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“When the punishment is so harsh
That it exceeds the size of the crime
Then the criminal becomes the victim
And it is we who have committed the crime”
Milton Hancock
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Prologue

“Put ’im down!” Milton stood in the doorway, with the light behind him. His manner was threatening, and his voice loud and
forceful. He stood to his full height, with his feet slightly apart,
arms by his sides and his fists clenched. Two teenage boys were
holding another boy by his arms and legs, and were swinging him
backwards and forwards.
The boy screamed, “Let me go, you idiots.”
Inside the shed was just as Milton remembered. There was the
Oracle. Once his pride and joy, this time machine was now something he hated. And there he was, watching these boys about to
throw his younger self through it. The Oracle quivered constantly, and the opening in the centre was inches from the boy,
with each swing. The two teenage boys obeyed Milton instantly.
They stopped the swinging, and looked up in astonishment, as
they dropped the unfortunate one, with a thud. He moaned.
One of the boys swore, “Hell! We’d better get out of here.”
He pushed past Milton, and rushed out the door. His friend
followed, close on his heels. The victim was on his hands and
knees, breathing heavily. He looked up to see Milton looking
back at him.
“Who are you?” he said in a quite timid voice.
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“Oh, for God’s sake, stand up,” Milton said, in an unforgiving
and intolerant tone. He was a man looking down at his former
self…a boy. The boy got to his feet, adjusted his glasses, and remained in a stooped position, while he scratched his left leg.
Sun, the young boy who accompanied Milton, tapped him on
the shoulder. “Why does he look so stupid?”
Milton looked at Sun, and then he looked back at the young
man. “He’s not stupid, Sun. In fact, it is quite the contrary. He’s a
very smart man.” He grinned, as he said the last part. “His trouble
is that he lacks confidence.”
The young teenager watched them talk about him as though
he were not present. He stopped scratching, straightened up, and
pushed his glasses back up to sit on the top of his nose, as he
spoke to Milton. “Thanks for your help. Who are you, and what
do you want? How come you look just like me?”
Milton looked at the young boy. He was looking at himself.
He knew that he would never allow the likes of Russell or David
to intimidate him again. He hoped that this boy would not, either.
He wondered how he would accept the story that he was about to
be told.
“Mmm!” he murmured quietly under his breath, as he thought
about how to explain the situation. He decided to come straight
out with the truth. “Well, you may not believe me, but I am you.”
“Eh?”
“Yes, that’s right. My friends and I have just come back from
the future through your … our time machine, the Oracle. We’ve
even been to a detention camp in the crater, Plato, on the moon. It
was part of their mandatory detention policy for refugees or asylum seekers. It didn’t matter which. The camp was destroyed, and
we are the only survivors. You see, the last time you were harassed by Russell and David, your workshop was wrecked and the
Oracle was released into the atmosphere.”
The younger Milton interrupted. “Hang on…this is the first
time Russell and David have been here.”
“No. No. No. It happened once before, and last time they
threw you into the Oracle. That was yours truly, and I’ve returned
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to stop it from happening. Others went to the future as well. This
is Ivan. He’s a Russian astronaut.”
An older man’s head appeared over his shoulder. “Cosmonaut, if you not mind. Hi.”
Milton nodded his head in acknowledgement. “O.K. Cosmonaut. Anyway, this is Sun. Sun was born seventy four years from
now.” The younger Milton looked at the trio in amazement. They
had no idea what he was thinking. He just looked from one to the
other, as he surveyed these travelers from the future, always coming back to Milton, who waited patiently for a response.
After a few minutes, he punched the air, and said, “Yes! Yes!
It worked.” He laughed, and felt very pleased with himself. “I
wish Jane was here.”
“Yes, where is she?”
“I don’t know. She went back to school.”
He looked at Milton, who surprisingly looked not much older,
even though he had been gone into the future for nearly fourteen
years. They could have been twins, except that the older Milton
had an extremely bad haircut, and he appeared to have just as bad
taste in his choice of clothes. In fact, all three of the time travelers
had bad taste in clothes.
Young Milton looked at the older Milton with curiosity.
“How can you be me? I mean, if I went through the Oracle, and
then came back to stop me going through the Oracle, then the one
who came back wouldn’t exist, because he never went through
the Oracle in the first place. Isn’t that how it works?”
The older Milton thought for a minute. “Well that was confusing, wasn’t it? That probably is how it works in the movies. The
fact is that once something exists, it exists. It can’t disappear or
cease to exist. Thus, once I existed, I continued to exist, even
though the conditions that made me, no longer existed. You understand?”
The young Milton looked strangely at his alter ego and did
not answer.
“Look. There are millions of futures. It’s up to us which one
we take. These futures are set in place. We can’t change them, but
we can decide which future we follow. Remember. Yours is the
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hand that shapes the future. The one I’ve just come from is not
the best way to go. We have to make sure that we take the best
road. Anyway, that’s for later. For now we have to dismantle this
Oracle. Then we’ll go and sit under our tree, and I’ll tell you all
about it.”
Young Milton shook his head. “Why dismantle it? It works!”
The older Milton didn’t answer, as he became lost in his thoughts.
“Hello…I was asking…”
“Oh…sorry. I was just thinking about that tree. It was only
this morning that I sat under it. That was fourteen years ago. I
wonder where it came from. It has played such a big part in what
has happened here, and I have a feeling it will play a part in all
our futures.”
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Chapter 1

Earlier that day, on the outskirts of town, Milton Hancock sat under his tree. He felt safe there. The great tree stood like an imposing sentry, standing firm in its lonely vigil on top of what the locals called, Bald Hill. From its post, it had a view to the east of
the town, laid out on the flat ground in predictable symmetry, except where the serpentine path of the river created a wound
through the centre of town, like a tear in an old map. Looking to
the west, the old tree kept watch over the farming communities.
There the land was divided into paddocks where the various crops
were planted, making the landscape look like the patchwork quilts
Milton's grandmother used to make. No one knew where the tree
came from or how it came to be there atop this hill. The old tree
was not a known species, and yet it had been guarding this hill
since before Milton was born, and even before Milton’s father
was born. Even now, it was withstanding an assault from the
wind that blew from the west like an invisible army. The tree
waved its gnarled and twisted arms in the wind as though it were
fending off the thrusts and attacks of a determined enemy. Its
leaves rustled like the shaking of chain-mail, but the great tree
stood firm. Its trunk was covered with thick bark, unmarked except for a heart carved into it halfway down its length. Inside the
heart were the letters MH, L and JP written in three rows. Milton
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had carved this admission into the tree many years ago, and it had
remained there like a tattoo, to always remind him of how much
he cared for his girlfriend Jane, and always would.
Leaning back against the base of the trunk, Milton sat hugging his knees, watching a little ant-like shape making its way up
the side of the hill. As it came closer he could see it was his
friend, Jane. This was not because he could see her face, but because he knew the way she moved, her faltering gait, the way she
held her hands out to the sides with the palms downward. He
watched her approach, and thought how lucky he was to have a
friend like Jane Padovan, and counted his blessings. He remembered the times when Jane was his academic rival. They were
good times, and she was a good friend, but he turned his eyes
down sadly when he realized that she was his only friend. She
was really more than a friend. He couldn’t remember when they
weren’t together, inseparable. They shared everything, and Milton
smiled once more as he dreamed of them sharing their lives together.
They had been together since they met on the first day of high
school four and some half years ago. They did their homework
together, had lunch together at school, and they had even gone to
the movies together a few times. Jane always asked Milton about
his various projects. No one else seemed to care. He was infatuated with her but couldn’t tell her for fear she didn’t return his
feelings. The two were certainly a mismatched pair. In school,
she sat two rows back and to the right-hand side of the class. Being behind him, he could not see the caring looks she gave him.
She had sparkling eyes, set in face that was the color of a soft ripe
peach. These features were further enhanced by a flowing fall of
blond hair that persistently and annoyingly fell across one side of
her face. Time and again she hooked her hair over her right ear,
but to no avail. She was extremely fond of Milton, with whom
she felt comfortable, but she never told him. She carried on cherishing every moment she could spend with him.
On the other hand, Milton looked like a nerd. Always well
groomed, he had short hair with a part on the left hand side of his
oval shaped head. He had worn spectacles for nine of his seven-
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teen years. He still wore short pants with short socks, and had a
habit of always scratching the side of his left leg when he was
nervous, which was most of the time. This habit caused him to be
constantly stooping. Nevertheless, he did well in his academic
pursuits, and was top of the class for the third year in a row.
Milton sat under the tree with a slight crimson flush of embarrassment on his face. This was the place that he went when he
was unhappy and wanted to be alone. He seemed to attract harsh
treatment from the other students at school, and was becoming a
loner, although he had to admit that Jane was an exception. She
always treated him well, and he also felt comfortable with her.
As he watched her approach, he thought about how the day
that had started so well, had deteriorated so quickly. He remembered how pleased he was that he knew the answer to his
teacher’s first question. It was an easy one.
“Who can tell me one application where Boyle's Law is used?
Anyone?”
Mr. Meinrath had paced backwards and forwards across the
front of the classroom, like a guard at his post. In front of him, six
rows of desks stretched to the back of the room. Homemade posters covered the back wall, where they were mounted like exhibits
in a low class art gallery. The students who filled the desks were
rated according to their abilities, or more often, disabilities.
Russell and David sat on either side of the front row because
of their tendency to misbehave in class. These seating arrangements allowed Mr. Meinrath to keep an eye on the two troublemakers, and at the same time to keep them separated. Between
them were Rodney, who was there for his poor hearing, and Milton who was there because of his poor eyesight.
As expected, two hands raised immediately. One belonged to
Milton. The other hand belonged to Jane.
“Yes, Russell?” Mr. Meinrath ignored Milton and Jane. He
knew they would have the right answer. On the other hand, he
just wanted to make sure Russell was paying attention.
“Uh!” grunted Russell in his usual manner. Just then, the bell
for the morning break rang. The students started packing up their
books in anticipation.
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“O.K. O.K. Find out before our next science class, Russell.
Class dismissed!” Mr. Meinrath stepped back behind his desk as
the class erupted into action. Thirty-three students all headed for
the same destination, the doorway. Once out the doorway they
raced through the corridors of learning and out onto the veranda
where they picked up their lunches, and proceeded down the
stairs into the playground for their morning break. Mr. Meinrath
lowered his skinny frame onto the chair, removed his glasses, and
scratched his graying hair.
Do they hate my class so much? he reflected. In seconds, he
was alone with his thoughts.
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