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"We used to think that if we knew one, we knew two, because one and one are two. We are finding that we must learn a great deal more about ‘and'." 

Arthur Eddington

"The quantum theory of parallel universes is […the only tenable explanation…] of a remarkable and counter-intuitive reality."

David Deutsch

“We do not experience time flowing, or passing. What we experience are differences between our present perceptions and our present memories of past perceptions. We interpret those differences, correctly, as evidence hat the universe changes with time. We also interpret them, incorrectly, as evidence that our consciousness, or the present, or something, moves through time.”

David Deutsch

“Physics doesn’t distinguish between the present and any other time. [The present] is a perspective on the multiverse and the different times are just different universes. They just happen to be the ones that physics allows us to know more about by direct observation. There are countless other ones that are much harder to see, which we see only by their indirect effects through interference phenomena. The ‘past' and the ‘future’ are just the names we give to [views of] parallel universes that we have much more direct evidence of and interaction with. The difference between different ‘nows’ different ‘present times’ is the same thing as the difference between different perspectives in space [though in different multiverse histories…] If you imagine the different copies of you at different times, they’re rather like different people standing around a monument looking at it from different angles{…] In space we can see them all at once, so we’re not tempted to say that one of them is real and the other one isn’t. But in fact in time they are all real in exactly the same sense that all the parallel universes of quantum theory are real. The past, the present and the future are all real. When we say that, one’s mind immediately jumps to the mistake of thinking ‘Oh well, if they’re real, they’re all real at the same time’. That isn’t true. They’re not all real at the same time because they’re all different times [in different multiverse histories].”

David Deutsch 

 



Chapter 1

 

BOSTON, MA, 10 SEPTEMBER 2019

BEN

 

“I’m going to scream!”

Ben Shore stopped and looked sideways at Nicky. Unprepared for his sudden halt, she took another step, then turned and faced him with a defiant look. For a moment, those arresting blue almond eyes, set in an oval face surrounded by an unruly shock of shoulder-length brunette hair, stopped him from whatever he was going to say—for again, as he had so many times, he remembered that the 20-year old before him had seen things that had marked her for life and aged her far beyond her years. 

Just as they have marked me.

And since Ben, at 26, was her legal guardian, appointed by their now-dead parents, their faith in him had imposed an obligation that would not end when she finally became an official ‘adult’. But Nicky Callahan even now didn’t really need a guardian. She was very much her own person; and their bond was based on mutual affection, respect, and a shared history of joy and pain.

Ben had a sudden flash of memory; to somewhere back when his six year old self—a foster waif, taken in by Althea and Richard Callahan and become their de-facto son—had held the baby the Callahans had never expected to have. And yet they had not only kept him on, but continued to go through the torturous and expensive process of adopting him, even though they’d let him keep his birth name. 

Ben blinked. The memory retreated; replaced by the twinkle of mischief in Nicky’s face.

“No, you’re not.”

“Watch me.”

“You mean ‘listen’?”

Nicky’s eyes narrowed dangerously. 

“Sometimes I hate you.”

“No, you don’t.”

“What? You live inside my head now?”

“Now, there’s a scary thought.”

“You do realize that I’m twenty. Means over eighteen”

“Your point?”

“I don’t have to be here. In fact I don’t have to do anything you tell me.”

“Then why did you come with me?”

“Oh, shut up!”

She motioned at the weighty reusable supermarket bag in his right hand.

“I couldn’t read that many books in a year!”

“A month. Max. You used to read like your life depended on it. Just trying to get you back in the habit.”

“You’re not dad!” Nicky snapped.

Ben froze.

“I’m sorry!” She threw her arms around him. “I’m-sorry-I’m-sorry-I’m-sorry-I’m-sorry! I didn’t mean it! Really-really-really didn’t!”

Ben hugged her with his free arm and kissed her forehead. 

“I know. I miss them, too.”

So much…

Althea and Richard had adopted him. He was the son of their best friends, Becks and Arthur, who had officially designated Althea and Richard to become his legal guardians ’just in case something bad happens’. 

‘Something bad’ did happen when Ben’s biological parents became road kill statistics. His guardians, childless then, were true to their commitments and eventually adopted him.. 

Six years later, Althea, who had been told that she would never conceive because of a medical condition, defied the doctors and not just conceived, but carried to term, a girl, whom they named Nichola Rebecca, Ben’s new sister.

He determinedly assumed the role of the protective brother; to such a degree that, when he turned twenty-one and Nicky was fifteen, Althea and Richard made him Nicky’s legal guardian; just in case something bad happens’.

Which it did, almost three years ago; only this time it was terrorism, in the form of four fanatics, who yelled moronic religious slogans as they let loose with converted-to-fully-automatic handguns and suicide vests on the spectators at a Julia Gadot music event. As one and without hesitation Althea and Richard had sacrificed their lives; saved those of their children by throwing themselves protectively across them as the gunmen sprayed bullets across the spectators. When it all was done, and the perpetrators had blown themselves and yet more innocents into bits of meat, bone and sprays of blood, Ben and Nicky crawled out from beneath their parents’ bloody corpses to find their world forever changed. 

All they had now was each other. 

 

~~~ = ~~~

 

“I know you’re looking after me,” Nicky said. “I really, really do. I shouldn’t treat you like this.”

“Forget it.” Ben let her go and took her hand. He pointed across the road, at the façade of an old two-storey brick building. The gilded letters across the wide window of the first floor shop read PRELOVED BOOKS. 

“Last one. Promise.”

“Yeah, whatever.”

With the extra care and paranoia of those who know from personal experience that nothing in life can be taken for granted, they crossed the road from the shopping mall carpark to the bookshop. 

Before entering, Nicky stopped to read the writing above the door.

“If someone loved them, why did they end up here?”

A bit like the two of us, Ben thought to himself. Someone loved us, too. But now they’re dead.

Many of the books in here would last have been read by people who also weren’t among the living anymore. But Ben didn’t voice his thoughts to Nicky; and instead pushed open the door and watched her mouth drop open as they entered.

“Wow!” 

She stared at the packed shelves. Those at the walls reached right up to the high ceiling. 

“What kind of a place is this?”

“A real bookshop. No magazines. No greeting cards. No coffee shop or other fancy mumbo-jumbo. Just books.”

“It’s amazing!”

“Told you you’d love it.”

She elbowed him in the side.

“Don’t hit me just because I’m right,” he said.

She laughed as they headed straight for the Fantasy and Science Fiction section. Of course.

 

They were browsing opposite sides of a neck-high sci-fi shelf when Nicky held up a tattered old paperback. 

“Hey, listen to this! ‘The first starship commander to challenge forbidden space! General Benjamin Shore was heading for the stars in humanity’s first phase-ship—under forged orders and in defiance of presidential commands.’ Sound familiar?” 

Ben glanced at the cover. 

Mission to Universe

Gordon R. Dickson

“Never read it.”

“Maybe you should.”

“Why?”

“It’s a sign.”

“Huh?”

“A sign. Like something significant. Benjamin Shore. Genius. Idealist with serious authority issues. Wannabe starship captain. Sound familiar?”

Ben wasn’t going to play the game, but he knew she wouldn’t relent until she’d gotten her way.

“Is that how you see me?” he asked.

“Isn’t that how you see yourself?”

“Oh. That’s deep.”

Nicky stuck out her tongue at him. She did that quite a bit, usually when she ran out of things to say and was on the losing end of a conversation.

“Seriously?” he said. “How old are you?”

She ignored him and glanced at the book; then back at Ben. He knew the look.

Oh, crap!

“Tell you what,” she said. “I’m going to buy you that one.”

What’re you up to?

“No time,” he said. “Frank and I got two papers to get out by the end of next week.”

That was true enough. Kind of. The papers were ready to be sent for review and just needed another quick proofing pass. But he didn’t have to tell her that.

“I hate Frank,” she said, her face twisting into the kind of grimace usually reserved for creepy-crawly unspeakables.

“He don’t much like you either.”

“He’s a creep. And that’s female intuition talking, so pay attention!”

She came around to Ben’s side of the shelf.

“Don’t give me this I-have-no-time shit!” She elbowed him in the side. “Dragging me around book shops all day long.”

“That’s completely—”

“Like not different at all!”

She held up the book. “Here’s the deal. You promise me to read this within the next two days—”

“No way!”

“If you do, I’ll read all those books you got me by the end of the month. That’s just three weeks from now. So I’m really not asking for much in return.”

“That’s blackmail.”

“Your choice.”

She handed him the book. It smelled old.

“You have much more time.”

 

~~~ = ~~~

 

True. And she knew it. More than two years out of school now, and still hadn’t made up her mind about what she was going to do with herself. Ben had some ideas, but he wasn’t going to push her into anything. That never worked with Nicky. Better to let her find her own way. Besides, maybe she was thinking clearer about this than he. The way the world was going, anything having to do with ‘higher education’ had become iffy. If you had to shell out shitloads of money for college, and Nicky with her scholastic record could have her pick of the very best, then you might as well make sure that it was something that had a future. 

Still, though she had never applied for them, she had been offered scholarships to some of America’s most prestigious campuses. But the truth was that she didn’t really want to spend five or more years with what she called ‘the academic crowd’. And the system simply didn’t allow for someone like her to do it all in, say, two, and just breeze through it without paying attention to proper academic etiquette. Academia had its rules and rituals, and Nicky wanted neither. 

Plus she hated it when people saw her as ‘different.’ She was convinced everybody would.

“I don’t want to be a poster girl for anything or anybody! That’s what they’re going to make me into! Another miracle female scientist wonder, who’s going to show Einstein a thing or two, and prove yet again that girls can do anything. I know they can. Only stupid people think otherwise. But I’m not going to be used for some silly political game. Fuck them. End of story.” 

There had been a number of heated argument with their then-still-alive parents, who naturally wanted what they perceived as ‘best’ for their daughter, and found themselves frustrated by her intransigence.

As were her teachers. It hadn’t been easy at school to conceal that you’re possibly smarter than the latest Field Medal winner. Still, Nicky was too proud not to pass her exams with anything but straight A’s. 

Hence the scholarship offers. After that the ritual interviews to assess her ‘social suitability’; which for Nicky were the last straw. 

“I am not going to agree to their stupid rules!” she’d stormed when she found out about what she called the ‘conformity rules’ at MIT. 

One day, not so long before the dreadful day that changed their lives, she’d slammed a printout from a web page in front of Ben as he was sitting at his desk trying to compose a particularly difficult passage in a paper on quantum coherence; the one that was going to nail down his Ph.D.

“Can you believe this shit? “

Ben, who had always been carefully neutral with regard to the Nicky-vs-Academia issue, glanced at something titled ‘Student Union Speech Rules’ and knew exactly what was going to come next. He wasn’t in the mood for yet another tirade from his younger step-sibling. Much as he loved her, and occasionally enjoyed her outbursts—but not today, thanks! He had too much on his mind and really needed to focus on the paper.

So he did the only thing he could think of. He rose and gave Nicky a hug.

“You don’t have to go anywhere,” he whispered in her ear. “Your life is yours. No matter what anybody else thinks. Mom. Dad. Me. The damn school. Academia. The world.”

She nodded, her face tucked into his neck.

“I know that,” she said, the words releasing the little bursts of air against his skin. “But I still want to know what you think. Not that I’d pay any attention to it, but I want to know.”

He chuckled. “You do?”

“Yes. Otherwise I wouldn’t have asked, right?”

She pulled back and gave him one of her stop-the-bullshit looks.

“All right, I’ll tell you,” Ben said. “I think you’re a math genius. But that doesn’t oblige you to do anything. It just means that you can do stuff that others can’t or have to struggle with, while you just do it like it was part of you. That’s all. 

“Right now you don’t know what to do with yourself and your life? Fine. Figure it out. If I can help you with it, let me know and I’ll do what I can. But don’t ever let me push you into something just to please me or because you think my opinion about the purpose of your life counts for more than yours.”

She considered him from close up.

“You think I will? Figure it out, I mean.”

“Yep.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I know you.”

She smiled and gave him another quick squeeze. “That’s good enough for me.”

She looked over his shoulder at the screen and the draft paper.

“By the way,” she said, “you can simplify that equation.”

Ben looked around at the screen. “Which one?”

She pointed. “That one. Nothing wrong with it, but in its current form it makes your conclusions less obvious.”

“Got a moment to help me?”

She grinned. “Thought you’d never ask.”

 

~~~ = ~~~

 

“I’m working shifts in a dodgy diner five days a week!” Nicky reminded him, dragging Ben back into the present.

Well, she was right there. And he was proud of her for doing that, and not just relying on his income to keep them housed and fed. 

“Leaves you with two days of reading time.”

She gave him a dirty look, but said nothing as he scanned the blurb on the back of the book.

Don’t give in too easily!

She would exploit that for all it was worth. And enjoy it.

He made a big show of reading the blurb, and reading it again, and looking like he was actually thinking about what to do, when in truth he’d already decided.

Now is good.

“All right.”

“Yesss!”

 

~~~ = ~~~

 

 

They crossed the same road again, in the opposite direction, with the bag in his hands noticeably heavier than it had been when they’d gone the other way. 

When they reached the other side, he handed the bag to Nicky; making a point of taking Mission to Universe out of it before he did.

“There. You carry it.”

“But—”

“No ‘but’! We have a deal, right? They’re your books now; so in the interest of gender equality and everything PC you can carry them home.”

“You suck.”

Ben shrugged. 

Nicky took the bag. “That’s heavy, you know? And I have to read all that shit.”

“Shit? You picked them?”

“Screw gender equality. How about you be a chivalrous asshole and carry them for me?”

“Nahh. I’m good.”

He continued toward the blue Ford SUV parked maybe twenty yards ahead on the mall carpark. Behind him he heard her mutter something uncomplimentary, but he ignored it. It was all part of their usual affectionate mutual ribbing. 

 

~~~ = ~~~

 

A bright light fell across the parking lot, outshining the afternoon sun. Ben looked up and behind him—at the fireball streaking across the sky, leaving behind a broad tail of dust and bits and pieces that in turn became miniature fireballs. 

Ben stood frozen for an instant as he watched the meteor draw its track across the heavens. Then instinct and lessons learned the hard way took over. 

Protect!

He grabbed Nicky’s hand, dragged her after him toward the SUV. As they ran, he aimed the car key and pressed the remote.

He jerked open a back door, and heaved her inside.

Nicky had lost her grip on the bag, which dropped on the ground and spilled its contents.

He pushed her to the other side of the back seat, climbed in himself, slammed the car door behind him, and threw himself on top of her.

A distant roll of thunder swelled into a deafening roar. The car rocked, as if hit by a giant fist. A branch tore off a nearby tree. It crashed into the SUV’s windshield, leaving a webbed crack. Something slammed into the back door of the car with a dull thud. A series of violent gusts jerked the car about, throwing Ben sideways off Nicky, wedging him in the leg space between front- and back-seats.

He felt Nicky grab him by his jacket as she helped him back up.

When did she get to be so strong?

He braced himself with his legs. They wrapped their arms around each other while more gusts shook the car.

Presently the thunderous roar waned. An eerie silence descended upon the world.

Their faces were close together as their breathing and thumping hearts slowly calmed down.

“What the fuck was that?” she whispered.

 

~~~ = ~~~

 

Nicky cried out, muffling the sound with her hands, when she saw what had struck the back door. 

“Don’t look.”

Ben wrapped his arms around her and turned her face away from the corpse on the ground. But nothing obstructed his view of what once had been a slight woman in jeans and a light orange blouse. Her head lay askew at an unnatural angle from the body, which was draped across the scattered books. In the bloody face her eyes stared vacantly at the ugly, already slowly dispersing, meteor trail that now stretched all across the sky, ending somewhere in the direction of the Atlantic. 

The car park was a disaster area. Among cars damaged, some to the point of being write-offs, debris from the trees lining the road and dotting the car park was everywhere. From around them and the direction of the mall, came shouts, screams, other sounds of human suffering.

Nicky was sobbing against Ben. He held her and stroked her hair.

Presently she calmed down and lifted her head off his shoulder.

“We’ve got to help these people.” 

Her voice held a grim determination .

“Yeah.”

They started for the mall entrance.

 

~~~ = ~~~

 

With emergency services completely overloaded and the roads impassable, the passages of the mall had become a makeshift hospital. A few paramedically trained mall staff, plus five nurses and two doctors who fortuitously happened to have been on site, were struggling to cope with the wounded. 

The sergeant in charge of the mall’s police office had taken command of emergency relief operations. People injured in the car park had been brought inside on stretchers taken from the mall’s emergency office. 

The dead, five women and three men, had been taken to a store room and covered with sheets.

Electricity was out; the air inside the mall passages was stifling. But outside it was even hotter. 

Ben and Nicky helped with supplying the wounded with bottled water, taken from the two supermarkets. 

Ben knelt down beside Nicky, who was holding a water bottle to the mouth of a girl in her early teens, whose wrists were wrapped in supporting bandages. Her face sported a couple of bruises and several scratches. She was propped up against a wall and in obvious pain; but she tried to smile at them as Nicky carefully made her sip the water.

“How are you doing?” Ben asked the girl.

She grimaced and lifted her wrists. “They’re sore. They told me they might be broken, so I’ve got to hold them still.”

She glanced at Nicky. 

“You’re nice.”

Ben chuckled. “When it suits her.”

“Ignore him,” Nicky said to the girl.

“You two are funny,” the girl said.

“Really?” Nicky said. “Ben’s like a total fun killer when he feels like it. Just bought me a gazillion books and expects me to read them all in a ridiculously short time.”

The girl subjected Ben to a critical inspection, for the moment forgetting about her pain.

“You’re Ben?”

“Yep. And this is Nicky.”

“I’m Jessie.”

“Nice to meet you, Jessie,” Ben said. 

“Is she your girlfriend?” Jessie asked, glancing at Nicky.

“She’s my sister,” Ben said.

“She looks like your girlfriend,” Jessie insisted.

“What do girlfriends look like?” Nicky asked.

“Girlfriends don’t look like anything, silly.” Jessie giggled. “They’re all different.”

“Then why—” Nicky started.

Ben thought it prudent to change the topic. 

“Your mom or dad around here somewhere?” 

Jessie shook her head. “I was with Marie and Beth, but they were being bitchy to me.”

“Why?” Nicky asked.

“They just want to hang out with me because I can do stuff they can’t and they want me to do it for them.”

“Stuff?”

“With their phones.”

“Really?” Ben said. “What kind of stuff?”

“Stuff mom told me not to do, because she said I was going to get into trouble.”

“Like?” Ben said.

“Don’t want to talk about it.”

“Why not?”

“She thinks we won’t like her if she does,” Nicky said.

Jessie’s expression told Ben that Nicky was right.

“Well,” he said, “fact is you’re in good company. I may not be a whiz with computers, but I’m a pretty mean physicist—or so they tell me. And Nicky is a maths whiz. Knows more about it than most mathematicians with college degrees.”

“Are you two famous?” Jessie asked, her eyes wide as she looked from one to the other.

Ben chuckled. “Depends on who you ask.”

“Do you ever get into trouble?” Jessie asked Ben. “Like with other physics people?”

“Occasionally.” 

Jessie grinned. 

“Do you get into trouble?” she asked Nicky.

“I try to keep out of it,” Nicky said. “And anyway, what did you do after those girls got bitchy at you?”

“I texted mom to come and get me.”

“Was she on her way?”

Jessie nodded. “I was going to meet her at the hairdresser’s at the entrance.”

“Your dad at work?”

Jessie shook her head, but said nothing.

Ben and Nicky exchanged another look. 

Maybe better not to ask any more questions.

“Mom says she doesn’t want to talk about dad,” Jessie said, matter-of-factly. “I think he wasn’t a good person.”

“Was?” Nicky asked.

Jessie shrugged. “We don’t know where he is. We don’t even have a picture. Don’t want one. Mom says he didn’t care about us.” She smiled. “Mom also says she’s happy that he helped make me.”

“Sorry.” Nicky stroked Jessie’s head.

Jessie shrugged; an oddly adult gesture.

Suddenly Ben had a very bad feeling about this.

“What’s your last name, Jessie?”

“Eberlein.”

Ben rose. “Back in a minute.”

Nicky’s eyes met his; widened as she realized where he was going. 

“Won’t be long. Promise.”

“Don’t be,” Nicky said. She turned to Jessie. “He’s usually quite punctual.”

“My dad never was,” Jessie said.

“Well, Ben is,” Nicky told her.

Ben winked at Jessie and left, feeling their eyes on his back.

 

~~~ = ~~~

 

In the storeroom doubling as a temporary morgue, a cop was taking photos of the dead. When he saw Ben, he put the camera down and pulled a sheet over a body he had been photographing.

“Why?” he said to Ben.

“Why?” 

“Why them? Why not someone else? I’ve seen this kind of shit a hundred times, but it still gets to me.”

Ben considered the cop. Not much older than himself. Two stripes. Whatever that meant.

“What can I do for you?” the cop asked.

“There’s a girl out there. Her mother was coming to pick her up.” Ben grimaced. “And there was a woman, out in the carpark. She was thrown against my SUV.”

“You want to know—” The cop didn’t finish the sentence.

“Just checking.”

“I am not authorized to give out—” 

“The woman’s last name is Eberlein,” Ben said. “That’s E-B-E-R—” The cop raised a hand. “No need.” 

Ben felt a pit in his belly. “She’s here?”

The cop nodded. “Damn. How old’s the kid?”

“Early teens. My sister’s with her.”

“Damn!” the cop repeated.

“What’s the woman’s first name?”

The cop hesitated. 

“I just want to make sure it’s her,” Ben said. “Before I go back to my sister and the girl.”

“I didn’t tell you anything.”

The cop went over to a table with evidence bags and riffled through them. He opened one and extracted what looked like a driver’s license.

“Thea Julia Eberlein.”

“Thanks.”

Another Thea.

“Remember,” the cop said. “I didn’t tell you.”

“Tell me what?” Ben paused. “What are we going to do with Jessie?”

“That’s the girl? Do you know if she has any other relations we can contact?”

“Not yet. It was a hunch. Wish it had been wrong.”

“Tell the sarge. He’ll do what’s needed. Contact the relatives or child services.” 

He glanced at one of the covered bodies. Ben guessed that underneath the sheet lay Jessie’s mother. 

“Poor kid,” the cop said.

 

 

 



Chapter 2

 

BOSTON, MA, 10 SEPTEMBER 2019

NICKY AND BEN

 

Nicky saw Ben’s face when he returned. It told her everything. She had always been able to read him like a book.

He sat himself against the wall beside Jessie, so he could look at Nicky.

“So,” he said to Jessie. “Got a couple of questions for you.”

She glanced up at him sideways. 

“There’s something,” Nicky said, “I might want to tell Jessie.”

Ben hesitated, then nodded. 

Nicky leaned towards the girl, who regarded her seriously.

“Thing about Ben and me is that we are brother and sister—and yet we aren’t.”

Jessie wrinkled her forehead.

“It’s like this. My mom and dad were good friends with Ben’s mom and dad. They were such good friends that they made my mom and dad Ben’s legal guardians. When Ben’s mom and dad were killed in a car accident, they adopted him.”

Jessie’s eyes went wide. She looked at Ben and touched his arm.

“It’s all right,” he said. “It was a long time ago.”

“What’s a legal guardian?” Jessie asked.

“It’s someone,” Nicky said, “who is legally allowed to take care of you and make sure you’re OK. Kind of like a parent who isn’t a parent.”

Jessie nodded.

“Then I was born,” Nicky continued “And when Ben was old enough and my parents wanted to make sure someone was there to look after me if something happened to them, they made him into my legal guardian.”

Jessie nodded again. “So, Ben has to look after you if something happens to your parents—which are Ben’s parents, too, now.”

Ben nodded.

“And something happened to our parents,” Nicky said.

Jessie stared at her, eyes wide and shocked.

“They died in an…accident…as well. So, now Ben isn’t just my step-brother, but my legal guardian as well.”

Jessie slipped one bandaged arm under Ben’s and hugged it. Nicky slid to the other side of her, and Jessie tucked her free arm under Nicky’s as well.

“That’s terrible,” she said sadly. “I’m so sorry.”

Over her head Nicky glanced at Ben. 

“We’ve got each other,” she said. “That’s something to be thankful for.”

“But you must be sad,” Jessie said.

“Very. But we’re happy, too.”

Jessie appeared to mull that one over.

Ben cleared his throat. 

“Jessie? There’s been a lot of destruction out there. If your mom can’t make it here, is there anyone else who could pick you up?”

Jessie shook her head silently.

“Nobody?” Nicky asked.

“Mom’s an orphan,” Jessie said.

Oh, shit!

This was going to be so hard.

When it rains it pours.

Nicky glanced at Ben, hoping he understood what she was asking without asking.

Ben nodded minutely.

“Jessie?” he said.

The girl looked up at him.

“Nicky and me,” he said, “we have been through some hard times, and we’ve lost a lot of people that we loved.”

“It’s not fair,” Jessie said.

“No,” Ben agreed. “It isn’t fair. But sometimes these things happen, and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

“Can’t I pray?”

Ben grimaced.

“You can.”

Jessie studied him with a thoughtful look.

“Will it help?”

Ben took a deep breath.

“I won’t lie to you, because that’s bad thing. And so I’ll tell you that I don’t think praying helps to change anything. It just makes people feel better.”

“Mom always said the same thing,” Jessie said. “But then she told me not to tell people she said that, because everybody thinks that God listens when you pray.”

“Did your mom believe in God?”

Jessie shook her head, sending her curls flying.

“I guess,” Ben said, “then there’s nobody to listen, right? Except for other people. Like us in this case.”

Jessie nodded, as if Ben was just confirming something she’d long expected.

“So,” she finally said, “like what happened today, there’s nothing anybody can do?”

“We can try to prevent it, but there’s always something we don’t think of, or something that’s so big that we can’t, no matter how hard we try. And when something like that happens, all you can do is go on and work through the sadness and the hurt and move on with life.”

Jessie looked from Ben to Nicky and back at Ben again.

“Where did you go when you went away earlier?” she asked.

Nicky saw that Ben had gone very still. Then he gently stroked Jessie’s hair.

“The truth, right?”

“Something happened to mom, didn’t it?” Jessie said, her voice subdued. “You went to check.”

How did she figure that out?

Ben nodded. “I’m so sorry, Jessie.”

“She’s dead, isn’t she?” the girl said, her voice a whisper, almost inaudible above the background noises around them.

“Yes,” Ben said softly.

He looked at Nicky across Jessie’s head. They enfolded the girl in a double hug; and let the sobs rise and fall, and wax and wane again—until the emotions were spent and Jessie temporarily lapsed into an exhausted sleep.

 

~~~ = ~~~

 

When there was some time for a doctor to take a closer look at Jessie’s wrists, she did get a tentative clean bill of health and had the large bandages replaced by wrist straps. 

Then there was some serious persuading and negotiation, involving identification and background checks of Ben and Nicky. But in the end the police cleared Jessie for going with them to the house they had inherited from their parents. A major factor in the considerations was that child services were so overloaded that there was no way Jessie’s case could be attended to right away, since it was fairly low on the current list of priorities. 

So Ben and Nicky had become the temporary foster parents to a very bright, but terribly distressed, thirteen-year old. Jessie clung to them throughout the negotiations and bureaucratic processes, all of which had to be conducted at the mall in the police office via iffy network links. Fortunately, most of the cell network towers were still operational. They were also overloaded, as a consequence of Boston having become the focus of national and even international attention. As usual, bandwidth that should have been available for important communications, was taken up by millions of gawkers, commentators, and opinionators.

Nicky glanced at Jessie clinging to Ben’s hand. The girl had been alternating between the two of them and holding on for dear life. It was as if she wanted to make sure that both of them were close and that they weren’t going to leave her like her mother had. Or her fucktard of a father.

“So,” Ben said. “We won’t be able to drive home, because the car’s broken and the roads are blocked; and anyway, we should leave them to emergency traffic.”

“We’ll have to walk?” Jessie asked.

“Looks like it,” Ben replied. “You feel up to it?”

Jessie nodded. 

“It’s quite a distance,” Nicky said.

Jessie shrugged.

“Are you up to it?” Ben asked Nicky.

“You want a fight?”

Ben winked at her, and they both laughed.

“I like you,” Jessie said softly.

“Which one?” Nicky asked.

“Both of you.”

She reached for Nicky’s hand with the one not holding onto Ben’s, and together they walked out of the mall. 

“I’ll meet you over there.” Ben pointed.

“Where are you going?” Jessie asked.

“Pick up a few books from my car.”

Nicky gave Ben an is-this-really-necessary look, but he ignored it.

“Won’t be long.”

He wasn’t, and when he caught up with them he was carrying the supermarket bag. It wasn’t as full as Nicky remembered it. She guessed that some of the books had been marked with the blood of Jessie’s mother. But the bag itself was clean, and that’s what mattered.

“What kind of books are these?” Jessie asked.

“Science fiction mostly.”

“Cool!”

“You like that kind of stuff?”

Jessie nodded.

“Well, you and Nicky can fight over who reads what first.”

“What about the book I got you?” Nicky said.

“You mean the one I paid for?”

She stuck out her tongue at him. 

Jessie giggled.

Ben patted his back pocket and winked at Nicky.

 

~~~ = ~~~

 

The meteor’s trail across the sky was a long diffuse cloud, discoloring the sunlight to an unearthly orange-brown. 

Too damn close! Ben thought.

He thought back to what he’d said to Jessie; that some things are just too big to prevent, because you either don’t know about them, or else you did, but they were just too big, and you basically had to lie down and hope for the best.

Bullshit!

Today’s events should have been prevented. Humanity had the technology for a warning system that should even pick up a small rock like this one. Or something smaller. Instead of littering orbital space with pointless junk supporting commerce and the military, humanity also could have established a defense system that should have been able to nudge today’s disaster rock out of the way. Do the same for bigger ones. 

All bullshit!

And what was going to happen after today? Handwringing, endless analyses and social media shit, plus a few weeks, or maybe months, of soul searching—and then everything would return to business-as-fucking-usual. It made him so angry!

Ben felt Jessie’s hand in his. On her other side walked Nicky, who seemed to have gauged his mood, because she was glancing over at him.

“You OK?” she said.

Ben shook his head.

“You did what you could.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“You saved my life.”

“He did?” Jessie asked.

“He did,” Nicky said. “If he hadn’t—”

“Don’t listen to her,” Ben said.

“You did, didn’t you?”

“We helped each other,” Ben said to the girl. “That’s what we do.” 

He glanced at Nicky. “Seriously. This should never have happened. It’s time somebody got off their butt and changed things.”

“How are you going to do that?”

“Don’t know yet. What I do know is that if we don’t do something, one day one of those things is going to wipe us all out. And I’m not going to let that happen.”

“Ben can do it,” Jessie interjected in a tone of utter conviction.

“Wow!” Nicky chuckled. “You’ve got a fan here.”

Ben looked up at the ugly dust trail again, casting an oppressively-colored brown-orange twilight across the city. 

The expression in his face was something Nicky hadn’t seen for a long time. A strange mix of despair and anger, mixed in with that typical I’m-not-going-to-take-this-anymore Ben-determination she knew so well. Last time she’d seen him in an unguarded moment like this was when they had crawled out from under their parents’ bloody, bullet-riddled bodies. When he had wrapped his arms around her as she sobbed until she was too exhausted to cry any more.

 

 

 



Chapter 3

 

BOSTON, MA, 10 SEPTEMBER 2019

BEN AND NICKY

 

When they finally got to their street, after almost two hours of walking, they found that here, too, things were in a mess. It had been almost right underneath the meteor’s track, and the shock wave had been more intense. Smashed windows everywhere. Trees stripped of branches, some of which had caved in roofs or smashed cars.

Some people, slowly overcoming their shock, had started to clean up. Others still wandered around in a daze, unable to comprehend the calamity that had so suddenly befallen them. 

They stopped before Ben and Nicky’s house and surveyed the mess. By some strange quirk of fate it wasn’t as bad as Ben had expected. The taller cookie-cutter houses on either side—newer and built with far lesser care than their own had by their builder-father—had protected their single-storey house from the worst. As they walked around it, Ben found that most of the windows, set back under the eaves of a wraparound veranda, were still intact. Another bit of legacy from a man who took pride in everything he did, and who had what some of his friends jokingly referred to as ‘over-engineered’ even the windows. 

Ben waved at Martha and Bill, their newest neighbors; a young couple; baby maybe five months on the way to adding another human to the world. Yuppies with a few tweaks on the stereotype. Martha was a lawyer—soon to be put out of business by AI, as was happening to many professionals—and Bill an accountant with not much more of a job future either. Why they had taken on a mortgage for their house was a mystery. Now that house was a wreck. 

“Need a hand with anything?” Ben called over the fence.

“We’re going to a hotel for a few days,” Bill shouted back. “Until we’ve figured out what the hell is going to happen here.”

Hotel?

Rolling in money, are we?

Ben didn’t think much of their chances of finding a hotel that wasn’t going to be fully booked. For a moment he wondered if he should offer their own house as a temporary accommodation; but when he looked over at Nicky she shook her head and glanced at Jessie.

Better not. They had assumed a different kind of responsibility, and the girl was their current top priority. She had become family and that came first.

Ben waved at Bill as he and Nicky let themselves and Jessie into their house.

No electricity of course. Neither had he expected any. The downed power lines along their long walk home told their own tale.

“The fridge,” Nicky said.

“On it.”

Ben turned to Jessie. “Let me show you where you can sleep tonight.”

She considered him soberly. “And tomorrow?”

“And tomorrow,” he said. 

“And for as long as you need it,” Nicky added. “And if you want to, we’re going to make sure you can stay for as long as you want.”

Jessie wrapped her arms around Ben’s waist and hugged him. Very tightly. He stroked her back and looked at Nicky, who was smiling.

“I’m going to get something from the garage,” he told Jessie. “Nicky’s going to show you your room. And with a bit of luck you can even have a shower and clean up. But make it a short one, because we won’t have any hot water for a while.”

 

~~~ = ~~~

 

In the garage, Ben rummaged around their father’s collection of useful and useless paraphernalia, which took up half the two-car space in here. In a storage rack beside the workbench he found a small portable generator, just powerful enough to run the fridge, the TV and maybe a few lights. The can beside it still had enough gas for at least a day’s worth of running.

Good enough.

Cooking!

Ben looked around for and found the camp gas stove and a nearly-full gas bottle. Bless dad for keeping everything he’d ever bought, useful or not. ‘Usefulness’ was, after all, a matter of context.

Ben was about to leave the garage, when his eyes fell on a cardboard box in a corner. It had been a while since he’d poked around in here, so he didn’t remember what was in it. There was so much stuff in here. One day Nicky and he would have to sort it out. 

One day.

He deposited what he was carrying on the floor by the door leading into the house and took out the cardboard box. Touching it, and maybe smelling it, too, he suddenly remembered. He ripped off the tape holding the top flaps in place and opened it; to reveal a memento from years ago: a bunch of Star Trek and Star Wars spaceship models that once upon a time had hung from the ceiling of his room. When he had outgrown them, he had packed them away. But here they were.

He took out a model of Starship Enterprise that he had lovingly equipped with internal LEDs and a hookup for an external power supply and held it up. 

Holding the model, something started to nag at the back of his mind. 

And then he knew. He returned the Enterprise to the box and pulled out the somewhat scrunched-up copy of Mission to Universe from his back pocket. He reread the blurb on the back, then put the book back in his pocket, put away the cardboard box, and picked up generator, camp stove, and gas bottle and returned to the house.

 

~~~ = ~~~

 

Ben heard the shower going. At least the water pressure was still good.

He hooked up the fridge, one free-standing lamp and the TV to the generator with an extension lead, and placed the generator outside the house. He tested the fridge. It was still cold, so the generator could wait until later. 

Presently Nicky and Jessie emerged from the bathroom, both looking clean and fresh; making Ben feel like he hadn’t cleaned himself for days.

He pushed the thought aside.

“I think we need something to eat.”

Jessie, though her eyes were sad, managed to smile.

“Good,” Ben said. “Let’s get the seriously perishables out of the fridge. We cook everything we can. They’ll last longer that way.”

 

~~~ = ~~~

 

It was dark. Still no electricity, and there wasn’t going to be any.

Nicky sat cross-legged on her bed, reading by the beam of a small LED Maglite. Jessie had finally gone to sleep, and Nicky had stayed with her until she had. Ben was in his room, doing who knew what. The whole thing today had profoundly affected him, and he had taken it very personally. Like it had been his fault that the meteor has streaked across the sky; that people had died and Jessie’s mother was among them; that this whole catastrophe, which could have been so much bigger, could have been prevented. That he could have done something to prevent it.

Which he couldn’t have. Nobody could. 

Well, not quite true. The world at large could have done something about it. It was just that everybody lived in denial land, busy with their stupid insignificant schemes to get rich or powerful or wave their dicks around or whatever. And the women weren’t any better than the men either. 

But Ben couldn’t have changed anything. It was like totally ridiculous that he should think otherwise. He was just one guy—even though he was a genius. But he didn’t know it. If somebody had told him, he would have thought that they were just prejudiced—like herself—or that they wanted something from him. Which was kind-of true as well; especially as far as the latter were concerned. Ben’s highly dislikable buddy, Frank, was a case in point. 

There was a soft knock on the door.

“Come in, silly!”

She shined the light at the door as Ben entered. Ben aimed his own light at the book in her hands and grinned.

“Don’t say it!” she warned him.

“Say what?”

“Just don’t.”

She scooted over to make space for him on the bed.

“Not. A. Word.” Just to make clear he knew she meant it. Which of course he did, because for the most he could read her like a book, too. Except insofar as certain matters were concerned, where he was apparently completely oblivious to what was going on.

When he moved onto the bed and leaned against the headboard beside her, she noticed that he, too, had a book in his hand.

“Is that what I think it is?”

“Not a word from you either,” he said.

Nicky made a zipping motion across her mouth and bumped her head against his arm. It was a thing between them. She’d done it for as long as she could remember. 

For a few moments they sat in silence; then Nicky picked up her book again and tried to read. 

But it didn’t work, and so she put it back down.

“That was really scary today,” she whispered.

“It was.”

“We could all have been wiped out, just like that!” 

She snapped her fingers.

“Yep.”

“You’re no comfort, Ben Shore.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be.”

She snuck an arm under his and leaned against him.

Silence again. It was nice having him close like that. Made her feel safe. Pathetic, but it was what it was.

“There’s nothing we can do, is there?”

“Not at the moment,” Ben said.

“You’ve got plans to change that? Genius gray matter working overtime?”

“Right now I’m really, really tired. Nothing working up there at all.”

“Bullshit.”

“Not this time.”

Another silence. Then, because she just had to say it; and because it was true…

“Thanks for looking after me. I know I’ve said this before, but I’m so glad mom and dad decided to adopt you.”

“So am I.” 

He chuckled.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“Ben!”

“Just remembering the first time I saw you—when mom brought you home from the hospital. Face all squishy and red.”

“Seriously? Sometimes—”

He tightened his arm around hers, and that shut her up, because it felt so good.

More silence.

“I’m going to go to bed,” he said. “Gonna check on Jessie on the way.”

“Do you have to?”

“We need to sleep. Tomorrow’s going to be a long day.”

She knew he was right. Apart from the clean-up, there was stuff having to do with Jessie and her mother’s body.

So much to do. And sleep would be heaven. But…

“Would you mind just staying here? I really don’t want to be alone.”

“I—”

“Please!”

He looked at her sideways and sighed. “All right. Get yourself changed. I’ll check on Jessie and bring myself a few blankets, so I don’t get a sore back tonight.”

“You’re not going to sleep on the floor!”

“I’m not going to sleep in the bed.”

“Why? Because I’m in it? Well, how about you sleep on top of my blanket and cover yourself with another blanket? Will that satisfy your chastity requirements?”

He shook his head, but his mouth twitched with a suppressed smile. “You’re a bad ache, Nic.”

“But you love me anyway.”

He got off the bed and headed for the door. 

“Five minutes.”

 

~~~ = ~~~

 

When Ben got back, Nicky’s flashlight was lying on the blanket, with the owner fast asleep. He stood there for a few moments, looking down at her; then unfolded the blanket he had brought with him and, careful not to disturb Nicky, slipped under it. He turned off the flashlight and closed his eyes.

But sleep wouldn’t come for a long time; and when it did, he dreamt of a deadly rain of asteroids and comets that annihilated everything he held dear and finished the history of life on Earth in one fell swoop.

 



Chapter 4

 

BOSTON, MA, 12 SEPTEMBER 2019

BEN AND NICKY

 

Ben hadn’t really wanted to come back to the lab, but life went on. 

The city had recovered most of its functionality. Communications, meaning internet and cellphones, were back to mostly-normal, and the electricity crews had been working like fiends to restore power to the affected areas. Crews from as far away as Philadelphia had helped, as had the National Guard.

Still, for affected residents the last few days had been tough going, as they had to deal with the detritus and the ruins of their lives left behind in the wake of the meteor strike.

The meteor had landed in the ocean, about two miles out from Winthrop, throwing up a spectacular geyser of steam and debris; duly recorded by thousands of cellphone owners who shared their images to social media. The impact had created a brief minor tidal wave that washed around the Five Sisters and onto Winthrop Beach, taking with it some of the surrounding infrastructure. Over the following days waves of dead fish washed up on the beach. Their corpses filled the air with an unholy stink that was going to linger for maybe weeks to come. The Coast Guard had quarantined a one-mile radius around the point of impact, pending scientific investigations into potential toxic leftovers.

Though the comparatively minor damage to Ben and Nicky’s house wasn’t a big problem, the last two days had been traumatic and exhausting. Not for himself, but Nicky and Jessie were a mess. On the previous day they had cremated Jessie’s mother, in a simple ceremony and a coffin and funeral paid for by Ben, because there was nobody else to take care of it.

Nicky, with great care and tact, had confirmed with Jessie that neither she nor her mother had any significant religious convictions. Just to make sure what was appropriate here and what would have the least traumatic impact on the girl. 

Jessie made no bones about what she thought.

 “I don’t believe in Santa or the Easter Bunny. God is just as silly.”

Out of the mouth of children.

Though this one here was unusually mature and savvy. To distract her from what was happening, they had given her Nicky’s iPad; which Jessie used, at Ben’s request, to elicit information about the meteor and its path from sources that even Ben had no idea were accessible through an ordinary web browser.

They drove all the way to Lake Ontario in Ben’s battered SUV to scatter Thea Julia Eberlein’s ashes from a pier. Apparently this had been her favorite place to go for occasional short holidays with Jessie; and so it seemed like a fitting place to disperse what was left of her physical body.

Jessie cried as, driven by an easterly breeze, the ashes wafted across the water and settled on the surface, before being slowly absorbed by the water.

Nicky cried as well, and Ben’s eyes also were wet. He tried to hide it, but both Jessie and Nicky noticed—and maybe the fact that Jessie did, helped her to distract her a bit; possibly because she’d never seen a male cry before.

So she hugged them both, before turning to the water and saying “Goodbye, mommy. I love you. Nicky and Ben are going to look after me. So don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.”

 

~~~ = ~~~

 

Ben was thinking about that as he squared his shoulders and opened the door to the laser physics lab. Frank Taggart, who was working with Ben on two research papers that might just make them famous, was testing alignments on a laser rig. When he saw Ben, he straightened and waved.

“Hello, stranger. Glad you could make it back. Ready to do some more—” mouthing it silently “—Nobel Prize—” loudly again “—work?”

Actually, no.

Ben looked around the lab; took in the three others, working on a variety of projects, none of which he knew all that much about, except in the most cursory outlines. The price of specialization. And not just that. Sharing a lab with others implied that they might catch onto something really important you were doing; and in the wrong minds and hands that could mean outright theft of ideas and the prestige that came from being ahead of the rest in the cut-throat world of academic science. 

Frank was especially OCD about the whole secrecy thing, while Ben tended to be more relaxed about it. It was true that prestige brought shitloads of research funds—and fame, of course, which was a hard-on for some people—but science worked best if everybody wasn’t compartmentalizing it to death. There were a few places where this wasn’t an issue, like the Santa Fe Institute; but in ‘classic’ academia, siloing and jealous guarding of one’s research secrets, and especially the ones that might actually make a real difference to what was known and/or understood about the real world, was rampant.

Frank had left the laser rig and was heading toward Ben.

What’s the point of this?

Ben remembered a quote from Buzz Aldrin, the second person to ever walk on the Moon. 

“It makes no sense to dream great dreams while waiting to be hit by a train.”

The Earth had just been hit, luckily at a very shallow angle, by a tiny train. Bigger ones were waiting out there. And he was wasting his time on quantum decoherence experiments? 

Seriously? 

Dreaming of what? More research funds? Fame and fortune and the adulation of my peers?

Back home was a young woman and a girl about to become a young woman. Nicky and he had already decided that they were going to do what they could to adopt Jessie. It might end up being a battle with the system, but they would take it wherever it needed to be taken to make it happen. A twist of fate had placed Jessie in their care, and though Ben didn’t believe in fate or destiny, this here had all the hallmarks of something tweaking the parameter dials of randomness.

“Hello? Anybody home?”

Frank stood before Ben and waved his hands.

Ben shook his head. “Sorry. Just thinking.”

“I hope it’s about finishing the Nature papers.”

“Ever heard of Apophis?”

“Huh? Sure. Doomsday asteroid that’s going to miss us by a million miles.”

“Or not.”

“NASA—”

“Fuck NASA. You know as well as I do that those trajectory predictions are as iffy as it gets. Their so-called Earth Defense system is a joke. What’s ‘defense’ about it? They’re staring into space, half-blind, with not enough instruments to really get the ones that are going to get us in the end. Their calculations aren’t worth a shit. I know it, and so do you.”

“Means it might miss us by even more. “

“Or not! Seriously, Frank, why are we wasting our time on this? 2029 may be a miss, but what about 2036? The further ahead we try to predict the less reliable it gets.”

Ben looked around the room. “Shouldn’t we be doing what we can to make sure we’re not wiped out by a larger version of that thing a couple of days ago? Or the inevitable next lethal pandemic? Or a magnetic field reversal? Or global warming finally kicking in seriously when the system crosses the catastrophe threshold? Or politicians and other assorted dickheads finally doing what comes natural to them? Or—”

“Ben!”

“What!?”

“Keep your shit together, buddy!”

No point even talking about it, is there?

Ben started to turn toward the door.

“Where you going?” Frank said.

Ben stopped, took another look around the lab—realized that he was in serious cognitive dissonance territory. 

What is this place?

“To think,” he said.

“What about the paper?”

“You finish it. And put your name first. You’ve done more work on it than I have anyway. You can have all the glory for this one. I just—”

“But—”

“I can’t do this right now. Maybe never again. I have two people whose lives may depend on me not fucking around with this shit here. Unless you can give me a good reason how that’s going to stop the next bullet.”

Frank just stared at him.

“I didn’t think so.” 

He left the lab, feeling Frank’s eyes boring into his back. 

He didn’t give a shit.

 

~~~ = ~~~

 

Less than an hour later he sat on a bench overlooking Winthrop Beach, reading Mission to Universe, which had become a weird kind of companion. Looking across the water he could see a Coast Guard ship patrolling the exclusion zone around the impact area.

Ben finished the last page and closed the book. He looked at the cover, displaying an impossible spaceship leaving what looked like the misty atmosphere of a planet. Ben had looked at that picture a lot during the last two days and thought about the basic issues with the fundamental physics of the story, which belonged firmly into the ‘not-possible’ category. A ‘phase ship’ could not exist. A macroscopic object could not cease to exist at one location and become-existent in another. Teleportation of that kind was impossible. Even supposing that at the starting point it was possible to just disappear was stretching it. But nothing really bad would happen to ship and occupants. There would be a sudden vacuum where a solid object had been, which would make for a cool sharp thunderclap as the air filled the empty space. Very noisy, depending on the size of the vessel, but nothing more than that.

But at the other end—

Completely different situation. There was matter everywhere. So what would happen once a given volume of space was occupied not only by the matter already in it, but also, and in a Planck-time instant of sudden dual-object existence, the ship that had ‘phased’ to this location? If the target area was a near vacuum, that might not look like it would be a problem. What’s a few atoms that now aren’t in empty space anymore but inside another object? Except that a vacuum wasn’t empty, but a seething cauldron of quantum fields. How would these be affected if suddenly said vacuum was no more? And how would the arriving object be affected? Major explosion? A rift in space, expanding at the speed of light? Stuff that the Large Hadron Collider—which had done some serious particle smashing!—had never even gotten close to achieving? End-of-the-universe-bubble spreading at the speed of light to gobble up everything?

He had to get Nicky to do some modeling for him. Give her something to do except for waitering at some stupid diner.

One thing was for sure though: if a ‘phase ship’ appeared in a region of space filled with matter, even if it was just air, there would be some serious damage. Neither ship nor crew would survive for an instant.

No. Can. Do.

And, thinking a bit further, even suppose the impossible, and that it could be done—

Was this something one would give the powers-that-be to fuck around with?

For a moment something clamped around Ben’s chest. 

The futility of it all. There was no way to save the world or Nicky. And Jessie. Things would go on as they had, and that was that. 

Waiting for the train to hit.

The brief moment of despair and dejection was replaced by anger.

Ben glanced at the cover of Mission to Universe again—and somewhere in the back of his mind—

But then it was gone, like a memory of a dream.

Still, it was enough to drag him out of what was threatening to become a bout of rage at his powerlessness.

We’re human, damn it! 

An amazing species—when they weren’t being completely stupid, which seemed to be the standard.

Think!

Just because everybody knew that, in some form or another and with all the due nods to Special and General Relativity, t=s/v applied to all macroscopic movement from one point to another, that didn’t mean it was always so. Or had to be.

Maybe it’s just a failure of imagination. Maybe our explanations aren’t complete.

Or was it just a failure of putting already-known things together in a different way than everybody was doing.

Ben rose and, holding the book in one hand, walked back to his car and drove home.

 

~~~ = ~~~

 

Nicky heard the car come up the driveway. 

Ben? 

He was early. What had happened?

Jessie also had heard it, because she came running into the kitchen and peered out through the window.

“Is that Ben?”

Then she saw the car.

“Cool!” She ran for the front door.

One serious fan.

Nicky smiled to herself. She realized that Jessie was far from being all right, but she was managing the trauma by immersing herself in the novelty of Ben and Nicky. Plus Nicky had given her liberal access to her MacBook, after Jessie explained what she was doing. Nicky couldn’t wait to tell Ben what really went on in the head of that girl.

She went to the front door to see Jessie giving Ben a serious hug that threatened to crush the life out him.

“Easy,” he whispered, faking distress.

Jessie laughed. “I’m not that strong, silly.”

But she did let him go, though she held onto his arm.

Ben and Nicky grinned at each other.

“Not meaning to sound disappointed,” Nicky said, “but what are you doing home so early?”

Ben shrugged as he stepped inside. “Long story.”

“Too long to tell?”

“Right now? Yes. But you’ll hear it later.”

“I want to hear it, too,” Jessie declared.

“You will.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

“Cross your heart and hope to die?”

“No. But ask Nicky if I’ve ever broken a promise.”

“He hasn’t,” Nicky said.

Jessie shrugged. “OK. No need to cross your heart.”

“Thanks.” Ben ruffled her hair. “So, what have you two been up to since I left?”

“I’ve been simulating,” Jessie said.

“Huh?”

Ben glanced at Nicky.

She nodded. “Wait until you see what this one’s up to when no one is looking.”

 

~~~ = ~~~

 

“Amazing,” Ben muttered when Jessie was done demonstrating her favorite pastime. “How long have you been doing this for?”

Jessie shrugged. “A while.”

“And how did you find this site?”

“I looked for it.”

“How did you know it existed?”

“Just needed something to do. Playing with the girls at school is boring! All they ever talk about is silly stuff. This is much more fun.”

Ben glanced at the screen. “Is this a free game?”

Jessie nodded.

Ben and Nicky exchanged a glance. 

“I’m careful,” Jessie said. “Using your Proton VPN. Hope you don’t mind.”

“Found that, huh?” Ben said.

He glanced at Nicky again, who shrugged as if to say I’m just as surprised as you.

Jessie giggled. “I’m not stupid, you know.”

“Never thought so for a moment,” Ben assured her. “It’s just that you’re considerably more clever than I ever expected.”

“Is that good?”

“Very. But I think that maybe you will also have to a bit more careful than you already are. This is a government thing. You know that, right?”

Jessie nodded. “It’s not a game.”

“Well, it is and it isn’t. The government has a few of these online, hoping to attract clever people, and especially children and teenagers, and make them work for them. Those robots you are programming to do clever things—they are probably fake simulations of real robots, who learn to do what you teach them. And to use the algorithms…”

He paused. 

Big word.

“I know what an algorithm is,” Jessie assured him, not without a hint of the condescending superiority of one who knows that they know a lot.

“Cool,” Nicky said.

“It’s nice to talk to people like you,” Jessie said. 

“Same here,” Ben agreed. “What I was going to say though is that these algorithms you are creating may be used for things that you won’t like.”

Jessie’s eyes went wide. “Really? Like what?”

Ben hesitated.

“Like war,” he said.

Jessie’s face fell.

“But I tell you what,” Ben said. “Instead of doing this, maybe I have something else far more exciting for us all to do.”

“You do?” Nicky said.

“I do. But this is something we’ll all have to keep like totally secret. And this time, Jessie, this is a case of cross-your-heart-and-hope-to-die.”

The girl regarded him seriously. “I keep my promises, too.”

“I suspected that,” Ben said and smiled. “I’m just saying that this is very, very, very, and even more very, serious stuff. And it may not come to anything. But I need to do some thinking and I need Nicky and you to help me. And we need to stay off the radar of everybody, and especially the government’s.”
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