
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


A talented horologist from the year 2186 in Chicago is thrust back in time to 1956 Newcastle, Australia.
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HEIDI MORRISON FINDS herself unexpectedly thrust into the past, lost, disoriented, and completely out of place in her sleek futuristic bodysuit. Desperate to blend in, she makes a reckless mistake—stealing clothes—and lands in police custody.

Detective Dan McKenna, a Texan transplant with a protective streak, doesn’t know what to make of the strange woman in front of him. Her story sounds impossible—until she reveals the breathtaking holographic technology hidden within her skin.

As Heidi struggles to adapt to a time that isn’t her own, she and Dan are drawn together by an undeniable spark that neither expected. But every moment they share is haunted by the truth...she doesn’t belong in his world. Torn between the love that’s blossoming in the present and the future waiting to reclaim her, Heidi must make an impossible choice...
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HEIDI MORRISON BENT over her workbench. Her eyes narrowed in concentration as she carefully replaced a tiny gear inside a pocket watch. The only sound in the room was the subtle ticking of a collection of antique clocks.

“Miss Morrison, your two o’clock appointment is already here,” Her android’s metallic voice chimed, breaking her concentration.

“Thank you, Coby, though he’s two hours early.” Heidi set down her tools and stepped out of her workshop into the showroom. She paused briefly, admiring with pride the display of watches showcased in the glass cases and the clocks hanging on the walls before shifting her attention to her customer.

“Mr. Freeman, you’re early, but it’s okay. I’ve finished repairing your watch.”

“That’s not why I came early.” He took a small box out of his pocket and opened it. “This particular pocket watch belonged to my great-great-grandfather, and now it’s mine. Unfortunately, it doesn’t work anymore. One of the hands is loose, and the winding mechanism doesn’t work. Can you fix it? Is it possible?”

While she examined the broken watch that he handed her, her mind drifted back to the countless hours she had spent studying the inner workings of timepieces from every era. The delicate gears and springs, the motions of balance wheels—these were the things that always kept her spellbound.

She offered him an assuring smile. “Leave it with me. I welcome a challenge. I’ll have it ticking like new in no time. I’ll call you when it’s repaired.” She gave him a receipt, put the watch in a plastic bag, and noted his name and phone number on the tag.

“Thanks. I’ll pick both watches up at the same time,” Mr. Freeman said and left the shop.

She gazed after him for a moment. Ralph Freeman had been a regular customer ever since she’d opened her atelier five years ago. Although he was an avid horologist himself, he often brought in antique clocks or watches for her to repair and restore. She wished she could see his collection. It had to be massive.

The clocks on the wall, all maintaining perfect time, showed her it was time to close for lunch. “I’ll be back in an hour, Coby. While I’m gone, you can continue to work on the grandfather clock.” She quickly put the closed sign on the glass door and closed it behind her.

For moments, she stood looking at the buildings across the street and those neighboring her little shop. As always, Chicago was an electrifying hub of innovation and progress, its skyline a dazzling array of gleaming skyscrapers connected by shimmering sky bridges. Hovercars zipped through the air while pedestrians swarmed below, their footsteps tapping on the translucent walkways that crisscrossed above the bustling streets. A symphony of mechanical whirs and beeps filled the air as androids and robots scuttled about, performing tasks for their human owners. Her small boutique, which she’d named Morrison’s Timeless Horology Atelier, stood nestled between two tall buildings, almost invisible unless one knew where it was.

Her small shop served as a haven for those seeking respite from the relentless pace of life in 2186. Heidi’s antique timepieces whispered tales of eras long gone and were eagerly sought and bought by people who loved history and the simpler toys of the past.

She didn’t bother locking the shop door as she headed for one of her favorite lunch spots. Coby would guard her prized small domain.

When the trust her parents had set up for her was released after her twenty-first birthday, she bought and renovated the small, dilapidated shop. Her friends had declared her crazy and told her she’d never earn enough fixing antique clocks and watches to pay the mortgage, let alone her personal cost of living, but she’d stubbornly continued making her dream a reality.

Though her career would never make her rich, she earned enough to make her mortgage payments, maintain the boutique, and cover her cost of living expenses. It was surprising how many people owned antique timepieces and clocks that needed repairs...

The big building that housed the daily flea market was not far from her boutique. She often frequented it during her lunch hour because of the fantastic antiques that were sold at ridiculously cheap prices. Deciding to have some simple street food and spend her lunch hour wandering through the antique section to see if anything caught her eye, she entered the building, bought a hot dog from a vendor not far from the entrance, and began to walk through the crowded market toward the antiques.

While munching on her hot dog, she passed one stall after another, always searching for an antique item that would catch her interest. And not necessarily clocks or watches. Her cluttered apartment was furnished with items from the past, antique chairs, an overstuffed couch that she’d had recovered, a centuries-old spinning wheel, beautiful paintings, and more.

The air was heavy with the scent of fried food and the excited chatter of shoppers as they bartered for trinkets and treasures. Wearing her sleek, form-fitting bodysuit, made of blue, shiny, iridescent fabric that changed color under different lights and shimmered with every movement, she blended unnoticed into the crowd, many of whom wore the newest fashion of 2186 Chicago.

“Take a look at these vintage hologram posters,” a vendor called out to her, waving an antique-looking gadget in her face.

To her, a holographic device was hardly that antique. Her interests lay in items from centuries ago...preferably the nineteenth century and before.

“Maybe next time.” Heidi smiled politely, her attention already focused on the next stall.

She examined the fascinating array of items on display, each one a relic from another era. There were antique cellphones, gadgets, and gizmos whose purpose had long since been forgotten, their once-gleaming surfaces dulled by the passage of time. As she passed by a stall piled high with old books and vinyl records, she couldn’t help but wonder what secrets lay within the fading pages of the books and the grooves of the large, round black discs. One of the items on her bucket list was to buy an antique record player and begin collecting records.

Heidi couldn’t help but feel a pang of longing. There was something undeniably alluring about the past, a time when the world was simpler...when everything happened at a much slower pace.

“Excuse me, Miss,” a voice from the next stall suddenly diverted her attention. “I know you. You’ve purchased some watches from me before. I just got these in. Would you be interested in this lovely collection of antique pocket watches?”

Heidi glanced over at the elderly man behind the table, his wrinkled hands gesturing towards a small velvet-lined case filled with exquisite watches. Her breath caught in her throat as her gaze landed on a piece that stood out among the rest. It was a large, ancient, and mysterious-looking pocket watch that seemed to call out to her. She lifted the small ticket to look at the price and gasped. Genuine antiques were never cheap, but the cost of this watch was through the roof.

She gazed at it, but movement beside her caused her to glance sideways. Ralph Freeman stood not far from her, staring intently at the watch. It wouldn’t surprise her if he bought it. The man seemed to be wealthy enough, judging by his clothing and the fancy hover car he usually arrived at her shop with. She ignored him and continued her perusal of the pocket watch.

The piece itself was unlike any other she had ever seen. Its intricately engraved case was made of shimmering gold that glowed with a strange, otherworldly light. “May I?” she asked the vendor.

“Of course,” he replied in an eager tone. “It’s real gold. Not overlaid either... Solid eighteen karat.”

She reached toward the mystical item while setting her half-eaten hot dog on the bench. “No wonder it’s so expensive.”

As soon as her fingers touched the watch, a shiver ran down her spine, as if its essence blended with hers. It almost felt as though some mystic force had conspired to bring them together. Spellbound, she stared at it.

“Beautiful, isn’t it? It’s on consignment,” the vendor remarked, breaking the spell that had fallen over her. “A very old woman asked me to sell it for her not long ago. I’ve never seen anything quite like it before. The woman told me that it’s from the eighteen hundreds. I looked inside, and it could be a Longines, but I could be wrong. The inscriptions are somewhat worn and faded, making them impossible to read without a strong magnifying glass. And the woman said the strangest thing. She told me not to sell it to just anyone. The watch would choose its owner.”

“Weird. Neither have I ever seen such an old well-cared-for piece that looks almost new,” Heidi murmured, her mind already busy with questions and possibilities. And if it was true that it was a Longines watch, it could even be worth more than the ticketed price of ten thousand. But there was no way she could afford it, though the temptation to buy it was strong. What secrets did this ancient watch hold?

If only time could talk...

“Does it work? I can’t afford to buy it at this time, but just to hold it for a bit... Do you mind if I wind it and set the time?” Heidi asked, her fingers hovering above the watch’s winding crown. The vendor nodded. “Sure, go ahead. Maybe you can afford it later. The watch won’t sell at this price.”

Heidi carefully twisted the crown, adjusting the hands to match the current time of twelve forty-five. Inside the cover were two small circles. They were an engraving of the world map with a couple of lines of very miniature words beneath it. Without her eye loupe, she couldn’t tell what it said.

“Perfect,” she whispered, captivated by the delicate, lacy, old-fashioned hands. As she completed the final turn, an unexpected surge of energy coursed through her fingertips, causing her to gasp in surprise.

“Is everything all right?” the vendor inquired.

“Y-yes,” Heidi stammered, trying to shake off the bizarre sensation. “It just...felt strange for a moment.”

“Strange how?” he questioned, obviously intrigued by her reaction.

“Like...” Heidi hesitated, unsure of how to describe it. “As if the watch was alive somehow.”

“Interesting,” the vendor mused, casting a sideways glance at it. “Perhaps it is more than just a simple antique watch. Maybe it is trying to tell you to buy it, just like the old woman said it would choose its owner.”

“Tempting, but I told you, it’s a bit beyond my budget right now.” She picked up the hot dog that she’d put on the table and reached out to hand the watch back to the vendor. Before he could take it from her fingers, and she realized what was happening, the world around her shifted and blurred. Colors swirled together as if she were looking into a kaleidoscope, and the sounds of the bustling market faded into a distant echo. Panic surged through her as her surroundings seemed to unravel before her very eyes. For a moment, she felt dizzy as the world began spinning faster and faster.

“Wh-what’s going on?” she cried out, her fingers curling tightly around the watch and squashing her hot dog in the other hand. As quickly as it began, the merry-go-round stopped. The kaleidoscope of color faded, and she no longer stood in the flea market.

Shocked, she looked around and found herself standing in the middle of a street surrounded by unfamiliar buildings. The familiar Chicago cityscape had vanished, replaced by a much older city...or town.

“Where...where am I? What happened? How did I get here?” she murmured, her heart hammering wildly in her chest. Her gaze took in the pedestrians passing by, giving her curious glances, some even stopping to stare at her. They were all dressed in clothing that looked like it belonged in a costume shop or a museum.

As the true import of her situation began to sink in, she felt a mix of fear tinged with excitement course through her veins. She had always been fascinated by the concept of time travel, but never in her wildest dreams had she ever imagined that it was possible.

“Is this...real?” she whispered, struggling to wrap her mind around the impossible. “Did it send me back in time?”

Heidi looked down at the ancient watch, its hands ticking steadily forward. Despite her fear and confusion, she knew in her heart that there was only one answer. The watch had taken her to the past, which meant that it should bring her back to her own timeline. The squashed hot dog had fallen on the street. She wiped her mustard and ketchup-covered hand on her thigh, then turned the crown of the watch, moving the hands several times, but nothing happened.

I am stuck...

Stranded in the past somewhere...

But where is this?

When is this?

Gone were the towering skyscrapers, holographic advertisements, and sleek hover vehicles that had filled the sky of her world. Instead, she was surrounded by modest buildings and stores, hand-painted signs, and the rumble of gasoline-powered cars all driving on the left side of the road.

“Strewth!” yelled a passerby, eyeing Heidi from head to toe and actually stopping to stare at her for a few minutes.

She suddenly became conscious of her out-of-place outfit. Her metallic blue bodysuit and psychedelic sneakers contrasted sharply with the knee-length full skirts and dresses, sweaters, and high-heeled leather shoes or sandals worn by the women passing by her. Even the men—some wearing tailored suits with fedoras on their heads, others wore pants and shirts—seemed to belong to an entirely different universe.

“Where...where is this?” Heidi stammered, her eyes darting from one unfamiliar face to another as panic began to rise within her. What did I do? I wound the watch and set the time... How do I go back? Quickly, she carefully turned the crown, once... twice... Again, she tried turning the hands a few times, but nothing happened. Confused and bewildered, she looked around.

A kind-faced elderly woman stopped. “Did you fall? Are you okay, love? You’re bleeding. Are you lost?”

Lost didn’t even begin to cover it. She’d been ripped from her own reality and tossed into a strange world. No, not another world. To the past... She blinked back tears, trying to make sense of what had happened. Was this all a dream? Did I pass out, and am I hallucinating now? Or did the mysterious power of the watch transport me through time? Did the old woman who gave it to the vendor to sell for her know about this?

“Can I help you, love? Are you all right? What happened? Do I need to call an ambulance?” the woman asked, gently placing a comforting hand on Heidi’s shoulder.

“Thank you, but I’m okay,” Heidi replied, forcing a shaky smile. “Eh, no ambulance. I’m not hurt.”

“But there is blood on your clothes, and—”

Heidi looked down at her thigh where she’d wiped her hand. “I spilled something. I’m fine, thanks.”

As she took a deep breath and tried to steady herself, Heidi couldn’t help but marvel at the sheer difference between this era and the one she’d left behind. In place of high-speed maglev trains and air cars, there were antique vehicles with rubber wheels, and she saw double-decker busses. The air smelled cleaner, and there was a sense of simplicity.

“You look pale. Are you sure you’re all right?” the woman continued, concern etched on her face as she bent to look at Heidi’s thigh.

Heidi nodded, swallowing hard. “Yes, thank you.” Her voice wavered slightly. “It’s not blood. It’s ketchup and some mustard. I’m just a bit lost. I’m not from around here. I think the heat got to me. I felt a bit faint.”

The woman smiled. “Looking at your costume, you must belong to that group of actors that just arrived here. Welcome to Newcastle. There is a dry cleaner not far from here. You should take your costume to them to get it cleaned professionally before the mustard stain sets.”

Heidi watched the woman walk away, and she knew that she had no choice but to adapt for the time being. She needed to figure out answers about the watch, its powers, and how to return to her own time. But first, she had to get rid of her outfit, which drew quite a lot of attention... People kept stopping to stare at her, children squealing and pointing.

A little boy yelled, “Mom, look, that woman is a fairy.”

“Okay, Heidi,” she whispered to herself, clenching her fists. “You’ve got this. Just take it one step at a time.”

She surveyed her surroundings, taking in the quaint storefronts and the people passing by in their historic clothing. She had to come to terms with all this and needed a place to sit quietly and play with the watch a bit. But she had to blend in if she was going to go anywhere. But how? She had no money, no cash. And even if she did, what good would American dollars do her here?

Newcastle? In England?

No, it couldn’t be. It was too hot. But the woman had an accent that sounded like UK English. Tempted to tap her arm to bring up her phone to research her location, she restrained herself because she realized just in time that there wouldn’t be any connection...and neither did they have such technology in this timeline. If any of the pedestrians saw her phone pop up from her arm, that would really cause a commotion.

How many countries in the world have a town called Newcastle?

She also couldn’t just continue to stand there looking like an idiot. What to do? How could she get some money? Beg? Not far from where she stood was a metal bin. Trashcan? It had a newspaper sticking out from it. She scooped up the fallen hot dog and casually walked to it, discarded the smashed food, and after wiping her hand on her suit, pulled the paper out. She went back to her spot near the store window and opened the crumpled newspaper and saw at the top, in big bold letters, Newcastle Morning Herald. Much of the paper was stained as if greasy food had been wrapped in it, so it was difficult to read. But she did make out that she was in Newcastle, New South Wales, Australia. The date was unreadable. She crumpled the paper, went back to the bin, and tossed it.

I have no money... But I need clothes... I’d have to steal some. Yeah, right. Become a thief? She shook her head and began to walk, staying close to the store windows. With the watch clutched tightly in her hand and her mind whirling, she hardly registered what she passed until she came to what looked like a larger clothing store. She wandered inside and made her way to the women’s clothing section.

She rifled through the racks of dresses, skirts, and blouses and glanced at the prices, but the currency was foreign to her. Then it dawned on her that these clothes did not have magnetic devices attached, ones that would set off alarms if she walked out wearing any of them.

Can I? Do I dare? Damn, I’ve got no money. I need to do something...

Glancing around, she didn’t see anyone nearby. She checked out the walls and the ceilings but didn’t spot any surveillance cameras. Of course not, they wouldn’t have that technology yet...

She picked out a few skirts and blouses, and carrying them over her arm, she looked for somewhere to try them on. When she found the changing cubicles, she popped into one. After taking off her bodysuit, she put on a blouse and a skirt and grimaced as she looked at her reflection in the mirror. I can’t believe that I’m doing this... She quickly removed the tags, bundled her bodysuit into a tight wad, picked up the watch that she’d set on a chair in the corner, and left the cubicle.

Heidi was sure her face was flaming red as she pretended to look at a few more items, then casually strolled through the store back to the glass doors. She pushed open the door and stepped outside, but just as she was about to walk away, a hand grabbed her wrist.

“Excuse me, Miss. Come with me, please,” a tall man wearing a plain suit said and tugged her arm.

Her heart felt like it would jump out of her chest. She’d been caught... “Sorry, I’m late for an appointment and—”

“Miss, you just walked out wearing clothing that you didn’t pay for.”

Heidi tried to yank her arm out of the man’s hand, but his grip was too firm. She had no choice but to go with him. He steered her through the store to an office at the very back. I must have been out of my mind to try and get away with it...of course I’d draw attention in my bodysuit. Not too suspicious looking... But I looked around and didn’t see anyone close by. Where was the guy hiding?

“Have you called the coppers?” the man asked a young woman who sat at a desk.

“Yes, they’re on their way.”

“Good.” He turned to Heidi. “Meanwhile, young lady, take off that skirt and blouse and put your own clothes back on.”

“Not here,” she said. She wasn’t a prude, but she had her limits.

“You Yankees think you can get away with anything,” the man grumbled. “Do as you’re told.”

“No. I’m not taking the clothes off in front of you. Take me to a changing cubicle, and I’ll put my suit back on. Look, I’m sorry. I was desperate, and I don’t have—”

After a brief knock on the door, two policemen entered. The first one through the door said, “Caught one?”

“Sure did. She walked out of the store wearing what she stole, that skirt and blouse.”

“I presume you’re pressing charges?” one of the cops asked, then turned to his partner. “I’ll go wait in the car. You can handle this.”

“Definitely pressing charges,” the store detective told the remaining officer.

“What else did she steal?” the policeman asked.

“Only what she’s wearing.”

“I see.” He turned to Heidi. “What’s your name?”

“Heidi Morrison.”

“Where do you live, Heidi?”

“Chicago.”

“You’re a long way from home. Do you have identification on you? A passport?”

“No.”

“Where is her handbag?” the policeman asked the store detective.

“Didn’t see one.”

“Do you have a handbag?” he asked Heidi.

“No.”

“You’re not very cooperative. How about we continue this at the station? Heidi Morrison, I am placing you under arrest for shoplifting items from this store. Will you come with me willingly, or do I need to use these?” He touched the cuffs attached to his belt.
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