
Chapter 5

Electronic Diary of Tony Nowlan
North Rockhampton, Queensland. Australia.
Wednesday 10:30am, 29th June 2039.

I waited in the hallway, the hum of fluorescent lights gnawing at the silence. Students drifted past, laughing, swapping stories about coffee and exams, while I hunched on a plastic chair, folder gripped tight like armour. Every tick of the wall clock drummed louder, mocking me.

Thirty minutes.

The door creaked open. Professor Kerrigan leaned out, his wiry frame backlit by the office light. His voice was dry, polite, tinged with weary resignation—like a man who’d been saying “no” for most of his career.

“Mr Nowlan… you can come back in.”

He sounded measured, faintly regretful. Maybe he had been on my side.

I rose, straightened my too-large jacket, and walked in. The three professors sat in their half-moon formation, papers now stacked in neat, decisive piles.

Kerrigan steepled his fingers. “We’ve given your proposal the consideration it deserves. Your mathematics is… quite remarkable. But after some discussion, we’ve concluded we cannot endorse your application. The risks are—”

“Risks?” I chimed in. “You’re scientists. Risks are the job. If Newton or Einstein had played it safe, we’d still be rubbing sticks together in caves.”

Professor Halberg gave a theatrical sigh, leaning back in his chair. His voice was soft, almost whimsical, but with an edge of rebuke—like a kindly uncle whose patience was being tried.

He replied in his usual dry cadence. “Yes, yes, all very dashing. But there’s





















Chapter 6

Electronic Diary of Tony Nowlan
North Rockhampton, Queensland. Australia.
Wednesday 11:28am, 29th June 2039.

I skidded into the hospital car park, tyres squealing against wet bitumen. Rain tapped the windshield in staccato rhythm. I leapt out, almost forgetting to lock the Tesla, and sprinted through the automatic doors.

The receptionist, one of the last human types employed since AI bots had been invented, looked up from her typing. “Can I help you?”

I paused, getting my breath, then rasped, “My grandmother… she’s in Ward 7, room 12. Now.”

The nurse’s eyes softened the way an AI bot couldn’t. “Follow me.”

I followed, wishing she’d move faster down the corridors, heart hammering. When we reached the room, Granddad was already there, slumped in a chair, pale and drawn, holding her hand. He looked up, eyes red.

“Tony… she’s… she’s very weak. We don’t have much time.”

His voice cracked. To cover it, he looked away from me at Grandma, his wife of over forty years. My heart broke as much watching him grieve the inevitable as the sight of Grandma.

She lay there, frail, every line of her face carved by years and illness. Cancer had hollowed her, leaving her ghostly thin. Machines beeped softly, monitoring her failing body.

I approached and took her hand gently. Granddad stood close, his hand resting on my shoulder as I fought the emotions welling within.

I leaned closer to her and whispered in her ear. “Grandma… it’s me. Tony.”

Her eyes flickered, faint but alive. A rasping breath, then one word, almost a whisper: “Vegemite…”

I froze, heart lurching. The word cracked open a memory—the glass Vegemite jar I’d found months ago, a note tucked beneath the lid from… myself. Future Tony. Vegemite. She’d had two nicknames for me. That and Tone Boy. But something in the way she said it today. I had to believe… this was different. Or maybe it was that non-scientific part of me, the miniscule piece that wanted to believe in miracles.

“I… I hear you, Grandma,” I replied. Last night, she’d wished me well for today’s meeting with the professor. But I couldn’t tell her how it went. No matter how much I wanted. Not now. Not when she was about to go. “I’ve got you. Love you. Thank you.”

I’m glad I said it. Thanked her everything she and Granddad had done, raising me after my parents died. My last chance.

Her hand twitched faintly in mine. Then slowly, the rise and fall of her chest weakened. The monitor’s beeping shifted.

Nothing melodramatic in it. I didn’t say the old “No… please…” like in the movies. Neither did Granddad. Just our faces glistening faintly as her hand went limp. The line on the monitor flattened. Silence fell. Granddad murmured, almost inaudible. At once, we both broke down, crying.

“She’s… gone, Tony.”

I said nothing. It hurt too much, the sudden void as her consciousness—her spirit—left the room. Bigger than both of us.

He sank to the chair beside the bed, clutching her empty hand. Tears carved fresh paths down his face. I knelt beside him, putting an arm around his shoulders, offering what little comfort I could. He felt so thin, so empty. I think I felt my heart break for him.

Outside, rain hammered against the windows, like the skies wept for the lady who always brought sunshine to my life. My gazed fixed on her hand in Granddad’s.

Somewhere deep inside, anger flared.

Not at death, not at their loss, nor at my grandmother.

But at life itself.

The cruel, indifferent march of it.

All that grounded me then, in that quiet, sterile room, was my grandfather’s presence. In that space, I decided.

Time travel wasn’t just theory.

It’s now my personal mission.


Chapter 24

Electronic Diary of Tony Nowlan
North Rockhampton, Queensland. Australia.
Thursday 8:42 p.m., 6 March 2042.

[Present Mode: ON]

I’ve had this idea rolling around in my head for weeks now, and tonight I’m done thinking about it. The ChronoSpace worked with a guinea pig, a hamster, and a few other unlucky volunteers. This one’s different.

The new test subject is a cat. A scruffy tabby that looks eerily like Schrödinger. I found her wandering behind the lab bins, meowing at the exact hour I’d been looking over my March 2042 notes — which happens to be the month Schrödinger appeared to me from the future. Coincidence? I don’t believe in those anymore.

I named her Pixel. The universe has a sense of humour.

The ChronoSpace sits in standby, humming like it knows what’s about to happen. The calibration lights are steady. No surges. Power output balanced. Everything perfect. Cutter, of course, isn’t impressed.

He stands behind me, arms crossed, voice perfectly even.

“Mr Nowlan, this is ill-advised.”

“Everything I’ve ever done has been ill-advised.” I glance back at him. “You said yourself, the animal’s biological data can withstand the field. This is just another test.”

“The equations don’t account for quantum stress thresholds in larger organisms. Rodents are one thing. A feline… could be unpredictable.”

I grin. “Unpredictable’s another word for interesting.”

He exhales through his nose — the closest Cutter gets to a sigh.

“You’re gambling with more than a cat, Mr Nowlan. The investors are growing… restless. They expect deliverables, not ashes.”

“Then they’ll get deliverables.” I reach for the Send icon on the iBioPad. “Two minutes into the past. Let’s see if she lands before she leaves.”

Cutter shifts slightly, the polished toe of his shoe glinting in the lab light.

“I must insist we review the protocol again.”

I ignore him. The ChronoSpace begins its charge sequence — that low, resonant thrum that you feel more in your spine than your ears. Pixel twitches, tail flicking, eyes wide as if she senses the field. I mutter something reassuring that fools neither of us.

The hum climbs in pitch. Lights flicker. Cutter’s hand hovers near the power switch, not touching it but close enough to annoy me.

Then it happens.

A sharp pop, like air imploding — then a flare of blue-white light. For a fraction of a second, Pixel is still there — stretched, mid-screech — and then the cage is empty. No cat. Just a fine black smear on the base grid, still smoking. The smell hits a second later — burnt fur and ozone.

I freeze. Cutter’s reflection wavers in the control glass beside mine, expression unreadable.

“Fascinating,” he says quietly. “Instantaneous molecular disassembly. Not what we wanted, but… informative.”

I spin on him. “Informative? She’s dead, Cutter!”

He inclines his head, that corporate tilt that makes you want to punch him.

“Death, Mr Nowlan, is data. The next iteration—”

“The next—? You think I’m going to try again?”

“You’ve come too far to stop now.”

My throat’s tight. Anger wins over guilt because guilt’s too heavy to hold. “You always do this. You act like you’re the genius in charge when you’re just the courier. You don’t understand what this is—what I’m doing!”

Cutter’s tone doesn’t rise; it never does.

“What you’re doing, Mr Nowlan, creates consequences. And consequences require management. They don’t appreciate emotional scientists.”

“They? You mean your Russian mob mates?”

He blinks once, slow and reptilian.

“Careful with your accusations.”

“Careful? You’re the one sneaking around with encrypted calls, talking about ‘deliveries’! I should have known you’d sell me out the second they paid enough!”

He studies me for a long moment — expression empty, but the silence heavy. Then, simply says, “I’m trying to keep you alive.”

That hits me, but only for a second because I know what I heard on the recordings.

“Bullshit.”

He straightens his tie, like that’s the end of it.

“When you’re ready to resume, call me.”

He walks out, the automatic door hissing shut behind him.

The smell lingers.

I look at the smear, still faintly smoking in the cage, and my stomach turns. I should feel devastated, but what bubbles up instead is fury. Fury at him, at them, at whatever nameless hands are bankrolling this and pretending to own it.

I scrape what’s left of Pixel into a sample tray and seal it. My hands shake as I pick up the collar with the name tag, and I hate myself for noticing that it’s from anger, not grief for the cat.

There’ll be another test. There has to be.

I won’t let Cutter’s people — whoever they really are — take this from me.

 


Chapter 25

 

Electronic Diary of Tony Nowlan
North Rockhampton, Queensland. Australia.
Sunday 11:18 p.m., 23 March 2042.
[Present Mode: ON]

Cutter’s been too quiet this week. No unannounced appearances. No gliding through my lab door like an overpriced antivirus program. Not even a smug text message.

I should be relieved. I’m not.

Silence is worse. Silence means planning.

So tonight, I decided to do something clever, responsible, and entirely illegal: break into Cutter’s private comms again. Not his files — those are Fort Knox. No — his phone calls. The live ones. The little digital trick I built last year still works, despite his upgrades. A man who talks like a machine apparently thinks like one too. Predictably. Repetitively.

I patch into his latest call while sitting on the garage floor, laptop balanced on my knees, coffee going cold beside me.

The voice at the other end is heavily accented — I can’t place it exactly, somewhere between Moscow and “I buried a body last week.” The signal’s patchy, but I catch enough.

“…Nikita wants confirmation…”

“…containment protocol must be maintained…”

“…the Eurasian partner expects results…”

My heart sinks. Then spikes.

Nikita. Containment. Eurasian partner.

Cutter’s tone doesn’t shift. Ever.

“Mr Nowlan is becoming… unstable.”

My nails dig into the laptop casing.

Unstable? Me? You shady bastard.

The other voice crackles back: “If he runs, you know what must happen.”

Cutter replies — calm, clipped, emotionless.

“Understood.”

I shut the feed off before I hear anything else. My pulse is so loud it might as well be trying to escape my chest.

If he runs, you know what must happen.

They’re planning to take me out. Simple as that. Wrap the whole ChronoSpace mess up with a neat little corporate obituary. “Engineer experienced unexpected cardiac episode.” “Research terminated.” “Assets acquired.”

I pace the garage for a full minute before I realise I’m doing it. My thoughts are a snarl — twisting, splitting, looping. But one thing cuts through the noise.

I need to be ready.

So I do something I never thought I’d do: I start gathering cash. Real notes. Old ones. Pre-2020s, before the polymer redesigns and tracking strips. Counterfeit-proof, unmarked, unconnected cash.

I find a collector in Rockhampton selling a stash of “vintage twenties” and “classic fifties.” Then another in Gladstone with a shoebox full of pre-2010 notes he inherited from an uncle who apparently didn’t trust banks. I buy the lot. Meet in public places. Speak as little as possible. Act normal.

I’m terrible at acting normal.

By the time I’m home, my hands are shaking. I shove the bundles into a duffel bag behind the washing machine, the notes soft and wrong in my fingers. Anyone else would hide their drug money there. I’m hiding my escape fund for a bloody time machine.

Claire pops in later, unannounced — she was in the neighbourhood, or so she says. Her hair’s tied up, she smells like vanilla candle wax, and she gives me that look. The one that means You’re scaring me without needing words.

“Are you okay?” she asks.

“Fine,” I lie. Second time in my life. It tastes awful.

She studies me, you know that way Claire does — as if she’s scanning my soul for malware. “You’re not fine. Tony, you’re jumpy. You look… haunted.”

“Just tired.” Another lie. Easier this time.

She reaches for my hand. I pull away before I can stop myself. The flash of hurt in her eyes makes something twist inside me, but I don’t fix it. I can’t. Not when I don’t know who’s watching, listening, tracking. Not when a man in a perfect suit might be waiting to ‘contain’ me.

She leaves without hugging me. That hurts more than Pixel’s smear on the lab floor.

I go to my desk and open the diary. Hands still shaking.

I type: If Cutter comes for me, I’ll be ready.

I save it. Encrypt it. Hide it.

And pray he never reads it.
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When Claire Hilyer receives a mysterious package from her best friend Tony, she assumes it’s a strange — maybe even romantic — surprise.

She’s wrong.

Tony sent it before he was even born.

Not just a letter, it’s a diary recorded from Tony’s private thoughts — and it reads like a desperate cry for help.

Moments later, at Tony’s house, Claire helplessly watches him fighting a stranger… seconds before they vanish.

Into the past.

Stranded months before his own birth, Tony must survive without money, family, or a future he can touch. And he’s not alone. A ruthless enemy is closing in, determined to steal his invention: a working time-travel device.

Claire must follow Tony’s trail through the past and risk everything to bring him home — before time runs out.

Bootstrap’s Journey is a fast-paced, witty sci-fi thriller packed with danger, mystery, romance, and the consequences of time travel.
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