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Chapter 1 — Future Regrets, Past Headaches
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Time didn’t so much land them as burp them out. The machine coughed a last blue spark, shuddered like a dog after a bath, and died with the faint, apologetic whine of a dial-up modem. Frank Peniston and Ronald tumbled onto sun-baked asphalt that radiated heat and second chances. A gull laughed somewhere overhead, rude and personal. The air smelled like ocean, rubber, and the cheap optimism of years past.

“Welvin, 2005,” Frank announced, brushing dust off his neon vest. “Or close enough to pass a background check.”

Ronald squinted at the horizon, then at the dead time machine, then at Frank. He had the look of a man who’d tasted the future and found it a little undercooked. “We forgot something,” he said.

“We forgot many things,” Frank replied, counting them off on his fingers. “A spare alternator, a burrito, my dignity after the hover-pod pileup—”

“Candyne,” Ronald said, the name landing like a pin through a balloon.

Frank froze for just a moment, rolling his shoulders as if to shrug off the ache of both time travel and conscience. “She’ll understand,” he said. It came out smoother than he felt. Inside, something small and metallic was rattling.

Ronald made a face like he’d bitten into a battery. “Uh-huh. Sure. She’s probably already teaching your fish to forget you. Pavlov style. Ring a bell, get a treat, forget Frank ever existed.”

“Fitch loves me,” Frank said.

“He did. Past tense. By now he’s calling the toaster Dad.” Ronald gestured at the dead machine. “You didn’t even say goodbye. You said ‘back in a blink,’ tripped on a toolbox, and vanished into a strobe light.”

“It was a dignified strobe,” Frank insisted. “We’ll pick up where we left off the second we get back.” He tried to sound like a man who believed his own forecast. Inside, the barometer was spinning itself into knots.

“Yeah, right,” Ronald muttered. “Meanwhile, she’s dating a guy named Chip. Drives a jet ski to work. Carries his own ring light.”

Frank pictured Chip: perfect teeth, Bluetooth in both ears, born already wearing boat shoes. He pictured Candyne’s smile on the wrong side of history. He pictured the way she crossed her arms when she was trying not to cry.

Focus. Mission first. Then penance.
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