What do you want us to do?” he asked, interrupting Karl's tirade. 
The volume of the German’s response ensured that even Reed could hear the tone of his voice, if not the words. The former soldier smirked at Earnest as if to say, “Better you than me.”
Karl stopped talking, obviously trying to calm himself. When he spoke again, his voice was more controlled, if a trifle strained. “Does the van have a tracking device?” 
“No, it doesn't,” Earnest answered. “It's a security Bravo vehicle — no ties to Intellisys.” 
“Wunderbar,” Karl said. “I will send a car for you.” He sighed. “Meanwhile, I try to track the van with traffic cams.”
Earnest closed his phone and told Reed that a car would be sent for them. He deliberated whether Harrison was still alive. His coworker had also become an occasional drinking buddy. Though Earnest generally tried to stay detached from the people he worked with, he had broken his rule and had built a friendship with Harrison.
He turned back toward the door leading inside, waving at Reed to follow him. The Walmart had a Subway in the front, and all the chasing and shouting made him hungry. “Let's get something to eat,” he said over his shoulder to Reed.
“Sounds good,” Reed rumbled.
It was the one thing they could agree on — grabbing a meal whenever they had a chance. Of course, the détente would end as soon as they finished their five-dollar foot-longs, but for the moment, it would do.
 
* * *
 
Random images of vehicles at various intersections displayed and disappeared on Karl's screen as the software searched through archives from traffic cams and stoplight sensors. He had the program looking for Harrison's van, trying to get an idea of where the Relevonts may have taken it. Thus far, the search program had not found anything. Karl spun his chair around to look out his window. The view was a nice perk, one he did not take advantage of often enough. Of course, he would prefer to be out in the field, hunting for the couple himself, but so far, they had no leads. Karl sighed.
Like Santa Claus delivering a much-sought-after toy, the computer beeped, and an image filled Karl's screen. The photo had been taken from a stoplight sensor showing the van driving south on Mound Road at the Nineteen Mile Road intersection. A small portion of the screen showed enlarged detail of the license plate, confirming that it was the correct vehicle. He modified the search parameters to match their route, and before long, he saw another photo from a traffic cam at Mound and Eighteen Mile. They had crossed the intersection, and the right turn signal was on. They appeared to be turning into an alley behind a medical office.
“Wo ghest du hin?” 
Though his prey's destination remained unknown, he had enough information to give his little soldiers a place to start looking. He reached for the telephone just as it rang with an incoming call. The small LED readout displayed John Fletcher’s name. Karl frowned but answered the phone.
“Karl Morgenstern,” he said into the handset.
“What's your status on acquiring the Relevonts?” his boss demanded. He sounded tense and aggravated. 
Karl grimaced. He had not yet told John about the latest mishap, and he doubted the volatile CEO would take it well. He decided to utilize a technique many corporate workers resorted to when things went awry: covering his own butt.
“We have narrowed down their probable location and are closing in on them.”
“And how long before you acquire them?” John sounded suspicious.
“I… uh… do not have an exact time…” 
His boss interrupted his wafer-thin excuse. “Stop already. I’ve heard a lot of status reports during my career, and I can tell when someone is bullshitting me. You have one chance: the truth, or your job.”
A deep inhalation did nothing to calm Karl’s electric nerves, but he forged ahead anyway. “We had a setback.” Karl strove to keep his voice unruffled. He hoped if he stayed calm, perhaps John would as well. “While Williams and Reed were searching the store, the Relevonts overpowered Harrison and took the van. But we have located the vehicle, and recovery operations are underway.”
After a long pause, Karl's hope for a quiet conversation died. John was building to an explosion of Vesuvius-type proportions, and Karl felt dreadfully like Pompeii.
“They did what? Overpowered one of your men? I thought these ‘soldiers’ of yours were supposed to be tough! Relevont's a photographer. His wife's a computer programmer, for God's sake. They're not military. They're freaking civilians! And yet they managed to capture you and take out one of your supposedly professional squad? What the hell am I paying you and your posse for if this is all I can get for my money?”
“Anyone can be surprised,” Karl said stiffly, disturbed at the defensive note in his voice. He gathered his confidence. “We will find them. As I said, I have already located the van, and I was on my way to call Williams when you rang.”
John sighed heavily, and Karl could hear the tension in his superior. Is he going to crack before we get this venture off the ground?
“OK, this is your last chance.” John's exasperation could not be plainer. “Do whatever you have to, but find them. One more screwup by you or your men, and all of you are gone. Not fired, gone. Do you understand me?”
“Ja.” Karl experienced an unexpected chill. He and his men knew too much of John's plans to live. He had to succeed in finding the Relevonts, or he and his men were dead. Regardless of his instinctive reaction, the ultimatum did not especially scare him. In fact, it reminded him of old times in East Berlin.
“I do have a change in your orders,” John said. “Dix is having problems again, and we might need the Relevonts’ original PDA after all. When you capture them, bring them and their effects in undamaged. Who knows what else the little shit may need to know later that only exists in Relevont's head.”
“I understand. I will let my men know,” Karl answered and ended the call.
The search program produced another photograph. The van was leaving the alley and turning once again to the south. The time stamp indicated they had been concealed from the cameras for only a few minutes. Dumping Harrison's body?
Karl directed the search program to concentrate on images from the camera at Sixteen Mile Road but got an immediate error message indicating the camera was out of order. He grumbled and moved the search to the Fifteen Mile Road intersection. After a minute or so, the program reported no results. Have they parked the van or gone in another direction?
He widened the search to encompass a five-mile radius south of Seventeen Mile Road. It was a wide enough area that it would be hours before he got any results. The basic grid structure of the roads, with a major road set every mile, created a convenient block pattern. With traffic cams at most corners, that made for relatively easy surveillance. He lifted the phone again and dialed Williams's number. The phone rang twice before being answered.
“Orders have changed,” Karl said abruptly. “We now need Relevont and his wife alive again, so when you catch them, do not harm them.” 
“All right.” Williams could not hide his exasperation. 
One thing Karl sometimes found amusing about Americans was how readily their emotions came to the fore. At the moment, however, it annoyed him. If his kleine Soldaten had done their jobs earlier, they would not be in their current position. “Has the car arrived yet?”
“Yeah, it just got here,” Williams said.
“Good. The van was heading south on Mound Road. Check an alley behind a medical building at Seventeen Mile Road. They were there for about five minutes before continuing south. After that, I lost them. I have widened the search, but if they've abandoned the vehicle in a residential area, I might never see it.”
“We'll check the alley and start searching south of there. It'll take some time,” Williams said tiredly. 
They were all ready for a break, but with John riding herd on them, they had no choice but to keep working until the Relevonts were captured.
“I know. Let me know what you find.”
Williams acknowledged then terminated the connection. Karl stood and spent a long time looking out of the window. Yes, this business should have been completed long ago. He frowned.
Nothing had gone easily since they had initiated the pursuit of the Relevonts. He was a man used to getting results, yet they stymied him at each turn. Not being a believer in fate or providence, Karl had confidence he and his men could turn the situation around. The Relevonts' luck had to turn, and when it did, he would be there to take advantage of the situation.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX: Setbacks
Tuesday, June 8, 2010, 10:37 a.m.
 
The resources of Intellisys are amazing things to behold, Earnest decided as a shiny black car approached their location. One quick phone call, and a vehicle arrives minutes later, driven by someone who won't ask any uncomfortable questions. The car came to a stop with a slight squeal of the brakes as he finished his conversation with Karl.
Earnest shut his cell phone and got into the car's passenger seat. As he expected, he did not recognize the driver, but the uniform of the Intellisys Security Directorate was all he needed to see. Reed got in the back, and the car pulled away from the Walmart.
“Head south on Mound,” Earnest told the driver. As the car left the parking lot, he twisted in his seat to look at his coworker. “New orders from Karl.” 
Reed lifted an inquisitive eyebrow. 
“When we catch the Relevonts, they are not to be harmed.” 
Reed sighed, and Earnest supposed he much preferred the catch-‘em-and-kill-‘em orders. Even so, he knew the former soldier would do as their boss ordered.
“Fine,” Reed said.
Earnest faced the front again, silently agreeing with his associate. He wished Karl and John would make up their minds. As he absently watched the car maneuver through traffic, he ruminated about Harrison. They were friends, as much as anyone could be in their business, and had spent some time chugging beers and watching football games, and Earnest hoped Chris was all right. When Earnest came out of his reverie, he saw they were approaching the Seventeen Mile Road intersection.
“Past the light, there's an alley behind the medical building,” he said, pointing to the one-story structure emblazoned with a sign reading Throm Medical Center. 
The car slowed as it passed through the intersection before turning into the alley. A hundred feet along the road was a cluster of dented dumpsters, and a pair of shoes were peeking from behind one of them. From the way they were lying, Earnest could tell they were on a body. The car came to a stop, and he got out. Reed followed him as he approached the supine form.
As Earnest had expected, they had found Chris. He had plastic restraints around his ankles and wrists. A large red welt was clearly visible on the side of his head. It looked familiar. In fact, Earnest remembered seeing a couple like it on Mays's scalp two years earlier. Crouching, he put a pair of fingers against the bound man's neck.
“He's alive.” The depth of his relief surprised him.
“Amateurs,” the older rogue snorted.
“Inexperienced or not, they got the drop on him,” Earnest said. 
Reed merely shook his head.
Earnest slapped Chris several times on his cheeks, each time a little harder than the last. Finally, Chris's eyes fluttered open, and he flinched from Earnest's hand. Reed took out a combat knife he wore strapped to his leg and cut the restraints. Chris groaned as Earnest helped him to a sitting position. He rubbed his wrists, trying to restore circulation and ease the pain of renewed blood flow.
“What happened?” Earnest crouched to meet Chris at eye level. 
He looked back blankly, and Earnest slapped him again, hard. Chris's head rocked with the blow, and his eyes flashed with anger. Earnest swung his hand again, but Chris caught his wrist.
“Enough,” he said roughly.
Much better. Earnest smiled at his groaning friend. At least he's functioning. “What happened?” 
“I was driving to the back of the Walmart when Relevont suddenly hopped into the van at a stop sign. He had a gun and made me go to the back of the store, where his wife joined us.” Chris shuddered a bit.
“What's the matter? She not your type?” Reed wore a sardonic grin. 
Chris glared at him. “She is one messed-up bitch,” he said angrily. “Somehow, she knew about the plan to poison her, and when she found the pen, she went crazy. Would have injected me with that stuff if her husband hadn't stopped her. I nearly pissed my pants.”
“Looks like it wasn't 'nearly' to me, hoss,” Reed said, looking pointedly at Chris's crotch, where a wet spot darkened the tan fabric.
“That explains the smell.” Earnest grinned. Even with his relief at seeing his coworker alive, he could not resist teasing him a little. Although doing it with Reed gave him an odd sensation, like they were sharks playing together with their food. “What else did they want?”
“Relevont wanted information about the lab, Dr. Dix, and John Fletcher.”
“And you told him?” Reed rumbled darkly, all humor gone from his face.
“Seeing as he asked with his psychotic slut's gun in the back of my head, yeah, I told him what I knew.”
“Great,” Earnest said, standing with a weary sigh. Apparently, Chris did not have the balls for wet work. He held out a large hand and helped his friend up. When he gave him a slap on the back, Chris winced.
“Oh, and by the way,” Earnest said as they returned to the car, “when we find them, they're not to be hurt.” 
Chris's face clouded a little, but he bobbed his head. Once again, Earnest took the passenger’s seat. Reed took the seat behind him, and Chris sat behind the driver. They continued south in their search for the van.
“You don't look too excited at the prospect of finding the Relevonts,” Reed commented to Chris.
“I hope I never see that pair ever again,” he answered emphatically. 
Earnest flipped down the car's visor and looked through the mirror to see naked fear on Chris's face.
“Listen, son, they got the best of you and had you in mortal peril,” Reed said, and Chris looked warily at the older man. “They captured you, injured you, and dumped you like a piece of garbage.”
Chris colored a little, and Reed continued.
“They took your power, and when we catch them, you have to get your power back. From the woman. How can you do that?” 
He hesitated before responding. “By slapping her around?” he answered, but it sounded like a question. Reed barked a short laugh, but it had no humor in it. Earnest shook his head.
“She isn't a reluctant Saturday-night date,” Reed growled. “This bitch humiliated you. She made you piss your pants. She lessened you. You've got to show her you're a man. You could use your gun — or a more personal weapon.” Reed waggled his eyebrows, and Chris grinned a little.
This is like watching a demonic Ward Cleaver in action.

“Damn, Reed, didn't you ever have a woman of your own?” Earnest responded without considering the consequences. “One you loved and didn't treat like crap?”
Reed glared at him through the rearview mirror. “I did, once, not that it’s any of your damned business. She’s gone now.”
Earnest smiled, pleased he’d hit a nerve. “What happened to her? She get her fill of that grumpy Reed charm and hit the road? Or did you ‘show her you’re a man’ and get a little carried away? Did you kill your girlfriend, on accident-like? I bet being the woman of a man like you has a really low life expectancy.”
Before the words faded, Reed leaned forward and jerked Earnest's seatbelt taut. Helplessly pinned to his seat, he could do nothing as Reed snaked his left arm around the seat with the combat knife clutched in his fist. The cool metal pressed against the tender skin of Earnest's throat.
“You don't know nothing about me,” Reed hissed in his ear. “And you never will. Don't go making assumptions, because you will always... be... wrong.” Earnest's chest hurt as Reed emphasized each of the last three words with another pull of the seat belt. “Comprendo? Keep your ugly black nose out of my life.”
Earnest nodded carefully and traded a terrified look with the driver. Reed left the knife in place for a few seconds before pulling it away again. Just as suddenly as it had tightened, the seat belt no longer painfully constricted Earnest's chest. He probed his neck for reassurance that his life's blood was not flowing down his torso.
Trying to regain his composure and bring his panicked breathing under control, Earnest pointed the driver to a side street. As they slowly scouted for the van, he reflected on Reed’s reaction. He did not know what made the subject sensitive, but he resolved not to raise it again. They drove in uncomfortable silence as they set upon the long process of a manual search.
 
* * *
 
As John marched into the PU lab, he heard liquid dripping, which set his teeth on edge. It had come to represent the audible evidence of failure, and he had experienced it far too often. He had been hoping for a different result that afternoon. But on this fourth visit of the day, his frustration level would apparently only increase.
“Interesting,” Dix said quietly.
John suppressed a growl as he joined the scientist near the lab table covered in liquid. His nose twitched at the reek of a stagnant swamp. Apparently, Dix had been liquefying animals again.
“Oh, um, hello,” Dix said when he noticed John beside him.
John gave the younger man his best I'm-in-charge stare.
“Having problems?” Keeping his voice level took an unusual amount of effort. The news from Karl in the field was not encouraging, and he needed Dr. Dix to get his machine working.
“Well, um, as you saw, the machine works great with hamsters, but I'm having trouble with larger animals.” Dix looked a trifle nervous. “The amount of borrowed time is greatly decreased. I've managed to get rabbits to travel within acceptable limits, but I'm having trouble with anything bigger.”
John pointed at the wet table surface. “What was that?”
“A dog.” Dix looked guilty.
As long as Dix got it working, John did not care if he liquefied every stray pooch at the local Humane Society shelter. He let out a big sigh. This is taking too long. “I need this to work so Karl can go back and eliminate Ness and Angie Relevont,” John murmured quietly.
“What did you say?” 
John frowned. He had not intended to voice his thoughts aloud.
“Eliminate? As in kill?” Dix’s voice rose to near shrillness.
John merely shook his head. The last thing he needed was for Dix to spawn a conscience. “The uses of this technology are not your concern,” he said sternly. “Your task is to get it working.”
“I’m not sure I want to,” Dix said, a look of unease on his face. As the doctor paused to imagine the possible consequences, his expression shifted to nauseated terror. “What exactly will this time travel device be used for? And what's the hurry?”
John did growl that time, but he could only berate himself for the slip of his tongue. He had gotten used to the little man being captivated by his work and had become careless. His lack of self-discipline angered him, but he managed to keep it reined in. “Now is not the time for this, Doctor. As you know, the uses of this research are level-Alpha classified. Let me remind you that I and I alone decide who gains access to all aspects of any technology developed at Intellisys. You are only cleared through level Charlie. In short, you do not need to know.”
The reminder of Intellisys's security structure clearly did nothing to convince Dix, who gave all the signs of becoming resolute and obstinate. John's hands twitched with the need to punch something. He stoked his anger with himself and added his frustration at Dix's sudden stubbornness to the toxic stew. As pressure built, he allowed himself to use it and focus the rage into molten intensity. Before Dix could react, John had crossed the distance between them and grabbed the scientist's lab coat. Dix's feet dangled as John hauled him to eye level, where his younger employee could not help but see the seething fury roiling there.
“You will do as you are told, and I do not care if you approve of how I'm going to use it,” John almost shouted, shaking the diminutive scientist. “You will get this device working for humans. Not hamsters, not rabbits, not dogs, not cats, or cows. Humans. Do you follow me?”
Dix nodded frantically, his eyes wide.
“And do not forget you will be the first human trial,” John said coldly. “You have twenty-four hours, then I'm putting you through the machine whether you believe it is ready or not.”
Dix's eyes shifted nervously to his right, and John followed his gaze to find a clock mounted on the wall. The hands pointed to two seventeen.
John put the scientist back on his feet and gave him a small, cold smile. “Regard it as your own borrowed time.”
Dix obviously did not appreciate his humor, but it was of no concern to him. He crossed his arms and glared at the scientist. “So what should you be doing?” He spoke as if he were addressing a grade-school student.
“W-working on getting the device functional.” Dix glanced nervously at the wall clock.
John grunted his approval and stalked over to a phone on a nearby desk. He dialed a number and waited, his eyes locked with Dix's.
“Security,” the person on the other end said.
“This is John Fletcher. I want a guard posted on the third floor PU lab for the next twenty-four hours. No one but me goes in or out.” He watched as Dix swallowed hard.
“Right away, sir.” 
John set the receiver down. “Just to make sure you don't get distracted from your task.”
Dix dipped his head nervously, and John turned to the door. As he opened it to leave, he heard rapid footsteps behind him. He looked over his shoulder to see Dix running for the lab's attached bathroom and idly questioned whether the scientist needed to empty his bladder, his stomach, or both. It did not matter to him, and he let the door shut behind him. Properly motivating employees is such hard work.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN: Gearing Up
Tuesday, June 8, 2010, 7:13 p.m.
 
The tensile strength of a relationship could often be an unknown quantity. It could snap under its first real pressure or remain flexible when experiencing a strain. Ness would soon discover the resilience of one of his oldest such connections. He would never have imagined calling in a favor to gain access to restricted materials, but such were the lengths his plans had driven him to. But every time I deal with Intellisys, I end up doing all sorts of new and different things.
Ness abandoned his darkly humorous reverie when his host, Detective Frank Sullivan, reentered his living room, holding a couple of beers. Off duty, his host wore a comfortable-looking University of Michigan sweatshirt with matching pants. Neither garment did anything to minimize his impressive size. Frank handed a bottle to Ness.
“Thanks,” Ness said and took a long swig.
Frank sat and drank from his own. “So what's up?” Frank’s curiosity appeared to be fully engaged. “Does this have something to do with the report of shots fired at your apartment?”
“Yeah, yeah, it's related,” Ness admitted. “But I can't get into the particulars now.”
“OK,” Frank said carefully, waiting. 
Ness's silence did nothing to alleviate the scrutiny with which Frank regarded him. He could tell his friend was more than halfway into cop mode. No doubt Ness’s evasion made the long-time police officer suspicious.
“I need to call in the favor you owe me,” he said quickly.
Frank raised an eyebrow then nodded. Though Ness had only been doing his job, Frank had long acknowledged the debt. Several years before, Ness was in a woodsy area, shooting the scene of the fifth victim of the Bloomfield Tax Man, as the newspapers had dubbed him. The perpetrator had a penchant for killing female CPAs, and the police had few leads. Ness noticed an unusual set of parallel trails gouged into the soft earth, mostly hidden by a recent fall of leaves. He had snapped pictures of the odd tracks and pointed them out to Frank, the lead detective on the case. They had turned out to be from the wheels of a gurney, a key fact that led them to the killer. He was an ambulance driver who owed fifty-seven thousand dollars in back taxes, and as it happened, the first victim had been his tax preparer. Frank had gotten a nice promotion and a bonus for solving the case, but he had always credited Ness for the collar.
“What do you need?” Frank finally responded in a cautious tone.
“Thermite,” Ness answered. 
Both of Frank's eyebrows rose. “You know, when I told you I owed you one, I never imagined you would be coming to me for this,” he said and took another swig of his beer. “Thermite?” 
“Yeah. Look, I can't explain, but I need a lot of it, and I need it right away. I know the county bomb squad has some.”
“And your use for this is what? Will this be illegal?”
Ness shifted a bit uncomfortably. The legalities of the plan he and Angie had hashed out were questionable, but he did not expect that anyone at Intellisys would be keen to involve the authorities. “I am certain there will not be a police report filed from my use of it,” he said carefully.
Frank stared at him with an expression of wry disbelief, idly sipping from his bottle. Ness tried to maintain some semblance of doe-eyed innocence under his scrutiny. 
“I don’t have a good feeling about this. You can do a lot of damage with this stuff. It could consume a body, now that I consider it.”
Ness sighed. “I’m in a real bind here. I’m dealing with some powerful people who have no trouble pulling the trigger when it suits them. I have no doubt that if I tried to get official help, all I would do is put Angie and me back on the grid, where we can be eliminated. Our only hope is to go after them ourselves, and the thermite is key to the plan. All I can tell you is I have no intention of harming anyone.”
After a few seconds of silence, his friend shook his head and grabbed his phone to dial a number from memory. “Mario, it's Frank. Look, do me a favor. I need your thermite.”
He paused a minute.
“Dunno, how much do you have? Five pounds?” Frank looked over at Ness, who nodded. “Yeah, bring it all. Yes, everything, and whatever is needed to light the stuff. My house, as soon as you can.”
Frank listened again.
“Yeah, I know it isn't cheap. The county will be reimbursed.” Frank looked pointedly at Ness, who indicated his agreement. 
He listened for a minute, his forehead crinkling as time passed. Ness could hear a little of the voice on the other end but no words. The tone came through, a mixture of concern, doubt, and fear. 
“I know. It’ll be my ass too. But I trust and owe him.”
After another brief bout of listening, Frank hung up.
“It'll be a few minutes. Want another beer?”
“Sure,” Ness said after realizing he had been trying to take a pull from an empty bottle. 
When Frank disappeared into his kitchen, Ness looked around the small room. A flat-screen TV a bit too large for the room dominated an otherwise empty wall. Still, a football game would look spectacular on it. 
A patina of dust covered the furniture except for the table next to Frank's chair. A tray of jellybeans had usurped the former location of an ashtray, a testament to his friend's constant battle to wean himself from cigarettes. A cuckoo clock on the wall had stopped at one twelve, although Ness suspected it had happened a long time ago. In the quiet, Ness could hear Frank opening the fridge door and rummaging inside.
He mused on how Angie was doing. It had seemed foolhardy to split up, but she had argued that it made no sense to do it together. He had protested, but she had ultimately convinced him. After all, she could hardly charm her smitten coworker with Ness right there glowering at the guy. And though he hated to admit it, the conversation with Frank had gone easier man-to-man. Angie's presence would have changed the whole dynamic.
Frank returned and handed him another bottle of beer. Ness took a long swig of the beverage. It tasted amazing, reminding him of summer picnics, barbecues, and happier times. Those were much better to contemplate than his fears for Angie's life and what might be waiting for them at Intellisys.
“How's Angie doing?” 
“She's good,” Ness said, hoping he was telling the truth.
“Is she involved in this too?” Frank acted as if Ness had gotten her into trouble. 
Ness just regarded his friend without expression. The less he knew, the better.
Frank leaned forward and stared intently at Ness. “Whatever you're up to, or up against, make sure you protect Angie,” he said seriously. “She's a good woman.”
“I swear that everything I am doing is to keep Angie safe. No harm will come to her.”
Frank examined Ness again, but evidently, he had exhibited enough conviction to allay his concerns. He sat back in his chair again with a grunt, apparently satisfied.
For a few minutes, they were quiet and sipped on their beers. Finally, the silence was pierced by a knock. Frank opened his front door and ushered the new guest inside. The wiry man did not look happy and carried a small duffel. 
Frank closed the door behind him. “Mario, this is Ness,” he said. The purposeful exclusion of his last name seemed extremely clandestine to Ness. 
Mario gave Ness a sharp look before turning back to Frank.
“What's this about, Frank? This is dangerous stuff, and it's not cheap. I don't know how I'm gonna cover the cost with all the budget cuts going on.”
Ness pulled out his wallet and took out a sheaf of bills.
“Will four hundred cover it?” 
Mario looked at him again, clearly surprised. “Yeah, yeah, it will. Probably leave a little left over.”
“Keep it,” Ness said, handing him the bills. “Buy yourself a beer for the trouble.”
Mario took the bills and shuffled through the pile of crisp twenties. “Are you sure about this?” he asked Frank.
“Yes, I trust him.” Frank’s utter conviction surprised Ness. 
Mario’s gaze swung between Frank and Ness, then he shook his head. “All right. Come on.” He laid the duffel bag on the dining room table and unzipped it then rooted around inside for a bit before pulling out two white plastic bottles, one taller than the other, and a small coil of dark string. 
“Thermite doesn't explode. It burns,” Mario said to Ness. “At temperatures exceeding forty-five hundred degrees Fahrenheit, it can melt through most metals in a matter of seconds.”
He gave Ness a sharp look.
“That's why I need it,” Ness said.
Mario frowned at him, obviously wanting to ask what he needed the thermite for, but he resisted the urge. Instead, he lifted the larger of the two bottles for his view. “This is a half pound of thermite. There are nine other bottles of this in the bag. Thermite is extremely hard to ignite due to the high temperature required, which is why you have this.”
He switched to hold the smaller bottle. “This is igniter powder. Put about a quarter teaspoon in the thermite and run your fuse to it.” Mario put the bottle aside and grabbed the coil of string, pausing to see if Ness had absorbed all the information. 
It looked simple enough to Ness, even dealing with the slight complexity of the various components. “Okay.”
“The fuse is rated to take sixty seconds to burn thirty centimeters, which is a bit under a foot,” Mario continued. “It's not an exact thing, but it'll give you an idea of how long you have to move a safe distance away.” He gave Ness another sharp look to ensure he understood.
“Got it.” Ness had no intentions of getting anywhere near the stuff as it burned.
Mario returned the supplies to the duffel and zipped it up then pulled something out of his pocket. “Here's a lighter for the fuse,” he said as he handed it to Ness, pausing again to give him one last piercing gaze. “I hope you know what you're doing.”
“I do,” Ness said, lifting the duffel from the table, but Mario did not look entirely convinced. 
Mario shook Frank's hand before seeing himself out the door with a dubious shake of his head. Ness turned to his friend but hesitated to put out his hand. After the unusual request, Ness feared he had damaged their relationship. After a tense second, though, Frank gave him a lopsided grin and held out his hand. Ness gripped it gratefully.
“Take care of yourself. And Angie,” Frank said.
“I will,” Ness said and turned toward the door.
“I have one more condition,” Frank said.
Ness's hand had been about to grasp the doorknob. He turned to look back at him.
“Promise me that someday we'll have a few beers, and you'll tell me the whole story.”
“Friend to friend or citizen to cop?” Ness asked.
“Friend to friend.” 
Ness smiled. “It's gonna blow your mind.”
“I sure as hell hope so.” He grinned back.
They shook hands again before Ness departed. “Be seeing you.” 
Leaving Frank's house, Ness prayed he would live to fulfill his promise and that the ending to the story would not be a tragedy.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT: Hacker Heaven
Tuesday, June 8, 2010, 7:22 p.m.
 
Making the transformation from harried prey to wanton seductress would not be easy with the limited resources at Angie’s disposal. She had only the clothes on her back, the body beneath, and the ability to produce a saucy attitude. 
As Angie evaluated her appearance in the mirrored walls of the elevator, she frowned. Running her fingers through her hair, she longed for a brush. Her shirt appeared rumpled but clean. She brushed at the fabric and tucked it in to stretch out the wrinkles then released one more button. Angie did not make a habit of showing herself off, and the amount of cleavage visible made her more than a little uncomfortable. Though Ryan obviously already liked her, and she wouldn't need to do much to convince him, it could only help to put in extra effort. All's fair in love and war, she told herself. And this is war, without a doubt.
The lights glinted off Angie's wedding rings, and she pulled them off and put them in her jeans pocket. With what she had in mind, reminders of her marriage would not be welcome. She checked her image in the mirror again and gave a mischievous smile. I make a pretty good slut.

Her grin faltered as she remembered a time travel movie they had watched once in which several alternate realities were explored. In one of them, the female lead had been transformed from the wholesome girl next door to a drug-addicted prostitute. Angie considered her previous life, the one Ness had taken her from when he changed the past. For all she knew, he could have saved her from a reality as bad as the character in the movie had endured. She had taken to deliberating the marvelous things she might have done in that alternate reality — places she might have gone, whom she might have married, and the children she might have had. But for the first time, she considered the flip side of those idle musings — the pain she had been spared, the hurt she had not endured, and the heartbreak she would never know. She might not have become a prostitute, but she might have had an abusive husband, or she could have given birth to a child only to see it die. They were sobering notions. She could indeed be better off in the life she knew.
The elevator came to a stop at the twenty-second floor, drawing her back to reality. The doors opened, and she ambled along the hall to apartment 2206, the residence of her coworker Ryan Jamison. She took a deep breath to calm her racing heart and queasy stomach before knocking on the door. At first, she heard nothing, but then a door shut, and footsteps approached. Metal rattled. Ryan must have an impressive number of locks. Finally, the knob turned, and Ryan stood before her with an expression of equal parts joy and panic.
Angie had called him half an hour earlier to ask if she could come over, and he had evidently prepared for her arrival. His stringy hair bore evidence of being brushed hurriedly, still wet in an attempt to tame some of the unrulier strands. He was wearing a light-blue dress shirt, which she counted as a major upgrade by itself. Until that moment, she had never seen him in anything other than a T-shirt. Unfortunately, he had buttoned the shirt wrong, causing the collar to hang awkwardly. The tails were tucked into a faded pair of mostly clean blue jeans.
“Angie,” Ryan said, nearly gasping. She could imagine the frenzy of cleaning Ryan had spent the last half hour on. “You made it.”
She simpered at him. “Can I come in?”
“Oh! Oh, sure,” he said self-consciously, backing out of the way so she could walk past him into the apartment. The main living area was sparsely populated with a ragged-looking couch and not a whole lot else as far as furniture.
The sofa looks like something a Michigan State student would burn in a victory celebration. Angie did a double take to make sure it had not already suffered that fate. The mottled gray-black of the fabric had likely not been the original color. It was the best piece of furniture in the room but did not look like anything she wanted to sit on. The other side of the room housed a flat-screen TV and an Xbox 360 game console with a small pile of DVDs and a larger pile of video games set alongside. Zombie hunting seemed to be the dominant theme. Heavy drapes covered most of one wall, undoubtedly hiding a door to the balcony.
Her host closed the door and latched the multitude of locks again. As Angie had surmised, he had a great deal more than usual, including three deadbolts and a rod propped against the middle of the door with its other end fitted into a receptacle set in the floor. The additional security gave her hope. She had come to the right guy for her favor. Once Ryan's security precautions were finished, he turned back to her, and she gave him her brightest smile.
“Thanks for letting me come over on such short notice.” She tried to keep her tone friendly and playful. 
“N-no problem,” he answered with a shy grin. 
She crossed over to the sofa and forced herself to sit, though it looked a little better when she got closer. She beamed at him and patted the seat next to her. Ryan nervously strode to the couch and hesitated before sitting. She was amused that he deliberately kept a bit of space between their bodies. Angie turned to him slightly, and as if by accident, her fingers briefly slid across his thigh. Ryan's hands tightened on his knees as if they were threatening to fly off his legs.
“I've heard some rumors about you at work,” she said.
“Ru-rumors?” Her proximity was obviously distracting him. “Like what?”
“Oh, that you spend a lot of your time on the computer,” she said, letting her voice go slightly deeper and huskier. “Doing things.”
She looked at him coquettishly and gave him a knowing smile.
“Things?” Ryan repeated, clearly off-balance and trying to keep up.
Angie contemplated how many of his fantasies she had fulfilled just by being there. It had been years since she had seriously flirted with a man, although she tried to keep in practice with Ness. This seemed almost too easy, however, so either Ryan was hopelessly smitten with her, or he had never had a woman in his apartment before. Could be a little of both.
“Naughty things.” She gave him a wide smile, swathing him with her approval. “Like a little hacking, perhaps? I've heard you were the one who made all the traffic lights in Troy turn red last year and made the big screen at Ford Field say, 'Lions Suck' during the big game on Thanksgiving.”
Ryan grinned sheepishly before catching himself and looking away. “Maybe,” he admitted. 
Is he blushing? “Maybe?” Angie responded in a breathy contralto. “Then maybe you're the type of man I need.”
She brushed her arm against his. As she pulled away, he shuddered.
Ryan cleared his throat and glanced at her, clearly under the influence of inflamed hormones. “Yeah, maybe. I mean, yeah, I'm the type of man you need.” He looked away again, and his face flamed an even brighter red.
“So you did those things?” Angie probed as she rested her hand lightly on his arm. She gave it a little squeeze, and he faced her again.
“Yeah, I did.”
Angie gave him an approving smile, like a proud mother might.
“I’m impressed. Was it hard?” She accented the last word rather unsubtly. 
“Naw. The traffic system gave me the greatest challenge,” Ryan said. He relaxed as he related his successes and become more animated. “The Lions' security sucks, just like the team.”
He grinned at her.
“Have you done other things?” Angie inquired. “Harder things?”
When Ryan nodded, Angie gave him her brightest smile. 
“Like...?” She let her hand slowly rub his arm. 
Ryan shifted. “The City of Detroit, the automakers, Selfridge Air National Guard Base. I've been in them all. Firewalls bypassed, passwords cracked, and secrets revealed.” He all but preened with obvious pride.
“I never heard about any of that.”
Ryan snorted. “Hey, when your security system has been pwned and your virtual shorts are around your knees, most people tend to keep it quiet.”
Angie shifted on the couch to eliminate what little space existed between them and felt the heat of his leg as hers pressed against it. She tightened her grip on his arm slightly, enough for him to increase their contact.
“Have you ever hacked a place called... Intellisys?” Angie looked deep into his eyes. 
Ryan gave his head a quick shake. “Can't. Tried but can't. Security is too good.” He inhaled with a shaky breath, clearly struggling with Angie's increased proximity. “I would need a back door, something inside their system to let me in.”
Angie leaned in until their noses were almost touching. Her left breast rubbed against his arm, and from the way he stiffened, he was aware of the intimate contact. They were almost close enough to kiss.
“What if I could help you? Get inside Intellisys?” she said seductively. “Would you like that?”
“You bet! If you can get me a back door through their firewalls, the rest is easy.” Eyes aglow, Ryan licked his lips, lost in his mind. 
Angie had no doubt his mind was spinning as he imagined the marvels to be found within Intellisys’s systems. She cleared her throat, drawing his attention back to her. 
He frowned. “How are you going to do it?” 
“I'm going to be inside their building,” she said, “and inside their firewalls.”
His eyebrows rose, and he whistled softly.
“And if I deliver this for you, will you do a little something for me?” Angie gave him another smile. 
His face reddened again. “S-sure. What do you need?” he managed to ask, although his voice did sound a little hoarse.
“I need a virus, one that will scour their systems and delete certain key bits of information. Can you write that? For me?” Her eyes were only inches away from his. 
Ryan nodded again, and Angie thought they might knock heads.
“When do you need it?” 
“Now,” she said eagerly. “Can we do it now?”
Ryan nearly gasped at the double meaning in her words, and Angie gave him no time to recover from that sexual jolt. Instead, she beamed and stood up. He blinked at her as if confused by her sudden distance. 
She took his hand and helped him up. “I don't see any computers in here.” Her grin turned predatory. “I guess we'll have to do it in the bedroom, then?”
Angie resisted the urge to laugh as her choice of words caused him to color all over again. She knew she was laying it on thick, but it seemed to be pushing Ryan's buttons. 
He led her to a dimly lit and extremely cluttered room. A small bed filled one section. It was covered in rumpled sheets that looked weeks overdue for a change. The room smelled of dust, sweat, and other things Angie tried not to contemplate.
Ryan sat before the only other furniture in the space, a large desk with a massive bank of monitors covering one wall. Six different screens were laid out in a grid. Keyboards and mice covered the surface below, along with Jolt Cola cans and Slim Jim wrappers. Several computer towers with blue and green lights winking on them were arrayed on the floor. Odd bits of paper were taped to the monitor casings, and two caught her eye. One was a picture of her that had been taken at work. She was sitting at her desk, laughing with someone on the phone. From the slightly grainy quality of the picture, she assumed it had been taken on a cell phone.
The other picture made her freeze. Her smiling face was attached to a body very much like hers, but the model lacked even a stitch of clothing. The form was lying stretched out, displaying all its charms to the camera. Whoever did the Photoshopping had done an excellent job, but the physique itself gave her pause. Outside of a few small differences Ryan would not, or at least should not, be aware of, it was a fair match for her body. It unnerved her how well Ryan knew her figure.
Ryan noticed she had stopped watching him and glanced at what had attracted her attention. He colored again and half rose from his chair to pull the pictures down then opened a drawer and slipped them inside before closing it again. He mumbled something, most likely an apology. 
Angie struggled against her instinctive revulsion and tried to give him an unconcerned smile. She was not sure how well she pulled it off, but he was too embarrassed to look at her anyway, so she put the pictures out of her mind and tried to get her seductress mojo back. She crossed to the bed and forced herself to climb atop it. She lay on her side with her head propped on her arm and looked at him.
“I hope I'm not taking you away from anything important this evening.” She smiled warmly. 
Ryan turned to see her stretched across his bed, and Angie could almost hear his heart rate increase.
“N-no.” He looked embarrassed again and turned back to the monitors.
Ryan typed furiously on a keyboard, and streams of characters appeared on one of the screens. He said nothing as he worked, occasionally humming or mumbling to himself, as if he had forgotten she was there.
After a few minutes, Angie rose from the bed, moved behind him, and laid her hands lightly on his shoulders. He jerked a bit at the initial contact and looked briefly up at her with an embarrassed grin. She gave his shoulders a small squeeze.
“How's it going?” Angie purposely kept her voice husky. She continued her movements on his shoulders, turning them into a light massage.
“Good,” Ryan said, having to clear his throat when his voice cracked. “I'm almost done.” 
He fell silent and continued to type out code on the screen. Angie stayed quiet, not wanting to distract him from his work. After a couple of minutes, he stopped typing and sat back. His head rested against her chest, but she did not pull away.
“I need the search terms,” Ryan said. “What the virus will search for.”
“Allow me,” Angie purred and leaned over his right shoulder. 
Her bosom brushed against it, and she saw his right hand twitch. For a horrible instant, it seemed he was going to reach up and caress her, but his hand shifted to his lap instead. With relief, she put her fingers on the keyboard and typed.
“Dr. Francis Bertrand, PDA, PU Lab, Dix, time travel, borrowed time” appeared on the screen. Ryan whistled softly when he read them all. Angie straightened, and he gave her a questioning look. She grinned and shrugged slightly. 
“Can you have it prompt for additional keywords?” She winked. “Just in case.”
“Sure.” He turned back to the keyboard and typed a few more commands. Then he looked back at her. “Anything else?” He had a hopeful note in his voice.
“No, that’s everything.” Angie put her hand back on his shoulder. 
He relaxed into the contact and turned back to his work.
The screen showing the code and keywords disappeared. In its place, a new screen appeared, with Compiling flashing in blinking red letters. A yellow progress bar slowly expanded from left to right.
Ryan rummaged around in a drawer and pulled out a small white flash drive attached to a lanyard. He plugged the flash drive into a USB hub amid the detritus. A few keystrokes more, and it was loaded with the virus. He pulled it free from the hub and spun in his chair to offer it to her. 
Angie took the drive and slipped the lanyard around her neck. In the course of sliding the flash drive into her shirt and getting the cord underneath her hair, Angie leaned forward slightly. With the extra undone button, she offered an excellent view down her shirt. His wide eyes and elevated breathing told her he had taken advantage of the opportunity. Sometimes being a slut is too easy, Angie mused.
Ryan eventually shook himself out of his reverie and averted his gaze. “There's only one file on the drive,” he mumbled, glancing furtively at her. “Plug it in and run it. It'll insert your virus and install my back door.”
Angie gave him her biggest smile and leaned over to kiss him once on the cheek.
“Thanks,” she whispered into his ear then straightened and sauntered toward the doorway. “See you at work.” She left him in the bedroom before he demanded more payment than she intended to give. It was one thing to give Ryan a bit of a peep show and rub certain bits against him, but her need to fulfill his fantasies had limits.
Seconds later, she was back in the elevator again. As it took her back to the lobby, she fished her engagement and wedding rings out of her pocket and slipped them back on her finger. She pressed her hand between her breasts to feel the flash drive concealed there and smirked as the car came to a stop. When the doors opened, she stepped into the lobby to find Ness waiting for her. He had a small duffel bag slung over one shoulder.
“How did it go?” 
“I got it,” Angie answered with a triumphant grin.
Ness considered her with a small frown.
“So how did you convince him?” 
“Oh, I only titillated him a bit.” She tried to laugh it off.
“Yes, I can tell.” Ness looked pointedly at her shirt. 
She blushed as she rebuttoned it to its normal level, and he laughed at her sudden need for modesty. After all, he knew her charms intimately.
She couldn’t help but join him in mirth and arched an eyebrow. “Don’t we have something to be doing?”
“Come on.” Ness took her hand. “We have a world to save.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE: Frustration
Wednesday, June 9, 2010, 5:57 a.m.
 
Acid churned in Dr. Samuel Dix’s gut, something he had not suffered since pulling all-nighters during his college days. The thrum of caffeine in his nerves played counterpoint to the ticking resounding in his brain. 
A prolonged absence from his boss would help him concentrate, but John Fletcher arrived every thirty minutes like clockwork. Dix had hoped he would sleep and give him a few hours of peace, but Fletcher was dogged in his attempts to gauge his progress. Each time the CEO left, he reminded Dix of his deadline. Emphasis on the “dead” if I’m late. He frowned.
Even in the face of John's ultimatum, Dix had initially been confident he could get the work done on time. Everything worked within parameters for smaller creatures, and the progress encouraged him. He had advanced to rabbits and had success with them, as well. Each exhibited a lessening of the borrowed time, but it still measured within acceptable parameters, if only barely, and he'd convinced himself the differences were merely an anomaly. But that little piece of self-delusion had faded when he sent the first dog through time. It had lasted barely five minutes before splashing into a puddle. He had been working on the problem when John arrived to start the clock ticking.
His inner organs churned in ever-expanding fear as he frittered hours away in vain attempts to solve the riddle. A small part of his mind imagined the sensations associated with dissolving into liquid, and Dix was inwardly horrified that he would even contemplate that outcome. John’s deadline had a physical presence, a stalking predator getting ever closer as the seconds streamed by. As what were possibly the last hours of his life ticked by, Dix knew he had to work as hard as possible in order to avoid becoming its prey.
But he struggled to find an explanation for the problem. He pored over Dr. Bertrand's notes, scrounging for anything related to the mass of the subject. After many attempts over the last thirteen hours, Dix decided he would not find his answers there. Rising from his chair, he paced in circles around the lab table covered with the stacked components of his machine. Running his fingers through greasy hair, he caught a whiff of himself and wrinkled his nose. He had been working for almost a day without rest when John delivered his ultimatum, and after he calculated the time spent, the total indicated it had been almost four days since his last shower. He inspected his shirt, which was covered with an abstract pattern of reddish streaks from where he had wiped his Dorito-stained fingers.
Dix needed a few minutes to disconnect from the problem. Sometimes, only by putting his mind in neutral would the solution come to him. Removing his lab coat and T-shirt, he noticed without surprise that his clothes also stank. He dropped them in a hamper next to the bathroom door. Many scientists spent days or weeks engrossed in their research, so most labs had an attached bathroom with a shower. Intellisys also provided laundry service, and Dix, along with many of his colleagues, kept several changes of clothing there for that purpose. 
 He kicked off his sneakers, worn without socks, and the remainder of his clothes joined the shirt in the wash pile. Dix padded naked into the bathroom and looked in the mirror, frowning. His unwashed hair swirled in wild and puffy waves. Two days' growth of beard darkened his cheeks and chin. He looked disreputable, like someone he would avoid if encountered on the street.
Next, he turned on the shower and let the water achieve the scalding temperature his body craved. When steam filled the small glass stall, Dix stepped into the stream. For a few minutes, he let the water run over his head and body, reveling in the wet heat. Eventually, he grabbed shampoo and scrubbed at his hair. He followed the directions on the bottle for a change and lathered, rinsed, and repeated the whole process. It took the two cycles before he finally rinsed off the last of the grime. He used the small mounted mirror and a razor to scrape the growth from his face. Finally, he used a washcloth to spread rich lather across his body.
As he ran the cloth along his limbs, he idly considered the steam surrounding him and the power it represented. Images of locomotives and ships running on steam filtered through his mind before his attention fixated on a single word. It floated in his mind's eye, and he stared slack-jawed at it. 
“Power,” he said as if in a trance. “Of course.”
Dix leaped out of the shower a second later without rinsing or turning the stream off. He trailed soap and water across his lab floor as he dashed to the machine. It currently ran on only forty-two volts, the same amount of power used for a common house phone. His equipment was limited to a normal household current of one hundred twenty volts. He tapped on a keyboard and increased the power settings for the device to one hundred volts then padded to the group of cages stacked in one corner of the lab and selected a tabby at random. It howled and scratched his arm, but Dix did not notice the cat's struggles as he took it back to the table. He set the animal on the metal plate of the launching point and placed a clear plastic box over the cat. The feline glared at Dix through the transparent material as he pressed the button to launch the cat one minute into the future.
He was immediately heartened by a sudden shift of position by the cat. It had apparently survived long enough to be sent back to its home time. He lifted the clear plastic enclosure and returned the feline to its cage.
The only sound was liquid dripping off his body as he waited for the reappearance of the cat. Finally, after what felt like an interminable interval, the minute expired, and the feline returned, still glaring reproachfully at Dix. He waited as the seconds ticked by, watching the cat prowl the small area allowed it. When the time since the cat's arrival passed the five-minute mark, Dix held his breath in anticipation. Finally conscious of his need for more air, he discovered nearly seven minutes had elapsed in total and the cat was still alive.
Elated, he returned to the bathroom to sluice off the remainder of the soap and shut off the water. He peeked out into the lab and noted with satisfaction that the cat was still following his movements with glaring eyes. In a couple of minutes more, he had dried and dressed in fresh clothing. The shirt had been decorated with a diagram of the caffeine molecule, something he felt desperately in need of. 
When he returned to the lab, over fourteen minutes had passed since the cat had arrived, and it still showed no ill effects. He turned to a dry erase board and performed some calculations. Based on the data points provided by the hamster, rabbit, and cat tests, he would need something in the order of four hundred volts to send a man through the machine with a safe amount of borrowed time. The lab could easily provide enough power, though he would need to upgrade some components of his machine to prevent an electrical fire. With a satisfied smile, he pressed the return button on his monitor, and the cat disappeared into the past.
Dix looked at the clock and saw he had eight hours before John would expect him to try out his invention. Time was running short, and he had to get the machine reconfigured quickly. As he searched the cabinets holding various electrical components, he realized he still needed to examine Dr. Bertrand's original device. The older man had successfully sent a human through time on the few volts available in an average PDA. In some way, Bertrand’s breakthrough had entirely eluded Dix. To make the device as portable as the CEO wanted, he would need to reverse engineer his predecessor’s innovation from the sought-after PDA. For his own sake, Dix prayed they found it, and soon.



CHAPTER THIRTY: Deployment
Wednesday, June 9, 2010, 11:31 a.m.
 
It’s good to be off the street, Angie mused as she snuggled drowsily under the sheets.
As darkness fell, they'd settled in another hotel to spend the night. From the road, it appeared to be a nice place, and it turned out to be run by an old couple who lived in an apartment connected to the front desk. The rooms were clean and quiet, everything Angie desired. She craved a decent night's sleep, although Ness jerking awake at every noise from the parking lot provided frequent interruptions. They had even managed to sneak out for an uneventful and thoroughly enjoyable breakfast.
Though she knew any security provided by the hotel room could quickly turn out to be illusory, the calm surroundings nonetheless seeped into her, providing a sense of well-being. The resulting mental state was much better than Ness’s obvious nervousness as he showed her how to ignite the thermite.
“Well, that looks easy enough,” Angie said, looking at the fuse wound in a small loop.
“Yep. So does that.” Ness pointed at the flash drive on the table.
“If all this stuff works as planned, we'll be OK,” she said hopefully.
Ness grunted, and she silently shared his doubts. Her stomach rumbled in a decidedly odd manner, and she hoped her breakfast would stay down. 
“We're going to need a diversion,” he said, putting the thermite materials back in the duffel bag. “I believe I know how we can give them one.”
Ness retrieved the PDA from a dresser and disconnected it from the charging device then tapped the screen a few times and gave Angie a grin. He appeared to shift position with a jarring jerk, presumably because he had returned from whenever he had gone. She gaped at the effect as he stepped aside and answered her quizzical expression with a raised palm. Almost a minute later, another copy of Ness appeared where he had been a short time before. She stared, amazed, at the two copies of her husband. The original Ness frowned as he regarded the double.
“I'm gonna need one more,” he muttered and tapped the device again before stepping aside again. After another extended pause, three copies of Ness were looking at Angie. Each man held a PDA in his hand.
Angie cocked her head at the three copies of her husband, looking slightly confused. She pointed at the first copy, who was standing on the left of the trio.
“So you are the result of the first jump,” she said.
“Yes,” that Ness said, “and when I returned, I jumped again...”
“Which caused me to appear,” the middle Ness finished. “And when I go back, it'll only be him.” He indicated the Ness on the right end, the “original,” according to her perspective. He waved with a grin.
The temporal sleight-of-hand fascinated her, and she itched to give it a try. “And how much of this do you remember?” She focused on the original.
“Everything, from three different viewpoints,” Ness said. “These other two are me. I've used the PDA to create some overlap in my personal timeline. I've lived through this conversation three times. The first time as the guy on the other end...”
The Ness on the left waved.
“Then again a second time...” 
The middle Ness waved.
“And here I am the third time. I am the only one in my home time.”
“This could come in handy.” Angie grinned. 
Ness raised an eyebrow at her, and she could not stifle a laugh. It took her a few seconds to regain her composure. 
“What if something happens to this Ness?” She pointed to the first copy on the left.
“If he is captured or killed before he can return, the middle me will never happen, and I would disappear,” the original Ness said. “In order for this to work, he had to make it through this whole conversation and return before I could make the second copy appear. Then the second Ness had to return before I could be here.”
Angie nodded slowly, and Ness gave her time to assimilate the information. She held her hand out with an excited grin.
“Can I try it?” 
“Not yet,” Ness said. 
The middle copy gave him a grim look before moving toward the door, even as it opened from the outside. Ness’s insane copy from the future, bedraggled and grim, burst into the room.
At the sight of three copies of his younger self, the madman hesitated. The three Nesses took advantage of his surprise to leap at the would-be murderer. Their assault brought the older man back to himself, and he responded with surprising ferocity. Regardless of his disheveled appearance, he had kept up his martial arts training. Fueled by mad desperation, he successfully kept the two duplicates at bay.
When the original Ness approached to help subdue his future self, the older doppelganger saw him coming. A flurry of moves had one copy staggering backward from a blow to the chest and the other falling to the ground from a sweeping leg. Taking advantage of the split-second pause in the action, he took out his PDA.
“Angie must die!” he shouted like a war cry as he tapped the screen and vanished.
Ness helped one of his copies to his feet and gave a sympathetic glance to the one who was rubbing his chest. Both copies took out their PDAs and tapped the screens before disappearing.
“How does he keep finding us?” 
“Simple. He's from the future. All he has to do is mine his memories. They're changing as we move, but all he has to do is remember, and he'll know where we are.”
“We haven't changed anything yet, have we?” she asked quietly.
“Not enough,” he agreed and took her hands in his. “But we will.”
The determination in his eyes to keep her safe warmed her. She relaxed, only a little, and for the moment, it was enough.
“You knew he would show up? The appearance of your mad self?” She remembered his need for a third copy.
“Only because I had lived through that part already.”
She absorbed his explanation. Time travel could be complicated but also looked like a lot of fun.
“So you were going to let me take it for a spin,” she said.
“OK, but there's a danger with this,” Ness said, lifting the device. “Once you're traveling, if you touch any copy of the device other than yours, you will suffer an immediate molecular collapse and implode.”
Angie gave him a dubious look, but Ness’s serious mien derailed her skepticism.
“I've seen it happen.” 
“Okay, guess I’ll trust you on that.”
Ness gave her the device and briefly explained how to use it. Angie tapped the screen and stepped aside.  A minute later another copy of her appeared in the original location. The new Angie coughed as her body acclimated to time travel. Her eyes watered as she gave him a distressed look.
“Oh yeah,” Ness said apologetically. “The sensation is a little intense at first. You get used to it, though.”
“Thanks for warning me,” Angie retorted sarcastically.
She tapped the device and stepped aside again, and after a brief wait, three of her stood before him. I look like a cloning convention.
“This could be fun.” Angie approached Ness, her copies following suit. In a jiffy, they surrounded him. One put her arms around his neck, kissing him. The other two stood on either side of him, nibbling on his ears and neck. Ness gasped as the caresses of the three women overwhelmed him. He finally gave in to the sensations and closed his eyes, obviously enjoying being entangled with three copies of his wife.
“How about we get back to only one of you?” The effects of the amorous assault could be heard in his ragged voice.
Angie and the copies all took a step back and stood in a group, each giving him an identical devilish grin.
“What's the matter?” Angie asked. “Don't like it?”
“Oh, on the contrary.” Ness smiled. “But it was an intensely peculiar experience.”
Angie gave him a salacious gaze. “You've never wanted a harem?”
“I've never considered it before,” Ness admitted, grinning, “but I have to admit it’s an attractive idea, as long as they're all you.” 
She waved a hand at her doppelgangers. They tapped their PDAs and vanished.
“The plan is to create copies of ourselves… then what?” 
“We use this to storm the castle.” Ness showed her Karl's Intellisys ID card. “The copies will create a disturbance. That will divide their forces while we make our way to the PU lab.”
Angie digested Ness's plan. “I like it, but there's an easier way to get inside Intellisys.”
“How?” Ness asked, a puzzled expression on his face.
“Those men are looking for us, right?” 
“Yeah, and they want to kill us, remember?”
“I'm not too sure about that,” Angie said. “They were ready to kill us because they thought they no longer needed this.” She waved the device at him.
“Yeah, so?”
“If they had a working machine by now, they could have jumped back a week or a month and taken care of us already.”
“But we're still here,” Ness said, clearly catching on to Angie's reasoning. 
“Exactly. I'm willing to bet they ran into some problems, so they might not be so quick to pull the trigger after all.” 
She handed the PDA back to Ness and grabbed the flash drive then put the lanyard around her neck and slipped it under her shirt.
“Sounds logical,” Ness said.
Angie lifted an eyebrow and adopted a haughty tone. “I'm a computer programmer. Logic is what I do.”
She smirked at Ness, and he laughed. The explosion of pure amusement lifted Angie's mood. They were in the fight together, and simple moments like that reinforced her confidence in her husband. She knew he would do whatever he could so she could keep her promise.
 
* * *
 
The afternoon sun outside Karl’s office starkly lit the building and surrounding trees. The pale glow from the computer as images appeared and disappeared rapidly on the screen seemed washed out. Karl sat as he had since the dawn, waiting for news, either from the search program or from his men in the field. He watched as vehicles and faces appeared on the screen only to be overlaid with new images a half second later. The program was moving slower than when it started, with the hunt area widening as more time passed. He had no choice but to wait, and the idle time gnawed at him. Patience had never been one of Karl’s strengths.
As if the computer had noticed his desire to have something to do, an image appeared on the screen with a beep. A bright-green border indicated a probable match. The picture showed a man and a woman standing at a street corner a mile away from Intellisys. It was Ness and Angie Relevont. Karl frowned. Why are they so close to the lab, and what are they doing? He changed the search parameters to concentrate on the area around their last position. The van had not appeared on any of the nearby cameras. Another beep heralded a fresh image of the twosome from the same camera, time stamped two minutes after the previous one. What are they doing?
It is like they are waiting for something.
He frowned at the image, trying to discern what their plan could be. Shaking his head, he failed to imagine any tangible ideas. He grabbed his phone and dialed.
“Williams,” he answered after a couple of rings, sounding tired.
“I have found them,” Karl said. “Corner of Coolidge and Sixteen Mile.”
“What direction are they moving?”
“None.” Karl’s tone was flat. “They are just standing there.”
“Huh.” Williams sounded suspicious.
“Ja, it is exceedingly strange. Be careful, and remember they are not to be injured.”
“Yeah, I'll remind the boys.” Williams hung up.
The computer beeped again as another picture of the couple appeared. They appeared to be waiting for something. What are they doing?
As time passed, three more pictures from the traffic cam showed him the Relevonts pacing on the corner. In the fourth image, Harrison’s van was stopped at the curb. Williams and Reed took custody of the pair and directed them into the vehicle without a struggle. Karl grunted, and his lips curled in a semblance of a smile. Whatever the couple had up their sleeves, at least he would have them in hand. 
“Finally, the chase is over.” Karl allowed the ghost of a smile to become a grin, but a knot of anxiety remained, keeping him from fully enjoying his victory. Ness Relevont had something planned. Otherwise, he would not allow himself to be captured. Karl knew firsthand that if Ness had the PDA, there was ample opportunity for things to go awry. His phone rang, and Karl lifted the handset.
“We've got them,” Williams reported.
“Do they have the PDA?”
“I don't know. I didn't want to attract attention by frisking them on the street, and there isn’t enough room in the van to do a thorough job. We'll do it when we get to the lab.”
“I will meet you in the garage.” Karl disconnected the call and tapped John's number.
“We have them,” Karl blurted when the CEO answered the phone.
“About damn time,” John responded. “When will they get here?”
“In a few minutes. They were standing on a street corner only a mile or so away.”
“Excellent!” John’s excitement was plain. “Have them brought to the PU lab.”
“Are you sure this is wise? I am concerned about what Relevont may be plotting. They stood on the corner for twenty minutes, as if they wanted to be caught.”
“He's in your custody, right?” John asked acidly. “In the hands of your 'little soldiers'?”
“Ja, but...”
“No 'buts.' Spare me your namby-pamby, old-maid concerns,” John spat. “Are you saying you and your men can't handle this one couple?”
“No, of course not,” Karl retorted.
“Then bring them to the PU lab. It's almost time for Dix to take the first human trial on his machine, anyway, which will prove to Relevont that he is not in a position to prevent anything.”
“It will be done as you say.” 
Karl ended the call and purged his anger with several deep inhalations. The CEO's attitude could be supremely frustrating. He demanded results, delivering ultimatums like the Easter Bunny distributing candy. John also refused to listen when caution or reason was called for. It had to be the worst possible combination for a leader, one Karl had seen many times. The stupidity of the approach still frustrated him, and his fists clenched and unclenched until the urge to punch something left him. Only when he had reclaimed his equilibrium did he leave to greet his troublesome prey.



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE: Attack of the Doppelgangers
Wednesday, June 9, 2010, 2:22 p.m.
 
Smashed between Harrison and Williams on a bench in the back of the van, Ness could barely pull in air. The vehicle had a lot of space available, but the short stretch of molded aluminum had never been intended for people the size of the two Intellisys thugs. The two massive bullyboys dominated the end of the seat, leaving little room for him. Ness felt like meat trapped between two thick slices of goon. 
Angie was sitting in the opposite seat with Reed, and while he kept a controlling hand on her arm, he did not press the advantage provided by her proximity. No, the driver worried Ness the most. The angry looks Harrison kept shooting into the rearview mirror led Ness to believe Chris was holding a grudge against his wife.
They pulled into the Intellisys parking lot, but instead of heading toward the front door, Harrison took the vehicle around the side, where the pavement sloped downward to the entrance of a parking structure below the building, and stopped before a closed gate. He rolled his window down and slid a card into a slot on a small control box. The gate rose, and they drove into the confines of the structure. Lights on cold concrete posts kept the shadows at bay, but it still held the ambience of a subterranean cavern. They came to a stop near a bank of elevators.
Harrison left his seat and came around to open the sliding door. Williams pulled Ness to the opening and motioned him through. Once out, Harrison grabbed Ness's arm and pulled him away from the vehicle. Williams had a hold of Angie's arm, and she glared at him as he hauled her out of the vehicle. The black bully pushed her toward the older brute, who grabbed her arms.
“Up against the wall,” Williams ordered. “Frisk them.”
Harrison pushed Ness against a concrete wall, and he leaned against it with his arms out before him. The rough surface pressed on his palms, and he looked over to see Angie in the same position. Nothing happened for a few seconds, and Ness looked back over his shoulder. The older man was standing behind Angie and surprisingly looked almost uncomfortable at the idea of searching her. Williams raised an eyebrow.
“You do her,” Reed finally rumbled to Williams, stepping back.
“I’m gonna enjoy this.” The dark thug moved to take the elder’s place, but the driver had other ideas.
“No, I’ll take her.”
Harrison’s voice sounded as hard as steel, and Williams paused to look at him.
“Let Reed take him,” Harrison said coldly.
The two brutes switched prisoners so that Harrison stood behind Angie. Ness did not like the grin warping his face.
Ness became distracted as his grizzled guardian patted him down from his ankles and worked his way up in a professional manner. A gasp from Angie sent his pulse racing, and he turned his head to her again.
Harrison's hands were on her hips, and Ness frowned at what Harrison might have done to cause the gasp. As Ness watched, the man's hands descended her back before ascending her ribs. He ground his teeth as the driver groped around her torso, hands moving across her stomach and below her bra. Predictably, his hands slid upward and roughly cupped Angie's breasts.
“You like that, baby?” 
She bucked under him, trying to dislodge his grip. 
Ness pushed away from the wall until an iron hand clamped onto his shoulders and thrust him back into position.
“Oh, I'm gonna have some fun with you,” Harrison purred, still kneading Angie's flesh.
“Enough!” the German commanded. 
Harrison released her and quickly took a step back. Angie was shaking, but from the look on her face, it stemmed from rage, not fear.
“Do they have it?” Karl demanded. “The PDA?”
“No, he's clean,” the older man reported.
“She's clean too,” Harrison said, sounding chastened.
Strong hands on Ness’s shoulders pulled him away from the wall before turning him to face the German. Karl sauntered toward him from a nearby elevator.
“Where is the PDA?”
Ness shook his head. “I'm not telling you. I'll only reveal its location to John Fletcher.”
Karl turned his head to look at Angie, who glared back at him.
“Perhaps your wife has the information. Maybe I should persuade her to share it with me.”
“Go ahead.” Ness spoke with deliberate nonchalance. 
That response surprised Karl, whose eyebrows rose. 
“She's so angry right now that she’s likely to bite your face off.”
Angie seemed to be putting every ounce of anger and hatred at her disposal in her glare. Once again, Ness was especially thankful to not be the target of her intense gaze, and he could not help but be impressed that Karl did not react in any way to the naked savagery directed toward him. Even with his apparent lack of concern, Karl kept his distance from Angie.
“Bring them,” he finally said and led the way to the elevator. 
Williams pushed Ness from behind with one hand on his shoulder, and Reed did the same to Angie. They had no choice but to enter the confinement of the small metal chamber. With surprising deftness, their minders maneuvered them to face the door while their guards stood behind them. The grizzled older man looked uncomfortable keeping a hand on Angie’s shoulder. Harrison stood in front of her, acting disinterested in her proximity. Karl entered last to stand in front of Ness and pressed a button. The doors swished shut.
“Where are you taking us?” 
Karl half turned to give Ness a sardonic smile.
“To see John Fletcher at the PU lab. I believe you have been there before.”
Apparently, they know more about my previous visit than I had hoped. 
Karl gave a smug smile and turned away again. He had not expected them to know of his previous adventure there, but given recent events, Ness should not have been surprised. As the elevator rose, he stared at the German's back, speculating about what other revelations were waiting in Dr. Bertrand's former laboratory.
 
* * *
 
Dix watched the dog lying on the metal plate, shaking and soaked with liquid. He could tell the creature had only a minute or so before its borrowed time expired. He tapped the return button on the display, and the creature disappeared from the table. He could not resist looking at the dog sleeping peacefully in its cage across the room. He had sent the dog back seconds before, but from the animal's point of view, it had been back in its home time for hours. When it had failed to disappear from the plate after he sent it a minute into the future, he had known his future self chose to send it back before it died in a puddle of liquid.
He had no reason to take the experiment to its lethal conclusion — he had enough data to prove his earlier calculations. The machine would work in a manner similar to Dr. Bertrand's but with much greater power consumption. Dix glanced at the clock. John's deadline was nearly upon him. As if the mere thought of the devilish man caused him to appear, the door to the lab opened, and John Fletcher strolled in. A frenetic light shone in his eyes, and he rubbed his hands together like a man getting ready to devour a much-anticipated meal.
“Dix, are you ready?” the CEO inquired. 
“Yes.” He did his best to keep his tone level. John’s methods still did not sit well with him.
His boss gave him a big smile, as if he had never doubted that Dix would figure out the device if given the proper motivation. The fact that John’s ultimatum could result in his death did nothing to endear the CEO to Dix. Confronted with his boss’s draconian methods, Dix belatedly recognized the kind of person he was working for. He's a psychotic nutjob!
What does he want with a time machine? Nothing good, I’d wager. He regarded the executive with a growing sense of dread.
“Excellent,” John said, looking over the new calculations covering several whiteboards.
Dix almost laughed when the CEO peered intently at the math. Like he has any hope of fathoming one tenth of my work.
The door to the lab opened again, and Karl arrived, followed by his brutes. Dix glanced nervously at the oldest one. Reed always gave him the shivers when he looked at him with those dead eyes. However, something seemed to have changed. The gray-haired man's gaze looked troubled. Odd.
They were escorting a man and a woman he had never seen before, followed by the youngest of the hired muscle. The VP of security approached John and spoke quietly to him. The flash of anger in his boss's eyes as they flicked over the couple disturbed Dix even more.
“They don't have it?” John asked incredulously. 
Karl shook his head.
“Well, we may not need it, if all this hen scratching” — John gestured toward the whiteboards —  “means what I hope it means.”
Dix swallowed as the CEO looked over at him. 
“Does it?” John’s tone was steeped in danger, daring Dix to disappoint him. “Does your machine work?”
“Yes.” His careful control broke down, and the word came out as a squeak. He cleared his throat and tried again. “Yes, it does.”
“Excellent.” John smiled, but his tone still held an edge that threatened violence. “Show me.”
Dix checked that the power setting had been set to five hundred fifty-eight volts, the maximum his machine could safely handle. The largest creature he had been able to test it with was a dog. Though his calculations indicated that a maximum of four hundred fifty-six volts were needed for his body mass, he wanted as much safety margin as he could get. He laid his hand on the metal plate and clicked the large button on the screen labeled Execute. He suddenly wished he had chosen a different word.
The scene around him froze, his vision dimmed, and his body flowed from the current time to another a minute into his future. He coughed and wiped sweat from his forehead, although he could not be sure whether that was from the time transition or the stress of possibly dying. When he had recovered, Dix saw John staring at him triumphantly, but he did not relax until he saw a copy of himself standing a few feet away. This glimpse gave him assurance that he would survive to dwell in his home time again.
“Amazing,” John said. 
“I need to test the return.” Dix looked at John for permission. 
He got a nod, and Dix placed his hand on the plate again. He used the mouse to click another button marked Return. Shortly afterward, he had returned to his home time, blinking water from his eyes. He took a few steps backward to be out of the way of his double, who would soon arrive.
“Well?” 
“Give it a minute.” Dix grinned, enjoying the power of knowing something John did not. From his viewpoint, he understood that it had been a successful test, but John had to wait out the passage of time to catch up to the future that Dix had already experienced.
The seconds ticked by, and eventually, his double appeared in front of the computer. Dix watched the same events he had lived through, and after the brief exchange, his copy departed. 
John turned to the couple. “So, Mr. Relevont, as you can see, we have duplicated Bertrand's research. There is no advantage to you in keeping your device from us.”
The unknown male intrigued Dix, and he deduced that he must be Ness Relevont, Dr. Bertrand’s protégé and the person John wanted to kill. 
“If you've duplicated Dr. Bertrand's work, the PDA is of no use to you.” Ness spoke in a calm, logical manner. “Except you obviously haven’t fully followed in his footsteps.” The captive waved his hand at the stacks of equipment making up Dix's time machine on the lab table. “I don't see that fitting in my pocket any time soon.” He delivered the critique with a sarcastic smile. 
Dix smiled as well. He liked Ness Relevont.
John, on the other hand, scowled before turning to the German. “You know where he hid the device before?”
“Ja, I could find it again.”
Dix almost jumped when John turned to face him. 
“Send Karl back one month.” 
As he scurried to the machine and hurriedly changed settings, his mind raced. He had to reason out some way to prevent what he knew must be coming.
“Find them and kill them,” John told Karl. 
Given John’s earlier comments, Dix shouldn’t have been surprised by the order, yet a part of him still reverberated with horror at his involvement with such people. He had to find a way to stop it. 
Karl checked his gun and chambered a round before returning it to his holster. He placed his hand on the plate, watching the monitor as Dix put in a date of one month earlier.
Angry barking interrupted the quiet of the room, and everyone except Dix turned toward the sound. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see the youngest thug, the one named Harrison, poking at the caged dog with a pencil. Knowing the distraction would last only a second, Dix quickly moved the mouse to the power scale along the left side of the screen. It listed the various creatures he had tested. At the top, an indicator pointed to a tag that read Human. He clicked the bottom of the scale, and the indicator moved next to Hamster.
Karl yelled at Harrison, and he stopped annoying the dog. After another sharp command, the canine fell silent as well. As they returned their attention to Karl, Dix moved the mouse to the execute button. He could not resist meeting the eyes of the German he had doomed to a watery death. At the last second, the VP of security noticed the changed power indicator, but he had no time for any reaction save a panicked look. The sound of the mouse click seemed unnaturally loud as Dix sent the German to his doom. Everyone watched as Karl disappeared, and all hell broke loose.
 
* * *
 
The rusty white van screeched to a stop in front of the Intellisys building, and Ness turned off the engine and exited the vehicle. He strolled around the front to meet Angie, and they approached the front door. Ness took out Karl's Intellisys ID card and waved it, and a red light came on above the pad. He waved it again with the same result.
“They've deactivated his card.” Ness traded a look with Angie. That was a contingency they had planned for.
“Here comes the guard.” Angie spoke quietly, and Ness turned away slightly to obstruct his face. 
The guard opened the door partway and stuck his head out. 
“My card is not working.” Ness’s German accent came off as a horrible parody.
“Sir, can I see some ID?” the guard requested.
Ness held up Karl's ID card and met the guard's eye.
“Hey, you're not...” 
The guard trailed off as the van's sliding door opened. He paled and tried to shut the building's door, but Ness blocked it with his foot. Angie had her gun out, and Ness turned to see eight more guns pointing from the van's opening.
“I know I'm not Karl Morgenstern.” Ness forced the door fully open and pushed the guard back inside. “You are going to let us in anyway.”
He took out his gun and marched into the atrium with the guard before him, and Angie held the door open for the rest of the copies. Ness directed him to return to his desk in the middle of the open space and yanked the cord from the phone and bound the man's wrists with it. 
“Get on the floor.” 
The guard slipped from his chair in acquiescence to Ness’s command. In that position, he would be hidden behind the counter. Ness stuffed a couple of sheets of paper into the man's mouth to serve as a makeshift gag then grabbed the guard's ID card from his belt.
Ness turned back to see four other copies of him along with five copies of Angie. He grinned at the group. “Remember, we each go in a different direction. And as soon as you encounter any resistance, hit the return button. Angie and I will make our way to the PU lab to deliver the duffel bag.”
Heads bobbed in response. He had distinct memories of watching the discussion from each different vantage point of his copies, and the logarithmic déjà vu almost gave him a headache.
“Make sure you keep with your correct partner,” Ness said. “You need to be together to return to our home time.”
An Angie approached him and held her right hand out to his. Both were marked with identical black dots. The other copies had two, three, four, or five dots on their hands, providing an easy way to keep the group organized.
“Let's go,” Angie said.
A flurry of identical waves came from the duplicate Nesses as they spoke in unison. “Be seeing you.”
The copy of Angie accompanying him rolled her eyes, and he grinned.
“Is the guard well secured?” she asked.
“I hope not,” Ness said. “We need someone to raise the alarm. We're a diversion, remember?”
Angie remained silent, and they watched the other copies run to stairwells and disappear behind doors. 
Ness offered Angie his arm. “Shall we?” 
“Let's.” 
Angie put her arm through his, and they strolled to the elevator. Once inside, he selected the third floor, and the doors slid obediently closed. The cavalry was on its way.



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO: Resolution
Wednesday, June 9, 2010, 2:36 p.m.
 
“What the hell happened to Karl?” 
John’s raised voice nearly cracked, and Ness wondered if their captor knew how much panic it contained. Fletcher strode across the lab to confront Dix, gripped the labels of the pudgy scientist's orange-smudged lab coat, and gave him a violent shake.
“Where did he go?”
The attention of Ness’s guards wavered as Williams and Harrison watched the drama between CEO and scientist. Reed met his gaze evenly, not at all distracted from his duties. Ness glanced at the clock on the wall — 2:36 p.m. Any time now.
It took only a few seconds more before John's cell phone rang. The lab's phone emitted a shrill chirping at practically the same time. After giving the scientist one final glare, the CEO released him so he could answer his phone. 
“Fletcher,” he barked. He listened silently but turned to look at Ness and Angie. “What? Are you sure?”
The scientist was holding a similar conversation over the lab's phone, typing frantically on a keyboard. An imposing monitor mounted to the wall showed the feed from four security cameras, each covering a different area within the building. Ness grinned as his copies ran across the lobby, up stairs, and along hallways. John stared at the images then glared at the captive couple. Ness gave him an innocent smile.
“What should you do?” John bellowed. “Catch them, you idiot!” He slapped the phone shut. 
John stalked over to Ness with anger on his face presaging violence. But before he could release his fury, the lab door opened, and another Ness and Angie trooped in with guns at the ready. A duffel bag was slung across the copy's back.
It took a second for the hired muscle to recognize that another set of their captives had arrived, and by the time they reacted, the doppelganger couple had their guns pointed at the brutes. The duplicate Ness kept his weapon trained on Reed, and the copy of Angie covered Williams and Harrison with hers. The copy shucked the duffel bag off his back one-handed and pitched it to Ness. 
He caught the bag and knelt to unzip it then removed the PDA, and John's eyes widened. Sliding the device into a pants pocket, Ness rummaged through the bag. In short order, he had found two guns and the EpiPen encased in its clear protective tube. He slipped the cylinder into another pocket and handed one of the guns to Angie, who immediately pointed it at Harrison. Her duplicate shifted her aim to between Williams's eyes. Ness lifted his gun to point directly at John. The CEO took a step backward.
“As you can see, I gave the PDA to one of my copies for safekeeping.” Ness glanced at his double. “You'd better get going.”
Everyone in the room watched the duplicate Ness pull his PDA. He and the duplicate Angie gripped it. The copy paused to smile at Ness.
“Be seeing you.” The double tapped the screen of the PDA, and they vanished.
The odd sense of following his own footsteps Ness had had since the doubles entered the room faded as he moved past his memories of the doppelganger's experiences. He cleared his throat loudly, regaining John's attention. “And now I want some answers from you. How did you know about me and the PDA?”
“I am not going to be interrogated.” John stood stiff with indignation. 
“How do you feel about being shot, then?” Ness’s expression turned grim.
The CEO guffawed. “You are going to kill me? You don't have the stones for it.”
The aim of the gun shifted lower. “There's lots of places I can shoot you that won't kill you,” Ness responded calmly. “Each of them extremely painful, but you would have a good chance to live through it.” 
John looked at him warily, and Ness raised an eyebrow in silent challenge. The silence stretched out until he sighed and took aim at John's left knee.
“I will admit it took some effort to piece it all together,” John finally admitted reluctantly, “what with Paul unexpectedly dead under such mysterious circumstances. But your fingerprints were all over this room. Whoever cleaned this room did a good job but not good enough when we specifically looked for evidence of a murder. It didn’t take much investigation to find traces of blood and other organic materials in such a pattern that I surmised Paul had died right about there.” 
John pointed to the spot Williams was occupying. The big man shifted to the side as if the area held a curse, increasing his distance from Harrison.
“That's enough,” Angie barked, her gun shifting from Harrison to Williams and back again. 
Williams stopped moving. Ness waved his gun at John, and the CEO stepped in the indicated direction to stand next to Reed. That way, he could cover them both easily.
“I didn't kill Paul,” Ness asserted. “Glenn did.”
A bit of a sneer appeared on Reed's face, as if he were mocking Ness for not taking the life of the former director.
“Ah yes. Glenn,” John said. “He took a bit more time to unravel. I'd had no idea Paul had hired this enigmatic man, let alone given him all sorts of special access to this building. Anyway, we had your prints and videos of you arriving at the lab and talking to your double. Then you disappeared from the security feeds for half an hour. The lab appeared to be empty during the time when Paul died, even though the hallway cameras showed Paul passing through the lab door seconds before. As far as we could tell, he disappeared until he resurfaced in the pool the next day.”
Ness tried to absorb that information as well as keep the two men from attempting anything. Reed glared at him, and remembering the brute had a weapon, Ness shifted his gun to cover the older man.
“Since we knew what Bertrand had been working on and learned later about your relationship with him, deducing that you had possession of his device was elementary. How to get it from you remained the only question. Karl, always one for the brute-force approach, wanted to take you both into custody and torture its location from you. But I realized your attachment to your wife could be used against you — force you to implement my plans. Many of the skills you already possess as a forensic photographer would translate well into the roles of assassin and saboteur. And if you were ever caught, you had no direct ties to me or Intellisys.”
The ringing of John’s cell phone interrupted him. Ness gave the CEO a short nod, and he answered it.
“Fletcher,” he barked. “All right, stay on your toes.” John shut his cell phone but kept it in his hand. “Your doubles have disappeared.”
“Yes, I know.” John’s confusion amused Ness.
Dix surprised everyone with a sudden short laugh. 
“Otherwise, you wouldn't be here!” The scientist couldn’t contain his delight, as if he had solved a difficult logic puzzle. “You're the originals!”
Ness gave the small man a quick grin, but John took advantage of the distraction to toss the cell phone toward Ness's face. In an instinctive reaction, Ness brought his arms up. John leaped at Ness with a roar.
Harrison went for the gun in his shoulder holster, but Angie saw the movement. She turned her gun on him and fired. The driver tried to spin out of the way, but the bullet struck him on the left shoulder, and he pivoted to the floor, his gun skittering away.
Reed took two long strides, slapped the gun out of Angie's hand, and backhanded her across the face. She fell to the floor at his feet, looking dazed. 
“The bitch shot me!” Harrison moaned incredulously, staring at his blood-covered hand.
John and Ness struggled; their arms locked together in a pure test of strength. Ness was not sure he could win based on his strength alone, so he dropped slightly and released his grip on John's arms. He pulled them out and down to break the CEO's grip then held his arms in a circle again and pressed them into John's chest, driving him back. The executive stumbled but managed to regain his balance. His face twisted, but instead of attacking Ness again, he pulled a plastic tube from a suit pocket and slid an EpiPen from the clear cylinder into his hand.
Ness froze, unsure of the executive’s intentions. The appearance of the poison reminded him of the similar tube in his pocket.
“Williams,” John barked. 
The brute looked up from where he was kneeling next to Harrison, and John tossed him the pen. In the span of a second that felt like an hour, Ness watched it arc through the air. At the last second, Harrison snatched the hypodermic with a bloody hand. 
“I've got this one.” Harrison’s face contorted with savage glee as he turned his gaze to the fallen Angie. 
Williams helped his comrade stand, and Harrison carefully advanced on her. She was only a couple of steps from the injured thug, and Ness was too far away to block the driver’s savage revenge.
As Harrison approached, Angie moved to rise, but he surprised her with a quick kick in the stomach. She fell again, gasping on the floor as he twisted off the end of the tube. Knowing what would come next and cursing his inability to stop it, Ness closed his eyes.
I would rather see her dead than subjected to that poison. Ness surprised himself at how keenly he embraced the desire to accept the grim fate he had worked so hard to prevent. Apparently, he held more in common with his insane future self than he had suspected.
A ragged shout caused him to open his eyes again. The tableau had not changed: Angie lay on her back with Harrison looming over her with the EpiPen in his hand, the black rubber tip concealing the needle descending. But before her attacker could react, another body inserted itself. Ness’s insane doppelganger from the future ran into Harrison like a seasoned football player. His shoulder impacted the larger man's solar plexus, driving him backward into Williams. The trio toppled, and as they fell, the black tip of the pen slammed into the back of the older Ness. He shouted in pain when the needle bit into him.
John cursed and came at Ness again with a roundhouse punch, pulling his attention away from Angie's plight. Even with his distraction, Ness managed to deflect the awkward blow, if only barely. Fortunately, the executive likely had no fight training, as his clumsy and unpracticed style exhibited. Apparently, John typically used his position and power to control others. Fully focused on the CEO, Ness easily countered blow after blow and landed several of his own on his opponent's stomach and chest. Eventually, John abandoned throwing punches and grappled with Ness as though he intended to throw him to the floor. John's strong right hand sought Ness’s throat, and it took a surprising amount of effort for Ness to push him away. 
The two men stood apart briefly, panting from their exertions. John was holding another red EpiPen — another vial full of poison. 
How many of those things does he have? Ness’s heart sank when he discovered his empty pocket. John had taken the one they had smuggled via the duffel bag. The executive slid the pen from its tube and held it like a knife then gave Ness an evil grin.
“Kill her,” Williams shouted across the room to Reed. Still entangled with Harrison and the older Ness, he was struggling to get free.
Like an automaton, Reed stepped forward, covering the meager distance Angie created by scooting backward from the tangle of limbs caused by the collision. He aimed his gun at her chest, and to Ness’s horror, his finger squeezed. Angie's fear of her certain doom showed on her face, but a second passed, followed by another, and still Reed did not pull the trigger. He was clearly caught in a sand pit of indecision, the struggle playing out on the older man's face. 
Frantic to finish with the executive so he could help his wife, Ness beckoned John to take his best shot. As John closed on him, the injection of death held high like a knife poised to strike, Ness spun toward his right. His left forearm impacted John's arm below the wrist, deflecting the injection. 
The movement of the CEO's arm did not stop — it changed direction. John's eyes widened as the tube hit his left shoulder and the needle slid into his flesh. He sank to his knees, a gasp escaping his lips before he fell to the side and lay curled up in pain. Once again, Ness had a clear view of Angie and her peril.
“What the hell are you waiting for?” Williams shouted. He pulled his gun out and pointed it at Angie with a steady hand. 
“Kill her, or I will!”
“No!” Ness shouted. “Don't!”
Reed met his eyes, and to his surprise, Ness saw sympathy there. 
“Please don't.” Ness's voice cracked.
Reed considered Ness for a second longer and eventually inclined his head ever so slightly. He followed that by twisting his torso to bring his gun to bear on Williams.
“Aw, hell, no!” Williams adjusted his aim to the older man, but he was too late.
The gray-haired man fired, and in an eerie replay from the last time Ness had been in that lab, most of Williams's brains exited the back of his head. Before the body fell to the floor, Reed's gun spat again, and Harrison joined his friend in death. 
“Nooo!” John wailed, his eyes frantic and his hand clutching his shoulder. He leaped to his feet and ran screaming out of the lab. The spent EpiPen lay on the floor.
Reed helped Angie to her feet. She looked weary from the trial they had endured. Ness crossed the room and took her in his arms. He watched over Angie's shoulder, but their unexpected savior simply returned his gun to his holster. Angie shook in Ness’s embrace, and when the hug ended, she had obviously been crying.
“Thank you,” Ness said to Reed. “Can I ask why you saved her?”
Angie gripped Ness’s hand, their fingers intertwining. The former member of Karl’s team looked unsure what to say as he contemplated them.
“I loved a woman once,” Reed finally said. “Someone killed her in a similar situation. Someone like me. I couldn't become that man, that soldier.”
Reed did not seem to be seeing Ness but looking into his past, reliving some sort of trauma. His recollection lasted for only a second, then he blinked and returned his attention to the present.
“Thanks again, Reed,” Ness offered as Angie bent to retrieve her gun.
“Call me Thoma — Tommy.” Reed smiled awkwardly.
“All right, Tommy.” Ness returned the expression, his smile full of warmth. “I do not know how to tell you how grateful I am for sparing my wife. I’m sure your lady would be proud you commemorated her this way.”
He offered no response, as if momentarily silenced by powerful emotion, and turned toward the lab door. When his hand touched the knob, Reed looked back at Ness. “I can buy you five to ten minutes. Give you time to get out of here.”
Before Ness or Angie could say anything more, Reed stepped out of the door. For a short time, they could only stare at each other, until Angie's face broke into a beautiful grin. Ness wholeheartedly returned the expression. They had made it through.
A sudden clattering behind Ness caused Angie to raise her weapon, and he spun to face the noise. They both found their guns trained on the slightly pudgy scientist, who got to his feet with his arms raised.
“D-don't shoot! I'm not armed.”
Ness traded a look with Angie, and she kept her weapon on him as Ness slid his gun into his waistband. He crossed the room and searched him quickly but found no weapons. 
“Who are you?” 
“Dr. Samuel Dix.” The scientist spoke nervously, his hands still in the air. “Most people call me Dix.”
“All right, Dix, I need to destroy these devices,” Ness said evenly, waving at the components of the time machine. “Are you going to try to stop me?”
Angie lifted her gun and peered directly along the sights at the scientist's forehead.
“N-no,” Dix stammered.
Ness approached the racks and started disconnecting cables.
“Wait!” Dix shouted. “Let me help. The power needs to be shut off, or you'll electrocute yourself.”
Ness gestured to Angie, and she motioned the scientist over to Ness’s side. He opened a panel set into the wall and flipped a large switch. Lights at various points on the machine winked out. 
“Why help me destroy your work?” 
“I do this for the excitement of discovery, the rush of learning something new, bringing something unique into the world,” Dix answered. “Yet I found myself questioning what uses my superiors would put this technology to, and given what I've seen here, I don't like the answer.”
Ness clapped Dix on the shoulder. He turned to Angie, who still had her weapon ready in case Dix tried something. It seemed to him that the pudgy scientist did not warrant such caution.
“Didn't you have something you were supposed to be doing?” Ness asked her.
Angie looked at him blankly for a second then grinned sheepishly. “Oh yeah.” She pulled the flash drive out of her blouse. 
Ness and Dix came around to watch as she inserted it into the computer. A window opened, showing the contents of the drive, which consisted of a single file named FrakOff.exe. She moved the mouse pointer over it and double-clicked. A black window opened, and a stream of text ran by in a blur. Another small window opened with the words “Dr. Francis Bertrand, PDA, PU Lab, Dix, time travel.” The cursor blinked at the end of the string, inviting further input.
“Should I add anything else?” Angie turned to Dix. “Any double-top-secret code names?”
Her eyes sparkled, and Ness could tell the idea amused her.
“Actually, yes.” Dix grinned at her. “Add 'Project Butterfly' to your list.”
Angie chuckled as she typed the code name followed by the enter key. After a slight delay, the screen cleared, and three lines displayed in red.
Virus activated: Data Deletion in Progress
Backdoor Installed
Thanks, beautiful!
Ness retrieved the duffel and poured bottles of thermite on top of the stack of equipment. When everything had an even coat on it, he took out the igniter powder and sprinkled some in a small pile, broke off six inches' worth of the fuse, and stuck one end in the incendiary. Dix peered curiously at the small pile of flammable material.
“What happened with this?” Angie examined the EpiPen. It was lying where Fletcher had dropped it.
“John tried to use it on me but accidentally injected himself instead.” Ness remembered his double had also received the injection. He looked at where the madman had been, but his doppelganger had vanished. Hopefully, he would never experience such a future firsthand. But he had to finish his task first to make sure. Ness rummaged in the duffel for the lighter.
“So where did Fletcher go?” Angie immediately answered her own question. “To get the antidote.” Her face turned grim.
Ness straightened with the lighter in his hand.
“Would it be in pens like that one?” Dix asked.
“I would assume so.”
“I know where they are kept. I saw a bunch of pens exactly like it, only blue instead of red.”
“Show us.” Angie motioned for him to join her near the door. 
Dix opened a drawer on the lab table and pulled out a small metal box then lifted a finger to Ness, indicating he should wait. He approached a locked box on the wall and used a key on a chain around his neck to unlock it. Inside was a single red button, which he pressed. A small screen above it started a fifteen-minute countdown. He turned to see Ness regarding him curiously.
“Manual override for the fire alarm,” Dix supplied. “Not that I expect the sprinklers to dowse such a large batch of thermite, but this way, the system won’t raise an alarm until everything here is slag.”
 The pudgy scientist crossed his lab to stand beside Angie and nodded at Ness. He lit the fuse and stepped toward them with the duffel in his hand. Soon after, the thermite transformed into blinding fire and roiling smoke as it melted Dix's work. They exited the lab to avoid the fumes.
“Where's the antidote?” Ness demanded when they emerged into the hallway.
Dix smiled, holding the small metal box with a single button. “In a place few people know of.” He pressed the elevator down button. “I happened across it during a search of the computer for rogue power consumption a year ago.”
When the car arrived, they entered, and Dix pressed the button on his metal box with a grin. Ness and Angie exchanged a look as the elevator doors closed. But though the buttons remained dark, the elevator departed on an express descent to the depths of the Intellisys building. Wherever John Fletcher had gone, he and Angie had to find a way to stop him permanently, but what they might have to do to eradicate the danger the executive posed frightened Ness.



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE: Closure
Wednesday, June 9, 2010, 3:01 p.m.
 
The metal clacking of Ness’s firearm as he prepared for the confrontation to come resonated in the quiet elevator. He slid the clip out to check the rounds before sliding it back into place. The echo as he chambered a round hung in the air like a metallic threat. Though he doubted the weapon needed such attention, it gave his nervous energy a focus as they dropped toward the secret room in the basement.
Similar sounds next to him drew him out of his reverie as his wife checked her weapon in a similar fashion. Dix observed them both nervously, and Ness gave him a weary grin.
“It’s been a wild couple of days.”
The floor indicator eventually showed an L for the lobby level but went blank as they descended further. Finally, the car stopped, and the doors opened with an incongruous cheery ding. Dix strode out of the car as if he had not a care in the world.
Ness stretched his arm out to pull him back to safety, but the scientist moved too quickly and eluded his grasp. A gunshot rang out, and Dix's right arm emitted a small spray of blood when the bullet tore through flesh. Crumpling to the floor, the small scientist wailed in pain and shock. Ness blindly pointed his gun out the door and shot three times in the direction the shot had come from and dove out of the elevator. He executed a somersault on the carpeted floor, dropping the duffel as he did so.
Angie fired twice before she ran out of the car as well. The room was not large, and John was hiding behind a couch at one end, holding a gun in his left hand and a blue EpiPen in his right. Ness took cover behind a filing cabinet as the CEO brought his gun to bear on him. He glanced behind him to search for his wife, hoping she had found cover of her own.
To his horror, instead of hiding behind the edge of the doorway, she stood exposed in the open space before the door. As in every cop show he had ever seen, Angie took aim with her left hand, supporting the gun in her right, and fired. A spurt of blood flew from the center of John's right hand, and the blue EpiPen fell to the floor. John dropped his gun when the pain overrode his intellect. Ness and Angie approached carefully, but the CEO merely stood there cradling his injured hand against his stomach. He grimaced as he stared at his ruined, bloody hand, and sweat ran in rivulets down his forehead.
“How does it feel?” Barely suppressed rage made Angie’s voice hoarse.
“It hurts like hell,” John spat at her with a glare.
“I don't mean the bullet wound. The poison. How does it feel?” 
“It's like my body is on fire.” The CEO spoke through gritted teeth.
Angie's eyes flashed, and her expression turned as hard as obsidian. “You had this fate planned for me, right?” She waited until he nodded stiffly. “I hope you burn a long, long time.”
Ness searched a cupboard mounted behind the desk. A ring of keys was dangling from its lock. He assumed the CEO had to retrieve the keys before coming there, or he would already have injected himself with the inhibitor. The cabinet held dozens of the blue pens. He turned back to John to see Angie bending to retrieve the one he had dropped.
“Is there any more of this stuff?” Ness indicated the pen. 
John scowled at Ness. “Go to hell. I'm not telling you anything.”
Angie's anger with the man had clearly achieved critical mass. Before Ness or John could react, she strode to John and gripped his right hand as if they were greeting one another. When she squeezed, John screamed and fell to his knees. He tried to pull his hand away, but Angie held tight, causing him even more pain.
“Answer my husband's question.” Her hard and dangerous tone implied she would tolerate no resistance.
John Fletcher shook his head, although it seemed to take an inordinate amount of effort. Angie tsked at him and squeezed his hand again, harder that time. His screams were loud, but she grinned as if they were her favorite music. 
“All right, all right!” 
She released his hand, and he fell to the floor, weeping.
“All there is of the antidote is here.” John’s voice tightened. “It takes six weeks to prepare a batch, and one started earlier this week.”
“And how long will you survive without it?” 
“Twenty... twenty-four hours.” John spoke faintly, as if all hope had left him.
Ness tucked his gun into his waistband, grabbed the pens from the cabinet, and piled them on the desk. Angie added the one she was holding to the mound. Seconds later, Ness had the duffel open, and he poured powder on the pile of pens.
“What is this place?” Angie colored her words with a bit of sarcasm. “Your secret lair?”
“I didn't even know about this room until about a year ago.” A hint of bitterness cut through John’s agony. “Paul had it built without my knowledge. It used to be Glenn's office. He even had his own private exit.” The CEO gestured toward the door opposite the elevator. 
Fletcher frowned as he watched Ness pour thermite over the antidote pens. “What are you doing?” The would-be dictator had been reduced to a dying man, and his voice carried a plaintive note.
“This is thermite.” Ness spoke as he worked, regarding John with grim determination. “I'm destroying your supply of antidote.”
“You're killing me,” John accused.
Those words struck Ness with almost physical force. He paused and faced the CEO. A long string of seconds passed before Ness responded. “You and I view the future differently. You had a vision of what your future should be and tried to twist the present, past, and hereafter to meet your ends.”
“So?” John demanded through clenched teeth. Sweat had broken out on his forehead as he battled the pain.
“I've always had a different view. I've always believed if I made the right choices today, the future would work itself out. I've tried not to cross the line into murder when dealing with Intellisys, but this time, I believe it's what I must do. It's the right choice for everyone.”
Ness moved next to his wife and regarded the stricken CEO.
“It's over, anyway,” he said. “Dix's machinery is melted to slag by now.”
John gave a derisive laugh. “I'll build another. I've got scientists aplenty.”
“You won’t get that chance.” Angie shook her head. “We've also introduced a virus to eliminate all information about this project from your computers.” 
“In fact, the only thing left is this.” Ness held up the PDA. 
John's eyes sparkled with avarice.
“You can't have it.” Angie glared at the CEO, her expression as frigid as dry ice.
“In fact, soon, no one will have it,” Ness said.
“You're not going to destroy it!” John was incredulous.
“Indeed, I am.” 
John lunged for the device with his good hand. Expecting that kind of move, Ness easily kicked him back onto the floor. Fletcher cried out as he fell hard on his bloody hand. The CEO’s eyes were locked on the PDA with a rabid, desperate expression.
“You have no idea how much power you hold in your hand. Together, we could run everything! Wealth, power — it could all be ours.”
 “I don't want wealth and power. I want to grow old with my wife. I want this time machine destroyed. And I want to never see your face again.” Ness held the lighter up, flicked it on, and moved the flame toward the fuse.
“You're going to turn your back on everything I'm offering you and kill me?”
The flame halted on its way to the combustible powder. Once again, Ness was at the cusp of the familiar dilemma, the precipice he had never dared to jump from. Once he made the decision, he would never be able to go back. He paused and regarded John before responding. “I'm considering it.” Ness traded a look with Angie, knowing he could not decide to kill the man on his own. She had as much at stake as he, and perhaps more. 
“After what this jerk tried to do to us and would have done to others…” Angie spoke with bitter heat. “He deserves no less.”
Ness regarded John again. His wife would support him, no matter what his decision. Dix peered at them with wide eyes. He was still lying on the floor, his left hand bloody where it covered the wound on his other arm.
 “You're going to kill me to protect your future?” John asked bitterly. “How are you any different from me?”
These words sank into Ness’s psyche, and his decision became clear to him. He smiled. “I agree with something my wife said. I also hope you burn a long, long time. And as the toxin makes your life a living hell, I'm going to see to it that your career is utterly destroyed. I will have charges filed against you and Intellisys for kidnapping and attempted murder, and who knows what else the authorities will find when they crawl over this place.”
John slumped further, breath hissing through his teeth as his physical pain merged with mental anguish at the future awaiting him. Ness lifted his thumb from the lighter, extinguishing the flame, and shook his head in disgust.
“I hope you get along with the prison guards so they'll keep giving you your blue injections.” Revulsion imbued each word. “I would hate for you to die before serving your sentence.”
Something seemed to break inside the CEO, and the last light of sanity guttered and died in his eyes. With a shout of rage, John grabbed his gun from the floor with his uninjured hand. 
Angie immediately brought hers into firing position. “Drop it,” she warned.
“You don't get to determine what happens to me!” Anger and insanity warred for control of John’s features. He gripped the gun tightly but did not bring it to bear on them. “I know what my future will be!” he crowed, his eyes aglow with a manic light. His bloody hand thumped his chest, further smearing red on his white shirt. “I know, not you, and I will make it happen.”
In one quick, sure movement, the would-be dictator raised his gun. Angie fired at him, but her shot went wide, and the bullet buried itself harmlessly in the wall. Ness had tucked his gun in his pants. He would never get it out in time to prevent Fletcher from firing on Angie. 
John Fletcher raised his gun and, instead of targeting either of them, slid the barrel between his lips. The two men locked eyes for an instant, then John pulled his trigger. A crimson eruption from the back of the CEO's head splattered on the wall behind him, and his body slumped to the ground. 
Ness instinctively stepped back at the sound of the shot. Angie twitched and gasped. They paused, staring at the remains of John Fletcher. His glassy eyes glared into the beyond as a growing pool of blood leaked from the back of his head.
Dix approached to stand next to Angie, his face pale. Blood ran down his sleeve as he stared glumly at his dead boss. Both of his hands appeared as if they had been dipped in crimson.
“Take the elevator to the lobby,” Angie told him. “Get your wound looked at.”
The scientist acquiesced quietly, likely starting to feel shock. He shuffled to the elevator, and the doors closed to take him to help. 
Ness thumbed the lighter again and lit the fuse then grabbed the duffel and backed away. The thermite ignited in a flash of fire and smoke, and the plastic pens quickly melted into goo, falling through a hole the flaming powder burned into the wood desktop.
Angie was investigating the door John had mentioned. “Sure enough, secret exit.” She grinned.
“Awesome.” Ness wanted to smile, but graphic images of the past hour flickering in his mind made it difficult. 
He removed car keys from a hook on the wall before opening the door and peeking out. When he saw nothing threatening, they stepped though. The door swung closed behind them, and Ness could see only what appeared to be an electrical circuit box mounted on concrete. He pressed the unlock button on the key fob, and the brief toot of a horn answered. Flashing lights led him to the vehicle matching the key. He opened the driver's door, threw the duffel bag into the backseat, and got in. 
Angie sat in the passenger seat. After clicking her seat belt into place, she rested her head against the seat and allowed her weariness to show. “Thank God it's over.” 
“Not exactly.” 
She opened her eyes to peer at him quizzically. 
Ness put the key in the ignition, and the engine rumbled easily when he turned it. “We have one more task to perform.”
His expression turned grim. “Something I should have done last time Intellisys intruded in my life.” 
Angie did not press for answers to the questions in her eyes, and he drove out of the parking lot, leaving Intellisys behind them. With all his heart, Ness hoped he would never have to return. He would do everything in his power to ensure that that threat had been neutralized once and for all.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR: Preventative Measure
Thursday, June 10, 2010, 1:29 a.m.
 
The trees surrounded them in the darkness, mute witnesses barely seen beyond the glow of a flashlight. The forest heightened the darkness, blocking the light pollution normal for any other location in the area. 
Long after the sun set, Ness and Angie arrived at the clearing in the wooded recreation area. Nothing had changed since they had last been there, save the German being bound to a tree. The metal box sat open near the freshly dug hole, and Karl's camp shovel lay nearby. 
They had gone home to their apartment, where their presence garnered no small amount of surprise and investigative activity. The police had engaged in much speculation regarding their fate after the gun battle, and they'd had to spend a couple of hours disavowing any knowledge of the strange men who had shot up their home.
Rumors ran rampant of a body the police had discovered in the Relevonts' apartment, which later could not be found. Of course, officials denied any such thing, but no one ever revealed whether the disavowal indicated a lack of a body on the scene or confirmation of a disappearing corpse. Either way, they were eager to close the case, which also suited the Relevonts fine. Even so, police entanglements kept them occupied until after midnight. In spite of how tired they were from their fight and the almost-endless questioning, Ness wanted to finish their last task that night and put an end to the whole ordeal. 
Even in the clearing, the pitch-black night held sway, as no moon provided even scant illumination. Angie was holding a flashlight she had brought for the special outing so Ness could see to complete his work. She was sitting a short distance away, directing the light at the items in the center. Kneeling at the metal box, Ness placed the PDA inside it along with Karl's ID card, then he unzipped the duffel bag and pulled out the remaining thermite and poured it into the box. He topped it off with what was left of the ignition powder, stuck in one end of the fuse, half closed the lid, and carefully placed the metal box in the bottom of the hole. The fuse they had left barely stretched to the surface. Ness gauged the length critically. About four minutes.
The lighter flared to life, briefly adding to the available illumination, and Ness applied the flame to the fuse. As it sizzled on the ground like a pyrotechnic snake, Ness returned to where Angie was sitting near the tree line. She looked slightly puzzled, but her expression cleared as he approached. Sitting next to her, he put his arm around her. She lay her head against his shoulder as they watched the thin trail of smoke from the fuse.
“Why didn't you do this after your first run-in with Intellisys?” 
Ness sighed before replying. “Dr. Bertrand told me to, but it seemed like such a waste.” He paused, watching the smoke. “I believed I should keep it to preserve some part of his legacy. I had hoped maybe someday it could come out of hiding.” He shook his head ruefully and looked at the ground. “I was a fool.”
Angie turned so she could face him and lifted his head by the chin. “No, trying to save your friend's greatest accomplishment is hardly foolish. I might even call it noble.”
She rubbed her thumb against his jaw, but still he sighed.
“Now I'm finally doing what he wanted. What I have to do.”
Angie studied him briefly, as if she could divine his motives from his expression. “Why does it have to be destroyed?” She turned to look at the hole again. Snapping fire and roiling smoke traced the progress of the slowly consumed fuse.
“Last time, I had nothing important to lose, just a bunch of stuff in an apartment, but this time, I have so much more at stake. When I consider —”
His voice choked off, and Angie turned to face him again. Tears stained his cheeks, and he did nothing to hide them from her. Ness swallowed, willing his voice to work.
“When I consider what we almost lost, the time they nearly stole from us...” He looked away as he tried to regain control of his emotions.
“I made a bad choice last time. By choosing to keep the device, I allowed a future where you could be harmed to coerce me into doing unspeakable things. I do not intend to repeat my mistake. All the time machines in the world are not worth your life or happiness.” 
Ness took her hand, raised it to his lips, and kissed her palm. “So I'm destroying the PDA, as Dr. Bertrand requested. It's the right choice.”
After another long pause, Angie spoke again. “I've spent a lot of time considering what my other life must have been like, the one without you.” She looked at him, but Ness turned away as the old, familiar guilt reasserted itself.
“I don't know what my existence without you might have been, but I know the life I've had for the last twenty years.”
Angie briefly fell silent, her eyes holding his. He did not see anger or blame in her gaze, which was barely visible in the dim light from the flashlight. 
“I can't imagine any path my life could have taken that would make me happier than I am with you,” she said, smiling. “You made the right choice then too.”
She leaned in to kiss him, and as their lips met, the guilt he had clung to for manipulating her past drained away. 
The last inch of the fuse burned away to ignite the thermite. A boiling mixture of bright light and smoke erupted with an energetic hiss. Ness watched the dazzling destruction, sad that the last link to his old friend had been severed. The residue of tears clung to Angie's eyelashes too.
“Our time is our own.” He kissed her briefly. “No one is ever going to take it from us.” 
“I'm going to hold you to that.” Angie’s smile reflected her love. 
Her hand slid against his cheek in a caress, and she lifted herself to kiss him again. Then she settled against his chest, and they watched the remains of the time machine rise high into the night sky to drift on the winds of chance.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE: Epilogue
Monday, October 25, 2010, 4:29 p.m.
 
The chill of a blustery fall day invaded Dr. Francis Bertrand's bones when the PDA delivered him to the quiet, narrow alley. The largely ignored passage ran behind several shops lining Royal Oak’s main thoroughfare. His head swam, and he rested a hand against a wall lest dizziness overwhelm him. A fall and perhaps a broken bone would be the last thing he needed. 
His equilibrium soon righted itself, and he could stand unaided. Even with the nip in the light breeze, he was sweating. He turned on his PDA and saw his borrowed time had been reduced to sixty-seven minutes. Time enough for the tasks left to me, Francis mused with firm resolve.
He had made the most of his twenty-four hours of borrowed time. In addition to giving Ness what he had needed for his first struggle with Intellisys, he had fulfilled his heart's desire by going back seven years and spending most of a day with his now-deceased wife. He had chosen the destination carefully, a time before the sickness had staked its claim on her.
Evelyn had been a true scientist's wife. She had clearly noticed the differences between him and the version of her husband who had left their house that morning. But she did not comment on it, preventing an awkward conversation. He could tell her nothing of the future and certainly nothing of her truncated timeline. She had to have discerned that the long embrace he had shared with her along with the tears on his cheeks revealed a bleak forecast for her future. Instead of peppering him with questions, she had held and comforted him.
She had made some coffee, and they sat at the kitchen table and talked. He had forgotten how enjoyable simply spending time with her had been, a daily pleasure denied him for far too long. In the afternoon, they had made love in the quiet confines of their bedroom. What their participation lacked in the vigor of their younger years, it atoned for in the tenderness they shared. When he succumbed to tears afterward, she held him to her, and their embrace lasted for a blissful eternity that ended much too soon.
Eventually, it had been time to go. He did not want to be in the house when his younger self arrived, and his time was dwindling rapidly. She had followed him to the door, offering one last embrace. After a long kiss, he had smiled at her for the last time.
“You have always been the best part of my life.” 
She responded with a smile and a squeeze of his shoulders. Then he strode out the door and voyaged through time again. 
He knew what the last events of his life would be — he had to mail the device to Ness, instigating his conflict with Intellisys. He had deliberated changing the future by destroying the PDA before his borrowed time expired, but the idea scared him. Ness had successfully weathered his initial run-in with John Fletcher's forces, and exchanging that result for an unknown future frightened him. 
A quick trip to the library had revealed the collapse of Intellisys after the death of John Fletcher. He tried to satisfy his curiosity about who had inherited his research, but the newspaper accounts held no details on the firm’s beneficiaries. He wouldn't be surprised if some branch of the government had taken possession of it, a notion that produced no little amount of unease.
He had one last thing to check before going to his doom. How did Ness and his wife fare after the second altercation with Intellisys? As he left the alley and emerged on the main street, Francis peered toward Ness's apartment. His former student stood on the balcony, camera in hand, focused on a different part of the street. Ness would never know his former professor had come to check on him. That is as it should be.
They had said their goodbyes at the diner in Kalamazoo, and he did not wish to cause Ness further pain by appearing yet again to reopen the wound of his imminent passing. By that time, his student would have come to accept the need for his departure, and Francis did not want to disturb him further.
Angie came out on the balcony to stand beside her husband, and Francis beamed at seeing the couple together. She carried a couple of steaming mugs, and Ness set aside his camera to take one from her. As they stood together, looking over the view of the waning autumn sunlight and sipping from their mugs, Francis enjoyed the view of them together, whole, and free. Having satisfied the urge to check on the well-being of his friends, he could complete his final tasks before time claimed him.
He raised his hand to an approaching cab, and it swung to the curb. Inside, he gave the address for Intellisys. Only a few more errands remained for him to complete. When the PDA left his hands, he would gladly face his fate. Thanks to Ness's efforts, the world would get along fine without him, and he looked forward to seeing his Evelyn again in their eternal home. 
Riding in a cab away from Ness and his beautiful wife, Francis silently prayed that they would have a safe and happy life together. They had an uncountable amount of sand yet to fall in the hourglass of their lives, and he had no doubts that they cherished their most precious commodity — the time they had together.
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