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In a hall with white tile floors and stainless-steel walls, a man in army fatigues rushed through the busy thoroughfare. The multistory building with science labs and offices bustled with people in white coats, military uniforms, and business suits. He finally caught up with the gentleman he wanted to see.

At the other end of the hallway, he waved his hand in the air until the man acknowledged him with a nod, then he rushed to the other man’s side. “Brigadier General Price, I wanted to congratulate you on your promotion.” 

“It’s only one star, wait until I have two.” The man in the green uniform with a chest full of medals appeared unimpressed. “What is it, Major Mallory?” 

He lowered his voice and stepped to the wall. “Bernard Chester and Justin Chisum, isn’t Advance going to intervene in the matter?” 

“We’re seeing how it’s going to play out.” General Price kept his voice down and his gaze fixated on passersby. “Chester has certain pieces to the puzzle, while Chisum has the others. We are waiting. We want to see who gets to the finish line first, and completes the mystery of this Special Access Project.” 

“What mystery?” 

“How to master the higher realms of consciousness. Other governmental agencies and their private institutes have made some connections with their research, but Chester and Chisum seem to be on another route that will help us bypass the frailty of the human mind. After we have the guidebook, then Chester and Chisum will be dealt with. Until then, we are taking a hands-off approach to the situation.” 

“What will you with the knowledge once they have solved this mystery?” 

“Master the universe.” The general walked away.
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White. 

Everything around him was milky. Walls, tile floors and ceiling were bright clinical white. Even his clothing down to his shoes was white as the foreground and background blended together. 

With a few steps forward, a door appeared out of the selenite obscurity and stood in front of him. He grasped the white metallic knob and turned. Half-anticipating a myriad of scenarios that raced through his thoughts to materialize before him, he pushed open the door. 

He saw the rush of stars pulse in the dark electromagnetic field as these twinkles moved faster and faster. His mind failed to stabilize the outward velocity. He lacked control. The seeming endlessness overwhelmed his senses. 

Before him, the galaxy in a rage converged. The material bodies exploded with that visceral emotional resonance. As soon as the expansion occurred, the energetic force retracted and imploded onto itself. The resultant shockwave blew him in the opposite direction into the light for which he had come. 

For a brief second, he floated in the in-between moments of space and time. He was everywhere and nowhere at once. He heard in the echoes of his cognizance someone calling out to him. The auditory impression drew him closer to the reality that he recognized. 

“Justin.” The sound of his name roused him from the bleak recesses of his consciousness. He opened his eyes to observe a concerned woman shaking him. 

Her dark uniform with corporate logo on the chest pocket came adorned with the decorations of a security personnel. The utility belt that hugged her midsection was equipped with a flashlight, baton, stun gun, handcuffs, and communication device. Black boots had a sole for running as well as combat. 

From her athletic frame, she appeared a dichotomy of opposites. She reminded him of a runway model turned drill sergeant. Her dark curly hair was pulled back in a tie just below her shoulders. Thin and tall, she commanded the room with her symmetrical beauty and grace. Yet, this woman also harnessed a quiet strength and apparent agility. “Dr. Chisum. Did you succeed?” 

“No.” He sat up. He had passed out on the table. He rubbed his cheeks with his fingers. With gentle precision, Justin removed the electrodes from his temples, upper chest, and hands. “I didn’t.” 

“Why not?” You said this would work.” 

“Might. Might work. I made no promises, save one.” Inside, he trembled. He feared that he would continue to fail. He exhaled his disappointment and gazed at the woman. “It’s no use, Agent Isham. I cannot do this without her.” 

“You have too.” 

Justin peered to the empty seat across from him. He knew he was going about the solution wrong. He needed a partner. He needed her. How he missed his other half... “If I must change timelines again, then I will...” 

“It’s forbidden.” 

“Do we have a choice?” He snapped at the woman in his proper Englishmen’s tone. He did not mean to be rude, but his frustration boiled over into the conversation. “Bernard keeps growing stronger. Without her, we cannot repair what he has broken.” 

“We? You’re responsible.” 

“I said I would fix the consciousness paradox and I will.” He tried to control his aggressive emotions, but he was too late. His hand began to shake. He attempted to hold the terminal part of his forelimb steady, but he could not. He knew what happened next. He had forced himself to the brink of physical endurance once more. “Tell your people at Advanced Quantitative Research that I will stop him and when I do, you better be ready.” 

“We’re a phone call away.”  

“Good, now call an ambulance.” 

As expected, pain rocketed through Justin’s body. His eyes rolled back in his head, and then he fell sidelong off his chair onto the tiled floor. Alarms blared in the background as Justin convulsed. All he heard as he succumbed to a seizure-induced blackout was Agent Isham screaming: “Get the crash cart. We’re losing him.” 
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THREE MONTHS LATER, Dr. Justin Chisum stared out his tenth story corner office window. Even through the thick paned glass, he could still hear the traffic and car horns. He watched the people file in and out of neighboring high-rises. Some walked down the street, while others used the crosswalk to travel to their destinations. 

The world was the same on its face, but reality had been changed into a more sinister apparition of its former self. He noticed how this darkness carried forth to the outer world. Countries and their people suffered from discontent, disease, famine, and wars. The happy life and surroundings he had remembered felt as if he had dreamt that part of reality. 

From personal experience, Justin noticed his life trekked on a different path. He no longer had a wife and family. His young son was now a motherless teenager. His health had declined with every attempt to rectify the disparities. 

While he stood looking out into a world he did not recognize, Justin observed his faint reflection in the tinted window. Sandy hair and a day’s facial growth to match enhanced the aqua of his irises. Subtle gray hairs sprouted from his sideburns and dry lines around his eyes began to creep onto his maturing visage. After he blinked his eyes moist, he returned to his desk and perused the different stacks of papers that awaited his revisions.  

“Need help?” A young man inserted himself halfway into Justin’s office. The teenager was dressed in his private school attire. With a backpack on his arm, he looked ready for the day. 

Justin smiled and then checked his watch, which read 7:27am. “Sebastian, aren’t you supposed to be at school presently?” 

“Half-day.” The youth entered and sat across from the late forty-something man who stood sifting through his files. “Didn’t you say you met her at an art gallery?” 

“That was decades ago.” He looked away from his paperwork and peered at his son. “In a different lifetime.” 

“And the equivalent today is a coffee shop? So maybe you should go to one.” The grinning youth gestured toward him with a shrug and gleeful snort. “Or four.” 

Justin placed the documents in his hands onto the desktop. “She didn’t drink coffee.”

“And you can’t find her locked away in your office.” 

“I’m not locked away.” 

“Says the man who hasn’t seen another person but me in three months.”

Justin pointed to the stack of manilla folders he just relinquished to the desk. “If I don’t get these grant proposals done, there will be no office to come to. Plus, I am waiting on my lab results. If I cannot get my body normalized, then I won’t be able to go again even if I do find her.” 

“You mean: when, don’t you? Hurry up, I need a mom.” Sebastian jumped to his feet. “I’m off to school.” 

Justin looked puzzled. “I thought it was a half-day.” 

“Yeah, the other half.” 

“Some assistant you turned out to be.” Justin chuckled. “And if you run into a forty-year-old, green-eyed redhead, give her my number.”

“Or, you could run into her yourself.” 

“Go on.” 

The seventeen-year-old Sebastian grinned and departed down the hallway with his backpack in hand. 

Justin picked up, and then plopped down the paperwork onto his oak desk. His son was right; Justin knew it. The last excursion into the conscious reality almost cost
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