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Important: Tachyon Tunnel – First Paradox tells the backstory on Alex, Emily and the science. The galactic adventure begins with Book 1 – The Daklin Empire 

About Tachyon Tunnel

When I first wrote Tachyon Tunnel, it was simply meant to be a fun, one-off science fiction novel. The writing was less refined, and I had no intention of continuing the story beyond its final page. Then readers began asking a question I hadn’t expected: When is the sequel coming out?

For nearly two years, my answer was the same. Never.

But something changed. The characters lingered. The ideas refused to stay quiet. The world I thought I had left behind kept evolving in my mind until resisting it became harder than embracing it.

In December 2024, I hired Lynn McGinnis, a first-rate publicist, and began work on The Daklin Empire. That book reached #1 bestseller status and went on to win nine literary awards. At that point, one thing became clear: this was no longer a single story. It was a series.

I have long been inspired by Isaac Asimov and Robert Heinlein. They didn’t just entertain, they challenged readers, pushed the boundaries of possibility, and sparked curiosity. Science fiction has a unique power. It lets us imagine the impossible while quietly building the intellectual bridge to reality. Long before technologies exist, they live in stories. Those stories inspire the courage to pursue what once seemed unreachable.

Tachyon Tunnel grew from that tradition, shaped by inspiration, discipline, and the simple joy of creation. It also became an outlet during a period of transition in my life, written as I stepped away from my role as CEO of Recuro.

The result is a story that blends science, adult themes, unexpected turns, and fast-paced adventure, designed to engage, challenge, and leave readers wondering what comes next.

Admittedly, I push the science to its limits. Can population genetics stretch far enough for a couple to create a minimum viable population? Can engineering support the survival of hundreds of infants and growing children? These are the kinds of questions I explore in this book.

I am deeply grateful to Shelley Laine, Makenzie Ozycz, Tom Loney, Sara Fluegel, and Rick Childs for bringing clarity and polish to these pages. The cover was recently updated by the extraordinarily talented Shefa Rumby.

I also owe special thanks to Troy G. Hall, a high school teacher whose influence shaped generations of students. His impact isn’t measured in awards, but in the countless lives he helped set in motion.

This book exists because stories matter.

And sometimes, one story isn’t enough.

Enjoy. I know I did!

Michael Gorton

Earth is the Cradle of mankind,

But one cannot remain in the cradle forever.




-K. Tsiolkovsky
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Unfortunate Birthday
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If time flies, then let’s study the aerodynamics, 

and build the wings to soar on it.


-  Michael Gorton



The laws of physics and relativity clearly state that nothing can travel faster than the speed of light. and yet Alex Durant had traveled farther in a day than light travels in a year. He hadn’t broken Einstein’s limit so much as stepped around it, slipping into a regime where distance collapsed and time surrendered its authority. Inside a tachyon tunnel, spacetime itself was the medium, compressed and rethreaded so that the journey obeyed causality locally while defying it globally. To an outside observer, Alex’s ship never exceeded what physicists called: c; the speed of light. Clocks ticked faithfully, mass remained finite, and still, he had moved from point a to point b, faster than light, with equations balanced. 

The unsettling truth was not that faster-than-light travel was possible, but that the universe had always allowed it, quietly, provided one was willing to travel through the cracks between moments rather than across them.

Alex Durant stared at the monitors, the low-frequency hum of the ship vibrating through the command deck like a living thing. It wasn’t just background noise; it was the resonance of the tachyon field generators maintaining phase lock with spacetime itself. He tried to recall what day it was, but the thought fragmented and slipped away, drowned out by exhaustion. Sleep deprivation was his constant companion in these days of early exploration. Every calculation, every system check, every decision rested solely on him. With his mission, freedom was intoxicating, and isolation was brutal.

He needed to go somewhere with someone who mattered. That first great public expedition with someone he loved... but she was not available. His eyes drifted back to the primary display, and the familiar knot tightened in his chest.

Time travel had never scared him in the abstract. He had spent years modeling relativistic aging curves, running simulations that quantified what it meant to step outside linear time. He could vanish for ten years and return to Earth an instant after departure. The math was clean. The equations were elegant. But his body would still accrue time—cell by cell, telomere by telomere. Tachyon control could bend spacetime, not biology. The paradox wasn’t philosophical anymore. It was etched into his own mortality.

“Alex,” Emily said, her voice cutting cleanly through his thoughts. His onboard AI never wasted words. “We are emerging from the tachyon tunnel at your calculated coordinates. Temporal alignment complete. Current Earth date: March 2nd, 2025.”

Before he could respond, the ship lurched.

The tunnel exit failed to resolve cleanly. Instead of the smooth reconstitution of normal spacetime, the displays exploded into cascading error states with glyphs, red vectors, and corrupted telemetry flooding every panel at once. The hum deepened into a violent shudder.

Then the heat hit.

It wasn’t gradual. It was instantaneous that hit like a rolling wall of thermal energy slamming into the cabin with the force of a blast furnace.

“Cabin temperature: one hundred seventy-two degrees Fahrenheit,” Emily reported, her tone unchanged.

Alex’s pulse spiked as he scanned the diagnostics. His lungs hurt with every breath. Thermal shielding was spiking off-scale. Radiative load sensors were saturating. That was impossible... unless...

“Cabin temperature: two hundred fifty degrees Fahrenheit.”

The air thickened, turning heavy and metallic. His eyes watered and skin burned as if exposed to an open furnace. Sweat vaporized almost as fast as it formed.

“Cabin temperature: three hundred twenty-five degrees Fahrenheit.”

This wasn’t a systems drift. This was a runaway condition. 

Could it be the nuclear reactor?

It had to be the nuclear reactor.  Nothing could heat up this fast.

Alex staggered as the pressure differential shifted violently. He dropped to one knee, then collapsed flat as the superheated air crushed the breath from his lungs. When he tried to inhale, but that scorched his throat and chest like liquid fire. Every surface glowed with stored heat. Structural alloys screamed as they expanded beyond design tolerances. Panels warped. Fasteners snapped. The ship was dying around him.

His training cut through the panic with brutal clarity.

Seconds. Maybe less.

“Emily,” he rasped, fighting the darkness pressing in at the edges of his vision. “Explain. Now.”

“The vessel exited the tachyon tunnel within the orbital radius of Mercury,” Emily replied calmly. “Current position: approximately forty million kilometers from the Sun. Stellar radiation flux exceeds hull dissipation capacity.”

Alex didn’t hear the rest.

The last thing he felt was the deck blistering beneath him as the hull temperature surged toward catastrophic failure, and then the world went black.

*  *  *  *
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FEBRUARY 28, 2025

Paula Campbell sat alone in the familiar restaurant, taking in the warm light and the quiet hum of conversation around her. Tonight was supposed to be special. It was her birthday. Four hours earlier, she had received a call that would have been enough to define any career. Her work on recombinant DNA had earned her a top nomination for the Nobel Prize in genetics.

Paula understood the reality. Many were nominated. Very few were chosen. Even so, the nomination itself felt unreal. She had never seen herself as one of the world’s great scientists. She enjoyed her work, but she attributed her breakthroughs to intuition and timing rather than brilliance. Persistence, yes. Genius, no. She had always believed others were more deserving.

And yet, someone had nominated her and the Nobel committee had noticed.

For most of the evening she felt as though she was floating just above the ground, carried by a quiet disbelief and a sense of gratitude she did not fully know how to process. She could not wait to share the news. John Prinz was late, but it did not matter. He was the first person she wanted to tell. Over the past year, he had become a constant presence in her life. He did not truly understand her work, but he listened, and that had always been enough.

Her handheld computer vibrated.

Paula smiled as she checked the message, expecting an apology for his tardiness. Instead, her eyes froze on the screen. She read the words once. Then again. Her mind rejected them as a mistake, a cruel joke, or something sent in error.

John was not coming. He was ending their relationship. Permanently.

She stared at the screen, searching for something beneath the words, some hidden meaning that would soften the blow. There was none. Reality crashed in all at once. Her joy evaporated, replaced by anger and pain so sharp it took her breath away.

Tears blurred her vision. She sat very still, willing herself not to break down in public. Only minutes earlier she had felt unstoppable. Now she was alone in a crowded room, her emotions swinging from triumph to loss.

She wiped her face, squared her shoulders, and motioned for the waiter. The bill arrived and she transferred forty dollars without hesitation, gathered her purse, and walked out before anyone could look too closely at her face.

Outside, she weaved through the parking lot, reached her car, and collapsed into the driver’s seat.

“Why today?” she whispered, then aloud, “Bastard.”

She thought of Alex Durant, her oldest friend, and something he once told her about his life as an entrepreneur. The highs are higher. The lows are lower. And sometimes they arrive on the same day. Paula was not an entrepreneur, but she understood the truth of it now.

She took a breath, engaged the vehicle, and pulled onto the road. Her car was capable of fully autonomous driving, but Paula preferred to drive. Control mattered to her, especially now.

As the miles passed, her thoughts drifted through the past decade. She had known John for twelve years. They had been exclusive for two. She had believed there was a future. Marriage had not seemed impossible. Tonight rewrote all of that.

Her tears returned as headlights flared on the road ahead.

Too close.

Too bright.

Her mind registered the impossible reality in an instant. The semi was in her lane. There was no shoulder. No time. No escape.

The world narrowed to a single certainty as the fully loaded tanker closed the distance at one hundred fifty miles per hour.

*  *  *  *
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ALEX AWOKE AND RUBBED his eyes, sat up, and tried to get his bearings. His vision returned and he began to focus on the room. “Emily, where are we?” 

“Whipple Street, North Texas,” Emily answered. “You are back home, Alex.”

Alex got up and stumbled to the door. He was still groggy and weak from several days with little sleep and the nearly disastrous exit from the tunnel. What had happened? 

As the portal to his craft opened, he recognized the warehouse attached to his home. He grabbed a bottle of water from the small fridge in the workspace, twisted off the plastic cap, and took a long drink as he headed for his bedroom. Without a second thought, he pulled off his jeans and sweatshirt, fell into his bed, and was asleep almost as soon as his head hit the pillow. 

Ten hours later, he awoke with a start. He looked out the window and checked his clock. These journeys were wrecking his sense of real-time.

“Emily, was I dreaming? What happened?”

“Alex, your calculations in the last jump brought us inside the orbit of Mercury. Before you blacked out, I sensed the danger to you and the ship, so I corrected the calculations and jumped us a safe distance from the Sun. Subsequently, I have returned you and our ship to your home location.”

Alex thought about Emily’s response for a second. “We were inside Mercury’s orbit?”

“Correct,” Emily responded. “The extreme radiation from the Sun’s proximity scrambled all of your displays.”

“Wow. I have never felt anything like that,” he started. “Was there any damage to the ship?”

“I have run through the standard tests and have found no damage to circuitry or structure. The displays seem to be functioning normally, again.”

“How hot did it get?” Alex asked, recalling the stifling heat.

“Skin temperature of the ship reached one thousand, fourteen point two degrees Fahrenheit. The cabin temperature climbed to four hundred fifty-seven point three, but that lasted for 2.1 seconds,” Emily responded.

“Thank you, Emily,” Alex responded then continued. “What is the human tolerance number?”

“There is a group of humans in what is called the three-hundred-degree club. The longest endurance for that was just under ten minutes.”

“So, I am a weenie, because I blacked out?”

“I do not understand the question, Alex.”

“Never mind, Emily. It is just human sarcasm,” Alex answered. “Thank you for your data.”

“It is my function, Alex.”

“Yes, it is, but you should probably substitute the word function with something more appropriate.”

“And what would you suggest, Alex?”

“Try the word: job or pleasure.”

“Okay Alex. I will scan the dictionary and web for the word job or pleasure, in this context."

“Perfect.” Alex looked around the room again and began to regain his bearings. After returning from a long trip, he needed to catch up on some work and correspondence. He plopped back into his pillow, closed his eyes for a minute, and then took a deep breath.

After another moment of relaxation, Alex opened his eyes and decided his brain was not going to slow, so he might as well start his day. “Emily, wake up ceiling view.” 

“Done. Ceiling view is now on, oh, and good morning, Alex.” The computer responded in a pleasant female voice as she transformed the ceiling into a computer screen.

“Yes, good morning, Emily. Please display email in priority order.”

“As you wish, Alex,” Emily responded as the configuration appeared on the screen.

“Are there any outstanding issues that require immediate attention?” Alex responded to the computer.

“Yes, there are. You have several meeting reminders. You also have a note from Gwen marked as urgent.” The computer flipped through a few emails, monitoring Alex’s eye movement. “As always, I would be happy to read or paraphrase them to you in the sender’s voice.”

“No thanks, Emily.” Alex had programmed Emily to be capable of reading email in the exact voice of the sender – for those senders where a voice print and typical intonation was available. As usual, the urgent email from Gwen, his ex-wife, was no more than a demand for a phone call or email with an explanation as to why he was not returning her calls and mail. He spent the next forty-five minutes responding to several dozen emails and deleting a few hundred more that were some form of spam.

“Emily, please scan domestic and international news and let me know if there is anything I need to know before I start my day. Also, review stock holdings. If there are any changes greater than three percent, please provide details.”

“Working. No stock value changes over one-point-five percent. It appears an individual in your contacts folder was killed in a car crash on the last day of February. Would you like to view the file?”

Alex thought for a few seconds. He had over thirty thousand contacts, so a piece of news like this happened once or twice a year. Most of the time, the person was someone that he struggled to remember. “Okay, go ahead and read the article.”

“Nobel prize candidate and noted geneticist, Paula Campbell, was killed in a head-on collision...”

“Stop reading,” Alex broke in. His heart rate jumped from resting to pounding at maximum. Paula Campbell was not a colleague but was one of his closest and longest-standing friends. Emily had not been programmed to differentiate the database and clarify contacts versus close friends.

“I see that Professor Campbell is someone with whom you have frequent correspondence. Would you like me to continue reading?” Emily asked.

Alex felt a sick feeling deep inside as he thought about Paula. The two had maintained communication, competed, and periodically done things together since college. In shock, he could not bear to hear the rest of the story but knew he needed to. He had not been aware that Paula was a Nobel nominee, though that part of the news did not surprise him.

After several minutes of reeling in shock, Alex spoke: "Yes, Emily, please finish the story.”

Alex listened to the details of a head-on collision with a fuel tanker that had lost control and crossed the median on a two-lane highway outside of Albuquerque. The explosion and subsequent fire had incinerated everything. The story went on to tell of Dr. Paula Campbell’s numerous discoveries and awards for genetics research. The reporter attempted to describe Campbell’s recent scientific work as well as the older material deemed significant by the Nobel committee.

When Emily finished reading, Alex wiped the tears from his face and sat motionless thinking about the Paula Campbell that he had known, the Paula that no newspaper reporter could capture. A good part of him did not want to believe the possibility that one of his closest friends had been tragically taken. He wondered how he could do something in her memory that would be worthy of all that she had brought to the world and his own life. 

“Emily, please VOIP to John Prinz,” Alex requested. Although he was aware that Paula had been dating several people, he was also aware that things were beginning to get serious between her and John. If anyone could immediately answer his questions, it would certainly be Prinz.

“Working.” After just a few seconds, Emily responded. “I’m sorry, Alex, but that number is going directly to voice mail. Would you like to leave a message?”

“No, Emily. Please try Benjamin Campbell.” Ben was Paula’s former husband. The two had been married right out of graduate school. Both were biology students and while Ben had been a better student, Paula had accomplished more in her career. Just over five years ago, they suffered through a dramatic and emotional divorce that ended a six-year marriage. 

“Alex, I guess you heard the news,” Ben answered without saying hello.

“Ben, I am so sorry. Are you okay?”

“Tell you the truth, I still don’t believe it. They have not found a body or any trace of her. The fire incinerated virtually everything. A part of me still believes this is some terrible mistake.”

“Ben, I can assure you, a fire from a fuel tanker will reach thousands of degrees, capable of vaporizing everything. If Paula were still alive, we would know it. Logic tells us she’s been reduced to organic ash.” As Alex spoke, he immediately felt bad about his cold analytical comment. For a few seconds, he heard nothing but uncomfortable and complete silence on the line, and returned to his similar experience with the sun, just a day earlier.

“The scientist in me knows you’re right...” Ben trailed off. 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be so abrupt. I had the same reaction when I heard the news. Are there funeral arrangements?” Alex interrupted his thoughts.

“The memorial is tomorrow at noon in Saint Mark’s Cathedral.”

“Thanks, Ben. I’ll be there.” 

Alex felt numb. Paula had been more than a best friend. She was the woman who had taught him to think emotionally. She was always there when he needed her, and vice versa. He had never seriously considered the possibility of losing her. He closed his eyes and tried to force himself to relax and think. Like Ben, he wanted to believe this was not possible; somehow, in some way, Paula had survived.

Ben had articulated it perfectly, the scientist in him knew better, but the engineer did not.

Alex began to relax, and his mind focused on the problem. He often found himself solving problems in his sleep, waking up with a fresh perspective. Still, he knew that death was one of the few permanent things, with no fresh perspective. As he drifted in and out of sleep, the obvious solution came to him. He bolted out of bed and threw on his jeans and sweatshirt. Could he impact this?  Was it possible, and what were the implications?

Alex calculated and monitored, then calculated again. Even though he wanted the time in hours and minutes, few people on Earth understood precision better than Alex Durant. Right now, because of his tachyon tunneling ship, time was on his side. Over the course of the prior six months, he had been successfully testing a form of time travel through the space-time-continuum in outer space. Was it possible to use his new technology to travel to a specific point in time and change something that had happened?  He stopped and tried to comprehend the paradox associated with this problem. He could not reach an analytical answer.

One hour later Alex stood on a hill, overlooking the scene where Paula’s accident was about to occur, back in time to the night of February 28th. In the darkness, he could see her familiar vehicle coming down the highway. He watched in horror as the tanker crossed the center line and collided with Paula’s vehicle. The subsequent explosion had an impact Alex was not prepared for. As fire engulfed the highway Alex sat on the hill, knees pressed against his chest and arms wrapped around his knees. Could this event be changed?  What would happen to time and the future if it was changed?  Alex did not know. What he did know was that his friend was dead, and playing God was, and should not be his role. People have died since the dawn of mankind, since the beginning of time. Was it right for Alex to try and change that?  How would/could, he do this?

Alex wondered if he could intercept Paula before she reached the highway. Maybe talk her out of the drive, change a single decision. But as he looked down the hill, he saw cars stopped along the road, people frozen in helpless shock as flames consumed the wreck. He already knew the outcome. He had seen the future. He had read the report. Paula died tonight.

He stepped into the space-time machine, the reality settling in with cold clarity. This wasn’t ignorance. It was inevitability. The fire burned too hot for anyone to intervene, and no human choice below could alter what destiny had already locked into place. Alex understood tachyon tunneling well enough to move through time, but causality was the true constraint. Physics didn’t forbid time travel; it forbade contradictions. Events were bound together in a rigid chain of cause and effect, and breaking one link risked collapsing the whole structure.

Saving Paula wasn’t just an emotional temptation, it was a logical paradox. Her death had shaped the decisions that led him here. Undoing it might erase the very path that gave him the power to try. The universe demanded consistency, and it enforced it without mercy.

After weighing the variables, Alex accepted what he already knew. This moment could not be changed without shattering the timeline. He took a slow breath, steadied himself, and began programming Emily to take him home.

But the engineer inside was constantly at odds with the scientist. For Alex, the engineer almost always won.

As he punched in the variables, something occurred to him once more. Both he and Ben had the same feeling about the accident: she was not really gone. Alex grinned and began recalculating. 

He studied the scene from three different angles, winding back the clock, and then watching again. 

His idea was to use his ship to land next to the scene just before impact. Though he had never attempted it, he was theoretically able to slow the time frame. Further complications arose from the fact that he had never exited his ship in a tunnel, and he had never used the device expand seconds into minutes. He had no science to tell him how the laws of physics would change in a slowed timeframe. 

Would the inertia of Paula moving 90 kilometers per hour be carried through in a timeframe a thousand times slower than normal?  Alex simply did not know and doubted that anyone on Earth could do any more than just theorize. One thing was certain: dead or alive, soon Alex would know. He estimated that his chances of dying were probably greater than his chances of saving her. It was a hair-brained idea, and one he was willing to try.

The tachyon engine of his ship had the capability of projecting a shield which he modified so that it could oscillate. Over the last few years, when testing his invention, he had used the beam projection on animate objects to test the hardware. From there, he graduated to clocks, then to insects. In the early months, everything had worked perfectly. The first mammal tests had been somewhat problematic, but even those problems had been ironed out. Ultimately, Alex had been willing to enclose the beam and test it on himself. The first test was a short experiment with a precise timer on his handheld supercomputer. Next, he entered the device and spent a few hours just reading a book. Over the months, the technology evolved, and Alex began building bigger and better enclosures. He learned he could use the quantum effects to build huge facilities enclosing them in a small space. One year after his first successful mammal experiments, he was ready to travel into space.  For several months he tested runs inside the solar system. In an instant, he was in orbit around Saturn, searching for NASA missions like the Cassini mission, and finding them!

The ship had not been built for time travel, but instead for tunneling through space time. Time travel was simply an interesting corollary to tachyon tunneling, one that Alex considered dangerous. Accidental changes to events spooked his normally logical thought process. Years of reading science fiction gave him an innate fear of minor changes capable of changing the course of human events.

Alex programmed the engine to adjust his time frame backward in intervals down to a thousandth of a second. The effect would be time slowing significantly for everything but Alex and his ship. 

Like a good scientist, Alex needed to test his theory in at least one dry run. He ran one test but aborted within seconds. The experiment consumed tremendous amounts of power, straining the ship’s power supply. His vessel ran on a fusion reactor, powerful enough to provide electricity for a small city. In a normal journey, the demand never peaked higher than ten percent of its eleven-hundred-megawatt capacity. In his time-slowing experiment with extended shields, the generator, running at full capacity, could not keep up with the load. His fusion reactor was his pride and joy. Without its amazing capacity, his version of space travel would not be possible. Alex could not risk losing this valuable piece of engineering in a test. 

Armed with the power consumption numbers, Alex ran a new set of calculations. His generator could handle the load for 72 seconds before core temperatures would exceed containment. Loss of containment would result in a thermonuclear explosion, destroying everything for kilometers in all directions. Alex, or at least Alex’s ship, needed to be in and out in about a minute.

Alex programmed Emily to land him 10 feet from the accident at the instant of first contact between the tanker and Paula’s car. In the program, he gave himself only sixty seconds to retrieve Paula before Emily would close the hatch and return to the tachyon tunnel and back to his warehouse. If he was not back inside by then, he would be consumed in the fire from the crash, but the reactor would not explode. 

By his best estimation, Alex guessed that he needed to arrive no later than one-tenth of a second after impact and no sooner than 1.5 seconds before impact. In the current state of his technology, Emily was only capable of precision for arrival in the multiple-minute range, so Alex ran several thousand iterations of his program, averaging the results, and hoped averaging would bring him to the correct point in time. 

It was probability and statistics. Alex hated that branch of math as it applied to physics, but today, it would have to suffice.

“Is this gonna work, Emily?” Alex asked while rubbing his unshaven chin.

“Based on the parameters you have given me, I calculate an eleven-point-seven probability of success, Alex,” Emily responded in her female voice.

“That low?” he grimaced.

“There are too many unknown variables, Alex.”

“Is it, your recommendation that we not do this?”

“Alex, my observation is that nothing stops you after you decide to do something.”

“What happens to that calculation if we continue running iterations until we hit the exact stopping point?” Alex asked.

“The biggest unknown is in calculating the human probability of you successfully pulling Paula from the vehicle. As to your other question, probability dictates that we should arrive at the correct point in time in the first ten iterations,” Emily answered.

“Okay, Emily, let’s execute.” His first hop brought him to more than 30 seconds before the impact. “Re-execute, Emily.” 

Emily ran a second short hop, then a third and a fourth. On the fifth, she brought him to a fraction of a second after the collision had begun. The front end of Paula’s SUV was smashed, and the airbag was approximately half deployed. Airbags take approximately 55 milliseconds to deploy, literally faster than the blink of an eye. Because each hop was consuming valuable resources, this would have to work. Alex wasted less than two seconds deciding to begin his operation.

Alex exited his ship and was surprised that he could not run. Because of the slowed timeframe, he was dealing with the laws of physics in a way he had not expected, though it was perfectly logical. His legs worked hard, but inertia and gravity seemed to resist his movement. Even the air felt like a thick soup that was working to oppose his movements. He tried to breathe, but his lungs were barely strong enough to pull the air in at a satisfactory rate. He felt like he had so many times while climbing mountains where the air was too thin to satisfy his need for oxygen, and every couple of steps demanded a rest. In this case, resting was not an option. 

He calculated that his blood was fully oxygenated, and he was certain he could hold his breath for a full minute. If he could not make it in 60 seconds, nothing would matter anyway. For a fraction of a second, he wondered if it was the result of an inertial law he had studied in school, or perhaps some new principle based on transitions in the space-time-continuum. Right now, there was no time to consider an answer for that question

With legs burning from exertion, he made the few steps to Paula’s vehicle. He pulled on the door with no result, then leveraged with all his strength to get it open. It began to move like a two-ton safe door in a bank. 

Inside, Paula was completely motionless with a shocked facial expression and several crystal teardrops frozen on her face. Alex looked at Paula and felt the impact of what was going through her mind at this instant. She realized there was no escape, and her destiny was now in God’s hands. It surprised him that she had tears on her face. Could those perfect tears have happened this quickly, or had she been crying about something else before the accident?

Thirty-seven seconds had passed when Alex fought to release the seatbelt. 

Forty-three seconds had ticked past as he unsuccessfully worked to pull her from the car. For a second, it seemed that she had too much inertia in his slowed time frame for his strength. 

Alex reached inside himself, and produced an internal scream of agony, yanked with his arms and pushed with his legs. With a little motion, Paula slipped into the influence of the pulsing tachyon tunnel and gravity came to Alex’s rescue causing the entwined bodies to tumble out onto the pavement. 

Now in his arms on the tarmac, rather than being a blur or phantasm moving at hyper-speed, Paula focused on Alex and tried to get her bearings on what was happening. With the instantaneous confusion of impact, her mind was not able to put the pieces together of what was now an aberration of everything she had ever experienced.

Alex and Paula now existed in the same slowed frame. For an instant, Alex felt a sigh of relief followed by a renewed realization of the seconds remaining.

Paula, startled and bruised, resisted Alex’s attempt to carry her onto the ship. Alex was aware he had less than twelve seconds remaining and no time to explain or wait for compliance. Paula’s slowed inertial timeframe made her weigh an impossible amount, and in his desperate attempt to beat the clock, he tried to shout for her to move. As the seconds uncontrollably ticked, he jerked and then shoved Paula as hard as he could into the ship’s portal just before the clock hit the sixty-three second tick. Alex knew he would not make the deadline and was unsure of what would happen to his body if the ship hopped into a tachyon tunnel with him stuck halfway in the portal. He decided to try, even though he knew he would not make it. His watch showed sixty-seven seconds as he slammed into the ship, accelerating out of the pulsed space-time. Alex was startled by the acceleration as he crashed in banging his head on the graphene wall. 

Emily monitored the ship’s engine, now rapidly approaching meltdown temperatures, executed a preprogrammed instruction that closed the portal, shut down the pulse, and hopped into the tachyon tunnel. The reactor temperature continued to rise for another 3.8 seconds, then began to cool as the load on the reactor dropped to 10%.

Alex rubbed his head where he had impacted the ship’s wall. Had his watch been wrong? Or had Emily modified the programming based on her analysis of the situation?  According to his calculations, he clearly had not successfully returned to the ship in the allocated time. The simple calculus was that Emily should have left without him, but she had not.

In tachyon space, the next hop was short. A few milliseconds later, the ship reemerged in Alex’s machine ship and storage building.

The date was March 3rd. 

Alex wiped the blood that was now streaming down his forehead and glanced at Paula, who was sitting on the floor, clearly glazed over. “Emily, why did you not close the portal at the defined instant?”

“Alex, I calculated that your probability of success would become eighty-four-point-two percent if I added eight seconds to your instructions. My calculations of core temperature and melt-down had to be modified with experiential data. Specifically, you always leave room for a load factor.” 

“Experiential data?” Alex was perplexed by his computer’s comment, as he tried to catch his breath. He glanced at Paula, who was now standing. She started to say something, but Alex held up his hand.

“Alex,” Emily started, “you always leave room in your calculations for error. Because I had full control of the ship and was monitoring reactor temperatures, I was able to calculate and execute instantaneous modifications.”

“Did I program you to do that?” Alex was confused. 

“Part of my coding was designed to protect the ship and your life. You also gave me protocols to monitor and store activity as a data matrix for future decision-making scenarios. Those two pieces of my code provided me with the data and logic to modify your initial instruction that I close the doors and hop into the tachyon tunnel within sixty seconds. It was that same piece of code that allowed me to save you from being vaporized by the Sun during our last journey.”

Paula had been listening but decided Alex’s intellectual discussion with his silicon friend needed to be superseded by reality. “Okay, what the hell is going on here, Alex?”  Paula prodded and immediately wished she had not used the word hell. “I’m sorry Alex. You’re soaked in sweat and bleeding, but can you pause the debate with your computer and help me make sense of this?”

“I’m sorry. Yes, Paula. First of all, how are you doing?  How do you feel?”  Alex asked before focusing on her question.

“Tranquil. I feel dazed, confused, and tranquil,” she answered.

The fatigue burning in his lungs was beginning to subside as he focused on Paula’s question. "Tranquility surprises me. As to your question, I am testing the laws of relativity and causality.” 

Paula thought about Alex’s response. "Not sure what you mean. Can you elaborate and please speak English?" she prodded.

“You know how I’ve been talking about my secret project over the last couple of years?” Alex pulled a cloth from a drawer and wiped the blood from his forehead. He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, relaxing as he felt his pulse rate returning to a resting figure. 

Paula continued to struggle with the situation. Something about the world seemed completely wrong. “Alex, try to be clear,” was all she managed to say. “Am I dead, or is this some weird dream?”

“Paula, three days ago you were involved in a head-on collision with a tanker.”

“Wait, three days ago?” her brows furrowed in confusion.

“Let me continue. Three days ago, I was several light-years away. When I returned on March 2nd, Emily informed me of your accident. Your collision with thanker was real and the world believes you are dead. I thought you were dead, that is until I figured out a way to pull you out of the accident right as it was happening and before you were incinerated,” Alex then added, “But of course, you weren’t.” 

“Alex, I feel like I should laugh at the explanation, but in this eerie, yet well-lit room, that explanation almost seems real.” She paused, “subconsciously this must be a dream, but if that’s the case, it is turning into a good one. What about my friends and family?”

Alex took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, “Everyone thinks you’re dead.”

“Dead...” Paula trailed off as the impact of this settled. “Assuming I am not dead, we need to call people and let them know.”

Alex had not thought through this scenario. “Paula, I know we need to do that, but I want to think about the best way to handle it. Tachyon technology is not something I want public. It’s so far ahead of modern science, plus the social implications are beyond anything we want to deal with right now.”

Paula nodded. “Understood, Alex, not to mention the military.”

“Well, there’s that as well,” Alex nodded with a pensive look.

"Okay, so what happens now?" she asked.

“I did not think through the repercussion before I jumped to save you, Paula,” he started. “After my power plant cools down and I do some testing, we’ll have the ability to go anywhere and do anything we want.”

“If that’s the case, then, what I’d like is to get on my motorcycle and go for a ride in the country so I can clear my head,” Paula responded.

“Let’s not tempt fate,” Alex alluded to the head-on collision she had just escaped. “I suggest we sit down, have a beer and collect our thoughts. I’d stay away from motorized vehicles for a little bit if I were you. Your SUV, or what’s left of it, is practically incinerated and now in a junkyard.” Alex clarified while trying to stand. 

“I’d prefer a glass of wine, if you have it.” Paula got up and followed Alex into his house.

“I remember once you told me that, in your dreams you could fly. Have you tried that?” Alex opened the small wine fridge and pulled a bottle out.

“Tried what, Alex?”

“Flying. If you’re dreaming, you should be able to fly across the room.”

Paula stood in the doorway, not moving.

Alex poured her a glass of wine and held it up to the light. “Listen, why don’t you relax a bit and try to come to grips with what’s happening.” 

“What day is it?” she asked.

“March 3rd.”

“A few minutes ago, it was February 28th, my birthday.”

In reality, Paula’s birthday was February 29th, but other than leap years, she considered herself a February baby, so she typically celebrated on the 28th.

“I have an idea for your birthday, but let’s hold off on celebrations after the dust settles a bit.” He handed her a small folder. “This is a description of my tachyon tunnel device and how it works. I don’t expect you to understand the engineering and physics, but the fundamental science will provide a sense of what’s going on. While you’re reading, I need to get back into my warehouse and test a few things on the reactor. We just ran a program that was way outside the design specifications, and I need to make certain the core cooling is proceeding in a linear fashion. Most importantly, I don’t want to destroy the entire neighborhood because I was not careful.”

“We ran a program?” Paula quizzed.

“Well, yes. I’ve done significant testing with tachyon tunneling, but have never even imagined tonight’s application, at least until a few hours ago.”

“I still don’t understand why you said ‘we.’” Paula persisted.

“Oh, sorry,” he chuckled, “I meant Emily and I ran the program.”

“You know, I have always thought it a little unusual that you refer to your computer as a person.”

“I know. It’s a geek thing. Still, sometimes she seems so real. Emily does things periodically that surprise me. At the end of the day, logically, I my personal feeling is that she’s no more than bits and bytes. She often shows sparks of humanity that I cannot ignore.”

“Well, your little interrogation of her a few minutes ago sounded more like how I debate and question my graduate students,” Paula responded, and then added, “What surprised me was how she discussed and bantered the topic with you. It felt to me like she was, or is human. She’s not like any computer I have ever dealt with.”

“I might be just imagining this, but she does seem to be growing up.” Alex plopped down in his favorite chair and studied his friend.

“Be careful not to fall in love Alex,” Paula chided. “Emily is a collection of silicon chips and programming.” 

“That’s not possible. Anyway, if anything, she’s more like a daughter.” He watched as Paula took a sip of her wine.

Paula immediately noticed that Alex was now looking at her differently, but chose to ignore the warmth his eyes were creating. “A daughter?”

“Correct. In a sense, I am raising her. You got the silicon part wrong. Much of Emily is silicon-based, but she’s actually a hybrid computer. I’ve installed a new generation of organic, DNA-based logic. My programming on that side of her processor is analog, not digital. I have...”

“You, what?” Paula interrupted. “You’ve built a hybrid computer with silicon and organic materials?”

“Yes,” Alex answered with a huge, pride-filled grin.

“Oh, lord ...  Is anyone else, anywhere on the planet doing this?” Paula looked around, shaking her head in amazement.

“Not on this level, Paula. I was not even sure I could make her work. In any case, she is not the great piece of science and engineering here, the ship is.”

“She?” Paula sat in her chair shaking her head and then took a long drink of her wine. “There you go with the gender for your computer again, Alex.”

“Like a daughter ... she,” he clarified, paused to think about it, and continued, “look, I don’t expect you to understand.” 

Alex stood silently for a minute gazing into the eyes of his friend. She was alive, and that realization filled a very special part of him with happiness. “I need to get a few things checked,” he changed the subject. “Stay here and relax while I make sure the fusion reactor doesn’t blow up the neighborhood.”

“Are you serious?”

“Sort of, Paula, but not really.” He turned and slowly started walking back towards the door.

“Okay.” She finished her glass of wine, glanced up at the bar to see a nearly full bottle, and watched as Alex left the room. 

*  *  *  *
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WHEN THE DOOR CLOSED, she topped off her glass, sat, opened the folder, and began to read. It seemed to be one equation after another, but she did manage to find periodic descriptive notes. 

As she pieced it together, it seemed that Alex had developed a time machine that was designed for space travel. Somehow, it could slip out of three-dimensional space and quickly travel interplanetary and interstellar distances in speeds that defied the laws of physics. 

She found one note that showed up over and over again. It was about something called causality and consequence. She made a mental note to have him clarify.

She set the folder down on the coffee table next to her chair and focused on her wine. The feeling that this perhaps this was some strangely real dream, persisted. 

She finished her second glass, picked up the folder and flipped through the pages of Alex’s manual for a second time. Again, most of it seemed to be a continuous set of equations that made no sense. Why Alex thought she might understand any part of this perplexed her. He was so good at making the complex seem simple, but this manual did not reflect that talent. Paula curled up in the chair and drifted off to sleep. If this were in fact a dream, perhaps she could now awaken.
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When Alex finished his work on the ship, he returned to the living room and found Paula curled up on the chair. He could smell her familiar perfume, and tried not to be intoxicated by the scent, her skin, hair, and the curves of her body. A flood of tears came to his eyes as he realized that less than twenty-four hours ago, he was coming to grips with the realization that he would never have the pleasure of her friendship again. 

Had he just interfered with he laws of physics and created a paradox, or a rip in the threads of causality? Like Marie and Pierre Curie, he didn’t know. 

What he did know was that this perfect woman was alive and in his living room, so he knelt on the hardwood floor and kissed her on the forehead.

Paula woke and rubbed her eyes as she sat up. “Everything okay, Alex?” 

“Seems to be.” Alex forced himself to rein in the emotions crowding his chest. As he often did when things edged too close to dangerous territory, he redirected. Safer ground. Intellectual ground.
“The reactor core’s still hot,” he said, standing and grabbing his beer. He poured a small amount, tasted it, then finished it. “But it’s cooling down in a nice, linear fashion.”
Paula watched him for a moment. “Alex... what is causality?”

He paused, bottle in hand. “I guess you read the manual on my tech?”

“Yes,” she said. “Or at least the parts that didn’t feel like they were written by a physicist who had no intention of non-physicists understanding.”

He gave a short laugh and leaned against the counter. “Okay. Simple version.” He tapped the bottle on the edge of the counter once. “Causality is the idea that things happen for a reason, and in a specific order. Cause first. Effect second.” He tapped the bottle again so she would focus on what he was about to do. “I push the bottle,” he nudged the bottle slightly, “and it tips.” He caught it before it fell over. “That’s causality.”

“Cause and effect. Simple enough,” she said.

“It is,” he replied. “Until you start moving through time. Then it gets ... touchy. Every event becomes both a result of something before it and the reason something else happens after it. You start pulling on one thread, and you don’t always see what else you’re tugging loose.”

Paula frowned. “So, it’s like dominoes.”

“It could be,” Alex said quickly. “Except you don’t always know how many dominoes are on the table. Or which ones small and insignificant, or large and obvious, will have long-term impact.”

“Is there an issue with me, and the crash?”

The question landed and Alex didn’t answer right away. He stared at the bottle, then finally looked up at her. “I don’t know.”

“Fair enough,” she said.

Alex took another breath; grateful she didn’t ask the next question he was terrified of answering. “I have an idea for the evening.”

“What’s that?” Paula asked, setting the folder down on the coffee table.

“Come with me.” Alex led her out to the large warehouse that he used to store his tachyon tunnel ship. 

From the outside, the ship was a shiny silver, cubic-shaped object with rounded corners. It looked a little bit like a small airliner, with shorter wings. There seemed to be no blemishes on the surface and no windows or other openings. Alex walked up to a wall, which opened, lowering two steps up into the craft. Paula was surprised at how large it was inside. It was well lit, with walls mostly white. There seemed to be electronic devices built into the walls with display screens everywhere.

“Does this ship have a name?” Paula asked.

“A name?” Alex furrowed his brow. “What” Why?”

“You gave your damned computer a name,” she answered. “Why not the ship?”

“Hey slow down, Paula. Emily is not damned!” Alex defended his silicon companion. “Just haven’t thought about giving her a name. She’s just a ship.”

“She?” Paula tapped the hull in mock affection. “She’s just a ship?”

Alex smiled and chuckled. “Okay, I’m contradicting myself, and I admit, I tend to give my machines human traits.”

“Yes, you do. In any case, I felt so tranquil,” Paula emphasized, “when I first realized I was on the ship. Perhaps it was the shock of transition from a head-on collision
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