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​INTRODUCTION


[image: ]




WE PRESENT, FOR YOUR enjoyment, twenty stories of time travel.

The characters in each of these stories are having trouble.  Some have trouble with their equipment, some have trouble with what they find, others are having trouble with unexpected consequences.  

Some travelers intentionally reach out to their past or future selves, others work to avoid this. Some travelers focus on the future, others focus on the past, a few look in both directions. Travelers travel by time machine, cell phone, time cap, elevator, compass, or without the need for a device at all.

And then there are the mistakes made and paradoxes created when you mess around with time. So we finish up with a story where the task is to fix the problems we’ve created by traveling in time.

You will notice that the same word may be spelled differently from one story to the next, such as traveler vs. traveller. We have chosen to use the spelling conventions of the country where the author is from.

As always, each story in the Read on the Run series of anthologies is short, to suit your busy lifestyle.  If you enjoyed this Read on the Run, consider checking out our other Read on the Run titles.
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​TIME TRIAL
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Liam Hogan

“IF AT FIRST YOU DON’T succeed...” the wiry haired professor muttered, dusting ash and still glowing embers from his quilted smoking jacket and resetting the time machine for fifteen minutes earlier, “... try, try again.”

The chronometer spun faster and faster, a blur of colour and light, small tendrils of blue fire licking at its edges, until, with a flash and the pop! of an imploding vacuum, it was gone.

♦♦♦
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“PROFESSOR ALBUS ARKWRIGHT Winklebaum. You are hereby charged with attempting to pervert the natural course of time and space. How do you plead?”

The professor blinked. The judge who had just spoken was large and ruddy-faced, a wig flowing down either side of his shiny red forehead like cream poured over a strawberry. He shook the unhelpful image from his head. “I’m sorry?”

“Being sorry is all well and good, Professor, but this is a Court of Law. It must attend to cold hard facts before it can tackle the thornier issues of remorse and appropriate punishment. Do you plead guilty or not guilty?”

He peered round, trying to make sense of his surroundings. There, in a corner of the cluttered chamber, squatted the time machine he’d been sitting in just a moment earlier. Though, when he’d got into it and started playing with the controls, there hadn’t been a label attached to the device that declared it “Exhibit A.” To his right sat the members of the jury, dressed in eccentric clothes. Some wore cravats, others morning coats, a few sported ornate pipes, thankfully unlit. Most of them peered myopically at him over either spectacles or monocles, from beneath wild hair and even wilder eyebrows. He knew their type, the portraits on the walls of the Royal Society were full of people like this. A jury of his peers then, a jury of scientists from throughout the ages.

He wasn’t entirely sure this was a good thing.

“I’m a bit confused,” he admitted. “A moment ago I was in my parlour?”

The judge snapped his hand aloft commanding the accused to silence as he turned his lobster gaze on the clerk, hunched just below. “Coordinates?” he demanded.

The clerk studied the notes before him, a thin finger tracing the text. “51.516156 North, 0.143548 West. 8:13pm, April 14th, 1915. Timeline... ZZ9 Plural Z Alpha.”

“ZZ9?” barked the judge. “Do we have jurisdiction?”

“Absolutely, Your Honour. Precedence was set by Asimov versus Monty Stein.”

“I see,” the judge nodded. “Has the accused been read his rights?”

“Yes—”

“No!” protested the professor. “I most certainly have not!”

“Ahh...” the clerk referred back to his notes. “He will have been, in about three hours’ time, Your Honour.”

“Hmm. Under the circumstances, Court adjourned.”

The gavel bounced off the desk and the judge, the clerk, the jury all vanished, even the packed galleries emptied in the blink of an eye. But while the professor was still wondering where he should be going, they reappeared just as quickly.

“All rise! Court is reconvened.”

“Hey!” he yelped.

“Yes, Professor Winklebaum?” the clerk asked 

“I thought Court was supposed to be adjourned?”

“It was, Professor. I trust you used the time wisely?”

“It wasn’t,” he blustered. “You weren’t gone five seconds.”

“ZZ9 is mono-linear,” the judge said, frowning at the accused. “Your temporality is somewhat out of step with ours, Professor. An occupational hazard of time travelling, I’m sure you’ll agree. Never mind. In your absence we’ve appointed a defence lawyer for you. Mr Pilgrim, I believe you’d like to say a few words?”

A raggedy man stood up, scratched at his head, tilted his glasses from one side of his face to the other. He rattled a few typewritten pages on the table and looked up sheepishly. “Thank you, Your Honour. It is my contention that Professor Winklebaum is an idiot.”

“Hey!”

“It’s as though he thought the timelines were completely unpoliced and he was free, not only to make any changes he wished, but to also revisit the same point in time over and over again until the effects of the changes were what he hoped for. He has, in the opinion of this humble advocate, flaunted his time travelling escapades in the very face of this august Court.”

“I thought you were supposed to be on my side?” the professor complained.

“I am,” the defence lawyer said, a shrug rippling down through his entire upper body. “But really. What’s a man to do? Defence rests.” He sat again.

The professor stared at him in horror.

“Thank you, Mr Pilgrim. Let’s take lunch, shall we?”

The professor hadn’t fully realised how hungry he was, but in the few seconds the courtroom was empty once again, his stomach had the chance to rumble two and a half times. It was during the third rumble that the benches refilled and before it had entirely faded away the judge was already calling out, “Prosecution?”

Slowly, ponderously, his nemesis rose and the professor’s heart sank. He knew she was his nemesis, not only because his defence lawyer was patently useless and certainly no match for this formidable looking woman, but because this formidable looking women bore an uncanny resemblance to the matron-cum-PE teacher from his earliest and most painful memories of boarding school. She eyed him now as the teacher had eyed him then, as a malingerer, a wastrel, a hypochondriac afraid of a little mud. Fifty years on and still he had to check he wasn’t suddenly wearing gym shorts.

“Prosecution intends to show that the accused not only flagrantly abused a wide number of Temporal Statutes, he isn’t even a bona fide time traveller, not having invented the device in which he has been popping willy-nilly hither and thither.”

“Then to whom does this time machine belong?” the judge asked.

“We’re not sure, Your Honour,” the nemesis admitted. “It’s not licensed.”

“Unlicensed! I assume the accused doesn’t have insurance, either?”

“Indeed not, Your Honour.”

“And how did the defendant come by this unlicensed, uninsured device?”

“According to his own testimony, it materialised in his parlour late Friday evening.”

“Isn’t that rather unlikely?”

The prosecuting lawyer rocked back and forth as if trying to decide whether press-ups or a brisk jog around the sports field were a more suitable punishment for the accused. “There was, apparently, a shortage of adequately sized laboratory space in the London of ZZ9 Plural Z Alpha, during the nineteenth and early part of the twentieth century. It is, therefore, theoretically possible that two scientists could non-temporally co-exist in the same physical space.”

The judge tutted. “I meant the ‘late Friday’ part?”

“Ah, quite so, Your Honour. I, too, doubt that anything of note can ever be achieved on Friday afternoons. But we only have the word of the accused and it isn’t strictly material to the case anyway.”

“I see,” the judge said with obvious distaste. “Go on.”

“With pleasure. The defendant, having broken the oldest law in the book, as specified by the Temporal Defence Act of AD 2357—”

“2357!” erupted the Professor. “But that’s in the future!”

The judge levelled a beady eye at him. “Chronal penal code is laid down at the point in time best suited to getting the legislation through the High Court. The 2357 act comprises our oldest law, despite being the furthest in the future, because it is the one that applies retrospectively for the longest period. Is that clear?”

The professor shook his head half-heartedly as the proceedings... proceeded. His character, his actions, even his science, were picked apart mercilessly by the prosecutor and he found himself utterly unable to reply. A hot tear threatened to trickle down his cheek and a bubble of snot inflated beneath his left nostril as images of jeering school kids and playground taunts haunted his thoughts.

Twice more the courtroom emptied and refilled before his weary eyes and, as the judge announced yet another break so that the prosecution could present her closing arguments, the professor raised a forlorn hand.

“Yes, Professor Winklebaum?” the judge asked.

“It’s not fair!” the professor snivelled, “Every time you adjourn for lunch, for discussions, or whatnot, I’m left standing here while you pop off. I’m tired and I’m hungry.”

The judge cocked his head. “Was there a point, professor?”

The professor wiped his nose. The truth was, he hadn’t had a point in mind, he’d just wanted—needed—to vent. But... “Perhaps, Your Honour, it might balance things out if, on this occasion, I adjourned, but the Court did not?”

The judge tugged at his wig. “And how long, exactly, would you require?

“Five minutes? Maybe ten?” the professor said. “Long enough to stretch my legs, to visit the men’s room, and to... to consider my situation?”

“It is most irregular, but I don’t think prosecution has any objections?”

She narrowed her eyes, then sneered. “The accused is quite obviously time wasting, Your Honour. But no, no objections.”

“Very well,” the judge announced, carefully rotating his gavel. “Defendant will adjourn for five minutes.”

And this time, with the gavel reversed, it was the courtroom that... stopped. His hopeless defence attorney, the judge, everyone. Completely motionless. Even the solid bang of the wood on the judge’s desk was oddly truncated, as though it was hanging in mid-air, waiting to finish.

The professor laughed in giddy relief and scrambled over the barrier, heading for Exhibit A. He sat in the time machine and considered his options. Not forward, obviously. Back, then, to some period before this Court existed. Before the rulings of 2357 applied. Before any rules applied. The signing of the Magna Carta, perhaps? And, if that didn’t work, there was always 1066... though he might have to brush up on his schoolboy French.

He spun the dial, looked around the frozen courtroom one last time, and pulled the lever.

There was a whirr, a stuttered cough, and a loud clunk. The wooden panelled room abjectly failed to vanish. He threw the lever again, and again the clunk. Once more and the machine lurched and then stopped with yet another sickening clunk.

He looked about in desperation and it was only then that he saw the triangular yellow clamp, with a sign that read: “POLICE NOTICE! Do NOT attempt to move this illegally parked Time Machine.”

With the second half of a fading bang the court bustled back into motion around him and no one seemed to notice or care that he had changed his seat. He slumped on the red leather armchair, resigned to his fate.

Guilty! the jury announced, after another one of those adjournments that didn’t affect him.

“Has the accused anything further to say in this matter before I pass sentence?” the judge asked.

He shook his head, what was the point? He was a condemned man. Doomed.

“I have.”

Professor Winklebaum looked up in hope and surprise, not sure who had spoken. His defence lawyer was standing. The hope withered and died.

“Your Honour,” Mr Pilgrim said, “as is customary with unlicensed, uninsured, impounded time machines, Exhibit A is to be scrapped. Might I make the suggestion that it is scrapped on or before the 13th of April, 1915?”

The judge rocked back in his seat and then, after a moment’s thought, nodded.

“No objections,” the prosecutor said, without even being asked.

“Very well. You’re a lucky man, Professor Winklebaum.” And for one last time the gavel came crashing down.

♦♦♦
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THE PROFESSOR JERKED awake. The clock was tolling twelve, the beginning of a new day, and the parlour room was lit only by the dying glow from the small fire in the grate.

He shook his head. Perhaps he’d been working too hard, neglecting his health and his sleep. He looked down at the papers and schematics arrayed across his lap.

The War was supposed to be long over by now. “Over by Christmas” they’d said, but it hadn’t worked out that way. Already it was April, a stalemate having quickly developed. Both sides were pinned down by new-fangled machine guns that chewed and spat out brave young men. It was up to the scientists and the inventors to come up with ways to break the impasse they’d created.

But Professor Winklebaum was hopeless with high explosives, deadly gases, or designs for metal-tracked monsters capable of spewing flames and crushing all before them. So there he sat instead, dreaming of time machines and other such nonsense.

Tomorrow, or more accurately later that day, he’d have to start afresh. A pump to keep the trenches dry. Guaranteed sterile field dressings. A better design of tin helmet. Not exactly what the Generals were asking for, but rather more his style and perhaps the future would judge him favourably for trying to save lives, rather than to take them.

“If at first you don’t succeed...” he muttered, with a long yawn.

Screwing up his notes he threw them onto the fire, watched them burst into brief life before sleepily making his way from the room, walking around the edges of the rug to avoid the thing that wasn’t there.

֍

Liam Hogan is an award winning short story writer, with stories in Best of British Science Fiction 2016 & 2019, and Best of British Fantasy 2018 (NewCon Press). He’s been published by Analog, Daily Science Fiction, and Flame Tree Press, among others. He helps host Liars’ League London, volunteers at the creative writing charity Ministry of Stories, and lives and avoids work in London. More details at http://happyendingnotguaranteed.blogspot.co.uk
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​ROUND TRIP
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Catherine Valenti

MITCH STOOD AT THE front door, finger poised over the doorbell. The door was red, not the brown it used to be, and someone had installed a peephole. The house was a light gray. An improvement, he thought, but strange to see.

He pushed the doorbell, held it in for a second, then released it and listened for the chimes ringing inside. They were loud and easy to hear just about everywhere in the house. Sometimes if the windows were open, they had caught his attention even sitting out on the back patio.

A dog barked from within and Mitch caught a faint voice on the other side of the door, no doubt talking to the dog. Would anyone recognize him after thirty years? Mitch had the advantage of knowing they were his family, but he was catching them off-guard.

Was someone watching him through the peephole? What would he do if no one answered the door? After what seemed like an eternity Mitch heard the click of the deadbolt from within.

His heart raced, and Mitch felt a wave of uncertainty wash over him. The doorknob twisted and now it was too late to change his mind. For the first time he wondered if Richard was right, if this was a foolhardy plan.

The door opened, and immediately he recognized his little girl Lissa, now a grown woman his own age. She stepped out onto the porch. A large black and brown dog stood solidly by her side, staring at Mitch with ears perked and tail wagging slightly.

Lissa arched her eyebrows. “Can I help you?”

As much as Mitch wanted to throw his arms around his daughter, that would most likely cause her to slam the door and phone the police. He forced himself to stand quietly and smile. “Lissa? Lissa Stanton?”

She cocked her head and studied him with narrowed eyes—those lovely green eyes, framed by a mass of auburn curls. Lissa wore the same expression she had every time she’d been trying to figure something out.

“It’s Garrett now,” she said. The dog moved toward Mitch and nuzzled his hand, then gave it a lick, and Mitch rubbed its head. “Lissa Garrett. And you are...” Lissa seemed to relax, perhaps because her dog was enjoying ear scratches from Mitch.

“I’m your... I’m Mitch.”

Lissa froze and her eyes narrowed. “You look so much like him.” She took a step forward, staring intently at his face. Her gaze went to his eyes. “Oh no, it can’t be.”

For a moment he believed his daughter finally recognized him, and he took a step toward her. But Lissa took a step back, her face ashen.

“Are you...” Lissa’s voice was so quiet Mitch had to strain to hear, “... a relative?”

Of course she wouldn’t think he was her father, who would be thirty years older. Mitch simply nodded. It wasn’t a lie, and maybe she would hear him out.

She turned her head slightly and called out, “Trevor, someone’s at the door that we need to talk to.”

“Who is it, Lissa?”

At this, Lissa motioned Mitch to follow her and she headed to the living room. A tall muscular man intercepted Mitch and put his hand out. “I’m Trevor. And you’re...”

Mitch shook Trevor’s hand. “My name’s Mitch. I need to tell you... both... something of interest.” He had to play it cool, because this was already an odd situation and by the way Lissa was staring at him, the wrong words might send her to the telephone to dial the police.

“Have a seat, Mitch,” Trevor said, indicating a cushioned chair facing the sofa where Lissa had perched. Mitch sat and Trevor joined his wife.

For a few seconds that felt like hours, no one said a word. Then Lissa broke the silence. “Who are you? How do you know me? And what do you want?”

Mitch took a deep breath. This was not what he’d imagined this morning. “Before I start, please try to keep an open mind. I’m going to tell you an incredible story, but I swear it’s all true.”

The two of them stared at him. Lissa looked especially wary.

“Lissa, I’m your father.”

His daughter shook her head, her fiery gaze on him. “You’re crazy, or delusional,” she said. “You do look so much like my father, but there’s no way you can be him.”

“It’s true.” Mitch began talking faster, not sure how much time they would give him. Even though he was telling the truth, he could imagine how unbelievable it sounded. “Thirty years ago I was in the lab with my partner Richard—well of course you know Richard—we’d been working on quantum experiments and we figured out a way to transport items into the future. To travel through time.”

Trevor and Lissa sat still as statues, looking skeptical.

“We tested our machine with little things. A vase, a book.” Mitch chuckled. “Even a jar of grasshoppers. We were able to move them forward anywhere from ten minutes to three days and put them in various places.”

“Grasshoppers...” Lissa said quietly, and Trevor glanced at her, eyebrows raised. “I asked you about that jar of grasshoppers, and you told me...” She stared pointedly at Mitch.

“I told you this was a science experiment. You asked why they were under the rosebush, and I told you it was a nice place to end up.”

At this, Lissa’s face paled, and her voice shook. “No one knew that.”

“I did, my girl.” Mitch hid his smile. If she remembered that she might actually start believing him. “After running experiments for a month, we decided it was time to test it with a human. Me. I really wanted to go forward far enough in the future to meet you at the same age I was. Of course, I clearly didn’t think through what an awkward situation this could be.” He certainly could have planned better.

“Hold on,” Trevor leaned forward slightly. “Are you saying you traveled through time from thirty years ago?” He took Lissa’s hand. “He is a crazy man.”

Lissa shook her head. “I don’t know. What if it’s true?” She looked back at Mitch. “You’re telling me you are my forty-year old father?”

“That’s what I’m telling you, alright.” Mitch’s heart pounded. “Richard didn’t want me to jump ahead that far on the first try, but I told him he could bring me back in three days and it would be as if I’d never left.”

“Oh, but you—my dad—did leave, for good.” There were tears in Lissa’s eyes and her voice trembled. Trevor put his arm protectively around her, and glared at Mitch.

Mitch tried to ignore Trevor, who seemed ready to punch him. “I know it seems like I just disappeared without a trace, but I really didn’t. Since I traveled ahead in time, this future wouldn’t have me in it because, well, I left your past. As soon as I go back, the past will be put back in place properly. Lissa, you’ll have memories of me being around while you were growing up, and as long as I stay healthy and well, I’ll be back here in your future.”

Lissa stared with mouth gaped. “Are you trying to make me believe that in three days when Richard pulls you back I’ll have my dad here? That he’ll have always been here?”

“He’s crazy, Lissa.” Trevor scowled and stood. “Mister, whoever you are, I think you need to leave. Now.”

This wasn’t working exactly as Mitch had planned, and he kept himself planted as he addressed Lissa. “Honey, do you remember what your mom and I gave you for your tenth birthday? You told me it was your favorite gift ever.”

Lissa nodded slowly.

“I remember too, like it was yesterday, only for me it was three days ago.” Mitch smiled. “We bought you the latest New Kids on the Block cassette and a Walkman to play it with. And Mom found that t-shirt with the picture of the band on it and you said you were never taking it off.”

“That’s not possible,” Lissa said, her voice breaking. “How do you know that? Unless...”

“Unless I’m your dad.”

“But my dad is dead.”

“No honey.” Mitch knew that his unexplained disappearance years ago must have been traumatic, but he had no idea what the aftermath had been. “I’m not dead, I’m right here. And I promise you when I go back in a few days everything will be as it should be.”

“You are dead!” Lissa cried, rising to stand next to Trevor. “That stupid machine my dad and Richard built imploded. It crunched up and melted together and there was nothing left, nothing inside. Because there was NO inside, it was solid metal. There is no way you’re my father.”

It took a moment for those words to sink in. The machine had been destroyed? What the heck had gone wrong? He was here, alive and well. Mitch slumped in the chair. “Are you sure there was nothing they could save? What happened to the machine? What happened to Richard? Is he ok?”

“Trev, would you get the album please?” Trevor left the room, and soon came back holding a scrapbook. He gave it to Lissa, and she flipped to a sheet in the middle.

“Here,” she said. “It’s all here.” Lissa opened it to two pages of newspaper clippings and handed it to Mitch. The one that caught his eye was a black and white photo of a giant ball of metal sitting in the lab. The headline read “Experiment Blows Up, Scientist Dead.”

Mitch read in stunned silence. There truly wasn’t anything left of the time machine, it had compressed so tightly it had formed what appeared to be a solid ball of metal. Richard had witnessed it, and had made statements to government officials, who proceeded to confiscate the ball. There were more articles and photos on the following pages, but no mention that it had been a time machine and not a word about time travel. Mitch absorbed as much as he could from the articles.

Still in shock, he finally glanced up at Lissa. “My God,” he said, his voice shaking. “That’s why you all thought I died thirty years ago. I’m so sorry you went through this. How’s Maureen—your mom?”

“Mom is fine.” Lissa stared at Mitch intently, her words measured and slow. “It was horrible for the first few years, but gradually got better. Mom got married again when I was in high school, and she and her husband retired a few years ago and moved to Florida. They sold us this house after we got married.”

“You believe him?” Trevor said softly to Lissa. “He’s really your father from—I can’t believe I’m saying this—the past?”

“I think I do,” Lissa said, her gaze still on Mitch.

♦♦♦
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LISSA AND TREVOR AGREED to let Mitch stay after Trevor checked out Mitch’s driver’s license. They put Mitch up in the guest bedroom, which used to be Maureen’s sewing room.

Lissa told Mitch her daughter had recently left for her first year of college in Florida near Maureen and her husband. Mitch thought he had time travel quandaries figured out fairly well, but the reality of being in the future with a wife who had a different husband, a grown-up married daughter, and a granddaughter, was a lot to take in.

The next morning at breakfast the three of them made stilted small talk until Mitch glanced at his watch. “I didn’t even ask, do you need to get to work? I don’t want to disrupt your schedules more than I already have.”

Lissa topped off Mitch’s coffee. “We both have home offices. I work in graphic design, and Trevor sells real estate, so he’s in and out most days.”

“I would really like to hear more about what you do,” Mitch said. “I feel like I’ve missed so much, with your lives as well as all the new inventions in the world.” He pointed to the sleek, rectangular gadget on the table in front of Trevor. “This, for instance. You’ve been messing with it—what’s the deal with that?”

Trevor and Lissa exchanged glances, and Lissa grinned. “You have a lot of catching up to do. This is Trevor’s phone.”

“That little thing is a phone? Remarkable! Does it have some type of touch sensor?”

“It’s a smartphone, Mitch.” Trevor grinned. “Since you’ve been gone these thirty years, a few things have changed. Here, let me show you.”

For the next hour Mitch sat in awe as Trevor and Lissa demonstrated all that the device could do, and Lissa brought out what she called her tablet that resembled a larger version of the smartphone.

Finally Mitch sat back and sighed. “Amazing. If Richard and I would have had technology like this instead of our behemoth of a computer, I’m certain we could have avoided turning our time machine into a large ball of worthless metal.”

Lissa looked thoughtful. “I’m still trying to wrap my head around this whole time-travel thing, and the different reality you said was created. Do you think in your reality the machine didn’t implode, and Richard will bring you back where you started?”

“I’ve thought about that. Although it’s a possibility I think the chances of me being able to leave are really slim.” Mitch finished off his now-cold coffee and set the mug down. “Is Richard still in the area?”

“Yes, he and Dolly live in the same house.” Lissa sighed. “He was a godsend after you... well, after we thought you’d died. He helped us with closing out your share of the business, and was more than fair with the finances part.”

“I need to talk to him.” The news that Richard was still around lifted Mitch’s spirits. He needed to see his old friend and partner and get more information about what went wrong and how they might make it right.

“I’ll give him a call and see if he’s up for a visit.”

“That would be great,” Mitch said, although with a bit of trepidation. The last time he’d seen Richard was yesterday, but the last time Richard had seen Mitch was thirty years ago, and that had ended badly from Richard’s perspective. Mitch listened as Lissa made the call to Richard and set up a late afternoon visit, telling him that an old friend was in town and wanted to see him.

After she ended the call, Lissa turned to Mitch. “Richard sounded a bit annoyed that I wouldn’t tell him who I was bringing over, but this is just too hard to explain over the phone.”

Richard’s house wasn’t all that far from Lissa’s house, but Mitch noted it took much longer to get there than it did in the past. Traffic was a lot crazier now than it was, well, yesterday.

They parked on the street in front of Richard’s house. Other than the huge trees that were saplings the last time Mitch saw them, it was all a familiar, welcome sight. “This hasn’t changed much at all.”

Mitch and Lissa had only taken a few steps when the front door opened. Richard stepped out and made his way down the walk toward them. The wild black hair that had stuck out at odd angles was gone, but there was no mistaking that grin that stretched from one end to the other of his face. He had his fair share of wrinkles, but other than that and the bald noggin he was the same old Richard.

“Son of a gun!” Richard’s grin didn’t waver. “After Lissa called, I had this feeling, so I looked it up and sure enough this is the day! Well, the day after, but close enough.”

Before Mitch could open his mouth to reply, Richard had him in a firm bear hug. The Richard of yesterday, which was actually three decades ago, had never hugged him. Handshakes, solid pats on the shoulders—that was Richard’s style.

Mitch caught a breath when Richard finally released him, and grinned back at his friend. “I guess I haven’t changed a bit.”

Richard laughed, and put both hands on Mitch’s shoulders, shaking him slightly. “My time-traveling partner. I wanted to believe you had survived somehow, but seeing that solid ball of metal, I was convinced you’d died.” He put his hands on his hips. “Thirty years, my friend. Thirty years.”

“Seems like only yesterday to me!” They had a lot of catching up to do, and Mitch had many questions for his old friend.

Richard greeted Lissa with a hug, then motioned them both to the house. “Dolly will be thrilled to know you’re alive and well. I gave her a heads up about the day, so the shock won’t be too great when she sees you. We have coffee on, and she’s got some of her famous chocolate chip cookies coming out of the oven.”

♦♦♦

[image: ]


THE FOUR OF THEM SETTLED in the living room after bringing Mitch up to speed on the past thirty years. Mitch leaned back in the armchair. “What did you see after I left in the time machine?”

Richard raised his eyebrows and shook his head. “It happened so fast. One minute you were on the intercom, telling me it was a go. After I pushed the button, there was the usual slight shudder we expected, then suddenly a loud roaring noise—unbearably loud. The entire machine crumpled up so quickly the only thing I could think of was to get away as fast as I could. The heat was incredible, but short-lived. It damaged the console, although that was still in one piece. The time machine itself was a hot mess of molten steel.” Richard took a deep breath. “I thought I’d lost you. Right away I thought you had disintegrated inside what appeared to be a solid ball of metal. I could not fathom how you could have survived.”

“Apparently I did,” said Mitch. “From my point of view, everything went dark, then there was a bright flash, and I found myself in the shrubbery outside my old house.” He leaned forward. “Richard, did you ever try to rebuild the time machine? Try to bring me back?”

Richard sighed. “The feds confiscated everything. They took what was left of the time machine, the few notes and drawings that survived, the computer. Everything. I would have had to start from scratch and without your help it was a hopeless task. Especially since all signs pointed to your certain demise, and I did not want to recreate such a tragic event. Then it all made me wonder if trying to mess with time was a terrible idea, as intriguing as it sounded.”

“Do you know if the feds ever tried to recreate the machine?”

“They didn’t have all the plans,” Richard said. “We had most of them in the file cabinet and the paperwork was burnt to a crisp from the heat of the implosion. Over the next few years they interviewed me extensively but without the original designs and paperwork I couldn’t tell them much.”
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