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Chapter 1


Time Traveler




    Luke Powers, a kinda-handsome-but-somewhat-nerdy 26-year-old, sat on the

    edge of his couch, cramming a fist full of popcorn into his mouth. Beside

    him was a video projector. Connected to that video projector, a DVD player.

And in that DVD player, one of the greatest movies of all time:    Back to the Future.






    If you’re going to watch a big movie, you gotta see it on the big screen.

    Or at least, in Luke’s case, projected up onto his living room wall.






    Luke smiled. He loved this movie. One of his favorites. No, the

    favorite. There was something about this movie. Something that made it rise

above all the rest. Even, in his opinion, better than all of theStar Wars or Star Trek movies. Better than    Harry Potter or Lord of the Rings. Even better than

    Disney/Pixar’s The Incredibles.






    This was a movie about time travel.






    And Luke loved the idea of being able to travel through time.






    But who wouldn’t? With time travel, you could go back and change a major

    regret. You could find out tomorrow’s winning lottery numbers. Make a few

    choice stock picks. See your parents or grandparents when they were your

    age. Maybe even meet a historical figure or two.






    Sure, sure. All that was cool. But for Luke, it was something else.






    You could say, at heart, Luke was an explorer. And time travel was about

“exploring” the world—the universe—in a whole new way. He loved shows like    Star Trek and Stargate SG-1. Those were about exploring

space and other worlds. He played his fair share of    Lara Croft: Tomb Raider, and not just because she had big boobs.

    There was an adventurer living in his heart. And he longed to be one.






    Unfortunately, the real world had other priorities. He had rent to pay.

    Credit card bills. Student loans to pay off. Sure, of course he’d rather be

    off on some adventure exploring through time and space – but he also needed

    to eat.






    He had a roommate. Ray Cartwright. An African-American, business-oriented,

    charming, self-confident, best friend kind of guy. Luke met Ray in college

    in an intro-level psychology class. Luke was an art major; Ray was in

    finance. The only reason either of them took the psych class was because it

    fulfilled some general education requirement and it seemed like it’d be an

    easy “A”. They met, hit it off, and became best friends ever since.






    Now they were roommates. Ray was still in school, finishing up his MBA.

    Actually going somewhere with his life. Luke, on the other hand, felt like

    his life was somehow stuck on “pause.” Everything just seemed to be

    perpetually on hold.






    Always waiting. Always looking toward “someday” when things got better.

    Always hoping that somehow, magically, something would pull him out of this

    dull, mediocre, financially-struggling life – and help him find his real

    purpose, his higher calling, what he was really meant to do with his life.






    In the meantime, he worked at a retail store part-time. It barely covered

    the bills. Just barely. If he didn’t go out to eat much. Stayed home to

    watch a movie rather than spend $12 on a ticket at the local theater. Try

    not to drive his car too far or too often, to try to save money on

    ever-increasing gas prices.






    He was definitely treading water. Always just barely getting by. Eking out

    a humble existence. Never making enough to break free – and experience more

    of what he knew, deep in his soul, life had to offer.






    Maybe that’s why he liked his movies and comic books so much. They were a

    chance to escape, a chance to go somewhere, do something

    meaningful, even though he never actually went anywhere, and only

    vicariously enjoyed the great heroics of the characters he so loved.






    Luke watched the movie play on the wall, projected in front of him. How he

    wished he could live an adventure like Marty or Doc Brown. If only time

    travel were possible. If only ordinary people like him went on real-life

    adventures. His job sucked. He hadn’t been on a date – never mind had sex –

    in what felt like forever.






    And well, besides all that, something else was bothering him. Something he

    couldn’t deal with. A terrible, unfathomable loss that he’d just rather not

    think about right now. If he could time travel for real, he’d definitely go

    back to change that.






    But this was real life. He lived in Burbank, not Hill Valley. He drove an

    old Camry, not a DeLorean. And it was 2011, not 1985.






    Come to think of it, it was almost 30 years later since that movie was

    made. In the sequel, Marty traveled to the year 2015. There were flying

    cars and hover boards. 3-D movies and voice-activated house lights.






    Some of the movie’s predictions came true. 3-D movies were becoming more

    and more popular. But that could just be because studios were trying to

    give people a reason to go see movies in the theater, and not illegally

    download it onto their computers. Somehow the writer of Back to the Future

    failed to predict Internet piracy, cell phones, and reality TV shows.






But how could he? No one could’ve imagined that just a few decades later,    everyone would have cell phones – to check their e-mail, update

    their status on Facebook, and play Angry Birds while they were at work.






    If only he could time travel for real. But that would never happen. It was

    just a fantasy.






    So he had to live his dream vicariously. Watching life-size movies

    projected onto his living room wall. Reading comic books. Imagining up his

    own stories and adventures. He wasn’t much of a writer. He tried. It was

    kinda fun.






    But his real talent was in drawing. When he was about five years old, he

    discovered a love and talent for it. He’s been doodling, drawing,

    sketching, and illustrating ever since.






    And what did he love drawing most? Super heroes, of course. Monsters and

    aliens. Killer attack robots and cyborgs. Magical creatures and fantasy

    dragons. Aside from being a time traveler and deep space explorer, his

    other – and more realistic – dream was to be a comic book artist.






    But that dream had to be put on hold too. Artists were a dime a dozen.

    Comic books weren’t as big as they used to be. Less jobs, lower pay, more

    competition. He made a point to attend every comic book convention within

    an eight-hour drive, and he always brought sample work to show exhibitors

    and publishers. His art was good. Just not quite good enough.






    Now he worked in an independent bookstore, some local mom-and-pop shop that

    always seemed to be on the verge of going out of business. The owners were

    nice people. A husband and wife team that loved books – all books.

    They loved how books could magically transport them anywhere, any time, and

    introduce them to all kinds of memorable characters and interesting

    creatures. But, being a smaller store with a limited budget, it was tough

    to compete with the larger chain stores.






    Still, they managed to stave off bankruptcy for one more month, every month

    so far – and although it didn’t pay much, at least Luke had a job.






    Yup. His life was going nowhere. Not out of apathy or laziness. He was

    trying. It’s just that no matter what he did, he could never seem to get

    ahead.






    He submitted resumes to better-paying jobs. Showed his artwork to

    publishers. Even tried self-publishing. But the more he tried to change his

    life, the more things stayed the same.






    But little did he know that everything was about to change. While he sat

    alone in his apartment, watching his favorite movie, dreaming of another

    life – events had already been set in motion that would forever change not

    only his life, but the lives of so many others.






    It was a secret that had been withheld from him for too long. But soon –

    he’d know more than he ever dreamed he would.






    Oh, if only he could time travel for real. If only it were possible. If

    only he had a flux capacitor.






    Whatever that was. Technically, time travel was in fact possible –

    Luke was sort of an amateur hobby time travel theorist. There were ways to

    actually travel through time.






    If you had a fast enough space ship, you could travel near the speed of

    light, slowing down your own time, effectively sending you into the future.






    Circling really fast around a black hole (without getting sucked in, of

    course) was another option. You could also “somehow”, in theory, create a

    stable wormhole that took you to another point in time and space. And a

    handful of other remote possibilities.






    But out of all the theories Luke had learned about, none of them were

    technologically possible. At least not yet.






    Maybe, someday in the distant future, the technology would exist. And

    people could travel through time. And maybe, somehow, one of them would go

    back in time to Luke’s present, and – for some reason – give him access to

    that time machine.






    Yeah. Maybe. He wished. He dreamed.






    He was always dreaming…






    Then there was a knock at the door.






    He looked over. He wasn’t expecting anybody.






    Who could that be?






Chapter 2


The Audition




    Burbank, if you’re not familiar, is part of the greater Los Angeles area.

    There’s a lot of movie studios there, big and small. So while Luke was at

    home watching his all-time favorite movie, his roommate Ray was just a few

    miles down the street, auditioning people for a new upcoming film.






    The room was full of anxious, hopeful, aspiring actors and actresses, all

    waiting to be called, waiting for their chance, waiting for that big break

    that might someday come. Most had headshots and demo reels in hand. No one

    talked to each other. They were all nervous. But it was more than that.

    They were each other’s competition.






    They were all young adults, around ages 20 to 25. They were all

    good-looking. And at least half of them were cute blonde girls. And perhaps

    of those, one or two were actually natural blondes.






    One of those natural blondes was a girl with a friendly face named Dawn

    Stein. Yep, she’s Jewish, just like half the actors in this town. But she

    wasn’t like most wannabe actress blondes in Hollywood. She was more of the

    girl-next-door type.






    She had her own beauty that shined from the inside out. She was pretty,

    yes, and cute in her own way. But gentle, too. Sincere, honest, down to

    Earth, friendly, approachable. She seemed to have a fair degree of

    self-confidence. Maybe because she wasn’t caught up in all this Hollywood

    stuff. She acted because she loved it – not for the fame or money.






    She’d been involved in community theatre since she was fourteen. And

    appeared in a couple local commercials in recent years. And now, today, was

    auditioning for a “big” movie.






    Well, “big” was a bit of an exaggeration. The vision was big. The story was

    big. The budget and crew size – very small. In fact, it wasn’t even a

    feature-length movie. It was a 20-minute short. If they were lucky, it’d

    get into some film festivals. So, needless to say, it was an unpaid acting

    opportunity.






    But Dawn didn’t care. Acting was a magical experience for her. She loved

    the idea of being a different character, a different person, every time.

    The right costume, a bit of makeup, and some special effects – and she

    could be anybody, or anything, on camera. And ever since she was a little

    girl, she loved going on adventures. She’d often go camping with her dad.

    She went on a cross-country road trip with her best friend after their

    freshman year in college. Had plans to backpack across Europe when she had

    a little more money saved up.






    Life was meant to be lived, she felt. Unfortunately, real life only had so

    many adventures available. That was another thing she loved about acting.

    She could go anywhere – fantastic journeys, other worlds, mysterious places

    – vicariously, yes, but it was better than nothing.






    Suddenly a young college kid popped his head out the door. “Next,” he said,

    somewhat nasally.






    That meant her. It was Dawn’s turn.






    She gathered her headshot and resume. And just as she stood up, the

    previous actress left the audition room. Some Beverly Hills type girl, fake

    hair, fake boobs, overpriced outfit, high heels. The snotty girl gave Dawn

    a look of disgust as she passed by. “Good luck,” she said, but she didn’t

    mean it.






    Whatever. Dawn wasn’t going to let this bother her. Of course, she happened

    to glance back at everyone else still in the waiting room. At least a dozen

    other five-foot-something blondes just like her. Dawn sighed. This was not

    very promising. But she took a deep breath, prepared herself to give her

    best audition possible, and put a cheerful smile on her face as she entered

    the next room.






    There were three guys in there: the nasal-sounding college kid that called

    her in, who probably still lived with his parents; the director – a

    slightly older, but still college-aged dude wearing an artsy hat; and Ray,

    Luke’s roommate, sitting beside the director. Ray had some kind of

    official-looking schedule or budget in front of him. They were all guys in

    their early-to-mid-20s.






    This was, in fact, a student film.






    The director was in UCLA’s film program, so that gave this project a little

    more credibility and professionalism than, say, some random guy on

    Craigslist. Of course Dawn dreamed of being a movie star on a real

    movie – something big budget, something with distribution, something that

    her cousin in Iowa would see. But those auditions were hard to come by, and

    even though she had managed to get in a few, no one had called her back

    yet.






    “State your name and look into the camera, please,” said the director.






    They were recording.






    “Hi, I’m Dawn Stein,” she said, “and I’m auditioning for the part of Power

    Girl.” She then listed her contact info and tried to smile all happy and

    pretty.






    “Thank you,” said the director.






    The nasal kid handed her a script.






    “Take it from the top of page two, please,” said the director.






    Ray leaned back in his chair and watched her.






    Dawn held her script, got into character, and began reading.






    “You won’t get away with this, Doctor Destruction!” she said. “As soon as

    my powers recharge, I’ll summon the archangel Michael and he’ll send you

    back to the alternate dimension where you came from! Evil never wins.”






    Wow. Who wrote this? She didn’t get a chance to see the script ahead of

    time. She just saw the open call for auditions posted on Facebook. It was a

    super hero movie. That’s pretty much all she knew. It sounded like fun.

    But… wow.






    The director read Doctor Destruction’s lines. “Ha. Ha. Ha. You are too

    late, Power Girl. All I have to do is push this button and the Ragnarok

    bomb will explode, destroying planet Earth and turning it into a zillion

    pieces of astro dust!”






    Dawn tried not to laugh at how bad this dialog was. She was auditioning,

    live, and on camera. She played along.






    “But wait, aren’t you forgetting something?” she read.






    “And what is that?”






    “My powers have already recharged. Archangel Michael, attack!!!”






    “No, no! Stay away! Ahh, the light, it burns!!!”






    Oh God. What was this movie?






    “Ha-ha! See, Doctor Destruction, I told you evil never wins!

    Victory goes to my Lord and Savior Jesus Christ! Hooray!”






    She somehow delivered that line with energy and enthusiasm.






    “Thank you,” said the director.






    What had she gotten herself into?






    “And now,” said the director, “could you please read Power Girl’s lines on

    page five?”






    “Okay,” she said. She flipped to that page. It was some kind of interior

    bedroom scene. The opening action line was “Power Girl moans loudly.” Okay…






    She tried moaning loudly, like she was in pain.






    “No, no,” said the director. “This is a love scene.”






    “Oh,” she said. “Okay.” She moaned again, this time a little more… erotic?

    It still sounded a little painful, but it was better.






    The director decided to move on and continue with the scene.






    Dawn read her first line. “Jack, you’re so strong and handsome. I can’t

    believe you’re inside me right—” She stopped.






    “There a problem?” asked the director.






“I’m sorry. No. Let me try that again.” She moaned. “Oh Jack, you’re    so strong and handsome… I can’t believe you’re inside me

    right now. And with my… telepathic powers… I can tell you’re only thinking

    about me…”






    The director read, “Oh Power Girl, you’re the only girl for me.

    I’ve loved you since I first laid eyes on you…”






    “Me too,” said Dawn, reading her lines. “Me too…”






    “Promise me, Power Girl, promise me you’ll never leave.”






    God this was an awful story. But Dawn was committed. At least to finishing

    the audition. God, she hoped she didn’t get this part. “Jack, I promise! I

    promise I’ll never leave you! Not even Doctor Destruction and his army of

    minion zombie robots can keep us apart for long. We’re soulmates!”






    “Yes, yes we are!” read the director.






    Ray couldn’t help but chuckle. He knew how bad this script was. And

    considering their budget and level of experience, this film was only going

    to go from bad to worse. But he needed a “real world” project management

    experience for one of his MBA classes. And his friend was the director. The

    whole thing was supposed to be filmed and finished in a single weekend. So

    Ray signed on as the film’s production manager.






    He could’ve invested some of his own money into this, if he

    wanted. But he wasn’t going to. He actually had some extra cash set aside

    for the right project, business idea, or investment opportunity. He was

    only 27, but he was already building himself a humble fortune. It’s ironic.

    While Luke struggled financially, Ray was on a roll.






    After getting his BA in Finance, he put off grad school for a few years to

    start his own company. Cartwright Consulting. It was a life

    coaching/business consulting type thing. Lasted a few years, made some

    money, but ultimately he decided it wasn’t for him. He started a few other

    part-time companies here and there. Some made a little money; some didn’t.

    But he learned something valuable from each experience.






    And one of the things he learned was to never put his own money into

    something he didn’t believe in. And this student film project was one such

    example. He actually tried passing on it at first, but his director friend

    begged him. Apparently no one else would sign on. And Ray did need

    the credit for his class. This assignment was a full third of his final

    grade.






    So he just told his director friend that all his money was tied up in other

    investments right now. And that was partially true. He could’ve sold his

    stocks if he really wanted to. But his friend was just grateful to have him

    on board helping out on production.






    Anyway, apparently Ray was the only person on the team who felt it was a

    bad script. The director and his assistant (the nasally kid) loved it. And

    the actresses – well, they all at least acted like they loved it.

    Except for Dawn.






    She tried to like it. She gave an honest effort to make the dialog

    believable. She tried to put authentic emotion into it. But the more she

    read, the more her cheerful face turned to one of confusion, bewilderment,

    and palpable distaste.






    Finally, an honest actress.






    Sure, she looked like just about every other girl they’d seen all day. But

    an honest actress, he could work with. Of course, he also knew she’d never

    take the part, even if they did offer it to her.






    “Thank you,” said the director. “That’ll be all. We’ll call you if we’re

    interested.”






    “Thanks for your… time,” she said.






    She handed back the script to them. And then politely, but swiftly, bolted

    for the door.






    Ray wasn’t about to lose his opportunity. He quickly got up. “Excuse me,”

    he said to the others. He went after her.






    In the other room, where countless others still waited to read the same bad

    lines, he stopped her. “Dawn, wait up.”






    She stopped and turned around. She was almost afraid to ask. “Yeah?”






    He checked over his shoulder to make sure they couldn’t hear him in the

    other room. “Listen,” he said, lowering his voice. “Don’t worry, I’m not

    going to ask you to be in this movie.”






    She smiled with a sigh of relief. They laughed about it.






    “What are you doing tonight?” he asked her. “I’d like to take you out to

    dinner. If you’re not busy.”






    “Oh,” she said, surprised. “Really?”






    “Just you and me. And I promise not to talk about this film.”






    She smiled. “Okay.”






    “Great! You like Chinese?”






    “Love it.”






    “P.J. Wang’s it is,” he said. “I’ll call you after I’m done here. Shouldn’t

    be more than a couple hours.”






    She smiled. “I’m looking forward to it.”






    Awkward silence. All the other hopeful auditioners stared coldly at her.






    “You, um, need my number or anything?” she asked Ray.






    “I got it from the audition video.”






    “Right!” she said. “Okay then, I guess I’ll go then. Talk to you later?”






    “See you tonight,” he said.






    And with that, she turned and left. With a pleasantly surprised smile on

    her face. Ray watched her as she went out the door. He checked her out from

    behind, too, of course. He was a nice guy. But a guy nonetheless.






    At least something good came out of this film.






    And then the kid with the nasal problem popped his head out the audition

    room door and called, “Next.”






    Ray couldn’t wait for tonight.






Chapter 3


Enter the Villain




    Not to be confused with Bank of America, the Bank of American Savings is

    one of this country’s largest and wealthiest banks. In fact, it’s so large

    and wealthy that ever since the 1950s, it’s exclusively catered to the

    world’s top 15% richest.






    No ordinary citizen would use this bank. If your cash assets were less than

    a few hundred million, you didn’t have the minimum requirement to open an

    account here. So, as you can imagine, the bank lobby was usually pretty

    empty. Occasionally a super rich business man, celebrity, politician, or

    royalty from another country would grace this bank’s halls. Its expansive,

    marble-floored, high-vaulted, pillar-columned, echo-y and airy halls.






    The kind of place where you’d expect a butler named Jeeves to anticipate

    your every need before you do. The kind of place where fresh organic

    gourmet coffee and delicious exotic fruits were always served

    complimentary. The kind of place where the tellers recognized every

    client’s face and knew every client’s name.






    Which is odd, because today, an unfamiliar face entered this bank.






    It was the end of the day. The bank would be closing in about fifteen

    minutes. Rush hour had already began. It was rare for a client to come in

    at this time. And this man – this unfamiliar, unknown man – strolled right

    in with confidence and purpose as if he lived there and owned the place.






    He walked right up to the teller.






    She didn’t recognize him, but this could be a new client, so she greeted

    him cheerfully and pleasantly. “Good afternoon, sir. How may I serve you

    today?”






    He smiled.






    He was tall, dark, and handsome. Just over six feet tall. Suited up in the

    sharpest business suit. Perfectly tied tie. Spotless, shiny shoes. Neatly

    groomed, clean shaven. And a confidence, a presence, about him that only

    the super rich – or super clever – seemed to possess.






    “Yes, I’d like to make a withdrawal today.”






    Bank employees were required to memorize important data about every client.

    There was a file for each and every account holder at that bank. Photo,

    name, date of birth, spouse and children names, favorite hobbies, favorite

    foods, favorite countries to visit, favorite flavor of coffee... All to

    provide “legendary” customer service. Another perk of being super rich.






    But this teller had never seen this man before. Not in person. Not

    on file. Not anywhere, ever. So for him to make a request for a withdrawal

    was … odd. She almost didn’t know how to handle it. But she was a trained

    professional.






    “Certainly sir. I apologize, I must be having an off day. Would you please

    remind me of your name again, sir?”






    “My name is not important,” he said.






    She looked him in the eyes.






    And suddenly, she felt okay about that.






    “No problem. I understand, sir. How much would you like to withdraw today?”






    He thought about it. “Eh, let’s say… A hundred… thousand.”






    “One hundred thousand dollars.”






    “In cash.”






    Exactly which account was she supposed to withdraw this money from? She was

    afraid to ask. She made eye contact. He seemed polite, gentlemanly,

    respectful – but quickly growing impatient.






    “Now, please,” he said, a little more sternly.






    Right. It didn’t matter where she got the money from. She just

    knew she needed to give it to him – fast.






    “Right away, sir. I will need my manager to open the vault.”






    “Go ahead.”






    She left her station. The mysterious man leaned against the marble counter

    as he waited. He checked his nails. Looked up at the clock. Began whistling

    some old tune.






    The teller returned with the manager – but not the money – a moment later.






    “Good afternoon sir,” said the manager. “I’ll be happy to release your

    funds immediately. I just need your signature here, and your full legal

    name printed here…” He handed the mysterious man a standard bank withdrawal

    form. But it was also a discrete way to reveal the man’s identity, so they

    could figure out which account to draw from.






    The mysterious man sighed. He looked the manager right in the eyes and

    said, “You don’t need my signature. Just hand over the money. Now.”






    The manager paused for a second, but only a second.






    “Y-Yes sir. Gladly, right away, sir.”






    The teller and manager left – and returned a few minutes later with all the

    money in cash. The teller quickly counted the stacks of hundreds. Each

    bundle contained fifty one-hundred dollar bills. Each stack was $5,000.

    Twenty stacks equaled the $100,000 total.






    The entire time, something deep inside her knew this was weird. But at the

    same time, she didn’t care. It was almost as if she wanted to give

    this man, this total stranger, whatever he wanted.






    The manager seemed to agree.






    They pushed the bills across the counter. The mysterious man loaded them

    one by one into his own briefcase. After the last one, he closed the case,

    locked it up, looked at them, and smiled. “Thank you. You’ve been most

    compliant.”






    “A pleasure to serve,” said the manager.






    “Have a good evening, sir. Come again soon!”






    “Perhaps,” he said with a smile, walking out the door.






    And he was gone.






    The manager stopped for a second, reflecting on what just happened.






    “Who was that man?” he asked.






    The teller was at a loss. “I have no idea, sir.”






    Confusion set on his middle-aged face. “Did we just give away all that

    money to a complete stranger?”






    “I… I believe we did… sir.”






A terrible sinking feeling came over them both. What just happened?    Why did they just do that?






    They remembered everything. They willfully, gladly, unquestioningly

    complied with everything he asked of them. Of their own free will. At

    least, it sure felt that way.






    They needed to figure out who that man was. And quickly.






    Both the teller and manager went into the back security office, where the

    video feeds from all the cameras were recorded. A security officer was on

    duty, watching the videos the entire time.






    “Pull up camera three from five minutes ago,” said the manager.






    The security officer did so. The camera showed the teller, by herself,

    waiting at her station. The mysterious man never appeared in the video.






    “Try going back farther.”






    They watched the video in reverse. Nothing. Except, around three minutes

    before the man allegedly entered, there was a brief “blip” in the video. A

    split second when everything went black, and then seemingly returned to

    normal.






    “Wait a second,” said the teller. “Go forward again.” She watched herself

    closely. “Look at my hair!” she exclaimed. Her hair was pulled up. But

today, right now, her hair was down. “My hair was like that    yesterday,” she said.






    “Oh my God,” said the manager. “Someone hacked our security feed and played

    back tape from yesterday.”






    “That’s impossible!” said the security officer. “We’re on a closed

    circuit.”






    “Then how do you explain that?” she said, pointing at herself on the

    screen.






    “We both saw the man,” said the manager. “He’s not anywhere on this

    footage.”






    “I’ve been watching the whole time,” said the security officer. “I didn’t

    see anybody.”






    “Oh, so now you’re telling me we saw a ghost?” exclaimed the girl.






    “No, I just—”






    “It’s not important,” sighed the manager. “Check the security cameras from

    out front.”






    The officer pulled up that footage. Same thing. A small blip at the exact

    moment the mysterious man would’ve entered.






    “Damn.”






    This was not good.






    “Should we…” she was almost afraid to ask. “Should we call the police?”






    “And tell them what?” said the manager. “That we voluntarily handed over

    $100,000 to a total stranger – and the only proof he was ever here is that

    you let your hair down?”






    “You gave him what?!” shouted the security officer. He nearly spilled his

    coffee. “Did he hold you at gun point? Was he wearing a bomb? How come you

    didn’t trigger the alarm?”






    “No,” said the teller, shaking her head. “He just asked… politely.”






    The manager sighed, pulling back his thinning hair. How were they going to

    explain the missing money? They would both be arrested for grand theft.

    This all sounded exactly like an inside job. And they’d never be able to

    get the money back. It was rush hour. He was long gone. They’d never see

    him again. Even if they filed a police report and gave a description of the

    man, how were they going to explain why they just freely handed

    over all that money?






    “We have a problem.”






    Several miles away, the mysterious tall, dark, and handsome man strolled

    into one of the more luxurious hotels in Burbank. He took a seat in the

    lobby. The briefcase with the $100,000 casually placed at his side.






    He waited.






    Another man entered. By far a less attractive, wild-haired, unkempt fellow.

    “Eccentric-looking” some might say. “Crazy homeless guy” others might say,

    if not for his lab coat and apparent purpose in this luxury hotel’s lobby.






    The crazy-eyed, wild-haired pseudo-scientist sat down across from the tall,

    dark, and handsome mysterious man.






    They made eye contact. But the scientist didn’t speak. He began moving and

    flashing his hands around, quickly signing different words. He spoke in

    sign language.






    He signed a question. “You have it?”






    The mysterious man interpreted the words. He nodded, and began signing

    back, while also quietly speaking just in case the scientist could read

    lips.






    “I do,” said the mysterious man. “Is the formula ready?”






    “It’s in a safe location,”

    signed the unkempt man.






    The mysterious man reached for his briefcase and pulled it closer. “No

    formula, no payment,” he signed and said.






    “No payment,”

    rapidly signed the crazy, wild-eyed scientist, “no formula.”






    He looked the mad scientist in the eyes and sighed. Fine. He had no choice.

    He’d have to trust him. “Alright,” he spoke and signed. “Where?”






    The crazy scientist reached into his lab coat pocket and pulled out a small

    business card. The front of it read “Dr. Albert Troyd, Freelance

    Geneticist” with a TTY telephone number, e-mail address, and even a

    Facebook page. On the back was written an address, not far from here.






    “Alright,” said the mysterious man. He passed over the briefcase.






    The crazy mad scientist smiled with glee. He opened the case and looked

    inside. He saw twenty stacks of hundred dollar bills. His eyes went wild

    with excitement. He even let out a small little mad scientist “muwahahah”

    kind of laugh.






    The mysterious man stomped his foot on the floor a couple times to get the

mad scientist’s attention. “Hey,” said the man, and he signed,    “What time?”






    “Eight o’clock. Bring the test subjects.”






    The mysterious man nodded. And a small grin came to his face. No problem.






    The mad scientist locked the briefcase, signed goodbye, and got up to

leave. But then he stopped himself. He signed,    “Don’t forget about the message.”






The mysterious man sized him up.    “You’re really confident it’ll work this time?”






    The crazy scientist nodded yes.






    The mysterious man sighed. “Fine,” he said aloud, holding his hand out.






    The scientist reached into his lab coat pocket and pulled out his cell

    phone. It was one of those special cell phones for deaf people – but it

    worked like most smart phones too. The mysterious man grabbed it, opened

    the video recorder app, and pointed the camera at himself.






    He recorded himself saying, “You will grant this man access to anywhere and

    anyone.” He stopped and saved the recording. He handed the phone back to

    the scientist.






    “Don’t use it until it’s time,”

    he signed.






    The scientist nodded, looked down at the briefcase, and smiled. Then he

    headed out the exit.






    Hmm. Eight o’clock. The mysterious man pushed back his jacket sleeve to

    check his Rolex. He had some time to kill. And some new test subjects to

    find, to make sure this formula batch actually worked.






    At that very moment, a young couple entered the hotel. Judging by their

    luggage, they had just gotten off the plane. And noticing by how happy and

    playful they appeared together, their shiny new wedding rings, and the fact

    that they were still holding hands and smiling constantly made it easy to

    conclude that these two were newlyweds.






    Probably, he figured, vacationing in Los Angeles to do the whole Hollywood

    tourist thing. But he couldn’t imagine why. There were many places more

    romantic than here.






    Over twelve million people crammed into 4800 square miles. Full of crazies,

    drug addicts, homeless bums, and sleazy car salesmen. Full of celebrities,

    politicians, executive producers, and people who slept their way to the

    top. Aspiring actors and writers. Musicians. Religious leaders. Real estate

    tycoons. Average Joe Schmoes who anonymously worked like cogs in a faceless

    machine. And everybody else in between.






    All stuck in rush hour traffic.






    And there were even the occasional “mad scientist” types willing to push

    the boundaries of science and ethics for the right price. And in a city

    like this, there were also the occasional special someones – like this

    mysterious man – who had a few secrets of their own.






    As the newlywed couple walked past, he couldn’t help but get a good look at

    the woman. She was quite attractive. Nice long legs, soft skin, tight ass,

    decent size breasts. He wanted her.






    And he decided he was going to have her. Tonight.






    “Excuse me,” he said, standing up and gently grabbing her arm as they

    passed by. Both the husband and wife stopped. “I need to tell you

    something.”






    This, of course, caused them to make eye contact.






    He grinned and looked directly into her eyes. “You’re going to sleep with

    me tonight. And it will be the best sex of your life.”






    The husband was flabbergasted and outraged. But he tried to be polite.

    “Excuse me, sir. This is my wife.”






    He looked directly into the husband’s eyes next. “And you’re going to pay

    for the room, and wait here in the lobby the entire time. You can have her

    back after I’m done with her.”






    Both the husband and wife stood there speechless, dumbfounded, and…

    strangely, willing to comply.






    The woman let go of her husband’s hand. She immediately, and very

    sensuously, placed both her hands on the mysterious man’s chest. The

    husband dropped his luggage, without another thought, and went straight to

    the check-in counter.






    It was so nice of the husband to pay for the honeymoon suite. The woman

    laid on the bed, summoning the mysterious man with a turn of her finger and

    a sensual bite of her lower lip.






    The man opened a bottle of Champagne. He was a man of class, after all. He

    poured them a couple glasses. They drank. Then he leaned in. And they

    kissed.






    He took off her dress slowly. She quickly removed his pants. They kissed

    some more. She loved every moment of it. In the back of her mind, an

    inaudible voice questioned what she was doing. She was just married to the

man of her dreams. Or so she thought. But for some inexplicable reason, she    really wanted this new man. She had to have him. She

    wanted only him – and her desire for him only grew irresistibly stronger.






    Of course, it didn’t help that he kept looking her deep into her eyes and

    frequently telling her, quite specifically, just how desperately she wanted

    him. And that’s exactly how she felt. It was like he was controlling her

    mind, controlling her thoughts and desires, controlling her very body. She

    was a slave to passion – a passion that only intensified every time he told

    her it would.






    Whatever he wanted, he spoke, and she willingly, gladly, enthusiastically

    gave it to him.






    After she gladly pleasured him in a variety of ways, he told her to stop

    and lay on her back. She did. Immediately. He told her to spread her legs.

    And she did. And he told her that she wanted nothing more in the world than

    to have him inside her – right now. And she bit her lower lip, yearning,

    waiting, squirming, longing for him.






    He loved being in control of others. It was a rush. And it was a mind-fuck,

    too. Because right now, down in the lobby, her newlywed husband was waiting

    quietly, knowing full well what they were doing.






    Maybe he should’ve told the husband to read a magazine or something. Nah.

    It was better this way.






    The mysterious man fucked her. Normally, honestly, he wouldn’t have been

    that good. But because he told her it was the best sex of her

    life, she screamed out with escalating orgasmic passion and her body

    trembled with it.






    He finished inside her. He wasn’t wearing any form of protection.






    He didn’t care.






    And when she went to kiss him, he pushed her aside. He was done with her.






    He got up to put his clothes back on.






    “Wait,” she said, pulling the sheets over her naked chest. “Where are you

    going?”






    He pulled up his pants. Put on his shirt.






She crawled to the edge of the bed. “But… but…” She wanted more. That was    amazing.






    He put on his suit jacket and tightened his tie. Then he looked himself in

    the mirror, inspected everything, and felt he was flawless.






    He went for the door.






    “Wait…” she begged.






    Their eyes suddenly locked. “Listen to me. You will not follow me. You will

    not speak to me ever again.”






    She opened her mouth to say something – but couldn’t.






    He began to turn the door handle, but stopped, and turned to face her and

    said, “And every time you fuck your husband, you’ll always think of me.”






    Her mouth hung open. She stared blankly.






    And he walked out of the room.






Chapter 4


Visitors




    By now you should know who the villain of this story is. Hopefully that’s

    pretty obvious. But if you really don’t know, put this book down

    immediately and seek professional help. Otherwise, continue reading.






    So anyway, earlier that same day, back in his apartment, Luke was happily

    watching one of his favorite movies. Back to the Future. 

    And then there was a knock on the door.






    Who could that be?






    Luke looked at the door. His boring, plain, white apartment door. Much like

    the rest of his apartment – boring, plain, and white. That is, except for a

    few movie posters and comic book pin-ups. Had a woman lived here, of

    course, the apartment would’ve been decorated with pretty things. Maybe a

    few house plants. Some nice art on the walls that didn’t feature

    spandex-wearing fictional characters. And decent furniture too. But since

    two single guys lived here, and one of them was back in school and the

    other worked at a minimum wage part-time job, the apartment only had the

    bare essentials…






    A used couch and old recliner chair they had bought from Good Will. A movie

    projector from Best Buy that Luke was still paying for on his credit card.

    The latest video game systems including the Nintendo Wii, which of course,

    had all the characters and bonus tracks unlocked in Mario Kart. A

    bean bag chair in the corner. And a small home-style movie popcorn maker

    machine in the living room. You know, the bare essentials.






Unfortunately, Luke had lost the remotes for both the projector    and the DVD player, so to pause the movie, he had to actually get

    up from the couch, walk half way across the room, and physically manually

    push a button on the DVD player.






    Both remotes disappeared several months ago. He searched everywhere – under

    the couch, between the cushions, even in the kitchen cabinets (which were

    mostly empty to begin with) – and they were nowhere to be found.






    Of course, he could’ve bought one of those universal remote controllers.

    But those things cost like $20, $40, or more – and do you know how many

    comic books he could buy with that kind of money?






    Anyway, the movie paused right as Marty McFly was about to travel through

    time for the first time. Out of all three Back to the Future

    movies, Part 2 was his favorite. That’s when Doc and Marty travel to the

    future. If Luke ever had his own time-traveling DeLorean, he’d definitely

    want to go to the future first. Like the distant future. With starships and

    teleporters and stuff from Star Trek. The past was boring. Too

    “low tech” for his tastes.






    He reached for the door handle and opened it.






    Two young men, barely old enough to vote, greeted him with ridiculously

    large smiles. They wore matching monochromatic dress shirts, ties, slacks,

    and clean shoes. They had name tags on. One was named “Elder White.” The

    other, believe it or not, was “Elder Young.”






    Really? Mormons?






    “Hello!” said Elder Young. “We’re from the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter

    Day Saints.”






    “Have you heard about the complete gospel of Jesus Christ?”

    enthusiastically asked the other one.






    Luke scratched the back of his head. He glanced back at his movie, frozen

    in time on his wall. “I’m really not looking for a new religion…” he said.






    “Oh, we’re not trying to convert you,” said Elder White. “We’re just out

    spreading the Good News about the gospel of our Lord and Savior Jesus

    Christ.”






    “May we come in?” asked the first one.






    “Um, well…” Luke looked toward his movie again. Sure, he had seen it about

    a million times already. But today he’d like to watch it a million and one

    times. Even if he didn’t, even if he had, say, chores to do – he’d

    rather do that than listen to a couple of Mormons, well intentioned as they

    were, try to push their religion on him. But what could he say? What could

    he do? He was too nice to just slam the door on them. And he was too honest

    to make up some lie. He couldn’t pretend to be on his way out the door

    either, because obviously, he was at home watching the best movie of all

    time.






    They just stood there, flashing those pearly whites at him, patiently and

    eagerly waiting for him to let them in.






    He sighed.






    “Sure, come on in…”






    How long could this take, anyway? Five minutes? He’d just let them say

    their spiel, thank them for their time, and before he knew it he’d be on an

    adventure again – vicariously, of course.






    Two hours later… and the Mormons were still talking. And by now,

    somehow, Luke had already accepted a free copy of the Book of Mormon,

    several pamphlets and flyers, and agreed to go to church with them Sunday

    morning.






    The video projector started to overheat long ago, so that was turned off.

    At least Luke was a nice host. He brought both the missionaries some

    non-alcoholic, non-caffeinated, family-friendly drinks.






    He smiled and nodded a lot, pretending to listen. Actually, he did like

    learning new things. And although he still had no interest in joining the

    Mormon church whatsoever, he did learn a few interesting things about their

    religion.






    But whatever. Enough was enough. He was getting hungry. It was dinnertime.

    And he had to get up early for work tomorrow.






    “Look, guys, can we continue this another time? It’s getting kinda late…”






    They hadn’t realized how much time had passed. They were having so much

    fun. “Of course,” they said. “Definitely.” They got up, thanked him for his

    time, and reminded, “We’ll be by at 8 AM to pick you up Sunday morning.”






    “Right…” He was going to have to remember to call to cancel later.






    They headed for the door. But not before reminding him to say some prayer

    to confirm the validity of everything they had just taught him.






Luke nodded, smiled politely, and held the door for them. They    finally left.






    He closed the door and locked it.






    At last. Time to eat. And then get back to his movie.






    There was another knock at the door.






    He stopped dead in his tracks. Now who could that be? Jehovah’s

    Witnesses? He was afraid to answer.






    He looked through the peephole. And a big smile came to his face.






    He quickly unlocked the door and opened it.






    “Uncle!”






    Standing there was a tall, skinny, charming older man. He was a little

    older than Luke’s father, so that put him in his early 60s. But you

    wouldn’t know it by looking at him. Luke’s uncle was a vibrant old man,

    full of youth and laughter. He had a twinkle in his eye and a big grin on

    his face. He wore a Hawaiian “aloha” shirt, pair of jeans, and New Balance

    sneakers. And he carried a small box labeled “fragile” under his arm.






    “Hey!” said the man. “How’s my favorite nephew?”






    Luke laughed and rolled his eyes. “Uncle, I’m your only nephew.”






    The old man smiled. “It’s still true. May I come in?” He peaked his head in

    the door. “You have a cute girl over or something?”






    “No, no, please, come in!”






    “I see nothing’s changed since the last time I was here,” he said walking

    in. “What’d you do with all that money I gave you for Christmas last year?”






    “Amanda.”






    “Oh yes. I’m sorry. I forgot. Old age and all that. How’s she doing?”






    “We – she decided it was best we saw other people…”






    “Oh. Sorry.”






    “It’s alright. She was pretty high maintenance anyway.”






    His uncle relaxed onto the old recliner chair, making that loud “ahhhh”

    sound old men tend to make as they settle into a comfortable spot.






    “Seeing anyone new?”






    Luke shrugged. “Not really.”






    “You’ll find someone,” he said. “A handsome young man such as yourself.”






    “Thanks.” Luke sat down on the couch next to him. “Things just haven’t been

    the same since… you know.”






    His uncle nodded silently. He quickly changed the subject. “So, you ever

    gonna decorate this place?”






“What are you talking about?” Luke remarked. He looked at his    X-Men and Star Trek movie posters on the wall. “The place

    is totally decorated.”






    “Uh huh. Here, I brought you something.”






    “Yeah?” Luke got excited. Every time his uncle came to visit, he always

    brought a special gift. His uncle was a world traveler. Well, archeologist

    and anthropologist, really. He got paid to travel the world, learn about

    other cultures, study ancient history, and then lecture about it all at

    different universities.






    He was more or less retired now. Just did an occasional project or lecture

    now and then for fun. He spent most of his time out traveling, exploring,

    and adventuring around the world on his own dime and on his own time now.






    Last year he went to India and Peru. The year before that, he did a

    month-long “walkabout” in the Australian Outback. Earlier this year he

    participated in some big research project at Oxford – and did a little

    sight-seeing around Europe while he was there. And then he went to

    somewhere in India or the Middle East or somewhere. Some country Luke had

    never heard of. Geography wasn’t exactly Luke’s best subject.






    “What is it?” Luke asked. Uncle – or Charlie, to most people – always found

    something unique from the culture he had visited. Whatever his uncle

    brought him this time, it was sure to be exotic and special. “Is it

    something from Saskatchewan?”






    His uncle laughed. “Skardu. In Pakistan. Nowhere even close to

    Saskatchewan.”






    “Right, that’s what I meant.”






    “And yes, it’s something I picked up in Skardu.” He held the small plain

    box, a seemingly ordinary cardboard box marked “fragile”, in his hands. He

    wanted to give it to Luke. But he wasn’t sure he was ready.






    “You know,” said his uncle, “there’s a lot of Tibetan Buddhist monks in

    Skardu. So many, in fact, that some people call it the ‘Little Tibet’ of

    Pakistan.”






    “That’s… great.” Luke couldn’t wait to find out what it was. But his uncle

    was also a professor, and every time, Luke always had to hear the “story”

    behind it first. Uncle Charlie simply loved telling stories about the

    places he’d been, and how he came across this gift, and what made it so

    special and unique.






    Luke learned to patiently wait. Let the old man tell his stories. And then

    finally he’d get the cool thing – whatever it was.






    “Lots of mountains there,” his uncle continued. “Great for hiking,

    climbing, all sorts of things. On one of my hikes, I met and befriended a

    most interesting monk. He was convinced we were brothers in a past life or

    something – I don’t know about that – but we sure had a lot of great

    conversations. And then he mentioned something to me… Something

    interesting, something that when he told me about it, I thought right away

    about you, Luke.”






    “Oh yeah?”






    The old man smiled and winked. “This,” he said, holding the box. He paused

    to study Luke. Was he ready? Was it time? He took a slow breath and nodded.






    He opened and reached inside the box. He pulled out a small pink crystal. A

    semi-transparent rock. The light entered it, and refracted somehow,

    creating a faint but beautiful iridescent glow.






    “Wow,” said Luke. “It’s pretty.”






    “Apparently a traveler donated it to his monastery, several years ago, as a

    token of thanks for their kind service and hospitality toward him. At first

    they thought it was some kind of precious stone, nothing more. But then one

    day, one of the monks did this…”






    Uncle Charlie took the stone, pointed tip down, and dragged it along the

    arm of the chair. Where the tip traced, it left a magical sparkling trail

    of pink light.






    Luke’s eyes widened with amazement.






    “Whoa.”






    Several seconds later, the trail of light faded away. No trace, no remains,

    no markings of any kind were left behind.






    “The monks called it a magic writing stone. I think it’s got some kind of

    phosphorescent chemical in it, that probably temporarily activates whenever

    it’s rubbed against another surface. I’m guessing.”






    Luke’s mouth hung open.






    “And I thought you, being the artist of the family, might really enjoy

    this.” He smiled. “Want to try it?”






    “Do I?” Luke grabbed it, held it up to his eyes, and then immediately began

    to “draw” with it. He pressed the tip of the crystal to every surface

    around him – the couch, his arm, the wall behind him. Wherever the tip of

    the rock touched, a momentary trail of pink light remained. Several seconds

later, the glowing residue faded away, vanishing entirely. “This is    so cool!”






    As an aspiring artist, he had worked with a variety of tools and mediums –

pencils, pens, markers, acrylics, oil paints, chalk, charcoal… But    none of them behaved like this. It was almost a supernatural

    experience. Like writing with light.






    “Buddhists aren’t big on worldly attachments, and I mentioned how much you

    love to draw.”






    Luke kept “drawing” with the crystal. Lines, waves, spirals, his name…






    “So I traded him for it. Consider it an early Christmas gift.”






    The crystal stone never seemed to run out of “light-ink” – or whatever it

    was that was creating this effect. Phosphorescence. Some kind of

    bioluminescence, perhaps. Or some other chemical reaction. The crystal

    must’ve had some mineral in it or something that reacted this way. Luke had

    no idea. True, he was a bit of a nerd and geek, and science was one of his

    favorite classes… But they never covered anything like this. Any guess was

    as good as any other.






    Still, it was a cool toy. Too bad the light-ink always faded away after

    several seconds. He could draw some really amazing pictures otherwise.






    “It’s awesome.” Luke stopped playing for a second to give his uncle a hug.






    His uncle relaxed back into the comfortable old recliner chair, and smiled.

    “Just take good care of it. And don’t lose it.”






    “Oh I will,” he said. “Take good care of it, I mean.” He paused for a

    second. “Hang on, I want to try something.” He got up and ran towards his

    room. He returned a moment later with a large artist sketch pad. He sat

    back down on the couch, drawing pad on his lap, and began to “doodle” with

    the magic writing stone.






    Everywhere the tip of that crystal touched, it left behind a line of

    sparkling pink light.






    For several seconds – and then it faded away.






    “And some Buddhist monks had this all along?” he asked.






    “You could say that.”






    “I wonder if there’s other crystals out there that can do this too.”






    His uncle shrugged.






    Luke continued to play with the crystal on his large sketch pad. Up until

    now, he had only drawn disconnected lines and random patterns. Now, for the

    first time, and entirely by accident, he drew a complete and enclosed

    circle. And suddenly, something very unexpected happened.






    The circular line actually glowed brighter.






    “Whoa.”






    His uncle smiled.






    This was new.






    Luke waited several seconds – the time it normally took for a random line

    to fade away. The circle didn’t. It stayed there, still glowing, still

    bright.






    Interesting.






    A few seconds after that, he started doodling inside the circle. His uncle

    watched closely. But then, suddenly, everything faded out,

    instantly – including the outer circle that was, until that instant, still

    glowing brightly.






    “Huh.”






    Luke tried again. He started drawing. The instant the lines connected into

    a complete circle, the pink light-ink grew significantly brighter. Just

    like last time.






    “Okay,” said Luke.






    His uncle smiled.






Luke tried drawing something else in the center. But then suddenly,    everything disappeared, again!






    Not “faded away”, like normal. More like, “instantly erased.” All of it.

    Simultaneously.






    Normally, whatever he drew first faded out first, followed by where he drew

    second, and so on.






    If this was just some kind of normal chemical reaction, he should get the

    same results every time. Why did it behave differently if he drew a circle

    first? What difference did that make?






    He quickly drew a simple straight line, left to right, horizontally across

    the blank paper. It remained its normal brightness. Still glowing, still

    pink, still sparkling. Then, a few seconds later, the left end of the line

    started to fade out, down along the line, all the way to the right end.

    Just like all the other times and patterns before.






    He drew a rectangle. The instant the ends connected, creating an

    enclosed and defined space, the lines grew significantly brighter – and

    stayed there. He waited a few seconds. No fading.






    “Alright.” He was on to something. He turned to his uncle. “What do you

    make of this?”






    His uncle had been watching closely the entire time. He smiled warmly.

    “You’re good. Took me a lot longer. Keep going.”






    Luke had an quizzical look on his face, but loved a good puzzle, so he went

    back to it. What difference did it make if he drew a straight line or an

    enclosed circle? How did it know what pattern he made? There had to be a

    reason.






    He tried drawing an open, almost complete circle. Left maybe a

    half an inch gap between the ends. Nothing happened. The pink glowing line

    faded normally, in order of being drawn.






    “Ah hah!” Luke had no idea what he was ah-hahing about, but he knew he had

    figured something out.






    He quickly drew another circle, complete and connected. The line

    instantly became brighter.






    “Okay, there’s definitely something to this.” He was determined to figure

    it out.






    His uncle just sat there and smiled. “Want a hint?”






    “No, I can do this.”






    He drew something else in the center of the enclosed circle. Something

    simple. A triangle. A basic three-sided equilateral geometric shape.

    Nothing more.






    And suddenly those lines grew brighter too – and even brighter. The outer

    circle matched in brightness, and suddenly – something very strange

    happened.






The lines didn’t “fade away” or “disappear” like before.    The entire space within the drawn circle disappeared – including

    the material of the sketch pad – leaving an empty hole in its

    wake.






    Suddenly, where solid material used to be, there was an opening, a window,

    a hole of some kind – leading to and showing somewhere foreign and

    completely far away.






    Luke looked through the hole in the center of his sketch pad. He didn’t see

    his apartment floor. He saw a hot and dry desert. Sand everywhere. Vast and

    endless. Giant rolling sand dunes and wide desert plains in between.






    And in this distance, was that – a pyramid?






    It was no optical illusion. Or if it was, it was a damn good one. It wasn’t

    a hologram or picture of anything. It was actual 3-D space, another world,

    viewed through the opening in his sketch pad.






    Weird.






    It was like looking through an open window – no, maybe it was a wormhole,

    or some kind of portal, he thought – that somehow was attached to his

    sketch pad. And he could feel the heat and dry air passing through from the

    other side, blowing onto his face.






    He freaked out, threw the pad onto the floor, and jumped on top of the

    couch. The portal was still there, still open to that desert land with a

    pyramid in the distance.






    The only difference was now the sketch pad was on the floor. But the view

    on the other side did not change.






    His uncle started laughing. “Luke, it’s alright. Here, come down from

    there. It’s okay.”






    Luke did not want to get off that couch.






    He shook his head.






    Uncle Charlie laughed. “Alright.” He pulled himself out his comfortable

    chair, picked up the pad, and showed it to Luke. “See, it’s fine. Not going

    to hurt you. You act like you’ve never seen a portal before.”






    Luke got down from the couch, but was hardly as calm or nonchalant as his

    uncle seemed to be. “Portals only exist in science-fiction,” Luke stated.

    “In reality, wormholes are too unstable to—”






    His uncle laughed. “Fine then. It’s not a portal. Here, let me see the

    crystal.”






    Luke hesitantly handed it to his uncle.






    Charlie took the crystal, held it over the magical portal, and made a big

    “X” motion over it. The portal abruptly closed and disappeared. Luke’s

    sketch pad was back to normal, completely whole and unaltered, as if

    nothing had ever happened to it.






    The look of confusion on Luke’s face was priceless.






    “Have a seat,” Uncle Charlie said, returning to his own.






    Luke couldn’t stop staring at the sketch pad. That couldn’t have been real.






    “It’s okay,” said Charlie.






    Charlie eased into his comfortable recliner chair, making that loud “ahhh”

    relaxing sound again. “You know what I love about this chair?” he asked.






    “What?” It was more of a statement of disbelief – why was he talking about

    that old chair and not what had just happened – than a replying question.






    “This chair cost you, what, fifty dollars at Good Will? And this is the

    most comfortable chair I’ve ever been in. Better than that Ikea stuff. And

    certainly better than that high end stuff rich people fill their houses

    with.”






    “Uncle, what’s that got to do with anything?” He looked back at his sketch

    pad. “How did you do that?”






    “Do what?”






    “That optical illusion. The desert scene.” Luke looked around for a hidden

    movie projector or something. “It looked so real… and in 3-D too!”






    His uncle chuckled.






    “What?”






    “That’s the problem with this generation. Everything’s all special effects

    and PhotoShop. You don’t recognize anything real when you see it.”






    “No,” Luke said, still arguing his point about unstable wormholes. “You

    mean to tell me… that this crystal just opened up a portal to some

    desert, here in my living room?”






    “On your drawing pad.”






    “On my drawing pad.”






    “Precisely.”






    He shook his head. “Not possible.”






    “Okay, if you say so.” He held out his hand. “Can I have it back then?”






    Luke paused for a second. His uncle had never lied to him. Never even

    played a practical joke on him. And the illusion looked so real, with depth

    and total, real-life resolution… He could feel the heat and the breeze. The

    dry air coming through. Like he was actually looking through a window that

    somehow opened to a faraway land. But… how was that possible? Was

    it even possible?






    Then again, lots of things seem impossible … until they happen. Luke

    decided to hold onto the crystal, for now.






    “You knew about this?”






    Charlie nodded. “I did.”






    “But how... Why... I don’t understand. How come I’ve never heard of

    anything like this before?”






    “It’s the only one.”






    “Still, I’d think—”






    “Something like this should be kept a secret,” said Charlie. He turned and

    looked away for a second.






    This was a lot for Luke to take in.






    “How did you make it disappear, anyway? The portal, I mean.”






    “Any time you have an open portal, you close it by marking a big ‘X’ over

    it. Works every time.”






    “Every time?”






    “Every time.”






    Could this actually be real?






    Luke glanced at his movie and comic book posters. And his DVD collection.

    And thought about all the comic books, super hero novels, and

    sci-fi/fantasy video games he had. Okay, sure, he knew about portals. Heck,

    he even played and beat a game called Portal.






    Portals could instantly transport you across any distance, just by walking

    through a doorway. Only instead of walking into an adjacent room, you could

    walk into another room, thousands of miles away. But they didn’t exist in

    real life, did they?






    Of course, in his amateur study of time travel theories, he did come across

    a possible method of time travel that included wormholes. Portals and

    wormholes were basically the same idea. And apparently, scientists believed

    wormholes did exist in the universe, but were so small, random, and

    unstable that no technology in our lifetime could make use of them.






    How – and why – did this small, unassuming little glowing pink crystal

    create an open stable wormhole?






    “I know what you’re thinking,” said his uncle. “You’re thinking, ‘Golly

    gee, why would my sweet dear old uncle give me such a cool doo-hickey?’”






    “Actually, that’s not—”






    “Well the truth is, my favorite nephew, I’m retiring. And I think it’s time

    you had it.”






    “Uncle?”






    Charlie sat up, reached over, and held his hands over Luke’s hands, which

    still held the crystal. “This belongs to you now. Don’t lose it. You

    wouldn’t want this falling into the wrong hands.”






    Luke pulled his hands away. He looked at this small crystal, this

    semi-transparent pink rock with a beautiful iridescent glow.






    Fascinating.






    “The story I told you about the Buddhist monk wasn’t entirely true.”






    “No kidding!”






    “I didn’t meet him on this last trip to Skardu. We had already been

    acquainted. I went there, this time, specifically to see him, to get this

    stone.”






    “But why?”






    “He held it in safe keeping for a while.”






    “I don’t understand.”






    “It belongs to me. Or rather, my grandfather, originally. But… something

    that valuable can draw attention—”






    “Wait, what? My great grandpa used to own this?”






    “Yes. And he gave it to my father, who gave this to me when I was a little

    younger than you are now. I think it’s about time you had it now.”






    Charlie didn’t have any children of his own. Luke was the closest thing

    Charlie had to a son. They were always close. He was the fun uncle who

    always had cool stories to tell, went on all these amazing adventures, and

    always brought back something interesting from his travels – although

    nothing like this before.






    But more than that, he was Luke’s trusted confidante and friend throughout

    his life. Even his teen years. When Luke couldn’t talk to his parents about

    something important, he knew he could talk with his uncle about it.






    Uncle Charlie even helped pay for college. Picked him up if his car broke

    down on the highway. Gave him good advice when it came to girls. He was

    more than an uncle. He was a friend, a mentor, the kind of family that

    everyone wished they had.






    So Luke chose to remember that and trust him now.






    “Okay,” he said. “Thank you.”






    It was still hard to believe. But he saw it with his own eyes. That’s kind

    of hard to deny. Fortunately Luke’s love of science-fiction and fantasy –

    and secret wish that some of it could actually be real – made it a little

    easier for him to accept and believe. But still, he had a lot of questions.






    “How does it work?” Scratch that, not important. “How on Earth did Great

    Gramps get his hands on something like this?”






    His uncle laughed lightheartedly. “He found it on an excavation.” Uncle

    Charlie sat up, excited. “Have you ever heard of the Babylonian Tablet of

    Ningishzida?”






    Luke shook his head no.






    “As the story goes, in 1880, a famous archeologist named Hormuzd Rassam did

    a major excavation on an ancient Babylonian site, in what’s now modern day

    Iraq. They found the usual pots and artifacts you’d normally find left

    behind, but they also found a bunch of ancient cuneiform tablets.”






    “Okay.”






    “Among those,” continued his uncle, “they found a tablet, now called the

    Tablet of Ningishzida, that talked about a magical stone that could be used

    to open passage ways to other realms. They believed it was a tool of the

    gods, used by the gods to travel between our realm and theirs – and

    possibly others as well.”






    Luke stared at the crystal in his hand.






    His uncle continued. “Ningishzida was a guardian at the gate to the

    celestial palace, in ancient Babylonian mythology. Hence the name of the

    tablet.”






    “I see.”






    “But hundreds of miles away, years later, and on a completely different

    dig, my grandfather led the excavation that uncovered this crystal. He had

    never seen anything like it. He bargained with his sponsors to keep it as

    his compensation, instead of his usual cash payment. At the time they

    didn’t think it was anything more than a precious gem, so they agreed.”






    “Like you said the Buddhist monks thought.”






    “They believed that too. Only I was the traveler who gave it to them, many

    years ago.”






    “But how… When did you, or Great Gramps, or the monks realize it could open

    portals?”






    “The Tablet of Ningishzida told us. My grandfather thought his crystal

    might be the one mentioned on the tablet, and quite a number of years

    later, finally figured out how to use it.”






    Luke nodded.






    “He then shared it with my father, who gave it to me, and now I’m passing

    it on to you. Use it well. Please, keep it safe.”






    He stared at the crystal carefully, almost entranced by its beauty and

    power. “But how’s it work? I mean, how does this create a portal?”






    His uncle shrugged. He really had no idea.






    Luke paused for a second. He got a determined look in his face.






    His uncle had seen that look many times before.






    “What are you thinking?”






    Luke got up, walked over to his blank wall – the same one where he had

    projected his favorite movies.






    “I’ve got to try something.”






    He drew a larger circle, much larger than he could possibly fit on a small

    sketch pad. Large enough for, say, two people to walk through.






    He completed the circle. The sparkling pink line grew brighter.






    He drew a triangle in the center. The symbol instantly became significantly

    brighter, as did the outer circle, and suddenly a giant hole appeared in

    his living room wall.






    It revealed the same desert location again. Hot gusts of dry air blew into

    his apartment. Some sand came along with it, spilling onto his living room

    floor. In the distance, they could see the pyramid. “I assume the portal

    works both ways,” said Luke.






    “Sorry?”






    “If we step through, we can turn around and come right back, right?” asked

    Luke.






    “Of course.”






    “Good. Wanna see that pyramid up close?” Luke smiled.






    “Sure,” said his uncle, pulling himself up from his comfortable chair.

    “Let’s just be careful, alright?”






    “Of course!” said Luke.






    His uncle joined him in front of the portal. The hot wind continued to blow

    into his apartment. The air conditioner kicked on. “Well, ready for an

    adventure?” asked his uncle.






    Luke couldn’t help but smile. And he smiled much bigger than he had in a

    very long time. “I’m ready. Let’s do this!”






    Young Luke took a breath, prepared himself, and looked back at his uncle.

    The old man, dressed in an aloha shirt and sneakers, was right by his side.






    They stepped through. Their feet hit the soft off-white sand. The burning

    sun blazed above their heads. The air was so dry. The hot wind continued to

    blow forcefully against them. They had walked into an oven of endless

    shifting desert.






    Luke looked around. Behind him stood the remains of a stone wall. Old and

    weathered. Possibly part of a larger structure that was now possibly in

    ruins under the sand. He saw a few other decaying walls, pillars, and

    worn-down stone statues scattered about, all of different sizes, all slowly

    weathering away into oblivion.






    The portal stayed open on the stone wall behind him. Looking through the

    large opening, he saw his living room, his couch, his old recliner chair,

    his video projector, everything.






    Everything else around him, in this desert place, was nothing but sand and

    ruins. The air burned so hot and was so void of any moisture, it almost

    stung his nose. His lips and throat quickly became parched.






    He quickly stepped back through the portal into his living room – where it

    was significantly cooler – and ran into the kitchen. He grabbed a couple of

    cold water bottles from the refrigerator and then jumped back through the

    portal into the desert.






    “Smart,” said his uncle.






    Luke held the crystal over the top corner of the portal and went to X it

    out.






    “Whoa, whoa, what are you doing there buddy?” His uncle grabbed his wrist

    and stopped him half way.






    “Closing the portal.”






    “And do you know the symbol to get back to your apartment?”






    Luke paused. “No.”






    “Me neither. Let’s leave the portal open for now, shall we?”






    “Good idea.”






    Luke, already starting to sweat under the sun and heat, shook his head in

    disbelief one last time. He couldn’t believe it. Here he was, thousands of

    miles away, walking in the middle of an Egyptian desert. On the other side

    of the world.






    Better start walking. He didn’t want to stand here all day.






    They started heading towards the pyramid.






    “This is so cool,” said Luke. “We just traveled to Egypt in the blink of an

    eye. If these things were ever mass produced, it’d put all the airlines out

    of business.”






    “They’re doing a fine job of that of their own,” joked his uncle.






    Luke smiled. “I wonder where in Egypt we are. Like is that the pyramid at

    Giza, or somewhere—” He stopped abruptly.






    “What?”






    Luke stared at something in the sky. He pointed up at it. “Uncle, look.”






    The old man looked up.






    They saw two moons in the sky: a larger one, colored icy blue and dark

    gray; the other one, smaller, reddish-black. Neither looked like Earth’s

    moon.






    “I don’t think we’re in Egypt...”






Chapter 5


Something He Said




    At the exact same moment Luke and his uncle stepped through that portal,

    Ray and his beautiful date sat down at their table in P.J. Wang’s China

    Bistro, arguably the best place to go for Chinese food in Burbank.






    High quality delicious food. Exotic décor. Comfortable atmosphere. Mood

    lighting. And a candle lit at every table. Customer service was usually

    excellent, too.






    A perfect place to take a date.






    “Thank you,” Ray said to the host who seated them.






    Dawn sat down across the table from him. She looked so beautiful tonight.

    Beautiful, without trying too hard. Somehow she pulled it off. She did a

    little light makeup, teased her hair, and put on a nice dress – nothing too

    fancy, this was only a first date. But somehow it looked really good on

    her. Really good.






    “Sorry things took so long,” said Ray. “Auditions ran longer than we

    expected.”






    “No problem. I understand. ” She grabbed her menu. “I hope you’re hungry

    though,” she said, “because I sure am!”






    “A girl with an appetite. Nice. You continue to impress me.”






    She smiled playfully.






    “You have no idea. It drives me crazy when I take a pretty girl to a fancy

    restaurant, and all she orders is a small salad and a diet Coke. I mean,

    come on!”






    Dawn laughed. “Not me. I mean, I’m not a pig or anything, but I’m not

    trying to starve myself either.”






    “A lot of girls in LA do.”






    “Yeah, well, they think they need to be skin and bones to be pretty. Me, I

    know that beauty’s on the inside. And I’m pretty damn hot if I do say so

    myself.” Then she stuck her tongue out at him.






    He laughed. “Nice.” He looked at his menu. “So, let’s see. What looks good

    here?”






    “It all looks so good. Last date I was on, the guy took me to Denny’s.”






    “Denny’s?”






    “I know, right?!”






    “I would never take a girl to Denny’s. Even if I was dead broke,

    I’d do a packed lunch and take her on a picnic somewhere.”






    “See, that’s romantic. Denny’s is… not.”






    “Mmm. The Mahi-Mahi looks good. Think I’ll order that.”






    Dawn still couldn’t make up her mind. She continued perusing her menu.






    “So,” Ray asked, “how long have you been acting?”






    “Oh, I’ve done community theatre for years. Finally found an agent a few

    years ago. Got me into a couple local commercials in the beginning, but

    that’s it. Hasn’t done a thing for me since.”






    “Yeah, that happens. Until you land some blockbuster hit on your own, and

    then everybody wants you.”






    “Yeah, when you no longer need them!” she said. “What about you? Been

    making films long?”






    “No, not really. I’m just helping a friend.”






    “The director or that other guy – the one who sounds kinda like Steve

    Urkel?”






    Ray laughed. “The director.”






    The server came up to their table. A pretty girl, early 20s, red hair, cute

    freckles. Possibly another aspiring actor-waiter for all they knew. “Hi,

    I’m Tiffany, welcome to P.J. Wang’s. Can I start you two with some drinks?”

    She mentioned the night’s specials.






    Ray ordered a beer. Dawn just wanted some water.






    “Great,” said Tiffany. “You guys ready to order?”






    Ray was. Dawn still needed more time.






    “I’ll go get your drinks and be back in a minute,” said the cute redheaded

    server.






    “So,” Ray asked, keeping the conversation going, “you from LA originally or

    did you come out here to be an actress?”






    Dawn put down her menu. “Actually, my dad moved out here to be a film

    director. Nothing ever came of it though. He ended up working in a real

    estate office.”






    “That happens too.”






    “I was only 10 at the time. He still talks of ‘someday’ directing his own

    independent film. But he never seems to have the time.”






    “Must’ve been rough moving at that age. Where’d you live previously?”






    “Indiana. In some small town you’ve probably never even heard of. Cedar

    Lake.”






    “You miss it?”






    “A small town surrounded by endless corn fields? No. Not at all. People

    complain about LA a lot – but I love it here. There’s always something

    going on, a million people doing a million different things. And I do love

    acting. And New York gets too cold for me. Yeah, LA’s the place for me.”
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