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  1
The Seed


The puddle expanded like oil––dense, stretching outward with a darkness as metaphorical as it was black. Its volume challenged the hope within my desperation, but I fought to hold on to it as if it could affect reality—by sheer force of will. Gloving my hand as it raised from her side, the thick liquid dripped crimson with flashes as embers of a dwindling fire glinting in the misty rainfall under the dim streetlight. 
I saw two men, as my cloudy head could recall. They came so abruptly out of nowhere. The details blurred like an old memory while it happened in slowed time. At that moment, I had no idea what they could have wanted. We never presented our financial or social status in public. My dearest love didn’t relish attention and kept any flash or pomp far removed from her. We were nobodies, blissfully strolling home in the rain after a simple dinner in a modest restaurant in a safe but not overly posh part of town. At least we thought it was safe before this night.
I offered them my money, watch, whatever they wanted, they could freely take, without resistance. Initially, I admit, I considered the mental image flashing a scene of me heroically saving my wife as a damsel in distress, even though I had no training in hand-to-hand fighting or self-defense. Quickly, I squashed the notion, having learned that in most cases, a compliant surrender would mean the loss of a few meaningless items, some money, but allow you to go on with your life. To stay alive. And that was my solitary goal. No one ever told me the odds of both of us doing that.
The lead man clutched a handgun—I still see its substantial, thick barrel—as he eyed the watch with a disappointed grimace. Nervously waving a small pistol, the other removed my trembling partner’s necklace and yanked the ring from her finger—made of 14-carat gold but scarcely worth a few hundred dollars. Horrified eyes watched the anguish drip from her face for the loss valued in sentimentality her willful submission brought. She had always cherished her wedding band—cheap, gold-plated, and all I could afford when we wed. The necklace held higher monetary worth, the first-anniversary gift that set me back two hundred fifty dollars after saving for months. We were university students and barely scraping by back then.
My hand reddened her chestnut curls as it brushed them back over her ear to reveal her always glowing, symmetrically beautiful face. The other side pressed into the concrete. 
“Ellie,” I said gently. “They’re gone. You’re going to be okay. I’ve dialed 911. They’re coming. You’ll be okay. It’s over.”
From her blank gaze, I surmised she hadn’t realized she’d been shot, the shock and pain not written on her face. Nothing there. I had learned to read her so well in our twelve years together but saw no expression, thoughts, or feelings advertised only for me to see in the deep wells of her hazel eyes. 
Blank. 
“They’re coming. You’ll be fine. It’s over,” I muttered through my tears, my eyes blinking from the droplets of rain breaking through my lashes. “You’ll be okay. It’s over.”
A simple mugging ended in the shaky man’s nervous finger retracting. Vividly clear in my mind, I can never forget the look of shock overlaying his countenance as if he couldn’t understand why the cold metal in his hand had jerked it. The men vanished, having fled into the darkness of the mist to disappear from the streetlight’s ghostly glow. The ambulance had arrived, and the paramedics were immediately in action, urgent in their movement. It was over. I was correct about that.
On that night, in my rain-soaked dinner suit under the haunting yellow glow of a streetlight-turned-memorial marker, my dear Ellie expired.
Before I rose to my feet under the pull of the paramedic’s arms, I had already devised my plan.






  
  2
The Recluse


“No, young lady. I never remarried.”  
The woman in my private study looked to be at that age when people of my years said things like, ‘She’s old enough to be your daughter.’ Given the decades of a man’s procreative abilities, that simplistic description fit thousands of people I would pass on the street each day—though I seldom ever left the house in recent years. Beyond the biological fact of my sperm being able to fertilize the egg inside her mother to produce the lovely Jessica Mathews over thirty years ago, I had already been widowed by then and had vowed to only myself to remain celibate. So, you see, I couldn’t have been a father to any of those thousands I only theoretically passed on the street.
A sympathetic gaze covered the eager reporter’s eyes. “May I ask why?”
“Well…” A slit in my chair’s worn crimson leather sighed as the topic fidgeted me some. “They say it’s better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all. I supposed there’s truth in that. But to make that my truth, I must add how such a love could never be replaced. To honestly say Ellie was the love of my life… she remains the only one.”
“And is her death what started you on your work? Did you devote two decades of your life to inventing time travel in hopes of saving her?”
Though I paused in contemplation, I’d had the answer ready for forty years. “Could there have been a nobler motivation?”
“I admit, I didn’t expect such romantic notions when this interview began. I had learned, of course, of your wife’s tragic death and assumed it was part of the impetus. But as your work has made you one of the world’s wealthiest people, I assumed financial gain drove you to hide in a lab for nineteen years.”
It left me strangely intrigued how Miss Mathews set the tablet on the sofa cushion beside her and jotted the odd point here or there in a paper notebook with a pencil. Indeed, she must have wondered why I granted her, of all people, this interview.
“Hide myself?” She was clever, carefully considering her words but shooting them out in feigned spontaneity. I’d chosen well. “And what do you suppose I missed out there in the real world? I endured the Trump and Biden years but happily avoided the mess that came not long after. Turns out the world is still steeped in prehistoric human mentality.” 
I crossed my legs and raised my glass to float smokey notes of my favorite Islay whisky through stimulated nose hairs, studying the squint my words pressed onto the reporter’s eyes. 
“To this day, we have yet to find a cure for the cancer of racism in human society. I missed the riots over unification with the U.K. and the obliteration of three Islamic states. No, Miss Matthews, financial gain had nothing to do with me hiding myself, as you said.”
“You really see the world through such a cynical lens?”
“Oh, it’s a well-earned negativity, as any thinking person would agree. I merely mean to convey to you my true motivations. You see, my inventions were not driven by profit, and my only splurging of any prosperity from there has been this home.”
Jessica Matthews uncrossed her legs and set her forearms on her thighs. “This house, lovely as it is, doesn’t seem much of a splurge, Mister Hollister.”
“Miss Matthews, Jessica, let’s dismiss the formalities. Call me Marcus. I may have the years and grays to go with them but believe me, I do not merit such respect.”
“But sir…” She straightened in her seat. “Your accomplishments changed the world. Created a new industry, an entirely new and safe means of recreation and vacationing, improved our nation’s military, and made you filthy rich. And you live in isolation in this modest four-room home in the middle of nowhere.”
“What is the point of money and fame but to buy the life one wishes to live? I’m not a total hermit. Reclusive, yes, but if you thought you’d be the first human I’ve seen in years, I’m sorry to disappoint. I have a cook three evenings and a housekeeper one day each week.”
“Friends? Family? You were more open in your dealings after your years in the lab. You ran a multi-trillion-dollar corporation and contracted for the military. The world knew you for a time––before your reclusive ways returned.”
“Family?” I must have drifted in contemplation considering the word. Jessica waited. One of the points I liked about her style—and I had rewatched her interviews, studying her—is her giving the subject time to collect thoughts and answer her questions or respond without feeling obligated to fill the awkward gaps of silence carved into the conversation. 
Conversation. Yes, I wanted to have a dialogue, not to be interviewed. And Jessica Matthews had shown herself to be a master conversationalist more than a deep-cutting interrogational journalist.
“Ellie. She was all the family I had. I know you’ve done your homework before coming to see me. My childhood in foster homes has been well-documented.”
“Friends? Your former partner? Coworkers? Do you have any social interactions beyond your home staff?”
The scotch whirlpooled in the tumbler as my closed eyes aimed themselves at the ceiling. Jessica hadn’t even asked about the internal twilight cast from the one dim lamp when she arrived and took her seat. Curious eyes scanned my bookcase as she took a quick inventory of the four hundred books lining two opposite walls. 
Did she hope to learn something about me by the written word in my possession? Perhaps. I had to concede the approach sound. A complete profile of a man could be constructed by such means. Of course, that man would not be me as I hadn’t read half of those textbooks and none of the novels.
“There, you listed three very diverse categories.” I smiled warmly at the lovely young lady. “My former partner was never a friend, not even when things were good between us. Coworkers were subordinate suck-ups. Sycophantic leeches latched onto whomever had the richest blood.”
Memories of those years pinched the back of my throat more than the inhaled mouthful of Lagavulin tingling my taste buds.
“Friends?” Jessica matched my forward lean as if a prized secret were about to be slipped into her ears only. We were alone. “I’ve never been particularly good at making those. You’ve heard that adage: you need to be a friend to have a friend. Well, I guess I was never much good at being one.”
“Marcus. How long has it been?”
“You mustn’t speak in riddles, dear girl. You may be direct with me. I prefer it.”
“When was the last time you left this house?”
“Oh, I think you’ve taken an incorrect perception of me. I leave the house every day, rain or shine.”
The reporter pulled her heart-shaped face back and brushed a lock of brown hair behind her ear. My mind flooded with images, the yearning inside me that called her to my home. A raging torrent of memories swept me away from the moment. The resemblance had caught me off guard, eerily more than expected.
“That’s not how I’ve heard it. And no one has seen you for over twenty-two years. Outside of your staff of two, that is. So where do you go each day?”
“You marveled at the modesty of this home. It is exactly what I need if even a bit more. I have a room to sleep, this study, the kitchen and dining areas, and, of course, the bathrooms. But it took you forty-five minutes to reach my home in my private pod tube, which is why this house is my home.”
“Privacy. You live in the middle of this preserve to be left alone?”
“What else could a man with no family or friends desire? I walk the grounds daily, and my sole recreation, my escape, is in my garden. My entire diet comes from my toiling. I tamed that soil and have lived off the land for years.”
Jessica jerked her head higher off her shoulders as a gong-like blast roiled in. As if on cue––I did signal it just then for dramatic effect––my chef crashed some pots on the kitchen counter.
“My chef. Please, you will share a meal with me and sample the fruit of my labors.”
“Oh. That’s most kind, but I’ve only scheduled an hour for this interview. I don’t wish to impose.”
“It is already done. The vegetables and grains are grown, and the chef is preparing. You see, that I typically do not have company does not, by default, mean I never wish it.”






  
  3
The Motivations


After a vicious head wag, the coughing started. Perhaps I shouldn’t have pushed Jessica to join me the third time, but having my second drink with her having none seemed socially unacceptable.  
“I think a lighter aperitive would have been more suitable to your taste.”
“It tastes like pure smoke. Who could drink that?”
“Thank you, Guillaume.” My astute chef came quickly with water in response to Jessica’s violent efforts to hack up the lingering effects of the scotch. “How much longer?”
“Dinner will be served at seven, as requested.”
Carefully trickled information gave the reporter what she hadn’t come to learn, teasing some details to heighten curiosity and stimulate the proper response to my later proposal. Of course, I knew she cared little about my work's technical process and challenges. So many had told those tales over the years. Peter leaked those details like a sieve when every news agency from everywhere beat down our door for interviews. Type my name or ‘Peter Andrews’ into any search engine, and thousands of detailed articles will fill your head with that dribble.
I needed a hook, some bait to keep her interest peaked.
“Of course, Peter and I had vastly different motivations.”
“He was all about the money, wasn’t he?”
“Yes, would be the correct answer, but, simultaneously, terribly inadequate. Yes, he was in it for the money, but he loved the fame even more.”
“How did you come to be partners then?”
My mouth stretched into a wide smile. “I knew you came for what hasn’t already been written, video recorded, blogged, or spewed over social media.”
“Sir, Marcus, I’m here to learn who you are. Everyone knows what you’ve created and the basics of how. At least at a high enough level to keep it proprietary. And the world knows enough about Peter Andrews.”
“True, true. But the world starts with the machine and the business it spawned. Peter and I started much before that. We met at university and tossed business ideas around until one stuck with both of us. Nothing ‘sexy,’ as Peter would say. Our first project, subsidized by the depths of Peter’s trust fund, made a simple AI-based network routing system that transformed existing data connections to instantaneous synchronous flow channels, making possible the growth of the metaverse and its successor, Transcend.”
While the world knew trænSɛnd—its pretentious spelling to swell its swagger—with ninety percent of the population plunged into the immersive virtual world daily, few cared how Tomorrow’s Now Incorporated, Peter’s company, provided the backbone to make it work. Built on my quantum intelligence subsystem, of course.
“And that’s how you funded Vacations in Time?”
“Oh, you’re skipping quite a few years there, Jessica. While the proceeds from that first project could have set me and Peter for life, he wanted to throw it all into funding the next big thing.”
“Which was?”
“You’ve done your homework. But research, no matter how thorough, is only as good as the source material. Right? You knew what I told you and how it––eventually––funded Vacations in Time. What you wish to know is what no one else knows.”
With deep satisfaction, I watched the sparkle in Jessica’s eyes brighten. I started into the territory she yearned to explore, to report something no one had, to get the exclusive. Simply speaking with me gave her that. It was the only interview I had ever granted in all my years. 
“There was a gap of several years, reportedly filled exclusively with the time such a breakthrough took to develop and test. But you say there was something else between Tomorrow’s Now and Vacations in Time?”
“Several something else’s. All failures. Until the biggest failure led to our greatest success.”
I had her. A deep hunger dilating her pupils gave her away.
A reverberating metal twang entered the room, signaling the meal had been set on the table right on time at 7 p.m. The timing could not have been better. Jessica’s appetite for the story rivaled my stomach’s pleading for the Slow Cooked Duck with Perigord Black Truffles as its decadent aroma wafted into the study. 
I escorted my lovely young guest to the dining room, where we sat across the oval table without words as Guillaume lifted each sterling silver cloche dome off our plates and explained the meal.
“I thought you lived off the land. I expected a vegan meal.”
“Ducks live on the land.” My hearty laughter induced the same from Jessica.
We spoke of light subjects while eating, me insisting on no ‘shop talk’ at the table. I told her my favorite foods and wines, and she reciprocated hers.
In a casual tone, Jessica tried for more. “When was the last time you left the preserve?”
“What did we agree about dinner conversation?” Open to the topic, I had to goad her a little and not make it too easy. Ellie always hated it when I did that.
“This isn’t work. As we’re getting to know each other now, I’m curious.”
Fair enough. I’d gotten her to tell me more about herself over the table than I revealed about my life. Stories of her early years in journalism intrigued me. How she worked so hard, put in all the grunt work for years—correcting her slip of tongue fumbling out the word weeks—and how she funded her internet channel when no one would give her an anchor position. Not even ranked in the global media ratings, she sounded almost ashamed to be interviewing me—an exclusive the most famous seasoned reporters would kill or die to get.
“Fair enough. Eleven years, almost.” Wheels spun, and I saw it over her face like a ‘Please wait, I’m thinking’ sign.
“You attended Peter’s funeral?”
A smirk and head nod gave her my reply.
“No one reported that. How did nobody see you? Wait, did you attend in Transcend?”
“You asked when I left the property. I was there, in the flesh. No one had seen me in years, and then few photos of a much younger me ever circulated. It didn’t take much to disguise myself.”
“But you hated each other by the time he kil—I mean… when he died.”
“No need for subtleties. Everyone knows he took his own life in the end. He died a miserable, lonely man swinging from a rope in his Monaco penthouse. You see, money and fame seldom equal happiness.”
“What about you? You’re as much alone, or more.”
“And mostly miserable. But my misery comes from a single loss. Don’t worry; I won’t tie it to a rope to extinguish it. It is mine to carry until I die––of natural causes—like liver failure.”
My laughter placed too high a demand on my lungs and turned into a wheezing cough.
“I never hated Peter. Media types like… sorry. It was exaggerated in the media. Besides, I went to offer condolences to his sons. Say what you will about that money-loving, two- and three-timing scoundrel; his kids shouldn’t inherit their father’s sins.”
“Sins. I need to explore that a good bit deeper.”






  
  4
The Failures


“If you mean to continue the interview, we should return to the study. I only take interviews in my Chesterfield.” 
“Chesterfield?”
“My chair. No one smokes anymore, so calling it a smoking chair seemed pointless. Calling it my drinking chair or the Lagavulin chair sounds eccentric and too limited for everything the chair is good for.”
An extended elbow invited the enthusiastic young lady’s arm, and we sashayed into the study to let her return to the business part of her visit. It had been some time since I’d had such pleasant company.
One crystal glass turned a glorious burnt amber with two generous fingers as I thought it best not to offer Jessica a repeat. Besides, Lagavulin 32 wasn’t to be wasted. 
Settling into her seat, Jessica yawned and stretched. Too early for the offer. Let her dig, keep fueling her lust for more.
“So, you have a good relationship with Peter’s boys? You keep in touch?”
“No. I barely knew them while Peter and I worked together. They wouldn’t recognize me if they saw me.”
“Did they? See you at the funeral? You said you went for them.”
“One of a thousand random people in a line of condolers.”
“You went out, once in two decades, for that?”
“It was the right thing to do.”
“Okay. Let’s get back on point, shall we? You and Peter had failures, you said. Tell me about those.”
“I had failures in the lab. That caused Peter
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