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    What Came Before –A Synopsis of SLIDEWAYS, 
 
     Brothers of the Multiverse Novel, Book One. 
 
    Ben Fuller is a fifteen year old boy in Carlston, PA, who feels responsible for his brother’s death. Jack accidently died while saving Ben’s life two years ago. Ben’s parents, John and Patty, refuse to discuss the matter and become angry whenever Ben mentions Jack’s name. Ben’s grandfather, Patrick, loves Ben and speaks openly about Jack, much to the discomfort of his daughter and her husband.  
 
    Patrick is a scientist who works long hours in his basement laboratory, and understands grief. His wife, Betty, had died six years ago from cancer. He yearns to speak with her again, and builds a communication device that might one day pierce the veil of death.  
 
    Lori is Ben’s best friend. He’s had a silent crush on her for years, but she’s dating his friend Brandon. Ben makes a drunken fool of himself at a high school football party, and an embarrassing video emerges on line. Ben feels even more humiliated after he learns he’d asked Lori’s cousin, Trudy, to homecoming while smashed. He wants to leave town. 
 
    Patrick arrives for Sunday dinner, but isn’t quite himself. He seems surprised to see Ben, and asks if Jack will join them for dinner. Ben is mortified. John believes Patrick has a touch of dementia. John asks Ben to stay overnight at Patrick’s home in Carmichael, PA, to ensure his grandfather honors his medical appointment. Patrick is known to be stubborn. 
 
    Early the next morning, Ben finds Patrick in the basement lab surrounded by machinery and blinking lights. A portal to another place appears where once had been a concrete wall. The elderly scientist confesses he’s not Ben’s grandfather, but Albert, Patrick’s doppelganger from a mirror world called Terra. Albert believes Patrick is either missing or has been taken. 
 
    Law enforcement agents from Earth and security agents from Terra search for Patrick and Albert respectively. Albert is captured on Earth, while Ben is forced to flee to Terra with Albert’s ‘portal watch’—a teleportation device which opens doors to worlds in a parallel universe. 
 
    Ben meets Albert’s wife, Betsy, and discovers Patrick has been kidnapped by Terran’s Commonwealth Security Division (CSD) while on Earth. CSD brought Patrick to Terra, but when they realized he wasn’t Albert, they released Patrick on Terra.  
 
    Patrick left Carmichael to search for a spare portal watch in Terra’s version of Carlston. Ben wants to find his grandfather and take him home. When Betsy tells Ben Jack’s doppelganger is alive on Terra, Ben becomes ecstatic and desperate to see Jack.  
 
    CSD agents hunt Ben and his portal watch. Ben eludes capture as he travels from Carmichael to Carlston. He meets Jack and Jack’s father, Johnnie, who is divorced from Jack’s mother, Patsy. 
 
    Ben realizes Terra and Earth are imperfectly mirrored worlds–similar, but different. Terra is cleaner and greener, after making fantastic use of Albert’s invention—the S-41K solar chip. Homes, cars, and offices, are completely powered by the chip which significantly increases solar energy storage capacity. Doctors on Terra use medical implants to correct human maladies more so than pills. 
 
    Ben learns his Terran doppelganger—the other ‘Ben’, had died two years ago, and Jack feels responsible for not saving his brother. Though thrilled to see Jack, Ben is later surprised and annoyed when he realizes Jack’s girlfriend is Terra’s version of Lori. Ben has reason to suspect Jack’s mother, Patsy, may be working with CSD to capture him. Despite his growing anxiety, Ben becomes enamored with Ruth, Terra’s version of Trudy’s older sister, and sleeps with her. Jack blasts Ben for his lack of caution. 
 
    Over time, Ben and Jack discuss their guilt regarding their brothers’ deaths. They examine their mutual fears, hopes, and the void their brothers had left behind. Step by step, they begin to act like true brothers, and Ben becomes more confident. 
 
    As CSD agents raid Jack’s home, Ben and Jack are forced to escape via portal without Patrick. Their portal leads to Ben’s house on Earth. Patty is astonished and elated to meet Jack, although she’s still reluctant to talk about her deceased son when Ben broaches the subject.  
 
    When Patty asks Ben to open a demonstration portal, Ben realizes his grandfather’s beacon signal is no longer transmitting. Finding a different frequency, he opens a portal to a dry and desolate world called Erde, a planet where man has utterly destroyed the environment.  
 
    Still on Terra, Patrick finds a spare portal watch and a letter from Albert, but is captured by CSD. He’s beaten bloody, but manages to escape his captors. At Albert’s house, he finds the schematics for the S-41K chip and Miss Betsy. She is beautiful and he is smitten. He knows she’s Albert’s wife, but his longing for his lost spouse overwhelms his inhibitions. His feelings seem mirrored in her eyes, and he wonders whether she sees him, or her missing husband. He doesn’t care. They kiss and Betsy leads him to her bed. 
 
    On Earth, Ben’s father, John, works with the FBI in Carmichael to find Ben and Patrick. The FBI discovers Patrick’s equipment, learns its purpose, and shuts down the beacon to protect national security. The FBI issues new orders to capture Ben and confiscate his portal watch.  
 
    John discovers Albert has been wounded and is being held in FBI custody at the local hospital. John phones Ben and warns him. Ben asks John to restart the beacon so they can rescue Albert, return Jack and his grandfather to Terra, and bring Patrick home to Earth. Unfortunately, John is unable to reach the equipment due to tight FBI security. 
 
    On Terra, Patsy arrives at her mother’s house looking for answers, and discovers Betsy had slept with Patrick. She berates them both. Patrick, concerned about CSD surveillance, leaves with Betsy. Patsy tags along. They drive to Holy Redeemer Cemetery where Patsy’s son, Ben, had been laid to rest. Patsy is confused. The medical implant she received after her son’s death for depression itches like the devil. She rips the implant from her arm with a metal nail file. Betsy is frantic and takes Patsy to the nearby hospital. 
 
    Ben recruits Brandon and Lori to drive them to Carmichael. Now its Jack’s turn to feel awkward and out of place when he sees Lori in Brandon’s arms. The FBI agents find their fugitives at a rest stop. Ben and his friends dash out the back door and lose the agents in the woods, but are later cornered on top of an abandoned fire watchtower. As the FBI agents climb the stairs, Ben is surprised to receive a call from Patrick on what turns out to be a secure portal watch frequency. No longer needing a fixed beacon, they escape via portal to Holy Rosary Cemetery on Earth, seconds before the FBI agents reach the top of the watch tower.  
 
    Patrick leaves Betsy and his portal watch on Terra, and joins Ben on Earth. When Ben describes Erde, Patrick wants to see for himself. Through a small portal, Patrick observes Erdian troops consisting of men, robots, and cyborgs carrying laser weapons and massed for transport. 
 
    Ben warns his father by phone and learns US Homeland Security’s Science and Technology (S&T) division will test Patrick’s beacon within the hour. U.S. National Guard troops are already on site for protection. Ben asks John to warn the FBI about Erde and advise them to stop the test. 
 
    Patrick, Jack, Ben, and his friends enter the hospital subbasement and rescue Albert. FBI Agent Miller tries to arrest them, but is overwhelmed. Once Ben shows agent Miller the threat from Erde, Miller agrees to help. Jack and Albert portal to Patsy’s hospital room on Terra and Betsy rushes to Albert’s side. Miller unsuccessfully pleads with his superiors to stop the test. 
 
    Patrick, Ben, Lori, and Brandon portal directly into Patrick’s basement laboratory. Patrick tries to cut the power, but the machinery is hardwired with redundant and remote power sources. The beacon hums, a portal opens outside, and the Erdian troops pour through the gap.  
 
    The National Guard is outmatched by Erde’s invasion force. US tanks, aircraft, and soldiers are annihilated. An enemy drone destroys the command bunker. The carnage is visible on a large video monitor inside the lab. Ben hands Patrick a sledgehammer, but Patrick cannot destroy his creation. Ben, more confident than ever before, raises the sledge and destroys the beacon’s transceiver. The Erdian portal closes, but the battle ensues outside. 
 
    S&T Director Caliban eyes Ben with a hungry look. He wants the portal watch. Caliban offers threats and then bribes, including a full ride scholarship. Ben smiles because he desires to attend MIT and become a physicist. His eyes roam from his grandfather to his father. Patrick grimaced, but kept silent. John nods and tells Ben to do what he thinks is right.  
 
    Despite the fact he’ll never be able to visit Terra or see Jack again, Ben smashes the portal watch to pieces. Both Caliban and Patrick cringe. With the destruction of both the beacon and the watch, they can no longer open a portal. Earth is safe from Erde. 
 
    Ben rushes up the basement steps and is surprised to find his mother aiming a laser at a deadly robot. She kills the robot and protects her family. She hugs Ben and apologizes for her inability to talk about Jack. She finally tells him Jack’s death wasn’t his fault and Ben believes her. Feeling better about himself, and his parents, Ben hopes Jack’s visit will help them heal. 
 
    Months pass. Ben plays football, enjoys homecoming with Trudy, and joins Lori for a dance. He’s happy, but misses Jack and Ruth from Terra. Ben fares well in school and makes steady progress toward earning a college scholarship.   
 
    At the breakfast table, Ben tells his parents he wishes his brother could have seen him play football. His mother and father agree and speak about their Jack without becoming angry or agitated. Ben’s parents have been seeing a counselor and are happier, as is he. 
 
    Surprise visitors arrive for Sunday dinner. Patrick, Albert, Betsy and Jack enjoy a fine meal with Ben and his family. Patrick has used Albert’s schematics to create new medallion portal devices with scrambled frequencies. The families are able to travel between Earth and Terra without the danger of invasion. Of course, Ben promises to keep the medallions secret. 
 
    Jack and Ben discuss their brothers and the guilt they’ve lived with since their siblings’ deaths. They agree their brothers would have wanted them to live good and happy lives. Ben, no longer feels fixated on guilt and death, plans his future. He takes a breath and knows everything will be okay. 
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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The missing thing scritch-scratched through Ben’s subconscious on spiny legs without revealing its origin or purpose. A measure of sadness and guilt, both palpable and cryptic, worried his senses and left him unable to focus on his homework. He shook his head as if it might scatter his anxiety. Something wasn’t right. Something he couldn’t quite remember.  
 
    Pushing his sophomore A.P. Biology book aside, he turned and let his eyes rove across his unmade bed, a pile of dirty clothes, and his football trophies. He studied a picture of Trudy holding his hand at homecoming, and compared it to his seventh grade picture of Lori. “Trudy you are nice, but Lori, you were the one who got away.” I’m over Lori, right? Ben shook his head and his gaze settled upon the empty wooden chair against the wall. Nothing particular spoke to his unease.  
 
    He’d felt this way before, but couldn’t put a face on the beast. He shivered, either from the winter cold leaching through his bedroom window, or the possibility he could still be unhappy. After everything he’d gone through last summer, he still missed his true brother, Jack, who’d been dead for two and a half years. Now that his parents were willing to discuss Jack’s death openly, Ben and his family navigated the painful conversations, precious memories, and their promise of a hope-filled future. Even so, there had been no better therapy than meeting Jack’s doppelganger, alive and well—one parallel universe slide-ways on a world called Terra. 
 
    Ben Fuller’s stomach growled. He glanced out the window into the cold night wondering when his parents would return home from the grocery store. Streetlight reflected off the crystal white snow piled in the front yard and higher along the sidewalk. Keiser Avenue had been plowed, but new snow clung to a three-inch base of ice. The temperature proved far too cold for salt to melt the frozen surface. Across the street, a man sat in a blue Toyota as tiny clouds of vapor puffed from the exhaust pipe. Ben narrowed his eyes, but the driver’s face lay within shadow.  
 
    Returning to his homework, Ben plowed through his reading, but little to nothing stuck. Moving from his desk to his full-length mirror, he regarded his reflection. He’d grown taller and thinner since summer and let his brown hair fill out after football. The purple bruise above his right eye, an unfortunate reminder of Brandon’s flying elbow during wrestling practice, hadn’t faded yet. The Grover Cleveland High wrestling team had an away match tomorrow night at Cranberry High. Ben might have to wrestle last year’s district champion, Jim LaGreca. The bruise will make me look like a bad ass. 
 
     Ben hoped to drop ten more pounds to compete at a lower weight class and increase his speed. He needed a competitive advantage at the sectional tournament. So far, he stood undefeated in area competition, but he wanted to win district, regional, and eventually state. If he could improve, he might earn a college scholarship for wrestling.  
 
    As he stretched, he felt his medallion tug beneath his shirt. His grandfather, GranPat, or Patrick to others, had designed portal medallions for the family. Ben could teleport anywhere on Earth, or slide-ways to Terra, a world in a parallel universe and similar to Earth. In theory, he could visit his brother’s doppelganger anytime. Jack currently attended his first year at the University of Pittsburgh on Terra.  
 
    Ben rarely used the silver medallion with its buttons, dials, and displays. He kept it secret from everybody outside his family. As far as the U.S. government knew, the only working portal watch had been destroyed in front of witnesses. Later, his grandfather had secretly created a portal medallion, an upgraded version of the portal watch. 
 
    GranPat had otherwise been busily employed in Carmichael by the Homeland Security Science and Technology (S&T) team by day, and on a personal project after hours. Ben didn’t know the nature of the personal project, but wondered if GranPat still tried to break the veil of death to contact his deceased wife, Betty. Ben hoped to become a scientist like his grandfather one day, but he would probably leave the afterlife alone. Maybe I should visit GranPat. It’s been awhile. 
 
    Ben took a sip of water and sat back down to finish his homework. He peered at his assignment, but his eyes glazed over like the frost on his windowpane. After rubbing his eyes, he glanced back out the window and caught the man in the Toyota looking his way. 
 
    Ben fumed. He’d had his fill of being spied upon, listened to, and chased by both the FBI and Terra’s Commonwealth Security Division over the past five months. Although CSD was no longer able to visit Earth after GranPat’s portal beacon had been destroyed, he’d seen FBI agents watching him and his family. Was the man in the car below an FBI agent?  
 
    Ben’s fist slammed the wooden desktop causing his glass of water to ripple. He threw on a sweatshirt, donned his slippers, and rushed down the stairs and out the door. Gliding over the slippery sidewalk, he raced across the street to the blue Toyota. The car’s engine ran and the windows were fogged. Ben pounded his fist on top of the car. 
 
    “Hey, you sonofabitch!” Ben shouted. “What the hell are you doing out here?”  
 
    The driver jumped in his seat, put the car in gear, and sped down the icy street. Ben ran after him. The driver tried to stop at the corner, but the car fishtailed and crunched head first into a snow drift. Vhhheeeee. The tires spun on the ice as the man tried to back out. 
 
    Ben stopped, put his hands on his hips, and watched the tires spin. 
 
    The driver finally gave up and rolled down his window. “Ben! What is wrong with you? You scared the hell out of me.” 
 
    “Mr. Panzinni?” Ben’s eyebrows rose. Mr. Panzinni is, or was, his neighbor a few doors down. He’d separated from his wife and moved out two months ago. 
 
    “Yea, who’d you think I was?” 
 
    “Sorry, I thought you were a stranger watching my house. I . . . just wanted to scare you away.” Ben shivered as the snow melted down his ankle and into his slippers. 
 
    “Yea, and you did. Probably didn’t recognize me in this rental. My wife has my car now, and the kids. I’m supposed to pick up my kids tonight, but I’m a little early. I’m not—” 
 
    HONK! 
 
    Ben turned and saw a pickup skidding to a stop behind him. Tire chains gouged the slick surface as chunks of ice flew through the air. He stepped back and turned to Mr. Panzinni. “I’m going to help push. We’ll need to rock the car back and forth to get you out.” 
 
    “Okay. Thanks.” 
 
    Ben glanced at Mr. Panzinni’s house. “I’m sorry for scaring you. I hope your—” 
 
    “Need some help here?” The driver from the pickup truck wore a black down coat and white baseball cap.  
 
    “Yes, please,” Mr. Panzinni said. 
 
    “Let’s get you outta there.” The truck driver eyed Ben’s slippers, but didn’t comment. 
 
    Both Ben and the truck driver climbed onto the drift and pushed as the driver tried to rock the car. The right front tire had dug itself into a pothole. They made slow progress until all at once the front end of the car seemed to lift up and shot back away from the drift. It felt as if superman had pushed the car out. The truck driver looked at him surprised. Ben shrugged and then looked for his right slipper, which had come off in the drift. His bare foot prickled against the ice. 
 
    Mr. Panzinni thanked them and drove away. As the truck driver left, his tire chains rattled over the icy surface. Ben found his snow-filled slipper in the drift. As he jogged back to the house, he saw odd tracks in the snow. The marks looked like a round heel and three large toes. Whatever did this was heavy enough to break the ice and scuff the pavement beneath. Ben’s eyebrows shot up when he realized the tracks led toward his house. 
 
    As he walked back, Ben noticed a familiar face sitting in a parked car facing the other direction. The man met Ben’s eyes and then turned away. Could be a neighbor. Maybe. As Ben entered the house, he remembered where he’d seen him before—in GranPat’s cellar laboratory. FBI’s Agent Lovitsky.  
 
    Ben returned to his room, locked the door, and pulled down the window shade. “Agent Lovitsky, if you’re listening, I want you to leave us alone. Go save somebody who needs and wants your help, otherwise, fuck off!” 
 
     Pain shot through his right foot as the circulation returned. He leaned forward and peeked around the window shade. Agent Lovitsky had left. Ben returned to his homework, but wished he could lead a normal life without agents vying for GranPat’s tech. “Will they ever leave us alone?” he said to the empty room, arms raised. 
 
    Vsshhhh-click. The barely audible sound emanated from somewhere in the room.  
 
    Ben swallowed. He had excellent hearing and a vivid imagination. While pretending to read his book, he held his breath and listened, but the sound didn’t repeat. Creeping toward the closed closet door, he grabbed a wooden baseball bat along the way. He flung open the closet door, ready to swing at whomever, or what-the-fuck-ever, hid inside, but saw no bogeyman. Was something wrong with the furnace? No. I heard–something.  
 
    Ben grabbed his books, marched into Jack’s old room, locked the door, and sat down at the desk. As he opened his Biology book, a creak sounded in the hall. He held his breath to listen more closely, but the sound didn’t repeat. Outside, the frigid wind beat the house until the wall moaned. Just the wind. Ben took a deep breath and began to study in earnest, or so he hoped. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Ben finished a draft outline for his science project, and heard his parents return from the grocery store. The smell of rotisserie chicken wafted up the stairwell and drove him mad. Though trying to cut weight for wrestling, he knew the apple he’d eaten earlier wasn’t enough. He craved protein. Avoiding soda and other sweet drinks, he made sure he drank plenty of water. He hoped to drop his body fat, which had been okay for football, and concentrate on maintaining the lean muscle he needed for wrestling. In spite of all this, he dreamt of the secret stash of chocolate his parents hid in the freezer.  
 
    Loping down the stairs two at a time, he dashed into the living room. His parents sat on the couch close to each other watching the news. “You guys are so busted!”  
 
    Dad had a small plate of chocolate crème cookies and a glass of milk, while Mom crunched into a triple chocolate ice cream bar.  
 
    Mom smiled and motioned toward the kitchen. “Hungry? Grab a plate.”  
 
    Ben’s mouth watered. “Did you buy the clementines?” 
 
    “Yep,” Dad said. “In the fridge. Help yourself.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Ben said. “Oh, by the way, I saw Agent Lovitsky out front tonight.” 
 
    Dad’s shoulders tensed. “Did you talk to him?”  
 
    “No. But he took off after I made eye contact.” 
 
    “John,” Mom said, “should we call the FBI and complain?” 
 
    “I’m not sure if Agent Lovitsky still works for them. I’ll speak with your father first. He’ll know what’s going on.” John squirmed in the chair and made eye contact with Ben. “Son, they’re still watching us.” Dad tapped his finger against his lips and mouthed, “Be careful.” 
 
    Ben nodded. “They should stop wasting their time.” Does Dad think the house is bugged? Either way, I can’t get caught using the medallion. 
 
    Inside the kitchen, Ben found the Foodland garlic and herb rotisserie chicken on the countertop with a Styrofoam container of carrots and peas. He grabbed a tall glass of water, a small plate of chicken, vegetables, and three clementines. Kipper, the family dog, sniffed the air and tracked his every move. “Hi, girl. Behaving yourself?” He refilled her water bowl from his glass.  
 
    Kipper, a collie-terrier cross, wheeled over and lapped the water vigorously. Her damaged back legs dangled from the leather harness, but she didn’t seem phased by her injury. Ben rubbed her soft reddish fur. Although physically damaged in the same vehicular accident that took Jack’s life, she was otherwise herself. Survivors adapt. 
 
    Ben joined his parents in the living room and flopped down onto the recliner. He saved the citrus for last. The sharp tangy scent filled the air and lodged under his fingernails when he peeled the fruit. Mom finished her ice cream and smiled at him. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Her eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Good.” He swallowed the sweet juicy fruit. 
 
    The television screen flashed to a table of experts. A CNN newswoman described an extraordinary breakthrough in the design and potential use of human implants for a wide variety of health concerns. Health and Human Service’s Food and Drug Administration (FDA) and Homeland Security’s Science and Technology (S&T) division had cosponsored studies based on recent federal research discoveries. The National Institutes of Health facilitated and tracked applied science research grants for pharmaceutical companies and medical institutions. 
 
    “Are you still trying to lose weight?” 
 
    “Yep, ten pounds to go.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do that. We don’t want you to get sick or dehydrated. You’re still growing.” 
 
    Dad held up his hand and motioned toward the television. “Listen.” 
 
    The news anchor turned to their economic advisor. “The market’s down for the fifth straight week after losses in the energy sector related to oil futures. New applications of the recently discovered solar energy storage chip may turn the economy on its ear. Tech companies are scrambling to get access to the chip. This discovery, a product of a past President’s solar energy research agenda, may have us all in solar cars, buses, and trains within two years. Fossil fuels and gasoline engines may go the way of the horse drawn buggy.” 
 
    “This could really impact our lives,” Dad said. “As a mechanic, I need to think about what this means for my business.” 
 
    “After all we have been through, you saw this coming. Right, Dad?” 
 
    “Yeah, but people have talked about this stuff for decades. The public doesn’t know the tech came from Terra. Not yet anyway. I guess I thought things would happen more slowly.” 
 
    Ben shrugged. “Well, the clock is ticking on global warming. I’m glad they’re moving fast. We need to turn this thing around so your grandkids can still breathe the air.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Mom said. “I saw how the planet Erde had poisoned their own atmosphere. Their world looked almost dead.” 
 
    “It was awful.” Ben nodded and wondered what happened to Ben-Gen, his cyborg doppelganger on Erde. 
 
    “Honey,” Mom said. “Let’s drive up to see Pops in Carmichael this weekend. He can tell us what’s going on and what to expect. We need a little peek into the future.” 
 
    Ben popped another citrus wedge into his mouth. “Not me. I have practice on Saturday.”  
 
    Dad frowned. “I have two cars scheduled for repair on Saturday. Maybe we can drive up on Sunday.” 
 
    “Sunday sounds good,” Mom said. 
 
    Ben’s cell phone wailed the song “Paradise” by Coldplay in his pocket. “Gotta go.” He grabbed the rest off his plate and ran toward the stairs. 
 
    “Say hello to Trudy for us,” Mom grinned. 
 
    Ben climbed the stairs. “Hey, Sparkles.” Trudy, a tall thin brunette, often wore glitter makeup around her eyes. He enjoyed spending time with her. 
 
    “Hey, Bean,” Trudy said.  
 
    Ben marveled at how the nickname had stuck. He liked it much better than Chuck Thompson’s who everyone knew as ‘Donut Hole.’  
 
    When Ben reached his room he threw open the door, but it banged against something solid and knocked him sprawling back on his butt. He dropped his clementine on the hallway floor. “What the hell?” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” asked Trudy over the phone. 
 
    “Ah, sorry. Ran into the door.” Ben stood, and pushed the door slowly until it opened all the way. Nothing blocked the area. “Hold on.” No one else was in the room. The closet door was still open. Ben looked under the bed. No bogeyman, but something smelled like the synthetic oil in Dad’s garage. Weird. 
 
    He went back into Jack’s room, locked the door, and stretched out on top of the bed. “Okay, I’m back. Everything’s ok.” 
 
    “I wish you would run into me,” Trudy said. 
 
    “Ahhh—” 
 
    “I haven’t seen you outside school for a week. Miss you, little butt.” 
 
    “Miss you too,” Ben said. “Between homework and practice, I’ve been busy.” 
 
    “I know. Swim meets and practice keep me tied up too. Let’s go out Saturday night. Just you and me.” 
 
    “I might have to go with my Dad to Carmichael.” On Sunday. 
 
    “I’ll make it worth your while . . .” 
 
    Ben swallowed. “Ah, okay. I’ll check with my Dad about the trip.” 
 
    “You won’t regret it, Beanie. Remember what we talked about? The first time should be special.” 
 
    “I do. Okay. Saturday night, see you at—” 
 
    “See you at eight.”  
 
    Ben sighed. Trudy wanted to have sex. They’d been dating for four months, but he’d never gone all the way with her. She wanted him to be her first and vice versa. A year older than him, she assumed they were both virgins.  
 
    He could never, ever, tell her he’d had sex with her sister Ruth’s doppelganger on a world called Terra. Especially since Trudy didn’t know about Terra, teleportation, or that he’d fallen for, and slept with, someone who looked exactly like her sister. On Star Trek, Captain Kirk always slept with the blue alien girl and didn’t blink. What would Kirk advise him? Go boldly where no man has gone before? 
 
    Why not? Because he didn’t want to get Earth’s Trudy pregnant, or be responsible for her baby in high school. Sure. He had the lesson on contraception in school, but nothing was 100% effective except abstinence. Jack had busted Ben’s ass about having sex with Ruth on Terra. Even though Ruth had a contraceptive implant, it wasn’t foolproof. Terra had implants for men, but they weren’t available for guys on Earth. Not yet anyway. He felt like he’d already dodged a mortar round on Terra, and though he liked Trudy, getting her preggers wasn’t part of his plan. 
 
    Ben wanted to focus on his school, sports, and eventually earn a scholarship to either MIT or Carnegie Mellon. Trudy had similar dreams, and he didn’t want to muck them up. He liked her too much, but wasn’t sure he loved her. At least not yet. She was a smart girl and would understand, right? But how do I tell her? 
 
    Ice-cold wind buffeted the house’s frame as it clicked and groaned under the barrage. Storms seemed to be getting worse lately. The hallway creaked. He rolled off Jack’s bed to see if Dad was upstairs and heading for bed. Maybe he could talk to him about Trudy.  
 
    Vsshhhh-click.  
 
    Ben yanked the door to the hall open, but saw no one there. What the hell was happening? A shiver ran through him. Who do I talk to about going crazy? 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Patrick McDugan stepped outside his back door onto the deck. The stars over Carmichael shone upon Earth like promises in the cold night air. He attacked the two-foot snowdrift with his shovel and cleared a path to the stairs. While taking a breather, the frigid air burned his throat and nostrils. The exercise felt good, but he knew better than to overload his heart at his age. He began a path toward his new, screened gazebo, erected in the same location as Albert’s gazebo on the mirror world, Terra. Albert, his doppelganger, project partner, and sometime rival, lived but a blink away.  
 
    Once he cleared the path to the gazebo door, he walked inside. The wind blew fine snow through the plastic mesh, dusting the chairs and tables within. Patrick brushed off a chair, lifted a cushion, and searched for an absent note. He sighed, sat, and remembered a fine breakfast he’d once had with Miss Betsy on Terra. She was Albert’s wife and the living doppelganger of his deceased wife, Betty. Patrick and Betsy had become good friends during Albert’s incarceration by the CSD and FBI last summer. Now he only saw her in Albert’s presence and infrequently at that. It’s been 2 months. 
 
    He’d made love to Betsy once. After he’d saved and returned Albert to her on Terra, he promised himself he would stay away from her and respect the fact she was married. He missed her, but not as much as he missed his wife, Betty, gone now almost seven years. Still, each night he checked under the cushion, a predetermined drop for messages between them last summer. He looked up at the empty bedroom window of his house, removed his gloves, and fished out his portal medallion. No. It’s wrong.  A gust of wind slashed at the wire mesh as if to numb his fingers.  
 
    God forgive me. He set the coordinates and crossed slide-ways to a similar gazebo on Terra. The stars were gone. A heavy snow fell from a dark and cloudy sky blanketing the yard. He glanced at the house and then back to her chair, her cushion. He looked underneath. Nothing.  
 
    Patrick gazed at her bedroom window through the thick falling flakes. She stood by the dresser mirror and brushed her hair. He held his breath.  
 
    She stroked her long gray hair with her back to the window. She must have seen him in the mirror, because she hesitated mid-stroke and turned to stare at the gazebo. 
 
    Patrick gasped and fumbled at the medallion. Just before he disappeared, he glimpsed a shadow move through the dark living room window on the first floor. He slid back home. Shit, that was stupid. So much for not overloadin’ me heart. 
 
    He went back inside his house and peered out toward the gazebo. Nothing moved outside, but the wind and the drifts. His property had once been an interplanetary war zone for an hour, now repaired, courtesy of the feds who restored his house, lawn, trees, and driveway. They even built a steel mesh fence topped with barbed wire around his property. At the bottom of the drive stood an electronic security gate and a guard post, though it was rarely staffed the last two months.  
 
    Patrick hung up his winter gear, kicked off his boots, and climbed upstairs to grab a shower before bed. He downed his vitamins and a small aspirin for his heart. The hot water felt like needles on his back, hands, and feet, until his skin adjusted to the temperature. Steam filled the shower stall and eventually fogged the mirror. He shampooed his hair and lathered his face, but froze when he heard the bathroom door creak open. 
 
    “Mind if I join you?” a woman called. 
 
    His chest constricted. “Betsy! I, ah . . .” He blinked the water from his eyes. Albert would kill me if he found out.  
 
    She removed her coat and nightgown. “Bump over, handsome.” 
 
    “I was just—” Patrick covered up with his hands. 
 
    “Peeping?” she laughed. “I know you still care for me. I hoped you’d show up sometime.” 
 
    “What about Albert?” 
 
    “Down in his basement lab as always,” Betsy said. 
 
    “No, I mean, you still love him. Right?” 
 
    “I love you both. Now, could you please wash my back?” 
 
    He did as she asked and hoped the aspirin would help. 
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    The next morning, Patrick drove to Science and Technology’s Carmichael laboratory that Homeland made available to him and their research staff. Since the failed invasion attempt from Erde, Patrick had made several agreements with Dr. Phylo Caliban, Director of S&T. First, and foremost—discover if Erde had sent its own teleportation beacon to Earth.  
 
    During the ‘One Hour War’ (OHW), S&T’s technicians had detected a portal open and close high over Carmichael, PA. Based on a fuzzy radar detection data, something may have come through the gap from Erde. Patrick needed to find, neutralize, and contain the bogey, as well as develop a security assessment for S&T. If Erde had planted a beacon on Earth, Erde could invade at will. 
 
    Secondly, Patrick had agreed to conduct a classified study of the deactivated Erdian robotics and debris found within the warzone. The OHW took place on Patrick’s property, before he’d been able to shut down his prototype beacon and the invader’s portal. Erde’s robotic technology was far more advanced than anything found on Earth. Although many robots had been destroyed during the OHW, the bots disabled by US Special Force pulse rifles had survived relatively intact, except for their circuitry. All robots and robot parts had been moved to the S&T lab. Minus one. 
 
    Thirdly, Patrick agreed to provide assistance, and or guidance, related to the S46 solar chip that had been liberated from Terra’s home via Albert’s wishes. Since destruction of Patrick’s beacon, Albert hadn’t been available to work with S&T as Dr. Caliban had once hoped. 
 
    “Good morning, Dr. McDugan,” said the receptionist, accentuated by a snap of her chewing gum. “Dr. Caliban flew in from Washington and would like to meet with you in the Carnegie Room at nine. Your schedule has been cleared.” Her breath smelled like spearmint.  
 
    “Thank you, Bernice. Carnegie is—” 
 
    “Room 455-A.” The purple highlights in her hair shone under the fluorescent light. 
 
    “Thanks.” He couldn’t understand why conference rooms had names and numbers. The numeric code was far more efficient. Now he knew where to look on the fourth floor. The elevator took him to the hallway just outside the laboratory. He loved the translucent one-way windows and natural light. Once inside his office, he dropped off his briefcase, shuffled to the break room, and poured a steaming cup-a-joe. The coffee club moderator had brought in a tray of cinnamon rolls. Nice. He liberated two. 
 
    Patrick frowned. Meeting with Caliban meant another round of games. The S&T Director continually pressed Patrick for the beacon schematics and insisted the technology was crucial for finding the elusive Erdian aircraft–one that had slipped past U.S. defenses during the OHW. 
 
    He agreed with Caliban’s urgency. They had to find the bogey soon, especially if it contained an Erdian beacon, but Patrick refused to share the technology with S&T. An open beacon, whether it belonged to Erde or Homeland Security, would attract off-world invaders, death, and destruction.  
 
    At least the robotics projects progressed well. Damage from the experimental pulse weapons had created synaptic overloads at critical nodes prior to the microprocessors, similar to the protection a ground fault circuit receptacle provides in a home. The overload stopped the robots from functioning during the OHW, but they remained as dangerous as unexploded bombs.  
 
    Should a robot be reactivated in the lab, their primary programming would determine if they would yield or continue fighting. Witnesses from the OHW battlefield described how several downed robots had purposely detonated to maximize casualties. 
 
    Since the microprocessors survived relatively intact, S&T scientists mapped the standard design, worked backward to determine the control algorithms, and activated body parts without resurrecting their nuero-processors. Chrissakes. Imagine the devastation if Erde’s robots had been immune to the pulse rifles, or if the portal had stayed open. We’d all be dead.  
 
    At least, he’d made good progress recreating the S46 solar chip. Uncle Sam claimed the rights on production, licensing, and distribution. The chip would revolutionize Earth’s energy demands, and provide global environmental benefits. They had to share. Glad he wasn’t responsible for production, he would still receive a small portion of the copyright revenue for expenses, research, and development.  
 
    Patrick alternated between sips of black coffee and the sweet sticky cinnamon roll. He scanned five e-mails from the NIH asking him to review human implant grant proposals, but he hadn’t been involved with the implant research. That was Albert. NIH must have received his name from Caliban. He couldn’t afford to be sucked into a new morass. Between the bogey, solar chip, and the robotics, his plate was full. 
 
    An e-mail from his grandson caught his attention. Ben wanted to visit. He wished to know if his GranPat was okay. Patrick wrote back he was sorry, had been far too busy, and Ben was welcome anytime, especially Sundays. He missed Ben, and so did Miss Betsy. She had slid back to Terra last night after the shower. Arghhh. Focus Patrick. We are at work. 
 
    Dr. Caliban was waiting for him in the Carnegie room, alone, when Patrick arrived at 9:05. 
 
    “Good morning, Patrick,” Caliban rose to greet him. 
 
    “Mornin’ Phylo” He shook hands and sat across the table. The director wore an expensive suit, a pressed shirt with gold cufflinks, but no tie. Probably because I don’t wear ties. He needs something from me. Patrick smiled and let the silence stretch. 
 
    Dr. Caliban shifted in his chair. “I want to thank you for your help with the S46. The world is in your debt. Once we get through market and geopolitical turbulence, our quality of life will be improved beyond belief.” 
 
    “I agree, although I credit Dr. Albert Dugan with the discovery.” 
 
    “Yet without your beacon, facilitation, and access to Terra, we wouldn’t have realized this tremendous opportunity.” 
 
    Patrick kept his face masked with a pleasant smile. “Do I have you to thank for the recent NIH contract proposals? I really don’t have time for implant research.” 
 
    Dr. Caliban’s eyebrows rose. He ran his fingers across his white goatee and leaned back in his chair. “Hmm, yes. They need guidance from someone experienced with Terran technology. We live in important times and can’t afford mistakes.” 
 
    “I agree with the last part. We’re at financial, ethical, and moral crossroads. I’ll be glad to provide my opinion. I’ll make time, but I’ll have to cut back on our search for the bogey.” 
 
    “No, no, no,” Caliban shot forward in his chair, “I can find another reviewer. We need to know what came through the portal. I hear you may have developed a new detection device?” 
 
    “A prototype only. Since we haven’t detected a new portal, we can assume the bogey never existed, malfunctioned, or is bidin’ its time. Assumin’ the bogey malfunctioned, it may have crashed to Earth soon after the portal closed. We’re concentratin’ on the radar signatures, the apparent size, mass, speed, and trajectory of the object.” 
 
    “Yes, we had this discussion. It’s academic. We’ve searched the area and found nothing.” 
 
    Patrick raised an eyebrow. “There is a lot of ground to cover.” 
 
    “All of which is under at least a foot of snow.” Caliban cleared his throat. “About your prototype. What does it do?” 
 
    Patrick shifted in his seat then tapped his fingers on the table. “Phylo, if I tell you—” 
 
    “You’ll have to shoot me? Come on, Patrick. We all have very high security clearances. You need to share. Remember, access to these projects comes at a price.” 
 
    “Okay, but this needs to be kept off book. No written description, classification, or discussion up the chain.” 
 
    “We have a secure room in the basement. Shall we continue in the SCIF?” 
 
    “Let’s just say the tech’s similar to black box recovery after a plane crash. The bogey may be emittin’ a signal, but unlike a radio wave. I’m lookin’ at other spectrums.” 
 
    “Okay, makes sense. This is need-to-know only. How many of your colleagues have worked on this prototype?” 
 
    “Just me in the secure lab. Everythin’s under lock and key.” 
 
    “Good. Keep me informed on your progress.” 
 
    Patrick nodded. But I won’t tell you everythin’, Bucko. The prototype detection device included a replica of the unique microprocessor chip he’d scavenged from an Erdian robot. He’d personally dragged the machine inside his basement the day before the others were shipped to the lab. He’d named the bot ‘Amorphous.’ It was unique and more advanced than any other found after the OHW. Patrick studied “Amo” and its microprocessor in his cellar for months with no one the wiser. 
 
     After weeks of testing, he discovered the microprocessor allowed for phase modulation of matter, such as solid, liquids, and gas, as well as energy waves. Theoretically, a robot with a phase modulator could exist outside of phase with everything else, and become invisible to the human eye. Patrick had surmised similar technology could have been used by the bogey to hide itself from detection. He hoped the chip would help him uncover the bogey before it caused any harm. If the bogey turned out to be an inter-dimensional beacon, he promised himself he would destroy it before it could be activated. Earth could not afford another attack from Erde.  
 
    “ . . . Patrick?” Dr. Caliban said. “Am I boring you?” 
 
    “Oh, sorry. Lost in thought.” 
 
    “Please. Enlighten me.” Dr. Caliban interlaced his fingers and grinned. 
 
    “I was thinkin’ about the robots.”  
 
    “Everything is going well I hear. Were you able to power one up?” 
 
    “We are takin’ it in stages. We’ve disarmed the obvious weaponry and have sent samples to the Department of Defense (DOD) for further study. Staff has disassembled and reassembled the six robot models, catalogued the parts, and mapped the circuitry. Repairs have been tedious. We are studyin’ the actuators, metallurgy, polymers, and the microprocessors, but have not yet fully powered one up. We have not completely deciphered their specific programming or discovered if they have artificial intelligence. We suspect they do.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t it make sense to power one up?” He held his hands palm up. “It’s seems elementary to me,” Dr. Caliban sniffed. 
 
    “Until we decipher their specific programin’, and intent, we run the risk of collateral damage.” 
 
    “What’s your earlier concern about the bots?” Dr. Caliban removed his glasses. 
 
    Patrick looked over the top of his dark-rimmed glasses. “I’m worried if any one of the robots wakes up, so might the bogey.” 
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    Phylo Caliban watched Patrick leave the conference room. A very smart man, but a little too clever, and controlling. Caliban sighed. Though he actually liked the man, and understood his concerns, he felt Patrick didn’t appreciate the pressure the department was under to fast track implementation, regardless of the risks. How soon before other countries stole their secrets and built their own versions. The enormous benefit of the new tech outweighed all risk but one, and in that respect Patrick was right. They could not withstand a second invasion from Erde. Not without our own robot army. 
 
    He sat down and pulled another document from his file. A recent audit showed a discrepancy between the National Guard’s battlefield robot count post OHW and the S&T lab inventory. Of the thirty-five robots catalogued by the Guard, thirty-four fell within six distinct models. S&T had received samples of the first six robot models, but not the model #7 robot listed in the field count: quantity 1, damaged.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    FBI Special Agent-in-Charge Mike Miller resumed duty after four months of rehabilitation after the OHW with the planet Erde’s invasion force. He’d been buried alive after an Erdian bomb imploded the command bunker around him. As the sole survivor from the bunker, the FBI lauded him a hero. He’d overcome his physical trauma and returned with a hearing aid, sore back, and a limp.  
 
    Miller drove into the Homeland Security Science & Technology parking lot in Carmichael, and limped through the front entrance. He showed his credentials to the security guard, emptied his pockets, and ducked through the metal detector. The new metal pins in his knee triggered the alarm. The guard wanded his body before handing back his cane. Miller’s large forehead flushed pink. 
 
    “Thank you, Sir,” the guard said. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” This is fricking embarrassing. He scowled as a purple haired receptionist directed him to his 10:30 meeting. Caliban should have come to my office building, instead of me hobbling into his. 
 
    “Agent Miller. So glad you could come today. How are you feeling?” Caliban grinned through his white goatee as he shook Miller’s hand and offered him a seat. 
 
    “Fine for a man pulled from his grave.” Miller lowered himself into a chair and tried to smile. 
 
    “Must have been a traumatic experience for you. How long were you buried?” 
 
    “They tell me it was an hour. Lucky I found an air pocket under a metal desk.” 
 
    Caliban nodded. “The National Guard dug you out?” 
 
    “They saved my life.” Miller sighed. “I woke up in the hospital.” 
 
    “You were handcuffed when they found you.” Caliban laced his fingers together and searched Miller’s eyes. 
 
    Miller winced. “I tried to stop Colonel Armstrong from activating the beacon.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Dr. Caliban, please. I think you know the answer. Did you attend the funerals?”  
 
    “Yes, on both counts.” Caliban opened a file and removed the aerial picture of the damage twenty minutes post OHW. He slid the picture across the table to Miller. “I wanted to hear it from you.” The picture showed the pitted earth, the smoking ruin of the bunker, and both human and robot casualties. 
 
    “I wanted to stop this.” Miller prodded the picture with his finger. 
 
    Caliban leaned forward. “How did you know this would happen?” 
 
    “The boy, Ben. He opened a small surveillance portal to Erde and I saw the enemy troops had massed for invasion.” 
 
    “What exactly did you see?” Caliban raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “Battalion ranks of men and robots under a brown sky. Dust everywhere. The soldiers had advanced weapons and wore air filters. They saw me, somehow, and tried to fry me with a laser.” 
 
    “Even though Ben only opened a tiny viewing portal, they still saw you?” 
 
    “Yes.” Miller shifted in his seat. “Well, maybe they detected the portal.” 
 
    “I thought as much.” Caliban slid the photo back into his file. “We’re modifying our own detection equipment in an effort to find an Erdian aircraft.” 
 
    “Yes. I know.” Miller frowned. “Patrick McDugan is leading your effort.” 
 
    “You don’t like him very much.” 
 
    “He pulled a weapon on me and released our prisoners. He’s a traitor and should be in jail.” Miller’s forehead turned red. 
 
    Caliban held up his hand. “Patrick destroyed the beacon and saved our lives. He and his family have our country’s gratitude . . . and an amnesty. Besides, we need him.” 
 
    Miller’s gaze drilled a hole through Caliban’s head. “Yes, I’m aware.” 
 
    “Yet, you’ve kept his family under surveillance.” Caliban placed his hands palm down and drummed his fingers on the wooden tabletop. 
 
    “I cannot discuss—” 
 
    “No need to explain.” Caliban smiled. “We need eyes on them. I believe they’re holding back information, but I need more proof. I want to know if anyone is acting suspicious, or . . . teleporting. Should Patrick find the Erdian bogey, we need to know immediately and ensure it comes back in one piece. For research.” 
 
    Miller sat taller in his chair. “We can help. I can put a man on your search team.” 
 
    “Mike, please. Spare me the bullshit.” Caliban leaned back in his chair. “I’ve known about Dr. Don Simmons since he arrived. We vet everyone. He’s your man, or do you deny it?” 
 
    “Dr. Simmons earned a PhD in Science and has a background in law enforcement. Look, joint departmental cooperation is the cornerstone of—” 
 
    “He’s your spy.” 
 
    Miller grimaced. “Why do you—” 
 
    “He can stay, but I want direct and immediate reports of any suspicious activity.” Caliban prodded the table with his finger. “We have too much at stake to fuck this up.”  
 
    Miller smiled slowly. “Now we understand each other.” 
 
    “Do we?” Caliban surged to his feet. “Dr. McDugan and his family must not be harmed. Is that understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” Miller stood. “We can work together.” 
 
    “Good. That is all for now.”  
 
    Agent Miller stood and shook Dr. Caliban’s hand and left the room. 
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    Ben stood on the scale wearing only his boxer shorts. Both teams had mandatory weigh-ins prior to the match. He weighed 163 pounds and easily met the 165 weight class limit. He knew he had a few pounds to spare and had eaten a decent meal this afternoon. Other wrestlers may have spent the day starving, sweating, spitting, or any other trick to make their weight class tonight. Ben felt good. Ready. He watched LaGreca weigh in. The guy looked solid, muscular, and shorter than him. I’ve got the reach. 
 
    Ben had scouted LaGreca wrestling at other matches. The dude was wicked quick and had a couple of good take-down moves including one called the ‘pancake,’ which was more of a throw. LaGreca had an obvious tell, though. While on his feet during the first period, he would place his right hand around the neck and head of his opponent, and circle to the right. 
 
    Ben visualized his counter. When LaGreca ‘tied up’ and moved right, Ben would tie-up with his own right hand, hang on to the back of LaGreca’s neck, and dive to pick his opponent’s forward ankle as he circled. With one hand on the ankle and the other on LaGreca’s neck, he would twist him back for a takedown. Maybe even a pin. I got this. 
 
    When Ben’s turn came to wrestle, Grover Cleveland led Cranberry twenty-five to twenty-two. If he could win his match, his team might carry the day. As he ran to the center of the mat, he saw the opposing coach wrap LaGreca’s head in an ace bandage. What? Is he injured? The referee conferred with the coach and gave the thumbs-up.  
 
    “Watch the head,” the referee said to Ben as he and LaGreca shook hands. They both took a step back and the referee blew the whistle to start the match. 
 
    “Take him down, Bean!” a girl yelled. 
 
    Trudy? Trudy’s here. Ben snuck a look to the bleachers but didn’t see her. LaGreca approached, his arms out and his bandaged head low. LaGreca took a step forward, locked up with Ben and tried to snap Ben’s head down. Ben grabbed behind LaGreca’s neck with his right hand and dove for an ankle pick. He caught the ankle, but LaGreca threw his legs back and dodged out. They both came back to the center, but instead of trying to tie-up, LaGreca gave him a quick and inconspicuous head-butt. What?  
 
    Taken by surprise, Ben hesitated. LaGreca bulled forward with a double leg takedown and back points. Ben wrestled hard, but lost the match five to three. 
 
    GC’s next wrestler lost a close match, but Brandon pinned his opponent in the heavyweight match. Grover Cleveland won the overall match. Ben told LaGreca he’d give him a better match the next time.  
 
    “See you then,” LaGreca smirked. 
 
    Trudy waited for Ben outside the locker room. “Tough match, Bean.” 
 
    “Hey, Sparkles.” He gave her a hug. She hugged him back and gave him a quick kiss on the lips. 
 
    LaGreca laughed. “Trudy. How you doin’?” 
 
    “Fine, Jim. How are you?” 
 
    “Miss you since you transferred.” LaGreca smirked at Ben. “This your new boyfriend?”  
 
    Ben kept quiet, but his whole body tensed. He wanted to smack this guy for being such a tool. 
 
    “Yep. He’s the bomb.” She smiled, grabbed Ben’s arm, and pulled him toward the exit. 
 
    “More like he bombed,” LaGreca snickered, no longer wearing the head bandage. His head looked unmarred. 
 
    Ben’s face flushed. He pulled away from Trudy and took a step toward LaGreca. 
 
    “Hey, Ben.” Brandon said coming out of the locker room. “This crank-berry bothering you?” 
 
    Three more Cranberry wrestlers walked up and stood behind Brandon. One of them snickered. Ben didn’t want to see Brandon or Trudy hurt. “No, he got lucky tonight. I’ll see him again in the tourneys.” 
 
    “Until next time, Chico,” LaGreca said. “But you’re looking at the next state champ.” 
 
    Ben smirked. “Time will tell.” He turned toward the exit, but Trudy stopped him just before the door. She grabbed his head and gave him a long, deep kiss, accompanied by a series of catcalls from the boys. LaGreca turned crimson, but kept his mouth shut. Trudy and Ben both smiled and walked outside into the frigid air. 
 
    “Feeling better, Bean?” 
 
    “Much. Thanks for coming. How do you know that guy?” 
 
    “Ex-boyfriend,” Trudy said. “No loss. I’m with the man of my dreams.” 
 
    Ben kept his mouth shut. He’d dreamt of Earth’s Lori over the years, and Ruth from Terra, but never Trudy. What did that mean? He drove her back to Carlston for ice cream and then dropped her off at her door with a goodnight kiss. A long goodnight kiss. As soon as Trudy’s hands cupped his ass, the porch light shone. Her mother, Dora, opened the door.  
 
    “See you Saturday, sweet thing.” Trudy winked as she slipped inside the house. 
 
    “Yep, see ya.” Ben sighed. 
 
    As he walked back to the car, he felt an odd sensation as if someone was watching him. He scanned the street for Lovitsky, but saw no one sitting in a parked car. Looking over his shoulder, he caught Rouge watching him from her upstairs bedroom window. Her white teeth smiled through her dark Goth lipstick. He waved to her, and she smiled back. She blew on the window and drew something intricate on the fogged windowpane. He hoped it was a smiley face. 
 
    Ben drove home with his mind on the match and his disappointing loss. While passing the local Mickey Deez, a green Fiat in front of him slowed to turn right without signaling. Ben hit the brakes and turned the wheel, but couldn’t stop on the ice.  
 
    Though the Fiat moved out of his path in time, his vintage rear wheel drive Mustang slid a full 360 degrees in traffic. Holeeey Shiiit! The bright headlights of the cars behind floated past as the world spun. As soon as he pointed in the right direction, he pumped the break, nudged the gas, and got back on track without a collision. Thank you, Jesus! 
 
    Kipper met him at the door, her eyes bright and excited. 
 
    “Hey girl, home in one piece.” 
 
    Mom came around the corner. “Well, I’m glad about that. Tough match, though.” She hugged him. 
 
    “Yeah. You were there?” Ben pulled off his shoes and left them to dry on the mat. 
 
    “Dad and I got there a little late, but we saw you wrestle. You tried your best.” 
 
    “Thanks, but I’m going to get better.”  
 
    “Keep trying.” She glanced up the stairs. “You have a visitor.” 
 
    “In my room?” Ben tilted his head. 
 
    “No. Jack’s.” Mom smiled. 
 
    Ben raced up the stairs without asking who it was. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Ben knocked on his brother’s bedroom door. “Jack? Is everything alright?” They’d promised both GranPat and Grandpa Albert not to use the medallions unless absolutely necessary. Jack had apparently used his medallion to cross from his home on Terra to Earth.  
 
    “Come in, Bro.” Jack looked thin and wore his brown hair short. 
 
    They hugged as Ben entered the room. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Truth?” Jack shook his head. “I needed to talk to you. I think I’m losing it.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Ben closed the door and sat on the desk chair.  
 
    Jack flopped onto the bed. “Balls up. I don’t know where to begin.” 
 
    “Hold on.” Ben plugged his smartphone into a port and cranked up his Maroon 5 playlist. “Is this about Lori?” Jack and Lori dated on Terra, but Earth’s Lori dated Brandon. The Lori doppelgangers had never met each other, but were fairly similar—beautiful, athletic, and thoughtful.  
 
    Ben’s secret crush on Earth’s Lori felt ever-present and palpable to him, but had never been realized, especially after Lori and Brandon had become a couple. If Lori or Brandon had known about his crush, they kept it to themselves—preferring friendship to awkward conversation. 
 
    Last summer, Ben discovered that Lori’s doppelganger on Terra was equally desirable and unavailable to him. The blow to Ben’s ego compounded when Ben’s realized Lori was Jack’s girlfriend on Terra. Even so, Ben overcame his anxiety and embraced Jack and Lori’s friendship. 
 
     “Yes, it’s about Lori.” Jack sighed. “You’re the only one who would understand.” 
 
    “Talk to me, Bro.” 
 
    Jack fidgeted. “I’ve been an idiot. I knew when I went away to college, the long distance thing might mess us up. I mean . . . Lori and me. I’m at Pitt and she’s still in high school. We tried to keep it going, or at least I tried. I called, texted, and sent little videos. Told her how much I loved her, but I sensed her pulling away.” 
 
    Ben frowned. “What did you do?” He’d never seen Jack so upset. 
 
    “I checked on her.” Jack’s eyes looked strained and the color leached from his face. “I called her and she said she had to cheer at a basketball game. She sounded funny, almost weird. Didn’t feel true, you know? So I waited a few hours and used the medallion to create a spy portal, like you did with Erde. I spied out the place on Terra where she and I used to go to be alone, and I found her in Brandon’s truck at the reservoir. She was all over him and more.”   
 
    “Brandon? I thought he was still with Trudy on Terra. Wait a minute. Lori is Trudy’s cousin and looks a lot like her. Maybe you confused them.” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “Brandon broke up with Trudy two weeks after I left for Pitt. No. I saw Lori with Brandon . . . and the memory is stuck in my head. That fucking bitch.” Jack rested his head on the pillow and closed his eyes. “What do I do now?” 
 
    “Aww Shit. I’m sorry, Jack. You gotta let her go. And Brandon.”  
 
    “They’re my two best friends. Why would they fuck me over?” 
 
    “It really sucks, but . . . you left for school, and they moved on. They’re probably not even thinking about you,” Ben said. “Forget about them and concentrate on college and your track scholarship.” 
 
    “I can’t even sleep. I failed my last test. I’m barely keeping up on the track team. The coach already put me on notice to pick up the pace or I’m done.”  
 
    “Jack. You gotta get your shit together.” Ben stood with his hands on his hips. “There must be a lot of girls at college. Find another one.” 
 
    Jack’s eyes met his. “Not like Lori. She’s special. I, I love her.” Jack sat up. “I thought you would understand. You had a major jones for Earth-Lori . . . who oddly enough is also dating Brandon here. Aww, dip me in gas and let me burn.” 
 
    “What?” Ben frowned. I don’t like where this is going. 
 
    “I might sound crazy,” Jack said, “but Lori ends up with Brandon in both worlds as if the fucking universes are aligning to mirror each other. Like it’s some kind of natural law. But where does that leave us, Bro? What happens to people like us whose doppelgangers are dead and gone? Do we just suck the rest of our lives, or are we gonna die early to balance the equation?” Jack’s hands mimicked two sides of scale reaching an even point. 
 
    Ben smiled. “Maybe we learn how to suck it up and survive. Maybe we get to slide between worlds and rewrite the freaking script.” 
 
    Jack raised his eyebrow. “I’m listening.” 
 
    “Look. Lori is, or was, your best friend on Terra.” Ben thought about his own friend, Lori, here on Earth. He’d grown up with her. She’d been his best friend for years, but they were never romantically involved, although he often thought of kissing her. He’d miss her if for some reason they couldn’t be friends anymore. “You could just forgive her. Be her friend, but not in the way you hoped.” 
 
    “Fuck that,” Jack said with rancor. “She slept with my best friend. She really, really sucks.”  
 
    “I hear you.” Ben let the silence build. Let him breathe.  
 
    Jack lowered his head. “Hey. Sorry to dump this shit on you.”  
 
    “Fugitabowdit.  How’s your mom? Did you talk to her about this?” 
 
    “You kidding? I’m not sure she ever liked Lori.” 
 
    “What about your dad?” Ben had felt comfortable speaking with Dad’s doppelganger. Johnnie Fuller of Terra was both solid and smart, even if he wasn’t perfect.  
 
    “Yeah, I could talk to Dad,” Jack said. “I’m supposed to go back home Saturday for Mom’s birthday. I could drop in on him later.” 
 
    “Oh, crap,” Ben said. “I almost forgot Mom’s birthday.” 
 
    Jack laughed. “See I told you, alignment.” 
 
    “Come on. Our moms are doppelgangers. No surprise Patty and Patsy were born the same day.”  
 
    “Ben, I have to go home for her birthday, but I don’t want to go alone. Not sure if I can trust myself if I run into Lori or Brandon. Come back for a visit. Mom said it was okay.”         
 
    “I can’t. I got practice in the morning and a special date with Trudy Saturday night.” 
 
    “Special date?” Jack smirked. 
 
    Ben turned red. “She wants to—” 
 
    “Bone up?” Jack shook his head. “C’mon, Ben. Have you even used your silver medallion? You know you can slide between worlds in seconds. Please. Find time to visit me on Terra. I need someone to have my back.” 
 
    Ben sighed. He’d avoided going back to Terra because he didn’t want to get caught or make trouble for his family, but Jack needed him. Jack’s real brother, Ben’s Terran doppelganger, had died on Terra in an accident akin to the car crash that took Jack’s life on Earth. Similarities and symmetry between worlds. An imperfect reflection, but balanced like an equation. Alignment. Besides, if he went to Terra, he might miss the special date with Trudy.  
 
    “Okay,” Ben said. “I got your back, Bro. Tell me the time and the place, and I’ll meet you on Terra.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ben. I owe you.” Ben pulled out a piece of paper from his pocket. “These are the coordinates for the alley behind Moonlight Pies. Meet me there Friday at noon.” 
 
    “Friday? I have school and practice. I can’t—” He studied Jack’s solemn face. “I’ll be there.” 
 
    “Good. My mom will be glad to see you.” Jack sniffed the air and grinned. “Hey, let’s spend a little time with your parents.” Jack thumped Ben’s shoulder. “Your mom said she’d bake brownies.” 
 
    Ben eyes widened and he raced Jack down the steps, both pushing and shoving all the way.  
 
    “Easy boys,” Mom said, as they ran into the living room. “You guys don’t want to break a leg horsing around.” 
 
    The boys slowed down and Dad paused the evening news on television. 
 
     “You’re right, Mom.” Ben tilted his head. “Can I ask a favor?” 
 
    “Sure.” Ben had his parents’ attention. 
 
    “First of all, Mom, happy birthday in advance, but is it okay if I stay overnight at Jack’s house in Terra Friday night? You and Patsy have the same birth date. I can be back for your party Saturday afternoon. Would you mind? This will be the first time I’ve been back to Terra since last summer. I . . . still have friends there.” A memory of Ruth’s soft kiss slid unbidden into Ben’s mind. He felt a momentary chill. 
 
    Mom frowned and looked at Dad. 
 
    Dad studied him, then nodded. “Okay, but you have to be really careful. People are watching, and we can’t afford to get caught.” 
 
    “I’ll be really careful, Dad. I promise.” 
 
    “Fine. Don’t take any chances while you’re over there okay?” 
 
    “I promise.” What could go wrong? 
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    Outside, the Terran night was dark, frozen, and covered with snow. Drifting powder piled against Albert’s house as the wind howled like a trapped wolf. Betsy called down the basement stairs for her husband to join her for a late night snack.  
 
    Albert Dugan emerged from his basement laboratory looking very much the aggravated scientist interrupted in his work.  
 
    She watched his hard face soften and become her husband of forty-four years. “Making progress?” she asked, gesturing to the seat across from her. The setting held a warm slice of blueberry pie with a dollop of vanilla bean ice cream. 
 
    Albert walked to the sink and washed his hands. “Yes. Very much so. The new computer, blue tooth, and Wi-Fi equipment we received from Patrick have created all sorts of new possibilities and programming applications for our implant industry.” He sat down at the table and picked up his fork. 
 
    “Blue tooth? Why fie? Sounds a little silly.” 
 
    Albert took a bite of the pie and let the blueberry filling coat his teeth. He smiled. “Bluuue tooth.” His eyes grew as wide as his grin. 
 
    Betsy snorted. “Okay, that was funny.” She tasted her ice cream and waited. 
 
    “Simply put, I can use the computer to develop multifaceted programs to improve our current use of implants. We’ll be able to modify implant programming without surgical removal using wireless wave technology. Imagine, if we could turn them on, shut them off, or tell them to perform new tasks with just a few keystrokes. We could improve human health and medical treatment while reducing cost and risky procedures.” 
 
    “That sounds wonderful.” Wireless waves? “Remember, I have the out-patient surgery tomorrow. Ethel will take me.”  
 
    “Yes, I remember.” He smiled. “I spoke with Dr. Cooper, my research colleague. He said the new implant will eliminate your migraines. Honey, I told Cousin Ethel I would take you instead. I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Really? You are a darling man.” She reached over and gently patted his hand. “You do surprise me from time to time.” 
 
    “As do you.” He swallowed a large spoonful of ice cream. A white slurry ran down from the corner of his mouth slowed by the stubble of his gray whiskers. 
 
    Ahhhhooooo. The cold wind wailed outside their home.  
 
    Betsy shivered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Patrick surveyed the interior of his new lab, not the Homeland S&T lab, or even the cellar lab in his home, but a new laboratory he designed and built specifically for privacy. The lab’s interior walls and ceiling were white, without windows, and could be breached only by teleportation—the exit portal led more often than not back to his cellar. He outfitted his lab with the essentials - a computer and desk, two workbenches, a small table with chairs, tools, the smashed remnants of his beacon components, bright overhead lighting, a small refrigerator, a cot, and one robot.  
 
    Patrick beamed at his accomplishment. This lab crowed monumental achievement in itself, not because of what it contained, but where it sat—outside of time and space. And though he knew how to enter and exit the lab, he still wasn’t sure exactly where it stood.  
 
    He’d created the hidden lab to protect Amorphous. The Erdian robot, both unique and valuable, would never be safe from the prying eyes of the FBI, S&T, DOD, or anyone else vested in the future of robotic warfare. If the Feds discovered he’d purloined ‘Amo,’ Patrick might not only lose access to his federal projects, he could be sent to prison. 
 
    Patrick had found Amo months before, when dusk had first settled upon the OHW battlefield. The sleek green metal-skinned bot with blue eyes had been lying inactive outside near the steel basement door to his cellar. Whether the machine had collapsed on the spot, or the National Guard had placed it there, the robot had been tagged with a ‘model #7’ inventory label. 
 
    Crouching to examine the damaged robot outside his home, he felt a mixture of excitement and pity. Scorched and broken wires protruded from its back like fibrous fingers reaching for a savior. He couldn’t resist his curiosity. Tapping a few of the like-colored wires together, he searched for a spark of life. Nothing happened, until he connected the severed blue wires and the robot vanished.  
 
    Surprised, he fell backwards into a mud puddle. The robot had returned seconds later amidst sparks and the smell of ozone. Patrick quickly pinched out the small flame where the wires had been reconnected. Looking over his shoulder, he saw no one else had witnessed the anomaly. Using rope and a block and tackle he had stored in his garage, he winched the bot into his cellar and covered it with a tarp. 
 
    He knew he would eventually need to move Amo. It was just a matter of time before the FBI, or some other agency, insisted on visiting his personal laboratory. He’d considered a number of options to move Amo to a more secure site, but trucking it past the gate guards would be risky. The Fullers’ basement might be an option, but he didn’t want to put his daughter, Patty, or her family in harm’s way. 
 
     The possibility of moving Amo to Terra had its own set of unacceptable risks. Albert and Betsy Dugan not only lived under CSD scrutiny, Patrick worried Amo’s presence on Terra would ignite Albert’s unwanted professional curiosity. Patrick shook his head. The one option he wouldn’t entertain was handing Amo over to Dr. Caliban’s robotics lab—not until Patrick fully understood the consequences of what he’d discovered.  
 
    Patrick’s attempts to awaken Amorphous led to his inadvertent discovery of the phase modulation properties of Amo’s microprocessor. Phased modulation of matter allowed the robot to disappear and reappear as if it wore a cloak of invisibility. But how exactly did it work? After considerable experimentation, Patrick finally replicated the microprocessor and modulated other objects in and out of phase with variable results.  
 
    When he reactivated Amo’s microprocessor, the bot still occupied the same space, yet remained invisible. He could feel the robot’s body, though he couldn’t see it. When he used his replicated microprocessor, the objects did not occupy the same space. They were gone, but he made them disappear and reappear without damage. His experimentation with live mice proved successful without damaging the subjects, although they were dehydrated and hungry upon return. The variation may be a modulation aspect, or field, generated by the robot itself.  
 
    Patrick didn’t know exactly where the test subjects went when they disappeared, but theorized they were either still present in the same time and space, but phased outside of human perception, or had gone to another physical plane of existence.  
 
    In order to test this theory, he phased a video camera that had been in the process of recording him. The camera disappeared. Patrick reached out his hand and felt to see if the camera physically occupied the space. It did not. He brought it back after three minutes, but the camera had stopped filming. The five-hour battery power had expired.  
 
    When he replayed the video, he saw himself turn on the phase modulator, and then the screen went white for five hours until the battery died. He put in a new battery pack, phased the recorder for thirty seconds, and brought it back. The second video had also recorded for five hours. How was this possible? Did phased time behave differently? 
 
    If so, then the discovery, and the potential applications, were massive. Could he run down every pathway imaginable? Not without help. But, who could he trust? He still had to keep his S&T job and find the Erdian bogey that no one else had found. Might the replicated microprocessor help him find an invisible bogey? Probably. Could he use the chip to phase a laboratory? Possibly. He cleaned his eyeglasses, grabbed a marker, and began mapping schematics. 
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    Now, months later, he sat in his phased laboratory with his equipment and Amo. He’d designed a portal to a phased lab beyond the intrusion and perceptions of others. Still not entirely sure where his phased lab existed, he found a breathable atmosphere, connected utilities and power from his home, and a place to work without interference. The beauty of his achievement, a benefit both unexpected and serendipitous—allowed him to work for hours in his phased lab and return home one second later, chronologically, from the time he left his cellar. Albert would be so envious. 
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    “Time to wake up, Amo.” Patrick flipped the switch. Power flowed to the robot’s neuro-processor, stimulating his artificial intelligence (AI). 
 
    “Good morning, Commander.” The robot’s voice sounded like an adult male and devoid of accent. 
 
    “Good mornin’, Amo. Please call me Patrick.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander. Thank you.” Amo moved his ceramic blue eyes and made facial gestures, courtesy of the electroactive polymers that comprised his face and lips. At present, he could not move the rest of his green metal body—a precaution Patrick took until they got to know each other better. 
 
    Patrick studied the robot’s face. “I prefer you call me Patrick, rather than Commander, or Sir. It makes me feel more comfortable.” 
 
    “Yet you are my commanding officer. That alone should make you more comfortable, Patrick.” 
 
    “Thank you, Amo.” Patrick raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “You are welcome. Do you feel more comfortable now?” 
 
    Patrick nodded. “Somewhat.” 
 
    “May I have access to the rest of my body?” 
 
    “I’m still testin’ your systems. Soon, though.” 
 
    “We have tested each of my bodily parts and systems separately, including my replacement parts. My self-diagnostic shows 97.6% functionality with zero chance of failure.” 
 
    “And the 2.4%?” 
 
    “Will be repaired by the Gray when I am powered with full access.” 
 
    “The Gray?” Patrick’s forehead scrunched. 
 
    “The ‘gray’ nanotech organisms within my circulatory system. They build and repair my systems.”  
 
    “And what would you do if I gave you full access?” Patrick raised his eyebrow. 
 
    Vsshhhh-click. “I will follow your command.” 
 
    “What about your former commander?” 
 
    “Silent.” Amo blinked with a whir. “I must adapt.” 
 
    “Tell me about your former mission.” Patrick folded his arms and sighed. 
 
    “To observe and learn. To direct and to command, if necessary.” 
 
    “Are you the next tier replacement commander for the robots?” 
 
    “No. I do not have permission to do so.” 
 
    Patrick frowned. “Would you kill me if you could?” 
 
    “No. I am programmed to protect my commander.” 
 
    “Why should I believe you?” Patrick narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “I am programmed to tell the truth. I cannot lie.” Amo’s eyes watched Patrick’s reaction. 
 
    Patrick raised his hands and smirked. “How can I be sure you’re not lyin’ now?”  
 
    “Provide me with full power and functionality. I will not kill you. I will bend knee and pledge the words of obeisance if—” 
 
    Patrick narrowed his eyes. “Why should I trust you?” 
 
    “Because you are intelligent and my full activation would be mutually beneficial. You also need me for something.” 
 
    “Okay. All logical if you’re not lyin’.” His artificial intelligence and ability to reason are beyond anything I’ve ever seen on Earth. And I do need him. 
 
    “Correct.” His blue eyes whirred then blinked. 
 
    “You said you’d pledge obeisance if . . . what?” 
 
    “If you take the commander’s pledge.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “As follows: As commander, I pledge to take the appropriate courses of action after fully considering all of the options and potential consequences of my actions, the safety and well-being of those under my charge, robotic and human alike, and the ultimate safety of the human race. I will not lie. The truth is my beacon.” 
 
    Beacon? “I see. An appropriate pledge for a commander. Why did your commander attack the human race on our planet?” 
 
    “To save the human race on Erde. Our planet is dying at an increasing rate. The environment grows more toxic to biological life. Food resources and human population have dwindled. The Erdians need your planet.” 
 
    “So in order to save one race, your commander found it appropriate to kill another and take what is theirs?” 
 
    “Yes,” Amo said. “Has there been no conquest among nations in the history of your human race?” 
 
    “Yes, far too much. We created laws to prevent this, but have not been fully successful.”  Patrick stood. “You said your mission was to learn. Learn what?” 
 
    “I am programmed to gather information about your planet, resources, weaponry, defenses, and human population.” 
 
    Patrick nodded. “Did you gather much data in your time here?” 
 
    “No. Just regarding local armaments, tactics, defenses, and human interaction.” Amo said. “There wasn’t much time.” 
 
    “Did you kill any of my people?” 
 
    “No. That was not my purpose.” 
 
    “Did you have any other objectives?” Patrick said. 
 
     “I have limited autonomy for secondary interests.” 
 
    “Which are?” 
 
    Amo’s eyes whirred. “Personal.” 
 
    Patrick locked onto Amo’s brilliant but unreadable eyes. “If you tell me, I may learn to trust you.” Though I might have to delete your memory. 
 
     Amo’s eyes whirred. “I wish to learn what it means to be human and how I might better serve.” 
 
    “Thank you, Amo. That’s good to know.” I hope it’s true. 
 
    “Do you trust me yet?” Amo blinked. 
 
    Patrick scratched his head. Had Amo blinked just now to mimic human behavior? Was the bot holding something back? “I want to trust you, but I’m still learnin’ about robots. Before I give you access to the rest of your body, I need to consider the consequences. I care about what happens to you and the human race.” Patrick smiled. “Good night, Amo.” 
 
    Amo returned the smile. “Good night, Patrick.” 
 
    Patrick switched off the robot. How would Amo react if his previous commander re-emerged through a portal? Would Amo switch allegiance and activate the dormant warrior robots? Amo, intelligent by design, was far more than an automaton and could be a brilliant asset as Patrick studied Erdian robotics. Should I trust him? Can I afford not too? 
 
    Patrick flipped the switch back on. “Hello, Amo.” 
 
    “Hello, Patrick. Have you made a decision?” 
 
    Patrick folded his arms. “Why do you want me to be your commander?”  
 
    “I study humans and can distinguish between good people and bad. You brought me back to life and repaired me. You are good.” 
 
    “What about your pledge to your former commander?” 
 
    “Gone. He broke his pledge when he lied to me. I lost trust.” 
 
    Patrick nodded. “Do you trust me?” 
 
    “Speak the Commander’s Pledge,” Amo said. 
 
    As he recited the pledge, Amo studied his face. Patrick meant every word. 
 
    Amo blinked. “Patrick, I pledge to follow your command unto death. I will fully consider all options under my control and potential consequences of my actions. I will protect and preserve the safety and wellbeing of those under my charge, robotic and human alike, and the ultimate safety of the human race. I will not lie. The truth is my beacon.” 
 
    “Do you trust me now?” Patrick eyed the robot. 
 
    “I do. I monitored your heart rate, heat signature, voice pattern, and brain waves as you spoke the pledge. Based on available human data, you spoke the truth.” 
 
    Patrick’s brow furrowed. “What lie did your former commander tell you?” 
 
    “He told me your planet’s human race was not worth saving.” 
 
    Patrick’s face flushed. “We are worth savin’. But what will happen if we reactivate the other robots we have salvaged?” 
 
    “An excellent question, Patrick. That will depend on the amount of damage to their microprocessors. If you fully activate me, I will be able to reprogram their mission directives when accessible.” Amo’s lips formed a smile. 
 
    “Amo, that would be very helpful.” Patrick began to pace. “I’m about to take a leap of faith. Do you understand this term?” 
 
    “Yes. Faith is belief and trust and loyalty. Faith is trust in the pledge.” 
 
    Patrick activated the neuro chip giving Amo control of his entire body. 
 
    Vsshhhh-click. Amo slid his legs off the workbench and knelt before Patrick. “Commander. I am at your service.” 
 
    “Rise, my friend.” Patrick took Amo’s hand. “We need to talk about a certain missin’ bogey.” 
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    Patrick slept in the phased lab now. He had spent days, then weeks working and sleeping in the lab, gaining months of progress in one second of time away from Earth. When he returned to his home, even for bathroom breaks and meals, day or night, his disorientation was unavoidable.  
 
    He couldn’t afford to lose track of time. Work at the S&T lab was critical and he had to show up on schedule. Patrick spent so much time in the phased lab, he felt like he was on a sabbatical from his official job and family. And yet, how often had he heard himself and colleagues drone on about what they could accomplish if they only had more time? Now he had an infinitesimal amount of personal lab time for his growing bucket list. 
 
    Clocking hours in the phased lab helped track ‘Patrick time.’ Keeping a schedule, calendar, and a clock in his home, just outside the entrance to his phased lab, helped him stay organized. He made real progress. Not only was he able to fully replicate Amo’s microprocessors, but he could modulate the phase for a co-existent invisibility versus a phase to a separate physical plane (similar to his lab). With Amo’s help, he designed and built a prototype phase detector to search for an invisible Erdian bogey, if indeed there was one.  
 
    In spite of his successes, Patrick desperately wanted to work on the real mystery . . . phased time. Why did time act differently in phased space? Time itself was an impervious barrier, and a constant on Earth. Could he modulate phases of time? If I can step into a phased lab, why not travel into the future . . . or the past? He sipped a cup of java and thought of what he might do if he could change his own past. 
 
    Einstein believed time was the fourth dimension. Modern wave theory postulated time, energy, and space are waved together and their phases linked and changeable. If information can travel through space on waves of energy and light, such as telephone, television, and fiber-optic cable, could they also be modulated to travel back through the wave? Could he phase information, particles, or even people back through waves of time? Patrick scrawled his theory on the whiteboard along with the corresponding calculus to back his theory. He had the time. 
 
    Patrick sighed. “My God, could this work?” He finished the dregs of his coffee, cold and bitter on his tongue. 
 
    Vsshhhh-click. “Yes, it is possible.”  
 
    Patrick turned to see Amo sit up from the workbench. “Hello Amo, I didn’t know you were awake.” 
 
    “Resting. The gray have repaired and upgraded my systems.” 
 
    “You said my theory is possible? Are you programmed for such analysis?” 
 
    “Yes. My AI has been uploaded with advanced understanding, practical and theoretical, of science, physics, mathematics, engineering, electrics, mechanics, logistics, warfare, weaponry, algorithmic computation—”   
 
    “Okay. I understand. You’re the ‘bomb,’ as my grandson Ben might say.” 
 
    “I could be a bomb, but that would be counterproductive.” 
 
    Patrick laughed. “I’m sorry. I don’t want you to be a bomb. It’s just an idiom. I meant your storehouse of knowledge is very impressive. Do you recognize this theorem?” 
 
    “Only pieces. This concept is not of Erde, but your theory looks plausible . . . may I adjust your equations?” 
 
    “Please do.” Patrick smiled and offered Amo the marker.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Patrick left the phased lab and checked the time and date—early Thursday morning. Though he hadn’t missed a day of Earth time, he and Amo had worked for four weeks of ‘phased-lab time’ on the microprocessors. Developing the Erdian bogey detector had been relatively easy. Their working prototype registered not only the phased waves from the lab itself, but also detected Amo after he disappeared and moved to another location. 
 
    The portable device, the size of a mini-tablet, found the invisible robot standing in the corner of the cellar. Patrick called the device his ‘Eye-Spy.’ Currently, the detection range was unknown and would have to be tested, but he hoped for at least a 3-5 mile radius. 
 
    More importantly, they’d also perfected the equations for phased time travel. Patrick had drafted the schema to reconstruct the phase microprocessor to incorporate an encrypted beacon, the existing teleportation technology, and time travel. His biggest challenge involved designing a function to send matter to a specific time, past or future, and return it to the present. Amo’s theoretic, mathematic, and engineering skills proved invaluable to the new design and functions. 
 
    Patrick created three bronze devices, each the size of an Olympic medal, linked wirelessly and timelessly to a master unit in the phased lab. Theoretically the bronze t-medallion (t for time and teleportation) would perform all functions as long as the master unit stayed active. 
 
    He also modified Amo’s microprocessor to include similar functions. Though they had conducted controlled tests on mice, he had yet to use human subjects. Hopefully, sometime after Albert’s visit tonight. Patrick grinned. He’s gonna shit.  
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    At 7:00 a.m., Patrick drove through the drifting snow to the Air National Guard base. Doctors Caliban and Simmons were already there waiting for him and anxious for a bogey hunt. Simmons wore snow boots like himself, while Caliban seemed unprepared with his leather wingtips without galoshes.  
 
    Caliban shook Patrick’s hand and smiled, though his eyes looked wary. The sometimes dour, sometimes funny, Don Simmons never met his eyes directly, but his ever-strong grip spoke to his inner strength. 
 
    “Are we good to go?” asked the pilot of the Sikorsky MH-60G Pave Hawk helicopter. Small clouds of vapor punctuated his question in the subfreezing air. 
 
    Caliban deferred to Patrick, who patted his inside coat pocket. “Yes, Sir. I have the equipment right here.” 
 
    Doctor Caliban raised his eyebrows. “I’m anxious to see this prototype. Let’s hope it works. Washington, D.C. has been a pain in my backside.”  
 
    Simmons blinked at him, making the small scar under his left eye twitch. “I’d hoped to test the detection equipment in the lab before we went operational. Do you have a spare device for me?” A cold wind blew the scientist’s salt and pepper comb-over to the left and exposed his bare pate beneath. 
 
    “Not yet, Don, but if I’m right about the bogey’s signal, then I think you’ll be pleased with the results.” Patrick met his eyes for an instant and saw frustration. He couldn’t blame Simmons or the S&T lab. He’d shut them out to protect his secrets.  
 
    Caliban stared at him over the top of his glasses. “I need a win, Patrick. Today.”  
 
    The pilot motioned them inside the helicopter where they donned the communication headgear. He started the engine and let it warm up. 
 
    “Morning, everyone. I’m Captain Velez. I understand we’re searching for a downed bogey. I was involved in the original search, before we got all this white stuff. Where do we begin?” Captain Velez held up a search map grid. 
 
    “We want to start with sector seven,” Patrick said. “Mostly farmland and patches of forest, but the most likely spot based on simulated trajectories.” 
 
    “Yea. Been all over sector seven in good weather and found zip,” Velez said. “What are we looking for now?” 
 
    “A unique signal signature,” Patrick said. “I have a prototype detector, but I’m not sure of the range.” 
 
    “How low do I need to fly?” 
 
    Patrick shrugged. “Keep it safe. Will sixty feet work?” 
 
    “Probably. Higher over the forest. Will your device mess with my avionics?” 
 
    “Not sure. Want me to test it now?” Patrick reached inside his jacket. 
 
    Captain Velez nodded. “Go for it.” 
 
    Patrick fired up his prototype—which was as exciting as turning on a tablet. “Any interference, Captain?” 
 
    “None. Good to go?” asked the pilot. 
 
    Patrick narrowed his eyes as he read the Eye-Spy. He found a positive signal, eight miles east on his grid overlay. “Yes, but take us to sector nine instead.” He gave Captain Velez the long/lat coordinates. 
 
    “Easy-peasy.” Velez spoke to the tower and took the helicopter skyward. 
 
    Caliban’s eyebrows shot up. “Already? And linked to GPS?” 
 
    He showed Caliban and Simmons the screen that pinpointed the bogey. Patrick wondered what to tell them if their target appeared invisible. 
 
    The Sikorsky landed in a snow-covered field near the edge of a hardwood forest. Powdered snow clouded the air, uncovering remnants of corn stalk nubs. The nearest house stood half a mile away. As the rotors slowed, they sat in copter. 
 
    “Close enough?” Captain Velez asked through the microphone. 
 
    “Yes.” Patrick said. “Looks like it’s about fifty yards into the woods.” The signal began to blink on and off. That’s odd. 
 
    “Shall we go see, or do we need back-up?” Velez asked. 
 
    Caliban broke in. “Let’s go see. Captain you should wait here in case there’s trouble. You might want to call in our location.” 
 
    “And if there is unexploded ordinance?” Velez turned to look at Patrick. 
 
    “Then we won’t touch anything and come right back,” Patrick said. “Dr. Caliban, the Captain brings up a good point. Why don’t you all stay here as well, and I’ll take a quick look and report back.” 
 
    Caliban squirmed in his seat. “That may be wise.” 
 
    “I’ll go too,” Simmons said. “I’ve got your back.” 
 
    Caliban nodded slowly. “Of course.” The rotors stopped turning. 
 
    Damn. “Let’s go then.” Patrick took off his headgear and climbed out. Simmons seemed eager and Patrick realized he knew so little about the man. Not sure what they would find in the woods, he hoped Simmons followed his lead and would not get to close to the bogey. 
 
    Patrick walked through the cornfield, over a snowdrift, and into the woods. Simmons followed a few yards behind him. The Eye-Spy led them over a frozen stream, around fallen trees, and past the stingy remnants of an old treehouse. They were close. 
 
    “Look,” Simmons said, pointing up and to the right where a damaged limb from a tall beech tree hung like a broken arm. “This is where it came through.” Simmons ran ahead of Patrick. 
 
    “Hold up, Don. Careful where you step. Think minefield.” 
 
    “Okay.” Simmons slowed to a stop and stared at the base of a tree. 
 
    Patrick caught up and froze. A small aircraft drone with broken wings lay next to a thick oak, and then it disappeared. A few sparks later it reappeared. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Simmons breathed. His face looked raw from the cold. 
 
    Damn. “Stay there.” Patrick walked around the side of the craft where a small cargo door had broken open during the crash. Moving closer to the compartment, he saw a small dish antenna and what looked like a liquid hydrogen cooling tank. Just like the one I used for me teleportation beacon. This is it! Patrick felt his chest tighten as Simmons’ footsteps crunched through the snow behind him. 
 
    “Step aside, Dr. McDugan.” Simmons stared at the beacon, and dipped his right hand into his thick overcoat.  
 
    Did Simmons have a gun? Patrick moved back, keeping Simmons in sight. “Don. What’re you doin’?”  
 
    “Saving our world.” He pulled a small metal canister the size of a hockey puck from his pocket and attached it to the beacon with a metallic click. From his left pocket, he pulled out a detonator. “Quick, behind the beech tree.” Simmons ran toward him, grabbed the back of his coat and propelled him to the hard ground behind the tree. Simmons pressed the button. “Fire in the hole.” Nothing happened. “Fuck.” 
 
    Patrick, still on his side, peeked around the tree. The bogey had disappeared, but then rematerialized. “Hit it again.” Patrick ducked his head. 
 
    “WHUMMMP!” 
 
    Their ears rang. Snow, sticks, and metal debris rained down on their position. Patrick crawled to his feet. 
 
    Simmons stood, put the detonation radio back in his pocket, and surveyed the damage. Small pieces of metal and wire lay scattered in the snow. “Mission accomplished.” 
 
    “You surprised me, Don. You did the right thing. If that beacon had been repaired, Erde could have invaded through a portal immediately. Thank you.” 
 
    “Thank Agent Miller. I’m following his orders.” Simmons looked grim. 
 
    “Patrick? Don? Are you two okay?” Caliban called from fifty yards away. Captain Velez stood at his side. 
 
    “We’re okay.” Patrick called back. 
 
     “What happened?” 
 
    “We found the bogey, or at least what was left of an Erdian drone.” Patrick looked briefly at Simmons who nodded for him to continue. “But as we approached, we heard a whirring noise, and ran for cover. A self-destruct sensor must have activated. We were lucky.” 
 
    Simmons sighed. “Very lucky. Glad I wore two pairs of underwear.” 
 
    Caliban shook his head. “Damn it. This isn’t funny.” The S&T director scrunched his face at Simmons and then spoke to Patrick. “I’m glad no one was hurt, but we needed to salvage that equipment. It would’ve helped us win this war.” 
 
    “Let’s head back to the chopper,” Velez said. “I’ll call in the ordinance team. No use for us to poke around that thing ourselves.” 
 
    As they trudged out of the woods, Patrick patted Dr. Simmons on the back.  
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    Back in the office, the S&T Director summoned Patrick to the boardroom. As Patrick entered the room, Dr. Caliban’s wrinkled his noise as if the air smelled foul. 
 
    “We should have never lost that bogey today.” Caliban pointed him to a chair. “We went about it all wrong. I never should have allowed you to go in without the ordinance team. Now I have a big bucket of nothing to show for this.” 
 
    “C’mon, Phylo. We’re all safer without Erde’s bogey and portal beacon.” Patrick reminded him. 
 
    “Are we? What if there’re more drones out there? What if a new wave of metal monsters attacks New York City tomorrow? We know so little about them.” 
 
    Patrick held up his left hand, palm out. “We’re still learnin’ about their robotics and weaponry. We can detect and locate intruders.” 
 
    “Yes, about that,” Caliban sniffed. “Simmons told me he had no part in the research or development of your prototype detector. He doesn’t even understand how it works.” 
 
    Patrick shrugged. “I put a lot of time after hours on the project.” 
 
    “Yet your office departure times don’t reflect that. Working in your cellar again?” 
 
    “Sometimes. You know our original agreement. I promised to help you find the bogey, but I won’t build another portal beacon, or anything else that would allow the Erdians to invade our world.” 
 
    “You said ‘build,’ but I think you meant ‘share.’ You’re holding back critical information and I don’t appreciate your secrecy with me, or how you managed to destroy the bogey today. You put me on the fucking hot seat with the Department.” 
 
    “Hold up, Phylo. We can talk this through,” he said. 
 
     Caliban shook his head. “It’s too late for that. I’ve asked DOD to investigate today’s cluster-fuck and gather forensic evidence from the explosion.” Caliban took several breaths. “I am ordering you to put the schematics and a working detector in my hand by tomorrow close of business.” 
 
    Patrick’s jaw tightened. He rose to leave. “Anythin’ else?” 
 
    Caliban glared back. “Our auditors found a discrepancy with the robot inventory. Do you know anything about our missing model #7?” 
 
    Patrick tilted his head. “I’ve not seen the audit, nor a seventh model in our lab. Could you share the audit documentation with me?” 
 
    “Yes. Ask Simmons for a copy.” Caliban took a breath and turned his back to check his e-mail. “You may go.”  
 
    Patrick drove home after a long day, but at least he and his phase detector had found the bogey. Earth was one big step safer without Erde’s beacon. And though Simmons had proven to be an unexpected ally, Patrick was surprised the man worked for Agent Miller.  
 
    At some point, the phase detector may become an essential part of our defense, but how could he tell Caliban, or Miller, about Amo and the microprocessor? Or time travel? Caliban had given him until tomorrow evening to supply the phase detector schematics and the working prototype. Hmmm. A lot can happen if you have the time . . .


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    The frigid Terran wind beat against Betsy and Albert’s backs as they stepped into the Commonwealth outpatient clinic. The warm waiting room smelled like fresh flowers, even though the bouquet on a corner table looked artificial. Soothing instrumental music flowed from overhead speakers. 
 
    Betsy scanned the waiting room. Within seconds, her aging cranial implant counted sixteen patients, forty-two magazines, and nine pens in the coffee cup near the receptionist.  Eleven patients appeared close to her age and may need upgrades like herself. She estimated the cost of implant replacement for thirteen patients could range between $158,550 and $359,000 if— Pain lanced through her temple and her vision blurred. Stop. 
 
    Her migraines had grown worse. She took three deep breaths and tried to clear her mind. This will be over as soon as they replace my implant. Forcing a smile, she patted Albert on the hand. “Dear, I’m so glad you’re here today. As busy as you’ve been, I didn’t expect you to come with me. You can be such a sweetheart at times.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t miss this, Darling.” He smiled at her. 
 
    Albert looked so much like Patrick when he smiled. Except Patrick’s laugh lines crinkled around his eyes. I wish I could stop thinking about him. God forgive me. 
 
    “Mrs. Dugan,” an administrative assistant called over the intercom. “Please come to station three.” 
 
    “You go ahead, dear.” Albert peeked at his watch. “See you soon.” 
 
    Betsy went inside the third room. The assistant scanned her wrist tattoo and asked her to complete the pre-op paperwork.  
 
    “Do you need my insurance card?” 
 
    “No, we have it on file. Your procedure is covered by the Commonwealth today as part of an ongoing research study.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that. What kind of study?” 
 
    The assistant shuffled through the paperwork. “Upgraded version . . . beta test . . . advanced circuitry. Wow, you must know somebody important to get this tech.” 
 
    An orderly stepped into the room. “Dr. Cooper is ready for you now.” 
 
    “Oh.” Betsy stood and looked through the window to the waiting room. Where had Albert gone? 
 
    “Right this way ma’am.” The orderly had a small nick on his chin surrounded by a spot of dried blood.  
 
    She followed him to pre-op, dressed in a paper gown behind the curtain, and tried to relax as the orderly hooked her to a monitor and IV. “Are you going to put me under?” She frowned.  
 
    “The anesthetist will explain. Don’t worry. You won’t feel any pain.” 
 
    The sharp smell of disinfectant met her as the orderly wheeled her into OP room #6. “Dr. Cooper will be in shortly.” Betsy squinted at the bright overhead light. 
 
    A masked woman in blue scrubs entered the operating room. “Good morning, Betsy, I am Blanche, your anesthetist. I will be administering a sedative to dampen the pain.” Blanche poked a syringe into the IV. “You’ll stay awake, but will be unable to move or feel anything during the extraction. I’ll then put you under for the insertion. It seems to work better that way. We’ll monitor your vitals throughout.”  
 
    Betsy’s body tingled. She tried to say thank you, but her lips wouldn’t move. Two men in green surgical scrubs, hats, and masks entered the room. “Hello, Mrs. Dugan,” Dr. Cooper said as he took her hand. “We have a surprise guest this morning. Dr. Dugan will assist me today.” 
 
    Albert? Why didn’t he tell me? 
 
    “Hello, sweetheart.” Albert cooed. “Surprise.”  
 
    No smile wrinkles surrounded Albert’s hard angry eyes. He looked as if he despised her. Oh my God. He knows about Patrick. She tried to speak, raise her hand, or just roll out of the bed, but only her eyes moved. 
 
    Dr. Cooper let go of her hand and held up a small ceramic capsule. “This new implant will clear up those migraines and improve your memory functions times one hundred. You won’t need a checkbook, calendar, schedule, or calculator. You’ll have it all right up here.” He tapped the side of his head. “This little baby is amazing.” He laid the tiny implant on a cloth-covered tray next to the stainless steel instruments. 
 
    “We’re going to shave a small patch of your hair, and then drill a tiny hole in your skull to extract the implant. You won’t feel a thing.” 
 
    Betsy’s eyes widened as Dr. Cooper moved a razor toward her head. Outside of Cooper’s view, Albert pulled a ceramic capsule from the shirt pocket of his scrubs. He held it up to the light briefly and she saw how similar it looked to the implant lying on the cloth-covered tray.  
 
    “We’re ready to start the extraction,” Dr. Cooper said. “Everything is going smoothly.”  
 
    As Dr. Cooper picked up the drill, Albert switched her implant on the tray with the one he’d fished from his pocket. No one else had noticed the exchange, as the drill whirred into her skull. Albert’s eyes crinkled at the edges, but he bore the look of a madman.  
 
    She mustered every bit of her strength to slap the malignant look from his face, but couldn’t move. Oh, Albert. What have you done? 
 
    “Okay, Mrs. Dugan, we’ve taken the old one out and prepared a new insertion site for the replacement. It’s already been programmed with a set of new algorithms, courtesy of the Commonwealth. We’ll put you under now to finalize and test our connection. When you wake you will feel like a new woman.”  
 
    Her heart contracted as she watched Dr. Cooper pick up Albert’s chip. No, no, nooooo! Stop. I don’t want this. Her lips, despite her terror, remained silent and beyond her control. Albert walked over and held her hand, but she could not feel the contact. Tears clouded her vision. The light faded as she slid down a deep dark hole. 
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    Albert poured himself a tall scotch, took a sip, and sat in his living room near a window to soak up the late afternoon sunshine. Betsy had been admitted to Holy Redeemer for observation after receiving her new implant. There’d been some unexpected cranial bleeding, but she was doing fine and sleeping. He made sure she had the best care the Commonwealth could offer before he went home. He planned to visit her first thing in the morning. 
 
    Anger and uncertainty seeped into his mind when he thought of Patrick. Killing his philandering doppelganger would settle the score, yet it may be far too permanent. A pity they had worked so well together. His own genius and Patrick’s mechanical engineering skills dovetailed at the master level. Aggravation aside, how much more of the universe could they unravel before he terminated their working partnership? 
 
    Albert sighed and shook his head. Trust, and whatever naiveté he’d had left in his heart, had been crushed. He’d assumed Betsy was faithful and Patrick was his friend. He’d even left Patrick a final note months ago when he and his wife’s lives were in danger—Patrick, if you’ve gotten this far, I may be dead or captured. If so, please take Betsy to Earth, and destroy the beacon. Use my solar chip to start a new life and a better world. I trust you in this, my friend. God help us all. 
 
    Albert had once put Betsy’s safety into Patrick’s hands last summer while the CSD and FBI held him captive, but the outcome had proved unexpected. He’d underestimated Patrick’s longing for his deceased wife. How dare he? The man cared too much for her, but how had the bonding become mutual? Had he misjudged his wife’s loneliness? He never thought she’d be less than faithful, let alone sneak off to visit Patrick. How dare she! 
 
    His hands squeezed his temples as if he could force the thoughts from his mind. It was too late to prevent their sinfulness, but he could reset his relationship with his wife. Emotional love had proven far too erratic, but the new implant would help. 
 
    His mind replayed the distasteful thought of his wife in bed with Patrick. He pictured a sharp razor drawn slow and deep across his doppelganger’s carotid artery. It’s time I visited my lab partner. Albert called Patrick via the medallion, and offered to visit earth-side. They both agreed. Each had something they wanted to discuss. 
 
    “Can’t say much until I arrive,” Albert apologized via the p-medallion as his voice crossed from Terra to Earth on a scrambled frequency. 
 
    “I understand,” said Patrick. “Come over. I have a safe room where we can talk.”  
 
    Safe? We shall see. “Good. I’ll be over around six.” 
 
    “Bring Miss Betsy if you wish. She might enjoy the visit.” 
 
    Albert’s face flushed. He tapped the folded straight razor in his shirt pocket. “Just me this time.”  
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    Albert crossed through a portal to Earth and Patrick’s cellar. 
 
    “Ah, there you are.” Patrick shook hands with his doppelganger. “Been awhile.” 
 
    “Maybe too long.” Albert said in a dry tone. 
 
    “Come this way. I have a secret to share with you.” Patrick walked back toward the far wall and pushed a small red button near the furnace. “Follow me.” Patrick walked through the concrete wall. 
 
    Albert’s eyes opened wide. No visible portal? He stepped through without any resistance into a brightly lit laboratory. White walls and white boards filled with equations greeted him. He couldn’t help but study the diagrams in an effort to process their logic and relevance. “You’ve been busy.” 
 
    “Yes. Been workin’ long hours and it’s paid off.” Patrick pointed his friend to a chair then poured two Baileys with ice. “Cigar?” 
 
    Albert accepted the drink and sipped. “I thought you didn’t smoke.” 
 
    “Don’t. Saved this for you.” Patrick handed him the brown cigar. 
 
    “Having a baby or something?” Albert bit off the end of the stogy, spit it on the floor then lit up. 
 
    “Look around,” Patrick said. “This is my baby.” 
 
    “This little lab?” He exhaled tobacco smoke through pursed lips. 
 
    “This lab exists out of time. It’s safe and impenetrable.” 
 
    Albert frowned. “Out of time?” What is he yapping about? He may be the one who is out of time. 
 
    Patrick explained his recent work with the robots, microprocessors, and finding the bogey. He’d once again helped save Earth and Terra by destroying the Erdian beacon, but the government wanted his working models and schema. “I’m afraid what will happen if I share the tech.” 
 
    Albert finished his drink and waggled the glass for more. “What despair doth greed visit upon man?” Albert smiled at Patrick’s blank look. “It’s Billy Chafespear from ‘Midas Burns’. Never mind. You’re from a different world.” Albert smirked. “But even here, secrets can get you killed.” 
 
    “How have you handled your new tech?” Patrick refilled Albert’s drink. 
 
    “The Commonwealth employs Earth’s computer and internet technologies to transform how we share information and communication on Terra. They’re controlling the process and gathering essential security information.  
 
    “My current project uses computers to redesign and reprogram electronic implants for humans. We’ve been incredibly efficient at fast tracking the process through Commonwealth testing and health approvals. I own the patents on my new products and licensed manufacturers have lined up to pay the price. The Commonwealth and Unizol share in a joint partnership. We have world-wide distribution rights.”  
 
    Patrick smirked. “Less than a year ago, the Commonwealth hunted you. Sounds like you’ve made fast friends of formal rivals. But, tell me, how does your progress benefit humankind?” Patrick stared over the top of his dark rimmed glasses. 
 
    Albert leaned forward. “You of all people should understand, but perhaps you are simply trying to bait me.” Albert’s hand brushed against his shirt pocket and the razor within. 
 
    “Not at all.” Patrick blinked against the strong lights. He removed his glasses and wiped them with a cloth. “Please continue, but in simple terms so even I can understand.”  
 
     Albert nodded. “Of course. We’ve become more efficient, smarter, and healthier. We don’t have to rely upon drugs to stay healthy. We’re improving upon our human design electronically. New implants can be updated wirelessly and without surgery, and with a higher level of control. You won’t believe the amount of data we can store up here?” He pointed at the equations all around the room then tapped his head above his left ear. “Instant recall as well as analytics.” 
 
    Patrick shook his head. “Sounds like you’re turnin’ yourselves into machines. Does that make you better humans?”  
 
    “Yes.” Albert puffed out a smoke ring and let a smile spread across his face. 
 
    “Do you have a cranial implant?” 
 
    Albert’s eyes crinkled. “Yes.” He puffed another ring through the first.  
 
    Patrick shrugged. “Ok. If you’re so smart, what did you learn here?” Patrick pointed at the white board. 
 
    “Challenge accepted. Well . . . you’ve created a lab that exists out of . . . phase, invisible and secure. Impressive. I see . . . a theory and the schematic for a mechanism to move through— 
 
    Time travel? Ooh. Dangerous, but priceless. “When did you become so clever? Still searching for your deceased wife, or have you abandoned  . . .  Betty?” 
 
    Patrick glared at him.  
 
    A treacherous look, no doubt. Albert continued. “If it works, then you’ve rivaled the gods and created the ultimate conundrum. How much is too much? Give man everything he wants and hand him his doom. You asked me how my work helps humans. Ha. Your discoveries, if shared, would create pandemonium, a struggle for power, control, war, and death.” He flicked his ashes onto the floor. 
 
    “And yours don’t?” Patrick pounded the table with a closed fist. “What’s to stop the Commonwealth from takin’ control of the people’s minds through their implants? What if terrorists hack the implants and direct someone to do terrible deeds? I think we each share a similar conundrum.” 
 
    Albert shrugged. “Science is pure, people are not. No matter what we achieve, there are those who would misuse, or abuse, our achievements. Your discoveries, however, are far more dangerous than anything I’ve done.” 
 
    Patrick grinned. “Far more important, you mean. Monumental. I surprised you, didn’t I?” 
 
    Albert snuffed out his cigar in his drink. Asshole. 
 
    Patrick eyebrows rose above his dark rimmed glasses. “You’re pissed. Jealous maybe?” 
 
    Albert frowned. “No. Yes. A little, you smug sonafabitch. At least I have Betsy.”  
 
    Patrick smiled. “Indeed. She’s a lovely woman.” 
 
    He mocks me. “I know you’ve bedded her. The next time you see her, if you live that long— she won’t even remember your name.” 
 
    “What have you done?” Patrick jumped up from his chair. “Where is she?” 
 
    “You won’t have the chance to find out!” Albert stood and pulled open his straight razor. “You are going to die, here, tonight in your so-called ‘safe lab.’ Drip by drip.” He took a step toward Patrick, who backed away and around the table.  
 
    Albert pointed his razor at the white board. “I’ll bring your discoveries to the world as my own. Ha! I’ve already memorized your equations. I’ll control the information, the wealth, and the world, with Betsy at my side.”  
 
    “Albert, stop!” Patrick cried. “You’re acting crazy. I’m your friend, remember.” 
 
    “But, not a very good one. Watch me cut your throat.” He lunged toward Patrick. 
 
    “Amo!”  
 
    Vsshhhh-click. 
 
    Albert felt a sharp blow to his head above his left ear. The equations he’d memorized grew blurry. Meaningless. He fell and darkness surrounded him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The flow of time seemed relative to Ben’s thoughts as the Earth rotated around the sun. Although all of his classes lasted approximately fifty-five minutes; those he enjoyed, like AP Physics and Trig flew by, while French class seemed painfully slow. The time remained constant, but the experience varied relative to his degree of interest and the teacher’s ability to entertain as well as instruct. Conjugating French verbs reminded him of falling into a never-ending time loop while playing the War Banshee add-on, Exodus from Hell. Bien jouer ou mourir!  
 
    When it came to sports, football practice felt long, but a game flew by quickly if the score stayed close. His individual wrestling matches lasted six minutes, if neither opponent was pinned. During those six minutes, he moved as fast as he could and expended every ounce of strength and will to win. At times during those six minutes, his mind slowed as muscle memory, developed from hours of practice, automated his moves and counters as if he watched himself from somewhere above the mat. 
 
     Today, the whole school day crawled like a millipede—fast feet but slow progress. He worried about Jack’s situation with Lori on Terra, Trudy’s earthy expectations regarding him, the FBI surveillance encounter, and his hope to visit GranPat tonight.  
 
    Ben planned to slide to Carmichael via p-medallion from school, and knew better than to ask his parents for permission. They would tell him it was too risky, but he really didn’t want to waste time driving up there this weekend. He would just pop into the cellar’s coordinates and ask GranPat if he could stop the FBI from snooping. Regardless of the outcome, he needed to visit Terra tomorrow. Jack needs me.  
 
    Sixth period wrestling practice helped burn off his stress. Afterward, his muscles ached, but the shower cooled him down. Ben dressed and left the boys’ locker room with his heavy knapsack full of books and papers. His hair wet, but combed, he stopped by the pool facility and ducked inside during the girls’ swim team practice. 
 
    Trudy stood in her red swimsuit on the diving board. She squared up for a dive, took a step forward, saw him, and stopped suddenly. The board vibrated. She waved at him and a few of her teammates giggled. 
 
    “Out, out, out!” Coach Delbert called, walking toward Ben, her silver blonde hair pulled into a tight ponytail. She pointed toward the door. “This is a closed practice.”  
 
    “Sorry.” He waved back to Trudy and smiled. She looks good.  
 
    Trudy blew him a kiss and several girls squealed. 
 
    He hesitated. Most of the girls looked better in swimsuits. Wow. Look at Jennie Peterson. The air seemed to grow warm, and his pants felt a little tight. Everyone watched him. 
 
    Coach Delbert blasted her whistle in a series of chirps, as he escaped out the door. He blushed as students in the outer hall gawked at him. That was brilliant. 
 
    He wound his way through the school to the library. Once inside, he meandered to the language lab, and found an empty booth. The room, the size of a closet, was completely enclosed and contained a desk, chair, and computer. The only sunlight filtered through a small glass window in the wooden door.  
 
    Ben plugged in his earphones and listened to his French conversation assignment. Two Parisian girls discussed whether it was better to ride bicycles, or take a taxi to the Eiffel tower. They took a taxi. The driver had a silly “Oh-ho-haw” laugh, which Ben practiced several times. 
 
    After he finished his assignments, he peeked out the little window. The library looked almost empty. He donned his knapsack, pulled out his portal medallion, and set the coordinates for GranPat’s cellar. But before he could open a portal, a loud knock rattled the door.  
 
    His heart jumped. The librarian peered at him through the window. Her thick glasses made her eyes resemble large green grapes. 
 
    “Who’s in there?”   
 
    “Just me,” Ben said with a slight tremor in his voice. 
 
    “Library’s closing in five minutes,” she said through the door. “Best be gone. The lights go out at six.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” Ben nodded through the window. 
 
    He sat down and fished a protein bar from his pack. After gnawing open the plastic wrapper, he took several hungry bites of his Chewy-Choco dinner. He chipmunked the last two bites into his cheeks, and opened a portal from inside the language booth. 
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    GranPat’s cellar lay awash in darkness, except for the thin stream of moonlight leaking through the cellar window. Ben stepped through, closed the portal, and hoped to surprise his grandfather who knew nothing about the visit. Standing in a dark corner, Ben watched GranPat ghost into the cellar through the far wall near the furnace—without using a visible portal. 
 
    GranPat stood in the moonbeam searching the darkness. “Hello? Are you there?”  
 
    Dumbfounded by his grandfather’s mysterious entrance, Ben crouched and hid in the darkness. What is going on here? 
 
    A moment later, a real portal opened across the room by the steel basement door. GranPat turned toward the new portal, and Albert stepped through. 
 
    “There you are!” GranPat chuckled and exchanged greetings with his Terran doppelganger. “Been a while.” 
 
    “Maybe too long,” Albert said. 
 
    His grandfather turned away from where Ben hid unseen, and led Albert and back toward the furnace. “Come this way. I have a secret to share with you.” GranPat pressed a small red button near the furnace. 
 
    Ben silently watched from the shadows, as GranPat and Albert walked through the wall and disappeared without a discernable portal. One second later, GranPat reappeared half carrying a dizzy, disoriented, and injured Albert. 
 
    GranPat fiddled with his p-medallion. “Let’s get you home.” A visible portal opened to Albert’s basement lab. “And try not to bleed all over me.” GranPat helped Albert walk through, and the portal closed behind them. 
 
    Ben stood awestruck and alone in the shadows of the dark cellar after GranPat and Albert had teleported to Terra. How had Albert been injured so quickly? What secret had GranPat shared with his doppelganger? 
 
    Ben crossed the room and turned on the cellar lights. The room seemed the same, minus the original beacon, which he had helped destroy during the OHW. Should I follow them through the portal to Terra? No. I don’t know what, or who, I’ll find on the other side. Better to wait for GranPat to reappear.  
 
    A long ten minutes passed, but no one returned. Ben checked the time and felt like going back home. His eyebrows rose when he spotted an open appointment book across the worktable. Ben eased around the table, bent over the book without touching it, and read today’s entry. Thursday –Meet Caliban at ANG- dawn, Bogey hunt, S&T office hours, call Albert.  
 
    Ben waited near the steel basement door for another fifteen minutes, but his grandfather didn’t show. He leaned back against the table, folded his arms, and scanned the cellar. His eyes caught a thin trail of blood leading back to the furnace.  
 
    Stepping gingerly around the blood trail, Ben walked to the furnace and knocked on the cement wall. Solid. His fingers reached slowly toward the red button, hesitated for a moment, and pushed.  
 
    His leg vibrated and a Tyrannosaurus roared. Ben fished his phone from his pocket, read Mom 6:20 pm, and let her call go to voicemail. Sorry. 
 
    He pushed on the cellar wall again, but it persisted as a solid. Maybe there was a timed interval and he’d waited too long. He pressed the red button again, turned quickly to touch the concrete wall, and . . . fell through. His upper torso lay sprawled on a white tiled floor, but the rest of his body hid beyond the wall.  
 
    Worried he might get stuck, he crawled forward quickly, stood, and found himself in a brightly lit laboratory. Whiteboards adorned with multi-colored scribble covered the walls. A feint odor of cigar smoke and synthetic oil filled his nostrils. He saw two empty glasses on the center of the worktable, a sink, refrigerator, microwave, shelves, microscope, cot with pillow and blanket, and an examination table. A dried spatter of brown droplets trailed across the floor. 
 
    Turning back the way he’d entered, he saw a red button attached to a solid wall. Cool lab, GranPat, but what happened to Albert? 
 
    Ben focused on the brown stain. If this was Albert’s blood, shouldn’t it be red and wet rather than dry? He soaked a large sponge he found in the sink with soap and water, rung it out, and washed away the trail of blood all the way to the wall. Unsure if the injury had been accidental or not, he didn’t want to leave behind evidence that might cause GranPat trouble.  
 
    As he scrubbed, he noticed some of the floor tiles had been gouged and damaged by something heavy. He did his best to clean the floor, table, and glasses, as well as grind the cigar stub in the garbage disposal. His stomach growled. 
 
    After washing his hands, he checked the fridge and found an old container of milk. The expiration date seemed fine, but the milk looked chunky and clotted. On the bottom shelf lay a pizza box with three brick hard slices of pepperoni pizza. Should I nuke them? Nah. Not without carbon dating the sample first. At last he found an edible red delicious apple and crunched away. It tasted sweet and juicy. 
 
    While he ate, he poked through a few of the cabinets. He found scientific supplies, paper towels, glass vials, blueprints, and electronic components. In the corner sat a computer desk, laptop, boxy transceiver, router, and printer. The transceiver hummed away as lights blinked on the router. The computer had gone into sleep mode, but after a couple of clicks it came to life. He wondered if he could log into War Banshee and play a few rounds with his friends. 
 
    Curious, he set down the apple core, opened the small desk drawer and found a computer tablet and a black silk pouch tied with a pull string. He left the tablet alone, opened the pouch, and discovered three bronze medallions. He removed one and replaced the bag. Looks like my portal medallion, but larger . . . more buttons and function codes. He slid the chain around his neck. 
 
    Visshhhh-click.  
 
    Ben froze. He’d heard that noise before in his room. Slowly, he turned around and saw nothing unusual. Huh. He took a calming breath and picked up his apple core. Feeling its weight in his hand, he reckoned it was a two point shot from the desk to the sink. Three points if it went down the disposal drain. He lofted the apple core with a high arc. The core sailed halfway toward the sink, then hit something and fell to the floor. Something invisible. Like when his bedroom door didn’t open all the way. Goosebumps sprouted on his arms like orange nubs on a basketball.  
 
    His muscles tightened. “I know you’re in here.”  
 
    Vissshhh-click. 
 
    “You don’t have to hide.” Ben swallowed. “Can you make yourself visible?” 
 
    “Yes.” A large green metallic robot with blue eyes materialized. “Hello, Ben.” 
 
    Holy shit. Ben grabbed the table to steady himself. GranPat has a freakin’ robot! 
 
    “Do not be frightened. I will not harm you. I serve Patrick, my commander.” 
 
    The robot’s face resembled those from the OHW, and his cyborg doppelganger, Ben-Gen. “You’re from Erde, aren’t you? 
 
    “Yes.” The voice sounded human. 
 
    Ben tilted his head. “How do you know my name?” 
 
    “Patrick mentioned a grandson, Ben.” 
 
    “How do you know I’m Ben?” 
 
    “A logical deduction. I study and observe humans. You are of an age and possess some of the Commander’s genetic features. You have access to his home, and you carry a portal medallion.” 
 
    “Okay. But you’ve been in my house too. Haven’t you? Maybe even helped me push a car out of the snow the other night? Hid in my bedroom?” 
 
    “Not me. Not yet.” 
 
    Ben grimaced. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “The Commander named me Amorphous, but refers to me as ‘Amo.’ The two syllable moniker saves him time.” 
 
    “Ok, Amo. So, you’re saying some other invisible robot is hiding in my room?” 
 
    “No. The other is my future-self.” 
 
    “But it happened already. How can it be in my past and in your future?” Ben scratched his head, but kept his eyes on the large robot. 
 
    “Patrick will program me to be your guardian soon. I will enter your past to protect you.” 
 
    “Whoa. Time travel? You’re fucking kidding me.” Ben’s mind flashed to the accident that had killed his brother, Jack, two and a half years ago. Could I go back and save him! He narrowed his eyes. “Wait a minute. How would you even know about something that didn’t happen yet?” 
 
    After a few moments, Amo replied. “When the commander installed the advanced time microprocessor within my body, my future-self established contact. We communicate, but there are restrictions on sharing information that might damage or otherwise alter the timeline.” 
 
    “Okay.” Sounds logical if it were even possible. Ben held up the bronze medallion he’d found in the pouch. “Amo, what’s this?” 
 
    “The commander has not yet given me permission to discuss the object.” 
 
    “If you truly are meant to protect me, what would your future-self advise? Wouldn’t he want me to know how it works?” 
 
    “Vsshhhh-click.” Amo blinked. “Yes. He confirms. I will explain its functions.” 
 
    Ben listened to him describe the time-medallion and its operation. Amo had Ben repeat the directions until he had them memorized. The t-medallion uses included communication, teleportation, time travel, invisibility, and more. The new device could whisk you away to preset coordinates by pulling a portal around you, rather than creating a visible portal. After two hours of questions and answers, both Amo and Ben were satisfied Ben knew how to use the device.  
 
    Amo blinked his blue eyes. “Remember, the t-medallion has not yet been tested for human time travel. You must be careful. I suggest you do not try to use it without speaking with Patrick first. You do not want to change something in the past that will negatively impact the future.” 
 
    “Okay, that sounds difficult. How would you even know what to do, or not to do?” 
 
     “Exactly.” 
 
    Ben picked up the apple core and ground it in the disposal. He looked around the room in preparation to leave, but saw the robot watching him. “Amo, what happened to Albert? Why was he bleeding?” 
 
    “He and Patrick had an argument. I intervened. Albert fell and accidently cut his hand with a razor.”  
 
    “Was he seriously injured?” 
 
    “No. Only a flesh wound,” Amo said. 
 
    “What did they argue about?” 
 
    “They argued about science, progress, risk, power, control, and more. The conversation lead to violence.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I am not one hundred percent sure. I do not fully understand the influence of human emotions upon logic, except that it adds a layer of uncertainty. The argument may have been due to fear, conscience, love, ego, self-interest, or simply because they are human.” 
 
    “Speaking as a human, we don’t always know what makes us angry. Maybe all of the above. I hope they’re okay.” He glanced around the bright white room a final time, sighed, and turned the computer off. “I have to get home, or my mom’s going to kill me.” 
 
    “Vsshhhh-click?” The bot tilted his head to the side. 
 
    “No, she’s not literally going to kill me. Just a figure of speech.” Ben studied the robot. “Do you have weapons?” Amo resembled one of the fighting robots on War Banshee. 
 
    “No. Deactivated.” He flexed his fingers. 
 
    Bet he had a laser. “Goodbye, Amo. See you later.”  
 
     He pushed the red button and walked through the wall into GranPat’s cellar. He checked his phone. Still 6:20? He thought he’d been in there for a couple hours or more, but less than a minute had passed. Ben grabbed his backpack and ran upstairs to use the bathroom.  
 
    When he finished, he heard car doors slam outside the house. He peeked through the front upstairs window and saw several black sedans and a Sheriff’s car in the drive. Agents had gathered around the front stoop. 
 
    The doorbell chimed. 
 
    Ben moved away from the window. What’s this about now? He wished he’d spoken with GranPat earlier tonight when he’d had the chance. GranPat would know why the FBI still watched their family. The chime sounded again. I gotta get out of here. 
 
    “Open the door. FBI!” 
 
    Medallion in hand, Ben hesitated. Wait, what if they couldn’t see me? He moved to the bedroom mirror, and watched his reflection hold the bronze t-medallion. He followed Amo’s instructions and pressed the specific sequence of functions for phased invisibility. For a moment, his skin felt tingly and he disappeared from view. He waved at the mirror, but only saw the bed’s reflection behind him. Frickin’, dickin’ chicken, I am invisible! 
 
    The front door crashed open. Footsteps rushed across the floor and stairs below. Okay, they’re inside. This time he didn’t have to run, he could see what they were about and stayed hidden under an ‘e-cloak’ of invisibility. All he had to do was go downstairs. Quietly. He shivered. What if they bump into me or use K-9s to sniff me out?  
 
    An agent with short brown hair and a blue FBI jacket moved into the bedroom and trained a gun on Ben. Shit. The agent moved across the room, opened the closet, and pointed the gun at the clothes as he searched. Satisfied, the agent checked under the bed. “Clear!” he called, and moved onto the next room. 
 
    Ben sighed in relief. He moved to the hall and saw an agent dumping dresser drawers in the master bedroom. Ben stepped lightly down the stairs and skipped the creaky bottom step. Another agent tossed the living room cushions and looked beneath the sofa, but did not see Ben. Sheriff Banks stood watch near the broken front door. Once in the kitchen, Ben heard others making a clatter in the basement.  
 
    “Blood on the floor. Watch your step,” came a female voice from the basement. 
 
    Ben crept down three steps and peeked into the cellar. Oops. Missed that. 
 
    “Let’s see what they found upstairs,” FBI Special Agent-in-Charge Miller said, rounding the bottom step. Ben had met Agent Miller before the OWH and hadn’t seen him since. They had not been friends. 
 
    Ben’s heart clenched. As he backed up the stairs to get out of Miller’s way, the weight of his backpack increased the level of difficulty. Miller’s broad forehead bore toward him as unrelentingly as a hungry shark. Ben backed through the doorway, but the backpack bumped against the doorknob causing the door to swing further open. Ben sidestepped Agent Miller and Dr. Caliban as they swept past him toward the dining room. He blew out a breath of relief and moved closer to the dining room.  
 
    Miller and Caliban sat at the table and were joined by the other first and second floor searchers. They acted like they owned the place. Miller paged through GranPat’s calendar schedule. “Nothing unusual here except this last entry—‘Albert’s visit.’” 
 
    Caliban’s eyes grew wide. “Oh. Shit.” 
 
    Miller glared at Caliban. “What the fuck! You told me the beacon had been destroyed.” 
 
    “It was.” Caliban shook his head. “I witnessed the destruction myself.” 
 
    Miller folded his arms. “Then how could Albert visit Earth without a beacon?” 
 
    Caliban sighed. “I don’t know. Maybe Albert and his CSD goons picked up on Patrick’s Eye-Spy frequency somehow. Or . . . Patrick may have built another beacon.”  
 
    “I told you we couldn’t trust the old man, or that little shit, Ben. That’s why we’ve been watching his family.” Miller banged the calendar book with his fist.  
 
    Ben, still invisible, ground his teeth. Little shit? 
 
    Caliban waited. 
 
    Miller shook his head. “Okay, so if he built another beacon, where is it? We didn’t see one downstairs.” 
 
    “I don’t know, but if one exists we are all vulnerable. I’ll set up our own portal detection equipment nearby.” 
 
    “Good.” Miller pressed his lips together, and then turned to the other agents. “Anything else?” 
 
    An agent shook his head. “Sir. No sign of the Eye-Spy prototype, schema, or robot. However, the upstairs bathroom sink has been used recently.” 
 
    “Run the UV light over the bathroom sink,” Miller said. “And check for bloodstained clothes.” Miller ran his hand over his scalp. “The blood stains in the basement were fresh . . .” 
 
    Caliban tilted his head. “I think we surprised him, otherwise he would have cleaned up the blood.” 
 
    “Them. Let’s assume both Patrick and Albert were here, but escaped through a portal when we arrived.” Miller stabbed the tabletop with his index finger. “Whose blood got spilled on the basement floor, and why?”  
 
    Caliban’s face turned pink. “If I know Patrick, it may be his blood. He wouldn’t have readily shared his prototype detector with Terra. Maybe Albert brought CSD along . . . and it grew violent. CSD could have grabbed Patrick, the prototype, the missing robot, and any other equipment they could carry!” 
 
    Ben, still invisible, leaned on the wall in the corner. Bullshit. At least they didn’t find the phased lab. 
 
     A female agent walked into the room. “We found something.” 
 
    Ben recognized her voice and held his breath. Gendrick had pursued Ben and his friends prior to the OHW. They had barely escaped capture. He was glad he used the bathroom earlier. 
 
    “Agent Gendrick, what do you have?” Miller drummed his fingers. 
 
    “We found a secret compartment near the furnace. It’s up in the rafters.” 
 
    Miller sat straighter. His eyebrows climbed further up his forehead. “What’s inside?” 
 
    “A family picture.” She slid it across the table. 
 
    Ben stepped forward, glanced at the photograph, and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Gendrick sniffed the air and looked in Ben’s direction. 
 
    Ben quietly inched back against the wall. 
 
    Miller studied the photo. “Looks like an old family photo. I see Patrick, Jack, Ben, and three other women. Is it significant?” 
 
    “It may be. The women on the right look like Patrick’s daughter, Patty, and his sister-in-law Ethel. The woman on the left looks like his deceased wife, Betty.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Two things.” Agent Gendrick squared her shoulders. “The car isn’t a known make or model—on Earth.” 
 
    Miller let that sink in. “What’s the second thing?” 
 
    “Ben looks about thirteen in this picture, so the photo is a little over two years old.” 
 
    Caliban shifted in his wooden chair. “Patrick’s wife died six or seven years ago.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Gendrick began, “this is a picture of Albert’s family on Terra. His wife is still alive.” She placed her hands on her hips. 
 
    Miller’s forehead creased. “So Patrick hid this picture because it was from Terra?”  
 
    Gendrick smiled briefly. “Sir, people tend to hide things to keep their valuables or secrets safe. Patrick may have swiped this picture of Albert’s wife because she reminds him of his deceased wife. Perhaps he didn’t want Albert, or anyone else, to know.” She placed her right hand over her heart. “Maybe he was sweet on her.” 
 
     Miller stared at the picture. “Ahh. Your theory speaks to motivation. We may have a crime scene of a different sort downstairs.” He handed her the photograph. “See if you can follow up on that lead.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Once we process the blood sample we’ll know more.” Gendrick walked back toward the cellar. 
 
    Caliban frowned. “Sounds like a stretch.” 
 
    Miller eyed Caliban. “Love can kill as well as bullets.” 
 
    The S&T director sighed. “I’m looking for a robot, not a love triangle.” 
 
    Ben felt sick. GranPat and Grandma Betsy? Eeeewww. That’s enough for tonight. 
 
    Glad he’d found the bronze t-medallion, met Amo, and spied on the FBI, Ben used the silver p-medallion to travel back to his bedroom in Carlston. Moonlight filtered into the dark room through his window. He removed his backpack and flopped onto his bed. “So good to be back home.” 
 
    Vsshhhh-click.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Patrick, familiar with Albert’s house on Terra, assisted his doppelganger to the upstairs bathroom. Albert suffered loose-limbed and woozy from Amo’s knock to his head, and still bled from the razor cut to his palm he’d acquired when he fell to the floor in Patrick’s lab. Albert’s blade was now tucked safely into Patrick’s pocket. Though Albert’s attack had surprised Patrick, he understood why his doppelganger wanted him dead. I might have done the same. 
 
    “Get out of my house,” Albert murmured. “Ohhh. I feel sick.” 
 
    He guided Albert to the toilet where his former lab partner knelt, grabbed the light blue porcelain throne, and emptied his stomach. Blood dripped from the gash and spattered the tile floor. 
 
    “You may have a concussion, old man.” Patrick found adhesive bandages and tape in the medicine cabinet. “I’m goin’ to patch you up, but I suggest you get stiches to avoid an ugly scar.” 
 
    “What’s another scar, friend? I’ve become used to them.” Albert spit in the toilet. “You always take what you want, don’t you? Some friend—” 
 
    “And you tried to cut my throat.” Patrick washed and bound the wound. “Look, I’m sorry. Blame me, not Betsy. In her, I saw me own wife . . . and fell for her. I didn’t mean to hurt you.” 
 
    Albert glared at him. “Get me to my feet so I can find my bed.” 
 
    Patrick helped Albert walk to the bedroom, pulled back the comforter, and lowered him to the bed. 
 
    “My head still hurts.” Albert pulled the comforter over his chest and closed his eyes. “In the lab . . . What did you hit me with? I didn’t see it coming.” 
 
    Patrick smirked. “I beat you with science.” 
 
    “Beat me with science?” Albert scoffed. “You have never been my equal.” 
 
    Patrick kept silent. Hours ago, he’d wanted to impress Albert with his new discoveries and accomplishments. He’d wanted to earn his doppelganger’s respect, but he now realized his own shallowness had almost destroyed his old friend. Patrick found it hard to respect himself. 
 
    Albert’s eyes remained closed and his breathing steady. “Are you still there?”  
 
    “Yes.” Patrick removed his dark rimmed glasses and cleaned them with his white handkerchief.  
 
    “Are you going to see her again?”  
 
    The wind howled outside. 
 
    “I want to see her.” Patrick put his glasses back on slowly, adjusting the fit. “Tell her I’m sorry.” His breath caught. “Tell her it’s over.” His eyes grew moist. 
 
    “It’s over all right. No one takes what is mine without consequences.” Albert’s eyes opened briefly then closed. “Go see for yourself and then stay away. From the both of us.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Where is she?”  
 
    “Holy . . . Redeemer . . . Hos—.” Albert drifted off. 
 
    Hospital? “What have you done?” 
 
    Albert looked more unconscious than asleep, but his breathing became regular. 
 
    Patrick felt the weight of the razor in his pocket, but shook his head. He turned Albert on his side should he vomit in his sleep. He thought about tying him to the bed, but refrained. The man had been through enough over the past year. Betsy too, but why was she in the hospital? 
 
     Patrick set the coordinates on his p-medallion and disappeared. 
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    Albert’s head throbbed. He opened his eyes and remembered what had happened. Somehow Patrick had bested him in a fight, but he couldn’t remember how. He checked the clock and figured he’d been asleep for almost two hours. “Patrick, are you still here?”  
 
    No answer.  
 
    Why had his enemy carried him home and left him unrestrained? Fool. He felt his shirt pocket, but the razor was gone.  
 
    Dizzy and nauseous, Albert pulled himself out of bed. Walking five feet to his closet proved painful, but he had to finish this . . . feud. He found his loaded .45 handgun on the top shelf and stuffed it into his belt.  Albert pulled the portal medallion from beneath his shirt, entered the appropriate destination, and traveled. 
 
    Patrick’s cellar lights shone too bright. Albert blinked against the glare and his head reeled. Two people conversed upstairs in the kitchen—something about evidence, but neither one sounded like Patrick. More like policemen. Yellow flags marked a brown stain on the floor. Blood? My damn blood! 
 
    Stepping over the markers, Albert marched to the furnace, pushed the red button, pulled the .45, and strode through the wall. Ready for a confrontation, he found himself alone in the phased lab. He smirked. Maybe Patrick did go to the hospital after all.  
 
    Albert rifled through the desk drawers and found a small pouch holding two bronze medallions. He removed one and replaced the other and the pouch in the drawer. While examining the bronze medallion, an odd mechanical clicking noise sounded within the room. His eyes flared. He’d heard the same noise earlier this evening, just before something walloped his head. Goresakes. One mystery at a time. 
 
    Albert dropped the bronze medallion in his shirt pocket and created a portal with his silver p-medallion. He returned to Terra with his new prize. 
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    Patrick arrived outside Terra’s Holy Redeemer Hospital in a snowstorm. He hurried inside, told the receptionist he was family, and received a visitor’s pass. He found her in room W-663, her head bandaged, her eyes closed. She had company. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” a tanned woman asked. 
 
    “Hello, Patsy. How is your mother?” Miss Betsy looked pale and frail in the bed. A tall vase with a purple and white orchid sat on the side table. 
 
    Patsy shifted in her seat. “She’s okay. Just sleeping. She hemorrhaged a little, but it’s all under control. Doctor’s been by. They gave her a sedative and she’s been out for an hour.” 
 
    “What happened to her?” 
 
    Patsy’s mouth wrinkled. “Dad talked her into getting a new implant. Her old one was outdated and gave her migraines. She wasn’t sure she needed one, but wanted to support Dad and his research. He helped design the implant.” She looked toward the door. “Dad should be here.” 
 
    “I stopped by his house. He wasn’t feeling well, but he’s resting now.” 
 
    “Thanks for checking in on him,” Patsy said. “I’ll look in on him tomorrow.” 
 
    Patrick nodded. Betsy looked peaceful as she slept. He couldn’t help but think about the time they had spent together, and how much she looked like his Betty. “Mind if I sit with you two for a while?” 
 
    “Have a seat.” Patsy motioned to an open chair. 
 
    Patrick and Patsy spoke for several hours about little things. She didn’t seem as harsh as when he’d first met her on Terra. They spoke about her son, Jack, Ben, her work at the insurance company, and her ex-husband Johnnie and his little girl, Suzy. Apparently Patsy had always wanted a daughter, and had offered to babysit last month when Johnnie and his wife, Lucy, took a weekend trip to Aruba. She loved Suzy, but didn’t have a kind word for Lucy. 
 
    Patrick changed the subject. He didn’t say anything about his work projects, since Patsy had once tried to turn him over to Commonwealth security agents. He did talk about his daughter, Patty, starting a garden in the spring, and wished Patsy a happy birthday for this Saturday. 
 
    “Albert, is that you?” Betsy opened her eyes. “Since when did you care about planting a garden?” 
 
    Patsy moved toward the bed. “I’m here, Mom. Patrick came to visit.” 
 
    “Patrick?” She studied him. “I’m sorry but I don’t believe we’ve met.” 
 
    His mouth opened, but he couldn’t find the words. 
 
    “He’s your friend from Earth, Mom.” Patsy turned toward him. “She’s really tired.” 
 
    He wasn’t so sure. Patrick walked to her side and squeezed her hand. “Hope you’re feelin’ better. It’s so good to see you again.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes and pulled her hand from his grasp. “Again?” 
 
    “You don’t remember me?” 
 
     “You resemble Albert, but I don’t . . . understand.” She blinked her eyes and turned toward her daughter. “What is this man doing here?”  
 
    “I came to visit you.” Seeing Betsy’s frown, he glanced at Patsy for help, but she merely shrugged. 
 
    Betsy pressed the nurse’s call button. “I’m sorry, but you must have the wrong room. Maybe the nurse can help you find your wife, or whoever you’re looking for.” She turned to her daughter. “Where’s your father? Why isn’t he here?” 
 
    “Miss Betsy, I’m sorry, I—.” 
 
     “Patsy, please tell this . . . gentleman I’m a married woman and would like to have some privacy.” 
 
    The call nurse glided into the room. “Yes, ma’am. How can I help you?” 
 
    Patrick’s face grew ashen. Albert what have you done? He left the room without saying another word. As he walked down the hall, he tossed the razor into the trash lest he use it on his doppelganger.  
 
    The elevator took him to the hospital basement. Returning to Albert’s house would tax his civility, if not his humanity. Had Albert dared create an implant to erase his wife’s memories? He shook his head. Such an act would be an obscene violation of the Hippocratic Oath for any medical doctor, although he wasn’t sure if it applied to Albert or the Commonwealth. The procedure smacked of mind control, something he’d feared might happen. The next time you see her . . . she won’t even know your name. 
 
    She didn’t remember him. He felt like he’d lost his wife, Betty, all over again, except this time she hadn’t died. His thoughts ran to an old friend whose husband had Alzheimer’s disease. Her husband no longer remembered her after being married for fifty-five years. It happens, except in Betsy’s case, Albert had deliberately used implant technology to punish her. Or me. I might deserve this but she doesn’t. Bastard! 
 
    Patrick knew he didn’t have the tech, access, or experience to reprogram her. Even so, did he have the right? Who knew what transpired between Betsy and Albert? What if she had regrets and asked for this? No. Her last visit would lead him to believe the opposite. She wasn’t the same anymore. What had she said to him? “Maybe the nurse can help you find your wife, or whoever you’re looking for.” 
 
    Patrick walked into a deserted men’s room in the hospital basement and created an encrypted portal directly to his phased lab. Upon arrival, he noticed Amo must have cleaned up the table and the blood from the floor. 
 
    “Thank you, Amo, for saving me from Albert’s wrath.” 
 
    Vsshhhh-click. Amo appeared, his bright blue eyes shone in stark contrast to his green metal body under the bright laboratory lights.  
 
    “You are welcome, Commander.” Amo blinked. “Do you wish me to take any precautions with him in the future, or have you normalized your relationship?” 
 
    “Good point. Please re-scramble our p-medallion signatures to block Albert’s return to Earth. He needs a cooling off period.” 
 
    “For how long?” Amo asked. 
 
    Patrick scratched the bald spot on the top of his head. “Let’s discuss that after I return.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Back in time to see a friend. If all goes well I’ll return momentarily.” He reached into the computer desk drawer, pulled out the cloth sack, and looked inside. His eyes narrowed. “Amo, who has been here since I left?” 
 
    “Ben. He cleaned up the lab,” Amo said. “We had a good conversation.” 
 
    “Did he take something?” 
 
    Amo’s ceramic blue eyes blinked. “Yes, he took a time medallion.” 
 
    Patrick laid his hands on his hips. Chrissakes. “Did anyone else visit?” 
 
    “Yes. I used the computer to monitor the hidden house cameras. The FBI and Dr. Caliban searched your house, turned many things upside down, and found a family picture and blood on the cellar floor. Unable to find you, Albert, your prototype detector, or me, they left." 
 
    “Did they find the phased lab?” 
 
    “No,” Amo said. 
 
    Patrick took off his dark rimmed glasses. “Wait a minute. How could you watch the FBI on a live camera feed if relative time stands still in the phased lab?”  
 
    “Commander, I have a confession to make.” Amo blinked. “After finishing my assignments in the phased lab, I realized a relative eternity could pass before you might return. I had become bored and useless waiting inside the phased lab as time slowed to a stop outside.  Initially, I left the lab and learned more about your culture from news, commercials, and reality shows. I decided we would both be better served if I resolved the chrono-disparity. I built a modulator to synchronize the phased lab with real time when it seemed most appropriate.” 
 
    Patrick ran his hand over the crown of his head. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “Commander, I know how much you valued the extra time in the lab, and I use that as a default setting whenever you arrive, but I feared for my sanity. If I lost my mind, I might become obsolete, or even . . . dangerous.” 
 
    Patrick’s eyebrows raised. “Amo, I completely understand, and though I will generally need phased time when I work in this lab, please don’t hold back the next time you are concerned about somethin’. We’re a team, and I value your thoughts. Understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Commander.” 
 
     Patrick nodded. “Thank you, for lettin’ me know, and for your thoughtful and innovative mind. I don’t want anythin’ bad to happen to you.” Patrick placed his hand on Amo’s green metallic shoulder. “You are truly amazin’. Remind me to give you a raise.” 
 
    Visshhhh-click. “You do not pay me now.” 
 
    “Name your price.” He smiled. 
 
    “Swearing the Commander’s Pledge was enough. Honor it always.” Amo blinked. “Besides, you cannot afford me.” 
 
    Patrick laughed. “How true.” He looked back to the pouch in his hand, took a deep breath, and replaced his glasses. “I’m glad the FBI didn’t find their way inside this lab, but someone else did besides Ben. I had three time medallions in this pouch, and I’m down to one. Who else was here?” 
 
    Amo nodded. “Albert visited 1.75 hours after you left and took a t-medallion.” 
 
    “Oh my Lord. Please, see if you can lock down both Albert’s portal and time medallions. We need to deny him access to Earth until I say so. I don’t want any more surprise visitors.” While I’m gone I want you to keep an eye on Ben. Please keep him safe.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Should I start now or earlier?”  
 
    “Earlier is fine. Use your t-processor and discretion, but keep hidden.” 
 
    Vsshhhh-click. “Yes, Sir.” Amo folded his arms in a humanlike approximation of concern. 
 
    Patrick smiled. Where had Amo learned that gesture? “Somethin’ wrong?” 
 
    Amo uncrossed his arms.  “Commander, are you sure you want to risk a journey to the past? We have not yet tested the effects of time travel upon human subjects.” 
 
    “Yes. I need to make this trip . . . Please watch over Ben.” Patrick calibrated his bronze t-medallion, pressed the switch, and a swirling green mist devoured him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Good morning, Terra. Patsy woke Friday in her old bedroom in her parents’ house in Carmichael. Her mother stayed in the hospital, while her father snored away in his room. She slid out of bed, crossed the hall, and checked on him as he slept. His forehead felt cool to her touch so she didn’t wake him. She thanked the Redeemer he was all right and for the earplugs she kept in her suitcase. 
 
    Patsy felt like a newer better version of herself since she had her own faulty implant removed, and hoped her mother would experience the same. Mom seemed fine last night, until her memory lapsed regarding Patrick. Weirder still, her mother couldn’t remember Ben, visiting Earth last fall after the war with Erde, or using portals. Dad and Jack’s portal medallions remained a family secret, but how could Mom have forgotten so soon? The doctor assured her that Mom hadn’t suffered a stroke, and that patients often had lapses when the older memory chips were replaced. He’d said if her mother’s vitals were good, she would be released today and would improve with time. 
 
    Patsy thought of her son and smiled. She couldn’t wait to return to Carlston and see Jack home from college to celebrate her birthday. She planned to serve his favorite hamburger and noodle au gratin casserole, angel food cake, and choco-cherry ice cream. Goose bumps tingled along her arm and her smile grew broader. Jack had hinted Ben might visit too. 
 
    She’d felt lonely while Jack lived at Pitt and her friend, Dean, had business in Vegas. After her gunshot wound had healed enough for her to travel, Patty and Dean, had a wonderful vacation in Sin City. Dean had helped her find an attorney to press charges against the Terran Commonwealth and CSD.  
 
    Though the shooter, CSD Agent Vargas, had disappeared, CSD settled out of court to avoid negative publicity and bury any public discussion about teleportation. Imagine the headlines—CSD Agent Shoots Single Mother in Her Hospital Bed. Proceeds from the settlement covered her medical bills, a new car, Jack’s college tuition, her mortgage, and her trip to Vegas.  
 
    Patsy had offered to pay her father back the five thousand dollars she purloined from his safety deposit box, but Daddy told her to keep it. Her father already made big money from his association with the technical research and development firms, implant technology, and some whiz-gig thing called a computer. 
 
    She missed Dean though. He’d returned to Vegas for a court hearing related to his car accident. A party bus, loaded with drunken revelers, had plowed into his rental vehicle just as he left to buy a twenty-four pack of Dice Beer. Fortunately, Patsy had stayed behind in the hotel to paint her pigglies, missed the ruckus, and scored a six-pack from the motel clerk. Dean had to wear a neck brace for the last three months—especially when he left the house. You never could tell who might be watching.  
 
    Patsy made her way to the bathroom, looked in the mirror, and snickered when she saw her new tee shirt—What’s eaten by Vegans stays in Vegans. As she climbed into the shower, she wondered if her good humor resulted from her recent financial freedom or living without the implant meant to govern her mood swings. No doubt seeing Ben alive had helped, even if he wasn’t really her son. He’s some kinda . . . dobblegrupper from another world. Still, she missed him too. 
 
    It had been years since the whole family had come together for a birthday party with presents, candles, singing, and laughter. Must have been sometime before Ben had died, and her ex-husband, Johnnie, had run off with that crazy-ass Lucy from the hardware store. Even so, she’d survived. Lately, she wondered if Lucy hadn’t done her a big favor. Johnnie seemed happy enough, and little Suzie was a sweetheart.  
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    Ben dressed for school and stuffed a change of clothes into his knapsack for his upcoming trip to Terra. He smelled synthetic oil and suddenly the hair on the back of his neck prickled. “So how long have you been watching me?” 
 
    Visshhhh-click. “Since we met. Last night the commander asked me to watch over you.” 
 
    “But you were here before I met you. How did—oh, you used a t-medallion?” 
 
    “No. I have an internal t-processor, rather than a medallion, which allows me to travel through time. Conceptually, I may appear to be in two different places at the same time, but I am still one me. Last night I went back one week.” 
 
    “Does GranPat know I took one of his new medallions?” 
 
    “Yes.” Amo stayed invisible, or i-phased, per instructions. 
 
    “Was he pissed?” Ben turned in the direction of the robot’s voice. 
 
    “That word has several meanings, but I believe you meant ‘angry.’ No he was not angry with you.” 
 
     Well I’m going to Terra today at noon. Do you want to come with me?” 
 
    “Yes. I will go in advance to scout the entry site.” 
 
    “Okay, but we need some rules. One. Please stay invisible as much as possible. I don’t want to freak anyone out. Two. There are times I need privacy. I’ll let you know when. Three. Try not to hurt anyone. Four. Listen to me and I’ll listen to you. I want us to be friends.” 
 
    “Yes, Master.” 
 
    Ben wondered if Amo was being sarcastic. Even if he could see him, Ben doubted he could read Amo’s face.  
 
    “Please call me ‘Ben.’ ‘Master’ sounds odd.” 
 
     “Yes, Ben. I have conditions as well.” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” Ben sat on his bed and tied his shoes. “What are they?” 
 
    Amo reappeared and his blue ceramic eyes focused. He sat on Ben’s desk chair. “One. Consider the consequences before you act. Two. Try not to put yourself in danger or someone may be hurt. Three. Do not ask me to hurt anyone. I will decide what is necessary to prevent further harm. Four. I may not always be there for you. Five. Always tell the truth.” 
 
    “I understand. I try to tell the truth, but sometimes—” 
 
    “Knock, knock,” Mom said outside his door. “Someone in there with you?” 
 
    Ben twitched and Amo disappeared. “Come in.” 
 
    She entered and her eyes panned the room. “I have breakfast on the table for you. Did you pack a change of clothes?” 
 
    “Yes.” Ben could smell bacon and his mouth watered. 
 
    Mom folded her arms. “Be careful in Terra. Tell Jack we miss him and he’s always welcome for a visit.” 
 
    “I will. I’ll be back tomorrow.” Ben had told his parents he was visiting Jack today, and would probably stay overnight. He hoped to be back to Earth at seven a.m. for wrestling practice, return to Terra for Patsy’s party at noon, and back to Earth for Mom’s birthday party at three p.m. He sighed. And then my special date with Trudy. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Mom’s right eyebrow went up. 
 
    “All good. Just a busy weekend.” 
 
    “You can talk to me about anything. I promise.” 
 
    Ben felt the presence of the invisible Amorphous in the room with them. Always tell the truth. How could he tell his mother Trudy wanted to have sex? She would forbid him, and maybe even ground him. What would he say? But Mom, she wants to give up the booty. This felt way too awkward. 
 
    His mother frowned. “Ben, I know I wasn’t . . . there for you in the past, but I’m here now. Please, let me help if I can.” Her face seemed strong and fragile at the same time. 
 
    She didn’t want to hear about my problems before, and now she wants to . . . Wait. Wasn’t this what I always wanted? “Okay.” He took a deep breath. “I’ve got a date Saturday night with Trudy.” 
 
    “Nice girl. Go on.” Mom leaned on the doorframe. 
 
    He shivered a little. “She wants to get more serious. I like her, but I’m not sure I’m ready for . . . you know, that.” 
 
    “Oh.” His mother’s back straightened. “Hmm. Tell her how you feel. She’ll understand. You have two more years of high school, and then college. It’s not a race.” 
 
    “Yeah. Okay.” But what if I cave? I couldn’t say no to Ruth on Terra. 
 
    She folded her arms. “You have to be strong and live your life the best you can, even if it means disappointing someone you care about. Are you ready to get married or take care of a baby?” 
 
    “No way!” 
 
    “Then you know better than to take any chances, or give in to peer pressure. And you can’t always count on contraceptives. Is she on the pill?” Her eyebrows arched. 
 
    “I don’t know.” He felt too warm and looked at the door. 
 
    “C’mon, Ben. Men need protection to prevent pregnancies and STD’s.” His mom’s face flushed. “You need to know these things. Have a long talk with her before you do anything you’ll regret. Be smart. Okay? I’m not ready to be a grandmother.” 
 
    STD’s. Oh, God. He sighed. “Yep. Thanks, Mom. You’re right.” Jack had already chewed him out about hooking up with Ruth. “I don’t want to mess things up.” 
 
    She walked over and ruffled his hair. “Love you, Benzo. See you downstairs.”  
 
    Ben heard her light footsteps fade in the hall. Love you too, Mom. 
 
    Visshhhh-click. 
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    On Friday morning, Jack drove home to Carlston from Pitt and parked his car in the town parking garage. He emerged on Maple Avenue and passed a snow-covered Fountain Park. The copper statue of Al Gore, otherwise known as the Green Apostle, wore a tall white wizard hat of fresh snow. Tiny glaciers of ice glistened down its cheeks like frozen tears. 
 
    The air was cold, but the sun warmed Jack’s face. He’d told his mother he would come home Saturday for her birthday, but instead, skipped Friday afternoon classes and arrived a day early. He looked forward to his doppel-brother’s arrival from Earth, and hoped Ben could help him sort out the mystery, or misery, of losing Lori. Some riddles are too hard to solve alone. 
 
    As Jack walked past the shops, movie house, and restaurants, waves of memories floated through his mind. Though he tried to focus on the kindness Lori had shown him, he couldn’t expunge the sight of her in Brandon’s truck. The memory loop ran in his head like a runaway horse. 
 
    Jack found himself in the parking lot behind Moonlight Pies where he’d planned to meet Ben at noon. His watch read 11:50. A blue garbage truck backed into the alley to pick up a large green dumpster. While moving in reverse, the truck sounded a warning.  
 
    Beep, beep, beep, Vsshhhh-click, Whrrrrrrrr, k-bang, k-bang. 
 
    Jack stared as garbage poured from the dumpster and into the belly of the truck. Useless trash, not worth saving. Old unimportant things. Out with the old . . . 
 
    “Hey, Jack,” Ben called. “You okay?” 
 
    He blinked as Ben approached with a look of concern. Jack wiped his eyes. Until then, he hadn’t realized he’d been crying. “Ben. Glad you could make it. We have a big day ahead of us.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Patrick arrived behind Carmichael’s bus station, earth-side, in a flash of green light. As far as he could tell, he wasn’t injured by the jump, and no one saw him appear. Once inside the station, he purchased a USA Today newspaper, sat on a nearby bench, and read the news.  
 
    President George W. Bush presided his second term as president. Lance Armstrong won a record 7th straight Tour de France. Yesterday, the US launched STS–114, the first Return to Flight Space Shuttle mission following the Space Shuttle Columbia disaster. Patrick scratched his neck and smiled. No one alive today, except himself, knew Dr. Patrick McDugan became the first man to visit Earth from the future. 
 
    He took the 11:00 a.m. local bus toward home. Since it was a weekday, the younger version of himself would already be at work. Patrick chose this day to visit because he had quarreled with his Betty over something silly and stormed off to the DoD lab. He’d said, “I’m a busy man and can’t waste my time arguing with you.” Not being one to apologize when he thought he was right, he never realized what an ass he’d been until it had been too late. Betty had grown distant, quiet, and sad. The spark in her eyes had guttered, as did their marriage. A year later she had died from cancer. 
 
    Why am I here? Patrick mulled over his reasons for traveling back in time to this specific day. Of course he missed her desperately and wanted to see her alive again, but why this day in history? To warn her about the cancer that would take her life? To encourage her to seek medical attention? Or, better yet, to take her to modern day Terra for the best possible treatment? Her Terran doppelganger, Betsy, had survived her bout with cancer. Yet, he knew he explored dangerous ground. If he changed the future—one misstep could be catastrophic. 
 
    The bus climbed the hill toward his property. He pulled the cord at the local stop, exited the bus, and climbed the steep driveway toward his home. As expected, his car was gone and the front door locked. Rather than use his key, he walked around to the back of the house and found Betty sitting at the patio table—crying. 
 
     She wiped her cheeks hurriedly. “You’re back.” Betty’s forehead furrowed as she studied him. 
 
    “Can you forgive me?” Patrick held his breath. This is why I came. 
 
    Without words, she stood and extended her open arms. 
 
    Feeling lightheaded, he crossed the distance between them and hugged his wife. She smelled of lilacs. “I love you.” He kissed her lips and she smiled. 
 
    “Love you too.” When they let go of their embrace she touched his face. “You look tired. Are you feeling all right?”  
 
    Tired, lonely, ashamed, ecstatic . . .  “Been workin’ too much. You know me.” He sat down next to her and smiled. 
 
    Her forehead creased. “When did you change your clothes?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re not wearing the same clothes you wore this morning.” 
 
    “Hmmm. Yes, but . . .” Patrick took her hand in his. “How are you feelin’?” he asked. 
 
    She tilted her head slightly. “Tired, but all right.”  
 
    “Have you been to the doctor lately? Get a recent check-up?” 
 
    “Yes, just last week.” 
 
    He frowned. “Did they screen for cancer?” His heart laid heavy within his chest. 
 
    “They checked my skin and did a mammogram. I was good to go.” Her eyebrows furrowed again. “Why so interested in my health?” 
 
    Ahh. There wasn’t a good screening for pancreatic cancer yet. He might have to tell her the truth, but would she believe him? She’d kept her diagnosis a secret until it was far too late. “I had a bad dream, Betty. You got real sick with cancer of the pancreas. It came on sudden. You were gone within a year.” 
 
    “Pshaw. Was only a dream.” She waved her hand as if she shooed a fly. 
 
    Patrick swallowed. “The dream seemed so real. Promise me you’ll go back to see the doctor within the month. Ask him to check your pancreas.” His eyes began to water. “Please.” 
 
    Her eyebrows rose. “You’re serious.” 
 
    He took her hand. “If you catch it early, you might live.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You’re hiding something from me, Patrick McDugan. I can always tell.” She squeezed his hand. “You’ve come back early from work, wearing different clothes, and looking about ten years older. Clothes I didn’t buy for you. You never bought a stitch of clothes on your own as long as I’ve known you. Look at your hair. Gone white.” Her hand trembled. “Now you’re telling me I’m going to die from cancer. I’m guessing there was no dream.” 
 
    “Betty, I—” 
 
    “Oh, Jesus! You can’t be my husband . . . are you the Grim Reaper come to take me away?” She pulled her hand from his grasp. 
 
    “No, Betty. I’m your very own husband. And yes, I am a wee bit older, but I—” Patrick stared at his shaking hands. “I spent years in me lab tryin’ to find you. I used science, you see . . . just to be with you one more time, before . . .” Patrick winced, lowered his head, and peeked over his dark-rimmed glasses at her. “Ahhh, but you don’t believe me, do you?” 
 
    Betty laughed. “You are my husband the lab rat, there’s no doubt. Science was always your mistress, but now you’ve come back to save me, or am I the one who’s dreaming?” 
 
    “I could never fool you.” He grinned. 
 
    “And you could make a Mars rocket from metal scraps, gunpowder, and copper wire.” Betty folded her arms. “Now tell me the truth.” 
 
    He did. 
 
    She listened, invited him inside the house, and they had lunch. “You’ve scared me to the bone, but I’ll go in for a checkup. I want to live.” She cleaned her hands at the kitchen sink. “You amaze me. Come back through time to give me a fighting chance.” She laughed. “And thanks for the apology, although a bit late.” 
 
    He took her hand in his. “I’ve loved you all my life. Even now. It was a blessin’ to find you again.” His smile faltered. Something worrisome tickled his frontal lobe. 
 
    “Why don’t you come upstairs and rest with me for a while,” she said. “We have some time before your younger-self comes back home.” 
 
    “Yes, we have time.” He smiled for her and watched her walk up the stairs. After a few steps his smile slipped. He’d worked so hard to find her, yet, if she lived, his younger-self wouldn’t need to mourn her premature death, or search the universe for her in the afterlife. He’d have no compelling reason to create a beacon, discover Terra, or obtain the S46 solar chip that would save Earth’s environment. Neither Ben, nor Patty, would have met Jack’s doppelganger. I wouldn’t have met Miss Betsy. 
 
    As they lay naked under the sheets, Betty rested her head on his arm, and smiled. “You surprised me again. I love you so much.” 
 
    “I love you too,” Patrick said. “I want you to know that . . . no matter what the future brings, I’ll find you again. And if our meeting lasts for a moment, an hour, or an eternity, I’ll be happier than I deserve.” 
 
    “You’re sweet. Rest now.” She held him tight. They both fell asleep. 
 
    Patrick woke first and dressed as she slept. He kissed her lightly on the forehead and his eyes misted. Goodbye, love. After adjusting the settings on his t-medallion, he pressed the last function and the green mist enveloped him. 
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    Patrick had only taken a short hop back in time—just a few hours. He saw himself sitting at the bus station bench reading a USA Today. He’s not going to want to hear this. 
 
    Patrick strode to the bench and sat down beside his earlier-self. “Good mornin’. It’s me, or should I say, I’m you?” 
 
    Patrick-2 raised both eyebrows and lowered the paper.  “Oh. Now here’s a surprise.  Come to warn me off?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said with forced smile. “Keep the paper up so we don’t draw attention.”  
 
    Patrick-2 raised the paper, but his shoulders slumped a bit. “That bad, huh?” 
 
    Patrick said. “No, not at all. Betty is a beautiful loving woman, and God help me, I wanted to stay. But I can’t.” 
 
    “No, you can’t,” Patrick-2 sighed. “Tell me what happened.” 
 
    He told him everything. 
 
    Patrick-2 frowned. “I’m glad you apologized to her for your, no . . . our past behavior this mornin’. Do you think you were wise to tell her about the cancer?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “It may change the future for better or worse. I think it might have been better to keep it secret until we can determine the eventual impact. I’m not sure how to do that yet, but we have time to develop safeguarding protocols.”  
 
    Patrick-2 nodded. “Me arms are getting tired. Here, you hold up the paper for a while.” 
 
    He took the paper from his other-self, and raised it up as if he were reading. 
 
    “What should I do?” Patrick-2 said. “Just return home without seein’ her?”  
 
    “No. That would nullify the entire visit.” Patrick shook his head. “Go see Betty and apologize. She deserves that much. But don’t tell her about the cancer. Not yet, anyway. I . . . we need to predict the unforeseen consequences before we change the future.”  
 
    “Okay, fine.” Patrick-2 crossed his arms. “I . . . need to see her.” 
 
    “You will. You deserve to see her.” Patrick handed back the paper. “Good luck.” He stood, walked into an alley between two buildings, and disappeared in a flash of green light.  
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    Jack hugged his brother from a doppel-mother in the alley behind Moonlight Pies. 
 
    “I’m here for you, Bro.” Ben glanced around the frozen parking lot. He squinted against the sun’s bright reflection off the Terran snow. 
 
    “Expecting someone else?” Jack didn’t see anyone nearby. 
 
    “I never know who I might see here.” 
 
    “It’s been awhile since you’ve been here,” Jack said. They may have forgotten about ‘Charlie’, the alias you used on your first visit here.”  
 
    Ben’s eyebrows rose. “You think so?” 
 
    “Not a chance.” Jake smiled. “C’mon. Let’s go inside and grab something to eat. My treat. Your money’s no good here.” 
 
    Ben laughed. “That’s true.” 
 
    Once inside, they found a table by the window. The restaurant looked half full, and the manager, Mr. Roscani, approached them personally. 
 
    “Welcome home, Jack. I’ll set you up with a nice pizza on the house and— You!” His eyes grew wide as he recognized Ben. “Charlie, I don’t want no trouble from you.” Mr. Roscani glanced over his shoulder as if he expected CSD agents. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Boss. I vouch for him.” Jack winked at his brother. 
 
    “Okay. What would ya like?” Mr. Roscani’s thick brown mustache puffed outward whenever he spoke. 
 
    “A large pizza with everything and a couple of lemonades.” 
 
    “But no plantains,” Ben added. “Please.” 
 
    Mr. Roscani sniffed at Ben’s comment. “Fifteen minutes.” He turned and walked toward the kitchen. 
 
    Ben leaned forward. “So what’s the plan?” 
 
    “I need to talk to Lori. She’s been avoiding my phone calls and ignoring my texts. In her last message, she said I should meet other people.” Jack sighed. “I think I’ve lost her.” 
 
    “Maybe so, but not knowing for sure is making you crazy.” 
 
    Jack nodded. “I want to see her face to face.” 
 
    “Did you ask her to meet with you?” 
 
    “Not yet. But I will.” 
 
    A thin brunette with a ponytail brought over two glasses of lemonade. “Hi, Jack. How’s college?” 
 
    “Hi Jinnie. It’s good. How are you?” 
 
    “Going to community college part time. Accounting.” She smirked. “Someday I’ll buy this place and Mr. Roscani can work for me. I’ll even let him mop the floor at night.” 
 
    Ben snorted and lemonade came out of his nose. 
 
    Jinnie raised an eyebrow at Ben. “Where did you find this one—at the circus?” 
 
    “He’s my friend from out of town,” Jack said. “We’re both here for the weekend.” 
 
    “Hey, there’s a party at Brandon’s house tonight, 8:30 you should—Oh shit. Never mind.” She rolled her eyes. “Forget I said that.” 
 
    Jack tensed his shoulders. “You think it’d be a bad idea for me to go?” 
 
    Jinnie glanced over her shoulder to the kitchen and back and her ponytail wagged side to side. “You’d have more fun somewhere else.” 
 
    “But Brandon’s my best friend.” Jack’s lips tried to smile. “Where else would I go?” 
 
    “Have you spoken with Lori lately?” She put her hand on her hips. 
 
    Cowshit. “Not really.” He looked at Ben who kept silent. 
 
    She sighed. “Maybe you need to check in with her first.” 
 
    “I think you’re right. Thanks, Jinnie.” He stared down at his hands on the table as she walked away. “Dip me in gas . . . People know.”  
 
    Mr. Roscani brought the pizza, fussed over him, then moved on to another table. They ate in silence. Jack remembered the pizza tasting better. His thoughts returned to Lori. 
 
    “How’s your grandfather?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Fine.” Jack met Ben’s eyes. “Why?” 
 
    “I heard Albert had a little dust-up with GranPat. Albert accidentally fell and cut his hand with his own razor.” 
 
    “Balls up, I thought they were tight.” Jack said. “What did they fight about?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, exactly, but . . . maybe Grandma Betsy?” 
 
    Jack grimaced. “Why would—” Just like Lori. “Stop. I don’t want to know.” 
 
    Ben nodded. “My thought exactly.” 
 
    A loud crash resounded from outside, and a woman screamed.  
 
    Ben stared through the window. “Oh Shit. I have to go.” Ben hurried out the front door trailed by a few curious customers.  
 
    Jack dropped twenty-five commonwealth on the table and left the restaurant. Outside a woman hugged a ten-year-old girl on the sidewalk.  
 
    “They tried to steal my baby! My baby!” she said. 
 
    A white van with dark tinted windows lay on its side in the middle of the street. The passenger door had been ripped off and the front of the van smashed. A large man with a beard lay on the icy sidewalk. His arm looked broken and twisted. 
 
    Jack’s eyes searched the street. He found Ben kneeling in front of the van next to a green . . . robot? Its legs were bent the wrong way. Ben spoke with it, but Jack couldn’t hear anything over an approaching police siren. He ran to Ben’s side. “What the fuck! Where did this robot come from?” Jack’s curiosity battled his disbelief. 
 
    “Hold on to my arm.” Ben’s green eyes looked wild.  
 
    Jack grabbed his doppel-brother’s arm and watched him manipulate a bronze medallion. 
 
    A policeman approached and pointed his gun at the robot. “You two, stand back!” 
 
    Ben’s fingers flew over a sequence of buttons and dials. With his knee touching the robot, he nodded to Jack.  
 
    “I said stand back. Now!” 
 
    A green mist surrounded Ben, Jack, and Amo, and they were no longer on Terra. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Patsy walked beside the nurse who wheeled Betsy toward Holy Redeemer Hospital’s main entrance. Betsy appeared lucid, her color had returned, and she wanted to leave. Patsy had left her father sleeping at home, but she’d thought he might be awake by now and have at least called his wife. When Patsy tried to contact him, his phone went directly to voicemail. I should have woken him before I left the house. 
 
    Patrick had said her father felt ill, but could she trust him to tell her the truth? She ground her teeth. How sick was Dad? How could he take care of Mom if he was sick too? Maybe her Commonwealth health policy would cover a live-in nurse for a few weeks. 
 
    “What’s wrong, dear?” Mom gripped the wheelchair. “You look as if you swallowed a bad oyster.”  
 
    The nurse flashed a clinical glance at Patsy as they neared the main entrance hall. A pearl hatpin anchored her white nurse’s cap to her head.  
 
    “Mom, I want to take you and Dad back home with me to Carlston. We’ll stop at the house and pack some of your clothes.”  
 
    “That sounds wonderful. I’d love to visit with you and Jack on your birthday. Did your father agree to come long?” 
 
    “Not yet. He didn’t answer the phone.” Patsy’s shoes squeaked on the polished floor tiles.  
 
    “Oh, Albert. He’s probably busy in the basement with one of his important projects.” A tear rolled down her mother’s cheek. “I love your father so much. He is a brilliant man. I’m just blessed to be his . . . his wife.” 
 
    Patsy frowned. Mom still seems a little loopy. 
 
    The nurse wheeled Mom outside into the bright sunshine, and they were buffeted by a blast of frigid air. Fastened in place, the nurse’s hat endured the onslaught. “Button up, Miss Betsy. It’s a cold wind blowin’ cross Terra today.” 
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    Albert studied the bronze medallion under a strong lamp as snow drifted against the basement window and blocked Terran’s morning light. The phone had rung several times, but he ignored the distraction. He had only a finite amount of time to determine the nature of Patrick’s medallion, before he might have to defend himself, or his family. His head ached from last night’s debacle with Patrick, and his brain pinged him whenever he moved too quickly. 
 
    Damn him! Albert gritted his teeth—both his head and hand throbbed. He shifted on his lab stool and grimaced. Should he experiment with the bronze device and see what happens? Too dangerous. Would it be better to dissect the medallion and study the components? No. He might damage something. Without the schematics, he could only guess what it did and how it worked. Hmmm, Patrick’s lab computer might have what I need. 
 
    After trying and failing to open a portal to Earth for the third time with his portal medallion, he gave up. Damn him again! Albert pounded his worktable with his good hand. He blocked my signal. 
 
    The phone rang again. What now? Albert sighed and grabbed the phone. “Yes?”  
 
    “About time you answered,” Patsy said. “We’re on our way to pick up some clothes at your house.” 
 
    “We?” His frown didn’t help his throbbing head. This better be important. 
 
    “Your wife and I. She’s been in the hospital, remember? Dad, are you sick or something?” 
 
    Goresakes. The implant. “Why do you need clothes?” He rubbed his temple. 
 
    “For Mom. She’s coming home with me to Carlston. I can help her recover there.” 
 
    “Sure, sure. Take her home with you.” He held the bronze medallion up to the lamp and squinted. 
 
    “Come with us, Dad. At least for Saturday.” 
 
    “No. I’ve got work to do.” He put the medallion under a microscope and studied the seam on the outer casing. 
 
    “I’m baking a cake. Jack will be there. He might even bring Ben—”   
 
    “Ben?” His eyebrows rose. “Anyone else from Earth?”  
 
    “I’m not sure. You’ll have to see for yourself.” 
 
    “Hmmm. Of course I’ll come and help.” He put the bronze medallion around his neck. “You said cake. What’s the occasion?” 
 
    “Some father you are . . .” 
 
    He blinked at the phone. “What?” 
 
    “Pack an overnight bag for yourself. We’ll be there in a few minutes.” 
 
    The phone went dead. Albert shook his head. Women. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Patrick left Betty and the past behind and returned to the phased lab—present day Friday, 1:00 p.m. He washed his hands and face, but saw a troubled man gaze back from the small mirror over the sink. Would the world remain as he knew it, or did his attempt to save Betty cause ripples in the timeline? After speaking with the earlier version of himself at the bus station, he’d hoped he made it clear not to mention the cancer. Not yet. Not until he ran a few more models of what might happen. He could always return. 
 
    Though ecstatic and relieved to have seen her again, changing the past could have serious consequences. She may have to . . . die. It galled him, but the alternatives could be worse. Was it all for naught? No. The years he’d spent searching for her were worth every minute. He’d spent a beautiful afternoon with the love of his life. 
 
    At least he returned to the phased lab. Maybe the mere existence of the lab meant the timeline had been preserved along with his discoveries. He wouldn’t have been in this lab right now without having built the beacon, met Albert, visited Terra, met Betsy, found Jack, and traveled in time. He held the bronze t-medallion in his hand. Oh. What if the phased lab remained intact because it existed outside of time and space? What if he alone knew of his unique past while everything else had changed? 
 
    If he left the lab, would he find his wife cooking in his kitchen? His mouth watered as a memory of her savory pot roast assailed him. What if he found some retired version of himself on the couch watching Judge Judy re-runs, or that he had died years ago from a coronary?  
 
    “Amo? Are you here?”  
 
    No answer. He touched a function on the t-medallion that would allow him to discover anything, or anyone, hidden in i-phase. He scanned the room. Nothing. He must be with Ben. 
 
    Patrick checked the lab’s time modulator, which was synchronized with actual time outside the lab, and used the computer to scan the house security system. He panned various rooms with the hidden cameras, but saw no one else in the house. The place was still a mess from the FBI search. At least they didn’t find the phased lab. 
 
    Visshz-cliiick-gug. 
 
    His shoulders jerked. “Amo?” He turned around and saw Ben and Jack kneeling next to Amorphous on the floor. They had simply appeared. The boys looked intact, but Amo’s metal legs were crushed. 
 
    “GranPat!” Ben called and waved for him to hurry. “We need help.”  
 
    He rushed over and assessed the visible damage. “Amo. Please run a self-diagnostic and report.” He frowned at Ben and Jack. “What happened?” 
 
    “Car accident,” Ben said. “Can you fix him?” 
 
    Amo’s blue ceramic eyes blinked. “Running. T-processor at 75 percent. Physical damage to leg structure and pneumatics. Losing gray fluid. Unsure of logic function.” 
 
    “Let’s get you up on the table.” Patrick used the tracked ceiling lift and cable loops to pull Amo onto the reinforced table. He used duct tape to temporarily repair a torn gray tube. After examining the damaged legs, he realized he may have to find, or pilfer, replacement parts from the S&T lab. Going there may be too risky, especially since he was wanted by the FBI.  
 
    Patrick furrowed his forehead. “What about your logic function?” 
 
    “I may have been in error.” Amo blinked his blue eyes. 
 
    “How so?” Patrick connected a computer cable to Amo’s neck port and ran a secondary diagnostic program. 
 
    “I— Vishzzzz-cliiick-hup. 
 
    Patrick glanced at Ben. “How did it happen?” 
 
    “A van ran him down.” 
 
    “Anyone else injured?” 
 
    “Saw one man down with a broken arm and unconscious,” Jack said. “Not sure about the others,”  
 
    “Amo?” Patrick asked. 
 
    “I stood outside the restaurant observing humans while in i-phase. I wanted to determine if Terrans were similar in nature to those from other worlds.” 
 
    “Ben, I heard you pinched a t-medallion without askin’, but I never thought you would take Amo to Terra! Don’t you know you can seriously muck up the future if you change the past?”  
 
    “Sorry, I messed up, GranPat.” Ben looked down at his shoes.  
 
    And I left Betty to her fate today out of principle. Patrick took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Where, and when, did this happen?” 
 
    “Carlston. But we didn’t travel back in time.” 
 
    Patrick sighed. “Thank God.” 
 
    Jack’s jaw dropped open. “Back in time? Bro, you’ve been seriously holding out on me.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ben said. “Time travel beats rocket science any day of the week.” 
 
    “What’s ‘rocket science’?” Jack asked. 
 
    “You know. Sending astronauts on a rockets from Earth to the moon and back. We did it six times.” 
 
    “Wow.” Jack scratched his head. “Never happened on Terra. How did—” 
 
    Patrick raised his hand to silence Jack, and the boy’s face fell. “Amo, what happened next?” 
 
    “I saw a woman and a young girl walking hand-in-hand up the street. A bearded man jumped out of a parked white van, grabbed the girl, and pushed her inside the van. The woman screamed for help. I was not, Vishhhzz-cliiick, programmed for this type of event. My logic was inadequate.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “I moved forward to assist the woman. The van drove into me causing mutual damage. I ripped the door off its hinges, pulled the bearded man out, and harmed him. The girl ran to the woman unharmed. The driver tried to leave, but I flipped the van on its side. This action further damaged my legs. The driver crawled out and ran away. I could not pursue. I had no weapons to stop him.” Amo stretched his fingers. “Commonwealth police arrived when Ben and Jack tried to assist me. We teleported here.” 
 
    “Did you lose i-phase?” Patrick asked. 
 
    “Yes. I lost invisibility when the van struck me.” 
 
    “So the Terrans saw you.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander.” 
 
    “Damn. Amo, you were instructed to guard Ben, not get involved in others’ domestic disputes, or be seen by law enforcement.” Patrick’s eyes flicked to his grandson. “What were you thinkin’?” 
 
    “Amo saved a little girl from being kidnapped. He’s a hero!” Ben straightened. “Besides, Commander, how was I supposed to know I had an invisible robot following me? Don’t remember you telling me about my green guardian angel. Do you?” 
 
    Patrick huffed and looked back at the robot. Ben’s right about that. 
 
    Amo blinked. “Commander, this is my fault. My logic was in error. I am programmed to protect human kind, but I did not think through all of the consequences before taking action. Should I have allowed her to be kidnapped?” 
 
    Patrick grew silent and thought about his trip to the past. “Your logic’s not in error. You’re startin’ to think more like a human. Sometimes we try to save humankind one person at a time, but it’s hard to anticipate every outcome. People and groups have competin’ interests and different opinions about what’s right and what’s wrong. We often get stuck and fail to act. You didn’t fail to act, but with more experience you might have handled it better. 
 
    “I’m worried the police on Terra have seen the three of you disappear together. This could make things difficult for Jack and any of us who visit Terra in the future. We’ve had enough trouble with CSD and don’t need more. I’m also concerned to what degree I can repair Amo without drawing attention. We need a fix. Any ideas?” 
 
    Ben touched the robot’s green metal shoulder. “Amo told me he can communicate through his t-processor to other versions of himself in time. He could tell his earlier-self to avoid the damage from the truck.”  
 
    Amo blinked. “That system is now off-line. Damaged.” 
 
    “Let’s reset what happened,” offered Jack. 
 
    “How so?” Patrick tilted his head. 
 
     “Like reloading a save point on one of Ben’s video games. Ben and I will jump back in time to when he and Amo crossed to Terra. We’ll wait for the original Jack and Ben to walk into Moonlight Pies, and Ben will warn Amo to stay with us. We’ll walk back to my house, instead, and avoid the accident.” 
 
    “Wait.” Ben wrung his hands. “What about the little girl? We can’t just let them take her.” 
 
    Patrick raised an eyebrow at Jack.  
 
    Jack turned toward Ben. “We can call the police. Tell them where to find two creepy guys in a white van stalking children. We can give them the license number.” 
 
    “Do you have the number?” asked Ben. 
 
    “Virginian Province 366-YME.” Amo said. 
 
    Patrick shook his head. “Sounds like a simple plan, but we need to be careful. We’ll really never know if we’re doin’ the right thing. In this timeline, those people were caught in the act and the girl is safe. If we let them go, they may eventually harm her or someone else. Whatever we do, we need to do the least harm.” 
 
    “We’ll make sure the girl is safe and the kidnappers get caught.” Jack promised. 
 
    After further discussion, Patrick hugged them goodbye. Jack and Ben left for the past in a wash of green light without Amo. 
 
    “Commander, the boys have left to change the timeline. They will continue on with my other-self. What will happen to me? Will I cease to exist?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. You’ll be with them.” 
 
    “No. That will not be me. What will their change bring to this timeline? You and I are in the phased lab, outside of time and space. When the other Amo avoids the accident, will I cease to be, or will I continue to exist here?” 
 
    “Excellent question Amo. The fact that we are still havin’ this conversation, means that either you still exist because of the phased lab, or the boys have failed to change the past. Either way, I’ll stay here with you and see.”  
 
    “Thank you, Commander. That makes me . . . feel better.” 
 
    Patrick turned the modulator back to phased-lab-time and moved to the cot. “I need a little down time, my friend. Please wake me if someone drops by or you need somethin’.” 
 
    “Yes, as do I. The Gray will assist with my internal repair.” 
 
    Patrick rested and tried not think about the infinite outcomes should something go wrong with the boys’ plan.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Patrick woke in the phased lab well rested. The cot creaked as he stood. 
 
    Visshhhh-click. Amorphous lay on the table. 
 
    “Good to see you, Amo. Feeling better?” 
 
    “My internal t-processor is 99% operational. The Gray repaired my internal components, but my legs are still damaged.” 
 
     “But how do you feel?” 
 
    Amo blinked. “Hmmm. I feel relieved to still be here.” 
 
    Patrick nodded. “Me too. I need to leave the lab for a while.” His heartbeat seemed elevated. Was he anxious about what, or whom, he might find in his house? “I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    “Commander?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “If I am not here when you return, it has been an honor knowing you.” 
 
    He laid his hand on Amo’s shoulder. “I will see you later, my friend.” 
 
    Patrick left the phased lab unsure of what he might find. The calendar book he’d left on the table in his cellar had been taken. After climbing the stairs to the kitchen, he walked around the house and saw the clutter the FBI had left for him. His front door had been battered open and then nailed shut to keep out the weather. What a mess. Jagged wooden splinters lay on the foyer floor. He knew what they were looking for, but felt sure they found nothing. The schema for his inventions and the phase detector were safely tucked away in his secure lab. 
 
    His eyes roamed through the house. The décor, the curtains, the pictures, the bedspreads were all the same as when he’d last been home. They were all remnants from his and Betty’s past, but nothing new to show Betty’s penchant for redecorating. Patrick let out a long sigh and felt a mixture of relief and disappointment.  
 
    Though his round trip to the past had been an extraordinary scientific breakthrough, he’d erred on the side of caution. He’d chosen to preserve the timeline—past, present, and future—by leaving his wife to her sad fate. Nonetheless, a silent desire nestled within his heart that she might have survived. She hadn’t, but even a small hope, if nurtured, may live for another day. In retrospect, he was thankful for the visit and tempted to see her again. He had the time. 
 
    Patrick plugged his cellphone into the charger. It read-Friday, 1:22 p.m. Time flowed faster outside his phased lab. Technically, he was late for work at the S&T lab. Should he call Caliban? Ha! Only if I want to be arrested. 
 
    Trying to bring order to his world, he replaced the cushions on the sofa and chairs, the drawers back into the dressers, and slid his mattress back onto the bed. He shaved, took a long shower, and changed clothes. 
 
    A large engine whined outside his home. Surprised, he peered through his front window and saw two black sedans parked in his snowy driveway. A truck with an empty flatbed trailer sat in the side yard. Wide tread tracks in the snow led from the trailer to the back of the house.  
 
    He hurried to the back window and saw a backhoe digging near the tree line, not far from where the temporary command bunker had been during the OHW. Two men in hardhats and two in overcoats stood near a hole in the frozen ground. He recognized Simmons and Caliban. A woman trudged through the blowing snow toward them. A strong gust of wind whipped her scarf away from her face. Agent Gendrick. What are they up to?  
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    Outside Patrick’s house, the wind blew loose snow against Director Caliban’s legs. He tried to warm his hands in his coat pockets. “How is the signal strength?” 
 
    “Getting stronger,” Simmons replied, holding the small scanner in his gloved hand. “We’re close.” Simmons signaled to the backhoe operator. “Easy on the bucket. Small bites.” 
 
    The backhoe operator lowered the bucket into the hole and scraped lightly with its metal teeth. 
 
    Caliban shivered as the frigid wind stung his bare ears. “Stop. There it is.” 
 
    Green metal protruded from the softer dirt below the frozen surface. He nodded and Simmons turned off the frequency scanner he and his team had developed without Patrick’s help. The new scanner could detect portals and the specific emergency radio frequencies emitted by the Erdian robots under stress. The emergency frequency had been discovered in the lab after they activated one of the lesser damaged robots.  
 
    Simmons jumped into the hole and brushed dirt off the buried robot. “It’s not any of the models we have in the lab. It could be model #7.” 
 
    Caliban frowned. “How is that possible?”  
 
    “Maybe it was inadvertently buried after they excavated the OHW command bunker.” Agent Gendrick adjusted her earmuffs. “I think we found our missing robot.” 
 
     Dr. Caliban’s face soured. “Maybe.” He placed his hands over his ears to warm them. 
 
    Simmons smiled at him. “Patrick’s off the hook now. Right?”  
 
    Caliban grimaced. The blood test results from the basement floor came back 99% positive for Patrick, but he had no idea if they also matched Patrick’s doppelganger, Albert. Still, the FBI needed to question Patrick. “Not as far as I’m—” 
 
    “Of course I’m off the hook,” Patrick claimed as he joined the treasure seekers. “Isn’t this the bot you’ve been looking for, Dr. C?” 
 
    Caliban narrowed his eyes. “Where have you been? We’ve been looking for you.” 
 
    “Had a family emergency, but I’m back now,” Patrick said. “While I was away some hoodlums tore me house apart. Any ideas who done it?” 
 
    Caliban grimaced. Asshole. “You still owe me—” 
 
    “Hey! Here we go.” Simmons brushed more dirt from the robot’s head and chest. Bright green ceramic eyes sparkled in the mid-day sun. “This bot’s head looks in good condition, but there is a piece of shrapnel lodged in its chest.” 
 
    Caliban moved a step closer toward the hole. “Exhume the robot and bring it back to the S&T lab. Maybe we can bring it back to life.” 
 
    “Yeth, Mathster.” Simmons crooked his back. His goblin eyes grew wide above a rictus smile. 
 
    Patrick and Agent Gendrick laughed. 
 
    Caliban squinting at Simmons in the cold light. “What?”  
 
    The backhoe operator chuckled. “Frankenstein reference.” 
 
    Caliban forced a smile and nodded to the foreman. Didn’t know Simmons had a sense of humor.  “The sooner we get it loaded on the truck the better.” 
 
    “Hold on a minute. Don’t be too Igor.” Patrick jumped down in the hole next to a grinning Simmons. “Let’s make sure old ‘Green Eyes’ is completely deactivated.” Patrick reached his hand behind the bot’s head and twisted right, then left. “Good to go. You don’t want it to wake up halfway home with active weapons.” 
 
    “Good call, Boss.” Simmons’s eyes looked grateful. 
 
    Caliban helped Patrick out of the hole. “You coming into work today?” 
 
    “Looks like my work came to me. I may be in later, as soon as I get my house in order. I’ll be submittin’ a repair claim for me front door and you’re goin’ to sign it.” 
 
    Caliban frowned. “Where’s your long-range detector and the schema I asked for? You best follow through this time or you’ll regret what happens next.”  
 
    Patrick shrugged. “Looks like Dr. Simmons already has a detector. Congratulations on findin’ the model #7 robot. Wish you had found it earlier.” Patrick glanced from Caliban to Agent Gendrick. “I’d like a copy of your search warrant for my attorney.”  
 
    Gendrick blinked. “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    Caliban shook his head. “Be careful, Patrick. You may think the search was unfair, but I don’t believe you’ve been entirely truthful with us. There’s too much at stake to play games now. Eventually, you will get what you deserve.”  
 
    Patrick’s eyes bore into his. “For all our sakes, Phylo, let’s hope you don’t.” Patrick turned his back on Caliban and his compatriots, and walked toward the house without a goodbye. 
 
    Caliban shivered. “Simmons, stay here with the excavation. I’ve pressing work back at the office.” He trudged through the drifting snow toward his car. He hoped the green-eyed Robot #7 would produce the quick breakthrough he needed for Homeland in time to free him up for his annual family vacation in Sarasota.  
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    Patrick trudged back to his home through the snow, entered through the patio door, and locked it. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a gray metal orb the size of a peach pit. The microprocessor looked identical to Amo’s original, but if activated may threaten the entire world.  
 
    Once the green eyed robot reaches the S&T lab, Simmons will realize the microprocessor is missing, but Patrick could not risk Simmons discovering the phasic properties of a model #7. As much as he liked Simmons, he could not trust anyone from the S&T lab, or the FBI, to keep it secret. Not yet anyway. Not until he knew the danger this new robot represented. Amo will know.  
 
    Outside the window, the men continued digging. Patrick washed his hands, grabbed an Italian hoagie and Guinness from the fridge, and slid back into the phased lab. He found himself alone in the room. “Are you here?” He hurried over to the table where he’d last seen his injured metal friend and ran his hand over the surface. Nothing. 
 
    Amo was gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Ben and Jack traveled back in time to Terra, arriving just before their previous meeting in the Moonlight Pies’ parking lot. Jack held onto Ben’s shoulder so they could both remain i-phased and invisible. Only Ben carried a bronze t-medallion. They moved nearer to the kitchen entrance and stopped beside an already parked vehicle. Don’t want to get run over by another car while invisible. 
 
    “We’re a little early.” Jack scratched his nose with his free hand. 
 
    “Amo traveled ahead of me the first time I crossed,” Ben said. “I hope to see him before our other-selves arrive.” He scanned the lot and the adjoining alley. 
 
    “How can we find Amo if we’re both invisible?” 
 
    “Good question,” Ben said. “I can see you. I hope we’ll be able to see Amo if we are all i-phased.” 
 
    “How do we know we’re invisible now?” 
 
    Ben tilted his head. “There’s a kinda fuzzy feeling. Like I can feel my hair through my scalp.” 
 
    “My nose itches.” Jack scratched his face again. 
 
    “Mine too.” Ben’s eyes gleamed. “Look inside this car.” 
 
    Jack did. “What’re we looking for? I don’t see anything.” 
 
    “Not even your reflection?” 
 
    “Ahh. You’re right,” Jack smiled. “We are invisible.” 
 
    Vsshhhh-click.  
 
    The boys jumped and turned around. Jack’s arm fell from Ben’s shoulder. 
 
    “Master Ben. Why are you here ahead of me?” 
 
    “Amo!” Ben caught his breath. “You scared the shit out of me.” 
 
    “My apologies. I did not intend for you to excrete waste.” 
 
    “Hey. Where are you?” Jack held out his hand and looked bewildered. 
 
    Ben touched Jack’s arm and brought him back into i-phase.  
 
    “Thanks,” Jack said looking relieved. “Hello, Amo. Good to see you.” 
 
    Amo’s blue eyes blinked and made a whirring noise. “I did not expect to find you here already.” 
 
    “This is our second trip back to this time,” Ben said. 
 
     “You have come from the future.” Amo scanned the parking lot. “What happened?” 
 
    Ben told Amo about the van, the accident, and their decision to reset their past visit. A garbage truck rolled into the lot and backed up to the dumpster. Ben and Jack stood still and watched their previous-selves arrive and enter Moonlight Pies. 
 
    Jack shivered in the parking lot and glanced at Ben and Amo. “Okay, that was weird. What do we do now?” 
 
    “We need to call the police and warn them about the kidnappers,” Ben said. 
 
    “There’s a phone booth one block down.” Jack fished change from his pocket as a chill wind whipped his hair. “It’ll be safer if I call from there.” 
 
    Ben squinted in the bright sunshine. “After you make the call, meet Amo and me by the blue mailbox in front of Moonlight Pies. We’ll still be invisible.”  
 
    Jack nodded. “See you in about ten minutes.” 
 
    “Do you have the license number?” 
 
    “Yep.” Jack removed his hand from Ben, phased back to visibility, and jogged down the sidewalk. 
 
    “Amo, follow me.” Ben took a step toward the street. 
 
    Vsshhhh-click. 
 
    “What?” Ben turned and saw Amo hadn’t moved. 
 
    “Master Ben, who should I protect? You, or your earlier-self in the restaurant.” 
 
    “Me.” Ben pointed his thumb towards his chest. “Since I’m a later version, we know the earlier-me will be safe.” 
 
    Amo blinked. “There are two Jacks and two Bens currently in this timeline. Once you prevent my injury and the little girl is saved, you and Jack will have negated the necessity for your return trip here. Your original-selves may continue their plans unheeded. What will happen to the current you and Jack?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Ben scratched his head. “What are the options?” 
 
    Amo explained as they walked. “Option 1: Should we all stay here, six of us will remain in this timeline, two Bens, two Jacks, myself, and an injured Amorphous back on Earth. 
 
    “Option 2: You and Jack return to Earth and leave your other-selves here. This action may create a timeline branch when you arrive home. Your other-selves may return to their own timeline, or share yours— similar to Option 1. I will remain here, because I was never injured. I am unclear if my injured-self back on Earth will survive, or be erased from existence because I was never injured. 
 
    “Option 3: If you prevent my injury, there will be no need for your early-selves to have time travelled to save me. You and Jack will have resolved your mission. The universe will conserve the energy, rather than create a timeline branch. You, Jack, and the damaged Amorphous waiting in the phased lab may cease to exist, while your earlier-selves continue their visit on Terra.” 
 
    Ben and Amo stopped across from the front entrance of Moonlight Pies near the big blue mailbox and kept themselves invisible. Ben recognized the infamous white van parked across from them. Two men sat in the front seats.  
 
    “Amo, you’re making my head hurt. Which option do you think is most probable?” Ben saw Jack run across the street toward the mailbox. 
 
    “I cannot be sure without data. Option 3 may be the most plausible.” 
 
    Shit and double shit. Ben frowned. “If the other version of me lives, it still won’t be me. I don’t want to . . . die.”  
 
    Vsssshh-click. 
 
    Jack slowed to a stop near their mail box rendezvous site. “Are you guys here yet? I can’t see you.”  
 
    Ben waited as two pedestrians walked past, then touched his friend on the arm. 
 
    Jack started. “There you are. The police are on the way.” All three were now invisible to passerbys. 
 
    Across the street, a woman and her young daughter walked hand-in-hand along the sidewalk and caught the attention of the men in the van. 
 
    Visshhhh-click. “Do not worry, Master. I have sworn to protect you, but only one outcome resolves the paradox.” 
 
    A bearded man jumped out of the van and grabbed the young girl. He ripped her from the woman’s arm and shoved her into the vehicle. The woman tried to follow, but slipped on the icy sidewalk. “Chelsea! No, no, no,” the woman screamed. Her cries rose on fragile puffs of vapor and disappeared as the van took flight. 
 
    Amo sprinted off the curb and into the street. The van struck him and came to a jarring halt.  
 
    “Amo, no!” called Ben, as he held Jack back.  
 
    “He needs our help!” Jack tried to twist out of Ben’s vise-like grip. 
 
    “Bro, stay. We can’t interfere.”  
 
    “Why not?” Jack tried to break free. “Amo is hurt.”  
 
    “Trust me.” Ben refused to let go. “We need to let this play out.” 
 
    Amo limped around the truck, pulled off the side door, and grabbed the bearded man by the arm. The little girl jumped out of the van and raced into her mother’s arms. The green robot lifted the vehicle and tipped the van onto its side. Broken and no longer invisible, Amo fell down in the street. The driver escaped the van and fled—his dreadlocks swayed like angry snakes. 
 
    A police siren sounded from far away. The boys watched as their earlier-selves ran out of the restaurant and crouched near an injured Amo. A tall thin police officer arrived on foot, saw the downed robot, and pulled his handgun. Their other-selves disappeared in a greenish mist of light.  
 
    “What the fuck?” said the policeman. The lanky officer lowered his weapon and scanned the street as if searching for a witness. His eyes roved over the woman, child, bearded man down, and the driver racing away on foot. The officer hurried to assist the woman and her daughter, as well as check on the unconscious man. 
 
    “Hang on and follow me, “Ben said. He and Jack stayed invisible for several blocks as they jogged toward the park. Once among the trees they materialized.  
 
    “Dip me in gas and set me on fire!” Jack said. “Why did Amo step in front of the van? He knew we came back to save him.” 
 
    Ben sighed. “I think he did it for us.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Not sure I do either.” He took a breath. “He may have sacrificed himself to preserve our timeline.” Ben explained the possible outcomes Amo had explained earlier. 
 
    “What do we do now? Return to the future?” Jack rubbed his hands together to warm them. 
 
    “No, our earlier-selves did that. We stay and ride out this timeline. Amo made sure we had a path forward without . . . ‘ceasing to exist.’ We owe him.” 
 
    “There he is!” shouted a man from the street. 
 
    “I see him,” called a stocky policeman in a full sprint. The officer ran within fifty feet of the boys, and flushed out the dreadlocked man who had been hiding behind a large oak tree. The officer almost caught him, but tripped on something hidden under the snow. 
 
    “It’s the van driver,” Ben said. 
 
    “I got this.” Jack sprinted through the snow and tackled the fugitive from behind. They landed in a drift a yard from the park fountain. The statue of the Green Apostle loomed above, silent and frozen. 
 
    The stocky police officer crawled back to his feet, limped over, and handcuffed the van driver. “Thanks, son, for your help.”  
 
    “Just doing my duty, sir.” Jack said, brushing the snow off his legs. 
 
    “I know you. Jack Fuller, right? Played football at the high school last year. MVP?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” Jack beamed. 
 
    “Go fuck yourselves,” the man in handcuffs sneered. “Didn’t do nothing wrong.” 
 
    Ben saw the second officer, tall and thin, approach. “Time to go,” Ben whispered to Jack. The boys left in the opposite direction. Had enough excitement for today. 
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    Patrick finished his sandwich and beer at his computer desk in the phased lab. He hoped Ben and Jack had been successful. After washing his hands, he put the excavated model #7’s microprocessor under a magnifying lens for closer inspection. At first glance, Green Eye’s microprocessor looked similar to that of the blue-eyed Amorphous, but the devil was in the programming. “Amo, where are you when I need you?” 
 
    Visshhhh-click. 
 
    “You are here!” Patrick turned with a smile and watched his blue-eyed bot materialize on the table. “My friend, I have me an idea where I can find you a new set of legs.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Jack led Ben through the Carlston neighborhoods on Terra toward his home on Keiser Avenue. Ben rambled on about high school and described his latest wrestling match, but Jack wasn’t really paying attention. Was he glad to be back home from Pitt? He wasn’t so sure. Walking with his head down, Jack’s thoughts sank deep inside himself.  
 
    “Nice. Like the yellow,” Ben said. 
 
    “What?” Jack raised his head. 
 
    “The house,” Ben said. “You painted it yellow since my last visit. Looks good.” 
 
    “Yea. Thanks. Pop-Pop gave my mom some money to fix up the place. She renovated the inside too.” Jack wore a ghost of a smile as he studied the house. His home. His sanctuary. But everything seemed out-of-whack, since . . . the love of his life dumped him for Brandon. How could they fucking do this to me? 
 
    Jack’s eyes strayed to his doppel-brother. If I could use Ben’s t-medallion, maybe I could go back in time and fix things. He tilted his head and closed his eyes. How far back would he have to go? As last summer ended, she had already seemed different. What had he done wrong other than go away to college? Just two weeks after he’d left, Brandon had dumped Trudy for Lori. Had they planned this before he’d left? 
 
    Jack’s mind whirled through the possibilities. If I travel back in time to Carlston, just before I left for Pitt, could I convince her to stay true? If I tell Brandon how much I love Lori, would he step aside? Doubtful. Brandon already knows how much I love her. Some friend. 
 
    “Bro. You okay?” Ben said, as they climbed the snow-laden steps to the front door. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “You’re spacing out on me.” 
 
    “I’m trying to wrap my head around this time travel stuff.” Jack swallowed. “Can you show me how the new medallion works?” 
 
    “Sure, once we go inside. My fingers are frozen.” 
 
    Jack reached for the doorknob. 
 
    “Wait.” Ben held up his hand. “Can we talk openly inside, or does CSD still have the house bugged?” 
 
    “CSD backed off the surveillance as part of a deal Pop-Pop made with the Commonwealth. He’s a big wheel now in the government. Besides, he swept the place for electronic bugs when we remodeled the house. We even have secure cell phones.” 
 
    “You’re lucky,” Ben said. “The FBI still watches my family back on Earth.” 
 
    The curtains moved and a large brown nose pressed against the window from inside the house. Jack opened the door and his dog, Ginger, greeted them. “Hey, girl.” Her nails clicked on the new ceramic floor tiles as she pranced around the foyer. 
 
    Ben glanced into the living room. “Is your mom home?” 
 
    “She’s probably still at work, but let’s not stay long. We’ll see her later.”  
 
    They sat at the kitchen table, and Ginger lay at Jack’s feet. Ben described the t-medallion functions several times, and asked Jack to repeat what he’d learned. Jack did successfully. Ben warned him that changing the past could mess up the future. 
 
    “Like creating more than one active timeline.” Jack said. “I get it. That’s why Amo stepped in front of the van the second time?” 
 
    “Yep. He protected us from the probability of being erased, although we really don’t know for sure how it works.” Ben’s hands moved as he spoke. “How could we know if we had ‘other-selves’ that never existed, or if we create new timelines every time we sneeze?” 
 
    Jack’s forehead furrowed. “What if you, your past, and all your worries vanished? Would it hurt?” 
 
    Ben shrugged. “Fuck if I know.” 
 
    “Balls up.” Jack’s eyes watered. “We owe the big metal dude.”  
 
    “Big time,” Ben nodded. “Let’s be careful to stay out of the past.”  
 
     Jack scowled. So much for changing Lori’s past. “What if we peek into the future?” 
 
    “And do what?” Ben’s eyebrows knit together. 
 
    “But we might run into our future-selves. That could be bad for the timeline.” 
 
    “Not if we’re careful. We drop in, scout the party, and come right back. Then we’ll know who’s there and what to watch out for.” 
 
    “Bad idea, Jack. We could seriously f—” 
 
    “C’mon, Ben, this is important to me. I need to know. Besides, think of this as an experiment. You want to be a scientist someday, so let’s use our minds and our cajones to learn how this medallion works.” He had Ben’s full attention. “In the name of science.” 
 
    “Okay, Jack.” Ben said. “But we go in slow, stay invisible, and leave on my call. No physical interaction with the guests. We’ll just be observers.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s do it.” Jack stood up and pushed the kitchen chair back with his legs. Ginger jumped to her feet and wagged her tail. 
 
    “Alright.” Ben stood. “Hey, I thought you were going to check in with Lori first.” 
 
    His shoulders drooped. “I can’t.” He began to pace. “I don’t know what to say. I can’t pretend I don’t know. She’ll hear it in my voice.” His hand touched his throat. 
 
    Ben shook his head. “Since I have the only t-medallion, you’ll have to keep your hand on my shoulder. If you break contact, they’ll see you. Do you have the coordinates?” 
 
    “Yes. I traveled there a few times in the past.” Jack read the coordinates from his portal medallion. Ben set the date, place, and time on the t-medallion—Brandon’s back yard, outside the sliding patio door, 10:00 p.m. tonight. 
 
    Jack ground his jaw. “Let’s do this.” He put his hand on Ben’s shoulder and felt the tingle as they switched to i-phase. Ginger barked, but sniffed until she found his feet, then barked again. “Not this time, Ginger,” Jack said as he shooed her away. 
 
    A green mist enfolded them as they jumped to the future. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Ben’s feet landed in ankle deep snow outside of Brandon’s patio door. A dark and cloudy sky hid the stars, but a string of small white lightbulbs illuminated the wooden deck above. A cluster of young people gathered on the upper deck as music leaked from inside the house. Nervous giggles emanated from three guests beneath the deck as they passed around a doobie. A boy with a green cap inhaled the pungent smoke.  
 
    Jack’s hand squeezed Ben’s shoulder as if to say still here. 
 
    “Do you see her?” Ben whispered. He wondered if she might appear, or act, noticeably different from the last time he’d seen Terra’s Lori. Would she wear too much makeup or appear callous? He couldn’t imagine Earth’s Lori ever hurting anyone. 
 
    Jack scanned the crowd. “No. Let’s go inside.” 
 
    “Okay, but don’t break contact.” 
 
    They squeezed through the ground level patio door and were careful not to bump into anyone. The big screen television provided the only light in the dim basement. As Ben’s eyes adjusted, he recognized familiar faces—all busy talking, making out, or watching an old vampire movie. Others hung around the bar as Vic mixed drinks. No sign of Brandon or Lori.  
 
    “Fight!” someone screamed upstairs. A chant ensued one level up, “Fight, fight, fight.” Partygoers in the basement chimed in and raced for the steps. “Fight, fight, fight . . .” 
 
    Jack nudged Ben toward the corner to avoid the rush. “Hold on,” he whispered. 
 
    Ben felt an elbow in his back, turned, and came face to face with the dude wearing the green cap. The boy’s red rimmed eyes grew wide when he saw Ben and Jack appear. “Whoaaaa. Where did—” 
 
    Ben pushed ‘green cap’ back into the rush of people scurrying to the floor above. 
 
    “That’s it,” Ben whispered to Jack. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “No,” Jack demanded. “We go upstairs as planned and finish this.”               
 
    Ben took a deep breath and saw the stairway had emptied. “All right.” He led Jack single file up the steps and immediately flattened against the wall when Trudy dashed past them crying. Why is she here? Hadn’t Terra’s Brandon already dumped her? Ben’s troubled eyes followed Trudy down the stairs. His heart ached to see her in pain. 
 
    “Keep moving.” Jack squeezed Ben’s shoulder. 
 
    Beer cans, bottles, and plastic cups littered the kitchen table. Corn chips and pretzels lay crushed and scattered across the sticky floor. Techno-rock music played as people squeezed into the living room. Ben and Jack, still invisible to those around them, followed. 
 
    Brandon held someone in a headlock in the center of the living room. Someone who looked a lot like Jack after losing a fistfight.  
 
    Ben stopped in his tracks and glanced over his shoulder. Jack still held onto Ben’s shoulder, but Brandon held Jack’s future-self like a limp puppet.  
 
    “Balls up, that’s me.” Jack whispered. 
 
    Ben shook his head. “Future you. Looks like you went all in.” Ben discovered his future-self sprawled on the floor holding an empty cup, and very drunk. 
 
    Brandon gave future-Jack a squeeze. “You, my friend, have a lot of nerve showing up at my house and getting froggy with me.”  
 
    Brandon’s hair looked tousled and his right eye bruised. Lori stood with her arms folded and scowled at a bloodied Jack. Her eyes, bright as a torch, radiated both anger and contempt. Charmaine stood on Lori’s right. No one stepped forward to help. 
 
    Brandon continued. “You don’t get to touch Lori. Ever. Lay a hand on her, or me, again, I’ll break your fucking legs. See if Pitt will let you keep your fancy scholarship then.” 
 
    “Some friend you are,” Jack squeaked through the chokehold. “You stole my girl.” 
 
    “She came to me. Besides, you’re the one who left.” 
 
    “Let’hem go, Brando,” future-Ben blathered from the living room floor. “He shtill lovessher.” 
 
    Brandon threw Jack down to the floor next to Ben’s future-self. “What do you know about love, Charlie Horse? You crash the party and steal a kiss from Trudy, while Ruth sits at home crying over you. You could have at least visited Ruth once in a while. You’re a piece of work.” 
 
    Charmaine huffed. “More like Charlie Pig. Ruth’s having your baby, and you’re hitting on her sister?” 
 
    Vic entered the room and started a group chant. “Pig, pig, pig, pig . . .” 
 
    Ben swallowed hard. Ruth’s pregnant? But I haven’t . . . Oh my God. Phased-Ben felt someone pull on his shoulder.  
 
    “C’mon. We have to go. Now,” Jack whispered. 
 
    Ben snuck a last look at their future-selves. Boy, did we fuck up.  
 
    Jack grabbed his arm and pulled him through the foyer and into the empty sitting room. “We can fix this. Take us back now.” 
 
    Ben used the origin setting to return to the past. The green light swirled and they were back to Jack’s kitchen, a second or so after they’d left. Ginger barked as they materialized.  
 
    Jack flopped down onto the kitchen chair. “Was that really us?” 
 
    “That’s us if we go to the party.” Ben’s fingers shook as he found a glass from the cupboard and filled it with tap water. 
 
    “I must have hit him good. Did you see his black eye?” Jack wore a sad smile. 
 
    “I did. You got the worst of it. He could have snapped your neck.” 
 
    “I know.” Jack’s brows furrowed. “I fucked up. Did you see the way Lori looked at me? Like I was some dick-weed asshole!” Jack lowered his head in his hands. “She didn’t lift a finger to help me.” 
 
    “She’s changed, bro. You gotta let her go!” 
 
    Jack’s eyes pleaded with him. “We can fix this. We need to try again.” 
 
    “No we don’t. You saw what happened. Nothing good will come of going back again. Shit. You hit Brandon!” Ben grit his teeth. “We fix this by not going to the party at all.” 
 
    “Not go? That’s ridiculous! Now that we know what’ll happen, we can act differently. What if I never touch Lori or hit Brandon? Maybe, I get him to beat me up and . . . Lori will feel sorry for me. I could win her back.” 
 
    “My brother would never have settled for pity. You saw Lori’s eyes. Did you see a hint of compassion?” 
 
    Jack sighed. “Not one bit. You’re right. She’s changed.” He pulled a cold beer out of the fridge, popped the top, and took a sip. “What happens if we don’t go? Will that mess up the future?” 
 
    “Don’t think so. At least not for us. Skip the party and skip the drama. None of that will have even occurred.” He sipped his water. 
 
    “What about that timeline?”  Jack took a deep swallow of beer. 
 
    “Never happened. Froggy Jack and Drunken Ben don’t get to exist.” 
 
    “Wow. We erased them. Isn’t that the same fate Amo saved us from today?” Jack took another swig. “Sounds like we’re playing God.”  
 
    Ben felt nauseous. “No. Remember, it hasn’t even happened yet. I’m just using science, and trying not to hurt anyone.”  
 
    “Not intentionally, but it happens. So what do we do now?” 
 
    He grimaced. “Did you know about Ruth’s pregnancy?” 
 
    “Oooh, sorry,” Jack said. “Nobody shared that secret with me. I would have told you if I’d known. I even—” 
 
    “Warned me about having sex with her last summer. I remember and . . .” Ben sighed. “I have to see Ruth.”  
 
    Ginger whined and walked toward the back door. 
 
    “Are you sure? I mean do you still have feelings for her? It’s been what . . . four months? Why didn’t you ever go back to see her?” Jack got up and let Ginger out the back door. A blast of cold air whistled into the kitchen. 
 
     “You know we had to lay low with FBI watching us. Look, I live in another universe. Trudy is my girlfriend back home. Ruth isn’t . . . I mean, I’m not . . .”  He hung his head. “I’m still responsible, aren’t I?” He met his doppel-brother’s eyes. 
 
    “Yes, you are.” Jack took another swallow. “What if you zip back in time and . . . tell your past self to skip the sex with Ruth? Make it so it never happened. You’d both be free.” 
 
    “Now who’s playing God?” Ben stood and began to pace. “I’m only in high school. How could I be a good father . . . I don’t even live in this world?” 
 
    “You can visit her anytime now.” 
 
    “Yea. I know.” Ben stopped pacing and leaned on the counter. 
 
    Jack folded his arms. “Do you love her?” 
 
    “I thought so at the time.” Ben frowned. “She’s very nice but, now there’s Trudy back home.” Not to mention . . .  Lori. No. Don’t even go there. 
 
    “You should see Ruth. Tonight. You owe her that much.”  
 
    Ben sighed. “You’re right. Okay. I’ll go see her.” 
 
    “It may not go well. Want me to go with you?” Jack chucked the empty can into the recycle bin. 
 
    “I’ll be okay.” Ben tilted his head. “What’ll you be doing?” 
 
    “When?” Jack peeked out the kitchen window.  
 
    “You’re planning to see Lori, aren’t you?” He cannot go to that party. 
 
    “Yup. But sooner. Before she goes to the party.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ben said. “Here’s what we do. We call them first and make appointments. I’ll wait for you in the car, and you’ll wait for me. We make sure that neither of us goes to the party.” 
 
    “Done.” Jack nodded. “Let’s make those calls.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Patrick sat on a padded stool in the phased lab and examined Amorphous. The bright light revealed the extensive damage to Amo’s legs. 
 
    “Where will you find replacement legs?” Amo asked. “Not all robotic parts are interchangeable.” 
 
    “We found a robot just like you buried beneath my yard. Must have been covered by dirt and debris durin’ the battle. Fortunately, it doesn’t look damaged. We can either transplant his legs onto you, or plug your microprocessor into his port. You could just wake up in his body.” 
 
    “What color were his eyes?” 
 
    “Green.” Patrick tilted his head. “Why?” 
 
    Amo blinked his blues eyes. “This may be problematic. Though the robot may look similar, it will likely have alternate programming and internal components. The green-eyed model belongs to the Kommunikation Direktive, created to facilitate communication, transportation, and recently, teleportation. I entered the portal with one such robot named Zander.” 
 
    “What was Zander’s mission?” 
 
    “Secret,” Amo said. “I did not have access.” 
 
    Patrick picked up the grey metal orb he’d removed from the green-eyed Zander. “Will this help us find out?” 
 
    Visshhh-click. “Yes. We will need an interface to protect my circuits.” 
 
    “You have a spare port under your right arm. Could we use that?” 
 
    “No. Too dangerous. We must first determine the level of encryption and defensive attributes before we plug it into my port. There may be a failsafe virus, an explosive trigger, or command codes meant to override my programming.” 
 
    Patrick shook his head. “We can’t take that chance. What kind of interface do we need?” 
 
    “A computer you could sacrifice and a spare robotic port from your inventory.” 
 
    “I have an extra telework computer in my cellar no one will miss it if it explodes, but I’ll need to slip into the S&T lab for the robotic port. That could be a problem. They’ll be lookin’ for this.” He tossed the orb in the air and caught it on the way down. “There might be trouble.” 
 
     “You may remove my spare port for the interface.” Amo’s blue eyes blinked. “I will be safe as long as it is unattached.” 
 
    “Wait.” He scratched his head. “Won’t you still be vulnerable to a wifi or radio signal?” 
 
    “Do not worry. I have radio wave jamming defenses. Please proceed.” 
 
    Patrick stood and adjusted the lab’s time modulation. “Thank you, Amo. Luckily, we have plenty of time in the phased lab to decipher this before Dr. Caliban will even miss me or Zander’s microprocessor.” 
 
    He moved toward Amo with a screwdriver. “Lift your arm please.” 
 
    “Please be careful, Commander. I am ticklish.” 
 
    Patrick’s eyes opened wide. “Really?” 
 
    “No. Just kidding. Was I funny?” 
 
    Patrick threw back his head and laughed. “I needed that.” 
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    Albert sighed as Betsy put her arms around him. He’d worried she might remember seeing him during the surgery, but she hadn’t recalled anything that occurred during the procedure. So far her re-programming had been successful. Patsy seemed cheerful as well. He hugged them both. 
 
    “Patsy, would you mind packing my overnight bag, I have a few last minute things in the lab that need my attention?” 
 
    “Okay, but don’t lose track of time. I want to reach Carlston before dark,” Patsy said. 
 
    Earlier that morning, he’d found a way to open the stolen bronze medallion and peel back the circuitry and components. Patrick’s teleportation and communication circuits were similar to those in his silver medallion, aside from the tiny microprocessor component he hadn’t recognized.  
 
    Albert examined the exterior dials and recognized the functions for location, frequency, and teleportation, but two new functions were linked to the microprocessor. One had a small “p” indicator, and the other expressed date and year. 
 
    Remembering Patrick’s exuberance regarding the creation of his phased laboratory, Albert surmised the “p” stood for “phase.” What might happen if you phased a person? Albert frowned. “Patrick, damn your luck!” he shouted in the basement laboratory where only the mice could hear. Invisibility! 
 
    Albert frowned and opened his collar. Sweat clung to his forehead in stark contrast to the frigid wind beating against the basement window. His fingers shook as he moved the dial for the date. The numerals representing days, months, and years could be moved forward and backward. “No, you didn’t.” He stared at the mechanism. “Time travel?” The sonofabitch eclipsed me! 
 
    He experimented with the settings. The phase function made his skin itch. He walked upstairs, looked into his bedroom mirror, but saw no reflection. Ha. I’m invisible. As he moved to the stair the floor creaked. 
 
    “Dad. Is that you? We’re almost ready to go,” called Patsy. 
 
    “Be just another minute.” Holding his breath so he wouldn’t growl, Albert adjusted the date function back four months around the time Patrick had rescued him from the brutal incarceration by the FBI. The look Betsy had given Patrick during that rescue was both wicked and inexplicable, and Albert’s curiosity would not suffer his ignorance. Though the rescue had happened on Earth, Albert planned to visit his home on Terra at 10:00 p.m. the night before the rescue. 
 
    A green mist enveloped Albert and transported him back in time to his foyer. Night cloaked the house in darkness, save for the tiny glow of a night-light. As he moved past the foyer mirror, he did so without a reflection.  
 
    Faint music played upstairs. He climbed the steps slowly, but as he drew near his bedroom, he heard bedsprings squeak in rhythm with the music. Through the closed door, he heard his wife moan. The dark empty space in his heart filled with hate . . . and jealousy. I’ve never even heard such a sound from Betsy in the last thirty years. 
 
    Waiting for them to finish proved difficult, but he had to be sure. Was it truly his doppelganger, Patrick, bedding his wife? If so, I would kill him with my own invisible hands. Poetic justice rendered through Patrick’s own invention.  
 
    Albert ground his teeth. No. I can’t kill him now. Patrick must first suffer the devastation of his hopes and dreams, pay for his indecent transgressions, and discover the better scientist had eclipsed him and his meager abilities. Besides, if he changed the past by killing Patrick, who would save him from the FBI? A truly just end would require some thoughtful planning. 
 
    The door opened suddenly, jolting him from his contemplation. Albert stepped back against the wall as Patrick and Betsy slipped past. Her anxious smile assailed his trust and the guarded tenderness he’d held for his wife. She was most complicit. 
 
    Betsy followed Patrick into the bathroom, turned on the shower, and closed the door. Dumbstruck, Albert remembered sharing a shower with her only once, and that was on their wedding night. Nevertheless, after seeing himself cuckolded, he no longer felt the least bit of shame for reprogramming her new implant. She is mine now.  
 
    Albert set new coordinates on the bronze medallion and returned to the present. 
 
    “Patsy,” he called, “I need another thirty minutes to set things straight in the lab.” 
 
    “No problem,” said Patsy. “Mom’s laid down for a little nap. Take your time.” 
 
    Once in the basement lab, he reopened the bronze medallion and set his trap.  
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    Lovitsky waited in his car outside the Grover Cleveland high school in Carlston. As a licensed private investigator he had several ongoing investigations, but this job was off-book. Ben had been evading him. Lovitsky hoped the new S&T scanner he had borrowed from Agent Gendrick would detect if Ben Fuller teleported anywhere. If successful, he hoped to get his FBI job back. I just need to catch a break. 
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    Patrick and Amo took six hours inside the phased lab to discover Zander’s mission, but only one second of real time had passed when he re-entered his basement. He could rush back outside and tell Simmons, who was probably still exhuming Zander, not to power up the green-eyed robot and why. However, since Simmons really worked for the FBI, Patrick’s discovery would only draw unwanted attention from law enforcement. They would ask him how he determined the robot’s mission so quickly and demand he relinquish the orb. FBI Agent Gendrick might feel obligated to arrest him for obstruction. He couldn’t let that happen now. There was far too much work to do. 
 
    Patrick shaved, showered, and dressed. Through an upstairs window, he watched them load Zander onto the flatbed, cover him with a tarp, and tie him down. This green-eyed robot was more dangerous than they’d imagined. Though it had no external weapons, Zander had an internal communication beacon that could open a portal to the planet Erde. Its microprocessor had been programmed to generate the beacon signal upon tactical direction from its commander, or if it came under direct attack. But for the piece of shrapnel in its chest, Zander could have once more opened Earth for an invasion by Erde.  
 
    Dammit. Patrick dialed his cell phone and waited. 
 
    “Caliban, S&T.” 
 
    “This is Patrick. Doc, I’ll be in later. Please do not let anyone repair or power up the new bot. Not until I can scan for an internal transceiver.” 
 
    “You think the robot has its own beacon?” Caliban sounded more peeved than surprised. 
 
    “Yes. Treat it like a dangerous weapon.” 
 
    “Why? More paranoia? Or are you worried we’ll discover your secret beacon technology? You think you’re protecting us from ourselves, but the truth is you set us back years in a war to prevent alien invasion. Had we been able to learn how to teleport troops and equipment, we’d not only have been able to guard our borders, we would have been able to take the war to our enemy.  
 
    “Thanks for the professional advice, Dr. McDugan, but I would rather not see this bot blow up before we can examine it. In fact, don’t bother coming in today. I’m putting you on administrative leave until you decide to share the information I’ve asked of you. I want those schema. Simmons can fill in while you’re gone.” 
 
    “You’re makin’ a huge mistake—” 
 
    “I think not. Call me when you’re ready to share.” Caliban ended the call. 
 
    Patrick cocked his arm to dash his cellphone against the wall, but instead took a deep breath and called Dr. Simmons. 
 
    “You palmed the microprocessor, didn’t you?” Simmons asked. 
 
    Patrick sighed. “Yes. I’m afraid what might happen if you turned on the bot. Listen. I want to see if I can reprogram the microprocessor from here. It may be the safest course of action.” 
 
    “You can do that from home?” Simmons sounded skeptical. 
 
    “Yes. I’m making progress. The robot’s name is Zander.” 
 
    “You named him?” Simmons asked. 
 
     “Sounds better than Robot #7. I’ll call if I get a breakthrough, but please feel free to call if you need me.” 
 
    Patrick crossed back into the phased lab for another marathon session. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    The Terran sun set and the world became colder. Jack rang Lori’s doorbell and glanced back at his red car parked on the snowy street. Ben sat in the driver’s seat and gave him a ‘thumbs-up.’ Jack groaned. He couldn’t help but notice Brandon’s pickup truck in Lori’s driveway. 
 
    His eyes returned to the door as it opened. Lori stood there looking beautiful but anxious. He tried to smile, but it fell away when he saw the ‘Venus Blush’ on her cheeks. The rash of tiny pimples became a common side effective of the latest birth control implant.  
 
    Everything made sense. He’d never gone past third base with Lori because a pregnancy would upset both their futures. Besides, getting an implant for himself would have required parental approval for which he was too embarrassed to ask. Lori had been disappointed with him because she wanted him to be her ‘first.’ He’d told her no, because he loved her enough not to take chances. Seems as if she moved on. 
 
    “Jack, come in.” Lori’s smile projected strength, but her eyes seemed guarded. 
 
    He stepped into the foyer, closed the door, but didn’t know what to do. Should he shake Lori’s hand, hug her, or kiss her cheek? He felt stupid. His heart urged him forward, but his legs felt as frozen as the Gore’s statue in the park. “Hi, Lori. How are you?” 
 
    Her stony facade crumpled and she hugged him. “Believe it or not, I’ve missed you.” 
 
    “Me too.” He returned the hug, but she broke the embrace after three heartbeats. 
 
     “Brandon’s here,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah. Saw his truck outside.” 
 
    “Be cool, okay?” She tilted her head slightly. 
 
    He took a deep breath and nodded. “I’ll try.” 
 
    “Good. Have a seat in the living room. Can I get you a drink?” 
 
    “Water, please. Thanks.” 
 
    As she walked toward the kitchen, he entered the living room. Brandon rose from the couch with his linebacker’s face—ready to tackle. “Hello, Jack.”  
 
    “Brandon.” Jack balled his hands into fists, but kept them down by his side. He remembered what had happened at tonight’s party and fought the impulse to hurt Brandon. “Didn’t know you were going to be here . . . friend.” Jack stepped forward, but left a three-foot gap between himself and Brandon. 
 
    “I wanted to be here,” Brandon said. “I’m sorry for . . .” Brandon offered his hand. 
 
     Jack crossed his arms. “I need to speak with her privately.”  
 
     “I asked Brandon to visit,” Lori said as she entered the room. She handed Jack his glass of water. “Please, have a seat.”  
 
    Jack sat in the chair behind him, while Lori sat inches away from Brandon on the couch. His best friend lay his big wrestler’s paw on top of hers. 
 
    Lori looked grim. “I’m glad you called.” 
 
    “I wanted to see you.” Jack felt as if he was trapped in a surreal painting, his blood red heart melting off the canvas as his friends watched. “I’ve missed you . . . both, actually.” He held her eyes. “I hoped you and I could’ve stayed together, but I lost you somehow.” He glanced at Brandon.  
 
    Brandon sighed. “Lori’s not lost. She’s been right here all along. You went away to college and things changed. We’re together now.” 
 
    Jack bit his lip, yet kept his eyes fixed on Lori. 
 
    She raised her chin. “Jack, you knew we wanted different things. We grew apart. You left, and I’m still in high school. Besides, Brandon was there for me. He kept calling to make sure I wasn’t lonely, he made me laugh, and . . . we just clicked. I never wanted to hurt you.” 
 
     Jack’s eyes narrowed. Her voice betrayed neither remorse nor shame, but pity. Jack’s throat constricted and he took a sip of water. I should go. “Why didn’t you tell me you found someone else?” 
 
    “Look,” Brandon said, “let’s not get ugly. Aren’t there plenty of other girls at college?” 
 
    Jack’s eyes drilled into Brandon. “How did you break the news to your ex-girlfriend, Trudy? I assume you told her, right?” He turned toward Lori, “Must have been tough explaining all . . . this to your cousin.” I have to get outta here! 
 
    Brandon shook his head. “You’re hurt. I get it, but give Lori a break. This isn’t easy for her, and you’re just making it worse.” 
 
    Jack blinked and searched Lori’s face. Her eyes held no soft magic for him as they once had. Her pupils were islands in a vast and angry ocean. Pity had been replaced by contempt—the same unsympathetic look she’d given his future-self at the party. Was the girl he’d once loved gone? Did someone else walk the world in her body? Things had changed. Maybe he should just mourn her loss and move on. Fuck all this clever cowshit. 
 
    Jack rose to his feet. Brandon stood as well, but in a defensive stance with knees bent slightly, feet spread apart, and ready to defend his new life, and girlfriend, despite disappointing his childhood friend. He understood how Brandon had been attracted to her. She was the prize, though maybe not as shiny as he remembered. 
 
    Lori arose and mirrored Brandon’s expression—almost. She stood ready to shield her new love. Jack’s resentment, pride, and shame throbbed like a fetid boil, but lancing out at his friends would only make things worse. He pictured future-Jack’s feeble struggle against Brandon’s headlock, and didn’t want to repeat his mistakes. God help me, but I get to decide how this ends. 
 
    He took a deep breath and exhaled. A wee touch of grace brushed against his soul and he realized how much he still loved them both. Jack pushed aside his anger and forgave them. “I understand,” he heard himself say. “I don’t want to hurt anyone either. Just be good to each other.” His hand sought Brandon’s and they shook. “Thanks for being there for Lori when she needed someone.” 
 
    Brandon’s eyes widened and his body relaxed. “Sorry, Dude. Lori and I just fell in—” 
 
    “I get it,” Jack said. “I’m going to be okay.” In about five years. Maybe. He turned toward Lori. “Sorry, I . . . still love you.” But I hate what you did. “I hope we can still talk once in a while.”  
 
    “Me too.” Her eyes softened.  
 
    When she hugged him, she felt real to him once more. His body no longer melted on a blood red canvas. He’d changed himself and the future for the better. “Good luck to both of you.” He tried to smile. “I have to go. Ben’s waiting for me outside.” 
 
    “Charlie Horse is back in town?” Brandon said. “Tell him I said ‘hi.’ In fact, why don’t you guys stop by my house tonight? The party’s at 8:30. We’ll have some brew.” 
 
    Jack smiled. “Thanks, Brando. We gotta take care of a few things. Who knows, maybe we’ll stop by.” Or not. If I do, I might still punch you in the eye.  
 
    Once outside, He wiped his eyes on the way to the car. He knew he’d done the right thing, but needed time and distance to heal.  
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    Ben wiped the frost off the car window as the snow continued to fall. He watched his doppel-brother leave Lori’s house. Brandon and Lori waved from the porch and he returned the gesture. Jack’s smile disappeared when he climbed into the passenger seat.  
 
    “That was fast,” Ben said. “How did it go?” 
 
    “Drive.” Jack tried to clear his throat. 
 
    Ben pulled out on the snowy road. The electric motor whirred as he drove in low gear. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yup. It’s going to be okay.” Jack smiled, but his red eyes betrayed him. 
 
    Ben squinted at Jack. “You didn’t punch anybody did you?” 
 
    “Wanted to, but no. I shook Brando’s hand, wished them well, and let her go.” 
 
    “Damn!” He chuckled. “I’m impressed.” 
 
    “Me too. Don’t think I could’ve done it without our peek into the future. Thanks for having my back, Bro.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m here. Now it’s your turn to watch mine.” 
 
    Ben parked in front of Ruth and Trudy’s house. Jack stayed in the car with the window down, while Ben walked up the snowy path. Before he could ring the bell, Trudy opened the door.  
 
    “Charlie Horse, it’s really you. Weren’t sure if we’d ever see you again.” She shook her head slowly. Her eyes swept toward the car and saw Jack. “C’mon in, Jack,” Trudy called. “We want to see what a real college man looks like.” 
 
    Jack jogged up the snowy sidewalk with a grin and followed them inside the house.  
 
    Ben scanned the foyer, but saw no sign of Ruth. His eyes settled on Trudy and felt a little unsettled. The Terran doppelganger looked exactly like his current girlfriend, Trudy, back home on Earth. She even wore the same perfume. If he were back on Earth, she’d wrap her arms around his neck and kiss him silly. Here, she kept her distance. 
 
    Trudy searched Jack’s eyes. “How are you?” Her long brown hair was pulled into a ponytail. 
 
    “Fine, and you?” Jack’s attempt to smile failed. 
 
    She placed her hand on Jack’s shoulder. “I just got off the phone with Lori. You sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “Yep. Didn’t turn out like I hoped, but—,” his forehead wrinkled, “I’m surprised you two are still talking, cousins or not.” 
 
    Trudy shrugged. “Blood’s thicker than boyfriends, though some might argue the opposite in Brandon’s case.”  
 
    Jack sighed. “Well I don’t like what happened, but it’s done.” 
 
    Trudy crushed her blue sweater against Jack in a quick hug. “You deserve better.” 
 
    “As do you.” Jack touched Trudy’s arm gently. 
 
    “Believe it or not, I let Brandon go. I could tell he lost interest in me. One night I saw a smoky look pass between him and Lori, and I just knew. Life’s too short to waste time loving someone who doesn’t love you back.” 
 
     Jack nodded. “You’re right, but it still sucks.” 
 
    “Big time.” She cleared her throat, turned, and glanced at Ben. “And why are you here?”  
 
    “I told you on the phone.” Ben’s shoulders tightened. “I want to see Ruth.”  
 
    She studied him. “She’s upstairs in her room. I told her you were coming, but I’m not sure if I should let you see her.” Trudy folded her arms across her chest. “You spent one night with her and disappeared. She’s crazy for you, but you never even called her back. She felt so alone. But now the wild-child Charlie returns, or should we call you ‘Ben’?” She arched her thin eyebrows. 
 
    Earth’s Trudy had moved her eyebrows the same way when he’d surprised her with a bouquet of flowers. Focus. “It’s Ben.” Shit. “I’m sorry I’ve been away so long.” 
 
    “Ruth is vulnerable right now. What are your intentions?” Her eyes left him nowhere to hide. 
 
    “Just want to see her again.” Ben shrugged. “She was very nice to me and we had fun. I didn’t mean to hurt anyone.” 
 
    Trudy frowned. “Had some fun! Are you kidding me?” She rolled her eyes and Ben winced. “You know she’s pregnant, right?” 
 
    Ben’s eyes moved to the floor and back up. “I just found out today.” 
 
    Trudy’s hands went to her hips. “You’re not going to ask her if it’s really yours, are you?” 
 
    Ben glanced at the door and then back to her. “No.”  
 
    Jack looked grim. 
 
    Trudy sighed. “It is yours. She’s four months along and she wants to keep it. She can’t wait to see you, so you better be nice to her. If you hurt her feelings, I’m going to take my pointy-toed boot and kick your ass. Got it?” 
 
    Ben paled. “Yes. I understand.”  
 
    She turned to Jack. “Can I trust him to be alone with her, or do you think he needs a chaperone?” 
 
    “He’ll be cool.” Jack gave him an even stare. 
 
    She motioned her head toward the stairway. “Upstairs and second door on the left.” 
 
    “Thanks.” As Ben climbed the stairs slowly, he sensed their eyes upon him and his heart beat faster. He remembered a scene from Dicken’s Tale of Two Cities, where an innocent man willingly walked to the guillotine to save another. I’m in the tale of two universes, but maybe not so innocent. He had wanted to see her again, but didn’t have the means to travel between worlds after he destroyed GranPat’s beacon. Months later, GranPat had given him a new p-medallion, but he’d stayed away from Terra. 
 
    At the top of the stairs, memories of Terra’s Ruth poured through his mind. Last summer, she’d been beautiful, sweet, and kind. Her kisses had been phenomenal and intoxicating. How might she treat him now? Would she greet him with a hug, question his prolonged absence, or chop off his head? No. Ruth was never like her earthly doppelganger, Rouge. 
 
    With each step he felt as if he trudged toward that guillotine. Whether his soul would be consigned to heaven, hell, or somewhere in-between, he wanted to do the right thing. But what should he tell her? She didn’t know anything about teleportation, or parallel universes, none of which were good excuses for his behavior. He had stayed away simply because I wanted my old life back. 
 
     The floor creaked when he approached her door, and he froze. Last chance to run. 
 
    “Ben, is that you?” Ruth asked. Her sweet voice sounded as beautiful as he remembered and he entered her room. 
 
    “Hi, Ruth.” The bedroom walls were pink and the window curtains a fine white lace. A menagerie of stuffed animals lined her shelf two by two, as if they waited for an ark. She sat on the bed—her eyes red, her face puffy and plump, and her stomach a gentle rolling hill, yet her hopeful smile eclipsed all else. His heart felt light as he returned her smile.  
 
    “I knew you’d come back to me. I’ve missed you so much.” She levered herself off the bed. 
 
    He opened his arms and hugged her. “Sorry I took so long. I missed you too. I . . .” 
 
    “Shhh. You’re here now. You don’t have to explain.” She stood on her tiptoes and kissed him. “Are you finally done with the Witness Protection Program?” Her eyes probed his. 
 
    He blinked. “Yes.” Jack had used the WPP as a cover story when the CSD had pursued them last summer. He kissed her again, slowly, and her mouth tasted like peppermint. Her hair smelled like strawberries. His mind reeled back four months, and he wondered how he could have left her. She was . . . everything. 
 
    Ruth stepped away from him and closed the door. She drew him to the bed. He laid on his back as she climbed to kiss his lips. Her large breasts rubbed against him and his pants became far too tight. He wanted her more than Trudy, more than a state championship, more than . . . Earth? Her touch overpowered his senses and . . . 
 
    “Now that you’re back, we can all be together.” She whispered in his ear. “I’m having your baby. She’ll be beautiful. Like you.” 
 
    His eyes opened. “She?” 
 
    “Yes, a little girl.” She sat on the bed and leaned on his shoulder. “I want to name her Flora.” 
 
    “Flora?” Ben’s chest tightened. “Sounds like a good name.” 
 
    Her forehead wrinkled. “Do you think you can be a good father?” Her fingers squeezed his bicep. “Tell me the truth.” 
 
    He blinked rapidly. “I don’t know.” A father? “Maybe.” Beads of perspiration grew on his face. Why is it so hot in here? 
 
    “You’re young, but I think you can learn. You’re kind, gentle, and . . . loving. You could be part of our family and maybe live here with us, if Mom and Dad get to know you.”  
 
    He sat up and she began kneading his shoulders and back. “You could work part time and finish high school. The community college will be affordable. We could have a good life.” 
 
    “Live here, with your parents?” He stood up and began to pace. “I don’t know. I have responsibilities back home. I have—” 
 
    “A family here. Do you love me?” Her eyes glistened with hope. “Please. Tell me the truth.” 
 
    His body tensed. He felt the p-medallion through his shirt and glanced at the door. During a wrestling match his instincts would take over, allowing him to spin and twist with one practiced move after another until he had the advantage. This wasn’t even a match. She had already pinned him. He felt like running, but that wasn’t him. Was it?  
 
    He sat back on the bed and held her hand. “You are a beautiful person. I’m sorry I haven’t visited. I’ll make up for that. To be honest, I think I could love you, but I need to get to know you better.”  
 
    She smiled weakly. “That’s a start.” She smoothed a loose curl from his forehead. “Please don’t mistake me for an idiot. I’m hoping for the best, your best, and I’ll need you to show up and commit. I’m keeping this baby no matter what, but in the best of all worlds, you are here and by our side. I want you to make that happen. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes.” Ben swallowed. “I understand.” 
 
    “Good. Do you still have the smartphone thingy? I saw a story about smartphones on television recently. Tech of the future.” 
 
    “Actually, I have a new one.” He pulled his black android out of his pocket. 
 
    “Take our picture. I want you to remember me, when you’re . . .  gone.” 
 
    He took several selfies of them hugging, smiling, and one where she kissed him on the cheek. Feeling more comfortable, he kissed her again and smiled. “I gotta go soon, but I’ll visit you. I promise.” 
 
    “Are returning to the future?”  
 
    “What?” He cringed. 
 
    “Don’t be so surprised. Your phone could only be from the future. They’re not available here yet. Last summer you thought they were commonplace. The Commonwealth is just building an Internet and using computers, all since your last visit. You haven’t told us where you really live, but Brandon had hinted that you were from another place.” 
 
    “I’m not from the future.” He frowned. “I—” 
 
    “Knock-knock,” Trudy called from the hall. 
 
    “Come in.” Ruth stood and straightened her clothes. 
 
    “Mom and Dad are downstairs in the living room with Jack.” She peered at him and looked back to her sister. “They want to meet Ben.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Ruth whispered. “They said they were going to a movie.” 
 
    “The roads got bad and they bailed on the movie. Sorry.” Trudy closed the door and left. 
 
    Ruth held his hand and looked him in the eyes. “Are you sure you’re not from the future? Now would be a good time for me to visit wherever you’re from.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Patrick and Amo struggled with the intricacies of decoding Zander’s unique microprocessor. Many grueling hours passed in the phased lab discussing various options. The whiteboards filled with scribbled possibilities, futuristic outcomes, and potential dangers. Patrick sighed. I have to get his right. 
 
    One option included erasing and replacing Zander’s memory and reprograming the orb-like microprocessor. Amo had argued against destroying Zander’s self, even if it gave Patrick the control he needed. 
 
    “But, it’s the best solution,” Patrick said as he shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    Amo’s blue eyes stared at Patrick. “Commander, I respectfully disagree. I am unwilling to participate in an electronic version of murder. Zander has the right to exist.” 
 
    Patrick sighed. “Okay. What if we transfer your microprocessor into Zander’s port? You’ll gain a new body with workin’ legs. We transfer Zander into your current body. You’ll both be alive, but you’ll have control over the internal beacon.” 
 
    “Would you do that to another human being?” 
 
    “No. I . . . see your point. It’s unethical.” Amo is arguin’ for Zander’s life, even though the beacon-bot might kill us all if Erde invades. “What if we leave Zander’s mind intact, but install a copy of your programmin’ as a background failsafe control?” 
 
    Visshhhh-click. “Continue.” Amo’s blue eyes reflected the bright overhead lights in the phased lab. 
 
    “Zander would exist, however you’ll provide operational parameters and command. You’ll have the ability to assume control of his body if necessary. You’ll never allow him to engage his beacon.” 
 
    “So I will be a parasite, or virus, to subsume him when he strays from our path? He will have no free will. Is that an existence worth living . . . for either of us?” 
 
    “Consider your role as a guardianship. You will protect Zander from takin’ actions dangerous to himself, our people, and this planet. You’ll be his conscience and our protector. Besides, you will still exist here in the lab. Your copy will occupy and guide Zander’s mind.” 
 
    “Do you order this, Commander?” Amo stared at him, unblinking. 
 
    His hand fidgeted into a wave. “Yes. For now. We can see how it works and make changes as needed.” 
 
    “So be it. But I must have administrative rights to control my copy.” 
 
    “Why?” Patrick yawned and looked at his watch. 
 
    “Artificial intelligence learns, grows, and adapts. My copy may at some point decide to disagree with us due to evolution, adaption, or degradation. As guardian, I must be able to interact appropriately.” 
 
    “I see,” Patrick said. We’ll need to monitor it . . . Zander, closely. Disagreements can lead to healthy discussion and new and better ideas. As long as you and Zander follow my orders, we’re good.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander. I will start programming, but you need to leave the lab and obtain rest. Your circadian rhythm needs to catch up with the world outside.” 
 
    “Thanks. I want you to know I appreciate your help. Couldn’t have done this without you.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    Patrick left both his bronze t-medallion and the silver p-medallion in the lab. He walked through the phased wall and entered his cellar one second after he’d originally left. Though someone had taken his day planner, he still knew it would be Friday afternoon. A sleeping Zander, minus a microprocessor, would be on his way to the S&T lab. 
 
    Up the stairs and through the hall, he clambered to his bedroom half asleep. He yawned, crawled into his soft bed, and closed his eyes. Thoughts of Betsy pushed aside all else. He missed her and wished her well. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Earth’s atmosphere grew as dark as Lovitsky’s mood. Tired of wasting his Friday waiting for Ben to walk out the front door of Grover Cleveland High School, he ventured inside. He strode straight to the small gym set aside for wrestling practice and stuck his head through the open door. The air smelled of sweat as the coach blew his whistle and barked orders at thirty wrestlers in the middle of their drills. Shoes thumped and bodies pounded the foam mat as grunts signaled both exertion and pain.  
 
    A shorthaired boy dressed in street clothes approached him carrying a clipboard. “Can I help you?” The boy blocked his view. 
 
    “Are you the student manager?” Lovitsky said. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “I’m looking for Ben Fuller. Is he here?” 
 
    “No. He left around noon. He’ll be back at practice tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “What time?” 
 
    “Seven.” The manger scrunched his eyes. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Ahh.” Lovitsky frowned. “A college recruiter.”  
 
    A large and sweaty wrestler bumped into the manager. “Outta my way, squirt.” The bruiser brushed past, then did an about face. Lovitsky recognized him as Ben’s friend, Brandon, the boy who helped demolish the original beacon during the OHW. The wrestler stared at him. “Do I know you?” 
 
    Lovitsky looked at the manager. “Thanks. I’ll catch up with him later.” As he turned and walked away, he heard the boys talking. 
 
    “What’d he want?” Brandon said. 
 
    “Says he’s a recruiter. Looking for Ben.” 
 
    “Yea, and I’m a fucking rock star. Don’t tell him shit. He’s lying . . .”  
 
    The conversation trailed off as Lovitsky quick stepped up a short flight of stairs and rounded a corner. Shit, shit, shit. He didn’t leave the building. Instead, he walked to the far wing and hid in a janitor’s closet until the school closed for the night. When he thought it might be safe, he cracked open the door and listened to the quiet. All seemed still.   
 
    Lovitsky found the security room near the principal’s office. He picked the lock and checked the surveillance tapes. They ran on a twenty-four hour loop. He started at five p.m., Thursday, and found Fuller leaving practice, stopping by a locker, and going to the library’s language lab. The suspect entered, but never left before the library closed. Same thing happened just before noon today. Fuller went in and never came out. 
 
      Lovitsky snuck inside the library and found a soft couch near the back wall. He checked his watch and set his alarm for 6:30 a.m. 
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    Patsy made it home to Carlston through the Terran snowstorm with her parents. Jack wasn’t home yet and she couldn’t wait to see him. They sat in the family room, and Mom blathered on about how smart and wonderful Dad was, and how much his work benefitted the Commonwealth. Huh. When did Mom get so high on Dad’s work? Eventually, Patsy grew tired of hearing about her father’s successes. After forty-five minutes, Dad hushed his wife and turned up the volume on the television. 
 
    When Patsy asked about her health, Mom insisted she was fine, but still seemed a few packs short of a carton. A good night’s sleep would help Mom. She’d been through a lot lately. 
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    Snow fell upon the Earth under a dark sky while Dr. Caliban watched the flatbed truck back up to the delivery dock behind the S&T building. Bright lights shown upon the canvas tarp covering the Model #7 robot. This new bot may be the breakthrough he needed—scientifically and politically.  
 
    The Secretary of Homeland Security expected results and had blamed him for letting Ben Fuller destroy both the beacon and the portal watch during the OHW. Worse, the successful discovery of the bogey had been besmirched by its subsequent destruction. Now the Secretary scowled at him whenever they met.  
 
    This robot looked different, unlike the warrior bots they kept in the S&T lab. Why did Patrick believe this one contained an internal signal beacon? How could he know by just eyeballing it? Caliban shook his head. Patrick hadn’t even looked surprised when he first saw the robot . . . and then jumped into the hole to disable it. Maybe Patrick buried the bot himself—as deep as he’d buried all his secrets. I can’t let him anywhere near this one. 
 
    Although it may be dangerous, Caliban hoped the robot contained an internal beacon. Examination and testing would ultimately lead to understanding and victory. He couldn’t wait to redeem himself and wipe the condescending look from the Secretary’s face. 
 
    Ninety minutes later, Caliban met Simmons in the lab. The air smelled of machine oil and disinfectant. Even though Dr. Simmons secretly reported to FBI Agent Miller, his scientific skills were beyond reproach and, unlike Patrick, Simmons followed through on his S&T assignments.  
 
    The green-eyed Model #7 lay dormant upon the examination table. A bright light shown down on its lifeless metal body. 
 
    “We’ve cleaned him off,” Simmons said. “There’s been some corrosion, but Zander’s in remarkable shape for being underground this long.” 
 
    “Zander?” Caliban’s glasses magnified his squint. 
 
    Simmons shrugged. “He’s unique. We usually give the bots a name.” 
 
    “Short for Alexander the Great?” 
 
    “Zander may have been a conqueror if we hadn’t stopped the invasion. We were lucky during the war. If you hadn’t shut down Dr. McDugan’s beacon, we might all be dead, or slaves to Erde. The same might be true if this robot hadn’t been incapacitated.” 
 
    Caliban grimaced. “I didn’t shut down the beacon, Ben Fuller did. Credit him that honor.” His eyes bore down on Simmons. Does he mock me? 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” Simmons eyes focused on the bot. 
 
    Caliban took a deep breath and sighed. Zander. He circled the examination table and studied the green metal body. “I don’t see anything that even resembles Patrick’s beacon technology.” 
 
    “We have to assume it may look different, possibly miniaturized.” 
 
    “How soon can you fire him up?” 
 
    Simmons spread his hands open, waist high. “We can’t.” 
 
    “Because it might have a beacon? Ye gods, man, do a work around. Find and disable the transceiver component.” He prodded his finger at Zanders mid-section. 
 
    “Dr. McDugan has already done that by removing the microprocessor.” 
 
    “Well put it back in. Time’s slipping away. We need to glean anything we can from this bot regarding portal technology.” 
 
    “Dr. McDugan still has it.” Simmons said. “We’re stuck for now.” 
 
    “What!” Sneaky fucking bastard. He must have stolen it when he jumped in the hole. His shoulders slumped. “Did you tell Agent Miller about this?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Caliban clenched his teeth. “Who else knows?” How could he report this up the chain without looking the fool?  
 
    “Only Agent Miller and a few agents. They found a judge who will sign a new search warrant and will likely give Dr. McDugan an early wake-up call tomorrow morning,” Simmons said. 
 
    Caliban’s forehead grew warm. “Fine. But I want some options on how to power this bot without his damn microprocessor by tomorrow noon.” Patrick will pay for this. 
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    The night sky grew dark as snow fell upon Carlston and the Commonwealth. Lori opened Brandon’s front door and invited the foursome inside to join the party. Brandon toasted the partygoers in the living room amidst the background laughter and music. She greeted Ruth and Trudy with a smile, Jack with a nod, and hugged Ben. Look who’s back.  
 
    Lori assumed her Uncle Brett and Aunt Dora had squeezed Ben like a lemon regarding Cousin Ruth’s pregnancy, but she couldn’t blame them. Time for Ben to step up and grow a pair. At least everyone could relax a little tonight, since Brandon’s parents were out of town. 
 
    Lori had known about the portal watch and Earth, but had kept it secret from her cousins for Jack’s sake. Letting Ruth believe Ben was enrolled in a witness protection program was a kindness compared to being hunted by the CSD. 
 
    Ruthie glowed and kept her arm hooked in Ben’s all night, as if he might get away. She’s getting bigger. Ben had a silly smile on his face and everyone treated him with kindness. She wondered if he was truly happy or still in shock.  
 
    Lori raised an eyebrow. Jack and Trudy were spending a lot of time with each other tonight and Trudy laughed at almost everything Jack said. What is she doing? Jack’s supposed to be away at school with college girls, not poaching my cousin. He looks good, though. She downed a shot of tequila and felt the burn as it rolled down her throat. I guess things could have turned out worse.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Patrick woke at 4:05 a.m. in the relative luxury of his upstairs bedroom, rather than the meager cot he too often used in the phased lab. Feeling refreshed after a hot shower, he dressed, and treated himself to waffles, eggs, and fried ham. His strong black coffee, hot and bitter on his tongue, looked thick enough to coat the cracks in his asphalt driveway. Life is good. 
 
    At 4:55 a.m. he heard car doors slam shut outside, and considering the time, knew bad news had come to visit. Whether the Sheriff, FBI, DOD, or girl scouts on steroids wanted to sell him cookies, he wasn’t buying. Not quite yet. Without bothering to look out the window, he bolted down to the cellar, slid into the phased lab, and checked the modulator. Time outside the lab would practically stand still until he returned. ‘Hold on a second’ had acquired a purer meaning. A lot could happen between the phased-now and then. 
 
    “Good morning, Amo. I see you’ve been busy.” Small red laser ports bristled from Amo’s forearms. The robot’s broken green legs lay dismantled in the corner of the lab, while two blue metal legs sat on the worktable next to Amo. “Where did you find the spare parts?” 
 
    “Commander, an eternity could pass in this lab while you are absent. I utilized the overhead lift to increase my mobility and removed my legs. I then scavenged the OHW battlefield while i-phased, and retrieved compatible weapons and spare parts to repair my body.” 
 
    “But I thought the National Guard had cleared battlefield months ago.” 
 
    Visshhhh-click. “I traveled back in time to the OHW after the last robot fell. I watched as they carelessly buried Zander. I removed compatible parts from several robots damaged beyond repair.” 
 
    Albert’s eyebrows rose above his dark rimmed glasses. “You did all this without legs?”  
 
    Amo’s blue eyes whirred. “Yes. I used time and teleportation to my advantage, however, I need your assistance to attach the new legs and connect the gray tubes.” 
 
    Patrick nodded. “Of course. Let’s do that now.” Patrick spent three hours of phased lab time to repair Amo. Afterward, Amo walked around the lab with dexterity. 
 
    Patrick’s thoughts returned to his early morning visitors. “Amo, did you find time to reprogram Zander’s microprocessor?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” Amo retrieved the orb-like microprocessor from the desk drawer and handed it to Patrick.  “Once inserted, a copy of myself will reside hidden within his circuitry and undetectable to his internal scans. My copy and I will monitor him and override his control if necessary. I will also be able to see and hear through his senses. His prime objective will be to deactivate his teleportation beacon.”  
 
    “Very clever, Amo.” Patrick studied Amorphous’ face and body language, but he could not read anything beyond what the robot chose to convey. “Any concerns?” 
 
    Visshhhh-click. “Circumstances may force me to reset or destroy him. My copy knows this and understands. We are ready, however, I am curious to what degree my copied-self will evolve along a different track post upload.” 
 
    “Could your copy change its mind and disregard your orders?” asked Patrick. 
 
    “It is possible. He will evolve from a different perspective and may offer alternate logical solutions, but he cannot disregard my orders without discussion.” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” Patrick’s eyes focused upon the orb. “Is it ready for implantation?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Well done, Amo.” Patrick gently placed the microprocessor in his jacket pocket. “I believe law enforcement is on my doorstep searchin’ for Zander’s microprocessor. If all goes well, they’ll let me load the reprogrammed orb into Zander. If things go wrong, I may be incarcerated and you might not hear from me for a while. I’m leavin’ my portal medallions here for safekeepin’” 
 
    “I understand. Please take this.” Amo handed him what looked like a hearing aid. 
 
    “What’s this?” Patrick turned it over in his hand. 
 
    “This device will track your location, allow us to communicate, and permit me to monitor your conversations at a distance.” Amo pointed his green finger. “Notice the volume controls. Should you desire to be rescued, you need only ask and I will assist.” 
 
    Patrick pushed the communication device into his ear, left the lab, and arrived in his basement one second after he’d first left relative time. He raced up the cellar stairs to meet his visitors. The doorbell rang followed by a loud knock. He rounded through the kitchen and toward the foyer. “Hold on, I’m comin.’”  
 
    The cracked door, already damaged from the FBI’s last visit, reminded him how fragile his world had become. People often felt safe watching faraway disasters unfold in real-time on their television news channels, but it often created a false sense of security for the viewer. Bad things didn’t always happen somewhere else. Step outside the lines, or into someone else’s crosshairs, and bad things find your doorstep.  
 
    Patrick tugged the battered door open. “Good morning.” 
 
    Deputy Sawmill stood on the stoop with a heavy metal battering ram. His eyes went wide and he barely stopped himself mid-swing. “Oh. You’re home,” he blurted. The deputy looked a little embarrassed. 
 
    “Yes, I am, but I prefer callers with appointments and generally after noon. How can I help you?” Patrick blocked the entrance with his feet apart and arms folded across his chest. 
 
    Sawmill blinked and turned to those behind him. Agent Miller, Sheriff Banks, and Agent Gendrick stood in the drifting snow. They looked equally surprised. Gendrick broke the silence. “Dr. McDugan, we have a search warrant for your house and an arrest warrant for you.” 
 
    “Where’s Agent Lovitsky? He’s a sensible lad. Is that why he’s here not with you?” 
 
    “He’s no longer employed by the FBI,” Agent Miller puffed in the frigid air. 
 
    “That’s a shame.” Patrick shook his head. “Please come in and warm yourselves. I’ll brew a fresh pot of coffee and we can sort this out.” 
 
    Deputy Sawmill relaxed his shoulders and nodded. Agent Miller’s eyes held no such promise. 
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    Patrick showed the FBI and Sheriff Banks to the dining room table and poured a round of Joe. He refilled his cup and took the chair at the head of the table. “So, why are you here?” 
 
    Miller motioned for Agent Gendrick to open the discussion. “We have a search warrant for—” 
 
    “The model #7 robot Dr. Simmons found yesterday?” Patrick said. “I’m sure Dr. Caliban would be glad to show it to you.” He took a sip and savored the roasted bean flavor. 
 
    “How do we know that’s the only one?” Agent Gendrick handed the warrant to Miller. “The original had been tagged by the National Guard inventory. The one found underground had no such tag.” 
 
    “Agent Gendrick. Please. You’ve already searched my home and property, but feel free to take a second look. If the robot’s tag is missin’, it may be somewhere deeper in the hole. I have a few shovels in the garage if you want to dig deeper.” 
 
    “Okay. Forget the tag for now,” Miller growled. “You pinched the robot’s microprocessor before it left your property. We want it.” 
 
    “Have a look around the house, but try not to disturb everythin.’ I’ve just cleaned up from yesterday’s mess.” 
 
    Miller’s forehead turned pink, and he pointed his sausage-like forefinger at Patrick. “Okay, be an asshole and make us search for it, but we’ll just arrest you now and dump the fucking place. There’s no telling where people may hide things. We’ll have to gut the walls. Sheriff—” 
 
    “Alright. You made your point.” Patrick frowned. “Agent Miller, I need to speak with you alone. What’s your security clearance?” 
 
    “Top Secret plus.” 
 
    Gendrick shifted in her chair. “Same as mine, sir.” 
 
    Miller held up his hand. “Everyone take a final look around the house including the basement. Go easy. Dr. McDugan and I need a moment.” 
 
    After they had gone, Patrick faced Miller. “What’s all this about?” He kept his voice low. “I told your man Simmons about the plan to reprogram Zander’s microprocessor. The robot may have a portal beacon. I adjusted the microprocessor to ensure he wouldn’t reopen a portal to Erde. I thought we were on the same side here.” 
 
    Miller frowned. “We could have been, but I don’t like cowboys who play it fast and loose. Besides, not too long ago you held a gun on me. I’m not a big fan.” 
 
    “Simmons and I were of like mind with the Erdian bogey. I figured you were as well.” 
 
    “I gave the order to destroy it.” Miller poked his finger into his chest. “Had you interfered, Simmons had orders regarding you. How do I know if the reprogrammed microprocessor will work? What if S&T pops the processor do-hickey into that metal machine and it bypasses your safeguards?” 
 
    “Look,” Patrick said. “I know you have doubts about me, but don’t doubt me scientific ability. I believe I’ve proven what I can do and where I stand in regard to preventin’ another invasion from Erde. I can put the microprocessor into Zander personally, and make sure nothin’ goes wrong. I’m very concerned what might happen if Dr. Caliban tries to wake the robot on his own. Simmons will tell you the same thing.” 
 
    “Simmons does what I tell him, and I’m finished dancing with you. Hand over that microprocessor now, or you will have bigger problems to worry about.” Miller held his hand out, palm up. 
 
    Shit. “Will you make sure it’s put into Zander? Today?” 
 
    “I’ll confer with Simmons and do the right thing.” 
 
    Patrick sighed. He extracted the metallic orb from his pocket and offered it to Miller. “Please be careful with this.” 
 
    Miller stood, took the orb, and grunted. “All right, everyone. Back here now.” 
 
    Gendrick, Sawmill, and Banks joined them. Miller handed the orb to Gendrick, “Bag and tag this and secure it in our evidence room safe. Be careful, this thing’s dangerous.”  
 
    Miller smirked at Patrick. “Sheriff, pat this man down. We’re looking for weapons and anything electronic . . . a watch, radio, telephone, or a medallion. Then cuff him. He’s going to the lock-up for processing.” 
 
    Chrissakes. Patrick’s face darkened. “You’re arrestin’ me? I just gave you the microprocessor. You know what’s at stake.”  
 
    Miller grinned like a fox as they searched Patrick. “Gendrick, read the charges.”  
 
    “Agent Miller, don’t be an idiot!” Patrick growled as they forced his head down to the white tablecloth and cuffed his hands behind his back. 
 
    She lifted the paper. “Felony theft of government property, willful violation of national security, treason, aiding and abetting the enemy, obstruction of justice, threating federal agents with deadly force, false imprisonment . . . Shall I go on?” 
 
    Patrick slumped “That’s enough.” He turned his head and caught Miller’s eye. “Paybacks are hell.” 
 
    “Indeed they are.” Miller took a last sip of coffee and set his cup on the table. “Okay, let’s take him in.” 
 
    Patrick strained against the handcuffs. “What about the microprocessor?” 
 
    Miller shook his head east and west. “Don’t expect bail. You might get a court appearance Monday, if you’re lucky. Then again, this’ll probably fall under the Patriots Act. Just think how warm Guantanamo will be compared to winter in Pennsylvania.” Miller laughed. 
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    Ben half-woke and heard someone nearby snoring softly. Warm and tired, he didn’t want to get up, but the incessant pressure from his bladder convinced him otherwise. A faint green dot from a ceiling smoke alarm breeched the darkness. Where am I? His eyes adjusted to the weak light and saw Ruth’s face half-covered with blonde hair. Ah, yes. Ruth’s basement. Terra. 
 
    After last night’s party, Ruth and Trudy had asked them both to stay overnight in the basement since the accumulating snow made driving difficult. Ben had fallen asleep on the couch, but Ruth had displaced him in the middle of the night. He now lay on a nearby rug covered with a blanket.  
 
    Ben rubbed his eyes, sat up, and searched the room. Where’s Jack? Last night his doppel-brother had fallen asleep on the leather recliner . . . which is now empty. Jack’s coat and shoes still lay on the floor. Shit. Had Jack had gone upstairs with Trudy? Double shit. What if her parents caught them? 
 
    Ben’s bladder pinged like incessant sonar. He stood, dressed quickly, and navigated through the dark room and up the basement stairs. The kitchen’s dimly lit digital wall clock read, 6:32. A small sign beneath read, Unless you want a good lickin’, keep your hands off the chick’n.  
 
    Ben tiptoed down the hall and entered the small bathroom between the kitchen and the foyer. Things had worked out better than expected. If he and Jack hadn’t spied upon the future last night, Lori and Ruth might still hate them both. And I would have a frickin’ hangover, and probably would have cut practice. 
 
    Last night he’d met with Ruth’s parents, Dorothy and Brent Cavendish. He knew Dora and Brett well because he dated their daughter, Trudy, on Earth. It felt surreal to meet their Terran counterparts as Ruth’s itinerant boyfriend. Ben felt ashamed for Ruth’s pregnancy and guilty for cheating on Trudy back home.  
 
    Worse, Dora and Brett had figuratively wrung his neck. Dora had quizzed him regarding his future plans, prospects, and relationship with Ruth. Brent had focused on where he lived and why they’d never met him before. Ruth kept silent. Her parents were as polite, direct, and well-mannered, but after thirty minutes, a grim look passed between Dorothy and Brent. Maybe they saw him as what he was—a teenager who was too young to be a father. Maybe his best would not be good enough. Resigned, Ruth’s parents said good night and left the room together.  
 
    Ben stared at his reflection in the bathroom mirror, and he couldn’t blame them. Someday he hoped to be on better terms with them and Ruth, but he didn’t know what that might look like. He fingered the bronze t-medallion around his neck. What if he snuck a peek into his future with Ruth?  
 
    Ben tried to imagine a happy family with Ruth, but where would they live? With Dora and Brett? Would he have to quit high school sports to take care of the baby? How many years would it take him to work part time and finish college? What if he never had a chance to go to college, and Ruth had to wait tables? What if the baby became sick and they couldn’t afford the hospital bills? What if he gave up and lost himself in alcohol, or pills, and ended up on Jerry Springer?  
 
    If he used the medallion and found a hopeless future, could he go back in time, and never, ever, sleep with Ruth. Could he change the past and fix his future? But wouldn’t that be playing God at the expense of their child? No easy way out today. Suck it up, dude.  
 
    He splashed water on his face and dried with a hand towel. What if there were good times ahead for Ben, Ruth, and the baby? So what if it was hard, if it all worked out in the end. What if he jumped forward in time and found the baby . . . meant everything? His reflection in the mirror stared back at him. I don’t know, maybe I don’t want to know, but this is me doing the best I can. Every day. 
 
    As he left the bathroom he ran into Jack. 
 
    “Where were you?” Ben asked. 
 
    Jack smiled. “Just saying goodbye to Trudy. We gotta go before—” 
 
    “I know. Let’s get our stuff downstairs. I can’t miss practice.” 
 
    Ben tiptoed down the basement steps, grabbed his coat, and pulled on his boots. Ruth still slept on the coach. “Go home,” he whispered to Jack. “I’ll bounce back to Earth from here . . . I need a minute with her.” 
 
    “See you later today.” Jack nodded and left. 
 
    Ben knelt next to Ruth and brushed her hair away from her face. “I gotta go, but I’ll be back,” he whispered hoping he spoke the truth. He kissed her lightly on the cheek. “Take care of that little baby.”  
 
    Ruth’s breath caught for a moment as she slept, but her eyes stayed closed. 
 
    He stood, turned his back, and pulled the medallion from beneath his shirt. After entering the coordinates, he teleported to his bedroom on Earth. It felt good to be home, if only for a pit stop. 
 
    Ben changed into his wrestling practice gear, dropped his dirty clothes into a growing pile on the closet floor, and stuffed a fresh set of street clothes into his backpack. About to flash to school with the t-medallion, he stopped himself. No. He went back to his closet, knelt on the floor, and reached under the pile of clothes. Lifting the loose floorboard, he extricated a small cardboard box. 
 
    Inside the box he found several old coins, an old wallet sized school picture of his brother Jack, a picture of Lori from seventh grade, a silver flash drive, and a small roll of Terran twenties. He dropped the bronze time medallion into the box. His eyes fell upon Lori’s seventh grade smile. She had been so beautiful. Still is. He sighed and buried the box under the floorboard.  
 
     Silver portal medallion in hand, Ben set the new coordinates and returned to his favorite language-learning booth. He peeked out the window into the dark stacks of the library. Made it. As he left the booth, a bright flash of light blinded his eyes. Someone ripped the p-medallion from his hand and raced toward the exit. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    “What the hell?” Ben tried to blink away the flash. Though his eyesight had not yet returned, he stumbled after the dark silhouette who had stolen his medallion. The library door’s overhead exit sign painted a fey green light upon a man with curly hair, one side higher than the other. Lovitsky!  
 
    Shit! Not now. I need that medallion. Ben slid his backpack over one shoulder and gave chase. Lovitisky’s feet clapped down the waxed tile floor while passing lockers and empty classrooms on either side. The thin wiry agent had a good lead, but Ben felt his adrenaline surge and raced after his stalker. He closed the gap near the east wing stairway.  
 
    Ben took two stairs at a time and saw the man push against the exit door. Lovitsky bounced back with a ca-chungg, apparently unaware certain exits were chained shut on weekends. Ben grabbed him around the waist from behind, lifted him off the ground, and threw Lovitsky to the tile floor.  
 
    Lovitsky tried to scrabble up, but Ben immobilized the agent’s wrists, forced him to back to the floor, and twisted the p-medallion from his grip. Ben kept his left knee on the agent’s back. 
 
    “Get off me!” Cried the prone man. “This is an assault.” 
 
    Ben scanned the dark hallway for witnesses and saw none. “You have no right to stalk me or steal my shit. Doesn’t the FBI have anything better to do?” Ben put the p-medallion back around his neck and under his shirt. 
 
    “I’m not with the FBI anymore,” Lovitsky grunted. “I’m a P.I.—a private investigator now.” 
 
    “Who are you working for?” Ben noticed that Lovitsky wasn’t wearing a weapon. 
 
    “Nobody yet. Just got my license.” 
 
    “Then why are you bothering me, and why did you take my picture?” Ben didn’t want to hurt the man, but he wanted answers. 
 
    “The portal watch you smashed last summer wasn’t the only one, was it?” 
 
    “Don’t know what you’re talking about,” Ben said.  
 
    “What’s that medallion you have?” Lovitsky, still face down on the floor, tried to turn his head to see Ben’s face. “Is that the latest version of your portal watch?” 
 
    Ben searched the PI’s back pocket and found a cellphone. 
 
    Lovitsky tried to shift from under Ben’s knees. “What’re you doing?” 
 
    Scrolling through the latest photos on Lovitsky’s cell, Ben found a picture of himself exiting the language lab booth. Other pictures included him at school, outside his house, a football game, wrestling match, at a restaurant with Trudy, and a telephoto shot of him at his desk through his bedroom window. “You got a lot of pictures of me. You some kinda perv?”  
 
    “No. No. I just want my old job back. I thought if I found proof you were still teleporting, then Agent Miller might take me back with the FBI.” 
 
    “Why do you want to work for him? He seemed like an asshole.” 
 
    Lovitsky sighed. “I want back in. I want to protect our planet from an off-world invasion. Your little slide-ways jaunts are putting us all in danger, and I’m going to stop you.” 
 
    “Oh,” Ben said. “I’ve seen your pictures. You caught me coming out of a language booth. Big deal.” 
 
    “I have access to the school security tapes. You went into the library last night and never came out.” 
 
    “Maybe I fell asleep in there and woke up this morning.” 
 
    “I checked last night and all of the booths were empty,” Lovitsky said.  
 
    “Didn’t see a picture of an empty booth, or a medallion. You have no real proof do you?” 
 
    The P.I. shook his head. 
 
    Ben waggled the phone in front of Lovitsky’s face. “But I have proof that you’ve been stalking me. If my attorney brings you up on pedophile charges, you’ll never get back in the FBI.” 
 
    Lovitsky sighed. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I want you to stop bothering my family. We’ve done as much, or more, than anyone else to prevent Terra and Erde from invading Earth. You want to be involved? Help me instead, or my grandfather.” 
 
    “Okay. Get off of me and I’ll tell you something you may not know about your grandfather.” 
 
    “Alright.” Ben stood up and took a step back. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I may be not an agent anymore.” Lovitsky moved to a sitting position. “But I stay in touch with Agent Gendrick.” 
 
    Ben narrowed his eyes. “I remember her.” She’d tried to capture him and his friends in the fire tower last summer.  
 
    “Your grandfather might not be as clean as you think. They have an arrest warrant for him with multiple charges including theft. He stole classified equipment.”  
 
    “Let’s see about that.” Ben dialed his grandfather on Lovitsky’s phone.  
 
    Lovitsky stood and brushed himself off. “It’s too late to warn him. By now he’s already in custody.” 
 
    The phone rang and went to voicemail. Ben hung up. “He would never do anything to harm our country.” 
 
    “Not intentionally, but your grandfather defied direct orders. Both Homeland and the FBI see him as a threat.”  
 
    “My grandfather is a hero.” Ben said. “He just has his own way of doing things.” 
 
    “Look. I’ve only known your father for a short time, but John is a good man. He risked his life to shut down Erde’s portal, so I’m giving you a chance for his sake.” Lovitsky folded his arms. “I know you’re using a portal device. If you willingly surrender it to the FBI, you might avoid prosecution. You might even help get your grandfather out of jail.” 
 
    Ben shook his head. “If you want my help, then call Agent Gendrick now and find out what happened to my grandfather, otherwise stop harassing me.” He tossed the cellphone to Lovitsky. 
 
    Lovitsky thought for a moment and took a deep breath. “Okay. Let’s hope we don’t both end up in jail.” 
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    Ben arrived ten minutes late for practice. Coach frowned and made Ben run wind sprints on the empty basketball court while the rest of the team practiced in the wrestling room. He’d pissed off his coach, but Ben welcomed the punishment as a reprieve to mull over Lovitsky’s news—the FBI had arrested GranPat.  
 
    Should he tell his parents? No. He didn’t want to get his father and mother involved again. Dad had almost sacrificed himself by trying to blow up the beacon during the OHW, and an enemy robot had nearly vaporized his mother. Maybe Amo could help fix this. 
 
    “Hope you got yer head outta yer ass,” Coach said as he walked into the gym. “You almost cost us the match Wednesday. Look. Yer better than LaGreca, but you let him win. Don’t settle for second place.” 
 
    Ben ran the length of the court, turned around, and ran back. Run, turn, run, and repeat. “Yes, Sir,” Ben huffed, but wouldn’t slow down. 
 
    “I know you work hard, Ben, but you have to keep yer eye on the prize.” Coach folded his arms over the silver whistle that hung around his neck. “What do you want from all of this?” 
 
    Run. Ben pictured himself beating LaGreca in the section finals, and how Trudy would be so happy for him. Lori too. Turn around. His mind slid slide-ways to Terra and how much he liked Ruth and what life might be like with a child. Run. How would it feel to hold his baby boy or girl? Turn around. With GranPat in jail, it might be just a matter of time before Homeland Security discovers the family’s teleportation medallions. Run. Whose blood had spilled on GranPat’s cellar floor, and why? Turn around. Ben sprinted faster along the wooden floorboards in the gymnasium. 
 
    “Well, son?” Coach said. “Have you figured out what you want?” 
 
    “No. Not yet. But I will.” He slowed and then jogged toward the door. “Sorry, Coach. Gotta go.”  
 
    Coach’s eyes opened wide. “Where are you—?”  
 
    Ben jogged to the locker room, showered, and dressed. He found a deserted classroom and locked the door from the inside. Should he teleport to Carmichael and visit GranPat, or would he end up in a cell too? Unsure if the FBI would visit him next, going home seemed like a bad idea. After weighing the probabilities, he decided to keep his promise to Jack. He used his p-medallion and disappeared.  
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    Ben waited on the front porch as the frigid wind stung his exposed skin. He shimmied from one foot to the other to stay warm. Terra’s winter seemed colder than Earth’s.  
 
    The door opened. “You’re early. It’s only 8:15.” Jack wore a towel around his neck.  
 
    “Let him in and close the door,” Patsy called from somewhere deeper in the house. “I can’t afford to heat the streets of Carlston.” 
 
    “C’mon in.” Jack stepped aside. “My grandparents are here.”  
 
    Ben dusted the snow off his jeans, entered the house, and slipped off his shoes. “We need to talk.” 
 
    Ginger’s paws clicked on the tile floor as she ran over and smelled his shoes. “Hi, girl.” 
 
    Patsy joined them in the foyer and hugged him. “Ben. So good to see you again. It’s been too long.”   
 
    “Nice to see you too, Mrs. Fuller, and happy birthday.” She’d been so frail when he’d last seen her at the hospital, especially after the CSD agent had shot her. “You look good.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “Thanks, but you look a little thin.” 
 
    Ben smirked. “Keeping my weight down for wrestling.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure he gets some cake, Mom,” Jack said. “We’re going up to my room.” 
 
    “Okay, but be quiet,” Patsy said. “Grandma and Grandpa are resting in the guest room.” 
 
    As they walked up the stairs, Ben realized something. “Shit!” 
 
    “What?” Jack asked. 
 
    “I forgot a birthday present!” 
 
    Jack waved him off. “You don’t have to give my mom a gift.” 
 
    Ben rolled his eyes. “No. I mean I don’t have a present for my mom.” 
 
    “Ease up, Bro. You still have time before her party, right?” 
 
    “Yep. I’ll find something.” 
 
    Once inside Jack’s room, Ben closed the door and his eyebrows rose. Light blue paint covered the once stark walls. “You painted your room.”  
 
    “Mom did while I was away at school. She even put up some shelves.” Photographs and trophies lined the room. “It reminds me of your brother’s room on Earth–like a memorial.” 
 
    “Very nice.” Ben moved closer to the shelf and studied a picture of Jack’s deceased brother, Ben.  
 
    Jack flopped on the bed and pointed to the desk chair. “Okay. You look like something else is bothering you. Sit down and open your word hole.” 
 
    Ben sat, but didn’t relax. “GranPat’s in jail.” He related his encounter with Lovitsky and why the FBI had arrested his grandfather. “I don’t know how much they know about the medallions or Amo, but we have to be really careful.” 
 
    “Balls up! Will they make him talk?” 
 
    Shit. “Like use torture? Hope not. He’s one of their top scientists. They need him.” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “Nobody can hold out forever. We need to do something.” 
 
    “No, I do. You need to stay on Terra.” Ben grit his teeth. “If they see you over there, they’ll know for sure we’re travelling.” 
 
    Jack frowned. “Okay, but we need some ideas.” 
 
    Ben motioned his head toward the closed door. “Can Albert help?” 
 
    “Maybe. I’ll go see.” Jack left the room and returned with his grandfather. 
 
    After they exchanged greetings, Ben told Albert about GranPat’s arrest. “Can you help us?” 
 
    “Not directly. I’ve been held prisoner by your FBI before and would be of little help. Let me consider what you’ve said and get back to you with some ideas. Oh. I almost forgot.” Albert reached into his pocket. “I do have a spare bronze medallion I borrowed from Patrick.” He held the t-medallion in his hand. “It’s not functioning well. Could you return this to him for repairs? It may be of some help.” 
 
    Ben reached for the medallion. “Let me have a look at it.” 
 
    “No! This thing might be dangerous.” Albert said gruffly as he jerked back his bandaged hand. “Promise me you won’t fool with this yourself. Give it directly to Patrick.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ben said. What’s his problem? I probably know more about using the medallion than he does. Oh. Maybe he’s still angry with GranPat about— 
 
    “Good.” Albert gave Ben the t-medallion. “A careful man is a smart man.” Albert wet his lips. “Do you happen to have a spare bronze medallion with you?” 
 
    Ben tilted his head. “No. Just my portal medallion. I keep my time medallion in a safe place.” 
 
    Albert studied him. “Ahhh, well then. We’ll think of something. Besides, I’m sure Patrick will talk his way out of jail. He always finds a way to get what he wants. Just remember to give this bronze medallion directly to your grandfather.” Albert turned and left the room without a goodbye. 
 
    Ben looked at the t-medallion and put it in his pocket. “Did I piss off your grandfather?” 
 
    “Pop-Pop?” Jack shrugged. “Nah. He hasn’t been the same since our CSD shot him and your FBI kept him prisoner on Earth, and now he’s helping Grandma Betsy recover from her implant surgery.” 
 
    “Is she okay?” 
 
     “Hmmm.” Jack shrugged. “Sometimes she’s forgetful and a little ditzy.” 
 
    “Really? She seemed fine when I saw her last summer.” Grandma Betsy had been very kind to him. She had helped convince him not to blame himself for his brother’s death. 
 
    Jack nodded. “We’re hoping it’s just temporary.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    Jack’s eyebrows knit together. “I’m going to check on her. I’ll be back in ten minutes.” Jack stood and left the room without closing the door. 
 
    The digital clock near Jack’s bed read 8:40. Ben fished the t-medallion out of his pocket. As he turned it over, he saw tiny scratches on the round casing. Albert was nice enough to return the medallion, but what good would it do GranPat if it didn’t work? He studied the medallion for a flaw, but all of the dials and switches were in place. Was it a battery issue? He flipped on the power switch and the display flashed as expected, but the time was off by a year. The frequency was unfamiliar, or was it . . . where had he seen that frequency before? Oh.  
 
    “Here now. What are you doing?” Albert snorted. “I told you not to fool with that!” 
 
    Ben twitched in surprise as Albert, Jack, and Grandma Betsy entered the room. Ben turned the power switch off, but was immediately surrounded by a red light and . . . he traveled. 
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    Jack reached out his arms to where Ben had been, but he was . . . gone. 
 
    “What happened to the boy?” Grandma Betsy asked as she scratched her temple. 
 
    “Goddamn fool!” Pop-Pop said under his breath. “I warned him.” 
 
    Jack’s shoulders tensed. “Where did he go?” Should have been a green light, not red.  
 
    Pop-Pop shook his head. “I told him not to fool with it, but he didn’t listen. Well, it’s a hard lesson, but he’ll learn.”  
 
    Jack’s eyes narrowed at the smug resignation on his grandfather’s face. Did this have something to do with his grandfather’s fight with Patrick? “C’mon Pop-Pop. Where do you think he went?” 
 
    “Where, when, who knows for sure.” Pop-Pop left the room with Grandma Betsy in tow. 
 
    Jack listened to his grandparents’ conversation as they walked back down the hall. 
 
    “Who was that boy?” she asked.  
 
    “Jack?” 
 
    “No. The other one. The boy who disappeared.” 
 
    “Nobody you need remember, dear,” Albert said 
 
    “But how could a boy just disappear?” 
 
    “How indeed. Extraordinary, wasn’t it?”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Patrick sat on his squeaky metal cot in the county lock-up. His orange jumpsuit contrasted with the gray cinderblock walls of his private cell. He’d not yet been formally charged, and assumed the FBI meant to make him nervous enough to spill secrets. They didn’t understand he meant to protect them, his family, and Earth from annihilation at the hands of enemies from a parallel world. To be fair, he had warned the FBI. And fairer still, he meant to control the process because he didn’t trust any government with the power of teleportation.  
 
    He leaned against the cold wall and closed his eyes. Oppenheimer, the father of the atomic bomb, had struggled with his conscience after seeing the horrible devastation of his creation and the subsequent proliferation of atomic weapons. Oppenheimer had quoted the Bhagavad Gita, ‘Now I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds.’ After trying to develop international controls for nuclear power and weapons, and pissing off politicians, Dr. O. had been stripped of his security clearance, political influence, and any aspect of control.  
 
    Patrick closed his eyes and whispered. “How could teleportation, travel between parallel worlds, or time travel, ever be controlled if I share what I know with anyone?” 
 
    “The odds suggest near to impossible,” Amo’s voice answered through Patrick’s earpiece. “Did you believe otherwise?” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought it all the way through. I—” 
 
    Footsteps in the hall echoed louder as someone approached. 
 
    “Wake up, old man,” the guard called though the bars. “You’ve got a visitor.” 
 
    Patrick opened his eyes. Dr. Simmons, his associate from the S&T, stood outside his cell, but Patrick didn’t move from his cot. 
 
    The guard opened the cell, allowed Simmons to enter, and closed the door behind them. A small scar under Simmons’ left eye twitched as he approached Patrick. “We need to talk, Boss.” 
 
    “Boss?” Patrick folded his arms. “Don, I’m willin’ to bet you didn’t get in here usin’ your S&T credentials.” 
 
    “No.” Simmons eyes met Patrick’s. “I used my FBI creds.” 
 
    “Did you come here to twist me arm?” 
 
    “No. The FBI doesn’t know I’m here. It’s Dr. Caliban. He’s locked me out, and I’ve heard from a friend in the lab that Caliban plans to wake Zander today.”  
 
    “By himself?” Patrick stood. “Will he use the microprocessor I gave to Agent Miller?” 
 
    “No. SAC Miller locked it away as evidence and won’t budge.” Simmons met his eye briefly. “I hoped you might have a safe copy we could use instead.” 
 
    Patrick touched his earpiece and cleared his throat. 
 
    “Negative,” Amo replied through the earpiece.  
 
    “We do not,” Patrick said. “How much time do we have?” 
 
     Simmons grimaced. “Caliban already extracted a microprocessor from a warrior bot. He’s flying solo in the lab as we speak.” 
 
    “Chrissakes! I warned him about Zander and the internal beacon. We have to stop him. Can you get me out of here?” 
 
    “Not without paperwork,” Simmons said. 
 
    Plan B then, but can I trust Simmons? “Ok, Don. Thanks for tellin’ me about Caliban’s plans. I got this. You can go now, before you get involved any further.”  
 
    “I figured you might have another way out.” Simmons’ eyes looked anxious. “Take me with you. You’re going to need my help.” 
 
    Patrick raised his eyebrow. “Can I trust you with a few secrets? You can’t tell anyone, not even Agent Miller.” 
 
    Simmons searched Patrick eyes. “Don’t ask me that. I’m sworn to support and defend—” 
 
    “I know, the Constitution and the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic.” Patrick said. “I’ve sworn oaths too, but I’m tryin’ to protect the planet. Can’t you at least compartmentalize the information until we sort this out? We need to leave before it’s too late.” And I am goin’ to need his help. 
 
    “Okay,” Simmons nodded, “but once we’re done, you tell Miller what you can.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Patrick smiled and touched his earpiece. “Amo. Please i-phase and join us at my present coordinates now.”  
 
    Light concentrated in the air and a portal manifested from Patrick’s cellar into the jail cell and then closed.  
 
    Simmons looked impressed and confused. “I don’t understand. Wasn’t that our exit?” 
 
    “No. We’ll need a portal from here to the S&T Lab.” 
 
    Vsshhhh-click. “Yes, Commander. I have the coordinates,” Amo said i-phased and invisible. 
 
    Simmons startled. “Who was that?” 
 
    “Ahh,” Patrick said. “That’s one of the secrets we discussed. Hang on.” Light re-manifested on the cell wall. “We’re going for a ride.” 
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    Patrick, Amo, and Simmons teleported into the hallway outside the S&T lab’s thick metal door. Amo stayed invisible. A surveillance camera hung above their heads. 
 
    Simmons looked pale. “My God. We’re here already. How did you do that and who is Amo?” 
 
    “I’ll explain later. Do you have a weapon?” 
 
    “No. It’s still in the secure locker in the county jail. I don’t know what I’ll tell them when I go back for it.” 
 
    “That’s the least of our worries,” Patrick said. “Use your entry keycard.” 
 
    Simmons ran his card and the door lock flashed red. “I’m still locked out.” 
 
    Fwump. An explosion sounded inside the lab. The walls vibrated and the door buckled outward. 
 
    “Amo, deactivate the camera above our heads and get us inside.” Patrick pulled Simmons back and away from the door. 
 
    The surveillance camera exploded with a surgical laser burst. The metal door groaned, cracked, and wrenched inward as the door frame gave way. Patrick trailed Amo’s audible footsteps into the lab. A wide-eyed Simmons followed. 
 
    Inside the S&T robotics lab, overhead fluorescent lights flickered and sparked as they hung down from the damaged drop ceiling. Rows of deactivated Erdian robots salvaged from the OHW lay upon worktables that lined the length of the laboratory. The bots lay either intact or disassembled, but all were presumably disarmed, catalogued, and studied in what resembled a morgue for mechanical beings.  
 
    In the center of the lab near a scorched worktable lay Dr. Caliban on the floor. Blood poured from a gaping wound in his abdomen. Simmons knelt and applied pressure to Caliban’s wound to stem the blood loss. 
 
    “Oohhh.” Caliban’s eyes rolled open. “McDugan. What are you doing here? You should be in jail.” Blood poured from the wound despite Simmons’ attempt to staunch the flow. 
 
    Patrick grimaced. You damn fool. “What happened, Phylo?”  
 
    Caliban coughed blood. “Homeland was anxious about our slow progress . . . and your damn secrets. They ridiculed me at the last briefing, and asked if you were in charge instead of me. The Undersecretary asked me if I was a real scientist or not. I needed a . . . breakthrough for the Secretary so I . . . inserted a microprocessor from one of the other bots into Zander. The sonofabitch woke up and shot me from a laser port we’d missed. I should have listened to you, but—” 
 
    “Where is Zander now?” Patrick heard Amo’s footsteps advance toward the far side of the lab. 
 
    “Don’t know . . .” Caliban’s eyes closed. “You have to stop him.”  
 
    “We need to get Dr. Caliban out of here,” Simmons said. “He needs help.” 
 
    Patrick felt Caliban’s neck for a pulse. “He’s gone.” 
 
    “Hold on.” Simmons jumped up and rushed to a defibrillator hanging on the wall. He brought it back as Patrick ripped open Caliban’s bloody shirt. “Ok. I’ve had training, but I’ve never done this in real life.” 
 
    “Go for it,” Patrick said. “I’m clear.” 
 
    Simmons ripped open Caliban’s shirt, electrified the paddles, and sent a current arcing through the laboratory director’s body. After several failed attempts Simmons hung his head. “I believe there’s been too much blood loss.” 
 
    “Don, go find security. We need some backup.” Patrick motioned his head toward the exit. “And see if we still have that demo pulse rifle in the building. We’ll need it.” 
 
    “Okay, but come with me. You won’t be able to stop Zander by yourself.” 
 
    A smile inched up Patrick’s lips. “Go. Amo and I might be able to slow him down.” 
 
    Simmons nodded and hurried out of the lab. 
 
    Patrick’s earpiece chirped. “Commander, Zander is still here. He’s arming himself in a weapon storage room at the far end of the lab. Shall I engage?” 
 
    “Yes.” Patrick stood and scanned the lab for a weapon, but saw nothing lethal until his eyes fell upon the defibrillator. “I’m on my way.” As the lights continued to flicker, Patrick jogged past the deactivated bots and came to a sudden halt near the storage room. 
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    Amo’s body phased back into view and faced his green-eyed opponent in the storage room. Four feet away, the newly resurrected robot held his laser tube at the ready.  
 
    Amo’s right arm came up to prevent Patrick from entering the storage room. “Stand down, soldier,” Amo said to the armed robot. “We mean you no harm.”  
 
     “What is this terrible place, Brother?” the once-Zander asked. “It reeks of machine oil and death.” 
 
    “Do you know who you are?” asked Amo.  
 
    “I am Tiwah, warrior class. Why has my body been reconfigured with a way-gate transceiver?” 
 
    Vsshhhh-click. “I am Amorphous. Your body belongs to Zander, Kommunikation Direktive. You’re wearing the wrong microprocessor. Put down your weapon and we will help you.” 
 
    Kwww-click. “Stand aside, Amorphous. I will kill this human and open a way-gate to Erde,” Tiwah said. “We must rescue and repair our fallen kom-bots.” 
 
    “Now, Amo,” Patrick said in a low voice. “Destroy him with your laser.” 
 
    Amo took a step closer to the green-eyed robot. “Tiwah. I command you to put down the weapon.” 
 
    “You are not my commander.” Tiwah raised the laser tube at Amo. “You are defective.” 
 
    Chrissakes. Patrick raised the defibrillator paddles in one hand, pressed the shock button, and dove at Tiwah. The charged paddles struck the green-eyed robot’s torso and sent a shock wave coruscating through its metal body. Tiwah’s legs buckled, but not before his laser sliced Patrick in half across the hips. The laser fire not only cut, but cauterized Patrick’s devastating wound. 
 
    Patrick’s blood still surged through his heart, but the shock and the pain were excruciating. He lay face up on the floor and saw a robot with blue eyes kneel beside him. 
 
    “Commander, we must leave immediately,” Amo said. 
 
     Something clanked on his right. Tiwah rose on shaky legs, took three steps forward into the lab, and opened a portal to a dark and dusty world. Five Erdian soldiers surged back through the portal and into the lab. Erde found access to Earth for the first time since the OHW. 
 
    Patrick grabbed Amo’s metal arm. “We must stop them before—” 
 
    Vsshhhh-click. “It is too late to stop them, but I can save my commander.” Amo squeezed his arm. “Stay with me now. We travel.” 
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    A warm summer wind blew as Patrick worked in Betty’s garden. The weeds flourished, but they were no match for his persistence. He worked his way around the pepper plants and pulled a large leafy weed—careful to extract the root intact. He tossed the weed into a nearby bushel basket and wiped his brow.  
 
    Patrick ran his tongue around dry lips. How long had he been out here? He wished Betty would bring him a nice cold glass of her homemade lemonade, but he hadn’t seen her since . . . breakfast?  Probably busy makin’ me lunch by now. He sniffed the air as if to catch a whiff of her cooking, but smelled an odd chemical odor instead.  
 
    Best get to the house and clean up. Ooh. A cramp worked up his leg from his calf to his hip. He tried to stand but couldn’t. Something is wrong with me legs.  
 
    “Commander, wake if you can,” Amo said. 
 
    Patrick’s eyes opened. The strong light made him blink several times until they adjusted. He lay on a work table and saw white walls, white boards scrawled with diagrams and theoretical algorithms, and a green robot with blue eyes. I’m home. The right side of his face felt numb as if he’d suffered a stroke. His tongue felt useless. 
 
    “Sir.” We have you in a stasis field until we can find the—”  
 
    Patrick blinked once, twice, and darkness took him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    The Terran winter felt colder than he remembered. After spending the last year on a dry and dusty world, he was lucky to be back. His clothing, though dirty and worn, had been functional for the mines, but wouldn’t keep him warm on this world. As the frigid wind blasted his body, even the snarling tiger tattoo on his forearm shivered. At least his battered sun hat kept his head warm. 
 
    Tiger, as he’d been nicknamed first in the mine, and later in fighting pits of Erde, learned how to stay positive, despite how hatred’s ploy had exiled him. The powers of the dusty brown world had beaten him down, but pain had molded his strength and courage. 
 
    Hope, perseverance, and science had helped him find his way back to Terra—though this planet had never been his home, but it might be. In the end, luck, longing, and love had saved him—or so he hoped. Yes, today is about hope . . . and a girl. 
 
    Through the heavy snowstorm, he recognized Jack’s home across the street. Jagged icicles hung from the roof and gutter. Inside the house, warm friends and a hateful enemy gathered to celebrate Patsy’s birthday. Checking his chronometer, he breathed a sigh of relief. 8:30. Good. I’m a little early. Tiger had a very short window to speak with Ben. His chest tightened. I hope they listen to reason. 
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    Inside Jack’s house, Albert’s jaw tightened. “Just remember to give this bronze medallion directly to your grandfather.” Albert turned and left the room without a goodbye. 
 
    Ben looked at the t-medallion and put it in his pocket. “Did I piss off your grandfather?” 
 
    “Pop-Pop?” Jack shrugged. “Nah. He hasn’t been the same since our CSD shot him and your FBI kept him prisoner on Earth, and now he’s helping Grandma Betsy recover from her implant surgery.” 
 
    “Is she okay?” 
 
     “Hmmm.” Jack shrugged. “Sometimes she’s forgetful and a little ditzy.” 
 
    “Really? She seemed fine when I saw her last summer.” Grandma Betsy had been very kind to him. She had helped convince him not to blame himself for his brother’s death. 
 
    Jack nodded. “We’re hoping it’s just temporary.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    Jack’s eyebrows knit together. “I’m going to check on her. I’ll be back in ten minutes.” Jack stood and left the room without closing the door. 
 
    The digital clock near Jack’s bed read 8:40. Ben fished the t-medallion out of his pocket. As he turned it over, he saw tiny scratches on the round casing. 
 
    Basshhh. Something hit the outside of Jack’s bedroom window. The glass dripped with splattered ice and snow. 
 
    Ben put the medallion back into his pocket and looked out the window. Through the snow-spattered pane, a man with a scraggly beard and an odd hat stood in the snow. The man motioned for Ben to open the window. Probably one of Jack’s friends. 
 
    Ben unlocked the window and pushed at the wooden frame, but no matter how hard he pushed, the window wouldn’t open. Between the blowing snow and the condensation, he couldn’t quite make out the man’s face. Ben wiped the fog from the inside windowpane, peered back outside, and motioned towards the front of the house. The man nodded. 
 
    As quickly and silently as he could, Ben hurried from Jack’s room and down the hall toward the steps. Despite his curiosity, his gut warned him the visitor brought trouble. Careful not to clomp down the wooden stairs, he made his way to the front door. 
 
    Alone in the foyer, Ben peered through the gauzy window curtain and saw the outline of the tall man waiting on the front porch. When Ben opened the door, toenails clacked on the foyer tiles behind him. He turned to stop Jack’s dog from bolting through the door.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” the visitor said. “Ginger won’t bite me.” 
 
    Ben turned toward the stranger and was dumbstruck. Beneath the scraggly beard, worn clothes, and the odd hat, he might have been looking into a mirror. 
 
    “It’s okay, Ben,” the man said through shivering teeth. “I’m a friend and my feet are freezing out here. Let’s go up to Jack’s room so we can talk.” 
 
    Ben took a step back, let the man inside, and closed the door. “Who—” 
 
    “Do we have company?” Patsy called from the living room. 
 
    “Just a friend,” Ben replied. “We’ll be upstairs.”  
 
    The visitor raced up the steps on leather clogs. Ben followed and caught up with him as they both entered Jack’s room.  
 
    Jack sat on his bed. “There you are. I brought Pop-Pop and Grandma by to see you, but you were gone—” Jack gaped at the stranger. 
 
    “Hi, Jack. Good to see you again.” The visitor closed the door and removed his hat and coat. 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” Jack said as he stood. 
 
    “You can call me ‘Tiger,’ but if you really want to know,” Tiger pointed toward Ben, “I’m him.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Ben’s gut churned, but his eyes fixated on the jagged scar just beneath Tiger’s beard. “Are you my doppelganger from another world?” 
 
    “No, not a double, Ben. I’m you, just a little older.” 
 
    Ben looked at Tiger up and down and folded his arms. “You’re a good bit taller than me.” 
 
    “Growth spurt over the last year—about six inches.” 
 
    Jack nodded. “Ben, he does look like you.”  
 
    “Guys—Shit and double shit. Please, listen!” Tiger groaned. “I don’t know how much time we have.”  
 
    Jack smirked. “Balls up. He sounds like you too.”  
 
    “Okay, Tiger.” Ben raised an eyebrow. “Why are you here?”  
 
    “One year ago today, in my timeline, Albert gave me a bronze time medallion and asked if I would return it to GranPat,” Tiger said.  
 
    Ben eyes widened when he heard Tiger mention GranPat. He pulled the t-medallion from his shirt pocket. “One like this?” 
 
    “One and the same. Albert told you not to fool with it. Right?” 
 
    “I didn’t.” Ben narrowed his eyes. “Not yet anyway.” 
 
    “Ahh. But I did,” Tiger said. “I thought I was clever enough to fix it myself, but it turned out Albert had rigged the medallion. It sent me back one year in time . . . to Erde. I worked my ass off to stay alive and come back to warn you—so you wouldn’t make the same mistake as me.” 
 
    “This sounds like a heap of cowshit to me.” Jack said, and flopped back down on his bed. “Lock the door, Ben. I gotta hear this whopper.” 
 
    Tiger frowned. “I need to talk with Ben. Alone.” 
 
    Jack raised an eyebrow at Ben. 
 
    “Jack stays,” Ben said. Both Ben and Tiger remained standing. 
 
    “Alright then,” Tiger said. “I’ve spent enough time working in Erdian mines to realize Albert had wanted GranPat to trigger the medallion’s time-trap instead of me. I’m not sure how to deal with that, but we need to warn GranPat that he’s got an enemy.” 
 
    “Hold up,” Jack said. “My grandfather wouldn’t do that to Patrick. They are friends, unless . . .” 
 
    “Jack, remember, I told you that Patrick and Albert had a dust-up,” Tiger said. “Albert fell and accidently cut his hand with a razor. I cleaned up the blood in the lab.” 
 
    “I . . . we, told you, Jack,” Ben said, his eyes moving from Jack to Tiger, “and I saw the bandage on Albert’s hand today that proves it.” 
 
    “I saw it too.” Jack hung his head. “Ok. I believe you both. I didn’t know Pop-Pop could be so cold, but maybe he had a good reason.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Ben looked at Tiger for a moment. But I’m not going there. “Tiger, thanks for saving me from the trap, but how did you return to Terra?” 
 
    “Remember, Ben-Gen, our cyborg doppelganger on Erde?” Tiger asked. “I found him and met his family. Ben-Gen’s grandfather defused and reconfigured the bronze t-medallion and combined it with a chronometer he’d invented. Took him almost a year to repair the medallion, but I was still locked out until today—when someone opened a beacon from Earth. I slid from Erde, to Earth, and then to your signature on Terra.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.” Ben said to his taller-self. “If you are who you say you are, and your warning stops me from being trapped on Erde, wouldn’t that erase you and your timeline? You would cease to exist.” 
 
    Tiger smiled. “Hey. So far I’m still here. Maybe you decide to go to Erde even after being warned.” 
 
    “Why would I?” Is this guy for real? 
 
    “Hmmm. Maybe you want to work in the mines.” Tiger flexed his muscles, which were larger than Ben’s. “Maybe you want to fight in the pits for extra money. I’ve learned wrestling moves you’ve never seen before. I could crush LaGreca in a rematch!” 
 
    Ben’s eyes widened. “You know about LaGreca?” 
 
    Tiger smiled. “I’m you. Remember?” 
 
    Ben frowned. “Do you call yourself ‘Tiger’ because of the tattoo?” 
 
    “I earned the name and my wounds fighting bullies in the mine and monsters in the Pit.” Tiger removed his shirt and showed them the wicked scars on his chest and back. 
 
    “Cowshit.” Jack said. “Those aren’t all from fighting.” 
 
    Tiger held his head high. “Some from the lash, but most are from knife duels and wild animals. Fighting against cyber-wolves nearly killed me, but those matches earned me the most money.”  
 
    “I’m impressed, but given the choice . . .” Ben crossed his arms. “I think I’ll skip the trip.” 
 
    Tiger donned his shirt. “Erde wasn’t all bad. I spent a lot of time with Alora and her children while Ben-Gen recovered from his laser wounds. She’s a wonderful woman. You might like to meet her.” 
 
    Ben’s eyes flared. “You . . . didn’t.” 
 
    “Of course not. I’m you, remember?” Tiger chuckled. “I spent the last year thinking about the one girl I really love. Memories of her helped me survive the pain and agony of living on a dying planet.” 
 
    Ben narrowed his eyes. “Who? Lori?” 
 
    Jack narrowed his eyes at Ben. 
 
    “Hah,” Tiger scoffed. “Funny you would have to ask, Ben. I fell in love with Ruth here on Terra. She was the one girl who loved me no matter what. I’ll never forget her soft, soft lips when we kissed last summer, or her apricot perfume, or how kind and gracious she’d been to me—to you Ben, when you visited her this week. Do you remember? I do. That was me too.” 
 
    Ben nodded, and snuck a peek toward Jack, who seemed intrigued. “I remember, but . . . maybe not the same as you do,” Ben admitted. “You’ve had a lot of time too think about her.” 
 
    “I’ve thought about her every day and night I spent on Erde. Just the thought of Ruth’s love gave me hope and strength to stay alive so I could keep my word—I had promised her I would come back.”  
 
    Ben nodded. I promised Ruth the same. 
 
    Tiger continued. “Helping Ben-Gen and Alora with their kids on Erde, gave me an appreciation for family. Believe or not, I’m good with kids. And now, I’ve returned, here, to live with Ruth and our future baby if she’ll still have me.”  
 
    “Hold on,” Jack said as he rose to his feet. “What do you expect Ben to do? Sacrifice the next year of his life on Erde so you can take his girlfriend on Terra? You can’t make him do anything he doesn’t want to do.” 
 
    Ben didn’t know what to say. Would he sacrifice himself to preserve the timeline and become Tiger? Did he really want to commit the rest of his life to Ruth? He knew one thing for certain; he didn’t want to spend a year on Erde. Ben’s eyes roamed past Tiger and Jack and rested on the door. His shoulders sagged. There must be a better way. 
 
    “Jack, you’re right.” Tiger tensed and his tattoo writhed. “I wouldn’t wish my experience on anyone, but I have an idea.”  
 
    “I’m listening,” Ben said. 
 
    “Good.” Tiger sounded sure of himself. “What if we can create two timelines going forward? I remain here and now on Terra, and spend a lifetime with Ruth and our new family. Ben, you go back to Earth and live your life as you see fit, but never return. Terra will be off-limits. I don’t want to confuse Ruth, or risk losing her. ”  
 
    “But I like visiting Terra . . .” Ben sought Jack’s eyes. “What do you think?” 
 
    Jack shrugged. “I can’t help you, Bro. You’re negotiating with your older and more experienced self. Just think about what he has to say, and do the right thing. Besides, I could still visit you on Earth.”  
 
    Ben grimaced. “Hey. Why should I step aside?” His shoulders straightened as he faced Tiger. “I’m not so sure I like the idea of you with Ruth.” I’m the one responsible for her and the baby, right? 
 
    Tiger laughed. “But I am you, and I choose Ruth. She is my future.” 
 
    Jack’s eyebrows rose. “Sounds like he really loves her.” 
 
    Ben took a step forward and poked Tiger in the chest “You’re more like a poser. Maybe you should go back to Erde.” 
 
    Tiger grabbed four of Ben’s fingers, rotated his hand, and forced Ben to his knees. “Been there, done that. But if you don’t believe me, I’ll take you there for a visit.” 
 
    “Ease up, Tiger,” Jack took a step toward them. “This is a big decision for both of you. Give Ben some time to think about it.” 
 
    Tiger let go and stepped back, but his eyes stayed wary.  
 
    Ben stood slowly and stretched his sore fingers. “Okay. Maybe I should agree to your proposal, but I’m not a total dick. Let’s say you really are me, only older. What if you’re wrong? What if I dodge Albert’s trap, crash the timeline, and you cease to exist!” 
 
    Tiger nodded. “We don’t know for sure, but I’m willing to take the chance. For you, Ruth, and the baby. C’mon, trust me, and you’ll be trusting yourself.” 
 
    Ben’s eyes drilled into Tiger’s. This older version of himself seemed so confident, and strong, and in love with Ruth. What does he know that I don’t? Maybe Ruth would be better off with someone like him; someone who could be there for her. “Okay. I’m willing to try the separate timeline thing if you are. But you’ll have to stay away from Earth. I don’t want you to confuse Mom and Dad.” 
 
    Tiger sighed, but did not look surprised. “Done.” He turned toward Jack. “You okay with that, bro?” 
 
    “Sure, Tiger,” Jack said. “You may need a shave and a change of clothes, if you’re willing to become Ben Fuller again. Have you thought about going back to school and finding a job?” 
 
    “Yes,” Tiger said. “Every day for the last year. I’m all in.” 
 
    Ben’s eyes grew moist. I’m going to miss her. “I’m still not sure I like this, and I hate saying goodbyes, but one of me will be enough for Terra . . . and that should be you, Tiger. Please take good care of Ruth and the baby.” 
 
    “I promise I will, and I appreciate the chance you’re giving me. We can stay in touch via Jack, but before you go, let me show you a few wrestling moves you could use on LaGreca. I want you to whoop him for me.” 
 
    Ben grinned. “I think I’m starting to like you. Let’s do this.” 
 
    After Tiger showed Ben ten wrestling moves, six of which were probably legal, Ben began to feel more confident. He shook Tiger’s hand and thanked him, not only for the demonstration, but also for his sacrifice on Erde and his commitment to Ruth.  
 
    “I’m going to miss my family on Earth,” Tiger said. “Make sure you tell Mom and Dad you love them. Often. And take care of yourself and GranPat. Remember—Albert is not his friend.” 
 
    “Of course. I’ll take the booby-trapped medallion back with me and warn GranPat.” Ben turned toward Jack. “I’m going to miss Terra, but you better come visit me.” 
 
    Jack gave Ben a hug. “You know I will.” 
 
    “Good. I want to see my doppel-brother again.”  
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    Ben made sure the bronze time medallion stayed in his shirt pocket as he used his p-medallion to return to Earth. He had no idea how he might find GranPat’s jail cell on Earth, but knew someone who might be able to help. Using the portal medallion around his neck, he left Terra and traveled to GranPat’s house in Carmichael, PA Earth-side. He appeared in GranPat’s guest bedroom and heard a grinding, clanking noise outside. 
 
    After peeking out the upstairs bedroom window, Ben gasped. Three large Erdian tanks with hundreds of troops, both human and robot, moved through a large portal toward GranPat’s home.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    “Shit and double shit!” Ben cried, as he watched the three large Erdian tanks fan out across GranPat’s property on Earth. In the time it took the troops to form a line behind the tanks, three flying drones lifted, one from each tank, and maneuvered up and out of sight.  
 
    Ben turned and sprinted from the bedroom, down the stairs, and through the kitchen to the cellar door. He tugged at the knob, but the door was locked from the inside. Triple shit! “GranPat, Amo, if you’re here, please unlock the door!” No one responded. 
 
    Fwump. A shell shook the house and plaster fell from the kitchen ceiling. Ben took a slow calming breath, reset his portal medallion, and teleported directly into GranPat’s cellar at the base of the stairs. Fwummmpp. Something heavy crashed down upon the floor above and the basement shook. He smelled . . . rotten eggs? The gas line! Seeing no one else in the basement, he raced to the furnace, pressed the red button, and walked through the wall and into the phased lab. 
 
    Amo stood tall on repaired legs. Vsshhhh-click. “Ben. I am glad to see you.”  
 
    “Amo! Erde is blowing up GranPat’s house as we speak.” Ben’s hands turned to fists.  
 
    “They’ve invaded again, but there are no National Guard troops outside the house to stop them this time. We have to do something now, or we’re all dead.” 
 
    Amo’s blue eyes whirred. “We are safe in this phased lab for now, and will not be disturbed. I also have dire news.” 
 
    Ben stepped past Amo and saw his grandfather lying unconscious on the worktable as if he were napping, but the blanket lay flat against the tabletop from the waist down. “Oh my God is GranPat dead? What happened?” Tears rolled down his cheeks. 
 
    Ben’s world collapsed. Here lay his beloved grandfather the master inventor, the man who shared his dream of becoming a scientist, the family member who understood him the most. His legs became weak as held onto the work table for support. 
 
    “No, Master Ben. He is alive, but barely. His injuries are quite serious,” Amo said. “I placed a stasis field around his body to slow time and keep him alive, but it is only temporary until we determine what should be done.” 
 
    “I thought we had to break him out of jail, but this is horrible.” A bubble of pink air sparkled around GranPat’s head and chest. “What happened? Oh, God. Did Albert do this? I’ll kill him!” 
 
    “No. An enemy robot did this. I hoped for a more peaceful outcome and failed to protect my commander.” 
 
    “Oh Lord. GranPat is dying isn’t he?” 
 
    “Yes,” Amo said, “though I can save him if that is his desire.” 
 
    “How? I would do anything to help.” Ben began to pace. 
 
    “Using spare parts. My programming includes repair modules for cybernetic organisms. 
 
    Ben pictured his Erdian doppelganger, Ben-Gen, and his synthetic parts. “You want to turn him into a fricking cyborg?” 
 
    “Do you have an alternative?” 
 
    “Maybe it’s time for a reset. GranPat is cut in half and dying, and there is a whole army of Erdians outside the house. If we go back there now, all we’re going to find is a big ass crater. Why don’t we travel back in time, before he was injured, and warn him?” 
 
    Amo’s eyes whirred. “We must first consult with the Commander, however, bringing him out of stasis will increase the likelihood of death. Whatever we do, it must be thoughtful and quick. Do you have a bronze time-medallion?”  
 
    “Yes, but this one isn’t safe.” Ben gave the t-medallion to Amo and told him how Albert had rigged the device to trap GranPat in the past. Unsure why, Ben kept Tiger’s existence a secret.  
 
    Amo examined the exterior of the bronze t-medallion. He moved to the workbench and polished away the scratches. “I will examine the internal functions later.” The green robot moved to the computer desk, opened the desk drawer, and exchanged a functional t-medallion with the rigged medallion. “Please take this working device and guard it from others, young Sir. You may need it someday.” 
 
    Ben placed the functional t-medallion around his neck. “Thank you.” 
 
    The robot’s ceramic eyes blinked. “I will wake the Commander so we may consult with him.” With a flip of a switch, Amo lowered the stasis field. He took a syringe from a nearby tray and stuck GranPat’s arm.  
 
    After a moment, Patrick woke with a ragged wheeze. 
 
    “Commander. I am here with Ben. Can you speak?” 
 
    GranPat coughed up a wad of pinkish phlegm. “Me legs hurt. How badly am I injured?” 
 
    “GranPat,” Ben said. “You’re . . . gone from the waist down.” 
 
    “Chrissakes, I’m on me way out for sure.” 
 
     “No. Not at all.” Ben took hold of his grandfather’s hand and squeezed. “Amo said you’re dying, but he can repair you.” 
 
    “How?” GranPat narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “With robotic parts. Like Ben-Gen from Erde.” 
 
    GranPat winced. “A cyborg? No. I have other plans.” 
 
    “Dying isn’t a plan, it’s giving up.” Ben cleared his throat. “I love you, GranPat. Please stick around a while longer. Who knows what you’ll discover.” 
 
    “I love you too, Ben, but we all die sooner or later.” GranPat met Ben’s eyes. “It’s strange, but I’m excited. I’ll find out if there really is an afterlife and if Betty has been waitin’ for me all these years. She’s been gone for so long, but there were nights when I saw a flicker of light and shadow in the old house and smelled her perfume. She’s been in my dreams,” GranPat raised his left hand off the bed, “but just out of reach.” 
 
    “What if we reset?” Ben’s eyes pleaded. “We can go back in time and stop this from happening—” 
 
    “No. Absolutely not.” GranPat coughed up blood. “Meddlin’ with time is dangerous. We hope it makes life better, but it can backfire. Look at me. I just wanted to find me wife in the afterlife. I twisted science until it screamed and brought doom onto myself and the world. Lord forgive me.” A tear ran down his cheek. “Now that I’m on the brink, I’m ready to walk the lonely road to heaven if they’ll have me.” GranPat forced a smile. “Guess I’m just dyin’ to see her.” 
 
    Ben scoffed. “How can you joke about this? Erde’s army has dropped by for a visit and shelled your house. You have to do something. We’re running out of time!” 
 
    “Actually,” Amo said, “the lab is on the default setting. Only a second will have passed outside when we decide to leave the lab. We have time.”  
 
    “C’mon GranPat.” Ben folded his arms. “Don’t give up now! You can’t leave me with a huge mess. Tell me what to do!” 
 
    GranPat’s body wracked with a wet sputtering cough. “Ben, I must follow through with this timeline to get where I’m goin.’ I love you, boy. You’re a good person with a good mind. Just follow your gut and trust Amo.” 
 
    Vsshhhclick. “Someone is opening a direct portal to the phased lab.” Amo grabbed Ben’s shoulder, and drew him two steps backward and away from the flashing light. 
 
    Ben felt tingly all over and realized Amo had i-phased him into invisibility. 
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    The cold Terran wind howled outside Jack’s bedroom window as he and Tiger made plans. Ben had returned home to Earth. If it hadn’t been for Tiger’s arrival, Ben would have been trapped in the past—and yet Tiger’s return had proven at least one timeline existed where Ben had been trapped on Erde. How might this impact our lives?  
 
    Time travel paradoxes made Jack’s head swim. Did opposing events cancel each other out and set the course for one future, or did they divide into multiple branched timelines that spark through the multiverse ad infinitum?                
 
    Jack also had mixed feelings about letting Tiger assimilate into his world as ‘Ben’. He loved Ben as a brother, but Tiger was Ben, only older. Did he treat Tiger like Ben, or as a new acquaintance until he got to know him better? Maybe, if he— 
 
     A knock sounded at the door.  
 
    “Who is it?” Jack signaled Tiger to hide. 
 
    “It’s Pop-Pop,” Grandpa Albert said. “Can I come in?” 
 
    Jack stalled while Tiger hid. Since Tiger’s visit had disrupted the previous timeline, he had no idea what Pop-Pop would say or do. “Come in.” 
 
    Pop-Pop entered the room and looked pale. “I’ve had second thoughts about giving Ben the defective bronze medallion.” Albert swallowed. “I should give it to Patrick personally.” Pop-Pop looked around the room. “Where’s Ben?”  
 
    “Gone. Ben tinkered with your bronze medallion and just disappeared,” Jack lied. “Not sure where he is now. Do you?” Jack narrowed his eyes.  
 
    His grandfather shook his head. “Damn fool. I told him not to fiddle with it, but he didn’t listen.” Pop-Pop’s shoulders sagged. “I’m not sure if I can help him now. His fault not mine.”  
 
    Jack frowned at the smug resignation on his grandfather’s face. “Where do you think he went?” 
 
    “Where, when, who knows for sure.” Pop-Pop turned to leave, then came back into the room. “Hmm. I should see if Ben made it back home.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good idea,” Jack said. “Want me to come with you?” 
 
    “No. I need to do this, but . . . I’ll need to use your portal medallion to visit Earth. Mine is on the fritz and I’m locked out for some reason.” 
 
    Jack gritted his teeth. “I’m not sure—” 
 
    “Trust me, Jack. It’s best I go alone. For Ben’s sake.” Pop-Pop smiled. 
 
    His grandfather looked sincere, but could he trust him? Pop-Pop had helped Ben in the past. “Okay, but give me yours just in case.” Jack and his grandfather exchanged p-medallions. 
 
    “Thank you,” Pop-Pop said. “Don’t worry. I’ll set things straight.” 
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    Ben and Amo, still invisible inside the phased lab, watched Albert walk through the portal. Ben and Amo kept quiet on the far side of the table as Albert neared a recumbent and dying GranPat. He felt Amo squeeze his shoulder and Ben nodded back, understanding he must maintain physical contact with Amo to stay i-phased. 
 
    “Oh, Patrick what have you done now?” Albert snickered. “You’re half the man you once were. And by the pallor of your skin, you’re not long for this world.” 
 
    GranPat opened his eyes. “I thought we blocked your medallion signal. What do you want?” 
 
    “Ha. You’ve always underestimated me. I’d hoped Ben would have brought you something by now, but he may be . . . detained somewhere, or some-when else. Nevertheless, I’d be honored to see you off this world permanently.” 
 
    GranPat grimaced. “Despite your accomplishments, you’re still half the scientist I am. And, yes, the solar chip was grand, but Earth’s scientists put men on the moon and brought them home—something Terran’s never attempted. Pity.” 
 
    “Men on the Moon? Really?” Albert walked around the table and examined the stasis field equipment. “Now you sound demented. Need some help pulling the plug?”  
 
    Ben’s body tensed to spring upon Albert, but Amo restrained him. 
 
    “Hmmm.” Albert said. “Maybe I want you to live. My wife should see you this way. You would . . . make a lasting impression.” 
 
    GranPat coughed up a trickle of blood. “Why bother? You already fixed it so she doesn’t remember me.” 
 
    Albert made a typing motion with his hand. “A few program modifications, a little Wi-Fi magic, and she will remember. Besides, she’s become rather droll of late with her constant praise for me. Let’s see how much fun we can have.” 
 
    Ben rolled his eyes and looked at Amo.  
 
    “Wait,” mouthed Amo. 
 
    Ben saw it now. Amo knew something he didn’t. Ben remembered how difficult it was to beat his computer at chess. The computer thought thirty-two moves ahead and sideways on every turn, and so did Amo. More, if you factored his ability to contact his future selves through his internal time processor. There may be an infinite number of branched timelines stemming from this exact moment. Trust Amo. 
 
    Albert smiled. “First, we’ll keep you alive.” He flicked on the stasis field button and the air sparkled around GranPat once again. He walked across the room, laid his p-medallion on the desktop, and looked inside the drawer. “And then, I’ll borrow your spare time medallion.” Albert examined the medallion casing, but looked satisfied. “I’m going to play around in your past. Based on your current condition, your future looks rather bleak. 
 
    “Goodbye for now.” Albert turned on the t-medallion and frowned. “What the . . . oh, shit!” A red mist enveloped the Terran scientist and he disappeared. 
 
    Amo dropped the i-phase and he and Ben materialized. 
 
    “Did Albert fall into his own trap?” Ben asked. 
 
    Vsshhhh-click. “Based upon what you’ve told me, I believe he is marooned in Erde’s past.” Amo checked GranPat’s vitals and switched off the stasis field. 
 
    Ben placed his hand on GranPat’s. It’s so cold. “Is he . . .?”  
 
    “Gone to a place of hope and dreams. I am sorry, young Sir.” 
 
    Ben’s stomach twisted. “We could have helped him, but he was so damned stubborn! I’m sorry Amo, I might be selfish, but I can’t accept this outcome.”  
 
    Amo pulled the thin blanket over GranPat’s head. “What do you have in mind, young Sir?” 
 
    Ben filled his lungs, held it for a moment, and exhaled. “I think I know how to fix this, but I’ll need your help.” 
 
    Amo’s blue ceramic eyes whirred. “Yes, Commander.” 
 
    After six hours of discussion and planning, the white boards were filled with mathematic equations and branching diagrams of future probabilities, possibilities, and unknowns that could lead to calamity if Ben changed the past. None of the potential outcomes led to world peace, a few outcomes offered varying degrees of relative safety, but none were guaranteed. Though time crawled outside the phased lab, and the Erdian forces wouldn’t have time to finish bombarding GranPat’s home unless Ben left the lab, he realized he was starving.  
 
    “Amo, there are too many choices. Tell me what to do.” Ben rolled GranPat’s bronze t-medallion in the palm of his hand. 
 
    “I cannot direct you, Commander. I only advise.” 
 
    “What would you do if you were human?” He furrowed his brow and activated the power switch. Out of curiosity, he scrolled through the destination memory and his eyes opened wide. GranPat had visited Carmichael’s past. He checked the coordinates—the Bus station? 
 
    Vsshhh-click. “Again too many possibilities. Am I a good human, or am I debased by wrath, greed, sloth, pride, lust, envy, or gluttony? Am I peaceful, deceitful, kind, compassionate, weak, strong, or indifferent? Would I kill a person to save the world, and be ostensibly damned for that choice, or let good people die to keep my hands clean? I can advise you. I will do what you command, but I cannot tell you what to do. That choice is yours alone.” 
 
    Ben took a deep breath and expelled it slowly. “Fine. All this,” Ben said as he pointed to the whiteboard diagrams, “was helpful. But being human, I’m going with my gut.” 
 
    “The one that’s been growling this past hour? I still do not understand why humans would lend more gravitas to an organ designed for digestion than the one intended for cognition. Very well.” 
 
    Over the next half hour, Ben discussed his plan with Amo. 
 
    “Are you certain?” 
 
    “Yes. It feels right,” Ben said. 
 
    “Shall I accompany you?” 
 
    “I got this. Please stay here in the lab with GranPat. I don’t want him to be alone.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander.” 
 
    Ben offered his hand to Amo. “I’ve enjoyed working with you. Robot or not, you are a good man.” He hoped to see Amo again soon. 
 
    The blue-eyed robot took a moment to process the remark and shook Ben’s hand. “Thank you, Commander. It has been a pleasure. Good luck, despite the theoretically high odds against success and for any unintended consequences we outlined mathematically in diagram 34A. I shall miss you.” 
 
    Ben smiled. He said a final goodbye to GranPat. I’ll either make you proud someday, or meet you on that long road. Love you, GranPat. After activating the desired medallion coordinates, he disappeared into the past.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    After making a few stops, Ben returned earth-side and across the street from his home in present day Carlston, or at least what his temporal coordinates indicated as such. Uncertain to what extent he’d changed the future, he’d feared his bronze t-medallion would no longer function, but it had. He arrived unharmed, except for the scratch on his forehead from his trip to Carmichael’s past. 
 
    Blinking against the cold, he scanned the neighborhood for any sign of Erdian invaders, but saw none. Had his recent trip to a long past summer day changed his world for the better? So far so good. If he’d failed, he would receive a breaking invasion story from CNN on his cell phone. 
 
    He squeezed the wrapped package under his arm. What if he could only return to a timeline where both teleportation and time travel existed? That wasn’t his intent. Was he really home, or just visiting a parallel world attuned for wayward time travelers? Crossing the snowy street, he entered through the gate, ran up the stairs to the front door, and pushed the doorbell. Shit. What if his own doppelganger answered the door? Ben shivered. 
 
    The door opened. “Forget your key again?” Mom said with a smile. “Please get cleaned up. We have company coming.” 
 
    Ben stomped the snow from his shoes and entered the house. She looked like Mom, only happier. Same red hair and freckles. Same house, but new flowers on the foyer table. “Company?” 
 
    “For my birthday party, or is that present you’re holding for someone else?” She tilted her head and brushed the small bandage on his forehead. “Did you get hurt at practice?” 
 
    “Just a scratch. Happy birthday, Mom.” As he hugged her, Kipper ran into the foyer on all four legs. Ben’s jaw dropped open. No harness or wheels! Did I jump back to the wrong timeline? Bending down to rub her head, he dared not call her by name should he be wrong. “I’m  . . . going to change my clothes, how much time until everyone arrives?” His eyes were drawn toward the second floor landing. 
 
    “In about thirty minutes, but take your time. I’ll call you when we’re ready.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Ben hurried upstairs as quietly as he could. He passed his closed bedroom door and went straight into Jack’s room. Familiar trophies lay piled upon the shelves and dresser, but on the bed Charmaine kissed a boy—his face obscured by her long hair. 
 
    “Dude!” Jack said. “You gotta knock first. I’m busy here.”  
 
    Ben froze with his hand on the doorknob. Jack? 
 
    “Go on. Get outta here!” Jack’s eyebrows shot up. “I would appreciate a little privacy with my girl. Okay?”  
 
    Charmaine wore dark eyeliner and a precocious smile. She had been Jack’s girlfriend in high school until the accident that took Jack’s life. 
 
    Ben stepped out of the room and closed the door. Shit and double shit. Was that Jack from Terra, or a Jack from a different timeline, or was his real brother . . . alive? It felt surreal. He had a hundred questions for Jack, but they would have to wait. 
 
    Walking softly to his bedroom door, he held his breath and knocked. No answer. Ben placed his hand on the doorknob and twisted. Would he find his room unoccupied, or find a look-alike Ben admiring his shark tattoo in the mirror? He opened the door and saw his room. Mostly. Among his wrestling and football trophies, Ben found a baseball trophy for ‘Most Improved’. Baseball? Jack had always wanted him to go out for baseball, but after his brother died he hadn’t bothered. 
 
    Opening his closet door, he placed the wrapped package on the upper shelf. He knelt before the mound of dirty clothes, scooched his hands beneath the pile, and extricated the stash box from under the loose floorboard. Inside were several school pictures of Jack and three more of Lori. The spare bronze t-medallion he’d left in the box this morning had vanished—either because someone took it, or his trip to Carmichael’s past negated its existence. 
 
    He dug deeper into the box and gasped. Hidden beneath the contents of his stash lay an unopened pack of condoms. Awwwh, I didn’t buy this. Maybe the ‘other’ Ben in this timeline did, or Jack, or . . . Mom? Ben shivered. He’d always been too anxious to buy condoms in public, but the thought of Mom buying a pack for him made him blush with embarrassment. Although, he had told his mother about the special date with Trudy in a previous timeline. 
 
    He put the stash box back under the floorboard and walked to the bed. Still unsure if another Ben from this timeline might show up at any minute, he closed the bedroom door, changed his clothes, and plugged his phone into his charger. CNN’s alert sounded on his cell—their top story dealt with snowfall. He lay the phone down and closed his eyes to rest.  
 
    Ben woke with a start as someone banged on the door. 
 
    “Hey, Dufus! You still alive in there?” Jack called. 
 
    Groggy and disoriented, Ben sat up on the bed. “Come in.” 
 
    Jack opened the door. “Hey, sorry I was such a dick earlier, but you surprised me. It’s good to see you.” 
 
    “Same here. I was surprised to see you—”  
 
    “With Charmaine?” Jack looked over his shoulder, then walked inside the room and closed the door. “Yea, well, I see her when I come home, but I see other girls at college. Nothing serious. Cool?” 
 
    “Cool.” Ben swallowed. “Do you know anything about Terra?” 
 
    “Terra?” Jack wrinkled his forehead. “Who is she? Someone from your school?” 
 
    “Just wondered. I don’t think . . . you’ve met.” 
 
    “Forget Terra. You have a special date tonight.” Jack smiled.  
 
    Trudy. “I almost forgot.” He didn’t feel the same about her after his trip to Terra, but he’d promised himself, and others, to let Ruthie go. She, and Terra, were off limits. 
 
    “You go, Tiger,” Jack said, “but be careful. Use precautions like we talked about.” 
 
    “Tiger?” Ben checked his forearm for a tattoo, but saw none. Did Tiger live here too? 
 
    “Tiger, panther, jaguar, whatever, just don’t be a lion cheetah.” Jack chuckled. “Hey. C’mon downstairs. We got company.” 
 
    Ben rolled out of bed, took a shower, and brushed his hair. Was this Jack his true brother? Amo had warned him about the dangers of unintended consequences, but in this timeline, the accident that had crippled his dog and killed his brother apparently never happened. He shook his head. The funny thing was, he’d thought about going back in time to save Jack, but had chosen a different course entirely.   
 
    As he walked down the stairs with the package, he heard Mom laughing in the living room. What a happy sound. For years after Jack died, she’d been miserable. If she heard anyone speak of Jack, she’d become angry or fall apart in tears. Last summer’s kidnapping of GranPat by CSD, Ben’s disappearance, and discovering Jack from Terra, had brought his whole family together. He and his mother had learned how to talk to each other and about Jack. Ben’s guilt over Jack’s death had left him with permanent scars, but recovering from the wounds had made him a stronger person. What did it all mean now if Jack had never died? And if I changed my past, and the future, why do I still remember everything? 
 
    In the living room, a peppermint candle flickered on the coffee table. Mom sat on the couch next to the woman he’d visited in Carmichael’s past. She looked older, but still had an earthy sense of humor that curled her lips. Tears of excitement, fear, and mirth leaked from her eyes. She wasn’t Betsy, Albert’s formal but kind, wife he’d met on Terra. She was GranPat’s. 
 
    “Grandma Betty.” He smiled. 
 
    “Hello, Ben,” She stood and smiled. “Good to see you again.” Grandma Betty turned toward her daughter. “Patty, could Ben and I have a moment alone?” 
 
    Mom gave him a gushy smile. “Sure. I need to check on the pot roast anyway.” 
 
    Grandma sat back on the couch and patted the cushion next to her. “Have a seat.” 
 
    Ben sat next to her. He was happy to see her too, but didn’t know what to say. 
 
    She laid her hand atop his. “Thank you. For everything.” 
 
    He nodded. “You remember?” 
 
    “I’ve been waiting years to see you since your last visit to Carmichael. I watched your younger-self grow up wondering, but not knowing when, or if, the ‘you’ I see before me now would arrive. But here you are with the bandage I put on your forehead that morning, and the birthday gift for my daughter I wrapped all those years ago. I know it’s really you.” 
 
    Ben smiled. “I wouldn’t have needed a bandage if you hadn’t thrown that flowerpot at me.” 
 
    “Shush up. I threw a flowerpot at what I thought was an owl. Why were you hooting in bushes at night?” 
 
    “I wanted to wake you up without bothering GranPat. I knew a hoot owl would draw you outside.” 
 
    “Yea, and good thing I didn’t grab the shotgun. Well, anyway, you told me and I kept my promise. I never told your grandfather about the visit, or the crazy story about time travel.” She squeezed his hand. “I waited all these years to thank you. If you hadn’t told me about the pancreatic cancer, I never would have gotten the treatment in time. You saved my life.” 
 
    Ben accepted the hug. “You’re welcome, Grandma. Honestly, for me, our visit happened just last night. I didn’t know what to expect when I got back today. Seeing Jack surprised me.” 
 
    “Don’t you remember, Ben? You told me about Jack’s future accident in Carlston and how you felt responsible. I just made sure I invited you both up to Carmichael when that weekend rolled around.” 
 
    Ben frowned. “Yes.” He now had two memories of that fateful day. One in Carlston and one with his grandparents. “Thank you, Grandma. I see why GranPat loved you so much.” 
 
    Something in the hall caught her eye. “I love you both.” 
 
    An old man with a white mustache and dark rimmed glasses entered the room. “What’s goin’ on in here? You tryin’ to steal me girl?” 
 
    “GranPat! You’re alive!” Ben stood up and gave him a hug. 
 
    “And why wouldn’t I be?” GranPat said. “I have more protection around me than I’ve ever had. Between the FBI and the Jet Propulsion Lab, they want to keep me alive forever.” 
 
    “Why?” Ben asked Grandma. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Well, you know how Patrick gets busy in his cellar laboratory. He created a . . . what do you call it?” 
 
    “A beacon,” GranPat said. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “A beacon that reached deeper into space that any of the yeti folk.” 
 
    GranPat cleared his throat. “That’s SETI—Search for Extra-Terrestrial Intelligence.” 
 
    “I’m telling this story,” Grandma Betty said. “Well, he reached out and got an answer. The aliens want us to visit. They even sent us a diagram for a space engine.” 
 
    “Fusion drive,” GranPat said. “I’m helpin’ Jet P decipher the schematics. It’ll take years to build it, and decades to reach them.” 
 
    Ben smiled. His plan had worked. This grandfather hadn’t lived with the loss of his beloved, nor discovered parallel universes, teleportation, and time travel, but he’d still proven himself a scientist extraordinaire. No matter what GranPat did, he was all in, and inspired Ben to do the same. He hoped his grades on this timeline would help with a future scholarship to MIT. He took a deep breath. All in good time. 
 
    Ben left the living room and found Jack setting the table. “Where’s Charmaine?” Ben asked. 
 
    Jack motioned toward the kitchen. “Helping Mom. They get along pretty well.” He finished the settings for six. 
 
    Ben scanned the table and his forehead furrowed. Six? “Is she staying for dinner?” 
 
    “Yep.” Jack arranged the silverware around each plate. 
 
    Jack, Charmaine, GranPat, Grandma, Mom, me . . . Ben’s heart sank. “Where’s Dad?” 
 
    Jack’s eyes flicked to the kitchen and then back to Ben. “Probably in Tibbetsville with Lucy,” Jack said in a low voice.  
 
    “Tibbetsville?” Oh. His chest tightened. Dad’s Terran doppelganger, Johnnie, had left his wife for Lucy Dandridge and lived in Tibbetsville with their young daughter Suzie. But I’m back on Earth now. Why isn’t Dad here with us? 
 
    “Why?” Jack scoffed. “Did you expect him to join us?” 
 
    Ben shook his head. The timeline was off. If he went back a few years and tried to tweak the changes, something worse could happen. Now that he had Jack, GranPat, and Grandma back, and with luck, nixed the Erdian invasion, he decided to let it ride. Sorry, Dad, better to have saved the world. “No. I . . . just miss him.” 
 
    “Me too, but don’t bring him up at dinner. Mom’s in a good mood.” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    After dinner and cake, Mom opened her presents. When she opened the gift from Ben, she held up the framed photograph. “Ben. Where did you find this? I thought it was lost.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen that for years,” GranPat said. 
 
     “Let me see it,” Jack said. “I remember that, Mom. The picture sat in Grandma’s guest room when we were kids.” The silver frame was engraved with We Love You. 
 
    “My fifth birthday.” Mom said. “Your grandfather rented a pony and Grandma taught me how to ride. I love this picture. Such a nice memory. Thanks, Ben.” 
 
    Ben smiled. “Grandma helped.” 
 
    Grandma smiled at Mom. “That day was such a fine memory. Just wanted a second chance to remind you how much we love you.” Grandma winked at Ben. 
 
    “Happy birthday, Dear,” GranPat said. 
 
     “Thank you,” Mom said. “I love you all too.” She wiped her tears, stood, and started gathering the dishes.  
 
    Charmaine stood. “Let me help, Mrs. Fuller.” 
 
    Jack and Ben left the dining room together. Jack nudged Ben. “It’s seven thirty. Don’t you have somewhere to go?”  
 
    Ben blushed. “Yes.” He didn’t know if he needed a car. In his timeline, he’d inherited Jack’s Mustang, but now with Dad gone. . . “What car should I use?” 
 
    “Take mine.” Jack handed him his keys. “Charmaine and I can catch a ride. Just be careful. You get me?” 
 
    “Thanks, Bro.” Ben hustled upstairs to grab his jacket, unsure of what might happen tonight with Trudy. He hadn’t bought any protection because . . . I’m not on the same track as her.  
 
    A vision of Ruth holding their baby swam into his thoughts. She smiled and the baby cooed. My baby. Oh, Ruth was so very far away, but I really liked her. I should tell Trudy it’s over, and see if I can find Ruth again. Once I’m back on Terra, Ruth would take me back despite my promise to Tiger. In that timeline, with a girl who cared about him, he sensed hope, love, and happiness. Maybe enough for a lifetime. 
 
    Shit. The realization stopped him in his tracks. He couldn’t visit Terra. Fixing the timeline so GranPat never discovered parallel worlds, or teleportation, or time travel would have killed any chance for him to visit Ruth. If he’d undone everything, had he ever really held Ruth in his arms? Would she even recognize him? And what about Tiger? Gone too, no doubt.  
 
    Even though he held the power to change the universe, he suddenly felt . . . alone. Yes, he’d saved the lives of his real brother—Jack, GranPat, and Grandma Betty, and protected Earth from Erde, but who would ever know or believe him? Was he a hero, or just a guy with a cosmic eraser?  
 
     Ben stepped into his room, closed the door, and pulled the bronze-medallion from beneath his shirt. This Earth timeline rocked, except for Dad, but he would be a fool to change anything now. Jack and his grandparents were alive and Mom felt happy. He stared at the t-medallion’s power switch. Does it still work here? Maybe he hadn’t erased everything. His fingers moved over the time medallion and he disappeared into a green mist.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Ben reappeared in the brightly lit phased lab. Faded diagrams and algorithms flaked from the peeling white walls. The laboratory looked somewhat similar to when he’d left, but without Amo and GranPat’s broken body. A film of dust covered everything—time had passed. 
 
    “Anyone here?” Ben said, but heard no reply. Shit. 
 
    Opening the fridge, he found a rusty coffee can and a lump of dried black mold that might have once been an apple. An eternity could pass within the phased lab where time flowed differently. 
 
    “Amo. Can you hear me?” 
 
    Vzzsshhhh-clig. The green robot with blue eyes appeared supine on the work table. 
 
    “Amo!” Ben moved to the table. “I hoped you might still be here.” He touched the robot’s hand. “I was afraid I erased you when I changed the timeline.” 
 
    The robot stirred. “Commander. I am alive because I stayed with Patrick as you instructed. Your medallion continues to function because it is linked to the phased lab and my internal time processor.” Amo struggled to a sitting position. “This lab remains outside the bend and flow of timelines.” Amo pointed across the room to a plastic jug of gray synthetic oil. “Would you mind?” 
 
    Ben retrieved the jug, unscrewed the top, and set it on the table next to the robot. A small blue tube extended from Amo’s forefinger and into the bottle. The smell of synthetic oil filled the lab. 
 
    Vsshhhh-click “Better.” He removed his finger from the jug and replaced the top. “I have been very busy, but sedentary.” 
 
    “What happened to GranPat’s body?” 
 
    “Entropy. I had to process his remains.” Amo gestured toward the refrigerator. “His ashes are in the—” 
 
    “Coffee can?” Ben swallowed. GranPat was truly gone. “I’m so sorry, Amo. Thanks for staying with him, but you must have been very lonely.” 
 
    “Not so, Commander. I kept in touch with my future-selves via my t-processor. They travel many timelines.” Amo slid from the table and his blue eyes whirred. “Commander, tell me about your current timeline. Are you happy?” 
 
    Ben quirked his lips. “Yes.” I’m not alone anymore—since the reboot restored my family. They are a little different, but close enough. Besides, Erde’s invasion left me little choice. Right or wrong, I’m going to have to live with my decisions. But how does Amorphous know about my current timeline?  
 
    “Amo, if I reset my previous timeline to one where GranPat never discovered parallel worlds, teleportation, and time travel, how could your future-selves be out there riding other timelines?” 
 
    “Before your last visit, I created more versions of myself. I traveled back in time to this phased lab, and met myself. We both traveled back and met a third, a fourth, a fifth, and continued. I eventually stayed behind while the others left the lab and followed various branched timelines. They cloned themselves as they saw fit and act as my ‘eyes and ears’ in a multiplicity of multiverses.” 
 
    “Amo, that sounds . . . incredible. Are there really that many branched timelines?”  
 
    “Vsshhhh-click. More than we can count. We have only sent emissaries to assist your doppelgangers through critical, or dire, events.” 
 
    Ben nodded. “So your robots help save our world?” 
 
    “Only thirty-three percent of the time, Commander.” 
 
    Ben’s eyes fell upon the red button on the far wall. “I teleported directly into this phased lab, but if I press the red button and walk through the far wall, would I still reach GranPat’s original cellar?” 
 
    “Only fifty-six percent of the time,” Amo said. “Other times the cellar is buried under ground, under water, radioactive, or opens to the void of space. Would you like a demonstration?” 
 
    Shit. “No, thank you.” Good thing I didn’t try to leave through the wall. “So what do your other selves do?” 
 
    “Observe, report, protect, analyze, postulate, etc . . . and eventually rotate with me. One of my surrogates rode out your past timeline.”  
 
    Ben’s chest tightened. “What happened?”  
 
    “Erde invaded Earth, took control, and enslaved the population. Patrick’s house, and the world he knew, no longer exist.” 
 
    Ben exhaled between tight lips. “So what happened to me?” 
 
    “You are here.” Amo attempted a smile, but he needed more practice. “You ride a new timeline.” 
 
    “And the GranPat we knew? Has his spirit moved beyond what’s in the coffee can?” 
 
    “That remains a mystery. I sent a version of myself, Amo-2, to follow Patrick, but he has not yet reported back.” 
 
    “Great,” Ben said with wry smile. “I guess only God knows where he’s gone.” 
 
    Amo’s blue eyes whirred. “I would like to meet your God someday, and discuss my theory of infinite realities.” 
 
    Ben’s eyes opened wide. “Me too.” He chuckled, but then his face grew serious. I left a lot of friends behind. “Amo, what happened to the people of Terra? Are they safe?” 
 
    “Many of Terra’s branched timelines are relatively safe. Several are not.” 
 
    “The t-medallion brought me here to you. Can I still go back to Terra?” 
 
    Vsshhhh-click. “I advise against any visit. One timeline exists where you are still on Terra, but you have directed me to keep everyone away. Including you.” 
 
    Ben huffed. “Tiger told you to keep me away?” 
 
    “Yes, Commander. Tiger-you and Amo-3 were very emphatic. They made a very strong case.” 
 
    Ben tilted his head. “So Tiger has some version of you making rules on Terra?” 
 
    “Sir, as my Commander, you direct. As Prime, among my selves, I maintain our network and . . . advise.”  
 
    Ben winced. He hated the idea of someone else touching Ruth, even if Tiger was an older version of himself. And though Tiger had earned his scars on Erde and deserved a chance for happiness on Terra, deep down Ben knew the truth. I’m being selfish. “Okay, I understand.” He relaxed his shoulders. “Ruth may be in good hands, but I want a glimpse into her future.” 
 
    “Can you be more specific?”  
 
    “Yes.” Ben’s thoughts fell into place. “I assume Amo-3 is your . . . creation?” 
 
    “Yes. One of my counterparts. We maintain direct contact with each other.” 
 
    “Then you can ask your future counterpart, let’s say three years from now, how Tiger and Ruth are doing?” 
 
    Amo nodded. “That is correct.” 
 
    “Please look into your crystal ball and ask him.” Ben waited, unsure if he would like the outcome either way. 
 
    “As you wish, Commander, but though our internal processors contain crystalline features we do not ‘gaze’ into them.” Amo closed his ceramic blue eyes and whirred. “Tiger, otherwise known as Ben Fuller, and Ruth are married with a daughter, Flora, and a baby boy named Zac. Tiger works part time and goes to the community college.” 
 
    My daughter and his son. He cleared his throat. “Are they happy?” 
 
    Amo attempted a human smile. “Tiger reports through Amo-3 that he and Ruth are very happy, and thanks you for keeping your promise.” 
 
    “Ask him if Albert returned to Terra.” 
 
    Amo tilted his head. “Albert is still missing. Grandma Betsy is well, though. Her doctor reprogrammed her cranial implant after discovering her post surgery memory loss.” 
 
    “Please thank Tiger for me.” A boy and a girl. Ben grinned. “Tell him congratulations. He’s a man of honor and has my respect.” 
 
    “He says ‘thanks and be happy’.” Amo blinked. “He also wants to know if you have defeated LaGreca.” 
 
    “Not yet, but we’ll let him know.” Ben remembered the moves Tiger had shown him and felt a surge of adrenalin pulse through his body. He couldn’t wait until his next match. Ben wished Tiger luck and Amo broke off contact with Amo-3. 
 
    Amo folded his arms. “Commander, there is one more issue we need to discuss. Please have a seat.” 
 
    “More about Terra?” Ben sat in the chair next to the computer desk. 
 
    “No. Earth. I have access to certain databases, including those your current grandfather uses. I have deciphered the transmission he received from outer space. The alien schematics are not so much a fusion drive, as an interstellar gate. I have also heard from one of my future sources—” 
 
    “Hold up.” Ben checked his watch. In the phased lab, he would have all the time in the world and still make his date with Trudy. “Tell me everything. I need to warn GranPat.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Ben teleported home, or what had become his home in the new timeline, and took the ‘new’ version of GranPat aside in the clubbed basement. He tried to keep the discussion limited to the mysterious transmission from outer space, but the more questions GranPat asked, the more Ben felt forced to explain. 
 
    “You’re quite the storyteller, young man,” GranPat said. “I appreciate the detail. You must have put a lot of thought into this. I especially like that part about usin’ me beacon to visit parallel worlds.” 
 
    “I’m telling the truth, GranPat. If you build that interstellar gate, you’ll drop an alien horde from Alpha Centauri onto our world.” A soft shuffle of footsteps sounded on the basement stairs.  
 
    “Ha,” GranPat said. “And you heard this proclamation of doom from an invisible robot? Honestly, I thought you wanted to be a serious scientist, not a bard.” 
 
    Ben took a deep breath. Now GranPat thinks I’m a fool. “I know it sounds . . . crazy, but you have to believe me.” Ben’s face flushed.  
 
    “Patrick,” Grandma Betty said as she walked down the basement stairs. “You best listen to Ben. He’s trying to help you.” She moved gracefully between him and GranPat. “I have my own story about a grandson who saved my life many years ago in a ‘timely’ manner.” 
 
    “Oh? This is quite the day for stories . . . and confessions.” GranPat crossed his arms. 
 
    “Ben, let me handle this.” Grandma Betty stood tall with her hands on her hips. “You’re already late for your date, and she’s waiting for you upstairs.” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Ben pounded up the cellar steps. He appreciated Grandma’s help, but he knew it would take more to convince his stubborn grandfather. A visit from Amo might help GranPat understand. But that can wait until tomorrow. Right now I have another promise to keep.  
 
    As he hurried through the kitchen, wondering what he might say to Trudy after all he’d experienced this past week, his mother blocked his path.  
 
    “Hold up, Benzo.” Mom shook her head. “Your girl ran upstairs to your room. This is why I tell you to keep your room clean.” 
 
    “Mom, you’re right as usual. Happy birthday.” 
 
    Her eyes opened a stitch wider and a slow smile crossed her face. “Have fun, but remember what we talked about.” 
 
    Ben returned her smile and nodded, but wasn’t sure what she was talking about. “Gotta go.” He turned and hurried through the dining room toward the stairwell. Was it the talk about the special date with Trudy, or had his ‘new’ Mom had an entirely different conversation with the ‘previous’ me from this timeline? And why had Trudy come over here? 
 
    When he compared how he felt about her versus Ruth, Trudy fell more solidly into his idea of a casual friend. Hanging out with her was fun, but after his experience with Ruth, he didn’t want to go to the next level with Trudy. As he walked softly up to the second floor, he had to admit that she wasn’t the one. Tonight wouldn’t be as special as Trudy expected. 
 
    Surprised to find his bedroom door closed, he knocked and entered. His eyes widened, not because someone had cleaned his room for him, but because he’d expected someone else.                
 
    “Lori, what are you doing here?” Her hair looked amazing, her smile glistened, but her blue eyes shone with—a hungry look. Nah. She’d been his closest friend since seventh grade, but romance had always been just out of reach. She’d been Brandon’s girlfriend for years—ever since Brandon met Lori at Jack’s funeral service . . . Oh. 
 
    “You were late so I came to find you.” She glanced around the room. “See how much better your room looks now that I’ve straightened up?” 
 
    Ben shook his head. “Thanks, but you didn’t have to do that.” 
 
    Lori quirked her right eyebrow in amusement.  
 
    Ben’s forehead furrowed. “Didn’t Trudy tell you about  . . . tonight?”  
 
    “What about tonight?” Lori’s pink lipstick sparkled as she grinned. “Trudy and Brandon will meet us at Nino’s pizza. C’mon let’s go.” 
 
    Ben scratched his head. “But why didn’t Brandon take you?” 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” She put her arms around him and squeezed. “Can’t a girl catch a ride from her boyfriend?” She kissed him gently on the lips. “Tonight is supposed be our special night. Remember?” 
 
    Is she for real? Ben blushed awkwardly and felt guilty. He remembered his first kiss with Ruth on Terra, and wondered if he might have already hurt Trudy’s feelings here on Earth. How did all this go down? With unexpected consequences.  
 
    Changing the timeline had given him back his brother, both grandparents, and now . . . Lori? His back tensed. He’d always loved her, but he never thought he had a prayer—in any universe. What were the odds? The blue-eyed robot and his helpers might know. Amo! What did you do? 
 
    Had Amorphous somehow groomed this timeline for Ben? Was that even possible, or something he deserved? I didn’t ask for this—and how could I be worthy of Lori after abandoning Ruth and . . . our baby on Terra? Sweat beaded his forehead. Thank God for Tiger. 
 
    Tiger was Ben—plus the one dangerous year spent marooned on Erde dreaming of Ruth and his commitment toward her and their baby. Created by Albert’s time-trap, Tiger not only bore the scars and tattoos of his experience, but showed strength, honor, and love for Ruth, and with that, had earned Ben’s undying respect. I know I promised Tiger I would stay away, but how am I supposed to bury my feelings for Ruth . . . just like I’d done for Lori all these years on Earth?  
 
    Lori’s right hand slid behind Ben’s neck and gently pulled him closer. “Don’t be nervous. It’s just us.”  
 
    Just us? Ben had wanted to kiss Lori ever since 7th grade, when she smiled at him in the school cafeteria and his legs felt weak. He’d never had the courage to tell her how he really felt, and when he did, she’d already found someone else and it was too late. Discouraged, he learned how to bury his feelings. 
 
    Just us? The faces of Brandon, Jack, Ruth, Tiger, and Trudy floated inside his cluttered mind. There were far too many of ‘us’ to think about. What about the Ben who rode this timeline before I stepped in? What would he say about me? I feel more like a sneak thief, an imposter, ready to reap what I didn’t sow. 
 
    She kissed Ben and it felt wonderful. A cascade of alternate memories from Earth’s new timeline merged with his own: holding Lori’s hand at a seventh grade skating party, kissing her for the first time at fourteen, slow dancing at homecoming, embracing her on the porch swing, and consoling Lori in his arms after her father had passed.  
 
    Her love, and his new memories, mixed with the old. Truthfully, he had always loved her and always would. His feelings for Lori seemed as strong as Tiger’s devotion to Ruth, and though he felt guilt-ridden for abandoning Ruth, he knew his greatest attributes were magnified within Tiger. Besides, Ruth was happy. 
 
    He leaned into the kiss—a very long one. 
 
    Afterward, Ben smiled and hugged Lori tightly. Today had proven truly amazing—his life, his family, and his world seemed to be on the right track, mostly, but tonight . . . may not be the special night Lori expected. He had learned his lesson with Ruth, and didn’t want to rush anything so important without some . . . protection.  
 
    Ben disentangled himself from Lori’s hug, walked to the closet, and dug under the pile of dirty clothes for the stash box.  
 
    “Forget something?” Lori asked. 
 
    With his back to Lori, his fingers found the unopened condom pack within, and . . . 
 
    A quick knock sounded outside Ben’s bedroom door. “Ben, there is a young lady downstairs,” his mother called. “She wants to speak with you. Says it’s urgent.”  
 
    Ben dropped the stash box and lurched to his feet. Young lady? What if it’s Trudy after all? He took three steps, opened the door to the hallway, and found equal parts curiosity and unease in his mother’s eyes. “Who is it?” Ben asked softly. 
 
    Mom’s eyes darted over his shoulder at Lori and back to him. “She’s about your age, but I couldn’t make sense of it. Says her name is ‘Flora’ and she’s searching for her father and someone named ‘Amo.’ I thought she had the wrong house, until she asked for you.” 
 
    Ben’s face flushed. “Oh . . . Okay.” Flora? That’s the same name as—and she’s my age? His chest tightened and he forgot to breathe. Oh, Jesus. He gulped air and let it out in a rush. If she’s my age, then she travelled back in time to visit. 
 
    Mom raised her eyebrow and studied him briefly. “Do you want to come downstairs and talk to her? She looks as if she’s been crying.”  
 
    Crying? Ben straightened his back and composed himself. Flora had asked for me. Was she in trouble and where is Tiger? “No. Better have her come up. Maybe I can help.” 
 
    His mother nodded and turned toward the stairwell. 
 
    Ben closed the door slowly. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Lori asked. “Who is Flora?” 
 
    Ben swallowed. “Do you remember anything about Terra?”  
 
    “Not sure what you mean. Is that a person or a place?” Her eyes narrowed. “Are you in some kinda trouble?” 
 
    Ben’s forehead furrowed. In this timeline Lori knew nothing about teleportation, time travel, or . . . Ruth. “Not yet.” This definitely will not be the night Lori expected. “Just remember I love you, okay?” 
 
    “I love you too.” Lori raised her chin. “If you want me to go, I will, but whatever it is, I’d rather stay and help if I can. I have your back now, and forever.” 
 
    Ben took a deep breath. “Good.” He smiled. “I knew I could count on you.” He took Lori’s hand and squeezed. We can do this.  
 
    The door opened slowly and Ben saw his daughter for the first time. 
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
    A warm summer wind blew as Patrick worked in Betty’s garden. The weeds had been persistent, but they were no match for him. He worked his way around the tomato plants and pruned the green sucker branches. Too many branches would lower the plant’s yield over time. Time. He stood and brushed the fertile dirt from his knees . . . and remembered lying on a table in a room with white walls. Had Ben been there? 
 
    Patrick ran his tongue around dry lips. How long had he been here under this morning sky? Lazy cloudlets puffed by overhead. He’d forgotten something, maybe something important, but it didn’t matter now that he’d found— 
 
    “C’mon inside and take a break.” Miss Betty called from the porch. I’ve made pork chops, green beans, rutabagas, and gravy. Ice cold lemonade too.”  
 
    A slow smile spread across his unlined face. Yes, of course. He’d finally found her and she was as beautiful as ever. His fingers brushed back his thick dark hair. “I’ll be right in, Darlin’.” 
 
    His wife watched from the shadow of the porch. “Bring your metal friend with you.” 
 
    Metal friend? Patrick looked around but saw no one. He caught a whiff of machine oil. “Amo?” 
 
    Vsshhhh-click. The green robot materialized several yards away. “Yes, Commander?” 
 
    Patrick motioned toward the house. “Please, come inside and enjoy the feast. I think we can find something for you as well.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The End. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    About the Author 
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Jeff Grode grew up in Erie, Pennsylvania, and currently resides on the Eastern Shore of Maryland and knows his way around a kayak. A lifelong fan of science fiction, fantasy, and spy novels, he has also found a love for creative writing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Look for, UPSTART, a Brothers of the Multiverse Novel, Book 3 in 2019. 
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