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I DO NOT EXIST HERE.


Actually, I do, but I’m in the wrong Timeline. A Timeline where I was never born.


It’s kind of liberating, really. Being in a world that has zero expectations of you, from the time you make your first imprint. No government records. No childhood where state law compels you to attend school.


I feel like I’m a ghost, but a living, breathing one, in corporeal form.


Boo!


Just kidding. Honest, I don’t even believe in ghosts. My life has always been sworn to finding the facts and to uncover new ones. The discoveries that are most buried from human observation become, without exception, the most valuable.


In another Timeline, I was a widely respected—revolutionary, even—high particle physicist. I studied at Cambridge. Even met Stephen Hawking three times. Honest, when I first met him, I pitied him. I told myself, nah, couldn’t be the same guy who captured the entire history of the universe in a single mathematical equation. And I found myself straining to understand his retro-robotic voice, a throwback to the sci-fi of the 1960s. I expressed my admiration for him, and left. Since I had a severe affliction of general anxiety disorder back then, I was selfishly relieved he long had possessed benumbed arms that failed to produce a hearty handshake.


I was ashamed of my misinformed perception back then, and I still am. The fact is, his breakthrough discoveries in physics—on paper—astound me. We both shared a crippling disability. Subconsciously, when we met, I mocked his disability. He may have thought the same way of me. He was watching me fidget with my paper clips and shuffle my feet.


It’s pathetic, though. We are our own worst enemy when it comes to acknowledging our shortcomings. We strive to improve ourselves, yet mock our very same faults when we see them in others. It’s because it’s like looking at a mirror of ourselves, confronting the fears we know too well.


Anyway, I watched his state funeral on television. Yet he’s alive, still talking like that damn robot. Yes, it’s confusing.


In this Timeline, I have no parents. Actually, I do—I know who they are, and I’ve tracked them down. Still unable to produce identification that allows me to rent a car, I take public transit, then taxi, to spy on them. It sounds terrible, it really does. You see, they don’t know me. They never conceived me. If this sounds confusing, it is. Oh right, I just said that.


Anyway, to explain to you that I could phase out of existence in this Timeline at any moment—perhaps even before I arrive at the period at the end of this sentence…made it…is also too much to explain in this journal, for now. It would take pages and pages in this journal, and I’ve only been in this universe for a few days now. (And, what’s it like to ‘phase out’? Would every atom in me twinkle out, and would I be aware of it? Or would I go out in a whoosh, this pen dropping onto the desk? Would anyone bear witness to this very strange phenomenon?)


Or, perhaps I will endure and live a normal life, until old age, or disease, or calamity, claims me. Then my deceased body would be a foreign entity to this universe, a stubborn splinter embedded in the surface of Time.


Why am I writing this journal? Even if you would not believe me, thinking this is a rant of a madman? Perhaps I am, imagining a life that never really existed. But I believe. And most of all, I affirm my right to be known—Dr. Kyle Thorning, born October 8, 1996 to Dr. Max Thorning and Pamela Tilcox. You won’t find any birth records for me, though, in any government database. That’s right, I exist, even if you track down those two outstanding individuals, and they, with puzzled expressions, claim there must be a mistake. They didn’t marry or live together. No, they don’t know each other, either. I get what you’re thinking. No, they didn’t get drunk and hook up as total strangers. No, no, Dr. Max Thorning isn’t a sperm donor in this Timeline, if you’re desperately trying to stretch all possible hypotheses. I like all those creative lines of thinking, though. Like Albert Einstein has said, imagination is more important than knowledge.


If, for some unforgivable reason, I have lost this journal—and I practically never misplace anything—please email me at kylephysics@alert.com so we can make arrangements to return it to me. And say hello. I won’t bite.


  


  
    


    Chapter One


    April 30, 2011, at 7:37 a.m.


Max Thorning’s Estate, “Meaghan,” near Calgary, Alberta, Canada







MARGARET GENTLY SHOOK Max awake in bed. His drowsy fog dissipated at the look of alarm on her face.


“What is it?” he moaned, his voice scratchy after a long slumber. Is it my shift at the hospital today? No. Not usually on Saturdays, and I don’t recall being assigned any emergency back-up. Maybe I should check my teletransmitter…


Still languid, he glanced at the eye-pleasing, weaved wood paneling that decked the twelve-foot walls of his bedroom, a rustic cavernous enclave in his foothold in Canada’s Rocky Mountains. The familiar surroundings pleased him.


“Aliens, Max,” she said, her eyes wide open. “They’re here.”


He bolted upright, his heart beating faster. “In the house?”


His slender, petite “loveling”—Max’s term of affection for his unmarried spouse—clad in her favorite purple and olive green speckled bathrobe, pointed at the door. “No, in Turkey!” She pulled on his hand. “It’s on TV.”


Body protesting, Max scrambled out of bed. “Is it Dr. Time?” he asked, rubbing one eye as he walked out of the bedroom.


“I don’t think so,” Margaret answered, as she hurried ahead of Max into the raised hallway that soared above their open-concept living room furnished in reclaimed wood. “They have photos. The aliens look so different from us.”


What the hell is going on? Max thought, wondering if he was in a dream. Thomps abounded as the couple descended the pinewood steps, wide enough for four people side by side. Framed by the harsh morning sun, Max took a stern look at the snow-capped mountains, an image replenished in his mind countless times.


The teletransmitter above the fireplace mantle flashed, accompanied by the nostalgia-replicated ringtone of an old rotary phone. “Phone on,” Max announced.


Those familiar cheekbones, the wrinkles more pronounced on the five-foot high nano-silicon panel. The usual tiger-striped frame on her glasses. My gosh, Max reflected. Her eyes. She looks terrified. And she didn’t do her hair this morning.


“Max! Did you see the news on TV?”


“No, Mom,” Max mumbled, his nerves tingling. “I just got up.”


“I’m really worried. What if they try to invade us?”


“Just give me time to watch the news. I’ll call you back.”


“Okay, but call me right back!”


As soon as Max announced, “Off,” the teletransmitter rang and flashed again. “Jenny, your sister,” the voice announced.


Max shook his head. “I’m not gonna answer it. Too much going on.”


“Max…” Margaret pleaded, but by then Max had planted himself firmly in his favorite leather reclining chair, unable to pry his eyes off the television set.


Wow, it sounds so loud. Did Margaret crank up the volume earlier? Or does it sound louder because the news anchors are so excited? He heard snatches of the banter before tuning it out again: “…speak in a language considered complex. They appear to be intelligent beings…”


Margaret stood in front of the television, shaking her head and covering her mouth.


The inset photo on the screen churned Max’s stomach.


The alien’s face reminded Max of one of those National Geographic specials on bizarre creatures. In this case, a colorful giant hybrid between a jellyfish and a tree trunk. Shimmering orange, white, and red splotches covered its surface. The photo had been cropped, so Max couldn’t see if the aliens had legs.


It did have four arms radiating outward from the top of its torso. Each arm had double joints and ended in slender fingers—Max was too distracted to count how many. He couldn’t discern a head.


“Holy shit,” muttered Max.


“Do you know anything about this, Max?” Margaret demanded, her eyes like slits.


“No, I don’t!”


“Dr. Time didn’t say anything about these—aliens?”


Memories of his meetings with Dr. Time raced through his head at a feverish pace. He grasped for a memory here, a memory there—any clue. “Well, Dr. Time did mention a race that had colonized other worlds. She didn’t say anything about who they were, though.”


The reporter in the navy blue no-nonsense pantsuit turned to the camera, frowning as she spoke. “The Turkish government has given President Walker permission to deploy fighter jets over their air space.”


The blazer-clad man to her left holding a mic said, “Are they threatening anyone?”


“We have no idea,” she said. “There’s no report of violence. They…”


“Max!” Margaret shouted, diverting his attention away from the frenetic chatter coming from the set. “Do you have any information you could pass on to the government?”


“The government?” Max echoed, recoiling. “They’re not going to believe me.”


“You must have something!”


“I don’t—”


The teletransmitter rang, chiming, “Incoming call from Garfield, your friend.” Margaret turned to look at Max, and the two stares met, hesitating for a second.


Max broke off the impasse. “I’m gonna answer.” He dashed out of the living room, away from the blare of the television, one hand cupping his free ear. “Hi, Garfield.” The only one, besides Margaret, who knows. The secrets concerning Time travel. His leap into 1987, and all that.


His best friend’s voice came through crisp, yet insistent. “Max, you gotta answer one question.”


“Yes, I know about the aliens.”


“I’m sure. Now, I know you left Time on October 27, 2013. Am I right?”


Max pictured Garfield standing ramrod straight, his head back as he waited for the answer to materialize from Max’s mouth.


“As always, bud.”


Max anticipated Garfield’s next question. He’d had the same gnawing thought immediately after seeing the photo of the riveting alien.


Anxiety strained Garfield’s voice. “I want to be absolutely clear. Before you left, did you observe any of this stuff happening?”


Max’s heart sank like a stone. How did he make the connection so quickly?


“No.”


The future had changed. And now the world faced a threat Max hadn’t encountered in his original Timeline. He contemplated the unthinkable: was it his doing? Did he alter history?


He didn’t have the answers.



  


  
    


    Chapter Two


    April 30, 2016, at 8:30 p.m.


Max Thorning’s Estate, “Meaghan,” near Calgary, Alberta, Canada







MAX THORNING’S STOMACH sank as he sat in the comfort of the leather reclining chair in his living room, about to watch a television special. Margaret was out with her friends. He’d meant to remind her of the news bulletin that unnerved him, but she had replied along with a shake of her head, “Goodness, with the way you fidget, you’d just drive me crazy. I already know you badly you feel. I know.” He felt morose, dejected, and more despondent than usual on this anniversary of First Contact.


She’s right, you know. During medical school, I could never keep still while listening to lectures. And I haven’t gotten much better. Sighing, he gave in to the inevitable and headed toward the kitchen, separated from the lodge-like living room’s sunken floor, which acted both as a step and marked some sort of boundary in the open concept space. Running his hand under the water, he pressed the output control to a cool 5°C setting. Some minerals would be good. From a drop-down menu, he selected Calcium, Magnesium, and Potassium. He used to select Iron as well, but remembering health bulletins at his work which cautioned that iron on tap might have led to a resurgence of hemochromatosis, he skipped that option. The bubble-fed water splurged into his glass, and after he walked away, the tap turned off automatically. He returned to his familiar perch and sat, mulling.


First Contact. April 30, 2011. Five years ago, today.


The location: Tokat, Turkey, near the rugged Pontic Mountains. The alien spaceship had crashed ten kilometers north of the outskirts of the town. This once sleepy area had become famous overnight as the site of the first contact with aliens in Earth’s history. This site—with the crashed alien spaceship still unmoved—was declared a United Nations heritage site, and was guarded against the anarchists who feared the aliens. It seemed that there were millions of these militants worldwide, as daily protests continued against the “invading” Darsians.


The world had gradually grown accustomed to the rather strange appearance of the Darsians ever since that infamous, jarring first photo.


The Darsians appeared to be a cross between a jellyfish and a giant, upright stick insect. A jellyfish, because of its strange sheen, consisting of a rigid exterior covered by a membrane infused with splotches of contrasting colors, such as purple, green, brown, yellow, gold, red, and blue. A giant stick insect, because of its tubular, extended torso and its eight limbs: four arms on top and four legs supporting it. Each Darsian towered at around eight feet tall, and had the strength and agility of a Bengal tiger—and much more.


The Darsians had graciously allowed human biologists to dissect several of their members who had died of natural causes. The results had filled the first voluminous textbooks on alien biology.


Yes, the Darsians had insisted they came with peaceful intentions, and so far, the majority of Earthlings believed them. Language, naturally, was a difficult barrier at the outset. Luckily, the aliens also had verbal communication. Due to the races’ advanced intelligence, a “Rosetta Stone” language class was established, and soon linguists became fluent in Darsian. In turn, the Darsians became quite adept at processing the syntax of Earth’s spoken and written languages.


From the gradual but fruitful exchanges between humans and the Darsians, humanity learned that the crash that led to First Contact was due to the ship being ill-fitted for Earth’s powerful atmosphere. Three of the crew had died in the crash, the other thirty had survived, although some had suffered severe injuries. The Darsians were able to regenerate major nerves and organs without medical intervention, so those that survived all healed within weeks.


The colorful aliens shared data on their home galaxy, which consisted of thirty-five planets, all of which were billions of light years from Earth. They dissuaded several humans who clamored to visit the Darsian galaxy, by informing them that it would take several hundred generations in the Dream Chaser, the newest spacecraft from a privately-owned space corporation working in collaboration with NASA, to make the trip. No, when a few more Darsian spaceships arrived in the years thereafter, the Darsians weren’t willing to let the humans aboard. Sleek, massive, and aerodynamic, such cutting-edge vessels could travel to the edge of the Milky Way within days. Like sanctimonious gatekeepers, the Darsians were not willing to share the science behind their technology.


Max squirmed in his seat as he watched the polished opening credits, accompanied by upbeat theme music. He itched for a coffee, but felt that the timing was off. He glanced aside at the plush mauve armchair, such a contrast to his utilitarian seat. Wish Margaret was here to share this with me.


The television set blared, “First Contact, five years later. A momentous event in Earth’s history. Forever linking us to the cosmos. Are we better or worse off since the aliens landed? Our special correspondent, Jennifer Ryan, will now seek the answers.”


Dramatic music played as the news camera zoomed in on a middle-aged woman with dyed blonde “helmet hair”, a sparkling green dress, golden hoop earrings, and crow’s feet wrinkles. As she had done hundreds of times before to national television audiences, the famous broadcaster plastered on an engaging smile before she spoke.


“Good evening,” she announced. A montage of old clips showing her announcing the groundbreaking news of First Contact, displayed in the corner of the screen. “It’s been five years since the Darsians crashed to Earth and sought our assistance.” She tilted her head for dramatic effect. “From that moment on, humanity was forever changed. No longer do we need to gaze out into the stars and wonder, ‘What is out there?’ Since the crash, our understanding of the universe has grown exponentially.”


She gestured to the older man on her left. He was bald and wore dark brown wiry glasses with small oval-shaped frames. His deeply etched perioral lines gave the appearance of an “O” encircling his mouth, particularly when he firmed up his facial muscles to acknowledge Ryan’s welcome.


“This is Professor Alan McMillan, Chair of Earth First, which seeks the removal of aliens from our planet.”


McMillan nodded his acknowledgment and Ryan gestured to her right. The camera focused on a woman, appearing to be in her mid-forties, who wore a well-tailored dark purple pantsuit and a vibrant pink kerchief around her neck. Her curly dark brown hair graced her shoulders. More animated than McMillan, she crossed her legs and smiled warmly.


Ryan said, “And this is Emily Scharf, an attorney and President of Moving Forward, a group dedicated to partnership with the Darsians, and advocating for their rights.”


Max curled his fingers upon hearing the name of the Moving Forward group. Hah! Moving forward to hell is more like it, he thought.


Ryan leaned in McMillan’s direction. “Let’s start with you, Professor. Why are you so opposed to the Darsians?”


McMillan swatted aside the loaded question. “It’s not a matter of opposition for the sake of it, Jennifer. As we’ve said before, Earth is one of the few planets that has evolved on its own. We don’t need an alien species telling us what to do.”


Right on, Max thought. He also watched the captions glide across the bottom of the screen, a habit he’d picked up in his original Timeline, when he’d had a deaf daughter. He felt he kept her memory alive by leaving the captioning option on at all times.


“Ms. Scharf?” Ryan bounced the response back to her other guest.


Scharf smiled sweetly and said, “Not too long ago, all races on this planet united as one. We just see this as continuity. We welcome our visitors from outer space.”


“Totally different,” McMillan said as he jumped in. “As humans, we all share the same planet. The Darsians aren’t even of this planet.”


“But, Professor, where do you draw the line?” Scharf rebutted. “The universe was bound to come together as some point, just as human nations have come together. On what basis can you exclude a certain species?”


“I draw the line,” McMillan said, with a tone of anger in his voice, “at a species that’s far more advanced than us, far more intelligent…”


This guy is making good points, thought Max. There’s a degree to which unity becomes assimilation, and assimilation becomes loss.


“Whom we could benefit from!” declared the guest with the pink kerchief.


“No. This is an unequal power situation. Eventually, humanity will lose.”


Scharf’s face turned a shade of crimson. “On what basis, Professor? What are you afraid of? Have they harmed us? Stolen anything? Have we been invaded?”


“Actually, yes. The reported disappearances of members of the Armed Resistance…”


“None of those so-called disappearances have been proven. Don’t you think you’re capable…of knowing that this is all mere propaganda?”


“Now, you know that we’re not formally aligned with the Armed Resistance…”


“Oh, please!”


Ryan stepped in. “Professor McMillan is speaking now. Let him speak.”


Without missing a beat, McMillan continued, “We’re concerned about conceding our autonomy to the Darsian people. First, they gained recognition as citizens in the world’s major industrialized countries. Then they used their new status to incorporate Quantum State Inc., which has become the fifth most powerful corporation in the world in terms of revenue. The Darsians are clever, I’ll give them that. There were only thirty-three that arrived on the ship. Since then, they’ve brought in more of their own species, and they now number around twenty-three thousand worldwide. And now, they’re hiding behind this corporation, which doesn’t have to…”


Scharf started to speak, but Ryan beat her to it.


“I understand. What you’re saying is that the Darsians have a questionable master plan—”


McMillan nodded vigorously. “Not questionable at all! Sinister!”


“That’s so ridiculous!” Scharf jabbed a finger at her adversary.


Ryan said, “Professor, you seem to be saying that the Darsians have some sort of master plan to seize control of Earth. What do you think that would be?”


The camera zoomed in on McMillan. “Well, there are several steps. First, bring gifts to the Earthlings, to make us feel good. Such as the interactive hologram, which we call the integram. Now one of the most addictive activities on Earth.”


There was a moment of silence. Max guiltily recalled how he’d tried one of these things. He’d tried out the Dungeons and Dragons program in a Quantum State outlet fifty kilometers from his home. Battling a dragon breathing fire, he’d felt his adrenalin pumping as he plotted his next move, equipped with chain mail armor and a sword. Damn, it was intoxicating. But, over the years, mom-and-pop businesses closed up and the once vibrant downtown cores had deteriorated since Quantum State extended its monopoly, devastating all competitors. He’d also heard of valued colleagues who’d quit as doctors, since hospital boards, dominated by Quantum State appointees, had tightened the admissions criteria for patients. Fortunately, his position at Calgary General was secure, since his colleague, Dr. Nathan Symes, was one of his closest friends, as well as a cardiac surgeon intimately connected to the bigwig donors across the province.


Following his last visit to an integram, he’d stayed away from those addictive attractions on the basis of principle. He wasn’t going to endear himself to those aliens.


McMillan ticked off the list. “The H2O converter. The creator.”


“Which have delivered basic water and food to millions of starving people in developing countries,” Scharf said.


“Even though we know they transmute energy into matter and seem to have limitless power, none of our scientists can figure out how they work. Then, the Darsians plotted to earn the same rights as Earthlings, so they could go on to gain power and influence, in the same way we do.”


“Such as?” Ryan asked.


“The right to amass wealth. The right to hide behind the privacy accorded to multinational corporations. They’ve made Quantum State a private corporation, not a public corporation. A huge, trillion-dollar conglomerate with stores on every main street and in every country around the world. They’re not accountable to the Securities Exchange Commission. They’re not accountable to any government. And they’re sure not accountable to you or me.”


“Why are you surprised, Professor?” Scharf sneered. “Are you saying we should not encourage private enterprises to solve the problems of our society?”


“I’m not against private enterprises. What I’m very much against is using them as tools of oppression.”


There was a moment of excited chatter by all three as they competed for attention, just at the exact moment, Max swung a fist in determined, but invisible support.


“Oppression? Excuse me!” Scharf blurted out.


Ryan interjected, “Whoa, Professor…”


When calm prevailed, Ryan turned to Scharf and extended her arm toward her. “I’m sorry, Ms. Scharf, we haven’t had a chance to hear your side of the story.”


In response, a relaxed grin.


Ryan said, “Tell us why you think we should continue our partnership with the Darsians.”


Scharf sat back. “As I’ve said, they’ve lifted millions of people out of poverty and squalid conditions. They’ve revealed many of the secrets of the universe to us, advancing our knowledge by hundreds of years. They’ve…”


At that point, a troubled Max clicked off the screen.


I can’t put this off any longer. I need answers from Dr. Time. Now.


  


  
    


    Chapter Three


    In the Darsian language:


Date: Using Earth’s most widespread Universe Time system, 2016 AD (a very obscure basis, subject to numerous numerical errors by humanity at a time when this species evolved from developing water carriers called aqueducts and force-dispersed structures called arches). Darsian Universe Time: 38,324.


Report of Baklevoraxa, stationed in New York City, continent of North America, as described by one of the dialects of Earth: English. While it is the second most common dialect on that planet, it remains the most authoritative in enterprise and science, globally. English exists both in auditory and sighted form, but not in coded form, and hence is not suitable for symbiosis into our genetic code.







EARTH, WITH ITS ABUNDANT oxygen, critical for our unique metabolism for Carbon, remains promising as a Category Tactical planet, hence The Stratagem for Colonization of Benign Acquiescent Species shall continue. As you know, the Supreme Virtue of our people, in contrast to the amoral Genzi, mandates that we treat downstream species as our equals. We rule with consent, not with force, subject to the Immutable Survival. Where the Supreme Virtue and the Immutable Survival conflict, the latter always shall prevail. Every one of us is trusted with the acuteness and wisdom equal to all, unlike the Human species, who interestingly rely upon a hierarchical power structure.


Earth is a very conflicted society, which is but one reason why they have not yet advanced beyond the stars. As incomprehensible as it may be to us, they have groups who differ in genetic clusters, a concept foreign to us, but suffice it to say, it is as if our people on Yerox had their genes mutated in a way that is distinct from our people on Acoloxa. As well, Humans speak and show each other symbols in different dialects, which they call “languages”. I understand this is a very foreign concept, that two Humans may speak together, yet each may not understand the other. Please refer to the Borolux species on Loxo which similarly exemplifies an extreme divided society.


As disorganized and random as Earth is, in accordance with our Stratagem, we shall respect their customs and not interfere, but continue to harvest information from this planet and to control its importance to our expanding empire. In contrast to the depraved Genzi, we as a species value cunning and fact-gathering in order to achieve Universal balance. We shall continue to extract Earth’s unique specifications to maximize our mission.


As mentioned, Humans rely on a very stratified command structure, which consequentially assists us because only a fraction of Humans dictate the decisions and resources on the planet. We have established dedicated channels to the best extent possible, but there remains artificially ordered subsets of the lands of Earth called “nations” who are hostile to our people. Fortunately, such remaining subsets of discordant Humans are few and non-strategic for our purposes. Furthermore, a “leader,” usually a dominant Human that commands the group, is not permanent, and can be replaced by another of easier persuasion. At the same time, we must monitor and cultivate our connections to several leaders, those who are most prominent in Earth’s current global civilization, who remain on friendly terms with us.


As is to be expected when engaging with an evolving species, we must strategize around “prejudices” and “bias”, which are founded on “emotion”. Emotions are complications in Human cognitive functions and decision-making that distract pure logical thought. We must remain aware and vigilant when understanding those abstractions.


Our Earth operatives continue to explore and transmit vital details. Our people have become explorers, traversing the Amazon River basin and the vast deserts of Africa. (For reference, please view the Model Hologram of Earth, which has settled on the English dialect for Human-ordered names of regions on the planet.) In one major international incident, leaders on Earth condemned one of our agents for being detected in the Amazon rain forest, in a village, a small collective of Humans still living in primitive Time. In return, Troperzax, located in the most convenient access point, Brasília, declared an apology. To explain, an apology is an emotional device intended to convert a logically negative outcome to a more positive one, even if the act itself has not changed. In issuing the apology, we needlessly submitted to Human idiosyncrasy, but justifiably did so under the Supreme Virtue.


In all major cities on the planet, we continue to construct centers of activities, while closing them off to Humans. The Humans do not suspect what we do there. It assists us greatly that the Humans have a long history of “tolerance,” which we call inaction and disengagement, toward “shrines,” “temples,” “churches,” and “monasteries,” among numerous others, that are designated as a “special” sanctuary for categories of Humans to partake in a ritual, the likes of which we cannot comprehend. Please disregard the need to understand this activity of Humans, for we have an opportunity to similarly isolate and safeguard our people in our own venues. There, we continue to not only compile and encode the data collected from vantage microsystems all over the globe, but also construct Carbon Fractals, the essential fuel for our stellar fleet.


Porplexa, whom we have designated in English, “Dr. Time,” due to her (“female”—another odd distinction of Humans, using the cleverness of equal probability under cell mitosis to arrive at the same numbers for “gender” which are of two categories, female and male) work on researching past Eras of Time, continues to report on vulnerabilities in the Time Stream for us to exploit. She blends in well, and Humans who meet her do not suspect her Darsian origin.


The Colonization Project on Earth is positing sufficient progress at this time.


  


  
    


    Chapter Four


    May 8, 2016, at 9:41 a.m.


Dr. Time’s Laboratory, 37 Minona Street, Athens, Greece




MAX STOOD NEXT to Margaret, facing the huge, solid metal door, with its four recessed rectangles arranged in a grid pattern. He gazed at her with longing as he grasped her hand. Margaret—his partner for the past fourteen years, his wife for the past two, and the most supportive, caring, and loyal friend and lover he could ever have. She was one of only two people to know his secrets about the Time Weaver. The other was his best friend, Garfield Yates. He’d told his sister, Jenny, in his first twenty-four hours as a wide-eyed reborn teenager, but she had brushed it off as hallucination of Max’s after the late-night partying he’d done just before his arrival in Time. Yes, at the instant he reclaimed his past, he inherited his former self’s body that had been addled by alcohol, thanks to hours of drinking on the beach with his high school buddies. Fortunately, his one-time adult mind had the sense to compel him to walk away from driving his car home, unlike what he’d done back in Life I.


Garfield had been to the Time Weaver, long ago, to view it with Max. It was an awe-inspiring spectacle, as Max observed back then while watching his best friend’s open-mouthed face.


And now, Margaret overcame her foreboding reluctance to revisit the Time Weaver. A Time Traveler like Max, she’d visited Dr. Time—twice—to stop her son Derek’s suicide. The teenager’s death wish—spurred on by his manic-depressive symptoms—vanquished him the second time around, despite Margaret’s intense efforts in the new Timeline prior to his repeat suicide. He gently squeezed her hand, mindful of her fragile mood. They’d spent a day in the sun, strolling the streets of Athens after flying from Calgary two days ago. Max wilted under the glaring Athens sun, while Margaret added a bounce to her steps. But he knew Margaret sensed his restlessness, and off they went to see Dr. Time.


“Ready?” he said.


Margaret nodded, her face frozen in fear. “I may need you to be strong for me,” she whispered to Max.


“I will,” Max promised, looking into her eyes. He recalled appearing before the familiar door several times before, because of the fateful device within—the Time Weaver.


He’d been living a normal life as an investment salesman in his original Timeline, which he called Life I, until October 27, 2013. No, not the October 27, 2013 he’d just experienced less than three years ago. More like the one he experienced twenty-nine years ago—that is, the twenty-six years of life relived, plus nearly three years of a new future as Dad II. He’d used the Time Weaver, aided and abetted by Dr. Time, right here, to return to his high school days on September 16, 1987, as his sixteen-year-old self.


He reminisced, for the umpteenth time, about Life I. He had two kids, Angela, age twelve at the time he departed Life I, and Brandon, age nine. Married to the hen-pecking Abby Martin, whose marriage to Max had dissolved in the blink of an eye when he returned to his past. Thanks to Dr. Time’s deceitful statements when he revisited his past through her Time Weaver, he’d also pre-empted his precious two children from the alternate Timeline. In other words, as far as Life II was concerned, they were never born. Not a day passed by when he didn’t think of them and feel that a part of him was fundamentally missing, irrevocably and forever.


Today, now, was still Life II, which had tormented him after the initial euphoria had faded. Some highs, yes, as he achieved dreams that had evaded him in Life I, and he had helped others who had suffered so much in Life I. But the lows far outweighed the highs. He’d had another two children with a new wife, Pamela Tilcox. Kyle Thorning, now age nineteen, and Peter Thorning, age eighteen.


Kyle was enrolled in general science on a prestigious international scholarship at the University of Cambridge in England, and Peter was still in his final year of high school.


Gathering his resolve, he knocked on the door as Margaret looked on.


Waiting for half a minute—he recalled there had always been a lengthy delay before Dr. Time answered the door—he thought of what to say to her.


The door opened and Dr. Time emerged, the one he’d recalled from October 27, 2013, the “first time around”. The middle-aged lady with the blonde tresses and the lab coat, with a huge smile on her face. He wistfully remembered the earlier incarnation of Dr. Time upon his arrival into the past: a tall, lanky man in his late twenties, who also wore a lab coat. Now, it had long been her turn to assume the role of Dr. Time.


“Dr. Max Thorning,” she greeted with a hint of delight in her voice. She appeared ready to touch him, but held back. She glanced at Margaret, then turned back to Max.


“Dr. Time,” Max said with a hollow voice, still in a trance. How long had it been? The last time he’d seen Dr. Time, it was that young man with the horn-rimmed glasses and eager but mediocre bedside manner, about seventeen years ago. Snapping out of his stupor, Max exclaimed, “Oh! This is my wife, Margaret Chong.”


“I know,” Dr. Time said with a smile on her face. “I remember.”


As she turned, she addressed the room, “Dr. Max Thorning. Date of birth July 5, 1971. Departed Time October 27, 2013. Arrived Time September 16, 1987. Departed Time May 1, 1997. Arrived Time April 26, 1997.” She turned to Margaret, and said with perfect memory recall, “Margaret Chong. Date of birth December 9, 1962. Departed Time April 30, 2000. Arrived Time March 13, 1996.”


She walked up to Max with brisk steps and held him by the shoulders. “Good to see you, Dr. Thorning. I know you entered Time with me as your guide. But, as you know, you reset the clock when you did so, therefore I have no memory of the meeting that first sent you into Time.” She smiled at Margaret, who remained impassive.


“Uh huh,” Max said, nodding. He knew the drill.


“But I remember when you dropped in for a visit on January 2, 2011. I’ve also viewed recordings of you speaking with my predecessor. You and he discussed quite a lot. One time you brought your friend—”


“Garfield.”


“Yes.” Dr. Time walked around the huge, spartan warehouse. “What can I do for you, Dr. Thorning? Did you want to go back into Time?”


“No!” Every muscle tensed at the thought. Dr. Time stood by, waiting for him to state his intentions. A wave of emotion rolled over him as he confronted the long-faded memory of how it all started, right here. How he’d relived twenty-six years of his life, trying so hard to become a doctor who could heal the sick. He’d attained that, but had taken a fourteen-year detour heading a mid-size manufacturing company with his uncle, before returning part-time to his first love, medicine. Seeking new friends, but realizing that old friends were still the best of all. Trying to help family members avoid disastrous choices in their lives, but discovering that destiny was best left to its own devices. But, worst of all, the two children he’d unwittingly left behind…


Anger got the best of him as he confronted, once again, the woman who’d misled him.


“I know we talked about this a few years ago,” Max snarled, “but I still can’t get over the fact you lied to me the day you sent me into my past.”


Dr. Time’s face fell. “We’ve been over this already, Doctor.”


Margaret snarled, “Are you going to say the same thing about Derek to me? To my face?”


“Both of you,” Dr. Time said softly. “First of all, there’s no way to bring back the conversations you accuse me of having. Those exchanges were irrevocably lost to Time the moment each of you returned to your past.”


Max’s face contorted with fury. “How convenient!”


“All human life has consequences, Dr. Thorning,” Dr. Time said, gazing at him with a hint of remorse. “Why would you think any differently?”


Margaret touched Max’s arm. “Remember, I wanted this,” she said to Max. “I begged Dr. Time to send me back into Time, so I could try to save Derek. But I know you didn’t ask to be sent back into Time.”


A fog of dread and despair enveloped him; his breathing was ragged. Once again, old thoughts of suicide poured in. Max then tried to force the thoughts out by gazing at his wife, as he had done many times before. Margaret’s calm, brown eyes and healthy, contented glow purged the hectoring wisps of anguish from his mind.


“Max!” Margaret cried.


Just as Max shuddered one last time, Dr. Time’s voice broke through.


“Again, I’m very sorry about the children you lost in your previous life,” Dr. Time said gently. “I assure you, I meant you no harm.”


Max’s chest heaved as he forced back a sob. Margaret embraced him, rubbing her head against his. Backing away from her embrace, he wiped his eyes as he slid off his slim backpack. “Dr. Time,” Max said in a strained voice, not looking directly at her. “I know it’s too easy to lose what’s important to us, and I’m searching for answers in the life I have now.”


“Be strong, Max,” Margaret said.


Dr. Time’s eyes opened wide. “How can I help?”


“It’s my current children, Kyle and Peter. I’m wondering where things went wrong with them.” He pointed at Margaret. “Pamela is Kyle and Peter’s mother. We divorced. Then I married Margaret.” Truth was, his marriage to Margaret was quite a recent one—two years ago, although both spouses had long sought “the tying of the knot” and craved it. They just were in no hurry.


Dr. Time nodded.


Max mumbled on, “I had a great relationship with Angela and Brandon, but it’s not the same with Kyle and Peter. They’re troubled, and I want to see part of my past so I can understand how to deal with them better. An opportunity I didn’t have with Angela and Brandon in a past life.”


“Certainly, Dr. Thorning.” Dr. Time walked over to the shelf where a silver cube, about five inches in each dimension, rested. Tugging Margaret gently by her arm so that she followed him, Max walked to the perimeter of the cavernous room.


Dr. Time bent over and placed the gleaming cube on a square-shaped outline on the floor in the middle of the room. She walked over to join Max and announced, “Dr. Time, two thousand, zero hundred and sixteen, five, eight, nine, fifty-six, eleven.”


“Remember this, Margaret, from when you last came here?” Max whispered. He never failed to be awed by the magnificence of the device. Margaret’s eyes grew large in anticipation.


The cube emitted rays of blue light that expanded across the room in all dimensions, projecting what appeared to be a vat of glowing blue water, right in front of the two. Dr. Time touched the exterior of this holograph, causing an electronic panel to appear. She looked expectantly at Max.


Max studied the diary he’d brought in his backpack. From the diary, he unfolded a piece of paper he’d prepared for this day. From his experience with Dr. Time and the Time Weaver, he knew exactly the manner in which she demanded the correct information for bringing about any scene of Earth’s history—any time, any place, as long as it was in the past.


“What I want you to do is bring out specific moments of my children’s past,” Max instructed in a businesslike manner, “so I can see the mistakes I’ve made and if there’s a pattern there.”


“An interesting concept,” Dr. Time said. “Imagine if all parents could do this.”


Margaret stifled a sob at the remark.


Max flinched as he spoke, “Which is why I want to do this. Now, we’ll mainly go back to July or August, since that’s when I had custody of the boys. I was living in Alliston, Ontario when they were still young.”


“You said you were divorced?”


“Yes. Ever since Kyle was two-years-old. When I moved across the country to take up a new job opportunity, one that I couldn’t refuse, we agreed that I would have the kids for two months every summer, so they wouldn’t have to come on holidays the rest of the year. Then I moved back to Meaghan—that’s my large home near Calgary.” The corners of his mouth drooped. “Meaghan, that’s where we started our family. I hit it rich on the stock market at the time. But then I lost my fortune for a while.”


“I understand. So you had to sell your house?”


“Yes, unfortunately,” Max said, sighing. “After I lost Meaghan and moved to Ontario, I was absent as a father during their school years. Anyway, we’ll get to see what I mean.” He glanced at Dr. Time, pointing at the Time Weaver. He swallowed down the lump in his throat. “There’ll be a lot of private moments, some of them emotional. Can we…”


Dr. Time shook her head. “Sorry, Dr. Thorning. The Time Weaver can only be operated by me. It is simply too complex for humans. If I were to leave you alone, you’d go nowhere.” She smiled at Max. “Don’t worry. I won’t judge you.”


“All right.” Max’s voice deadened. “I may not get the time exactly right…” He scanned his notes.


“It’s okay. Take your time.”


“Thanks. Let’s start with July 2, 2006, at 2:45 p.m., at 1050 Notre Dame Avenue, Alliston, Ontario, Canada. My home back then.”


Dr. Time didn’t look back at Max as she performed a delicate symphony with her fingers. “Since we’re focusing on Kyle and Peter, I will need their full names and birthdates.”


“Kyle William Thorning, born October 8, 1996. Peter Selwyn Thorning, born September 13, 1997.”


“Thank you.”


As Margaret looked on with round eyes, a holographic image of Earth spinning in dark space materialized in front of them.


As if a camera was zooming in through space, the Earth grew larger and larger, until the arc of the planet could no longer be seen. North America emerged closer and closer, until the Time Weaver zeroed in past the clouds to the eastern part of Canada. “As you know, the technology behind the Time Weaver is such that we can view all time and space from any location,” said Dr. Time.


Margaret leaned over to Max and laid one hand on his shoulder. Max held on to her tiny waist, an intimate gesture so often done that he didn’t recall.


Continuing its relentless pursuit, the holographic image showed a bird’s eye view of the Great Lakes, then central Ontario, with the built-up areas of Toronto dominating much of the topography. Margaret’s breathing became rapid as her eyes took in all the wonder before her.


Zooming in, the projection displayed the contours of the city of Alliston, Ontario. Rooftops of dozens of buildings cropped up. Cars inched forward appearing like toy replicas. Then, the crow’s view of a neighborhood, then finally the picture-perfect front of Max’s one-time house.


“That’s our house!” Margaret pointed.


Max knew what to say. “No one there on the front porch, yet. Kyle and Peter should be arriving from Calgary any moment now. Please skip ahead by five minutes.”


“2:50 p.m.,” Dr. Time said.


A car appeared, doors opened on the driveway. The observers could now hear voices as people exited the car and headed for the house. Sounds of the car doors slamming could be heard.


“That’s me!” Margaret shouted in excitement. “And you! And the kids!”


“That’s when the kids came to stay with us for the summer,” Max said. The hologram Max and Margaret were unpacking the car, while nine-year-old Kyle and eight-year-old Peter ran up to the front of the house.


“Watch closely, Margaret.”


A boyish Kyle stood in front of the door. His brother, Peter, barged onto the porch, jangling the keys and swapping them out to find the correct one. “Just a minute, Dad,” Kyle said, while blocking the lock so Peter couldn't insert the key in the hole. Hollering, he whacked the keys out of Peter's grasp, and then kicked the keys down the stoop until they tumbled to the bottom. All the while, Peter tried to retrieve the keys and finish the task, but he couldn’t. Kyle just wouldn't stop. He couldn't keep his hands to himself, as if he had no control of his actions.


An impatient hologram Max stood behind Kyle with a spare key in one hand and a suitcase in the other. With the kids’ jackets draped upon the suitcase arm, he said, “C’mon, boys! Let’s go in.” Meanwhile, Peter finally grabbed a hold of the fallen keys. He sprinted toward Kyle, and yanked the backpack off Kyle.


When Kyle’s gasp turned into a snarl, he turned to his little brother and raised his fists, but Peter just kicked the backpack tumbling down the stoop. Rolling her eyes, the hologram Margaret seized the straps of Kyle’s backpack while Max roared, “Enough!”


Both boys cowered at the command, glancing at each other with panicked eyes. As Max retrieved the keys from Peter and unlocked the red front door, he expelled a blast of air, fluttering his lips. Then Kyle and Peter rushed into the house, out of sight of the three present-day observers.


“Yes,” the real-life Margaret spoke, rubbing her chin, “they definitely showed signs back then.”


“I told you,” Max said. He turned to Dr. Time. “Kyle and Peter have attention deficit hyperactivity disorder.”


Dr. Time only nodded in acknowledgement. Max knew that, as a scientist, her observations focused on fact, not emotion. Her eyes remained fixed upon this human display of disorder.


Max glanced at his notes. “Please skip ahead to 7:11 p.m.”


Dr. Time raised her eyebrows, but in a respectful way. “You kept your diary that detailed?”


Max shrugged. “Not really. I write every day, yes, but only record the times of certain activities, like going to a museum. The times I’m giving you are calculated guesses.”


Margaret jerked her thumb in Max’s direction. “You should see his diaries. He records almost everything.”


“And you should know,” Max retorted with a faint smile. “You read them all.”


Margaret made a face of mock protest at Max.


“Going to 7:11 p.m.,” Dr. Time said. The scene of the foursome entering the house vanished and, in its place the front of the house materialized, bereft of people. The sun sank against the horizon, signaling the approaching nightfall.


“Please go to the guest room,” Max said, combatting a queasy feeling in his stomach. “I’ll guide you.”


The images in the Time Weaver zoomed through the house, as if a cameraman had been walking through. Max gave directions to Dr. Time, and they ended up



























































































  


  
    


    Other Books by Scott Spotson
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Seeking Dr. Magic


    “In this book magic is both a gift and a curse which leads to disaster as well as tremendous achievements. There is a lot of action and there are quite a few surprises along the way.”


    Chaos reigns around the world. Strange creatures, accorded the title “Phantom Ninjas” by the media, are leaping off tall buildings and somersaulting back up without any scratch - and then disappear. There follows more spontaneous acts of magic, confounding the world. Who - or what - is responsible? In the middle of the mystery arrives Detective Hetfield, a private investigator just recently retired from the FBI, who is accustomed to fame as a star witness in the murder trial of a beloved actress. Hetfield, seeking ever more celebrity to boost his profile, uses the media to put forward the theory that a person of extraordinary magical powers is behind all the incidents, and labels him Dr. Magic. Hetfield gets much more than what he bargained for when that powerful being does exist - in the form of a young man long disillusioned with his past - and cruelly takes him up on his offer.



    [image: ]Alia Tero: The Many Lives of Darren Datita


    Alia Tero, a planet cloned from Earth, presents both opportunity and despair for a bewildered young man named Darren Datita, who must deal with its strange rules, evolved from over hundreds of years of experimental society-building designed to enrich everyone. Everyone on Alia Tero must rotate every four months: this means leaving behind current jobs, roommates, lovers, and city of residence, to take on a fresh new life. While readers laugh at the pitfalls as Darren fumbles one new situation after the other, an undercurrent of restlessness—over just who runs Alia Tero—surfaces at unexpected moments.




    [image: Brandon Chambers]The Strange Life of Brandon Chambers


    Ten-year-old Brandon Chambers is suddenly thrust into a national scandal when his father, a top-ranking captain in the U.S. Army, is implicated in a tragic explosion on the army base while spearheading a top-secret weapons project. In the wake of the aftermath, both his parents are labeled as traitors, and he's haunted by visions he can't understand.


    Brandon struggles through adolescence and college, still troubled by hallucinations that are witnessed by others, leading him to believe that someone - or something - is deliberately laying clues in his path. Doggedly pursuing one clue at a time, Brandon seeks the answers.




[image: ]Life II


    Described as “emotionally gripping,” “no holds barred, raw...” “there are many twists and surprises in Life II.”


    Kirkus Reviews sums it up: “A distinctive debut novel about the unpredictability of a life already lived, with enough time-bending to intrigue sci-fi fans.”


    Upon discovering a 1958 book titled “Account of Time Travel on Earth Using Wave Theory,” 42-year-old Max Thorning’s life is thrown into chaos. Seeking answers to the book’s cryptic clues, he discovers Dr. Time, a seemingly benign alien who has control of the Time Weaver, a remarkable device that can command any scene from the Earth’s past. Dr. Time offers him a choice to go back into Time, to any point in his lifespan that he can vividly recall. The catch: he can only bring his memories, and can only live the future one day at a time. Follow Max’s dilemma as he goes back to his 16-year-old self and tries to forge his destiny into a new one called Life II.




    [image: ]You Know You're Thin When


    A humour book with drawings and blurbs about the salient advantages of being thin! Explores the “lighter side” of being thin – pun intended! Excels as a gift for your loved ones – the ones you’re always trying to fatten up with home cooked food! Also an inspirational gift for those who go to the gyms and get fit!




    [image: ]Wizards Rising


    Just as today's world is on the brink of all-out nuclear war, wizards appear out of nowhere, seizing control of every continent. They install themselves as benevolent tyrants, vowing utopia for all.

     The four wizards—Indie, Demus, Regi, and Justica—seat themselves as divine rulers of North America. Amanda Fullteron, who is chosen as Supreme Liaison from a shell-shocked human race, must seek the wizards’ secret and soon, bring about their downfall. But as she races against time, the wizards are ready to unleash the Prophecy, a 1,000-year oracle that promises them eternal glory.




    [image: ]Delusional


    Don’t believe everything you see!




    When rising marketing executive Patricia Fowler falls for Paul Blast, a married co-worker, she tries to put her life into perspective—a task that becomes increasingly difficult when she starts having eerie hallucinations. Patricia’s dreams of a happily ever after turn into one nightmare after another as she battles threats that go beyond her imagination.


    Is her new love behind the torment? After all, his former girlfriend ended up in an asylum.


    Or could Paul’s wife be more than a bored, spoiled, rich girl?


    Meanwhile, the FBI is trying to track down a thief who magically appears and disappears, taking priceless gems and artwork with her.


    “Delusional” is a fast-paced thriller that blurs the lines of reality and fantasy, leading to an explosive climax where what you see isn’t necessarily what you’re going to get!



    


    [image: ]My Wizard Buddy


    One day, lonely 11-year-old Tyler Dunsmore wishes out loud for a best friend. Not only does his wish come true, but his new best buddy is Dirk, a 11-year-old wizard--a magical being who is from another world and is unfamiliar with Earth. Dirk often is too eager to help Tyler out with tough dilemmas in his day-to-day life, but his antics often backfire, leaving Tyler to wonder: is having a wizard for a buddy worth it? Enjoy the bonding between two very different boys in My Wizard Buddy.




    [image: ]Wizard Planet


    Tyler's wizard buddy, Dirk, has often driven Tyler to distraction even as he amicably conjured feats of incredible magic to help Tyler out of tight spots. Now, both boys are 12 years old, and Dirk has invited Tyler to visit his own wizard planet, called Adgiligda. Tyler hesitates before accepting, but when he does, it's one giant adventure after the other when Tyler joins in eye-popping games of wizardry and tangles with fearsome magical beasts!




    [image: ]Target: Earth


    Tyler, now 13, feels abandoned this time around as he's captured on Earth by an ancient race of galaxy hunters called the Genzi, and must now find his own way to escape without the help of his wizard buddy, Dirk. Detained along with fifteen other Earthlings, he must outwit the Genzi as they place dangerous games of skill and agility in his path. Does Dirk manage to find Tyler and save the day--or will Tyler have to fend for himself and his band of fellow humans?
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