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FOR KEVIN

Kevin was kind enough to visit me in a dream and I asked him, “What’s it like in heaven?” And he replied, “Everyone is king of their own land.”

This book is dedicated to the Mars Colonization Mission and beyond.

All characters and events in this book are a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
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Prologue
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“To make a long story short, my friends, the multiverse is no longer ruled by the Collective. They were Pellanor, Carrado, and Belakane. The barren universes that joined Rivalen and used a device he built to gain control over the Creators. They are Skorrus, Illex, Varna, Agravain, and Argante. 

“The Alta and Earth analogs created by the Collective still exist. Alta-A, where Alani Elconn is imprisoned for war crimes, is now a peaceful planet. Lilikee Surka, the singer-song writer turned double-agent, played a large role in that outcome. Although Alta-A remains in the Argante universe, Earth-A is now in the Rivalen universe. So, an uneasy truce exists amongst the Creators even with the formation of the Tridex—those Creators elected to adjudicate fair and due process between Blue Star, Rivalen, Agravain, and Argante.

“Blue Star was an unexpected result from the Collective’s most recent project and not entirely under the control of Rivalen’s device. Together with her daughter, Jewel, they solved the problem of releasing the dimensional tethers from Rivalen to the Creators. While Blue Star would have preferred punishment for Rivalen, she instead made Rivalen into a living universe by transplanting the Earth-A solar system from Argante. Argante steamed with fury, but on the plus side, the measure avoided nuclear holocaust. More importantly, Blue Star dodged complete annihilation of the multiverse. Rivalen by her side to quell the backlash of energy caused by the release of the tethers ensured success. Blue Star also effectively used the sister-brother rivalry between Helsin and Godriel Elconn to her advantage. Their forced propagation event in the Argante universe concluded in mutual annihilation ending Helsin’s threat to the multiverse. Blue Star then took Jewel home to Makka. Jewel had suffered the brunt of Blue Star’s unconscious desire for evolution. On Rivalen’s orders, Jewel had been killed a thousand times by his son, Tristan, to slow Blue Star’s ability to circumvent his device. That is why Tristan was sentenced to a broken flesh and bone prison on Earth-A. After a brief respite with his father, Tristan is slated to be remanded unto Agravain for the period of Rivalen’s self-fertilization.

“With Blue Star’s guidance, Rivalen attempts said self-fertilization. The Tridex allowed him four billion years to become a Creator and then return the Earth-A solar system to Argante.

“The Tridex also negotiated recompense for Argante’s temporary loss of Earth-A and Blue Star relinquished one-half of the human population. Argante neglected to specify the target population, so Blue Star delivered the worst half of Earth-A’s populace. By doing this, Earth-A became as close to utopia as a civilization can be.

“Phearus remained a question mark. Rivalen could find no trace of the Altaen programmed by Pellanor to assassinate Jewel, despite his rigorous search. Jewel reported to Blue Star that she struck Phearus with a glancing blow of dark energy, not a direct hit, before he disappeared into a dimensional rift. Dark energy is the most lethal weapon in the multiverse, so there’s a good chance it destroyed him. 

“Which leads to the question of the whereabouts of the rift and that search had come up empty too.

“With Tristan scheduled to be released from his mortal confines in less than a minute, Rivalen is concerned with what he did not know and rightfully so.

“What he doesn’t know is a number of things. The rift still exists on Earth-A, well-camouflaged, and leads directly to Agravain because that is from where Phearus had been taken. Phearus survived his encounter with Jewel and destined to travel backward in time to meet Daniel as a boy. Daniel is the serial killer Phearus enlisted to help him trap Jewel. If you hadn’t already guessed, his Earth-prime counterpart was Blue Star’s first kill as an energetic being. Also, Lieutenant Raider of the Vanguard, caught in the transfer of the solar system, remained stranded in his universe. Lastly, an event in the future will bring Phearus and Raider together. Each from a different dimension and a different Alta. Phearus from Alta-prime in Agravain and Raider from Alta-A in Argante, their paths will cross on utopia Earth-A in Rivalen’s dimension where no version of planet Alta exists. As a result, they will work together to cross dimensions and go home. These efforts will cause a cascade of incidents which the citizens of utopia Earth-A are unprepared to handle. Ultimately, Tristan will pay the heaviest price from the maelstrom created by their endeavors.

“Indeed, they all will come to learn that time is a tricky mistress.

“Oh, who am I, you ask? Don’t worry. We’ll meet later in this story. Right now, we need to follow Phearus, back in time, for his encounter with Daniel. So, fasten your seatbelts, the rollercoaster ride begins in three, two, one—now.”
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Chapter 1. Earth-A 1977
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Daniel awoke in the middle of the night to a clap of thunder that shook the house. But during the first week of August in south Florida, not unusual. What followed, however, did scare Daniel. Something most definitely out of the ordinary.

A scream. “Oh!” So loud, Daniel instinctively covered his ears, curled his legs to his chest, and froze in position under the bed covers. Bright flashes pulsed and filtered through the Scooby-doo sheet which covered his head.

The shriek trailed off as though at high-speed, but flashes continued while electricity buzzed and crackled. The window air-conditioning unit droned unevenly. What is it? Daniel’s heart raced while he pulled the sheet below his eyes and squinted toward the bright flashes. The pulsing light came from his closet and showed all around the closed door. It smells funny. Shielding narrowed eyes with a raised hand over brow, the flashes and the crackling and buzzing ended after a minute. 

The hum of the air-conditioner steadied, but Daniel did not move for what seemed like days. No, only two minutes. I heard two clicks on the alarm clock. He glanced at the split-flap display: 3:13. Did something really happen? A scream? Lights in my closet? He sniffed the air. No funny smell. With apparently nothing out of sorts, Daniel shrugged. Guess not. He decided it was only a passing storm. 

Fully awake, the need to urinate compelled him to pull the covers off and sit up. He looked out the window and furrowed his brow. Dry and calm. No storm? With growing curiosity, he slowly swung his legs out and slid to the hardwood floor. His feet touched solid surface while an agonized moan arose from inside his closet which replaced curiosity with the need to run.

Daniel dashed from the room, but quietly closed the door behind him. His mom hated the sound of a slamming door and so did he. Daniel sprinted to the living room and dove onto the couch to gawk, eyes wide and jaw agape, over the back cushions. There was no one in the house except Daniel, which he felt acutely. His mother worked nights at the Flashback Diner on Federal Highway, only two blocks away. He had never known a father.

Should I run there, to the diner? I’m wearing Scooby-Doo pajamas and have no shoes on and she’ll be mad at me if I do that. She told me it wouldn’t look good if I showed up at her work in the middle of the night. The only time I’m allowed to leave my bed at night, she said, was if I had to go to the bathroom, or if the house was on fire in which case I should go straight to Mrs. Connor’s house across the street. It was three-thirteen, so by now it’s three-thirty. She works the ten to six shift, she’ll be home in two hours and forty-five minutes.

Sebron Daniel Athersmith was small and quiet at age eleven, named after his maternal grandfather at the insistence of his grandmother, who died before he was born. An inward thinker, strongly disposed toward the desire of taking a systematic approach to problem solving.

Daniel steadied his breathing and strained to listen. I can’t hear anything. Don’t care. I’ll stay here and run to my room before mom comes through the door.

Five minutes passed and it seemed like a lifetime. It’s so hot! I can’t turn on the air-conditioner. Mom will know it was on if she walks into a cold living room. The fan is useless without the air-conditioner. Either way, she’ll be double-mad if the electric bill is higher.

Daniel’s mother wasn’t an autocrat, quite the opposite. Maralyn Athersmith was pleasant and honest, yet a single-parent trying to keep a roof over their heads by working as a waitress. She spoke to her son as if an adult in a child’s body because honesty was the best policy and he had to understand and follow the rules or there would be consequences.

She said if I wandered alone into the diner in the middle of the night that some people in the world could decide her an unfit mother and I would be taken away, forever.

Daniel's mother talked to him like an adult, which made him an exceptional problem solver. She had also told him that electricity was the most important thing in their life because they lived in south Florida and in a tropical climate, you need air-conditioning. She said there was no living without it. But it wasn’t free, so they had to make sacrifices to have it. His mom worked seven nights a week during summer months to pay the electric bill. His sacrifice required strict usage rules such as temperature and run-time. Also, he had to keep his bedroom door closed while his air-conditioner ran and should never use the unit in the living room. 

I gotta pee! But the bathroom is in the hallway past my bedroom. He eyed the potted plant next to the front door while he stood and started a pee dance. That’s not a good idea. The kitchen sink! 

In the kitchen, Daniel pushed a chair to the sink and climbed up to relieve himself into running faucet water. The hands on the kitchen wall clock says two minutes after four. I still have two hours and thirteen minutes! But my pajamas are getting soaked. What will mom think about sweaty pajamas? She’ll know I broke the rules!

Once back on the couch, Daniel kept an eye on his bedroom door. It’s too hot. My pajamas are drenched. I need air-conditioning! Better check for signs first. Daniel crept over and put an ear against his bedroom door. No noise. He bent down and peered under the door. No more flashes. Coast is clear. Daniel slipped into the cool room.

Ahhh. Cool air delivered instant relief, but it wasn’t long before deep guttural moans echoed from beyond his closet door. Daniel stiffened. It sounds far away. Frightened, but desperate for the air, he slid to the floor holding the doorknob and remained still. If anything comes out of the closet, I’ll be ready to run.

While his pajamas dried, a nervous and weary Daniel heard more distant-sounding moans intermittently. He kept vigilant watch over his closet door, but every so often would nod off and jerk awake until his mother opened the front door.

Daniel ran to his bed, climbed under the covers and shut his eyes, pretending to be asleep. The sun will be up soon. Thank goodness!



Daniel opened his eyes and found himself walking in a vast primordial forest with a canopy so dense the undergrowth appeared in perpetual twilight. He had a hunt blade bound to his waist and a cross-body strap held a laser bow to his back. He felt tall and strong and confident.

Countless insects trilled and chirped in concert with the calls of birds, and the occasional screech of a monkey. He took in a deep breath. The cool air smelled fresh and loamy. He raised his head toward the dense canopy and in the highest part shadowy monkey figures jumped and foraged in the branches.

After several more steps, he knelt and inspected a track in the soft soil. Three times the size of his hand, the print of the beast he now stalked and had passed through approximately four hours ago.

“My name is Phearus. My name is Phearus.”



Maralyn returned home at the usual time and immediately turned on the air-conditioner in the living room and the box fan to blow cool air into the kitchen area. She sat in the lazy chair nearest the cold blowing air and napped a few hours before calling Daniel to breakfast.

Still deep in his dream forest, Daniel tracked one of the fiercest animals in the land while his mom tried to wake him. 

“Daniel, it’s time to wake up. Daniel, did you hear me? It’s time to get up. Wake up, Daniel! Daniel!”

Daniel awoke with a slight gasp. “Mom, I’m awake. You don’t need to yell.”

“Daniel, I called you ten times. I actually had to shake you awake. Are you sick, or something?” Maralyn gave her son an anxious look.

“No, Mom. I’m not sick.” Daniel peered past his mother, to the closet door. He strained to listen for moans, but heard none. The dream. What was that dream?

Maralyn checked Daniel’s forehead for fever and her worried expression turned to relief. “No fever. You’re OK, kiddo. C’mon out for breakfast. Don’t forget to cut off your air-conditioner.”

At the breakfast table, Daniel absently inspected the different slices of pancakes and pieces of sausage from the diner. His mom always brought home heaps of uneaten food. The only perk of working in a diner, she had said. With Daniel’s main focus on the dream, he concentrated intently to stimulate recall. The more he tried, the faster the dream disintegrated. Was I in a forest? Did I see monkeys? I said something. Was it a name? Sights and sounds so vivid a few moments ago disappeared without a trace. The only thing he could remember, the dream seemed both beautiful and bizarre.

A sudden insight made Daniel switch gears to whatever had landed in his closet. All that flashing and buzzing. The monster inside my closet is made from electrical energy. I know it! I need to read everything I can find on electricity.

“What are you doing today, kiddo?” Maralyn took a sip of coffee. 

“I’m going to the library.” Daniel forced a huge wedge of pancake into his mouth. He knew he couldn’t leave the table unless he finished at least half of his meal. Daniel, now motivated to eat because he had a genuine purpose, hurried to finish his meal. 

“Wow!” Maralyn exclaimed after another minute, eyebrows raised high. “You finished an entire plate of food. What’s with you?” Not a picky eater, in fact her son would eat vegetables like lima beans, but normally a light eater.

“It’s ten o’clock.” Daniel pointed to the wall clock. “The library’s open now. Gotta go, Mom.”

“It’s trash day, so take the can out to the curb when you leave. OK? Oh, and bring out your clothes basket so I can do laundry,” Maralyn reminded her son.

“OK.” Daniel tried not to sound apprehensive while he departed the kitchen table, but his clothes basket sat inside his closet. I don’t want to go in my closet. I want to wear the same clothes I had on yesterday for the rest of my life. His plan had just been thwarted.

Once in his bedroom, Daniel kept a close watch on the closet door. He quickly dressed and put on red Converse All Star sneakers before he crept to the closet and listened keenly. Nothing. He peeked under the door. No flashing lights. So, he opened the closet door, grabbed his clothes basket, and shut the door. As always, quiet as a mouse.

On the way out the front door with a bag of trash, Daniel did not hear his mom call from the kitchen, “Don’t forget your key.”

Daniel hauled the trash can to the curb and waved to Mrs. Connor across the street before hopping on his bike, a green Schwinn Stingray with banana seat and monkey bars. Mrs. Connor always sat inside her screened-in porch, puffing on cigarettes. Mrs. Connor moved in eight months ago. To the unobservant passerby, she remained well-camouflaged behind shade trees and dark screens. She waved back while taking a long puff. He reached in his pocket, pulled out a length of Bub’s Daddy, and popped it in his mouth.

The library stood only three blocks away, directly south of the diner, and air-conditioned. Blowing bubble gum bubbles along the way, he arrived at the library in five minutes. Once inside, Daniel went straight for the index where he quickly found a book entitled Electricity and Magnetism.

In the first paragraph of the first chapter on ‘Electric Charge’, Daniel read something astonishing. Living cells have an electrical charge! I knew it! I have an electric closet-monster. Remembering the unusual smell, he also learned that electrical discharges combined with dioxygen had a distinct pungent odor and called ozone. Wow! Even though much in the book lay beyond Daniel’s comprehension, he became hooked on the wonderful world of electricity.

At four o’clock, after a thunderstorm moved away from the area, Daniel checked out the book with his library card and hopped on his bike for home. It’s gotta come out of the closet sometime. Maybe it’s not a monster at all. All the moaning—it could have crash-landed here. I hope it’s not too hurt. Maybe I can make friends with it. I hope it comes out tonight!

Full of anticipation over meeting his new closet-friend, Daniel absently waved to Mrs. Connor while he pulled his bike into the front yard of the pink house where he lived. His mom would be asleep by now. He would eat his dinner cold, straight from the fridge, but didn’t mind that. How are we supposed to eat food if it can’t be kept cold? Life must have been real hard before electricity. Oh! I know what I want to be when I grow up! Preoccupied in deep thoughts of electricity, Daniel checked for the string around his neck which held his house key. I forgot it. He stepped backward to the planter, tilted it slightly to pull out a spare, unlocked the door, and replaced the key under the planter lickety split.

His mom didn’t know a key lie hidden under the planter. Forgetting his key made his mom mad because that meant waking her, and the thing Daniel did most often. To resolve the problem, he saved fifteen cents—mostly from pennies he found on the ground—to pay for a copy at Barnett’s. He tried not to forget his key, but if he did he no longer had to wait outside for his mom to wake.

After retrieving his meal consisting of pieces of meatloaf, mashed potatoes, and green beans, Daniel retreated to his bedroom to turn on the air-conditioner. With book in hand, he settled in and munched on a green bean. 

Having read a good portion of Electricity and Magnetism and grasping the basics, many of the things his mom had told him about electricity promptly made perfect sense. Daniel became aware of the enormity of what it took to make electricity and have it flow everywhere.

At 9:30, his mom poked her head into his room. “I’m off to work, Daniel. Don’t stay up too late.” She finished by blowing a kiss.

“OK, Mom.” Daniel looked only briefly from his book, but five minutes later heard a loud voice in the living room and ran to look under his bedroom door.

“Did you think you could hide my son from me forever? With all my father’s connections, Maralyn, you should know better than that! Although it did take a while to find you. I didn’t know you were from Florida. Was that intentional on your part, to lie to me from the beginning? Though, I can see why you might be ashamed about where you come from.”

“You assumed I was from Maryland. You never asked. What have you done, Steve?” Maralyn recognized Steve’s behavior as potentially fatal to others. She met Steve Morgan at the University of Maryland during summer break after her first year of college. Beautiful to look at and charming as the day was long. Smart, endlessly upbeat, and showered her with attention. He seemed to be interested in her as a person. He had swept her off her feet.

Maralyn had been embarrassed of her humble roots and delayed to mention she came from a poor family in south Florida who got lucky with a scholarship. She planned to tell him in time, but glad she never did because Steve changed after a few months. Small things at first. Maralyn experienced the demon-side of Steve two months into her pregnancy. She fled without a word. “You don’t value your son. You made that perfectly clear after you tried to kick me to death while I was pregnant. So, what have you done now? You wouldn’t be here unless you were running from something.”

“Shut up, Maralyn, and sit down. I said sit!” Steve snapped through clenched teeth and pushed Maralyn onto the couch.

“Put the gun away, Steve, and we can talk this over,” Maralyn said with a calm and even voice. “This won’t solve anything.”

“After what you did, Maralyn? Lying to me. Stealing my kid. Disappearing for all this time. Why, I should have kicked you to death. Where is he? C’mon out kid, I know you hear me!” Steve beckoned to the son he had never met. In fact, he was on the run and needed to cross the border into Mexico. A child would be the perfect diversion. The cops wouldn’t be looking for a father and son.

“Stay where you are, Daniel,” Maralyn called, keeping her eyes on Steve. “Don’t come out no matter what you hear.”

“No. Come on out, Daniel, or I’ll hurt your mother! Do you hear me?” Steve warned.

Daniel opened his bedroom door slowly and peered into the living room. A strange man pointed a gun at his mom’s head. His eyes widened with disbelief.

“That’s right, kid. Come over here and let me look at you.” Steve stepped away from Maralyn and turned
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