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THE IMPOSSIBLE COMPANY

London, March 2048

Margaret Whitmore had passed the building three times before she finally went inside.

The first time had been in a taxi.

She had looked through the rain-streaked window, seen the dark glass façade and the discreet silver letters above the entrance, and told the driver to keep going.

The second time she had come alone.

She had stood across the street for almost five minutes, watching people enter through the revolving doors.

A woman carrying a briefcase.

An elderly couple holding hands.

Two men in expensive suits.

A delivery robot.

All of them disappeared beneath the same sign.

CHRONOS INTERVIEW GROUP

And beneath it, in smaller letters:

CONVERSATIONS WITH THE PAST

Margaret had gone home without crossing the street.

Today was the third time.

She was sixty-eight years old. She had survived two divorces, the collapse of one family company, three major surgeries, and enough funerals to know that hesitation rarely improved anything.

So she crossed the street.

The entrance recognized her appointment before she reached the doors.

“Good afternoon, Mrs. Whitmore.”

Margaret stopped.

The voice had come from somewhere above her.

A narrow line of light appeared around the doorframe.

“Your appointment is confirmed. Please proceed.”

The glass doors opened.

Margaret stepped inside.

The lobby was not what she had expected.

That irritated her immediately.

A company capable of sending people into the past should, she felt, have looked extraordinary.

Instead, Chronos Interview Group resembled the headquarters of an expensive bank.

Stone floor.

Pale walls.

Quiet lighting.

No exposed machinery.

No glowing rings.

No clocks spinning backward.

No dramatic display of impossible technology.

A few people sat in low chairs near the windows. A man in his seventies stared at his hands. A younger woman was speaking quietly to someone beside her.

Nobody looked excited.

Margaret had expected excitement.

Then she understood.

People did not come here to meet Napoleon.

Not most of them.

They came because someone was dead.

At the center of the reception area stood a long white desk.

Behind it sat a woman Margaret recognized from the company's introductory material.

Sophie Grant.

Beside her stood a man in a dark suit.

At least, Margaret assumed it was a man for several seconds.

Then he turned toward her with a movement that was slightly too precise.

“Good afternoon, Margaret Whitmore.”

His face was pleasant without being memorable. Dark hair. Calm eyes. Approximately thirty-five years old in appearance.

A small silver marking near his right collar read:

C-8

Margaret approached the desk.

“You're the robot.”

“Yes.”

No hesitation.

Sophie looked up from her screen.

“Charlie, perhaps give Mrs. Whitmore a slightly warmer welcome.”

The robot turned his head toward Sophie.

“My welcome was accurate.”

“It was.”

“Then I do not understand the problem.”

“That is why we call you Charlie.”

Margaret almost smiled.

The robot looked back at her.

“My official designation is C-8 Administrative Assistance Unit. Most employees call me Charlie.”

“I gathered that.”

“May I confirm your identity?”

Margaret placed her handbag on the desk.

“You already knew who I was outside.”

“Yes. Exterior recognition provides preliminary identification. CIG policy requires secondary confirmation before access to client areas.”

A pale rectangle appeared on the surface of the desk.

“Please place your right hand here.”

Margaret did.

Light passed beneath her palm.

“Thank you.”

Another line appeared.

“Please look toward me.”

She looked at him.

For less than a second, something moved inside Charlie's left eye.

“Identity confirmed. Margaret Anne Whitmore. Appointment at fourteen hundred hours. Initial consultation. Historical interview request.”

Margaret removed her hand.

“You make it sound like a dentist appointment.”

Sophie laughed quietly.

Charlie considered the statement.

“Dental appointments do not normally require temporal authorization.”

“No,” Margaret said. “I suppose they don't.”

Charlie extended one hand toward a corridor beyond the reception area.

“Before your consultation, I am required to confirm the purpose of your visit.”

Margaret looked at him.

She had answered the question online.

She had answered it during the preliminary call.

She had answered it on three different legal forms.

Still, something about standing inside the building made the question different.

Charlie asked it exactly as the advertisement had promised.

“Whom would you like to speak with?”

Margaret felt her fingers tighten around the handle of her handbag.

For a moment she saw a small kitchen that no longer existed.

Yellow curtains.

A silver sugar bowl.

A newspaper folded beside a cup of tea.

A man's hands opening a box of chocolates while pretending he had forgotten who they were for.

She was eight again.

“My grandfather.”

Charlie did not react.

Of course he did not.

“Full name?”

“Arthur James Whitmore.”

“Relationship confirmed through submitted records.”

Sophie rose.

“Mrs. Whitmore, Mr. Vale will see you personally.”

Margaret looked at her.

“The founder?”

“Yes.”

“Does he meet every client?”

“No.”

That was all Sophie said.

It was enough to make Margaret uneasy.

Charlie turned.

“Please follow me.”

He led her through a security gate that seemed to contain no visible scanner at all.

Margaret walked behind him.

There were no windows in the corridor.

Doors appeared at regular intervals, each marked only with a number.

She passed one that opened as they approached.

A man came out with red eyes.

He was perhaps fifty.

Behind him walked a CIG employee carrying nothing.

The man stopped when he noticed Margaret.

For one strange second, they looked at each other.

There was something in his expression that Margaret understood immediately.

He had received an answer.

She could not tell whether it had helped.

The door closed behind him.

Margaret continued walking.

“Do people often cry here?” she asked.

Charlie answered without turning around.

“Yes.”

“How often?”

“Would you like the monthly average?”

“No.”

“Then the answer is yes.”

Margaret almost smiled again.

Charlie stopped at the end of the corridor.

A door opened.

“Mr. Vale is waiting.”

Margaret stepped inside.

The office was surprisingly small.

No huge desk.

No city panorama.

No display of awards.

One wall held shelves filled with actual printed books.

Another contained a large, dark screen.

At the center of the room stood a round table with four chairs.

Richard Vale was standing beside it.

He looked younger than Margaret had expected.

Thirty-eight, according to every public profile she had read.

Dark hair. Grey suit. No tie.

He had the appearance of a man who had discovered early in life that formality was useful only when other people required it.

“Mrs. Whitmore.”

He walked toward her and offered his hand.

“Richard Vale.”

“I know who you are.”

“I assumed you might.”

His handshake was ordinary.

That surprised her too.

Everything here was ordinary.

That was perhaps the strangest thing about the place.

Vale gestured toward a chair.

“Please.”

Margaret sat.

Charlie remained near the door.

“Would you like tea, coffee, water?” Richard asked.

“Tea.”

Charlie spoke.

“Black tea, Earl Grey, Darjeeling, Assam, Ceylon, Keemun, English Breakfast, Lapsang Souchong—”

“English Breakfast.”

“With milk?”

“Yes.”

“Sugar?”

“No.”

Charlie turned and left.

Margaret watched the door close behind him.

“You sell conversations with dead people,” she said. “And you have a robot serving tea.”

Vale sat opposite her.

“Charlie would object to that description.”

“Of the tea?”

“Of his job.”

That finally made her smile.

Only briefly.

Then she looked at Richard Vale more carefully.

“You've read my application.”

“I have.”

“And the preliminary report?”

“Yes.”

“So you already know why I'm here.”

“I know what you wrote.”

“Is there a difference?”

“There usually is.”

Margaret leaned back.

Vale did not touch the screen beside him.

He had no notes in front of him.

“Your company advertises itself rather aggressively,” she said.

“We hardly advertise at all.”

“You have a building in central London with Conversations with the Past written over the door.”

“It saves explanations.”

“You don't think that's advertising?”

“I think that's a description.”

Margaret studied him.

Richard Vale had built Chronos Interview Group six years earlier.

Before that, according to what she had found, he had been involved in technology companies, private research investments, and two ventures that had collapsed before anyone understood what they were supposed to do.

Then CIG appeared.

And within months the world changed.

Not visibly.

There were still elections and traffic jams and bad television.

People still died.

But death had developed a loophole.

Not resurrection.

Not immortality.

A conversation.

Ten minutes.

Twenty minutes.

Sometimes less.

Enough to ask a question.

Enough to ruin a family.

Enough to solve a murder.

Enough to discover that someone you had loved had lied to you for thirty years.

Governments had spent years trying to regulate the technology.

Religious groups had protested it.

Universities had demanded access.

Intelligence services had wanted control.

Billionaires had wanted exclusivity.

Richard Vale had somehow survived all of them.

Now he sat across from Margaret as if they were discussing insurance.

“Does it work?” she asked.

Vale's expression did not change.

“You came here knowing that it works.”

“I came here knowing people say it works.”

“Those are different things.”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

Margaret frowned.

“Good?”

“You should be skeptical.”

“Of your own company?”

“Especially of my company.”

Charlie returned carrying a tray.

He placed a cup in front of Margaret.

The tea smelled normal.

Margaret stared at it.

Vale noticed.

“It isn't from the past.”

“I wasn't going to ask.”

“You were thinking about it.”

“I was.”

Charlie looked toward Richard.

“Would Mr. Vale like coffee?”

“No, thank you.”

“You have consumed three coffees since nine fourteen this morning.”

“I know.”

“Your stated daily target is two.”

“Charlie.”

“Yes?”

“Leave.”

“Understood.”

Charlie departed.

Margaret watched him go.

“Does he always do that?”

“Only when he's being helpful.”

“That sounds unbearable.”

“It is.”

Vale folded his hands on the table.

Then his manner changed.

Only slightly.

But the conversation suddenly felt like a business meeting.

“Mrs. Whitmore, before we discuss a mission, I want to make something clear.”

Margaret waited.

“We can place an interview team at an approved historical coordinate. We can locate a specific individual if our historical department can establish their position with sufficient confidence. We can speak to them. We can ask questions.”

“You make it sound simple.”

“It isn't. But those are the parts we can control.”

“And the parts you can't?”

“The person.”

Margaret said nothing.

Vale continued.

“Your grandfather may refuse to speak to us.”

“He won't.”

“You don't know that.”

“He was a businessman. He talked to strangers every day.”

“In 1988 he was under considerable pressure.”

“You've already investigated him?”

“Enough to determine whether your request is feasible.”

Margaret's hand stopped halfway to her cup.

Vale had been careful with his words.

“Feasible,” she repeated.

“Yes.”

“So you can find him.”

“We believe so.”

“And you can speak to him.”

“Most likely.”

Margaret looked down at the tea.

For sixty years Arthur Whitmore had been dead to her in more than one sense.

First the family removed him.

Then time did.

Now this man was telling her that somewhere inside a machine downstairs—or upstairs, or beneath London, or wherever CIG kept its impossible technology—there existed a route back to a day when Arthur was still alive.

She could see him again.

Not a recording.

Not a simulation.

Arthur.

She hated how much that frightened her.

“What happens if he lies?”

Vale's answer came immediately.

“Then he lies.”

“You can't determine that?”

“We can analyze his answers. Our interviewer can challenge inconsistencies. Our historians can compare statements with records. Our linguistic specialists can examine terminology and context.”

“But you can't guarantee the truth.”

“No.”

Margaret looked at him.

“That seems like a serious limitation.”

“It is the most important one.”

He leaned slightly forward.

“We sell access to the past, Mrs. Whitmore. We do not sell certainty.”

The room became quiet.

Outside, Margaret could hear nothing.

Not traffic.

Not footsteps.

The building had swallowed the city.

She opened her handbag.

Richard watched as she removed a thin transparent archival sleeve.

Inside was a sheet of yellowed paper.

Not a reproduction.

The original.

Vale did not touch it.

Margaret placed it on the table between them.

Arthur's handwriting covered only the top third of the page.

The ink had faded.

The rest of the letter was gone.

Vale read the first line.

Margaret had read it so often that she could see the words with her eyes closed.

Margaret, if you ever find this, there is something I should have told you.

Then several lines.

And finally:

I stole nothing.

Vale looked up.

“My grandfather wrote that after the money disappeared.”

“How certain are you?”

“The handwriting was authenticated.”

“That wasn't my question.”

Margaret stared at him.

Vale continued.

“How certain are you that he wrote it after the money disappeared?”

For the first time since entering the building, Margaret did not have an answer ready.

“The paper was found with documents from that period.”

“That establishes where it was stored. Not when it was written.”

“You think it's fake?”

“I think assumptions are expensive here.”

Margaret disliked him a little.

That was probably intentional.

“My grandfather was accused of stealing an enormous amount of money from his own company,” she said.

“I know.”

“Every document pointed to him.”

“Yes.”

“He never publicly denied moving the money.”

“I know.”

“My father called him a thief until the day he died.”

Vale waited.

“And now,” Margaret said, touching the plastic sleeve, “I find this.”

I stole nothing.

Richard looked at the line again.

“What do you want me to ask him?”

Margaret had spent weeks preparing for this meeting.

She had made lists.

Dates.

Amounts.

Bank accounts.

Names of directors.

Names of lawyers.

She had written twenty-seven questions.

Then reduced them to seventeen.

Then twelve.

Now none of them seemed important.

“I want to know why.”

Vale nodded once.

“Why the money disappeared?”

“Why he did it.”

“You've already decided that he did.”

“The records say he did.”

“And the letter says he didn't.”

“The letter says he didn't steal it.”

Richard's eyes remained on her.

Margaret realized what she had just said.

Not take.

Not move.

Steal.

A distinction.

Perhaps meaningless.

Perhaps not.

Vale reached toward the table and activated the dark screen.

A simple form appeared.

PROPOSED INTERVIEW SUBJECT

ARTHUR JAMES WHITMORE

Below it was an empty field.

TEMPORAL TARGET

Richard looked at Margaret.

There was no smile now.

No salesman's warmth.

No attempt to impress her.

Only the question that had brought her here.

“When?”

Margaret could hear her own heartbeat.

She thought about Arthur's kitchen.

Chocolate on Sundays.

His old brown coat.

The smell of tobacco that her mother hated.

The last time she had seen him.

She had been eight years old.

He had crouched beside her because adults always looked impossibly tall when you were eight.

Someday you'll understand.

She had waited sixty years.

Margaret looked at Richard Vale.

“1988.”

The date appeared on the screen.

For several seconds neither of them spoke.

Then Richard said:

“All right.”

And for the first time since Margaret had entered the impossible company, she understood that this might actually happen.
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THE MISSING MONEY

Richard Vale left the photograph of Arthur Whitmore on the screen.

It had been taken in 1987, less than a year before the scandal.

Arthur stood outside the headquarters of Whitmore Industries beside three other directors. He was wearing a dark overcoat and holding a folded newspaper beneath one arm.

Margaret had seen the photograph many times.

Her father had kept a copy.

Not because Arthur was in it.

Because it represented the company before everything went wrong.

Richard enlarged Arthur's face.

“Sixty-three years old in 1988,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Chairman of Whitmore Industries.”

“Yes.”

“Largest individual shareholder?”

“At the time.”

“And according to the official investigation, personally responsible for transferring the money.”

Margaret looked at the photograph.

“According to everyone.”

Richard turned away from the screen.

“I'd rather hear it from you.”

“You have the records.”

“I do.”

“Then you know what happened.”

“I know what the records say happened.”

Margaret recognized the distinction.

Richard Vale seemed fond of distinctions.

Perhaps a company dealing with the past had to be.

She folded her hands in her lap.

“Whitmore Industries wasn't always the company people remember now.”

“What do they remember?”

“A British manufacturing empire.”

“That seems accurate.”

“Eventually.”

Margaret looked toward the screen.

“At its height, we had factories in Britain, Germany, Canada, Australia. Industrial machinery, electrical systems, components for aviation, transport equipment. If something moved, generated power or needed to survive being dropped from a height, there was a reasonable chance we manufactured part of it.”

Richard smiled faintly.

“You say we.”

Margaret noticed it too.

She had not been involved with Whitmore Industries in decades.

Yet the word remained.

“Family habits,” she said.

Richard did not challenge her.

“In 1988,” Margaret continued, “the company was expanding aggressively. My father thought we were going to become one of the largest industrial groups in Europe.”

“Your father was?”

“Edward Whitmore. Arthur's eldest son.”

Richard touched the table.

Edward's photograph appeared beside Arthur's.

Margaret's father had been thirty-eight at the time.

Young.

Confident.

Severe even in photographs.

“Edward was already on the board,” Richard said.

“He wanted the company.”

“And Arthur wouldn't step aside?”

“Not yet.”

Richard looked at her.

“Was there tension between them?”

“There was always tension between them.”

“How serious?”

Margaret thought about it.

“Serious enough that they argued. Not serious enough that anyone expected what happened.”

Richard changed the display.

A timeline appeared.

OCTOBER 1988

Several dates were marked.

“Walk me through it.”

Margaret took a breath.

“On the third of October, Whitmore Industries completed the sale of a subsidiary in Belgium.”

Richard nodded.

“Whitmore Industrial Systems Belgium.”

“Yes. The sale created a large cash reserve.”

“How much?”

“Just under forty-two million pounds.”

“In 1988 money.”

“Yes.”

The figure appeared on the screen.

Below it, the system produced a second estimate.

2048 purchasing-value estimate: approximately USD 180,000,000

Margaret stared at the number.

Numbers changed when decades passed.

They became larger.

Cleaner.

More abstract.

But in 1988 forty-two million pounds had been enough to fracture a family.

“The board intended to use most of it for an acquisition,” she said. “A German engineering company. The final agreement was supposed to be approved near the end of the month.”

“But the money was gone before then.”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“Not all at once.”

Richard looked interested.

Margaret continued.

“That was one of the strange parts. There wasn't one transfer. There were several.”

“How many?”

“Seven.”

The number appeared.

“Over what period?”

“Nine days.”

“Beginning?”

“October seventh.”

“And ending?”

“The fifteenth.”

Richard studied the timeline.

“Two days before the date we're considering for the interview.”

“Yes.”

“Where did the money go?”

“That was the problem.”

Margaret leaned toward the table.

“The first transfers went through accounts that looked legitimate. Legal entities. Holding companies. Investment structures. Nothing immediately suspicious.”

“And after that?”

“The trail became more complicated.”

“Offshore accounts?”

“Some.”

“Switzerland?”

“Yes.”

“Liechtenstein?”

“Yes.”

“Luxembourg?”

“One.”

“And eventually?”

“Nowhere.”

Richard looked up.

“Money does not go nowhere.”

“It did in 1988.”

“No. Investigators lost it.”

Margaret frowned.

“That sounds like the same thing.”

“It isn't.”

Another distinction.

Richard enlarged the timeline.

“Who authorized the transfers?”

“My grandfather.”

“All seven?”

“Yes.”

“Personally?”

“The authorization codes were his.”

“Signatures?”

“Two required physical signatures. Both were his.”

“Witnesses?”

“On one of them.”

“Who?”

“Thomas Reed. Arthur's personal solicitor.”

Richard's eyes remained on the screen for an extra moment.

Margaret noticed.

“You know the name.”

“I've read the preliminary file.”

“Reed defended him.”

“Did he?”

“He tried.”

“That isn't necessarily the same thing.”

Margaret gave him a tired look.

“You do enjoy making simple statements complicated.”

“Simple statements cause most bad investigations.”

He touched the display again.

A scanned bank authorization appeared.

Margaret recognized Arthur's signature immediately.

A strong sloping A.

The long line through the W.

Her grandfather had signed birthday cards in the same handwriting.

For a moment she remembered opening one.

To Margaret, who has already eaten the chocolates she promised to save until Sunday.

She had been seven.

She had been furious that he knew.

Then delighted when he produced another box from behind his back.

Richard's voice brought her back.

“Did Arthur ever claim the signatures were forged?”

“No.”

“The codes stolen?”

“No.”

“His access compromised?”

“No.”

“He acknowledged authorizing the transactions.”

“Yes.”

“Privately or publicly?”

“Both, eventually.”

Richard sat back.

“So the question was never whether Arthur moved the money.”

“No.”

“The question was why.”

Margaret hesitated.

“That became the question later.”

“What was the question at first?”

“Where he'd hidden it.”

Richard said nothing.

The silence felt deliberate.

Margaret looked at Arthur's signature.

“The board discovered the missing funds on October nineteenth. At first they believed it was an accounting problem. By the following morning, they knew it wasn't.”

“What did Arthur say?”

“That the transfers were authorized.”

“Nothing else?”

“He said the board would understand when everything was finished.”

Richard's expression changed slightly.

“Finished?”

“Yes.”

“His exact word?”

“As far as I know.”

“Interesting.”

“It didn't seem interesting at the time.”

“No?”

“It sounded like arrogance.”

“What happened next?”

“My father demanded an emergency board meeting.”

The screen advanced to another date.

21 OCTOBER 1988

“Arthur attended?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

“He refused to explain where the money had gone.”

“Completely?”

“He answered questions. He simply didn't answer the ones anyone cared about.”

Richard almost smiled.

“That sounds familiar.”

“What?”

“Nothing.”

Margaret knew exactly what he meant.

A difficult interview.

He was already thinking about Arthur not as her grandfather but as a subject.

She was not sure whether that reassured or offended her.

“My father asked him directly whether he had transferred the funds.”

“And Arthur?”

“Said yes.”

“Did Edward ask whether he'd stolen them?”

Margaret nodded.

“And?”

“He didn't answer.”

Richard's fingers stopped on the tabletop.

“He didn't deny it?”

“No.”

“That matters.”

“It destroyed him.”

“Those are not necessarily the same thing.”

Margaret looked away.

Within weeks, newspapers had the story.

WHITMORE CHAIRMAN LINKED TO MISSING MILLIONS

FAMILY EMPIRE IN CRISIS

ARTHUR WHITMORE RESIGNS

No criminal conviction ever followed.

The transfers crossed jurisdictions.

Records were incomplete.

Several intermediary entities ceased to exist.

Thomas Reed insisted there was no evidence Arthur personally benefited.

But no one found the money.

And Arthur would not explain.

The absence of an explanation became the explanation.

“He resigned on November second,” Margaret said.

“Voluntarily?”

“Officially.”

“And unofficially?”

“My father told him that if he didn't resign, the board would remove him.”

“What happened to Arthur's shares?”

“Some were sold. Some transferred to family trusts. The rest became tied up in litigation.”

“Did he remain wealthy?”

“For a while.”

“But not like before.”

“No.”

Richard studied her.

“That's unusual.”

“What is?”

“If Arthur stole the money for himself, he did not behave like a man who had suddenly acquired an enormous hidden fortune.”

Margaret had thought about that countless times.

“He could have hidden it.”

“Of course.”

“He could have had accounts no one discovered.”

“Of course.”

“He could have planned to use it later.”

“Yes.”

“You don't sound convinced.”

“I haven't met him yet.”

The answer was so matter-of-fact that Margaret felt a chill.

Not we don't know.

Not there is insufficient evidence.

I haven't met him yet.

Richard Vale lived in a world where a dead man remained an available witness.

Margaret glanced toward the door through which Charlie had left.

“Do you ever get used to saying things like that?”

“Like what?”

“That you can simply meet someone who's been dead for half a century.”

“Yes.”

“That quickly?”

“Not quickly.”

Richard looked at Arthur's photograph.

“But eventually.”

Margaret returned her attention to the timeline.

“The family decided he had taken it.”

“The whole family?”

“The part that mattered.”

“Did you?”

Margaret did not answer immediately.

She had been eight years old.

Eight-year-olds did not understand holding companies or fiduciary duties.

They understood voices.

Closed doors.

Arguments suddenly stopping when they entered a room.

They understood when a familiar name became something adults said with anger.

“I didn't know what stealing forty-two million pounds meant,” she said.

“But you understood that something had happened.”

“Yes.”

“What changed?”

“Everything.”

She remembered Sunday afternoons.

Arthur arriving at the house precisely at four.

Always with chocolate.

Her mother telling him not to encourage her.

Arthur replying that childhood without chocolate was an administrative error.

Sometimes he brought books instead.

Adventure stories.

History.

Science.

Books that were too old for her and books he knew she would pretend were not too difficult.

“He used to read to me,” Margaret said.

Richard did not interrupt.

“He had a terrible habit of stopping before the ending.”

“Why?”

“He said if I wanted to know what happened, I had to finish it myself.”

“That sounds cruel.”

“It was extremely effective.”

Richard smiled.

Margaret looked at Arthur's image again.

“He didn't feel like a thief.”

She heard the weakness of the statement as soon as she said it.

Richard heard it too.

“What does a thief feel like?”

“I don't know.”

“Exactly.”

“I was eight.”

“Yes.”

“I knew him.”

“You knew your grandfather.”

“That was him.”

“That was part of him.”

Margaret's eyes hardened.

“You think children don't know people?”

“I think adults are very good at showing children the parts they want children to see.”

“You didn't know him.”

“No.”

“At least you're willing to admit that.”

“It's why you're paying us.”

The sentence could have sounded cruel.

Instead it sounded factual.

Margaret looked down at the archival sleeve still lying between them.

The unfinished letter.

She slid it toward Richard.

This time he picked it up carefully.

His eyes moved over the handwriting.

“How did you find it?”

“After my brother died.”

“When?”

“Last November.”

“Was it his?”

“No. He had taken several boxes from my father's house after Father died. I didn't know he had them.”

“And after your brother died?”

“His daughter wanted everything cleared out.”

“So you went through the boxes.”

“Most of it was worthless.”

“Family records?”

“Old correspondence. Tax papers. Photographs. Legal documents.”

“And this?”

“It was inside a book.”

“What book?”

Margaret almost smiled.

“Treasure Island.”

Richard looked up.

“Your grandfather gave it to you?”

“When I was seven.”

“Did he write the letter to you?”

“Yes.”

Richard lowered his eyes to the page.

The first line was clear.

Margaret, if you ever find this, there is something I should have told you.

Several lines followed about family, mistakes and the possibility that she might one day hear things about him she did not understand.

Then the sentence that had brought her here.

I stole nothing.

And then—

nothing.

The page ended.

Richard turned it over.

Blank.

“Where is the rest?”

“I don't know.”

“You're certain there was more?”

“The sentence continues in context. He refers to explaining everything. There should be at least another page.”

“But you didn't find it.”

“No.”

“In the book?”

“No.”

“Other boxes?”

“No.”

“Your brother's house?”

“No.”

Richard returned the page to the table.

“Did anyone else know you found this?”

Margaret hesitated.

“My niece.”

“Anyone in the Whitmore family?”

“She is in the Whitmore family.”

“You know what I mean.”

Margaret did.

“Charles knows.”

Richard looked at her.

“How?”

“I asked him if he'd ever seen the rest of the letter.”

“And had he?”

“He said no.”

“What else did he say?”

“That I should throw it away.”

Richard's face remained neutral.

“Why?”

“He said Arthur had spent the last years of his life trying to justify himself.”

“Was that true?”

“I don't know.”

“Did Arthur write other letters?”

“Yes.”

“To you?”

“No. My father wouldn't allow contact.”

“To other family members?”

“A few.”

“Did he deny stealing the money in those?”

Margaret shook her head.

“That is why this matters.”

Richard looked again at the three words.

I stole nothing.

“Interesting.”

“You've already said that today.”

“Because it is.”

“He might simply have lied.”

“Yes.”

“He might have written this knowing someone would eventually find it.”

“Yes.”

“He might have wanted to repair his reputation.”

“Yes.”

Margaret became irritated.

“You could disagree occasionally.”

“I could. But all of those possibilities are real.”

“Then what is the point of this?”

Richard tapped the letter gently with one finger.

“The point is that unlike every investigator who looked at this case after 1988, we have access to a witness they couldn't question.”

“They questioned Arthur.”

“Not at the right moment.”

Margaret stopped.

Richard turned the screen back to the October timeline.

“The scandal became public later. Your family confronted him later. Lawyers became involved later. By then Arthur knew what everyone suspected and knew the consequences of every answer.”

He selected a point before the board meeting.

“October seventeenth is different.”

“The money was already gone.”

“Yes.”

“But the board hadn't accused him yet.”

“Exactly.”

Margaret understood what he was suggesting.

They would meet Arthur before he had built his defenses.

Before the scandal.

Before the lawyers.

Before the newspapers.

Before his own son called him a thief.

She looked again at the photograph.

Arthur in his dark overcoat.

Alive.

Unaware that the version of his life everyone remembered was about to begin.

Richard switched off the screen.

The room darkened slightly.

“What do you want from him?”

Margaret had expected the question.

Still, she needed several seconds to answer.

“An explanation.”

“That isn't what I asked.”

She frowned.

“What else would I want?”

“Vindication?”

“No.”

“Proof that your father was wrong?”

“No.”

“Proof that you were right to love Arthur?”

Margaret's expression changed.

Richard did not apologize.

“You're very comfortable asking unpleasant questions.”

“It's useful in my business.”

“You aren't the interviewer.”

“No. Daniel Cross is better at it.”

Margaret looked toward the letter.

“I spent sixty years thinking my grandfather stole from his children.”

Richard waited.

“I thought every Sunday, every book, every chocolate, every kind thing I remembered about him belonged to another person. A person who had somehow disappeared the moment the money did.”

She swallowed.

“I don't need him to be innocent.”

Richard said nothing.

Margaret looked directly at him.

“I need to know who he was.”

Richard glanced at the unfinished letter.

“And if he tells you he took the money for himself?”

“Then I'll believe him.”

“If he refuses to answer?”

“Then I'll know I tried.”

“If he lies?”

Margaret paused.

“That is what I am paying your Mr. Cross to find out.”

Richard gave the smallest nod.

“So I'll ask once more.”

He placed both hands on the table.

“What do you want from Arthur Whitmore?”

Margaret looked at the three words that had survived sixty years.

I stole nothing.

Then she answered.

“The truth.”
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THE CONTRACT

Richard Vale did not answer immediately.

The words remained between them.

The truth.

Margaret had said them with more confidence than she felt.

Richard reached toward the table and closed the image of Arthur Whitmore's letter.

The screen returned to the Chronos Interview Group emblem.

A thin silver circle.

A vertical line through its center.

No clock hands.

No dates.

Nothing that suggested time travel at all.

“Then we should discuss what you're actually buying,” he said.

Margaret sat back.

“I thought we already had.”

“No. We've discussed why you're here.”

“And now?”

“Now we discuss what happens when people confuse access with control.”

The door opened.

Charlie entered carrying a slim black folder.

He placed it beside Richard.

“Historical interview agreement. Preliminary version.”

“Thank you.”

Charlie remained standing.

Richard looked up.

“You can go.”

“I am required to remain available for document verification.”

“Remain available somewhere else.”

Charlie considered the instruction.

“Acceptable.”

He left.

Margaret watched the door close.

“You enjoy ordering him around.”

“He enjoys pretending he doesn't understand when I'm ordering him around.”

“You think he pretends?”

Richard looked toward the door.

“Some days.”

He opened the folder.

Inside was no paper.

A transparent screen unfolded across the table and projected several pages of text between them.

Margaret looked at the first one.

CHRONOS INTERVIEW GROUP
TEMPORAL CONTACT SERVICES AGREEMENT
Below that were paragraphs of legal language.

A great deal of legal language.

“You weren't exaggerating about the contract.”

“No.”

“How many pages?”

“Forty-three.”

Margaret stared at him.

“For a conversation?”

“For an extremely expensive conversation conducted in another year.”

“That doesn't make forty-three pages sound reasonable.”

“It does to our lawyers.”

He moved the document forward.

“Most of this concerns liability, privacy, historical contamination, intellectual property and regulatory compliance. You will receive a full copy.”

“I assume you don't expect me to read forty-three pages while sitting here.”

“I expect you to read the sections that matter before you sign.”

“That is surprisingly responsible.”

“We've had practice.”

Margaret raised an eyebrow.

“With lawsuits?”

“With clients.”

That answer was less reassuring.

Richard selected a section.

Several paragraphs disappeared, leaving one highlighted clause.

“First limitation. We arrange access. We do not guarantee cooperation.”

Margaret read the sentence.

CIG does not warrant that an interview subject will answer any specific question or participate in any requested discussion.

“He'll talk,” she said.

Richard's expression remained neutral.

“You don't know that.”

“He spoke to journalists after the scandal.”

“After the scandal.”

“He spoke to employees.”

“Employees he knew.”

“He was not a difficult man.”

“You remember him as your grandfather.”

Margaret gave him an irritated look.

“We've had this conversation.”

“And we'll probably have it again.”

He pointed to the clause.

“Arthur Whitmore will not know who Daniel Cross is. He will not know Evelyn Hart. He will not know Adriana Cole. He will not know CIG exists. He will see strangers approaching him with questions about private financial matters.”

“We'll have a cover story.”

“Yes.”

“And if he doesn't believe it?”

“Then the interview may end.”

“You can't make him stay?”

“No.”

“You have the ability to travel through time, but not to keep one sixty-three-year-old man in a room?”

Richard's voice cooled.

“We don't kidnap people.”

“I didn't mean kidnap.”

“You meant compel.”

Margaret said nothing.

Richard moved to the next clause.

“Second limitation. We cannot guarantee truthful answers.”

She sighed.

“You've made that very clear.”

“I intend to make it clearer.”

The text enlarged.

Statements made by historical subjects constitute testimony, not verified fact.

Richard said, “People lie.”

“Yes.”

“They lie to protect themselves. To protect others. To avoid embarrassment. To improve how they are remembered. Sometimes they lie because they've been lying so long they no longer recognize the difference.”

“And sometimes they tell the truth.”

“Yes.”

“How do you know which is which?”

“We don't always.”

“Then what am I paying for?”

“A professional attempt to find out.”

Margaret leaned back.

Richard continued.

“Daniel studies the case before he goes. He knows the chronology. He knows what Arthur should know on October seventeenth and what he should not know yet. He knows the banking records, the board structure, the family relationships.”

“And if Arthur contradicts the records?”

“We investigate the contradiction.”

“What if the records are wrong?”

“Then the contradiction becomes useful.”

Margaret looked at him.

“You sound almost pleased when things don't match.”

“That is usually where the interesting part begins.”

He advanced the contract.

“Third limitation.”

A new clause appeared.

No material
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