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What has Gone Before
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In 2035, humanity faced extinction when the alien L’lark revealed themselves.  The L’lark quickly eradicated all attempts at space travel.  They launched attacks from hidden Earth bases on human forces.  Conventional defenses failed.  Attempts to communicate with the L’lark failed.  Project Necessity became Earth’s last hope.

There were dozens of Necessity sites across the United States.  All with the same mantra.  No rules.  No safety committees.  Their goal was simple...come up with ideas to save Earth.

One of the Project Necessity teams of geniuses: Zach, a neuroscience and AI expert; Dick, a math and science prodigy, Vicky and Harry developers of a faster-than-light weapon; Tom, a paranoid communications guru; and Max, Zach’s personal AI.

Scientific and military breakthroughs took place in days instead of years.  Mistakes and errors resulted.  From one of these errors, the team made their biggest leap...the ability to send energy surges back into the past.  The team successfully converted the energy surges into communication.  They wanted to send information packets back in time.

It worked.  

As other Necessity sites fell to L’lark attacks, misdirection and secrecy became critical. The team’s paranoia skyrocketed as they hunted for the suspected turncoat among them.

––––––––
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In a last-ditch effort, Zach and Dick and their AI Max created a situation to encourage an alien leader to come to their Necessity location to retrieve knowledge.  Team members were sacrificed.  This protected information and convinced the aliens that Dick was on their team.  

Dick conned the aliens into an information exchange.  Dick learned that the aliens were playing a game called Tvar.  Tvar lasted for thousands of years.  Earth was the game board.  Humans were game pieces.

Dick learned that the aliens call themselves L’lark and the names of their factions and some of their leaders’ names as well.

All alien actions were fixated on Tvar and their concept of Honor.  

Max, Zach’s AI, watched everything.  Project Necessity’s ultimate act was Max sending the data they captured back into the past to a young Zach.  The hope was that this information would warn Zach and give him an advantage to come up with a way to stop the aliens.  Part of the information included instructions to resurrect the Necessity team from Version 1.

Tvar wasn’t a game of settling Earth.  Tvar had three phases.  In Tvarex, game pieces are placed and resources are established.  The mid-game phase is Tvara, where units and territories are developed.  Finally, in Tvarln, last actions and scoring occur, and life on Earth is reset.

In Tvar, honor is the guiding light and primary scoring goal.

Project Necessity and human survival depend on the success of the information being sent back to a teenage boy and his ability to build a team to position humanity to win against the aliens.
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Tvar 
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Tvar (n) The classic global strategy game where clans compete for honor.  Tvar consists of three phases:

Tvarex - Opening phase of six turns. Beginning units and resources are placed on the field. Clans create hidden creches on the field from where they play Tvar. 

Tvara - Midgame phase where units are developed and influenced. Scores are calculated upon meeting specified criteria: capturing goals, completing missions, or achieving resource milestones. This phase continues until an end game condition is reached, such as accumulating a set number of points, controlling key areas, or global domination.  The overriding requirement is honor.

Tvarln - Endgame is declared by the judge once any end game condition is reached.  Clans gain increased honor by recovering tokens and technology in the last phase.  The clans celebrate before the play field is reset.
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January 1973: 

Crash
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The wood-paneled station wagon skidded sideways through the guardrail. The out-of-control vehicle clipped a tall fir which sent it tumbling down onto the snowy rocks below. The jarring impact forced open a rear door, and a body was thrown out onto the frozen ground. The ruptured gas tank erupted in a fireball, its brief blaze casting stark light on the lonely, broken figure on the frozen ground.
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​Surgery 
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The sterile operating room was blindingly bright and white.  Zach lay semi-comatose on the operating table.  The anesthesiologist sat above Zach’s head monitoring his vitals.  “Everything looks stable.”  He didn’t look at the surgeon, who reeked of peppermint.

The surgeon was safely hidden behind his mask, “Let’s get this rolling.  Go ahead and give him some gas.”  To Zach, he said, “We’ll get you passed up...I mean patched up.  Relax and enjoy your nap.  I am Dr Darkling.”  He reached across Zach to pat his shoulder.   

Zach’s head shoots forward and he sinks his teeth into Darkling’s hand.  Zach swings his head back and forth like a dog on a chew toy.  Nurses are screaming.  Darkling’s mouth is open as he yells in pain and surprise. Blood starts splattering the whiteness.  Darkling is pounding on Zach’s head with his free hand. 

Zach makes one final wrenching twist of his head and almost tears off Darkling’s thumb.  Zach’s lower face is covered in blood.

“Get me out of here!”  Zach croaks.
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​Second Surgery
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Dr Avery successfully operated on Zach less than 24 hours after the initial surgery was interrupted.  Zach’s left arm and right leg were in massive casts.  Most importantly, his broken vertebrae had been repaired with no drunken hand on the scalpel to slip and slice his spinal column open. 

​Zach still faced a long rehabilitation, but Dr. Avery was confident he would make an almost full recovery, based on his age and what the surgery had revealed. It was far better than anything Zach had seen in his future memories — and that alone was enough to thrill him.

You know how sometimes you wake up from a dream and that dream seemed more real than a dream?  That is the way Zach felt these last couple weeks.  He called them his future memories.  At first, he had thought they were just dreams or the effect of the anesthetic from several operations.  But the more time he had to think, the more normal it felt to have these future memories.  Embedded in these memories were messages from himself to himself.  It was very eerie, to say the least.  But it all felt real.

And then there was his reaction to Dr Darkling.  

Zach can’t recall deciding to bite Darkling’s hand.  He just did it.  Darkling had filed charges against Zach.  Darkling’s thumb had almost been ripped off.  The other people in the operating room had all given statements.  The two nurses had both stopped in to see Zach after his second surgery.  Neither one would say much except to wish Zach a speedy recovery.  

The anesthesiologist came and stayed the longest.  He said he had never seen anybody move as fast as Zach’s head shooting forward.  It had been like watching a snake strike.  
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​Can Hitchhike Again
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It turns out that during Dr Darkling’s surgery to re-attach his thumb, medical staff drew several blood samples.   A blood alcohol content test was run.  It came back showing him at .14%...above the legal limit to drive!

Then one nurse came forward about Darkling.  Then the anesthesiologist.  Then the avalanche.  Dr Darkling didn’t have many friends or supporters among the hospital staff.

It turns out that Darkling had two other malpractice allegations filed against him in the last year.

Lawyers were coming out of the woodwork to represent Zach against Darkling and the hospital.  Zach’s uncle Alex was not letting any of them in to see Zach.  Alex had already found a lawyer to represent Zach, but Zach hadn’t met him.  In fact, he had only seen Alex for a few minutes to be told in no uncertain terms to say nothing to anyone and to sign nothing.  

Alex had not asked how Zach was doing.
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​Large Data Dump
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Zach wasn’t sure if his new memories were true or not.  Or if they were the effect of the anesthetic from the first surgery.  But they felt RIGHT.  They felt like they FIT. 

Luckily, Zach had provided himself with a short to-do list as part of the tiny data file to get him started.  

He had trouble getting himself to accept all of what this tiny data dump was telling him was true.  He had predicted that might be the case and had instructed himself several ‘tests’ to prove his new old memories.  

It wasn’t optional.  

Zach must go to a certain spot to receive the large data dump.  He knew the date and time.  And the spot in the hospital that he had to be.  It was a restroom on the third floor.  He even knew the stall.  The feeling became more intense the closer to the date he got.  Luckily, he had enough time to recover from the surgery.  But just barely.  As the days went by, he pushed himself harder and harder through physical therapy so he could get around the hospital.  He had casts on one leg and one arm. 

On the morning of the tenth day, Zach could barely use a walker but barely was enough.  He started out of his room and down the hospital corridor.  The staff looked at him with a mixture of encouragement and concern.  He paused where the corridor branched.  When nobody was looking, he turned and headed for the elevator.  Sweat was streaming down his face. 

Down to the third floor.  Past the break room.  Finally, to the restroom.  To the last stall.  He collapsed onto the stool.  He took the cane off the walker.  Zach used it to push the walker out of the stall.  Then he snared the door and pulled it shut.

Almost two hours later, after a frenzied search, the nurses found Zach asleep on the stool.  A peaceful smile on his face.  
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​Calling Sister Mary
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Sister Mary was the first person that Zach contacted.  He asked the head nurse to call and ask if Sister Mary could visit him.  Sister Mary volunteered one day a week at the hospital.

Zach needed to get several things set up quickly.

He had several hurdles that he had to get over quickly.  The first was that he was only thirteen years old.  The second was that his father’s brother was not a nice man.  Zach had not known that until after the accident.  Uncle Alex must not run the show.

Unfortunately for a thirteen-year-old, this was going to be very difficult.  

The key was to ask Sister Mary to arrange a couple visitors.

The first visitor would be Father Timothy from her church.

The second visitor was Roger.

She agreed right away to ask the Father to visit Zach.  

Mary hesitated about Roger.

“I know all about Roger and people’s perception of him.  I also know that he is honest and that he was fearless.  Call it a matter of faith.  It will turn out fine.”  Zach wasn’t sure that Sister Mary was going to contact Roger.  She was too nice to tell Zach no.  That was ok though because Zach had another person that could reach out to Roger.  

Zach paused, “And when Father Timothy visits, please ask him to bring doctorate level textbooks in physics and electronics.”  At her shocked look, Zach grins, “I have a little surprise for Father Timothy.”

“And my last request: several notebooks and pens, please.”
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​Father Tim
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Father Timothy showed up. 

Zach asked that the nurse give them some time alone in his hospital room and shut the door.

He asked Father Tim to sit at the flimsy round table in the hospital room, but the father remained standing by the bedside.

On the table are two cans of Coke.  Zach said, “I know you would prefer a Jamesons, but the hospital frowned on that idea.  Something about me being thirteen years old.”  

Father Timothy grinned briefly.  “I am very sorry to hear of your losses and your own injuries.  I don’t recall you or your family coming to our services.  That doesn’t matter at a time like this.”  He held up a thick book. “Sister Mary asked me to bring this to you.”

Zach nodded.  His own face was a series of conflicts.  His eyes were full of tears.  “Father, I need to make a confession.”

Timothy bowed, “Of course, but I understand you are not Catholic?”

“Ummmm...I would like to convert and then make a confession.”

Timothy could not hide a small grin, “I have seldom met someone so young so anxious to confess.  Please go ahead...but let me assure you that I heard that you are not going to face any problems from what happened during the first operation.  Sister Mary said that it was the talk of the hospital.  The staff want to give you a medal.  Although they have no idea why you acted like you did.”

“Oh...you mean when I almost bit off that butcher’s fingers?  Believe me, I have nothing to confess to there. And that is part of the reason I wanted to talk with you, but by no means the primary concern.  Before I start, I want to make sure that everything I say is covered by the sacramental seal of the confession?”  Father Timothy nodded and seated himself.  His face was covered with confusion. 

“Then I suggest you sit and enjoy a wee sip of Coke as we are in for a long talk.”  Zach took a deep breath, “Forgive me, father for I will sin.  Through a decision, I will allow my parents to be killed in that car accident.” 

The Father leaned forward, “Son...maybe this should wait until you have recovered from your injuries.  You seem to be confused.  There is no way you caused that accident.  From what I heard, the roads were iced over.  That truck lost control and hit your father’s car.  Nobody caused it.”

“Uhhh Father, that is not what I said.”

“I said I will make a decision which allows my parents to be killed in that accident.  I was very careful with my words.  I have been laying here thinking a lot.  I didn’t cause the accident, but neither did I take steps that might have prevented it from happening.  You see, Father...I have two sets of memories...those that have happened in the past and those that have happened in the future.  And in the future, I could have acted to likely prevent that accident.”

Timothy’s head was slowly shaking back and forth.  “Son...”

For a second, a devilish grin flashed across Zach’s face “Ahhh...somehow I have been looking forward to this part...how would you like me to convince you?  I have thought of a couple ways, but in the end, I decided to leave that up to you.”

“Why me?”

“You mean why did the son of atheists ask an Irish Catholic priest, whom I haven’t yet met, to drive three hours to come hear this confession?  It seems that you and I were best friends for over twenty years in my memories of the future.”

“And I need that friend now.”

The Father squirmed, “How did we meet to become best friends?”  He obviously wasn’t buying into these lines of thought, but he also didn’t want to discourage a hurt teen from talking.

Now Zach went rigid with anger, “That gets back to that butcher Darkling.  You see... he was drunk when he operated on me.”

“The bastard paralyzed me during the operation.  He made me a teenage paraplegic.  I spent over fifty years in a wheelchair.  Not a day went by that I didn’t wish him to roast in hell.”  With a visible shake, Zach got back on track.  “About six months after being in a chair, I met Sister Mary.  She was my salvation.  One day you visited the PT sessions with Mary.  You noticed a copy of Lord Foul’s Bane in my chair’s pocket.  I was quite surprised that a priest was a closet Sci Fi geek.”  He gestured at the glass in Timothy’s hand, “You need a refill.”

Timothy was surprised by how quickly he had gulped the Coke.  He sat the glass down on the table.

“In that book, which hasn’t been published yet, Covenant decides to become the Unbeliever when he finds himself in the Land.  He decided that he had to believe everything was a dream to keep his sanity.  A couple weeks ago I faced a similar decision.  When I got off the operating table, I found myself with a set of memories of the future.  In those memories, I had already grieved for my parents.  I knew things that were impossible for someone my age to know.  I knew what was going to happen in the future.  Rather than go crazy, I decided to accept them.  Once I accepted that, then I had to act on them.”  Zach waved at the priest.  “C’mon.  Ask me what you need to become convinced.”

Father Timothy was aware that he needed to change his approach, so he challenged Zach directly, “If we were friends, you must have visited St Theresa’s.  Can you describe my office?”

Zach grinned, “Your office now as a priest or your future office once you become a bishop?”  

He held up a hand from his hospital bed.  “You have a bottle and two glasses in the lower drawer of your filing cabinet.  I was also glad that your Irish heritage let you introduce Jamesons to a teenager.  Your trash can is on the bookcase because of a tiny leak in the ceiling.  You keep a piece of quartz on your desk as a paperweight for notes on next week's sermon.  You found the quartz while on a hike with your father when you were on vacation in grade school.”  Timothy's eyes had narrowed.  He focused on every word.

Zach took a breath, “Shall I continue?”  Without waiting for an answer, he plowed on, “Shelves cover the north wall.  The shelves were made from pine planks and old bricks.  Books fill those shelves.  Stacks overflow onto the floor.  Mostly hard-core sci fi and fantasy.  Some history.  Oh yes, there are your comic collections in the boxes kept under your bed.  You have wrestling trophies from when you were in high school and later in college that you use as bookends.  And ribbons for bookmarks.  On your one trip to New York City, you think you saw Carl Sagan when you were visiting the museum.  In both your office and your room, you have chess sets.”  Zach took a breath, “Next question...”

The priest was clearly shocked, but he took a deep breath and plowed on. The priest’s eyes narrowed as he took up the challenge, “How did you get the two sets of memory?”

“Short version is that we were doing an experiment.  The experiment caused my future memories to be layered on top of my old self.  At least that’s what it feels like.  Evidently, the transfer made a jump in time.”

“I remember that they chose me because they could find out exactly where I was at a specific time due to the surgery.  That is still tough for me to accept, and I see it through my own memories.  I’m probably not going to convince you by taking this route...too many leaps of faith even for you!”  Zach shook his head, “First try to accept that I am not a normal teenager and then we can work out how I changed.  I seem to have several PhDs and a fondness for watching Jeopardy.”

Zach pointed to the book that Tim had brought.  “I asked Mary to bring that book for you, not for me.  Ask away.”

Tim picked the book back up.  “Graduate physics.”  He murmured half to himself.  He flips the book open to a page and then asks his first question.  After ten minutes of intense quizzing, Father Tim put the physics book back on the table.  He had become quieter and quieter while asking questions.

Zach shrugged, “I come from a future where I couldn’t even shrug.”  He shrugged again and smiled.  “My memories were a weapon sent back to this time to save the future.”  

Then the smile bled away from his face.  It was a very somber face for a thirteen-year-old. “But to make everything work the best...I chose to let my family be killed rather than making an attempt to save them.  If we had saved them, then I wouldn’t have been on that operating table.”  

“That is my confession.  I know you will say there is nothing to confess, but their deaths have weighed heavily on me these last several weeks.  Also, I needed to get you here.  You are my friend.  I trust you.  And our talk is under the seal of the confession.”

“Welcome to the Inner Circle.”

​
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Elk Creek
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Elk Creek was Zach’s hometown.

It is a small, dying ranch town typical of the Midwest.  No new businesses.  Younger generations tended to move away as they go to school.  

––––––––
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West of the town is Elk Butte Mountain.  Mountain is overstating the size of the butte.  Elk Butte Mountain was settled in the early 1800s by the Smitts.  Their families live all over the mountain.  

The Smitts and the town people don’t always get along.  Some of the Smitts go to public school and some are homeschooled.

Zach’s family ranch butts up against the Elk Butte Mountain range.  

The Smitts are a law unto themselves.  The locals don’t go up the mountain, and the state and county leave the Smitts alone.  If a Smitt gets in trouble in town, one of the Smitt elders will show up to take him back home to be dealt with.

The townie children have grown up for decades being scared by boogie man stories of the Smitts.

It was rumored they make moonshine and grow marijuana.  Others say they are major league drug dealers.  They prefer to trade services for the items that they need instead of paying cash.  They still do a little mining also.  

They raise their own crops to feed themselves.  In good years, they bring their extra crops to their food stand to sell.  Near the bottom of the mountain, they have a small outpost where they sell goods they make and cars they fix up.

Some of the Smitts have gone away to college, though even they tend to return to their mountain.  It seemed like half the men went off and joined the Army or the Navy then came back to their mountain covered in tattoos or scars or were buried in the Smitt graveyard.

The railroad runs past Elk Creek.  The station building is still there but the trains don’t stop any more.  The station is like a lot of the buildings in Elk Creek...fighting the valiant fight but losing to the Wyoming winters, wind and sun.

The schools in Elk Creek have all been combined into one building as the population shrunk.  

The bars and churches seem to be the most successful businesses in Elk Creek.  Mom’s Cafe has always been there and seems like it always will be.  Some of Mom’s customers look like they have always been there too.

The graveyard is on a small hill east of town.  

Elk Creek runs west to east from Elk Butte Mountain and then through the town of Elk Creek.  The north side of Elk Creek is where the abandoned railway station and abandoned stockyards are.  The silos are there too.  One of the silos has a tree growing out of the top of it.

The school and most of the houses are in south Elk Creek.  

Elk Creek Cattleman's Bank sits on the Main Street across from City Park.  The bank does a lot of business with the ranchers in the surrounding counties.  Zach’s uncle Alex owned the bank.

The land all looked flat except for the mountain butte but in reality it was all cut up by tiny streams or dry creek beds or animal trails or fences or abandoned roads.
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