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To Rachel Davis

Who served as my Muse to write.

I am sure I am not the only one that she has inspired.  If so, let her know. 
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Chapter 1
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The day after tomorrow

Dr. David Bryan had been lecturing for an hour. Although the topic was interesting, he was eager to return to what he truly loved—research.

He had published many papers in his field and won several awards, but none of that compared to the thrill of designing experiments and testing theories. That was the real passion behind his work.

But the university didn’t fund pure research. Teaching was the price of admission. So here he was.

David waved his hand at the display screen, where the next topic for his Theoretical Physics class appeared. He always liked ending his lectures this way.

"So, this is the next topic we’ll be covering: Quantum Field Theory. I know you’ve heard the term and seen it thrown around in movies. Let me set the record straight. Most of what you’ve heard is nonsense. You can't use Quantum Field Theory to go back in time, power the world, or do most of the fantastical things pop culture suggests."

He paused. A few students stirred.

"I’d recommend forgetting everything Hollywood has taught you. This is the actual science, not science fiction. People love to borrow the language, but the rules they follow have nothing to do with our field."

He glanced around the room. Two students were asleep. One was playing on her phone. Another was whispering and laughing with a friend.

David sighed but pressed on.  ”Still, we are the future physicists of the world. Maybe one of you will discover new rules. But tell me—can you name a rule that works in every part of life? A universal rule for dating? Or one rule in sports that always works?"

That got a few heads to lift—a few smirks.

David gestured to the blackboard.  ”There isn't one, is there? That’s like trying to explain dating the girl next door with a formula. If we can't crack human behavior, why would we expect physics to obey a single rule?"

He glanced at the timer next to his binder. One minute left—perfect.

"Now, let’s say we do find the perfect formula. One that works in every situation. Great, right? But sooner or later, something new will come along—a new theory or technology—that breaks it."

He looked over the group. A few were listening now.

"Why? Because, as someone once said, the universe is not required to fit our theories. That’s why we do this work. But I suspect any rule we come up with will fail—or at least, not last long."

He smiled.  ”And since you’re some of the brightest students in the physics program, I’ll leave you with this challenge—"

He let the pause hang in the air.

"Go prove me wrong."

He grinned, the same way he always did when ending this particular lecture.

He moved to the lectern and began gathering his things.  ”That’s all for today. Reading assignments are on my website. Papers are due Monday. Thank you."

Students began filing out, their expressions ranging from thoughtful to discouraged. He hated delivering that lecture—seeing the weight settle on their faces—but he wasn’t wrong.

David walked back to his office, dropped off his binder and timer, and headed into the lab.

He was close. He knew it.

There had been mistakes, sure—but that’s how science worked. And now, everything was coming together. The drive to finish had become all-consuming. This project had taken over his life—and was the reason for his DARPA funding.

He had to save her.

That was the only thing that really mattered.

He set up the latest experiment, checking every connection, every setting. He had spent most of the night poring over the calculations, double- and triple-checking his work.

Now, in the lab, he reviewed every piece again. When everything appeared perfect, he paused to re-review the setup—his usual OCD routine kicking in. His foster family had seen it in him early on, and it had served him well.

Finally satisfied, he activated the apparatus. The machine began to hum as it built the charge.

He had already identified the focus point. He made sure to stand clear. From his lab coat, he pulled out a stopwatch.

He held it above his head—then, with a deep breath, he activated the stopwatch and simultaneously triggered the apparatus. As he did, he released the stopwatch.

It fell about a foot and vanished.

That was always the most challenging part—waiting.

Like the other experiments, this one required patience. He’d wait one hour to see if it worked.

David sat down and ate his bag lunch, unwilling to leave the lab, just in case.

After an hour, he heard something clatter against the floor.

He was alone—no one else could have dropped anything.

He looked down.

The stopwatch.

Lying there as if he’d just dropped it.

He scrambled over and picked it up. The display read ”0:10.” Those ten seconds accounted for the sound delay and his reaction time.

It had worked.

He rushed to the console and began entering a different date. As he was typing, another clank rang out.

He hurried to the sound.

The stopwatch lay on the floor again. This time it read  ”0:07.”

It had worked.

Most scientists, after a breakthrough like this, would pop champagne and dream of the Nobel Prize.

Not David.

This had one purpose.

He was ready.

Just a few more adjustments—make the equipment portable, finalize the arrangements—and he could begin.

He was going to save her.
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David had thought a lot about this and decided he needed someone to witness what he was doing—just in case he didn’t make it back.

Since he worked in the Physics Department, there was no shortage of colleagues he could ask. But if he did that, there would also be plenty of them who would want the credit. And if he didn’t return, he didn’t want to hand what might be the most significant discovery of the century to someone who hadn’t done any of the work.

“Publish or perish,” as the old saying goes.

David had a plan to bring someone along as a witness—someone who couldn’t take credit, even if he wasn’t there to claim it himself.

He walked into the main office of the English Department. He wasn’t worried about whether the person he was looking for would be there—she always was.

He smiled as he entered.  ”Good afternoon, Ms. Branson. How are you today?”

Ms. Branson—or Cheryl, as he usually called her—was the department secretary. They had met at a faculty meeting about six months ago and hit it off. They’d been dating for five months now.

Cheryl looked up at him with her usual warm smile. ”Good afternoon, Dr. Bryan. What brings you to the English Department today?”

David grinned. He liked coming to see her when he could, and they played this little game every time. ”Oh, you know, just needed a little human contact. The beakers haven’t been very responsive today.”

Cheryl gave him a look of mock shock. ”Oh? Trouble in paradise?”

They both laughed.

Not knowing how much time they’d have, David got down to business. A few of the professors Cheryl worked for didn’t like him showing up in the office. He suspected one of them didn’t approve of him dating a member of the support staff—or as they probably thought of her,  ”the help.” David hated that mindset. He also suspected that the professor most bothered by it was a sixty-five-year-old woman who had romantic designs on him. Unfortunately for her, he wasn’t even remotely interested.

He shook his head and got back on track.  ”I have a project I need help with. I was wondering if you’d like to have dinner tonight and talk about it?”

Cheryl smiled.  ”Well, it is Thursday. I suppose I could do that. Where?”

David hesitated. Given the secrecy they’d need to maintain, they should probably talk in private.  ”How about dinner at my place? I’ll cook.”

Cheryl raised an eyebrow and smiled.  ”How about takeout? Remember that barbecue you made?”

David grimaced. The fire department had gently suggested he avoid cooking in the future.

He forced a smile.  ”Yeah, you’re probably right. I don’t think the fire department has enough trucks for what I’ve got planned.”

She laughed.  ”How about seven?”

David lit up.  ”Seven, it is.”

He left her office and headed back to his lab. He needed to make the projector portable to make it useful. He considered setting a timer for 5 p.m. to avoid losing track of time and missing dinner with Cheryl.

When the timer rang, he put in the takeout order, grabbed his coat, and locked up. He’d figured out how to make the tech work with existing equipment—now he just had to build it. If he could put in enough hours, he thought it might take about two weeks.

He also needed to prepare—get the right clothes, and make financial arrangements. There were a thousand details to sort out before he could leave.

Halfway home, he realized he’d forgotten to pick up the food. He turned around and drove back to the restaurant, annoyed with himself but understanding—he had a lot on his mind.

Once he got home with the food, he brought it inside and set it on the counter. Then he took a quick shower and changed into nicer clothes. He was about to ask Cheryl to believe something insane—he should at least not look insane while doing it.

At precisely 7 p.m., the doorbell rang. He opened the door to find Cheryl standing there, freshly changed and smiling. They hugged and kissed like they always did when seeing each other outside of work.

As a joke, David stepped back and adopted a formal tone.  ”Good evening, madam. Do you have a reservation?”

Cheryl, familiar with the routine, delivered her usual reply.  ”I have several reservations—but let’s have dinner anyway.”

They both laughed.

David led her to the table, where he had set out dinner, and pulled out her chair like a gentleman.

When she saw what he’d ordered, she smiled.  ”You know the way to my taste buds.”

He had picked up her favourite from the restaurant they both liked.

As she dished up her plate, David sat down. He wanted to blurt it out, but that would only make him sound crazy. Better to ease into it.

“So,” he began. ”I’ve been working on a project for the government. I made a breakthrough, and I need your help with an experiment I’m setting up. I need someone who can act as a witness.”

Just as he finished the sentence, Cheryl took her first bite. ”What kind of experiment?”

David grimaced, glancing at the table. This was the moment she’d probably think he was crazy.

“Time travel,” he said.

Cheryl looked at him, stunned. Her eyes scanned his face, unsure whether he was serious. But the determined look he wore told her he was.

“Time travel?” she echoed, incredulous.

David relaxed a little.  ”Yes. I’ve been working on the theory for years. And with this recent breakthrough, I was able to send a stopwatch forward in time—an hour.”

She stared at him, clearly sceptical. ”What’s the theory?”

He took a breath, knowing this would be hard to explain.

“We generate a field that causes particles inside it to enter what I call a ‘Schrödinger state.’ Inside that field, we can manipulate the perception of time. We can accelerate forward—to the next hour—in just a few seconds.”

Cheryl gave him a blank look.

He smiled. That happened sometimes when he slipped into ‘science mode.’

“Basically,” he said gently, ”we convince the space inside the field that time is moving slower than in the outside world. When we reach the desired time, we shut the field off.”

She looked at him, still puzzled.

David leaned forward. ”What do you know about time travel?”
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Cheryl looked at him quizzically. “Just the normal stuff—time marches on, time doesn’t repeat itself, time waits for no man. Anything more and we’d need a DeLorean.”

David chuckled and shook his head. “Do you know what should have happened in Back to the Future when Doc sent the DeLorean ahead in time by one minute?”

Cheryl, enjoying her dinner, shook her head. David smiled. “It should have either been in high Earth orbit, or in low Earth orbit on the other side of the planet—depending on the time of day.”

Cheryl gave another blank look. David shook his head; he needed to explain this better. “You do know that Earth is moving about 1.75 million miles per hour, right?”

Cheryl looked at him, shocked. “Really? It moves that fast around the Sun?”

David shook his head. “Around the Sun—which is moving around the centre of the galaxy—and space is continuing to expand. Add it up across frames, and you get about 1.75 million miles per hour. That doesn’t even account for what we don’t know yet, like the motion of whatever our galaxy is orbiting. That was my first thought before I came up with this plan—to use wormholes—but without a frame of reference, that wouldn’t work. Even if you could, you might wind up at Alpha Centauri by going only a few years into the past. We need a method that allows us to ride: experience a nanosecond while Earth experiences an hour. The planet’s gravity carries us along so we end up in the same place we started.”

Cheryl shook her head—there was the usual glee in his eyes when he talked physics—but she looked concerned. “So this will work, and you’re looking to send people through? Is that even possible? Do we need to shrink ourselves down?”

David smiled and started dishing his plate. It seemed she didn’t think he was crazy. “Yes. The process would work the same—matter is matter—so it wouldn’t make any difference. It would work just like it did for the stopwatch.” He paused, then shook his head. “The Avengers did get one thing right.”

Cheryl looked at him. “What was that?”

David smiled. “Most time-travel movies are bullshit.”

He could tell he was getting too technical for her—and he’d just insulted some of her favourite movies. “We’re not going forward in time, but backward. That’s the breakthrough I had today before I came to see you.”

Cheryl’s expression turned wary. “Okay—it worked on a stopwatch. So, when are you aiming for?”

David took a deep breath. “September 7, 1973, in the small town of Mack’s Creek, Missouri.”

Cheryl furrowed her brow. “Why then, and there?”

David had not told her the whole story of his past, which he did now.

To his surprise, when he told Cheryl the entire story, she readily agreed to help—and even to accompany him. It did surprise him—he knew it was a big ask—but she said this was exactly the sort of thing she’d do if given the chance. She hadn’t imagined time travel would be involved, but the cause was still good. She asked him to promise he’d consider a mission for her after this one, if possible. He agreed, with the caveat: “If we can.” She waved off the qualifier and made a bad joke about an ex-boyfriend who’d done her wrong.

They spent the night planning.

In the small hours of the morning, as she was leaving, David hugged her. “Thank you for doing this.”

Cheryl simply said, “If I didn’t help you, what sort of person would I be?”

The next three weeks were a blur. David wrote up his results and put them on a thumb-drive necklace for Cheryl; if something happened to him, she could bring the information back to the world—and probably be rich for it. Oddly, he liked the idea of her being set for life. True, he’d have to be dead for that—or never to have existed—but if it secured her future, he was okay with that.

Cheryl proved invaluable. She found places to buy period-appropriate clothes and to purchase gold coins—their workaround for payment. David hadn’t realized how much U.S. currency had changed; debit cards would be useless. She even found a business that had existed back then, where they could exchange the coins for cash. They spent most of those weeks side by side.

David had loved her before, but now he found himself missing her, whether he was at the apparatus or she was at work. The thought made him sad, thinking of what might happen. Given his history, maybe it was better that she wouldn’t be burdened with him.

He’d run the calculations and planned every detail he could on his side. He also finished the projector: a small, collapsible stand with a blue indicator glowing at the top.

Cheryl took point on the gold. She’d looked up historical prices; they should get about $105.50 an ounce. With what they had, she figured they’d have about $15,000 in 1973.

The night before the trip, Cheryl arrived with the clothes she’d picked for them. For him: dark blue jeans, a light flannel, boots, and a suit. Very dapper, he decided.

He packed part of his shaving kit; if he remembered right, disposable cartridges weren’t common yet, and he wasn’t eager to try a straight razor. They loaded everything into two backpacks that wouldn’t look out of place—another Cheryl touch. He also tucked in his DARPA ID for when he went to meet with them. It might earn some respect if needed.

He was so glad he’d asked Cheryl to help. Half of this wouldn’t have occurred to him.

With the holiday weekend coming up, they spent one last night in his apartment. David killed the overheads, leaving only the warm spill of a lamp. Takeout cartons were pushed to the far end of the table; the rain at the window turned the city into a hush.
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