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Chapter 1

Electronic Diary of Anthony Nowlan

Apricot Corporation, Yeppoon, Queensland. Australia.

2pm, 4th April 2019.

I sat alone in the front office, my thoughts a restless mix of nervousness and anticipation. Something in my gut told me my time-travel invention was more trouble than I had imagined. I had already encountered too many twists, including the revelation that my wife was from centuries past. Now, I braced myself for what would come next.

The ring of the doorbell altered the feeling of disquiet festering in my stomach. The time I was dreading had come. The eleventh hour.

I should have felt in control. It was my own building. But something nagged, telling me this meeting should take place elsewhere. Somewhere neutral like the restaurant. Even a park bench by the beach.

But was anywhere truly safe from the man waiting outside?

I hesitated, wondering if I should open the door. Erin, my wife, had already told me about meeting this man, a ghost from my past. He had arrived at our home’s doorstep a moment before she went into labour. But this time, he is different, she had told me. How different, I asked. You’ll see, she said.

The time had come.

My eyes flicked towards the security monitor as I reached for the door lock release. Stunned by what I saw, my fingers trembled as I pressed it. The door buzzed, and I pulled the door open to see him standing there, a briefcase in hand.

Erin was right. He is different, but not entirely so. Erin was used to knowing the young version, a man in his thirties-or-forties, unlike the older, grizzlier version I first met in 2038 -- just shy of twenty years in the future. At that time, I was studying at Central Queensland University and working on my personal projects. He had befriended me, showing an interest in my passion for time-travel. This led me to show him my prototype ChronoSpace. When he learned I needed funding, he had the solution. But this couldn’t be the same man from the future; he had died. This had to be the younger one from the present. Yet the puzzle remained: how had he aged twenty years in less than a year?

He removed his Ray-Bans and regarded me with the same familiar piercing, steely eyes as I take in his professional air. His charcoal suit, tailored to fit him like a second skin accentuates his lean physique. And the way he grasped my hand, shaking it, reminded me of my grandfather’s handshakes. Strong and firm. Granddad would have called it a mark of good character, yet my experience made me wonder.

“Mr Nowlan,” he said, his voice carrying a low, commanding resonance. “I trust you are prepared to discuss matters of utmost importance.”

For a moment, I stood there, lost, taking in his features as I remembered the day I last saw him at his current age. In 2042, moments before I jumped back in time to 2017, he had pointed his pistol at me. We had fought, and he grabbed me just as I activated my ChronoSpace. When we landed in the past, he had held me at gunpoint and I think he would have killed me if fate hadn’t intervened, killing him thanks to a bug in my time-travel device’s programming. The man in front of me should not have existed.

“Are you going to let us in?” he asked, and I returned from memory lane, aware of the silver tie clip that glinted subtly in the sunlight against his crisp, white dress shirt. A movement from behind him caught my attention and I noticed two other people -- a man and a woman in similar attire to him.

“Of course,” I replied, standing aside to let them inside. He thanked me as he stepped into the foyer. The other two followed, giving me barely perceptible nods as I greeted them. Although their eyes remained hidden behind their sunglasses, which they still wore, I knew they were checking out everything inside.

The door shut behind them. Its automatic lock snapped in place.

“Follow me,” I said, taking them through to the small meeting room within.

Cutter followed, his gaze sweeping across the modest room with a subtle austerity. The small kitchen table and six chairs, remnants of a local secondhand store, seemed to echo a utilitarian vibe. As he assessed the space, a flicker of disbelief crossed his face, leaving me to decipher the unreadable nuances of his expression.

“We concentrate more on our work than niceties at present,” I explained, wondering why I had bothered to say that much yet.

A slight smile crossed his face, then disappeared. My baby son Connor does the same sometimes, and Erin tells me its just wind. Maybe Cutter had wind too.

The other two agents drifted in soon afterwards. Were they doing something else in the hall, I wondered -- taking photos or something. They ignored my gaze as they passed and sat in chairs opposite Cutter, sitting on the longer edges of the table. As I sat at the table’s head, I realised the position of power was eclipsed by their apparent posture of surrounding me.

“Would you like something to drink?” I asked, pointing to the empty tumblers and the carafe of water, its surface dripping with condensation. They nodded, and the female agent poured glasses for them. Something about her chin struck a familiar chord, but I couldn’t place it.

“How are Erin and your baby?” Cutter asked, a question that prickled the back of my neck. On the surface his words were congenial and pleasant, matching his tone. But this same man had posed a threat to me when I arrived in this time-period, and before that too.

“Doing well,” I replied, pouring my own drink and taking a sip. “Thanks for asking. So, Gary Cutter,” I said, sitting back and facing my past nemesis, a man who I was beginning to think would be dogging me until time ended. “How can I help you?”

“Yes, Mr Nowlan, thank you for seeing me today.” My visitor indicated his companions. “These are ASIS agents Liam Park” -- the male agent nodded -- “and Sofia Nguyen.” The woman made no movement, plainly watching me with a stonewall face from behind the Ray-Bans still masking her eyes. Although unnerved, I pointedly fixed my gaze directly between and slightly above her eyes. A few seconds later, I turned back to Cutter.

Cutter placed his briefcase on the table, flicked its locks open, and retrieved an A4-sized manilla envelope from inside. As he slid it towards me, I imagined another copy existed somewhere with the words TOP SECRET stamped on its outside. This one was blank. With a slight tightness in my chest, I brought the folder closer and opened it.

I extracted its contents, about a dozen photos, some colour, others black-and-white copies of what appeared to be older pictures. The top one grabbed my attention as I recognised the day it happened.

It showed me at the front door of my beach-house on Lammermoor Beach. It was from my wedding with Erin as I greeted arriving guests. Eyebrows crinkling, I lifted my gaze to Cutter. The bastard had still been watching me.

“Snaps from my wedding?” I said, feeling a touch of anger heating my neck. “Is that all you’re here for?”

Cutter’s tone remained calm and confident, speaking with greater wisdom than I remembered from his younger self. The contrast struck me with further questions as he said, “Beautiful photos. Your photographer agrees it was a lovely wedding.” He paused, glancing towards Agent Nguyen, then back to me.

At that moment, I realised where I had seen her before. We had hired an ASIS agent to photograph our wedding!

“You owe us a larger blowup for the deception,” I grumbled to the female agent. Her lip curled slightly at the corner before resuming its previous state. She said nothing. At least she has a sense of humour, I thought to myself.

“Deception,” Cutter interrupted, “is a term I feel you are well acquainted with, Mr Nowlan. Don’t you agree?”

Ah, here it goes, I thought to myself. This was going to be a repeat of the conversation he and I had in the restaurant in Yeppoon, soon after my arrival from the future. After breaking into Apricot Corporation where he beat up my friend Professor Stockwell before leaving with a copy of a video from my landing in 2017, he had tried to get me to admit to my ability to travel time. I thought we had already dealt with that and thrown him off the scent.

“You’re not flogging that old horse again, are you?” I raised an eyebrow at him. “I told you before that I don’t have a DeLorean.”

“You said it was a little blue box, I understand.” The response came so quickly, it made Formula 1 racers look like they run in reverse.

I hesitated, perhaps from guilt, wondering if that is what originally happened. Hoping he hadn’t noticed, I changed the subject and asked what was on my mind. “Tell me, why do you look twenty years older in the past two years? Stressful job?”

Cutter snorted in amusement. “Droll, Mr Nowlan.” He took a sip of water, the first sign I’d seen of him since he arrived. “All in good time; I will answer for you in due course. First, let’s cut the bullshit.”

Reaching into the opened briefcase, he removed something that made me utter a curse. He placed it on the table and regarded me with a mixed expression. As my eyes passed over the familiar object, taking in the familiar metallic oval shape that shone like brass, my heart beat faster.

“Familiar, Mr Nowlan?” Cutter asked, the twitch of a smile on his lips as he watched me closely. He reached across to the photos before me, lifted one to reveal a closeup of one of my descendants at the wedding. A similar, if not identical, object sat on my guest’s belt buckle. “Care to guess how I got it?”

I sighed. There was no point continuing the charade. The smug bugger knew the truth.

The object in front of me was the ChronoSpace. Not just any ChronoSpace model. It was the original, for I recognised the scratches on it. A big dent in the edges of its casing reflected a distorted image of my face as if it were laughing at me. I guessed it must have come from when it fell down the chasm at Black Mountain. Just the same, I had no idea how he knew to go there for it, or survived the expedition.

When I didn’t answer, Cutter added: “You gave it to me a little over a year ago.”

My eyes bugged at that, awakening a hint of scepticism. A year ago? How could that be? “I gave it to you?” I asked, my brow crinkled as I considered everything. It was lost, and I never retrieved it. “Why would I do that?”

I reached for the device, which I had thought completely lost. Professor Stockwell had told me that he and Tenner had managed to track the errant time-travel device through quantum markers to three or four different points in time and space on the planet. Each of those moments were in the past. And that’s how Claire came to find me lost in time to return me to the present era.

The chair creaked as Cutter sat back in his chair, resting his elbows on the armrests. Across steepled fingers, he gazed at me, a knowing smile playing across his lips. “I was surprised at first too, but he... I mean you... said I should also give you this.” He reached forward with something and dropped it in my hand.

Stunned, I turned over the second familiar object. But this wasn’t a device from 2019 or even the past. It came from 2042, or around that time-period. It didn’t fit anything before 2038 because that’s when it was invented for mainstream usage. In fact, this one came from someone else I knew from the future --- Keli Blankenship, the lady whose program helped me survive in Australia 1606. It was customised with a cat’s photo -- one of her many cats, she had told me.

“Why?” I asked, sliding the device into my shirt pocket for later. “Why did I do that?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” Gary Cutter asked, a tinge of surprise in his own voice as he spoke. “You needed me to trust you. Now I need the same in return. It’s some kind of loop, you told me at the time.”

A moment of déjà vu overcame me as I looked him in the eye. He looked the same as when I knew him in 2042 before my trip into this time-period, not the young man of 2017. Only then he wasn’t acting friendly. We had fought, even traded blows before my ChronoSpace activated, flinging us back to this era. He accidentally died soon after, trying to kill me. Of course, this Cutter doesn’t know that yet -- purposely.

Conflicted by my experience and the recent events, I could only shrug.

“I understand.” He interlaced his fingers, leaning on the table. “You’re wondering why I look much older than I did a year ago.” He stopped to give me a questioning look.

Well, yeah. Besides the other things, that question still burned my brain.

“Something like that,” I agreed and cleared my throat.

“Then let me explain, Mr Nowlan.” He pointed to the photos from the envelope I had almost forgotten. “Check the next picture.”

I did. At once, my eye bugged at what I saw.

It showed what looked like the interior of an English pub. Perhaps it was Christmas because we all seemed to be wearing those wrinkled paper hats. The tree in the background and the decorations on the cornices added to the atmosphere. Although the subjects in the photo were familiar, very close to me, I knew this hadn’t happened. At least, not yet. Seated around the table, each of us lifting what could have been a pint glass to the camera, we smiled. Erin next to me, then the Lawson twins and Jasmine... and Cutter. Only he looked younger.

“Did I give you this photo too?” I asked, flipping to the next picture.

“No. The original is in our archives at ASIS. It’s dated 1945.”

Now that caught my attention. I looked at him, my jaw dropping as I studied his expression, searching for any clues or hints of deception. My brow crinkled as my thoughts raced. The year meant something to me because the Professor had told me my ChronoSpace had been to London of World War II. But I knew I hadn’t. At least, I couldn’t recall it. “1945?”

He nodded. “You showed it to me before taking me there to London during the Blitz and, later, another time before that.” For a few seconds, he remained silent, letting that soak into my thoughts before adding: “And even stranger, you told me it was in our archives first, even insisted I check first.”

That meant the photo was taken some time in my personal future timeline. My eyebrows formed a question mark as I took that in. “Right,” I answered thoughtfully and focused upon the next photo.

A picture of the two of us, my eyes caught directly on my wife’s image. Adorned in a gown that whispered of Edwardian sophistication, the delicate lace and satin draped gracefully over her slender figure. Her attire accentuated the graceful curve of her neck. The silhouette of the gown reflected her beautiful figure, a result of her devotion to yoga and Pilates, although the people aboard the ship would never have guessed that. She was the silvery moon beside me in my own suit of the era.

But this hadn’t happened. Was the picture real or a damned good Photoshop trick?

“You told me that was taken in 1912 on the Titanic,” Cutter explained, peering over the edge of the photo at it. “Erin looks beautiful as always. Amazing how the old fashions can further enhance us without revealing so much flesh.”

Yes, my wife was beautiful in the photo, as always, but what was she doing on the Titanic with me? I had no desire to be back on that ship again, risking the prospect of clinging to an iceberg as the liner sank into the icy depths forever. It was no place to take our son either, but I didn’t see him in the photo. What did that mean?

Cutter’s face remained hard, unreadable, as he gazed back at me. Even the other two agents remained quiet. Only the sound of a drip from the tap in the nearby kitchen sink and the buzz of the electric clock’s motor reached my ears.

“I have a question,” I said finally, remembering that this was my office. “You’re in these photos too. What’s your game?”

My visitor’s face twitched, and something in his eyes told me volumes as he drew a breath to answer.

“Mr Nowlan --- Buck,” he said, taking a slightly softer tone as he used my middle name. “I was hoping it was obvious. But someone close to you told me it didn’t work the first time.”

“First time? Who?” I interrupted, but he raised a hand to silence me and turned to agent Park.

“You and I have... One moment, this is confusing to me too.” He paused to consider his words before continuing. “I have time-travelled with you, and you’re going to travel with me.”

“Bull dust,” I responded in disbelief. “And the last I heard, you were associated with the Russian Mafia here, using their money to fund Sam’s work.” I held back that I had found out his future self would do the same for my work in time-travel, the prototype of my ChronoSpace.

He paused, caught off-guard by my revelation. To his credit, he kept his composure as he leaned forward. “They are a means to an end for us, something you will appreciate in time.”

“When?” I asked, but he ignored it, continuing what he had apparently come visiting to tell me.

“Another thing. I’m not sure if I should show you this or not.” He went to hand another picture to me and changed his mind. “But first, this didn’t come from you. It came from someone else related to ASIS overseas. In Egypt. An archaeologist there found an ancient tomb. While examining one of the bodies, she found something that astonished her enough to report it. Our agency has kept it out of the mainstream media, but you may see it on social media at some time.”

I took the photo and examined it. Another shock rippled through me as I took in the details. The mummified being was male, but I could only guess at the build. The face was desiccated, tanned, but otherwise recognisable in part. A tightness in my left pectoral muscle took me, making me lift my other hand to massage it. For there, in the photo was a man whose features resembled mine, but the greatest shock came when I recognised my jeans and Converse shoes... and the ChronoSpace on my belt!

“What the --?” I muttered as the blood drained from my face.

“Now that I have your attention, Mr Nowlan,” Cutter said as I stared at the image, calculating the paradoxes, “we need your assistance. Not just for your family, or for your country. The whole world as we know it needs you.”




Chapter 2

Erin Deering-Nowlan

Lammermoor Beach

1:45pm 4th April 2019 

“Is something the matter, Erin?” Susan asked as Dan drove the car home from the Apricot Corporation office.

Erin shifted uncomfortably in the backseat. Between two children --- her infant son and the father of said boy --- the cramped position wasn’t the most favourable. “I just never thought this is what life would be like,” she said, comparing the features of both sleeping babies. “It’s hard to tell their family resemblance yet.”

“The DNA tests confirmed it,” Dan mouthed as he took the car down a side street. “Our baby is the younger version of your husband, making you the aunty of our son and our daughter-in-law.”

“That sounds downright dirty,” Susan chided him, giving him a playful punch in the shoulder. “Besides, Erin and I aren’t really sisters. She was adopted. Not that you can talk much about incest, Mr My-Family-Came-From-Mount-Morgan!”

Dan pulled a face of mock hurt at the jibe. A small mining town just under two hours’ drive from Rocky, Mount Morgan was often the butt of jokes in Rockhampton that hinted at how almost everyone there was related to each other. “Hey! That’s below the belt,” he complained, holding a hand to his heart as though wounded. “Your family came from a smaller town, so what have you got to say?”

They chuckled briefly at the joke, allowing the tension to leave. Then Susan changed the subject slightly, apparently sensing Erin’s contemplative mood. “Do you remember, Erin, when I used to say the worst day of my life was learning I hadn’t been adopted?” she added, giving a quick glance to the backseat.

“Sure do. I remember the expression on Mum’s face, too. That was so cruel.” Erin’s smile at the memory faded as her thoughts drifted to the day before and the conversation with Tony.

His confession had hurt. Their tears still shone bright in her recollection, and the headache of crying lingered too.

Tony had confessed about his initial attraction to Jenny while trapped in 1606. But he had resisted it, despite her strong resemblance to Erin. He had even told Jenny that Erin, Jenny’s daughter, grown up, was his wife. But things happened in the form of tea laced with bush mistletoe by Jenny.

”I didn’t even know what had happened until too late,” Tony had explained to her, choking on his painful tears. “I’d never do anything to hurt you, Erin. Honestly. You have to believe me.”

Yes, Erin believed him without the virtual reality journal he offered her. Despite her initial doubt, she recalled the beginning of their whirlwind romance. He had been a virgin, she his first partner, his first kiss, his first everything. She remembered how he had found out by accident about how she once dated a man destined to be his enemy. Although it had happened before Tony met Erin, the thought had hurt him to the core.

As she gazed out the car window, she remembered knowing on that day she could trust him entirely with her heart. Jenny, however, was a different story.

“Earth to Erin.” Susan’s voice cut Erin from the horrible turns of memory lane. “Are you still with us?”

Erin blinked, wiping her moistening eyes as she regarded her sister. “Sorry, what was that?”

“I was just commenting on how strange it must be, knowing you were born in the 1600s,” Susan replied, smiling. “Does that make you my big sister now?”

Erin allowed Susan’s question to hang for a moment as she wiped some chuck-up from Connor’s mouth. Yes, being born nearly 400 years ago was a peculiar facet of an evidently unconventional life. But it reminded her again of the painful memory from the previous night.

“Ha! That’s a can of worms,” Erin replied, shooting a grin back at her. It was an effort. But would she get an Oscar for it?

“The part I’m unsure of is why Tony didn’t just bring her back to the current time instead of dropping her off in 1987,” Susan said, with a hint of conspiracy in her voice. Dan tutted at her, murmuring for her to stay quiet, but his wife didn’t listen or didn’t hear. “Doesn’t that seem odd?”

Erin knew the reason. Jenny’s seduction of Tony had left her pregnant. Feeling trapped by the woman’s deception, his guilty conscience had tried to hide her, the sour fruit of their union, in the past. That’s what someone like Susan might think if she knew the truth, Erin figured. Too bad Tony had another reason for it. He didn’t want to shock Erin further by meeting her mother at the same age --- when she was just as attractive --- right now. He had avoided something worse.

“You know something, Sue?” Erin said, as Dan pulled the car into her driveway. “You’re one shit of a mother-in-law.”

The abruptness in her voice killed the vibe in the car for a second. Susan’s jaw dropped in shock, her embarrassed gaze shifting to Dan, then back to Erin.

“What?” Susan said with a slight stammer. “Where did that come from?”

Erin hastily unbuckled her seat-belt and began undoing the strap on baby Connor’s capsule. Her fingers fumbled on the catch as she did. She cursed under her breath before finally succeeding. But she was still stuck. “Dan,” she said, “can you open the door and help, please?”

Dan nodded, getting out of the driver’s seat and coming round to open the door on Connor’s side. He gently took the sleeping Connor and capsule out. Meanwhile, Susan huffed in the front seat before stepping out to meet Erin as she unfolded herself from inside the car.

“Erin, I was only joking,” Susan said, her voice taking a softer tone.

“A joke?” Erin snapped, taking Connor’s capsule by the handle. She shot daggers from her eyes as she faced her sister. “More like an issue.”

“You’ve got to admit,” Susan said, following behind Erin as she stormed towards the front door, “it’s rather strange, isn’t it? I mean, we--”

“We?” Erin couldn’t believe her ears. She rounded on Dan, who was just extracting baby Tony from the backseat. “Do you have something to say about it, too?”

“Leave me out of this,” Dan pleaded, turning pale as he looked at the baby sleeping in his arms. Then he nudged Susan, adding: “Don’t forget, you’re talking about your own son here. The poor kid hasn’t even grown up yet. What does that say about how we’ve raised him? Or will raise him?”

Susan huffed, her face turning red. “I am not a lousy mother.”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake, Susan,” Dan replied. “Put a sock in it, won’t you? I didn’t say you are. Why don’t you listen to yourself?”

Susan stopped, her forehead crinkling in contemplation.

“I’m sorry,” Dan said, helping Erin pull open the sliding door so that she could enter. Erin gave him a nod of understanding, grateful that it wasn’t both of them ganging up on her. “If it means anything,” he added in a calming voice, “I understand the whole thing, and I don’t believe our son... your husband... would do anything wrong by you.”

“The thing is...” Erin fell silent, thinking. Was this the right time to tell them? To hell with it, she decided and faced Susan. “How about you come inside, sis? You already know about Tony’s time-travelling, so you may as well hear the rest of this. You too, Dan.”

Erin, cradling baby Connor, stepped inside, leaving Susan and Dan momentarily in the wake of their heated discussion. The air inside was cooler, less muggy, as she carried Connor to the nursery. Gently placing him in his cot, she moved towards the window and fixed her gaze on the quiet backyard.

Behind her, Dan entered, carrying baby Tony in his own capsule. The nursery had two cots for that purpose, the future man of the house carefully placed in the second one.

Susan entered and stood beside Erin. “I’m sorry about what I said before, sis. You’re right. I do have an issue, and it’s about how you’re coping with all of these changes.” Erin turned to regard her, a mixture of exhaustion and resolve in her eyes, then looked back out the window. Susan added: “It’s making our heads spin too, you know.”

With a glance at her sister, Erin headed out the door. “How about a cuppa?” she called over her shoulder, focusing on remaining calm.

She sensed the unspoken words pass as if by telepathy between Dan and Susan. Yeah, they were worried. She got that, but that didn’t give her sister the right to accuse Tony of cheating on her.

“You know,” she said, filling the kettle from the tap, her hands trembling slightly. “Tony didn’t cheat on me, and you’re right about there being a baby with Jenny. But it’s not the way you think,” she continued, noting Susan’s gasp of astonishment, her own eyes reflecting the weight of the revelation.

“Oh, Jesus on a motorbike,” Dan muttered, an uncomfortable expression on his face as he sat at the dining table beside his wife. “We’ve got some work ahead of us.”

Susan nudged him with her elbow, urging him to shut up. “What do you mean, Erin?”

As Erin recounted what she had learned the day before, a heavy silence settled in the room. Susan’s eyes widened, her hand covering her mouth, while Dan’s brows furrowed in disbelief.

“Shit, no wonder you looked awkward with Jenny when we read the DNA results,” Susan said, empathy melting into view on her face. She looked as if she was about to say something else, but changed her mind.

“Look, I get it, and I’m fine with Tony. I forgive him,” Erin said, happily surprised to hear the words coming from her mouth as she spoke. It strengthened her, helped her feel better to tell her sister, who until meeting Tony she had once told everything. “I just get a funny feeling about her. It’s like she’s trying to prove something to Tony after his saving her life twice.”

“But is that all?” Dan asked, his eyes fixated on her. “You’re worried about his time-travelling again, aren’t you?”

Erin brought the boiled water to the table with the cups. She placed them and answered as she poured. “He says he’s not time-travelling again, but I can feel something is going to happen at the meeting today with the government agents.”

Dan leaned forward, obviously certain of her response. “And you know you can’t stop him, right?”

Erin nodded, holding her hands around the hot mug.

“Do you love and trust him?” Susan asked.

“Yes,” Erin replied, and she felt it.

“Then you know what you have to do,” said Dan, glancing out the front window when a movement caught his attention. “Oh, shit,” he said, and they all followed his gaze to see Jenny Horne parking her car in the driveway. “Did we say the witch’s name three times or something? She’s here now!”




Chapter 3

Electronic Diary of Anthony Nowlan

Apricot Corporation, Yeppoon, QLD, Australia.

4:10pm 4th April 2019. 

My head was swirling still. After making sure Cutter and his colleagues had left, I made my way to the kitchen to clear my thoughts. Collapsing in a chair, I rested my elbows on the table and cradled my face in my hands.

In my childhood, Granddad often said, “You’ll be in more trouble than Flash Gordon.” By 2030, the character experienced a pop culture resurgence, allowing me to catch glimpses of the 1980 film. Though it didn’t captivate me, I gleaned the essence of the saying from it and the vintage comics.

Now, it held a profound significance for me.

With my eyes tightly closed, I took a moment to contemplate everything, and was filled with a chilling sensation at the image of the mummified corpse wearing my clothes. The same classical Calvin Klein belt and Converse shoes. And my ChronoSpace. I wondered how I gained the privilege of having my remains preserved, though. The Egyptians saved that for royalty, nobility, and special people. If it was my body, how soon would fate call me? Years? Months? ... Days?

A voice chimed in from behind me. “A penny for your thoughts, Tony.”

Startled, I turned to see Tenner standing in the open doorway to the computer lab. Green light from her large screen monitor backlit her with a glow, like an ethereal halo that highlighted loose strands of her black hair. Her earthy brown eyes gazed at me. “Considering inflation, a penny is probably not enough,” she quipped. “Are you okay?”

I gave her a nod. “Yeah,” I replied, blinking the worry from my face. “I just finished the meeting with Cutter.”

“He wasn’t alone,” she stated in a matter-of-fact way, heading to the nearby counter.

“No. Two others were with him,” I replied, assuming she’d picked up snippets from the other side of the wall. “How much did you catch?”

“Not a lot,” she answered. “I don’t trust them. The other guy with your friend came poking his nose around the back here.”

The notion aroused my curiosity as I faced her. “What did he see?”

“Just me making coffee,” Tenner chuckled, then added with a serious look: “But not before I saw him.” She took something from the pocket of her cargo pants. Holding it up for me to see it was a small disc-shaped object with a thin, flexible wire aerial. It clinked on the table when she dropped it. “I microwaved it, so it’s safe now.”

Remembering a similar trick I played on Gary Cutter when he tried to blackmail me two years ago, I had to grin at that. “Nice.”

“So I still have a job here?” Tenner asked, but she wasn’t joking.

Surprised by her statement, I fixed my gaze on her. “What?” I said, curious about the origin of her thoughts. “From what I hear, you were a tremendous help in rescuing me from the
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