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​Introduction Time Is Unreliable at Best and Entirely Arbitrary at All Other Times
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The human relationship with time has always been, at its core, an act of confidence. Not confidence in the sense of earned expertise — confidence in the sense of a person who has never actually driven a car insisting they know exactly how to get somewhere.

Humans invented the clock and then, naturally, trusted it completely. They divided the day into hours, the hour into minutes, the minute into seconds, and the second into fractions small enough to split atoms with, and they looked at all of this and said yes, this is time, we have it sorted. They built cathedrals around it. They synchronized their navies with it. They now carry it in their pockets and set it to satellites orbiting the planet at altitudes that require Einstein's corrections to keep the numbers honest, which is the sort of detail that would give a more philosophically inclined species pause.

It has not given humans very much pause.

What has given humans pause — what has always given humans pause, what shows up in the oldest written records and the newest viral posts with equal insistence — is the occasional, persistent, deeply inconvenient evidence that time does not always cooperate with the system designed to contain it. People have looked up from the same stretch of road they have walked a hundred times and found themselves in a different century. Naval aviators have followed familiar headings into an afternoon that refused to resolve correctly. Lighthouse keepers have vanished from a locked island with their meals still warm on the table and nothing on the log to explain it. A man in Missouri built something in his backyard that he could not entirely explain, plugged it in, and was gone for two years. He is currently in Ohio.

The internet, which is the largest archive of human experience and also the least reliable, has been collecting these stories since it learned to speak. It has done with them what the internet does with everything — amplified, embroidered, mis-dated, recycled through content cycles until the original documented case is six layers down and the clickbait version is what comes up first. A case that began with an arrest record and a radio interview becomes, in the hands of enough TikTok thumbnails, something unrecognizable from the original event.

This is where Franki and Franny Lynn come in.

The Digi-Sphere is not a place you can get to by portal, exactly. It is not a geographic location with a frequency adjacent to anything in the FrankiVerse vortex system, at least not in any way Franny Lynn's pharmaceutical supplier has been able to map cleanly. What it is, is the information layer — the accumulated record of human encounter with the inexplicable, as told first by the people who experienced it, then by the researchers who documented it, then by the journalists who covered it, then by the forums that argued about it, and finally by the social media ecosystem that turned it into content. Each layer adds something. Each layer also loses something. The original signal attenuates with distance, the way all signals do.

What this book does, chapter by chapter, is go back to the beginning of the signal. What actually happened, according to the verifiable record. What the record cannot account for. What the internet built on top of both of those things, and why, and what that architecture reveals about what humans do with experiences that do not fit the categories they have spent so much effort maintaining.

The subject, in this first volume, is time. Specifically the ways time has refused to behave as expected — in Missouri and New Hampshire, in the pine forests of Liverpool and the highland remoteness of Scotland, on the high seas and in the air over the Bermuda Triangle, in the folklore of the Celtic world and the oldest written myths of Japan, in the ancient encounter traditions of Southeast Asia, and on the perfectly ordinary streets of towns in England where people have briefly and inexplicably arrived in the wrong century on their way to do something completely unremarkable.

Each chapter covers a real location. Each chapter goes to the documented record first: what was verified, what was investigated, what was witnessed and by whom under what circumstances. Then it goes to the lore layer: what the story became, how it traveled, what the internet did with it, and how to read the distance between those two things. At the end of each chapter, Franki and Franny Lynn tune into Coffee & Cryptids from whatever FrankiVerse Cafe location sits closest to the frequency of the case in question, and they have a conversation about what they found — with KC and Maurice, with Fabian and Brodie, with Mothman when the case warrants it, and occasionally with one another, which tends to produce the most interesting results of all.

Time, as this book will demonstrate at some length, is unreliable at best. The human insistence on measuring it anyway is genuinely admirable. So is the impulse, which has never gone away no matter how good the clocks get, to sit across a table from someone and say: but what if something happened that the clock cannot account for. And mean it as a real question.

That is, ultimately, what this series is about.

The FrankiVerse Cafe locations listed throughout this book are operating on frequencies adjacent to the cases under examination. The BooBerry K Muffins are on every menu. The coffee is always good. Franny Lynn's pharmaceutical kit is fully stocked and organized by case.

Let's go find out what the clock missed.
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​Chapter 1: King City, Missouri The Man Who Built a Vortex on His Porch

[image: ]


King City, Missouri is a small town in Gentry County in the northwest corner of the state, the kind of place where the sky is large and the nearest city with a population worth mentioning is an hour's drive in any direction. In January 1995, it was also the kind of place where a twenty-one-year-old electrical engineering student named Michael Marcum was building something unusual on his back porch, and where the Gentry County Sheriff's Office was about to become involuntarily involved in what would turn out to be one of the more durable paranormal stories the internet has ever produced.

Marcum had started, as many remarkable things start, with a modest goal. He was attempting to build a Jacob's Ladder — a high-voltage novelty device that uses two diverging electrodes to produce a climbing arc of electricity, the kind of thing that appears in the background of every laboratory scene in every science fiction film made before 1990. He modified his version using a CD laser to reduce air resistance between the poles, which produced a continuous arc rather than the usual stick-and-climb effect. This was the innovation. It was also, depending on your perspective, either where things got interesting or where things got considerably more complicated.

What Marcum noticed, when he turned the device on, was a heat signature above it — circular in shape, resembling the shimmer you would see off hot pavement, but arranged in a vortex. He described it to Art Bell in 1995: "At first I didn't know what it was. I'm not 100 percent certain now."He did what any curious twenty-one-year-old with a background in electrical engineering and no particular respect for the unknown would do. He threw a sheet metal screw into it. The screw disappeared, then reappeared a few feet away a second later.

This was the moment that everything else followed from. Whether what Marcum observed was a genuine anomaly, a trick of heat and expectation, or something that does not currently have a clean category is a question the record cannot answer. What the record can confirm is what he did next: he decided to build a man-sized version.

The setup caught fire, destroying the original device. This setback only fueled his determination further. Due to the need for twenty thousand dollars worth of transformers, he broke into the St. Joseph Light and Power generating station in King City and took six of them.The 1995 report from the Stanberry Police Department confirms the theft. The police report notes that power transformers were found placed in different parts of his home — four of varying sizes in the back bedroom, one connected to the electric fuse box on the back porch, and lines leading from them to something resembling a device.The device, when powered, caused a blackout across several blocks of the surrounding neighborhood. Gentry County Sheriff Eugene Lupfer arrived with a warrant on January 29, 1995. Marcum was arrested and sentenced to sixty days in jail plus a suspended sentence.

Sheriff Lupfer, interviewed years later by a Missouri journalist, was asked whether he thought Marcum was crazy. "No," Lupfer said. "He was smart. He wasn't a dumb guy. He just had this in his head and thought he could do it."This is the detail that tends to get lost in the recycling. The arresting officer, the person with the most direct contact with Marcum and his apparatus, did not think he was unhinged. He thought he was intelligent and committed to something he genuinely believed in. These are not the same thing as being right, but they are also not the same thing as being wrong in the way the internet tends to assume.

The Radio Years

On April 18, 1995, Art Bell interviewed Marcum on Coast to Coast AM for the first time. Coast to Coast AM was, in 1995, the largest late-night radio program in the United States, syndicated across hundreds of stations, with an audience of millions who tuned in specifically because Bell took the unexplained seriously and asked questions that mainstream journalism had decided were not worth asking. Marcum was a natural fit. He was articulate, specific, and enthusiastic in the way that people are enthusiastic when they are not yet entirely sure whether they are a genius or in significant legal trouble, and the answer is turning out to be both simultaneously.

He called back in 1996, stating he was building a second time machine from legally acquired parts and was thirty days from completing it. This time, he said, he was not going to steal any material. He received donations after the first appearance, which helped fund the larger project. The electromagnetic vortex he described in the second interview was, by his account, big enough for a man to walk through. When Bell asked what he would take with him, Marcum said just his cell phone. At the end of the show, he gave out his home address.This last detail is worth noting not as evidence of anything in particular but as a portrait of a person who had not yet developed any instinct for self-protection, which is either charming or alarming and possibly both.

In 1997, under circumstances that remain unexplained, Marcum disappeared. The Missouri State Highway Patrol has never listed him as an active missing person.He did not call the show again. He did not contact the journalists who had been following the story. He was simply gone, in the way that people in small towns sometimes go — not dramatically, not with a documented final moment, but gradually and then all at once, until the absence is the only thing left to report on.

The Lore Layer

What happened next is a case study in how the internet processes a story it finds irresistible.

The 1930s beach body rumor arrived first. Shortly after Marcum's disappearance, a caller to the Art Bell show claimed that in the 1930s, police had found a dead man on a California beach, crushed to death inside a strange metal tube, with a device near his body that looked like a cell phone.The implication was obvious. The evidence was nonexistent. The story attached itself to the Marcum case anyway, because it was exactly the right shape — it completed the narrative arc that Marcum's actual disappearance had left frustratingly open. The internet did not invent this kind of storytelling. It just gave it better distribution.

The 2015 Midnight in the Desert audio gave the lore layer its next anchor. Bell interviewed Marcum on his other show, where Marcum claimed to have been transported two years into the future and eight hundred miles east, landing near Fairfield, Ohio. He said the electromagnetic fields had caused amnesia, that he had woken up in a homeless shelter slowly reassembling his identity from fragments — his name, his Social Security number, the shape of what he had been doing before the machine took him. This audio exists. It is real. What it proves is that a man named Mike Marcum said these things on a radio program in 2015. What it does not prove, and cannot prove, is whether any of the events described occurred in the way described, or at all.

The 2022 Reddit confirmation — a post on a paranormal forum from a moderator who stated that Marcum had been a member of the forum, with his last known location as of just before the pandemic being Hawaii, where he had been homeless on a beach and attempting to raise money to return to the mainland— arrived and was absorbed by the content cycle with the same efficiency as everything else. Within months it had been processed into fresh TikTok thumbnails with titles about a man who had vanished and reappeared with a terrifying message, which is technically accurate in the loosest possible sense and practically useless as a description of what actually happened.

What actually happened, to the extent the verified record can be read, is this: a young man in rural Missouri built something he couldn't fully explain, told the world about it on late night radio, stole the equipment he needed and went to jail for it, built a second version legally with donated money, disappeared in 1997 without explanation, resurfaced in a 2015 radio interview claiming to have traveled through time, and was alive in Hawaii as of approximately 2020, still trying to build something. He is, by the most recent credible account, currently in Ohio. The Missouri State Highway Patrol has never listed him as a missing person. The arresting sheriff thought he was smart.

The 1930s beach body is almost certainly not him. The terrifying message is a thumbnail. The couch — there is also a story about a couch that disappeared during one of his experiments, which Marcum mentioned on the second Art Bell appearance and which has since become its own minor internet footnote — is undocumented and probably fine.

What the Marcum case is, underneath all of it, is a story about what happens when a person with genuine technical curiosity and no resources and a complete absence of institutional support builds something in the only place available to them and refuses to stop believing in it. The internet turned him into a paranormal legend. The sheriff thought he was smart. Both things are true simultaneously. The vortex, whatever it was, remains unaccounted for.

Coffee & Cryptids: King City Frequency

Recorded from the FrankiVerse Cafe Backrooms outpost operating on a frequency adjacent to the Gentry County power grid, in the dimensional layer just below the St. Joseph Light and Power substation where six transformers used to be. The coffee here comes in a thermos because the booth seating is technically an unoccupied back room of a building that has been three different things since 1997. KC and Maurice drove up from Texas. They brought snacks. Nobody asked them to do this but everybody was glad they did.

Franki: Okay. So. Missouri.

FrannyLynn: Missouri.

Franki: A twenty-one-year-old steals six transformers from a power station to build a time machine on his porch.

FrannyLynn: Six transformers. Each one weighing over three hundred pounds.

Franki: Which he then wired into his house.

FrannyLynn: Which then blacked out the neighborhood.

Franki: And the sheriff shows up and arrests him and later tells a journalist that the kid was smart. Not crazy. Smart.

FrannyLynn: The sheriff is the most important character in this story and he only has two lines.

KC: [from across the table, unwrapping something] Can I just say — the logistics alone. Six three-hundred-pound transformers. He moved those himself?

Maurice: He was twenty-one and he believed in what he was doing. You can move a lot of transformers when you fully believe in what you're doing.

KC: That is either very inspiring or very concerning.

Maurice: Can't it be both?

Franki: It's always both with Missouri. No offense to Missouri.

FrannyLynn: The thing that I keep coming back to is the screw. The sheet metal screw he threw into the vortex. That's where this starts. That's the moment. He sees something he can't explain and his immediate response is to throw a screw at it and see what happens.

Franki: Which is the correct response.

FrannyLynn: It is absolutely the correct response.

KC: From an investigative standpoint — and I want to be careful here because we're talking about documented events and not confirmed phenomenon — the screw disappearing and reappearing is either a real anomaly or a perception error under unusual electromagnetic conditions. There's no way to know now. The device is gone.

Maurice: The device got rebuilt though. The second one. The legal one.

KC: The second one he walked into.

Maurice: And then he was in Ohio two years later with no memory of the intervening time.

KC: According to him.

Maurice: According to him. Yes.

Franki: Here's what I think about the lore layer on this one. The 1930s beach body. The terrifying message thumbnails. All of it.

FrannyLynn: [already nodding]

Franki: The actual story is strange enough. The actual story is a guy who noticed something, couldn't let it go, paid a real price for not letting it go, and kept going anyway. The internet buried that under a dead body on a California beach that has no documentation whatsoever.

Maurice: Because the real story doesn't have an ending. And the internet needs an ending.

FrannyLynn: The real story ends with him in Ohio, still trying. Which is either the saddest ending or the best ending, and I genuinely cannot tell you which.

KC: Both.

Maurice: Always both.

Franki: Always both in Missouri.

FrannyLynn: [raising her thermos] To Mike Marcum.

Franki: [raising hers] Who is in Ohio. Probably building something.

KC: [raising hers] Who the sheriff thought was smart.

Maurice: [raising his] May the vortex cooperate eventually.

[End of transcript. Franny Lynn's note from this session, written on the back of a gas station receipt in the only pen she had: "The screw disappeared. It reappeared. Nobody can explain it. That's enough."]

Before You Go

King City itself is a small agricultural community that does not have a great deal of tourism infrastructure, which is fine because the investigation here is not really about the town. It is about a specific porch on a specific street where something either happened or didn't, and which no longer exists in any documented form. The Stanberry Police Department, which holds the 1995 arrest report, is in Stanberry, approximately twenty minutes south, and the report is public record. Gentry County is worth a slow drive. The sky in northwest Missouri is genuinely extraordinary — flat agricultural land
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