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“Mathematics is the language with which God has written the universe.”

~ Galileo Galilei


For my father for exposing me to the world of science fiction (and specifically time travel stories).

 

What I would give to travel back in time to place this book in your hands.
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~ One ~

August 9th, 2012

Luci Gaudiano closes her eyes. The twelve-year-old allows the numbers to form in her mind with the softness of a flower bud opening in a warm beam of sunlight. A constant stream of summer air pours in through her slightly cracked backseat window. It feels good allowing it to play in her long, dark curls of hair. “Ah ha, 1,510,010,620!” she announces triumphantly. Though she is certain of the calculation, the girl opens her eyes to ask, “I’m sure 520.89 multiplied by 2,898,904.98954 equals 1,510,010,620. Am I right?”

“Nope, you’re way off,” her mother says from the front seat, making an effort to conceal the calculator app on her phone screen.

“What do you mean?” the twelve year old demands, leaning forward as much as the seatbelt will allow. “Yes, 1,510,010,620 is right.”

Her mother grins, caught in her fib. “Why do you even ask?”

“She likes to hear that she’s right,” the father answers, shooting a quick glance into the rearview mirror. “She wants to hear you say it. I don’t blame her; it is pretty impressive.”

“Gimmie another one,” Luci says. “In the trillions this time.”

“I don’t think this calculator can go that high. Anyway, we’ll be there in a few minutes, and my battery’s about to die.”

Her mother turns to her father driving. “I don’t know why you pay that Tim Callahan guy to do the taxes. Luci could do it for you in a fraction of the time, and for free.”

“Better than that,” he says, “I say we head to Vegas before school starts back up and make a killing having her count cards.”

The remark earns him a playful punch in the arm from her mother.

“Papa,” Luci says, exasperated, “they won’t let me on the casino floor until I’m twenty-one.”

“How do you even know things like that?” her mother asks, looking back to face her.

The girl shrugs. “Just do. In 3,401 days, I turn 21.”

The man laughs as he merges into a small cluster of traffic. “It’s a date then.”

“You’ll have her do no such thing,” her mother scolds him.

He ignores the chastisement. “Seriously, though, Luci-poo, I think you should consider joining that Mathletics thing. You’ve really got a gift.”

“I told you not to call me that anymore.”

“Call you what?”

“She doesn’t like to be called ‘Luci-poo,’” her mother says.

“Since when?”

“For a while now,” Luci answers sharply. “It’s baby talk, and I’m almost thirteen.”

“Your birthday isn’t until December, but even then, you’ll always be my Luci-poo.”

“Papa!”

He rolls his window down to motion a car to cut in front of him. “Look, I’ll make a deal with you.”

“I don’t like your deals.”

He suppresses his laughter. “I’ll make a deal that I won’t call you that if you join the Mathletics Club that Mrs. Richards keeps emailing us about.”

There’s a pause as Luci goes on the assertive. “How’s about I make a deal with you? Think of three super high numbers this side of a million.  I’ll multiply the first two in my head and divide by the third and have the number for you before we get to the dog shelter.”

“I feel like I’m being hustled.”

Her mother shifts to him. “I think you are.”

“So, what do you get if you do this?” he asks.

“When she does it.”

“Will I have to stop asking you to join Mathletics Club?”

“I want Pepé.”

“What’s a Pepé?” he asks.

She runs her fingers up and down the edges of the seatbelt. “He’s the little black and white one . . .  at the shelter.”

He shoots a look over to the woman. “You let her name one of the rescue dogs? That’s a bad idea.”

She raises her hands in mock surrender. “No, this is the first I’m hearing about it.”

“Please, Papa,” Luci interjects.

“Luci-p—” he catches himself before adding the offending cutesy suffix. “Luci, I told you that we can’t get a dog right now; it wouldn’t be fair to it. The apartment’s too small.”

Luci pleads, “Pepé is small and could stay in my bedroom. I’d keep him in there and he’d never leave.”

Her mother softly interjects, “Luci, that’s not a good life for a dog, big or little.”

“When I said I’d think about it, we were talking about moving to a house with a yard,” he says defensively.

“Your father’s promotion means we’ll need to stay in the city for a while longer for him to be closer to the project.”

He adds, “But it’s definitely something to consider for the future.”

“For the future?” Luci scoffs. “That’s the same thing you said last month when we went to work at the shelter.” She clenches her rolled-up Sudoku magazine. “You keep changing it.”

“Well, I guess it’s like Yogi Berra said: the future isn’t what it used to be.”

“That doesn’t even make sense. You always say that when you want to break a promise.”

“I never promised,” he says, looking over his shoulder at the girl. All humor is gone from his voice. “I said we’ll see what the future holds.”

Her mother attempts to cool the situation down. “Luci, you know that we love the dogs at the shelter, all of them. It’s just not the right time is all.”

He nods. “When things get a little more—”

At first, Luci thinks it’s an explosion until realizing the car is spinning out of control on the bridge. She’s mercilessly yanked to the side until being violently restrained by her seatbelt. Not only does the harness forbid any additional movement, but the force of the band slamming her back squeezes the air from her lungs. Her head jolts back hard against the seat. Loose fragments of broken windshield glass sprinkle her lap and the seat beside her.

As the whirling subsides, her mother wails her father’s name. “Anthony!” The sound is mournfully horrifying.

Luci, seated directly behind him, can’t see his condition. The panic in her mother’s voice makes her panic. What’s wrong with him? She can only see the dark curls of his hair and his head slumped forward. “Mama?” she feebly utters, gingerly massaging the deep soreness in her chest.

She doesn’t answer, only screaming hysterically through her hands covering her face at whatever she sees beside her.

A second impact jolts them.

There’s no spinning this time, but Luci feels the crunch of the collision in the front quickly followed by the jolt of a stiff impact to the back of the car.

The ghastly clamor of metal scraping and contorting shifts her mother’s attention from Papa’s state to what’s happening on the other side of the windshield. Luci makes out the top chrome mesh grille of a truck through the cracked spider’s web of glass, a fractured image kaleidoscope of horror.

Mama screams “No!” so loudly in the confined space that Luci clasps her ears. The girl sobs, trying to understand why this is happening to them.

Her mother turns to her, crazed eyes wide with fear. “Luci, we’ve got to get out! The driver’s pushing us over the guard railing!”

“What?” Luci asks shaking her head. “Who—”

“Just undo your belt. There isn’t much time!”

Luci’s hands are not her own; the adrenaline raging through her tiny frame makes her fingers twitch and spasm. “I can’t . . .  I can’t get it!” she shouts. “I’m sorry, Mama.”

There’s a sickly sensation of the car’s angle shifting as the front end begins to lift off the asphalt.

“I’ll help you, baby,” she shouts, “as soon as I get mine off.”

The truck engine growls and revs its mechanical fury. The demon-like shriek of oversized tires grinding against the bridge pavement flinging gravel in every direction is terrifying.

Luci, crying, frantically grapples with her seat’s harness, but it’s no use.

The car’s already at an impossible angle common only to queasy carnival rides.

Her mother shouts her name as the car begins to tip and thrusts her hand in the backseat. She squeezes Luci’s hand like a vise, preventing her from snapping the buckle loose. “Keep it on!” she shouts. “We’re going to fall!”

Luci experiences a queer sense of weightlessness as the car goes over the edge of the high point of the bridge.

The sensation doesn’t last.

The back of the car slams into the water with a ferocious thunderclap, snapping Luci’s head forward in her seat for a third time. The taste of iron in her blood flows from her freshly busted lip into her mouth.

The roar of lake water into the car’s interior through Luci’s partially opened window and the shattered windshield replace the noise of Mama’s wails. It’s unexpectedly cold, and Luci stiffens to the chill. The vehicle sinks quickly. Sunlight from overhead fades from the cracked windshield as their descent speeds up. Luci’s heart pounds in her ears as water rushes in, sounding like manic applause. Splashes of cold water pelting her in the face stifle any cries for help.

She coughs uncontrollably, triggering her lungs to gasp for any life-giving oxygen that can be found. Bubbles forcefully escaping upward to the surface mockingly assault her ears. The rapid descent abruptly halts when the back of the car embeds in the sandy floor of the lake with a shuddering thump. Intolerable water pressure smashes against her like a suffocating lead blanket.

Luci finally frees herself from her seatbelt, but bright stars of light swirl around in her vision, confirming she’s running out of time. Her lightheaded disorientation of floating in darkness is petrifying, but she must press through the fear. She knows if she slows even for a moment, she will die—and she’s the only one that is still awake enough to do anything for the three of them.

The front of the vehicle steadily lowers to the lake floor basin. Luci floats against the car’s roof. Her oxygen-deprived lungs burn in agony. The nose of the vehicle reaches the lake’s sandy bottom with a sluggish thud, leveling off.

She swims downward, groping in the darkness for the door handle. Bright sparks of light crisscross in her eyes as every cell in her body aches, screaming out for precious air.

The horror that she’s going to die in this water cage grips her heart.

She wrestles with the slippery handle. Above ground, the door would open easily, but at this depth, the outside pressure’s too great against it.

Luci’s lungs feel like they’re on fire, and her muscles revolt against her commands, drifting into a semi-lethargic state. She is losing this fight.

With the little strength she still possesses, Luci scrambles to position her back against the door. She snatches the handle behind her and pushes off the seat with her tennis shoes to gain leverage to open the door.

Luci rejects that this is how she dies—it can’t be. She pushes her back against the door for a final time.

It is not enough. Her world goes black.


~ Two ~

“There she is,” the man with sparkling blue eyes says. “My name is Daniel.”

Luci struggles to keep her eyelids open. She wants to ask why the small room they’re in is shaking from side to side, but there’s something covering her nose and mouth. She tries to remove it but can’t raise her hand to her face.

“Blue-eyes” must see her panicked expression; he leans in closer. His speaking is over-enunciated. “You were in a car accident and went into the lake . . .  but you’re okay now.”

Equally frightening, Luci discovers that she can’t turn her head to the source of the other voices in the small space, nor can she determine the source of the electronic chirps and beeps.

Daniel “blue-eyes” is smiling at her, but it’s not a true smile. It’s too big to be real. “We performed CPR and stitched up a nasty laceration on your leg. You’re riding in an ambulance now to the hospital. We just want to do a little checkup there to make sure that everything’s good.” The smile expands.

One of the other voices mentions something about blood pressure. Another calls out a dosage of Zosyn.

Luci tries to ask “blue-eyes” about her parents, but she’s too sleepy to form the sounds.

So sleepy . . .  so slee—


~ Three ~

Luci’s throat is as raw as if she has gargled thumbtacks, making breathing painful. Opening her eyes requires surprising effort. She anticipates seeing Daniel “blue-eyes” hovering over her, but instead, an antiseptic white ceiling slowly comes into focus, revealing that she’s no longer in transport. The plastic tube in her nose partially obstructs her view. When she attempts to reach for it to pull it out, she discovers the quilted restraints by her side won’t budge. “Why am I still tied up?”

Claustrophobic panic sets in as she realizes she can’t move her neck or body. Tears stream down her face as she calls out, “Help me . . .  someone please . . .  I can’t move.” The pressure on her bruised ribs makes her instantly regret trying to shout, and she lets out a pitiful moan.

“Ah, good. You’re awake,” a gravel-worn voice responds from an unseen corner of the room. “My name is Ms. Schofield.”

The cervical collar preventing Luci from turning her neck blocks her peripheral view. She runs her tongue over her swollen lip. “What is all this stuff . . .  all these tubes?”

“Hooked up to an I.V. machine—for antibiotics is my guess,” Schofield answers. “You have a pretty serious cut along the length of your leg.”

Luci startles at the unexpected sound of wooden chair legs barking as they’re scraped across the floor toward her. When the chair skids to a stop, Schofield’s leathery face comes into view, the eyes like tiny dark marbles. “Hello, sweetie.”

She disappears for an instant as she bends down and then returns. Looking at a clipboard, she smacks contemplatively. A pointy tongue pushes a piece of hard candy from one side of her mouth to the other and back again. “It says your name is Luci Ann Gaudiano. Is that right?”

“It’s pronounced Loo-chi, not Lucy.”

Schofield makes a note with a Bic pen, mumbling to herself. Her overdone lipstick and makeup scheme makes her look like one of those women during the French revolution she’s studied in history class.

“Why... why am I here? Where are my parents?” Luci has never felt so claustrophobic and vulnerable in all her short life.

The marbles look up from writing. “Standard stuff. They just want to observe you for a bit is all, and, like I said, get antibiotics fighting anything in that lake water you swallowed or that may have gotten into that cut.”

“Where are my parents? I need to be with my family!” Her bruised chest punishes her again for this outburst.

“Doctors are just waiting for the CT scan to come back.” The candy shifts to the opposite cheek. “Shouldn’t be too much longer. You’ve been out of it for a while.”

“I . . .  I want my family,” Luci croaks.

A weird smile forms on Schofield’s face, revealing tiny teeth. They’re not baby teeth, but they’re not quite full grown either. “Oh, my dear Luci, it says there is no outside family. You belong to us now.”

“What do you mean . . .  belong to who?” Luci scoffs in panic, pulling hard against the foam restraints binding her wrists and forearms. “Where’s my mother and father?” She ignores the ache in her chest in order to shout, “I want them!”

“Your parents are dead.”
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~ One ~

May 22, 1863: The Territory of Colorado
3 miles northeast of Oro City
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Security Minister Pol Cavazos wipes at beads of sweat racing down his plump face. He tries to convince himself that everything will be okay once the stagecoach makes it to Denver City. There’s nothing of any importance in this obscure interval juncture, making it the perfect point in the past to hide the device he’s stolen; nothing here but dirt and a noticeable lack of dentistry among everyone that he’s encountered since his arrival thirty-two and a half hours ago.

The dusty ground quakes beneath twenty-four horse hooves as the carriage bumps along. His meaty hand clings to the overhead leather handhold to steady himself. The air is stiflingly hot; it must be over a hundred degrees inside the musky compartment, but he doesn’t dare pull the burlap curtains back inviting in more dust. Not prone to doing his own “field work,” he recounts he was forty-six the last time he took a leap skip to another time interval that was active, over nine years ago. The only redeeming quality of this irksome journey is that it could be the turning point in the struggle against his adversaries, L’inversione. Though uncertain of what he’s snatched from them, he knows it must be important, and he has it now, not those insane anarchists.

Cavazos is the rickety charter’s sole passenger, but he feels more of a prisoner as the Concord coach unmercifully bounces all 443 pounds of him around. Despite this abuse, he pounds the ceiling of the cab with an open palm. He shouts above the noise for the Pinkerton men to go faster. Though the reinsman doesn’t reply directly, there’s a sharp crack of the leather ribbon followed by the whinny of one of the horses outside.

Cavazos glances over at the dark steamer chest opposite him, the sheer weight of it keeping it solidly in place. He wonders about the function of the mechanism inside for the thousandth time, tempted to pop the brass latches open again for another look.

From behind, there’s the sound of rapid galloping out of synch with the team pulling the coach. He swallows hard and removes his pristine cowboy hat, risking a peek out the left side window—bandits! Two riders on the left and a third advancing on the right give the coach a wide berth to avoid being swept up into the wake of its dust plume.

The explosive crack of a rifle from the Pinkerton positioned directly above Cavazos’s head startles him. He’s impressed that the gunman managed to move from the front to atop the coach with all the bouncing around the vehicle is doing. The masked trio is indifferent to the warning shot. The rider on the right thrashes the horse’s reigns and hastens its charge.

Cavazos dives back into the cab, his heart pounding wildly. Another shot erupts from overhead—this one’s not a warning. At least Cavazos is getting what he’s paid for with the two Pinkertons. He gnaws at the knuckle of his index finger. Preparing for the worst, Cavazos yanks the wallet from his jacket pocket and shoves a wad of bills into his boot. An instant later, realizing his folly, he inserts a small portion back into the billfold so the thieves won’t suspect anything’s missing. Hopefully, the coachmen can subdue the bandits, but Cavazos can’t take the chance of being stranded in this era without currency.

A third report of the Pinkerton’s rifle cuts through the chaos. Still bumping around in the coach, Cavazos glances at the steamer chest. How will he explain that its contents can’t possibly have any value to the thieves of this period? He gives into the urge to peek out the window on the right side. The horse and rider close in.

The horseman produces a rod-like object from a side holster longer than a rifle of the period. Cavazos instantly recognizes the familiar sight of a churka blaster. His heart sinks, and he swallows hard as the masked man extends it in his direction. As security minister, Cavazos knows the weapon’s capabilities; he ordered the design specifications himself. He’s paralyzed with fear, unable to retreat into the safety of the cab. His mind races, trying to figure out how they found him here. He’d taken so many precautions.

The rider steadies the churka, aiming it at the rifleman. He fires an uninterrupted blast of concentrated energy. The heated blue glow lasts for a full two seconds before the slain Pinkerton topples from the roof of the coach.

The shooter narrowly misses trampling the dead man with his steed. Cavazos shoves away from the ledge of the window and falls prostrate on the floor of the coach. Judging by the chaotic manner that the coach is weaving, the stage driver knows something bad has happened to his partner. This is confirmed when the driver yells out the name of the slain defender.

The unmistakable aroma of sulfur from another churka blast fills Cavazos’s nostrils. There’s a bump. It lifts and slams the coach back down as wagon wheels tumble over the dead driver. Something’s happening under the carriage. There’s a rumble beneath him like a great sword being unsheathed from a scabbard. The wooden reaches detach and slide away from the rear axles as the stagecoach begins to slow. The stomps and whinnies of the team grow more distant as the horses flee in fear.

Without warning, Cavazos’s world turns sideways as the driverless carrier plows into an embankment. After a brief period of weightlessness, what’s left crashes down on its side.

White spots explode in his vision. Something is wrong with his arm . . .  something bad. He hollers out in pain, certain that the limb is broken. He won’t find a heal kit in this interval. Everything slows, contrasting the relentless pounding of his heart. A shaft of sunlight pours in from overhead as dust motes swim wildly, circling in the beam. Moments before, it was the left window. Now, with the coach on its side and the burlap curtain gone, the opening acts more as a sunroof. The spinning of a squeaking wagon wheel eventually slows to a halt.


~ Two ~

April 09, 2032: Baltimore, Maryland
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Luci Gaudiano’s lecture concluded nearly an hour ago. Even so, there’s still a half dozen or so well-dressed stragglers milling about under the outside awning of the Baltimore theater. They exchange stories and jokes, not recognizing the thirty-something five-foot-three brunette in a grey sweatshirt shuffling by as their evening’s speaker. Luci pauses to remove a Cubs baseball cap from one of her two overstuffed gym bags and secures the hat firmly on her head. The rain dwindles to a trickle as the marque lights reflect in shimmering puddles on the sidewalk.

There’s a limo parked at the curb. A tall, burly man emerges from the front right side of the vehicle. “Dr. Gaudiano?”

She offers a faint nod and shushes the man before the small cluster of people behind her take notice of them. Across the street, a lanky silhouette of a man ducks slowly backward into the shadows of an alley.

The driver reaches for the cumbersome bags, but Luci pulls back, asking, “What happened to the other driver who brought me here from the airport?”

“Uh . . .  mechanical failure. The vehicle was towed away from here while your talk was going on.” He pops the trunk. For the second time, his attempt to help with the bags is refused.

The small but strong woman heaves them into the cavernous trunk with a thud and slams it closed. She wipes the drops of water from the trunk onto her faded jeans and extends a handshake. “I’m Luci. No need for the formal Doctor Gaudiano stuff.”

The husky seven-foot man glances down at her hand as a bewildered expression forms on his doughy white face. “My name is Royse . . .  Royse Timmons.” He adds the obvious, “I’m your driver tonight.” Absently tugging at a small ruby rectangle on his earlobe, he chides, “I thought I was going to have to go in there and find you.”

Luci considers the comment, and while it’s awful customer service bordering on rudeness, she lets it go because as of this moment, she is officially on vacation. She offers a non-threatening shrug. “What’s the rush? The car rental place you’re driving me to is less than twenty minutes from here.”

Royse motions to the side of the limo. “There’s someone who’s eager to meet you.”

The big man pulls the door open, and Luci is shocked to see that another passenger already seated inside. A figure wearing a bright orange rain slicker leans forward into the glow of the overhead dome light. His wrinkled but muscular hand pulls back the hooded cowl, revealing an older man somewhere in his late fifties or sixties. The weathered face, prominent nose, and dark olive skin lead her to guess the man’s nationality is of Middle Eastern descent. “Hello, Dr. Gaudiano. My name is Enos Macer, and I’ve come from a long way to meet with you this evening.” He chuckles slightly. “Yes, farther away than you can possibly imagine.”

Luci instinctively takes a step back, bumping into Royse, who’s already closed the gap behind her. “Dr. Gaudiano, please,” Royse says, gesturing for her to take the seat opposite the older man.

Invitingly patting the seat with his palm, Macer says, “We haven’t much time and must be on our way.”

“Not much time for what?” Luci asks, tensing up at the unexpectedness of the situation.

The smile melts from the old man’s face. “We need your help in saving what’s left of the world.”


~ Three ~

843 BC: Naṣibina, Turkey
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The sound of the teenage girl’s sandals slapping against calloused heels with her every step echoes throughout the spacious chamber. She follows a crooked path formed by stumpy candles, and their tiny flames flicker and dance as she skirts by them. She cautiously moves across the intricate pattern of the mosaic tile so as not to startle the figure staring out the open window at the other end.

The lone silhouette draped in a long, ornate cloak as dark as ink clicks on a handheld translation device. “So . . .  the message from Malom?”

The girl halts some twenty feet or so from the window, purposefully leaving a suitable distance between her and her mysterious employer. The smell of cooked meat rises from the street market three stories below. “Yes, Cyphor,” she answers, pausing to remember the details of the transmission. “The exact words are, ‘He’s taken back the final part of the ESTA, and you should meet him at the interval he put your . . . ’” Her mind goes blank, and she bites her bottom lip trying to remember the name of the odd machine.

Her eyes shift from Gicul’s back to the chamber’s foreign and most audacious fixture. Running half the length of the right-side wall is the twenty-foot-long and four-and-a-half-foot-high tube. A few days ago, Gicul informed her that the sleek, iridescent outer shell was made from a strange material called “plastic,” an otherworldly substance smoother to the touch than sanded wood treated with oil. The front section contains two tilted back-to-back seats reclining at extreme angles.

“Longchair,” Gicul finishes the girl’s statement, finally turning to face her.

“Yes, the longchair,” she says in agreement, turning to look at Gicul’s feet peeking from beneath the floor length garment. “The longchair coordinates.” She struggles to form the unfamiliar word in her mouth.

Gicul doesn’t respond.

After a brief silence, the girl chances a question of her own. “You’ll be leaving then?”

“Yes. The moment you played Malom’s message, notices went out alerting my enemies as to the time period interval that I’m in.” Gicul pauses. “You must never return to this building, and, for your sake, never mention your visits here over the last two weeks to anyone.” Gicul advances to the longchair and runs a hand across the transparent plastic covering that serves as a type of cockpit roof to the seats. “Even when you’re old and have grandbabies bouncing on your knee, you must tell no one of me and that I was here . . .  never. It’s for your own safety and protection.”

“Yes, Cyphor. I will tell no one.”

“Your payment’s in the bag on the entry table by the door.”


~ Four ~

April 09, 2032: Baltimore, Maryland
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“Please, Dr. Gaudiano,” Macer says, urging her to enter the limousine. “We’ll talk on the way to your transport kiosk.”

Luci turns, looking for the small cluster of lecture attendees under the awning, but Royse’s big frame blocks her view. “The car rental place?”

Thunder rumbles across the night sky.

Royse gently nudges her. “It’s about to rain again. You should get inside.”

She warily complies and takes her seat inside. “Mr. Macer, do I know you?”

“By proxy. I’m the sponsor of tonight’s lecture.” As he nods to Royse to close the door, Luci notices the same type of ruby rectangle fixed onto his ear as the driver.  “I arranged for you to be here over two years ago when I was visiting 2030 Luxembourg. Although there wasn’t enough time to travel to this country to find you, I had plenty of time to pay Vincent DuPont a sizable donation to coordinate tonight’s event.”

Luci dismisses the odd statement, avoiding the obvious question of why it taken him two years to make it from Europe to the states. She shifts in her seat, crossing her arms, self-conscious about her appearance. She would have never changed into her casual clothes if she’d known about this rendezvous.

“Dr. Gaudiano, I work for an organization that requires your expertise, and we need you for a special project.”

“What expertise?”

In the dim interior light of the car, Macer’s eyebrows rise like two bushy caterpillars standing up from the table. “Your mathematical gift with codes and patterns, of course. Trust me when I say that we know a lot about you . . .  everything, in fact. Ph.D. from the Department of Mathematics at Stanford, a resident of the city of Chicago, thirty-three years of age, parents died in an automotive accident when you were twelve, and you’re unmarried.”

Tiny hairs on the back of Luci’s neck come to attention as she wonders why a stranger would have this level of detailed information about her.

Royse gets behind the wheel and calls to the back of the limo, “Sir, Shar says we have thirty-four minutes.”

“What’s a Shar?” Luci asks, studying Macer for anything that would tip her off to his involvement as a CIA or FBI agent.

Macer ignores her, choosing instead to reply over his shoulder to Royse, “Well, then, I suggest we make haste, Mr. Timmons.” He turns his attention back to Luci. “I also know that the reason you requested being driven to the car rental kiosk instead of to the airport for a flight home is that you’re not going back to Chicago, at least not for a couple of weeks.”

Luci gnaws at her bottom lip as she wonders why this guy is being so theatrical. “Yeah, so?”

Outlines of buildings and lights zoom by through the window as the vehicle picks up speed. “You’re headed just a little south of a place called Atlantic City to a small, sleepy town, maybe a population of ten thousand or so.”

A knot forms in the pit of her stomach. She presents her best poker face, but everything inside tells her that something’s off about this. She can’t put her finger on it, but Macer doesn’t seem to be FBI or CIA. Figuring he already knows the details, she makes a calculated bluff in hopes of masking the nervousness creeping up her spine. “Yeah, that’s right. It’s my college roommate’s beach house in Ventnor City. How—or better said, why—do you know all of this?” She removes the baseball cap and tries her best to casually massage her scalp, but a tiny bead of sweat forms on her top lip.

He smiles, and laugh lines spring from the corner of his eyes and mouth as the creases on his forehead grow more defined. “It’s my business to know things . . .  for the sake of the project, of course.”

“The project that you still haven’t told me about.” Her heart rate is climbing. She can’t hold it in any longer. “Do you work for the government? Is that what this is?”

In the flash of signal lights, she catches those eyebrows rise again. “Yes, you could say that . . .  but it’s not for the government in the way that you know it.”

This guessing game is annoying. What’s going on here? Luci’s tired and spent; she’s just given a lecture to fifteen hundred people and isn’t in the mood for some unorthodox interview, regardless of who this man represents. “Look, Mr. Macer, I’m getting a little bit freaked out here by all the research that you’ve done on me. I don’t mean to be rude or ungrateful, and I appreciate whatever part you had in hosting tonight’s event, but now isn’t the best time for whatever you’re offering. Don’t get me wrong . . .  kudos to your investigators who found out all that stuff about me, but I’m renting a car and heading to the beach house for some much-needed R & R.”

She doesn’t want to blow this if the potential for real grant money is a possibility, so after a long sigh, she regroups. “I’ll be back in my office Thursday the 22nd. Leave a message or send an email, and I’ll be in touch. Again, I don’t mean to be rude or dismissive here, but it’ just that it’s been an odd month, and I desperately need some time to reset.” Her mind meanders to the unwelcome face of Michael, her fiancé. She mentally corrects herself—recently-made ex-fiancé.

The increased speed of the limo snaps her back to reality. “Hey why is he driving so fast?” she asks, looking out the darkened window. “Where are we going?”

“You’ll see,” Macer says in such a cryptic manner that it makes her queasy.

The noticeable absence of billboards indicates that they’ve detoured off the route to the airport, and something’s definitely wrong here. Luci nervously bites the inside of her cheek as a form of self-punishment. In this day of roadways crammed with self-driving vehicles, she should’ve known someone dispatching a limo service for her was off. “I demand that you tell me where he’s taking us, Mr. Macer.” Every report she’s ever heard of women being abducted flashes in her mind. “What’s going on here?” She swallows hard while pressing the Slim-Phone on her wrist to activate a call to 911.

“I’m afraid your device has been neutralized,” Macer says, casually pointing at her wrist. “We didn’t want any . . .  interruptions.”

An unsettling panic washes over her as she mashes the buttons of the wristband more forcibly.

He’s right—the phone is dead.

Luci’s mind races; her pepper spray is in her backpack in the trunk with no way to get to it. She chastises herself for being so stupid. No matter how tired she was, she should’ve never let her guard down while traveling in another city.

Macer grabs the car’s handhold to brace himself as the speeding vehicle unevenly sways from side to side. “Dr.  Gaudiano, if you’ll just—”

He stops short as Luci wrestles with the door handle.

“Let me out of this car!”

Her heart beats wildly. She’s got to get out of here. She tries to visualize how she’ll drop and roll from the speeding car.

Macer’s voice is calm and even. “We mean you no harm.”

A marble-sized knot forms in her throat. She tries to push it down with a gulp of thick air. “What . . .  what are you going to do to me?” she demands through gritted teeth. She wonders if she could gouge out his eyes with her fingernails but dismisses the idea, having no solid plan beyond that.

“Dr. Gaudiano, I promise that you are in no danger here from Royse and me. I just want to have a brief chat with you. I have a proposition.”

She tries for the handle on the opposite door, but it doesn’t budge either. The opening behind Macer into the driver’s area of the limo is too tiny for even her small frame to squeeze through. She lunges to scratch at his face and eyes if she can get to them. Macer snatches her wrists mid-way as if he’s anticipated the attack. Luci screams in frustration as he squeezes her wrists tightly. His strength surprises her.

“Sir, are you okay back there?” Royse asks, stealing a quick glimpse over his shoulder before shifting his attention back to the road.

Macer stares into her eyes. “Yes, Royse. We’re doing fine.”

It’s unnerving to her that his response is so even and without the slightest bit of effort. He pumps his grip on her as he asks in a soft but deliberate voice, “Are you quite done with all of this?”

She inhales sharply and bites her lip while surrendering a defeated nod. How could she have been so stupid? No one sends a car with a driver in this day and age. The image of the pepper spray in her bag in the trunk flashes across her mind again, but how can she get to it?

Luci massages the circulation back into her wrists as she rattles off a series of random numbers. She mumbles to herself as if invoking a mathematical mantra of sorts.

Macer is stunned to silence, studying her.

She quietly multiplies, subtracts, squares, and divides the figures aloud until enough of the fear is shoved to the back of her brain for her to form an escape plan. She plays along. When they reach their destination, she’ll have more options. She’ll demand her bag, saying she needs it for feminine hygiene reasons. When she gets it, she’ll blast the old man in the face with the spray and kick him in the crotch. When the bigger man moves to help him, she’ll run. She’ll humor this Mr. Macer, whoever he is. She’ll play along and ask questions until the precise moment presents itself to strike. She inhales a deep breath to steady herself.  Attempting to keep her voice from quivering, she says, “So, since I’m obviously stuck in here, let’s discuss your project or offer . . .  or whatever it is.”

Hard rain pummels the roof of the limousine, forcing Macer to speak more loudly. “Dr. Gaudiano, as unbelievable as this may sound, we really do need your help in saving the world. I’m not exaggerating, I assure you.”

An exasperated breath escapes from her lungs. If she’d been drinking something, she would’ve involuntarily spewed it onto Macer’s orange rain gear. “Yeah, right,” she says, the words filled to the brim with sarcasm. “You must be out of your mind. I thought you were speaking metaphorically when you said that before. I had no idea that you were being serious.” So much for playing along, she thinks.

He leans in, and as he does, the plastic of his rain slicker squeaks a little. “I am completely serious.”

The ruby rectangle on his ear catches the light. This invokes the unsettling thought that he and Royse may be members of some cult.

“You have an amazing gift for solving difficult number sequences,” Macer says in an even louder voice to compete with the noise of the car barreling down the highway and the rain relentlessly striking the roof.

“Number sequences, huh? Like a code breaker, Alan Turing-type stuff?”

He shifts on the seat. “Not exactly code breaking, but dealing with sophisticated formulas that I guess could sort of be like codes.”

There’s no pause from Luci. “You got the wrong girl, pal. Breaking codes isn’t what I do.” She reminds herself that this is the opposite of what she should be doing. She needs to play along and act like she’ll do whatever they want.

His eyebrows rise as he rebukes her, “Yes, well . . .  Royse here is not really an automobile driver, but he’s driving, isn’t he?” Before she can respond, he says, “You’re good with patterns—unparalleled to anyone in your field, in fact. That’s what we need. You’re what we need.”

“Yeah, okay . . .  sorry,” Luci responds, trying to appear as sincere as she can. “Please continue.” She contemplates how the hard rain may give her an advantage when it comes time for her to make a break for it. As best as she can determine from the architecture outside, they’re on the outskirts of the city entering the warehouse district.

Macer smiles, and the crow’s feet around his eyes scrunch up. “Dr. Gaudiano . . .  Luci, I need you to pause and suspend the analytical part of that fantastic brain of yours for a minute. What I’m about to relay to you will seem impossible to your rational mind at first, but if you give me a chance, you’ll discover it’s all true, every bit of it. And in a few minutes, I can prove it.”

She crosses her arms, tucking her tightly balled-up fists into her pits. “Em . . .  okay. This code that you want me to crack, what’s it do? Bank vault system, security codes, nuclear warheads, what? And how sophisticated is it?”

Macer grips his chin to stifle a genuine chuckle. “Oh, nothing like that.”

As the vehicle begins to slow, he pinches the rectangle on his ear. “Pardon me a second, please.”

As he speaks and his intonation changes, Luci realizes it’s a communication device. “Shar,” he begins, “how much time do we have left?” He pauses briefly. Luci doesn’t hear a reply but knows there is one by Macer’s nodding head in response. “I agree, we’re striving for an amiable solution. That’s desired, but contingencies ought to be in place should the situation call for it.”

Her stomach clenches as she catches him shift his eyes from her as he utters the word “contingencies.” Exploiting the break in eye contact, she tries her wrist phone again, but it’s still dead.

He looks back in her direction. “And Shar, I’d like you to get the validation item after all.” Macer massages his forehead with the tips of his fingers. “And keep a tight clock. We don’t want to be trapped here for the next few weeks.”

When he disengages the conversation, Luci asks, “What’s a validation item, and what did you mean about getting trapped?”

He holds a hand up. “Just a precaution, a little bonus, if you will. But we’ll get to that.” He looks over his shoulder through the opening to Royse. “I’d like a moment before we go in, okay?”

Royse doesn’t look back. “I’ll just pull up near the main entrance of the warehouse. We should arrive there in about two and a half minutes.”

“That’ll be adequate.”

He shifts his gaze back to Luci. “There’s no easy way to begin what I’m about to tell you, so I’ll just dive in.”

Her stomach clenches as the sky rumbles again.

Macer interlocks his fingers and begins. “DPM—drift pattern mathematics. The papers won’t publish until 2041, and the first use of DPM isn’t deployed until twenty-two years after that in 2063.”

“I’ve never heard of drift pattern mathematics,” Luci says, studying Macer’s face to determine if he’s a liar or just plain insane.

“Yes, I know,” Macer says, nodding. “No one knows of it . . .  yet.”

“What does it do? What’s the theorem?” Something inside her perks up. She attempts to suppress this obscene thrill, but at the same time, she’s famished to know something new, even if it’s a theory from a suspicious source.

“I’ll get to that in a moment. Imagine if, halfway through the twenty-first century, a breakthrough technology was developed that harnesses DPM. Hundreds of self-regulating machines deployed into the stratosphere, what you would regard today as weather satellites. These systems are able to skip or leap forward in time up to seventy-two hours and transmit back precipitation events.” He pauses allowing the words to sink in.

Luci grips the ball cap in her lap as she processes the concept of something jumping forward in time by seventy-two hours.

Macer continues, “Consider if, at first, it was used for luxury purposes. Imagine if you planned an outdoor activity like the one with the sticks and the holes in the dirt . . .  uh . . .”

Her head is still swimming from the previous statement about the seventy-two hours thing, but she manages an answer. “Golf. You mean golf?”

He snaps his fingers. “Yes, that’s it, the golf. If one knew the exact time the rain would begin and end, you would plan your respite around it. Within a few years of the release of this technology, foretelling meteorological occurrences goes mainstream. People subscribe to services—”

Mesmerized by the concept, Luci butts in, “The ability to know future weather would change some many industries: agriculture, airlines, resorts . . .”

Macer smiles. “The science at the time was still in its infancy, but it didn’t remain confined to weather reports for very long. Where we come from, people moving through intervals are common weekly and sometimes daily occurrences.”

“Time travelers?” Luci blurts out as her rational mind slams on the brakes.

He nods. “Yes. We call them sitters because of the transport compartment, but time travelers. Anyway, crews of men and women from your future routinely leap skip into the past and back to your future.”

“Seriously? You’re talking about traveling through time?” She scoffs, glancing at the back of Royse’s head, trying to determine if he’s laughing in the front.

Macer continues as deadpan as can be, “That is precisely what I’m talking about. DPM. Drift pattern mathematics is the foundational theorem that time travel is built on.”

A burst of genuine laughter overtakes her, and it takes a moment to recover. “Oh, you guys are good,” she says, barely able to breathe. Some of the tension drains from her body as she scans the interior of the limo. “Is this being filmed? Is this for SYFY.net or some TruTV streaming channel?”

Macer doesn’t break from character. Luci is impressed by his commitment to the gag. She leans over and gives him a playful punch on the arm, but his stoic expression doesn’t waiver.

“Sir,” Royse says as the car slows to a stop, “we’re here. Shar reports that we have about twenty-five minutes.”

“What happens in twenty-five minutes?” Luci asks, returning the ball cap snuggly to her head. “What’s inside that warehouse, a surprise party or something? Is Tim behind all of this?”

“The four of us—me, you, Royse, and Shar—have to be out of here,” Macer says, ignoring the second question. “We must return to our time in your future.”

“So you’re from the future? What year?” That they’re continuing the farce mildly irritates Luci. When Macer hesitates to answer, she says, “Hey, you can give up the make-believe, alright? If you’re not going to take me to a car rental, fix my phone so I may call an auto-drive cab to there. It’s been a long night, and I have a three-hour ride before me.”

A disturbing thought pops into her brain. What if her notion that this is all a gag is her mind constructing a self-coping mechanism? She’s intelligent enough to know she’s capable of such a thing, because if all of this was real, it’d be too much to bear.

Macer sighs. “I realize that all of this is probably overwhelming, but as someone who’s a pioneer in the field of mathematics, there’s something you should know. Einstein got it wrong, at least in part.”

“Come on, the jig is up,” Luci says, trying to ignore the queasiness returning to her stomach. “It’s over. I’m on to the prank or whatever this is.”

Macer persists. “Unlike the fictional stories of H.G. Wells and his contemporaries regarding leap skips—or time travel, if you will—there are limitations to where and when one may go. The universe has seemingly randomly pre-determined points in time one may travel to. We call these intervals.” He rubs at his forehead again. “Think of an elevator shaft in one of your high-rise twenty-story buildings. The elevator rider can exit at any of the twenty stops, but they can only get off at those openings. He or she wouldn’t physically be able to leave the compartment halfway between floors. The exit options are pre-determined before the rider ever steps into the box. Now imagine a building that extends forever in both directions. That’s what a leap skip is like, extending forever into the past and future.”

Though she knows it’s preposterous, the concept of time travel limitations is intriguing. “So, one couldn’t go back in time to see Lincoln deliver the Gettysburg Address or the Titanic leave port or stop Hitler’s rise to power?”

“Precisely—unless, of course, there’s already a skip point juncture there.” Before she can ask, he informs her, “And there’s not.”

Her brow furrows as she processes the data. “And the warehouse here is one of these random skip hole things or something?”

“We use the term interval juncture, but yes, it’s an opening for a very brief period of time. This one was only open for 134 minutes and will close in—”

“In approximately twenty-three minutes,” Royse interjects from the front.

Macer closes his eyes to rub them. “I funded the lecture so we’d know exactly where and when to find you and have time enough to return here. We’ve gone to tremendous lengths to bring you back with us.”

“So the countdown is how long we have left before, what, it seals up for good?”

“Yes, that’s right. There’s another one that will open in a couple of weeks, but it’s halfway around the world from where we are now,” Macer says. “I’d prefer that you come willingly, but—”

Luci cuts him off. “Willingly? You can’t expect that. You kidnaped me!” She adds the qualifier, “Again, provided that any of this is real.”

“Oh, this is real—as real as it gets, I assure you.” The annoyance at continually being cut off shows on Macer’s face. “And kidnapping would imply that there’s a ransom. There’s not. I want to appeal to your humanity, Dr. Gaudiano. The fate of millions depends on your coming back to help us. Remember how I described a time corridor? What I didn’t tell you is that it’s being destroyed. To use the elevator analogy again, there are ‘floors’ that we used to be able to get off on that are gone to us now—obliterated as if they never existed.”

Luci ponders the data she has so far and moves to debunk it. She must debunk it and prove to herself this isn’t real. The gatekeeper of logic within her demands that it’s impossible. Her question comes out slowly. “So, if what you say is true—and that’s a big if—what do you need me for?  I don’t get it. This drift pattern thing is already published in your future time. I mean, it’s out there for everyone, right? So for me, in my time, at this very moment I . . .  we can go to the library and look up Johannes Kepler’s laws of planetary motion. I don’t have to go visit him in his time interval or whatever you call it.” She lifts the wrist with the computer band on it. “Even, better, I can Google it right here. You have the internet in the future, right?”

Macer’s answer comes out as an obligatory mumble, “Yes, we have a knowledge repository similar to the ARPANET of this interval.”

“Then why don’t you look it up and have your future computers bang out the math and be done with it?” With a sarcastic smugness, she adds, “Royse didn’t need to consult with Henry Ford to drive us here tonight. Why do you need a mathematician from your so-called past to solve the broken time doors thing for you if you already have the equations somewhere?”

His expression sours. “It’s a little more complicated than that. Something’s wrong and what we have isn’t enough anymore. The math we have rounds the numbers up or down. That’s the way the formula was constructed. And while it’s worked up until now, something’s changed and the exact non-rounded numbers are required.”

This revelation excites her because it’s something that’s relatable to her field. “You’re talking about Goldbach’s Conjecture!”

“I don’t know what that is,” Macer admits, “but you should come with us to see if you’re right. We’ll bring you back once you’re done. We must bring you back for this to work.”

She goes on to explain as if she’s sixteen again and answering a question in the Caribou Mathematics Contest. “Eighteenth-century Christian Goldbach. The issue is that the result of rounding the following value up to the next integer cannot be determined: 10−n, where n is the first even number greater than 4, which is not the sum of two primes, or 0 if there is no such number, right?”

“I honestly have no idea what that means, but the fundamentals of DPM in layman’s terms is like if you lean against a lamppost on the corner of Main Street on a Tuesday morning at 8:00 AM and then return there twenty-four hours later, you’re not in the same spot in the universe. Though you may be at the same geographical spot on the Earth and the lamppost is relatively the same, the planet is in a different spot than it was 80,000 seconds ago.”

“Eighty-six thousand four hundred,” Luci offers.

“What?”

“It would be Eighty-six thousand four hundred seconds in a twenty-four-hour period,” she answers.

Macer continues with an acknowledging nod, “Right. So anyway, the Earth is rotating, moving around the sun, but the sun and its planets are also spiraling through the galaxy, and galaxies spin around the universe. Everything is in a constant state of flux, hurtling through space. One also has to consider continental drift. Due to the shift of the tectonic plates, the landmasses are in a constant state of flux too, and they’re not moving at the same rate of speed. It may not seem like much, but what was formerly Europe was in a different place two hundred years ago from where it was eight hundred years ago. All of these are factors in the drift pattern.”

Luci rubs the nape of her neck. “So it’s a way to pinpoint the precise location of the lamppost on Main Street today and where it was a month ago and where it will be hurling through space a decade from now.”

“That’s only one aspect of it, but there’s a lot more to it.” He pauses before adding, “But fundamentally, that’s one of the major parts of it that we need you to solve. Until recently, the numbers could be rounded up or down within a hundred thousandth of a second, but not anymore. The metaphorical corner where the street lamp was has been obliterated.”

“Destroyed by who and why?” Luci asks.

He thinks on this, finally offering more of a proverb than an actual answer. “War finds every generation. Only the tools of our destruction change.”

He utters the words with such contempt that they hang on the air like frost.

Finally, Luci says, “What you propose sounds nearly impossible. Even if the drift pattern was real, what makes you believe that I can crack something like that anyway?”

There’s a pause as something odd happens. The older man turns to Royse before answering as if to gain confirmation from the subordinate. Royse gives a slight shrug, and Macer looks back to Luci. “Again, this is very real, and I know that you can do it and will do it because you wrote the drift pattern a long time ago . . .  or better said, you will develop it in your future nine years from now.”

Unexpectedly, he grabs the door handle and shoves it open. He looks back in at her as he pulls the hood of the raincoat over his head. “Come on. I wish to show you something.”


~ Five ~

May 22, 1863: The Territory of Colorado
1 mile northeast of Oro City
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Cavazos contemplates playing dead and staying in the busted stagecoach, but then he remembers who and what he represents to the city. His blood boils at the audacity of these sanctimonious anarchists. The haze of dust inside the cab makes his eyes water as he tries to right himself in the sideways carriage. The effort results in blinding pain. After a few seconds, he winces, grits his teeth, and makes another attempt. Part resolve to punish the culprits and part sickening curiosity forces Cavazos to extend his head through the window, now positioned above him. He nurses the injured arm against his chest, keeping it as immobile as possible.

“Good afternoon, Councilman,” a masculine voice behind him calls out, mocking his predicament. “Now, you wouldn’t have any weapons in there, would you?”

More out of spite than courage, he turns to face the trio on horseback. “Who do you think you are? I’ll have every one of you—”

“Just answer the question, sir. Do you have any weapons with you in there?” The tone is less friendly.

Cavazos steals a glance down inside the coach at the steamer trunk. As far as he knows, it’s not a weapon. If the riders are only after him, he can abandon it and return later after this is sorted out. “No weapons . . .  I have no weapons in here.”

“Are you the only one in there? No cybos?”

Cavazos grits his teeth and thinks that if he’d been traveling with his cybo guards, these criminals would already be cooked from the inside out. “No, I’m alone in here. It’s just me.”

The trio’s horses shift in place, the effect of unspent adrenaline. Still, the riders hold them in a tight formation. The female culprit of the three says something to the others but too softly for Cavazos to make out. He looks her over; she’s too stocky for his tastes. He consoles himself that the flat-faced woman is probably a lesbian anyway. Streams of sweat trickle down his face, but he doesn’t dare wipe it for fear that any movement may be mistaken for aggression, and each rider has a churka at their side.

After a tense silence, he calls out, “Hey, I’m hurt over here! I’m pretty sure my arm is broken.” He scans their faces but can’t get a read on what’s happening, and that’s alarming. “Did you bring a heal kit to this interval with you?” He hates to sound weak, especially in front of this trio of twisted nihilists, but the pain in his arm is intense, and pride is a luxury he’s willing to suspend to end it.

The slender man in his mid-forties looks to the butch woman. She gestures to the ground, and she and the larger man dismount. As they soothe their horses, the man remaining on horseback says, “I’m Noah Beaumont, and these two are my colleagues from Relicus City.” The woman takes calculated steps toward the stagecoach, fixing her churka on Cavazos. The big man and youngest of the three holsters his in a side catch of his animal leathers and approaches the coach more casually.

Beaumont points at him. “Jonn here is going to help you down, so don’t try anything.”

Cavazos acknowledges with a nod of the head. “Do you have a heal kit or not? I’ll be more lenient on whichever the three of you gives me a kit.” The offer invokes a shared chuckle from the trio, a sound that makes his stomach tighten into a knot. He blurts out, “What do you want?”

The question goes unanswered as Jonn scales the busted coach reaching for him. The woman continues moving like a predator, searching for an optimum angle with her churka. Jonn grabs Cavazos roughly by the shoulder, sending more white dots of pain across his vision. He gasps but refuses to give him the satisfaction of crying out. He grunts in a voice that only the man can hear, “Young man . . .  Jonn, if you get me out of this, I’ll see to it that you’re rewarded. Fry these other two for me, and you’ll never have to work another day in your life.”

Jonn spins Cavazos around to face him. With a smug smile, he points at the severed lobe of his right ear. “I’m sorry, but I don’t think so, sir.”

The absence of a one-inch ruby stud piercing tightens the knot in Cavazos’s stomach. “Where’s . . .  what did you do with your Viatorio?” he stammers.

Jonn ignores the question. “Let’s get you down before the boss gets here.”

“Huh, before . . .  who’s coming? Is it Cyphor Gicul, is he here?”

Without answering, Jonn deadlifts him up and out of the stagecoach opening. More pain shoots through Cavazos’s body as he slumps to a sitting position against the upturned coach. He shouts to Beaumont, who is still on horseback, “Do you work for him . . .  for Cyphor Gicul?”

Beaumont looks over at the woman, who appears to be the group’s de facto leader, for a second time, then tucks his churka into the side catch holster with nonchalance and nudges his horse to advance. The animal slowly trots up to where Cavazos sits, and Beaumont guides it in a pacing motion before his captive. The unique equine scent of the beast distracts Cavazos as he reflects on a time in the future when animals like this won’t exist.

Jarring him back to reality, Beaumont says, “You know, my late father worked under you many years ago when you headed up the Ministry of Information.” He clicks his tongue. “But that . . .  that was a long time ago.”

The mention of his position of importance emboldens him. Looking
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