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			“To my beautiful and totally supportive wife, Susan Anne who is always there to encourage and support all that I do.”

			Gene

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Wedding Day

			The bride was dressed in white, and her train flowed like a ripple of sea foam behind her as she walked up the aisle with her fatherly escort. The groom waited nervously by the altar with his best man beside him. The pair stood across from the maid of honor, who smiled as the bride performed her slow, stately walk toward the awaiting priest.

			The bride, of course, was Claire Hill, a twentieth-century reporter transported to twenty-first century time. Her escort was Special Agent Lou Hessman. The nervous-looking groom, Professor Ben Stein, watched the girl of his dreams commence her slow approach in time to organ music. Dr. Sam Weiss stood on Ben’s right as his best man, with Captain Robert Beck, a large muscular man, on Sam’s right as another groomsman. The maid of honor, Agent Sue Harris, did more than simply smile for her friend; she kept an eye on the wedding crowd as well.

			As for the priest, that would be General Karlson.

			They weren’t exactly in a church, however. More like a small convention hall in Los Alamos, with organ music piped over the hall’s speakers. The crowd filling the makeshift pews was composed of various personnel from the secret base where they worked together, people who had come to know Miss Hill over the recent months. The hall had been decorated to resemble a church, though one with a Hawaiian theme, complete with projections on the walls of Hawaiian beaches and palm trees swaying in the breeze.

			As Claire approached the altar on Agent Hessman’s arm, she saw Sue whisper into the tiny mic Claire had helped her hide within the collar of her long blue gown. Claire strained her ears to listen.

			“I see someone making a break for it in the back. Check him out . . . bathroom break? Well tell Simmons that he can go later and get him back in his seat,” Sue hissed. “We’re here for Claire . . . How’s the north perimeter . . . I don’t care whose kid that is, no touching the buffet until the bride and groom do . . . Keep an eye out for anything—snipers, rogue Russian time travelers, someone’s pet cat—for all we know, some future time has turned house cats into spies . . . Carl, nudge Ted awake and tighten up that perimeter. This wedding is going off without a hitch if I have to carry the bride and groom across the threshold myself.”

			Claire smiled. Counting the fourteen armed soldiers hidden around the outside of the convention hall, this was probably the most secure wedding Los Alamos had seen in a long time. As she halted before her groom, the music faded away. Agent Hessman gave her a quick kiss on the cheek, and she hugged him in return.

			Agent Hessman took his seat in the front row as the ceremony got underway.

			General Karlson smiled at Claire and Ben and then addressed the hall. “Ladies and Gentlemen, I have been granted an authority usually reserved for priests and captains at sea, but because of our highly unusual circumstances, I have the privilege to preside over this most happy of occasions. Two of our own from . . . well, let’s just say that they’ll have a rather interesting story to tell their children about how they met.”

			A few chuckles circulated the large room.

			“We have before us Professor Ben Stein, a man who had to go farther out of his way than anyone else I’ve heard of to find the love of his life,” the general continued. “He’s an unassuming man of letters and compassion whose head can be said to be lost in the past. For his bride, we have Claire Hill, late of another century. She has become an invaluable member of our team and a dear friend, somewhere between being everyone’s younger sister and our mascot. All things considered, I can think of no one more appropriate to be Ben’s bride.”

			A small murmur of agreement arose. Claire smiled at Ben and felt the warmth of his loving gaze through her veil.

			The general cleared his throat, and the murmuring faded. “The couple decided to write their own vows,” he said.

			We certainly did, Claire thought. And then we had to run each word past Security Chief Hessman.

			“Ben,” General Karlson continued, “let’s begin with you.”

			Ben took a slip of paper out of his tuxedo pocket and began speaking—with a slight stutter. Then his eyes locked onto Claire’s. She held his gaze, and it felt as though only the two of them existed.

			“I’ve always had a love of the past, of history, but never in my life did I suspect that I would have a chance to literally fall in love with something from that past, to hold it tight in my arms. Claire Hill, you of the past have become my future, my reason for continuing. As a historian, I once vowed to cherish the past. Now, as a groom, I vow to love and protect you as its representative, to hold you close, protect you from all the unusual dangers that seem to beset us. You are the light of my soul, and there is nothing that I will not do to keep that light smiling brightly.”

			Ben looked at the general and nodded. The general turned to Claire, and she moistened her lips.

			“Ben,” she began, “every girl imagines a shining knight to come rescue her, but I never thought that mine would come from, well, so far away. You literally rescued me, saved my life, and captured my heart. I’d always thought I was born for a different time. I guess that was truer than I could have imagined. Ben Stein, I promise to stand by your side, to face together whatever there may be, whenever it may be. You are my knight, and I am your warrior maiden with a quill. I will never leave your side.”

			She smiled at Ben, and the two turned to General Karlson.

			“Moving speeches for both,” the general acknowledged. “There remains one last thing to do. I believe someone has a ring?”

			Claire raised her eyebrows, encouraging Ben to respond to the general, but Ben was too fixated on her eyes to see anything else.

			Dr. Weiss winked at Claire and, with his cane, nudged Ben from behind. Ben jumped and turned to face Dr. Weiss, who extended his right hand, a gold ring glittering in his palm.

			“My boy,” Dr. Weiss whispered with a grin, “I know you want to skip straight to the honeymoon, but you’ve got to put this ring on her first.”

			“Thanks, my friend,” Ben whispered back, taking the ring.

			Ben turned to face Claire, who was trembling. Sue placed a steadying hand on her shoulder as Ben took Claire’s left hand in his.

			“Claire,” he said quietly, “my soul is yours.” He slid the ring onto her finger.

			“And mine is yours,” Claire replied in the same quiet tone.

			Sue slipped a wedding band into Claire’s palm, and Claire slid it over Ben’s finger, locking eyes with him.

			The general cleared his throat again. “If anyone present objects to this union . . . well, they can just take it up with Sue.”

			The Maid of Honor set her face into a snarl and regarded the audience in challenge.

			No one spoke, but there were a few smiles.

			“In that case,” the general continued, “by the authority invested in me by various government agencies so secret that merely mentioning their names would get me into trouble, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.”

			Ben raised Claire’s veil, and the newlyweds exchanged loving looks before bringing their lips together. Their kiss turned into an embrace punctuated by the sudden explosion of recorded wedding music.

			The general boldly announced, “Ladies and gentlemen, I now present Mr. and Mrs. Stein!”

			As Claire and her new husband turned to face their guests, the crowd rose to its feet in applause.

			Claire felt Sue’s hand on her shoulder again, and she turned.

			“See you shortly,” Sue said, abruptly tucking her chin toward her mic. “Yes . . . uh huh . . .” she whispered. “No way. He doesn’t get to do that . . .”

			Claire turned back to Ben. Clutching arms, the couple from out of time marched down the aisle together, their lives as one begun.

			•

			The wedding reception took place in an adjoining convention hall, the décor continuing the Hawaiian theme. The smell of pulled pork and pineapple roasting on the grill made everyone think they had been transported to Hawaii. A government-approved service, cleared by both Lou and Sue, catered the food.

			The wedding cake, a marvel of culinary engineering, depicted the city of New York as it looked in 1919 and today. Half of it was decorated with a horse-drawn carriage, while the other side had modern New York Skyscrapers. While Ben and Claire cut the first slice together, Sue took pictures.

			General Karlson offered his personal congratulations and strode to the main table where Agent Hessman sat next to Dr. Weiss. The pair were speaking quietly.

			“Just some fascinating developments I’ve been reading about of late,” Dr. Weiss was saying. 	

			The general sat next to Dr. Weiss, who turned from Agent Hessman to face the general. “You heard, of course, about the Kamioka facility in Japan picking up its first gravity waves a couple years back,” he continued excitedly. “Well, now they’ve linked up with the Ligo and Virgo facilities to effectively create a globe-spanning gravity wave detector. Why, the possibilities—”

			“Sam,” the general interrupted, “while I’m sure that’s quite interesting, it’s a little bit outside my field.”

			“Oh, I’m sorry. As you know, I can get quite excited about certain things. But speaking of Ligo, they detected macroscopic movements on an eight-pound mirror that resulted from quantum fluctuations. Exceedingly minute, mind you, but worth keeping an eye on since that level of accuracy could prove useful in our own endeavors.”

			Agent Hessman nodded and reached for his water glass.

			“Now that is something I’d be interested in hearing more about—uh, the layman’s version of course,” General Karlson said. “Anything that might improve the accuracy of our equipment. But later, after the reception.”

			“Oh, of course,” Dr. Weiss said.

			The general glanced at the bridal couple. Sue scooted around them, using her cell phone to take pictures from different angles.

			“In relation to the great plastic disintegration incident that our future Russian friends suffered through, I recently read about scientists engineering an enzyme that digests plastic waste six times faster than would happen naturally.”

			The general raised an eyebrow and leaned toward Dr. Weiss.

			Agent Hessman leaned forward too and spoke in a hushed tone. “Are you saying we’re still going to have to go through another disaster like the one caused by the plastic-eating bug we developed to clean the oceans? The one that got loose in Russia and resulted in those Russians from the future coming back and causing us all that grief?”

			“Not necessarily,” Dr. Weiss noted. “In that particular future, a bug performed the task. It was able to escape and breed out in the open environment. Now, they’re investigating the use of an enzyme rather than a bacterium that can escape and breed. The one event still happens but without the disastrous side-effect we experienced. I’ll keep an eye on it, of course, but it seems because of the way things turned out . . . with my niece . . . we may have avoided that particular future.”

			Dr. Weiss looked distant for a moment. General Karlson didn’t need to ask why. The doctor’s niece still lay in a coma because of that same incident.

			Dr. Weiss glanced toward the happy couple, who were now stuffing cake into each others’ mouths. His frown dissolved into a smile. He turned back to General Karlson and Agent Hessman. “So, if we do something that creates problems across time, we’ll know how long we have to fix it. The temporal neutral field has been tested and seems to be good for twenty-four hours.”

			“The only thing going wrong right now is that new observer in from China,” Agent Hessman replied.

			“Oh, that’s right. China is interested in developing their own time travel program. For historical purposes,” Dr. Weiss replied. “They want to examine certain portions of their own ancient history.”

			“That’s the cover story we’re supposed to buy,” Agent Hessman said. “I’m not taking my eyes off Doctor Howard Ping for a second.”

			General Karlson glanced at the bridal couple again. They stood by a table full of sliced cake. Time for the first dance. As if on cue, music began. The general rose and approached the bride. He escorted her onto the floor for a “father” and daughter dance. Sue followed shortly with Ben.

			•

			Agent Hessman remained at the table studying the newlyweds. He wished them a happy and uneventful life, but he knew better than to expect it.

			The music changed, and the general released Claire. Captain Beck began to dance with her.

			Agent Hessman’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He took it out and glanced at the display. He frowned and raised his hand, nodding at the general.

			General Karlson approached with a pleasant smile on his face, but as he sat next to Agent Hessman, the quiet tone of his voice betrayed concern. “I don’t care if the world just ended, we’re not ruining their day, Hessman. So nice and quiet, tell me; what’s the problem?”

			“That new black ops team just arrived. They’re taking possession of Chamber Two,” Agent Hessman reported.

			“They’re early,” the general replied in an annoyed whisper.

			“Black ops?” Dr. Weiss broke in. “What’s a black ops team doing in a time travel facility?”

			“Your guess is as good as mine,” the general replied. “It’s one of the concessions I had to make to keep things going and get the second chamber installed. They get some limited use of the secondary chamber, and we still have a budget.” He sighed. “Okay, keep an eye on it but nothing to make the happy couple suspicious. With Miss Hill’s—Mrs. Hill-Stein’s—reporter instincts, she might catch onto nearly anything.”

			Agent Hessman nodded as Claire approached. “Lou, I’ve reserved the next dance for you,” she beamed, extending her hand. “Now, come on.”

			Agent Hessman found himself pulled out onto the dance floor by the new bride as a line of well-wishers swarmed around the groom, reaching to shake his hand and stuff a few bucks into his pouch to help the couple begin their new life together.

			“Congratulations, Miss Hill,” Agent Hessman said as they danced.

			“First off, it’s Mrs. Hill-Stein now; I’m keeping the ‘Hill’ in there for my byline. And second, it’s Claire.”

			“As you wish, Claire,” Agent Hessman said with a smile. “Normally I would ask where you’re going on your honeymoon, but since I made the security arrangements . . . Have a great time in Hawaii.”

			“We will,” she replied. “And thank you for everything. If you hadn’t called Ben in as a consultant for that first time-travel mission, I’d have never met him. The chances are just beyond astronomical, and for that, you have my eternal thanks.”

			Their dance ended with a hug and a kiss from Claire, who then turned to Dr. Weiss. The two of them made quite a pair on the dance floor as the good doctor tried to manage his cane.

			Shortly after that, Agent Hessman watched Ben and Claire Stein quietly disappear from the wedding reception for their honeymoon.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Black Ops Blues

			Slightly more than two weeks later, the newlyweds took an elevator down to the underground portion of the secret base. The door opened to face a drab wall stenciled with directions. Headquarters had an arrow pointing to the right, while Personnel Quarters pointed left.

			Claire stepped off the elevator first. She wore a knee-length summer dress which seemed more appropriate for Hawaii than the middle of the New Mexico desert. Her pearly white skin sported a new tan that went well with her long tresses of black hair. She held onto Ben’s arm. He was back to dressing in his usual baggy clothes.

			Another person stepped off the elevator behind them—a dark-haired man who looked much like an accountant.

			“You must be Miss Stein,” the accountant said as the elevator doors closed. “I’ve been hearing about you.”

			“Thank you,” Claire beamed, “but that’s Hill-Stein now. At least that’s how my future bylines will read.”

			“I’m Mr. Thomas.”

			He extended his hand, and she took it briefly.

			“I don’t recognize you. Are you new here?” Ben asked.

			“I’m a government observer,” Mr. Thomas replied. “I’m just here to make sure that mistakes don’t happen.”

			As Ben and Claire turned to the left and began walking briskly toward personnel quarters, Sue burst through the stairwell.

			“Sue!” Claire beamed, hugging the most feared operative in the base as though they were sisters.

			The elevator door opened again, and Dr. Weiss and Agent Hessman exited. They marched quickly to catch up with the other three friends.

			“Ben, my boy,” Dr. Weiss said, clasping Ben’s forearm.

			“With your cane and that kind of greeting, people will think you’re twenty years my senior,” Ben chuckled. “I’m a year older than you.”

			“All part of the image I’m trying to conjure around this cane of mine.” Dr. Weiss smiled. “I suppose a smoking jacket might be next in order. So, how was the honeymoon? Did you take in Heavenly Hana like I suggested?”

			“Yes, and it was heavenly,” Claire said. “The road trip to Hana was very exciting! I will never forget the feeling we were going to dive over the edge of the road.”

			Together, they continued along the thoroughfare and through a final security check with scanners. Their meandering walk continued with an equally meandering conversation.

			“. . . but according to the scuttlebutt,” Dr. Weiss was saying, “the Pentagon is going to be making some of their UFO findings public.”

			“Probably to cover up for any news on time travel,” Ben chuckled. “I’ve heard all the same rumors. Everything from the Pentagon having some off-world vehicles in their possession, to someone mathematically proving the reason we’ve never seen evidence of any aliens.”

			“Why’s that?” Agent Hessman asked.

			“Because they kill themselves off once they reach a certain level of development,” Ben replied. “All hokum.”

			“This,” Claire interjected with a smile, “from a man whose wife died a hundred years ago?”

			Dead of influenza is what Claire would have been if Ben had left her back in the year 1919 when he’d found her during their first-time travel experience.

			“Me thinks the lady won the argument,” Dr. Weiss remarked with a grin.

			“At least if I know what’s good for me,” Ben replied with a smile of his own. He took Claire’s arm and gave it a loving squeeze.

			“You know, I have been hearing about a significant uptick in the number of UFO sightings lately,” Dr. Weiss continued.

			“Oh?” Claire slowed down to peer at him.

			“Yes,” Dr. Weiss replied. “And that includes one just the other day not a dozen or so miles away from here and rumors of sightings in China.”

			“Hmm,” Claire mused. “I wonder if there’s a story in there.”

			“Now look what you’ve done,” Ben remarked. “You’ve gotten her started.”

			“Again,” Dr. Weiss grinned. “Sorry.”

			“In fact,” Claire continued, “maybe those UFOs are actually alien spaceships. I’ve never interviewed an alien before and—”

			“Aliens?” Ben interjected. “Really?”

			Dr. Weiss shrugged. “Well, some of those UFO blips have been making what might be termed as course corrections. Just saying.”

			A foreboding Black man, followed by a line of well-built men in dark-colored body armor, headed toward the group of five. They looked ominous with menacing weapons and helmets that had built-in com-links. With barely a sour glance, the leader bumped into Claire as he and his men rudely pushed through the group.

			“Hey, watch where you’re going,” Ben objected with a protective arm around Claire. “You bumped into my wife.”

			“This is no place for civilians,” the leader growled.

			“I know there’s been some upgraded base security,” Claire remarked as she watched them pass. “But do they have to be so rude?”

			“They’re not my people,” Agent Hessman explained tersely. “That’s Colonel Cassidy and his team. They’re here for purposes of their own, none of which I’m officially privy to.”

			“And unofficially?” Ben prompted.

			They turned down a branching corridor labelled Personnel Quarters, walking past some other residents who were coming and going. All of them were far more polite than the colonel’s team had been, greeting Claire with a nod and a smile.

			“The colonel and his men are black ops,” Agent Hessman explained. “They’ve permanently commandeered Chamber Two for their own purposes. Their missions are usually brief, but whenever they go out, they have their own people at the controls and actually black out the temporal detection grid so they can’t be tracked.”

			“But that’s insane!” Ben said. “How do you know what they’re doing? What if something goes wrong?”

			“Among the many concerns we all share,” Dr. Weiss observed. “The general especially worries about them since this place, and pretty much history itself now, is his responsibility.”

			“Then why let them in?” Claire asked. “Give them the boot.”

			“Love to,” Agent Hessman said as he brought them to a halt in front of a larger set of living quarters. “Unfortunately, their presence is beyond our control. It’s the price we’re paying to keep this place running. All we know about their missions is that whenever they leave the temporal chamber, they carry metal lock boxes that they didn’t have when they arrived. As base security chief, I’ve asked about them, of course, but Colonel Cassidy says that it’s— and I’m quoting here— ‘above my pay grade.’”

			“I’d like to take that colonel’s paygrade,” Sue began, “and shove it up his—”

			“How long has this been going on?” Ben interrupted.

			“They came on base during the wedding reception a couple of weeks ago,” Dr. Weiss replied. “We didn’t want to interrupt your happy mood.”

			“For which we thank you, Dr. Weiss.” Claire smiled at her husband. “Now, could someone tell me why we’re standing in front of this door? My quarters are down the hall and around the corner.”

			“Not anymore,” Dr. Weiss announced with a grin. “I reminded General Karlson that a couple needs a bigger room to bounce around in. So, we moved your belongings and Ben’s into these new quarters.”

			“It’s technically an officer’s quarters,” Agent Hessman told them. “That means two rooms and your own private bath. Sue here was in charge of moving your belongings, Claire.”

			“I wanted to personally make sure your things were arranged with care,” Sue remarked. “That includes adding a special shelf for your budding collection of time-travel mementos.”

			“Oh, thank you—all of you,” Claire beamed. “Ben, let’s take a look.” She led her husband into their new quarters.

			“Take a little time to settle in. We’ll meet you later,” Agent Hessman said.

			•

			Agent Hessman watched the door close behind the newlyweds before turning away—nearly bumping into a dark-haired man in the process.

			“Who are you?” Agent Hessman demanded.

			“Oh, I’m sorry. My name is Mr. Thomas. I’m the new government observer.”

			“Like we don’t have enough problems with Colonel Cassidy’s team.” Sue rolled her eyes.

			“Yeah, I do remember that memo crossing my desk, Mr. Thomas,” Agent Hessman sighed. “You’ve been cleared through my security. Just make sure to stay out of the way.”

			“And don’t touch anything,” Dr. Weiss added. “There is some very delicate equipment around here.”

			“As I said, I am here only to observe.” The man stepped away with a nod and disappeared into the shadows.

			•

			An hour later, Agent Hessman sat next to Samantha’s bed studying her face and trying to ignore the equipment bleeping around her. Between the horrific implications of her situation and the faint but lingering scent of her gardenia perfume, his stomach knotted.

			Someone knocked softly. He looked up to see Ben and Claire standing in the doorway.

			“No change,” he said.

			“How often do you see her?” Ben asked.

			“Not nearly as often as Dr. Weiss,” Agent Hessman replied.

			“This is heartbreaking,” Claire reached for his shoulder. “How are you feeling?”

			“What I feel does not matter.” Agent Hessman replied crisply. “I . . . the nature of my profession permits no room in my life for such relationships.”

			“Utter balderdash,” Claire snapped. “Here.” She drew Agent Hessman in for a close hug, and he stiffened, uncomfortable with outward displays of emotion.

			“If you won’t cry, then I’ll cry for the both of us.” Claire’s voice broke.

			“Thank you, Claire.” Agent Hessman’s tone remained bland and unemotional, but inside, he wept.

			As Sue released him, arguing voices approached.

			“. . . As chief medical doctor of this facility, I cannot sanction the use of some new—”

			“Sanction it anyway,” replied a deep voice. “It’s her only chance.”

			A doctor entered the room accompanied by the foreboding presence of Colonel Cassidy. Cassidy handed the doctor something that looked like a set of headphones. Agent Hessman immediately snapped back into his professional demeanor while Ben and Claire stepped aside, making room around the bed.

			“What’s going on? Colonel, are you trying to make trouble for the base medical personnel?” Agent Hessman asked.

			“Not at all,” came the gruff reply. “I’m actually trying to help.” Colonel Cassidy held up the device as he explained. It looked like a set of high-tech headphones with a soft rubber pad on either side and wide band connecting them. A cylinder extending from the top of that band held a row of four buttons.

			“This should revive your coma patient. The pads go on her forehead, and these buttons operate it. Press the first button to initiate the scan. When the light under it comes on, press the second button. If she doesn’t show signs of improvement after an hour, then you can try the third button. Fourth button stops the treatment,” Cassidy said.

			“Miss Weiss is in a deep coma far beyond the reach of any technology that I am aware of,” the doctor objected. “How do we know this toy will not make her even worse?”

			“It’s experimental,” Colonel Cassidy stated. “However, I’ve seen it work myself. Use it if you want to get her back.”

			With no further pleas, he thrust the device into the doctor’s hand and left. As the doctor slowly turned it over, Agent Hessman and Ben flanked his sides. Claire pulled up a chair and sat beside the sleeping Samantha.

			“Is there any chance this thing can do what he says?” Agent Hessman asked.

			“Not according to anything I’ve ever heard of. Her brain is a mess,” the doctor replied. “I don’t see how this little gadget could do anything.”

			“Could it make her any worse?” Ben asked.

			“Not really,” the doctor admitted. “I just don’t see it doing anything at all.”

			“Then it should be Sam’s decision as her uncle,” Ben said.

			“He has already given his approval,” the doctor replied. “But he’s very distraught and liable to approve anything with the remotest of chances. As a doctor, I can’t simply—”

			“Excuse me,” Claire interjected. “Didn’t the colonel say that he’s seen it work? Samantha is worse than dead right now. I don’t see what harm that would do if it had the slightest chance of working.”

			“You mean we should trust the colonel?” Agent Hessman asked.

			“Trust? No. But he’s not the type to outright lie. He’s a soldier; if he doesn’t want you to know something, he’ll just tell you straight to your face that’s the way it is. He said he has seen it work, so it must work.”

			“I’ll admit,” Agent Hessman said with a slight shrug, “that has been the colonel’s way. He’s never lied to me, just said that I don’t have the clearance to know what he’s up to. Doctor, if there is any chance that this technology can improve her condition, then I say do it. The alternative is to see Miss Weiss in that bed for . . . how long would you estimate?”

			The doctor stared at his comatose patient and sighed. “Okay, I’ll try it out. But don’t get your hopes up. Miss Weiss’s mind has been deeply fractured.”

			That said, the doctor walked over to the bed. Agent Hessman clenched his fists as the doctor placed the device around Samantha’s head with pads on either side of her forehead. After a breath, he pressed the first button. For several seconds, it looked like nothing was happening. Just when the doctor was ready to take it off and be done with it, the light beneath that same button lit up.

			“Well, according to what the colonel said, the scan is complete,” the doctor stated. “But this gadget seems awfully small to provide a complete brain scan so quickly.”

			“Just give it a try,” Claire pleaded. “Please?”

			The doctor shrugged and pressed the second button. The light beneath it started blinking. Agent Hessman looked at his watch and wondered how long it would take to see the results.

			“Maybe it just takes a while,” Claire suggested.

			“Or maybe it’s another false hope,” Agent Hessman decided. “I suggest we leave the doctor to be about—”

			“I don’t believe it!”

			Agent Hessman’s eyes moved to the doctor, who focused intently on one of the bedside monitors. It was one of the quieter machines, only now its silent rhythm had suddenly come alive with higher spikes than any he had seen in the past month.

			Agent Hessman could not believe what he was seeing. “Doctor, does this mean what I think it does?”

			“It’s true,” the doctor finally announced. “The strength of her EEG is up five percent and steadily climbing. With the other indicators . . . I just can’t believe it.”

			“Doctor,” Ben asked, “what are you saying?”

			“He’s talking about that.” Claire pointed to Samantha, beaming.

			Ben stared at Samantha’s face until he saw what his keen-eyed reporter-wife had first noticed. “Her eyes are moving,” he exclaimed.

			Agent Hessman nodded. Not much movement, but it was there.

			“REM sleep,” the doctor said. “She’s beginning to dream. Don’t ask me how, but this thing is actually working.”

			“Miss Weiss is going to be okay?” Agent Hessman asked as a smile replaced his expression of concern.

			The doctor rechecked a few of his monitors before daring to give a reply. “At this rate of improvement, it will be a few hours before she regains consciousness, but . . . yes, Miss Weiss should recover. Of course, there will have to be tests to determine the extent of any lingering brain damage, but my God! She’s actually recovering!”

			Claire jumped and clapped her fingers together while Ben nearly hugged the doctor instead of his wife.

			Agent Hessman stepped over next to the bed, looking down at the intermittent flutter beneath Samantha’s eyelids as the doctor rechecked his monitors. Without taking his gaze off Samantha, he said, “I’ll have to offer the colonel my thanks. It appears his experimental technology is working.”

			“Experimental?” the doctor said as he looked up from his monitors and readings. “This does not look like experimental technology, and I cannot begin to explain it. I’m at a complete loss.”

			Agent Hessman cocked an eyebrow in the doctor’s direction, and then his eyes narrowed. He rose to his feet and headed for the door.

			•

			Agent Hessman caught up with Colonel Cassidy in the hallway leading to Temporal Chamber Two. Mr. Thomas stood fifty feet away, typing a text on his cell phone as he watched the pair of them.

			Agent Hessman approached Mr. Thomas. “That device is from the future,” he said bluntly, his voice low. “Do you know how dangerous that makes what you’re doing?”

			The colonel was just as blunt in his reply—and just as quiet. “The way I see it, I’m simply balancing things out. People from the future interfered with our present by putting her in that condition, so I see no problem with using one of their toys to get her back. She’s a very valuable commodity. Now, if you don’t mind, I have a mission to be about.” The colonel left at a brisk pace.

			Dr. Weiss skipped around the corner wearing a big smile. “Did you hear? Sam’s going to be all right! My niece will be okay. Oh, what miracles this day brings!”

			Agent Hessman nodded. “I confronted the Colonel. He verified that the device he supplied came from the future. It’s working, but it leaves me in a moral grey zone. He says he’s just fixing what those future Russians did.”

			“Temporal causality can be a tricky thing,” Dr. Weiss agreed. “If you look at things from a four-dimensional point of view—”

			“Just the highlights, if you don’t mind, Sam,” said Agent Hessman. “Skip the ten-dollar words.”

			“Ah, well, what the colonel told you is essentially correct,” Sam stated. “Some papers written on the subject say that time will heal itself. If you change one thing in the past, something else will happen to make up for it, thus eliminating the possibility of any real paradoxes. Well, we are the past from the perspective of those future Russians. They basically broke time a little, so it stands to reason that temporal causality would allow something from their time to come into our time to fix things up—in this case, my lovely niece.”

			“Allow? What do you mean?” Agent Hessman asked.

			“Well, basically, many things from the future would either have no way to work back in our time. They’d be useless and out of place—like taking a cell phone back to the early twentieth century with no cellular networks. It wouldn’t work. So, causality would allow whatever is required to fix the breakage those Russians created. Hence, we got the one device that works without needing any other futuristic support equipment.”

			“I see,” Agent Hessman said. “But then, if the colonel were to bring back other things—”

			A familiar air-raid alarm interrupted Agent Hessman, and a sign on the wall at the end of the hall flashed Time Chamber in Use!

			Agent Hessman barely noticed Dr. Weiss leave as his gaze remained on that flashing sign. A plan stirred in his mind.

			The colonel and his team were off on another mission, which meant members of his black ops team were either with him or taking possession of the control room. Now was the perfect time to see just what was in those boxes they had been removing.

			Agent Hessman turned around to see an empty hallway and hurried towards the high-security storage room the colonel and his team had been using as their headquarters. He wondered where Mr. Thomas had gone.
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