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To my darling daughter Madison, whose magnificent
imagination gave us, Cooper the Dinosaur. I love you
more than I could ever say. Thank you for being the
light of my life and making me the proudest daddy
in the world. This book is for you.
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Chapter One
Old Oliver


‘Stacey, my dear Stacey, please listen to me. When you go back to 1880, to try and save me, you die. I watched you all die.’


My mouth dropped open. This is some kind of joke, I told myself. 


The old man standing in the doorway, an old-man version of my twelve-year-old best friend, Oliver McRae, looked perfectly serious, despite the absurdity of what he had just said. 


I opened my mouth, but no words came out, just a dry, croaking sound. It felt like my brain was melting.


‘You look like a duck that just found a crocodile egg in its nest,’ Old Oliver said.


Only Oliver could come up with such a ridiculous simile.
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‘Can I come in?’ he asked.


I was about to answer when Amelia Grey appeared at my side. ‘Who are you?’ she asked, adjusting her glasses as she looked at the old man. Amelia had been in the garage, calming down Cooper, the friendly cooperensis dinosaur we had accidently kidnapped from the past. Yeah, that’s right, we accidently kidnapped a dinosaur.


My life, if you didn’t already know, is a little odd, and the last few days had been the oddest of all. 


Standing in my doorway, looking into the impossibly old face of my best friend, while my other friend comforted a baby dinosaur in the garage, was only half of that oddness.


Just moments before, I was in the year 1880, being attacked by a crazy woman named Isla Palmer, who had tried to steal my time machine house. This was immediately after I had returned from an adventure with the famous Australian bushranger, Ned Kelly. I had escaped the crazy lady, making it back to the current year, 2022, along with my dad and Amelia. However, Oliver had been left behind in 1880, captured by Isla Palmer. 


It was just another day in the Casey household.


Old Oliver smiled warmly. ‘Hello, Amelia,’ he said in a gentle tone. ‘It’s me, Oliver. I’m grown up, and I’ve been waiting.’


Amelia studied the old man, her dark eyes unreadable behind her glasses. ‘You’d better come inside,’ she said finally, then stepped back and took me by the elbow. She pulled me aside so Old Oliver could come inside. ‘Why aren’t you older?’ Amelia asked as the old man walked inside. She shut the door behind him. ‘We left you in 1880, so you should be over a hundred and fifty years old.’


Old Oliver nodded. ‘Isla’s time machine … It doesn’t work very well, but she managed to take me to 1964 to try and steal the artefact. You know, before Geoffrey Rush gave it to us.’


‘That makes sense,’ Amelia said.


I shook my head. How can Amelia be so calm? She sounded like seeing her twelve-year-old friend suddenly appear as an old man was something she witnessed every day.


‘Mr Casey,’ Amelia yelled. ‘You’d better get up here.’


‘It’ll have to wait,’ my dad’s voice returned.


Dad was down in his basement, or ‘the lab’, as he called it, getting the time machine ready to jump back to 1880 to save Oliver. ‘The time machine is still damaged … I have to get these algorithms right.’


Old Oliver looked at us with narrowed eyes, suggesting, ‘Why don’t we just go down to the lab and see him.’ He shrugged. ‘Might be easier.’


Amelia nodded and led us down the stairs to Dad’s lab.


It almost felt like I was floating as I followed her down the stairs. Since we had started travelling back in time, in our time machine house, I had been getting these overpowering feelings at critical times. It was a feeling of either certainty or dread, informing me that I was doing something right or wrong. At times, it felt almost like nostalgia or even déjà vu, and right then, the feeling was strong.


I knew this really was an old man version of Oliver, but I had no idea what that was going to do to our plans. All I knew for certain was, whatever Old Oliver was going to tell us, would be of critical importance. I kept my mouth shut and followed Amelia down to the basement.


Dad’s lab is a large and dark room. It has one open area filled with old boxes and pieces of used scrap – it’s always a mess down there. As usual, the room’s one dim light hung from the ceiling and seemed to cast more shadows than light. In one corner, on Dad’s messy desk, sat his computer. Dad was hunched over the computer screen, rubbing his chin with one hand as he read lines of code on the screen. Beside Dad’s desk, standing against the wall, was the time machine.


The time machine was a large, metallic contraption, which you could have mistaken for a toaster, save for its size. It stood a little taller than me and had a strange device on top that looked like one of those weird, dial-telephones from the olden days. There were lights flashing on it, and it made a low, electric hum, which sounded like soft base coming from a subwoofer.


‘Mr Casey,’ Amelia said as we approached. ‘Oliver’s here.’


‘That’s nice, Amelia,’ Dad said, not looking back. He continued reading the lines of code on his computer screen.


‘Dad,’ I said. ‘Did you hear what Amelia just said? Oliver is here.’


‘Yes, yes, say hi for me. Just give me some space please, Stacey, I need to get this right so we can go back and rescue Oliver.’


‘He’s right here, Dad!’


‘Okay, dear. I just need to …’


‘Hello, Gabriel,’ Old Oliver said.


My dad finally stopped what he was doing and turned, obviously alarmed at hearing a man’s voice. Dad was wearing his usual white lab coat, which had a calculator and pens in the breast pocket. He must have pulled it on over the 1880’s outfit he was wearing. His black hair was as messy, as always, sticking up in all directions like he’d just been zapped by one of his crazy inventions. His thick glasses sparkled with the blinking green light from the computer screen, and his face twisted in alarm as he saw Old Oliver. ‘Who on earth are you?’ he demanded.


‘I just told you, Dad, this is Oliver.’


Dad looked at me, then back at Old Oliver. He adjusted his glasses and squinted as if to get a better look. ‘Oliver’s a little boy.’


‘Gabriel, it’s me, Oliver McRae. I’m grown up, and I’ve been waiting.’


‘Impossible, Oliver is back in …’


‘Back in 1880,’ Old Oliver injected.


Dad blinked. ‘But Oliver was captured by …’


‘By Isla Palmer,’ Old Oliver interrupted again.


Dad nodded, his eyes widening. ‘Which was right after …’


‘After Cooper saved you from being shot. And after you’d just robbed a bank with Ned Kelly.’


‘I wouldn’t say we robbed the bank,’ Dad protested.


‘More like Ned went in to recover the artifact,’ Old Oliver said.


‘But Oliver’s … it can’t be …’ Dad looked really confused, which I must admit, made me feel a little better about my own confusion.


‘I’ve been waiting, Gabriel, waiting for the moment when you returned from 1880 so I could come here and stop you.’


‘Stop me from what?’


‘Going back and getting killed,’ Old Oliver said.


‘But that was 142 years ago. How are you alive?’


‘Isla’s time machine,’ I said. ‘Dad, after we got killed, Isla took Oliver to 1964, to try and steal the artefact before Geoffrey Rush gave it to us.’


‘Geoffrey Rush …’ Dad’s eyes became huge behind his glasses as my words sunk in. ‘Wait, we get killed?’


‘Yes,’ Old Oliver said. ‘You came back to 1880 to save me, but you all got killed. That’s why I’m here, to stop you going back.’


‘Isla murders us?’ Dad asked, sounding angry.


Old Oliver shook his head. ‘No, not Isla, it was someone else. There was an attack, but it wasn’t her.’


‘Then who?’ I asked.


‘I don’t know, and if Isla knew, she didn’t tell me. She only said she should have seen it coming. We only just managed to get away with our lives.’


‘How did we die?’ Amelia asked darkly, her eyes almost eager. ‘What did they do to us?’


‘That isn’t important,’ Old Oliver said. ‘It’s not going to happen, because you aren’t going back.’


Dad’s face suddenly slumped, and his jaw dropped open. He looked unsteady on his feet and sat down heavily in his chair. ‘Oh, my word,’ he exclaimed, eyes suddenly brimming with tears. ‘No, no, no, no, no, this can’t be happening. My dear boy, what have I done to you?’


‘Done to him?’ I asked. ‘Dad, he just told you we all get murdered.’
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‘Stacey, don’t you understand what I’ve done to this poor man? Oliver, I’ve stolen your life from you, taken it!’


Old Oliver stepped forward and placed a reassuring hand on Dad’s shoulder. ‘It’s all right, Gabriel, that’s why I’m here. You’re going to get it back for me.’


‘I am?’


‘Yes, you are. I have a plan that can fix this, bring me back as a young boy and save you all from getting killed.’


‘You do?’ Dad asked, hopefully.


‘I do.’


Dad stood up and suddenly embraced Old Oliver in a huge hug.


Oliver looked a little startled but hugged him back.


‘Oliver, I can’t imagine what you’ve been through,’ Dad said. ‘Your whole life has been …’


‘That doesn’t matter,’ Old Oliver interrupted. ‘What matters is that we are going to fix this.’


‘What’s your plan?’ Dad asked as he took off his glasses and wiped tears from the corners of his eyes.


‘Like I said, Isla took me back to 1964,’ Old Oliver said. ‘Her time machine is set up in the Time Defence Union headquarters, the TDU. The headquarters was already there in 1880 … I think it’s quite old.’


‘Where is it?’ Dad asked.


‘TDU headquarters is hidden beneath the Royal Botanic Gardens in Melbourne,’ Old Oliver said. ‘There’s a secret door, which leads to an underground bunker.’


‘What do they do?’ I asked. ‘Who are they?’


‘I don’t know,’ Old Oliver admitted. ‘When Isla took me there in 1880, after you had all been … well, after the attack, she blindfolded me.’


‘Where abouts in the gardens is the door?’ Dad asked.


‘I honestly don’t think I should tell you that,’ Old Oliver said. ‘I’ve spent a lot of time over the last few decades watching the place. I did manage to find the entrance, but it wasn’t easy, and hardly anyone comes and goes. I don’t think the TDU is as bad as Lord Marks led us to believe. At any rate, it’s not a good idea to tell you where it is. You should keep away.’


‘But why?’ I asked.


‘Oliver is right, Stacey,’ Dad said. ‘We know what can happen if we start interfering with things. It’s good to know where the TDU is based, but best leave well enough alone for now.’


‘Yes,’ Old Oliver agreed. ‘I’ve already taken a big risk giving you the information I have. Please, just stick to my plan and get home safely. When Isla had me at TDU headquarters, she managed to make me tell her how we got the artefact. She took me to Marksville in 1964, a few hours before we arrived on the day we met Geoffrey Rush.’


‘What for?’ I asked.


‘She wanted me to get the artifact off the statue and give it to her.’


‘And did you?’ Amelia asked.


‘I didn’t,’ Oliver said with a dark smile, and then he told us his plan.


It took Oliver a long time to explain what had happened when Isla had taken him to 1964, and how he thought we could intervene during that time to rescue him. When he had finished, Dad started to set up the time machine for the moment needed for the plan. He said it would take some time to do this, as he had to ensure he didn’t damage the time machine again.


While we waited, Amelia and I continued to ask Old Oliver questions.


‘Why doesn’t someone from the TDU just come to Stacey’s house and take it right now?’ Amelia asked.


‘They don’t know where it is,’ Oliver said.


‘How can they not know where our house is?’ I asked. ‘Isla followed us here in 1880.’


‘Yes, but it was sitting in a paddock in the middle of nowhere. She didn’t exactly have GPS on her. Besides, from the way she spoke, I’m sure she didn’t know you couldn’t move the house. They seem to think you can move it because you’ve got the artefact. I wasn’t about to tell them differently. As far as they know, the house could be anywhere.’


‘But we’ve never seen Isla in our timeline,’ I said. ‘Couldn’t she come here now and hunt us down?’


‘Like this house, Isla’s time machine can’t go forward in time,’ he said. ‘She couldn’t come and get you, even if she tried. Isla is from our past, I think 1964 is close to her actual time. At least, I got that impression when she took me there. Besides, her time machine, she can only use it once or twice a year. It almost always breaks down after she uses it, so she must be very careful. Sometimes it takes her years to get it going again.’


‘Where is she now?’ Amelia asked. ‘Is she still alive?’


Old Oliver shrugged. ‘I honestly don’t know. I last saw her leaving TDU headquarters about thirty years ago. For all I know, she might be dead. That, or she jumped back in time somewhere, and her time machine finally packed it in, stranding her. That’s a real possibility.’


We asked a few more questions until Dad finished setting up the time machine. When he had, he pulled an envelope from his pocket and looked at it thoughtfully. It was the letter Lord Marks had given him. The letter, Lord Marks had said, contained instructions, which could help Dad use the artefact to enhance the time machine.


‘Are you going to read it?’ I asked.


Dad nodded and opened the letter. For the longest time, he just stared at it, his face unreadable.


‘Well?’ I asked. ‘What does it say?’


Dad turned the letter around so I could see it. The page was covered with diagrams and mathematical equations, as well as a drawing that looked a little like the artifact. It had been handwritten.


‘What does all that mean?’ Amelia asked.


‘It’s like I thought,’ Dad said. ‘The artefact is a power source, but I’m not sure how to turn it on. I can work this out, but the artefact needs to be powered on first.’
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‘It doesn’t tell you how to do that?’


Dad shook his head, turning the letter over in his hand as if looking for more writing on the other side. ‘It doesn’t appear to,’ he said.


‘Who wrote it?’ I asked. ‘Whose handwriting is that?’


Dad’s forehead wrinkled in thought. ‘I have no idea,’ he admitted.


‘Can you use it?’ I asked. ‘Will it help us take the house to any place in the past as well as any time?’


‘Stacey, my dear girl,’ he said, a wide grin on his face, ‘with some hard work and good luck, I believe it will. First though, we need to find a way to activate it.’




Chapter Two
1964 – again!


We went upstairs to say goodbye to Old Oliver. Our plan meant that he, Old Oliver, would have to stay behind, in 2022, while the rest of us travelled back to 1964 to rescue twelve-year-old Oliver.
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