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            Prologue

          

          LATE 20TH CENTURY

        

      

    

    
      A faded green pickup truck with chipped paint and a rusty body kicked up a dust plume as it traveled down the one-lane dirt road. The early fall in rural Tennessee brought with it lingering warm temperatures, so the truck’s windows were open.

      Behind the wheel, an elderly widowed farmer peered out the grime-covered windshield as he drove past fields with decaying crops and old barns in the distance. While driving, he reminisced about the good old days, as he often did when passing by his expansive property.

      Those were the days when the farm had been productive, employing over fifty seasonal workers who grew a dozen different crops in the many fields.

      The plan had always been for his four kids to take over the farm when he retired, but that was his dream, not theirs.

      His oldest, Steven, had become a dentist and lived in Boston. Christina worked as a pastry chef at a fancy hotel in Los Angeles. And then there was Dennis. Dennis had always been a handful and was halfway through a fifteen-year prison sentence.

      The only one of his children he saw regularly was his daughter Lucy. She’d been a tomboy and worked as much as the boys did on the farm in her youth. All her farming interests had ended when she left for college.

      Long since graduated, she was busy raising three kids of her own. Neither she nor her accountant husband had any interest in running a farm, but they visited frequently, and the farmer often went to their home for Sunday dinner after church.

      Despite his age, he’d continued to keep the farm going until two years ago, when his wife, Abby, passed away in her sleep from a heart attack.

      Her heart failed that tragic night, and his heart might as well have, too. Since then, he’d lost all interest in the things that once brought him joy, and he’d shut down most of the farm with the crops still in the fields.

      Through it all, he kept the one tiny patch close to the house active, growing various produce. The single field provided for his needs, those of Lucy’s family, and some for a few friends. It also allowed him to maintain the agricultural tax credits the farm was entitled to.

      Since Abby’s death, he’d considered selling the property but was reluctant, and the idea of renting it out to someone else wasn’t appealing. As he got older, he enjoyed the quiet the empty property provided.

      Years ago, he’d paid off the mortgage and had enough in the bank to allow his modest lifestyle to continue for as long as he lived. He was also concerned about what a purchaser might do if they bought the land.

      He didn’t want to be alive when someone took ownership of his most distant field. When that happened, he suspected there might be problems.

      With his belly full from Sunday dinner, he pulled up close to his mailbox and opened its door from the front seat of the truck.

      It wasn’t uncommon for him to go a few days between trips to check his mail, but Sundays were different. He always checked on Sunday, even though there was no mail delivery.

      Today, the farmer found a brown paper-wrapped package crammed inside, which he hadn’t expected. It had been almost a month since he last received a Sunday package. As always, there was no writing on the paper. He wrestled the oversized package out and noted it was bigger than usual. Only once before had he received one this size.

      He dropped the wrapped object on the seat next to him, closed the mailbox, and drove up to the farmhouse.

      As he got out carrying the package, he glanced over at the nearby barn and saw two of his cows and a few of the pigs. He’d gotten rid of the rest of the animals but again kept only enough for his and Lucy’s meat needs.

      The old farmer entered the house and placed his hat on a hook by the door. He kicked off his boots and set the paper-wrapped package on the table.

      With calloused hands, he pulled out his folding pocketknife, sliced through the tape that held the paper closed, and removed the outer wrapping. Inside were stacks of twenty-dollar bills. He did the math in his head but already knew the total would be exactly $20,000. It was twice his usual payment, and he understood what it meant.

      The farmer took the bundle of cash to the back bedroom, which he used as an office, and set it on the desk. He stared at the money, then went to the five-foot-tall gun safe in the corner. He worked the combination lock and opened the door.

      At one time, the safe was full. The farmer had once owned several rifles and a shotgun, and each of his kids and Abby had a rifle. Most of them were gone now, either taken by the kids or sold off over the years. The only firearm remaining was his favorite hunting rifle.

      He hadn’t used this gun in a couple of years, not since Abby’s death. Back then, she’d often go hunting with him. But after she passed away, his interest in hunting, along with most other things had disappeared.

      With most of the guns out of the safe, there remained plenty of room for the numerous stacks of $20 bills, and he added today’s payment. The farmer wasn’t dependent on the mysterious cash, but it allowed him a few small luxuries he’d never have considered otherwise, and he found spending all the money was more difficult than expected.

      Because he had it, he bought almost everything using cash. Still, he knew he needed to be careful not to attract attention.

      The old man estimated he’d received over $100,000 in the last year and still had most of it locked away in the safe.

      There was an audible click as he relocked the safe and made his way outside.

      The farmer walked past the barn of animals. Their gentle sounds brought a smile to his face. He’d already fed and watered them earlier in the morning, and he’d do so again after completing his current task.

      He continued another thirty yards to a large metal-sided barn with fading green paint. Issuing a grunt, he pushed open the heavy sliding door. Its rollers creaked in protest, and he stepped inside. The scent of old hay and rusted metal assaulted his senses, a reminder of the neglect that had taken over his farm. Rows of unused equipment lined the dusty walls, their mechanical parts frozen in time.

      For several years, Lucy had urged him to sell off the farm equipment while it still had value, but he’d refused.

      He walked to his largest tractor. The faded blue paint and worn tires told stories of long days spent on the farm, plowing and hauling. He ran his hand along its familiar frame and felt a sense of nostalgia wash over him.

      The thirty-year-old machine had been quite reliable. Now, it only served a single purpose.

      He checked and saw he’d left the massive 28-inch diameter boring auger attached when he last used it.

      A few days before he got his first unmarked package of cash, someone had delivered the enormous tool here. He wasn’t sure who’d ordered it, but he knew what to do with it. He also understood it was connected to a young, dark-haired woman who’d shown up at his door one afternoon almost a year and a half ago.

      Back when he ran the farm, he’d never have needed an auger this big, but these were different times.

      He climbed into the massive blue machine and started the diesel engine. A puff of black smoke billowed up as the engine started. The familiar smell of diesel exhaust mixed with the smell of dry dirt and animal manure brought a slight, involuntary smile to the old farmer’s face.

      Using the hydraulic controls, he lifted the spiral-bladed auger as high as he could. With a ten-foot-long bar attached to it, there remained less than a foot between the tip of the drilling auger and the ground.

      The tractor crept out of the barn and made its way almost a mile to the farthest part of the property. Other than a few weeds, the field was barren of any vegetation.

      There were no obvious signs of the last hole he’d bored into the earth. But the farmer knew his field and where he’d worked and drove to the precise spot he wanted. He positioned the tractor and flipped the switch. The powerful auger began turning and lowered into the ground like a giant drill bit.

      The sound of the tractor’s engine intensified as he delivered more power to bore a hole straight down into the Earth. Several times, the farmer had to back the auger out of the ground to clear dirt from the hole. But then the auger forcefully penetrated again, increasing the depth of the hole until it reached the equipment’s limit.

      When he removed the tool from the ground, he’d made a fresh hole, two and a half feet across and ten feet deep.

      The farmer repositioned the tractor and drilled a second, identical hole five feet away from the first, since the payment had been for two.

      Twenty minutes after he’d arrived at the field, he drove back to the barn to store the tractor until the next time he needed it.

      Tomorrow, he’d return with his smaller tractor and use the bucket on the front to fill in the holes he’d created. Then, he’d smooth out the soil with practiced precision and leave no trace of his work behind.

      After he slid the barn doors shut, the farmer headed toward the house and stopped at the barn closer to the home. The sun was setting as he headed inside. Turning on the hose, he started filling the water troughs for the animals. He’d done this task thousands of times over the years and went through the motions with little input from his conscious mind.

      While he worked, the old man thought about the holes he’d bored into the ground. Every time he’d drilled one over the last year, he wondered what someone was putting into them.

      The young, mysterious woman who’d convinced him to drill the holes in exchange for cash refused to give any further information. She reassured him that, despite being secretive, nothing toxic or harmful to the groundwater would go into the holes, and he believed her.

      At first, he’d been reluctant, but the first package of cash, which she handed him that day convinced him. While the cash was helpful, the old man’s agreement wasn’t due to financial necessity but instead was driven by his loneliness, boredom, and the desire for a little excitement in his life.

      Despite all the assurances, his curiosity increased with every hole he drilled.

      Before he realized it, he’d done two things. He’d finished feeding the animals and decided to break the rules set forth by those paying him.

      He returned to the house, changed into the camouflaged coveralls he’d used back when he hunted, and took a pair of binoculars from a drawer. The farmer considered taking his hunting rifle but decided against it.

      He left the house, walked to the barn, and retrieved a ragged horse blanket. Carrying the blanket, he walked for over ten minutes until he reached the tree line that bordered the distant field and was closest to the holes.

      Settling behind a thick patch of ferns, he spread out the blanket and lay prone. He tried to find a comfortable position, ready to stake out the area for as long as needed. The chill of the earth seeped through his coveralls as the night wore on, but his aching joints wouldn’t deter his plan.

      As he lay there, he couldn’t help but think what Abby would say if she saw him lying on the cold ground. She’d have warned him about sticking his nose into other people’s business. However, the mystery behind these holes was too much to bear, and he couldn’t shake off his curiosity any longer.

      Soon, it had gotten quite dark, but the moonlight still provided enough illumination of the area. The old farmer’s body felt stiff from lying on the hard ground, and it begged him to get up, but he remained still.

      An hour later, he heard a brief, high-pitched screech, like something moving very fast. The sound seemed to come from all directions at once. Instantly, a strange black cylinder appeared in the field. There had been no movement. One second, nothing was there, and the next, the cylinder appeared as if by magic. It stood around eight feet tall and was about the same in diameter.

      The old man’s mouth hung open in amazement, and he wondered if he was seeing a spaceship from another world.

      Seconds later, two floodlights on one side of the strange object came on and illuminated the holes.

      As he reached for the binoculars, a section of the cylinder slid open to reveal the inside. Multi-colored lights were visible, and two people stepped out. One was a tall male, and the other a shorter female. Together, they dragged something from the cylinder.

      Through the binoculars, the farmer recognized the female as the one who’d hired him to bore the holes, and he held his breath, afraid to make a sound.

      The farmer’s mind raced with questions. Who were these people? What were they burying? And most importantly, why?

      Studying their actions, he realized that the object they were dragging was another person. The figure was limp, the arms dangling lifelessly. They reached the first hole, lifted the body together, and dropped it headfirst into the ground.

      In the stillness of the night, he could hear some of their conversation.

      “It felt good to drop him,” the man said.

      “Yeah. He needed to be erased from history,” the woman agreed.

      They returned to the cylinder and dragged out someone else. The old farmer tried but couldn’t tell if the person being dragged was alive from this distance.

      The two people heaved, and this body disappeared into the second hole.

      “Good riddance,” the male said.

      “I’ll get the shovel,” the woman responded.

      She stepped back inside the cylinder. Moments later, she was back holding a short-handled shovel, and, taking turns, they spent several minutes partly filling the holes. They put in only enough dirt to hide what was inside.

      Nodding, the farmer now understood why, in the past, before filling in the holes, he saw nothing when he’d glanced in them.

      The people stopped and assessed the holes in the ground. And the man said, “We did a good thing here tonight.”

      “True, but no one will ever know.”

      “There is a lot of evil buried in this field.”

      “Especially after tonight,” she agreed.

      “What do you imagine will have changed?”

      “No idea, but the whole world will be a different place. Hopefully, for the better,” the woman replied.

      “I guess we should go and find out.”

      Taking the shovel with them, the two returned to the cylinder. The door closed, the floodlights turned off, and seconds later, the cylinder disappeared with a faint screeching sound.

      The old farmer gathered his blanket and binoculars and headed back toward the house. As he walked, he knew the information he’d gained wasn’t enough. He needed to learn more.

      Arriving back at the barn containing the tractor, he headed inside. The heavy wooden door creaked as it closed.

      When he flipped on an interior light switch, several old fluorescent bulbs between the rafters lit up, flickering erratically. Only half the bulbs still worked, but they generated enough light to allow him to work.

      His old backhoe hadn’t started in years because the need to dig trenches on the farm was long gone. He’d almost given in to his daughter’s nagging about selling the equipment, but something had always stopped him. Now he was grateful for his stubbornness. He connected his battery charger, and its clamps sparked against the corroded terminals. He breathed a sigh of relief; at least the battery had held a charge. It took half an hour of him tinkering with the motor, checking fuel lines, and making adjustments. Eventually, the powerful machine rumbled to life, producing another huge puff of black diesel smoke.

      The farmer’s weathered face showed lines of exhaustion from lack of sleep, but his curiosity wouldn’t let him stop. He couldn’t just ignore what he’d seen. He had to understand what was going on, even if it meant facing something disturbing.

      Driving the old backhoe, he returned to the field and, using great care, expanded the first hole until he could climb in and dig the body free. As he felt the warmth coming from the corpse, his hand recoiled, and he now suspected they’d dumped him into the ground while still alive.

      He placed his fingers over the carotid artery in the man’s neck and confirmed there was no pulse. Once he’d dug the body free, he attached a strap around the legs and used the backhoe to lift the man from the hole.

      An hour later, the second body lay next to the first.

      He used the headlights on the backhoe to examine the men.

      The first was in his early twenties, and he wore an old-fashioned military uniform with a single stripe on the sleeve.

      The second appeared to be in his mid-thirties and had a thick mustache. He wore a suit that appeared decades out of style. His head hung at an odd angle, suggesting they’d broken his neck when they dumped him in the hole.

      Searching the older man, he found papers in his breast pocket. The farmer recognized the Russian Cyrillic writing. His parents had immigrated from Russia before he’d been born; to honor them, he’d learned some of the language. He’d long forgotten most of what he’d learned, but a smudged date was in the top corner. The year was legible: 1913.

      The only other words he could make out were the man’s name: Joseph Stalin.

      While the name meant nothing to him, the farmer still felt lightheaded and froze, trying to understand what he saw. When that failed, he moved to the young soldier and found he also carried identification papers. Unexpectedly, these were written in German, not Russian. The farmer couldn’t read German. However, these papers seemed new and also had a 1913 date. The name on the paper was clear: Adolf Hitler.

      Two hours later, the bodies were back under the ground, and the farmer had returned the backhoe to the barn.

      Filthy with dirt from the holes, the farmer walked to the house carrying the two sets of identification papers. They bore the names of men he’d never heard of, and he wondered who they were and why they were under his ground.

      Unsure what else to do, he headed to the office, opened the safe, and locked the papers inside with all the cash.
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          FIVE YEARS AGO

        

      

    

    
      Despite the pain medication in his system, Spencer Reynolds felt an increased heaviness in his chest, as though an unseen weight pressed down on him. With each passing moment, he sensed himself slip further away, drifting down a dark tunnel because the oxygen-carrying blood no longer circulated through his body. In the distance, he could hear the frantic activity as doctors and nurses worked around him.

      Suddenly, a voice pierced through the fog and shouted a single word: “Clear!” Then a jolt of intense pain shot through his body like a bolt of lightning.

      As the fiery pain slowly dulled, Spencer’s mind began to clear, but the struggle for breath remained. Gasping for air, he fought against the darkness that threatened to consume him.

      “Doctor Reynolds, can you hear me?” a concerned male voice asked. “Your heart stopped again. We had to defibrillate you to get it going, but it has resumed beating, at least for the time being.”

      Spencer wanted to ignore the man’s words and drift back into unconsciousness, but he managed a weak nod. As his level of alertness increased, he could make out a woman’s voice issuing orders to her team.

      After what seemed like an eternity, Spencer felt awake enough to allow his eyelids to flutter open, revealing the harsh fluorescent lights that buzzed above him. As he blinked away the lingering effects of the brief lack of oxygen to his brain, he noticed a woman leaning over his hospital bed. Her dark features and thin build stood out from the blue hospital scrubs and white coat she wore. The woman, a petite African American with a concerned expression, was leaning over his bed. Despite the worry in her eyes, she forced a smile, and Spencer remembered that comforting expression. It was Doctor Douglas, his cardiologist.

      Though he knew she was highly skilled at her job, he also understood she wasn’t his biggest fan. His attitude since being admitted had been less than cooperative, often laced with sarcasm and impatience. But at this moment, as he saw her standing there, an unexpected wave of relief washed over him.

      “Hey, Doc,” he croaked out, his voice still raspy and weak.

      She replied, “You gave us quite a scare. How are you feeling?”

      Spencer hesitated, his throat dry and his senses still muted. “Like I’ve been hit by a truck,” he admitted.

      “That’s to be expected after everything you’ve been through. Your heart is currently stable, and that’s the most important thing right now.”

      As she spoke, he could see the determination in her eyes. It reminded him that there was a mutual goal despite their occasional clashes—a hope for his recovery, and Spencer felt grateful for her persistence.

      His room in the Cardiac Intensive Care Unit was white and sterile, with noisy machines that surrounded him, their tubes and wires connected to his body.

      Other medical personnel were present. Some were familiar, and others weren’t. He knew they’d all hurried to his room when the code was called. All were eager to do whatever they could to revive him when his heart stopped for the third time in as many days.

      In the corner of the room stood two other people who looked terrified. The young man had a comforting arm around a woman of the same age. These two were the closest thing to friends or family he had, and they were only his employees.

      “Dr. Reynolds,” Doctor Douglas continued, her voice heavy with concern, “your heart will continue to slip into unstable rhythms. One of these times, we won’t be able to restart it. Also, the fluid in your lungs is increasing, which indicates your cardiac function is still dropping. I understand your objections, but it’s necessary to proceed with intubation and installing the left ventricular assist device. Without it, you only have a few days left at most.”

      “We discussed getting me on the transplant list. Where does it stand?” Spencer asked, his voice still weak and strained.

      His doctor nodded and said, “We’ve gotten you on the list, but the chances of a suitable donor becoming available in time are very slim. The LVAD and intubation will buy us more time for a donor heart to become available.”

      Spencer asked, “Please be honest, Doc. Is there an option that will get me back to work in my lab soon?”

      “You want honesty? Only a transplant can possibly get you back to work ever, but even that’s doubtful. If we use the LVAD, the chances of you getting a heart in time are still only twenty percent at best. Without it, there’s no more than a three percent chance. It will take a miracle.”

      None of this surprised Spencer. He’d come to terms with the fact that he’d never see his sixty-eighth birthday next month. He knew the massive heart attack he’d suffered three days prior would ultimately lead to his death. However, it was taking a slow and agonizing path to claim him.

      He gave a weak smile and said, “Thanks for the honesty. I appreciate it, but I want a Do Not Resuscitate order. No intubation, and don’t shock my heart the next time it stops.”

      He glanced at his two employees, who stood in the corner, and saw tears in the woman’s eyes.

      Nodding, the doctor said, “I understand. Are you certain?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay. We anticipated this and have already drawn up the DNR paperwork. You just need to sign it.”

      “Where’s a pen?” Spencer asked.

      Once Spencer had signed the documents, he said, “I need one more thing. My friends against the wall, Marcy and Connor—I want them to make any further medical decisions if I’m unable to.”

      “Us? Why do you want us to make those decisions?” the young woman asked, the distress evident on her face.

      “There’s no one else. I’ve managed to push everyone else out of my life. You know that,” Spencer explained.

      “That will take a little longer. Your nurse will come in and bring the papers when they’re ready,” Doctor Douglas said.

      “Thank you for everything,” Spencer said as he made eye contact with each of the team members gathered around him before they departed from the room.

      Soon, only the three of them remained.

      “Come closer,” Spencer beckoned, his voice strained and weak. “I can’t yell.”

      His two protégés obeyed and stood solemnly by the hospital bed.

      Days before, the two of them had done CPR on him for over ten minutes when he’d dropped in the lab until the paramedics had arrived. Their efforts had given him a chance at survival.

      “Do you both believe in the work we’re doing?” Spencer asked.

      “Absolutely,” Connor replied without hesitation.

      “Of course we do. We wouldn’t have stayed this long if we didn’t,” Marcy added, as her brown eyes met Spencer’s with unwavering conviction.

      “I assumed it was my pleasant disposition that kept you around,” Spencer joked weakly. However, neither of them found it amusing. They both knew there was nothing pleasant about Spencer Reynolds.

      Despite being a brilliant physicist with a Ph.D. in Quantum Mechanics, Spencer possessed a well-earned reputation for being rude and inconsiderate. Previous interns who’d worked for him over the years had quit prematurely because of Reynolds’s difficult personality.

      Spencer didn’t care what others thought, which is why Spencer Labs had been a one-person operation until Marcy found the application for the internship.

      “Either way,” he continued, “you’re the only ones to stay and commit to the work. I’ve got a final request.”

      “What is it?” Connor asked.

      “I need you to continue my work after I’m gone. Before I go to the grave, I need to be sure that my life’s work hasn’t been for nothing. I’ve dedicated everything to the study of Temporal Mechanics, and the work can’t die with me.”

      Marcy answered, “I don’t think we can. There’s too much we don’t know or don’t have access to.”

      “Dr. Reynolds, we’re just graduate students doing our internships. How are we going to take over where you left off? This is your life’s work,” Connor added.

      Spencer fixed his gaze on them, his expression earnest despite the drugs, and he said, “All the other interns I’ve had over the years quit. But not you two. Your internship ended over a year ago, and you’re still here. You have moved way beyond being simple interns. You have shown your commitment to the project.

      “I wouldn’t ask this of you if I didn’t believe in your potential. You both have the intellect, passion, and dedication needed to continue where I left off. Trust in yourselves as much as I believe in you.”

      Marcy’s doubts continued. “Also, we can’t even afford the rent on the lab.”

      Spencer smiled and said, “In the drawer against the wall are my belongings in a bag. Get them.”

      Marcy obeyed the order, used to how Spencer never concerned himself with manners.

      “Now, dig my keys out.”

      She removed the key ring and handed it to Spencer.

      He shook his head and refused to take them.

      “They’re yours now. In the house is a safe. There’s a key on the ring that will open it. My will and attorney’s contact info are all in there. I called him yesterday to make him aware of the situation. He’s sending an updated copy of the will over today. All the logins and passwords to access my personal files are also in the safe. That’s where I keep all the things I haven’t shared until now. You’re both the recipients of everything I own. The house is worth over two million, and the contents are worth far more. There’s no rent on the lab building. I own it, and once my heart stops, Reynolds Labs will be yours.

      “Also, there are three bank and investment accounts with more than enough to continue the research for as long as you both live. All you have to do is promise to keep going with the research. Figure out how to travel back in time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 2


          

          16 HOURS LATER

        

      

    

    
      The empty elevator’s doors slid open on the ground floor, and Connor Bellman and Marcy Miller stepped inside. Each held a steaming cup bearing the red and white logo of The Daily Grind, the local coffee shop with a location next to the hospital parking lot.

      Connor stood a little under six feet tall and was muscular, with white-blonde hair. He looked like a stereotypical California surfer. However, while he was terrified of the ocean, he’d played water polo throughout college. His strong and rugged looks resulted from his Norwegian ancestry, which gave him his striking features.

      Born and raised in Baltimore, Connor had grown up with a foster family after a devastating fire killed his parents in the family’s trailer. The foster family never legally adopted him, but gave him the love and support he needed.

      Marcy was also of medium build but had long, dark hair and was shorter. She’d been born to a Hispanic mother and a Korean father, giving her a distinct appearance. She’d grown up in a small farming community in rural Texas with her father after her mother died in a traffic accident.

      Connor and Marcy first crossed paths when their advanced physics professor at the University of Arizona assigned them as lab partners. They bonded over a shared fascination with quantum physics and a desire to unravel the theoretical concepts of temporal mechanics. The idea of being able to travel through time, to witness or alter past and future events, excited them.

      The two became inseparable friends and academic partners during their years of studying together. They spent countless hours hard at work, pushing the boundaries of their research.

      When acceptance letters arrived from the university’s prestigious graduate program, Connor swept Marcy into a hug, and their laughter echoed through the halls. For the first time, their lips met, and the kiss lasted almost a full minute.

      In the months that followed, they cautiously maneuvered through the complexities of their relationship, unsure of where it would lead. Despite initial hopes for a romantic bond, they both eventually admitted their love was rooted in a deep and lasting friendship and nothing more.

      When the elevator doors closed and they began moving up, Marcy grinned and quietly asked, “Do you think he’s dead yet?”

      Chuckling, Connor replied, “That’s terrible. I can’t believe you said that.”

      “Well, it would sure make things easier, wouldn’t it?”

      “It would,” Connor agreed.

      “Unless, of course, you want to spend another day at his bedside.”

      “No, I sure don’t want that, but saying it out loud seems wrong. Besides, he’s leaving us everything.”

      Marcy shook her head and said, “This isn’t a gift. It’s a bribe to get us to finish his life’s work. He wouldn’t give anyone anything without a catch. You know that.”

      “That’s true,” Connor agreed.

      The elevator doors opened, and an older man in green medical scrubs with a surgical mask dangling at his chest got on, and their conversation ended.

      A minute later, the elevator reached their destination, and they exited and walked to Room 706 in the Cardiac ICU.

      Each of them was a little nervous as they stepped inside the room.

      Turning his head as they entered, Spencer paused, appraising them. He then gave them a faint smile and said, “Sorry, guys, I’m still breathing.”

      “Normally, one would consider being alive a good thing,” Connor replied.

      “So, did you check out the house?” Spencer asked.

      “We drove by to check out where it is, but it isn’t ours yet,” Marcy answered.

      “You have the keys. If you drove by, you went inside,” Spencer stated.

      Neither answered.

      “I figured you tried out the bedroom while there,” Spencer snickered.

      “Dr. Reynolds, we told you before, we gave up on that kind of relationship long ago. We’re much better off as friends and coworkers,” Marcy responded.

      The dying man thought for a minute, then understood and said, “Okay, you weren’t interested in the bedroom. You wanted the access codes and passwords for my research. You visited the house to raid the safe.”

      Neither denied it.

      “I don’t blame you. That’s what I’d have done,” Spencer said.

      Connor gave a nod to confirm the suspicion.

      With a smile, Spencer asked, “What about the car? Which of you is going to drive the Porsche?”

      “Like we said, it isn’t ours yet,” Connor pointed out to his boss.

      “The contents of the safe technically aren’t yet either, but that didn’t stop you,” Spencer reminded them.

      Feeling guilty for holding back the information, Marcy decided to come clean and admitted, “I can’t deny it; I really like the car. It’s parked in the lot outside. We drove over in it today.”

      “Ha, I knew it!” Spencer had the largest grin on his face for a couple of seconds, and then it melted away, replaced by fear.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Connor noticed a sudden change in the wave pattern on the cardiac monitor. The screen displayed fast beats, resembling tight loops, instead of a normal rhythm with occasional abnormal beats.

      Marcy followed his gaze, and together they stared at the screen, willing it to change back to normal. And when it didn’t, they knew Spencer’s time was almost up.

      Seconds later, a nurse entered the room and verified what the monitor showed.

      “Dr. Reynolds, your heart is in a rhythm called ventricular tachycardia. It might switch back, but given your condition, I suspect it will progress to ventricular fibrillation at any time. Should that happen, the heart will stop circulating blood, and you’ll die. I understand your DNR, but this is the last chance to ask us to keep you alive. Do you want us to try to shock your heart back to a normal rhythm?”

      Through his distress, Spencer said, “No, I don’t.”

      Turning to Connor and Marcy, the nurse asked, “Do both of you understand what’s happening?”

      “Yes, we do,” Connor answered.

      “He has signed the form that gives you control over his medical care. But since he has a DNR, when his heart stops, we won’t try to restart it. Do you understand?” the nurse asked.

      “Yes,” Marcy said. “We’ll follow his wishes.”

      “Okay,” the nurse said, and she placed a comforting hand on Spencer’s shoulder. “I’ll leave you alone to say goodbye.”

      As she left, Marcy and Connor approached the bed, one on each side.

      Spencer said, “I believe in you both. I’m certain you’ll be successful and complete my work.”

      Confused, Connor asked, “How can you be sure?”

      Spencer smiled and said, “Don’t worry how I know. I just do.”

      The way he said it left Marcy thinking he knew some secret they weren’t aware of.

      After a few seconds of silence, he changed the subject and said, “I appreciate you two being here. I’ve got no one else.”

      Spencer suddenly gasped, his eyes widening in alarm as a chillingly familiar sensation washed over him. It was the same feeling that had preceded his previous cardiac arrests. He felt a strange disorientation, a sense of detachment from his own body, as if his consciousness were slowly drifting away. A wave of dizziness hit him, his vision blurred, and the edges of the room seemed to waver and distort.

      Connor looked over and saw the display on the monitor switch to a rapidly changing, chaotic pattern.

      Spencer opened his hands, and the younger two each took one.

      “We promise. We’ll complete your work,” Marcy said, as a tear ran down her cheek.

      Spencer returned a faint squeeze of their hands before passing to unconsciousness and then death.
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