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And the angel of the Lord appeared unto him in a flame of fire out of the midst of a bush: and he looked, and, behold, the bush burned with fire, and the bush was not consumed.

And Moses said, I will now turn aside, and see this great sight, why the bush is not burnt.




Exodus 3:1-3

King James Version










CHAPTER ONE










TORONTO, MARCH 2025


The raven croaked and all at once the day had started. Dolours looked around the room as she became familiar with her surroundings again. She had fallen asleep in the room where her son had slept before he left with his father, and she was all alone in this large house. Alone to work. Her work had begun to consume her; she had come into this room to think about her son and had fallen asleep on the small wooden bed where he had lain before they left.


The raven croaked again. Dolours turned toward the window and saw it perched on a tree branch toward the back of the yard where the window looked out. Ravens were a strange sight in Toronto, she knew this, from years of people in the city trying to keep them away. Poisoned and shot, there were very few left. It was a strange omen to start the day, she thought, and had she been back in Ireland, back at home, she would have contemplated it as a sign more thoroughly. But in Canada, in Toronto, she did not know the language of signs despite having been in Toronto since 2020.


As she stood up to prepare to meet the day, her back ached. And she had a headache, but then again, she almost always had a headache these days. She could not allow herself to fall asleep on this tiny wooden bed anymore. Certainly, she thought, it was fine to miss her boy, but she desperately needed to look after herself; her back ached and it would impede her the rest of the day. She went out into the hall with the stairs and over to the bathroom that the three rooms on the second floor of her home shared; she took two ibuprofen and hoped that it would redeem her error in sleeping on the small bed in the small room while she missed her son desperately.


She walked, cautiously so she did not hurt her back anymore, toward the stairs and down to the entrance hall of the home. Dark wood and lightly painted walls, she liked this house. She was glad that she had been able to purchase it when she had come to Canada, even with the values of homes in Toronto out of reach to most. Her father had left her a sufficient sum of money so that she would be able to take care of her family, and she was thankful for that. The sum had also provided enough that she had been able to work on her project in the basement throughout the pandemic that had come to Canada shortly after she had, and that work was reaching a critical point in the last several days.


She walked toward the back door and then took a sharp right into the kitchen. Significant disarray was everywhere in the kitchen but the cleaning woman she paid to come every two weeks—every two weeks at her husband’s insistence, and not more frequently because they were not those people—was coming today and the chaos would be ordered, the entropy of her kitchen reined in significantly. She went to her coffee maker, fancy but not too fancy because of her ex-husband’s insistence again that they were not quite that posh, and she placed the pod in its throne and lowered the head onto it, preparing what would be the first of too many coffees. Rich espresso-style coffee poured out with a mantle of crema foam on top. She realized now that she hadn’t bought milk; it had been three days since she had noticed first but had been too busy to worry about it and thought she would catch it later. Yet, for three days, she had not managed to get it.


With coffee in hand, black because she had not managed to acquire the appropriate accoutrements for herself, she went out in the back yard and stood in the cool March morning. Toronto weather afforded her the cool and rain she was accustomed to only a few weeks out of the year and she relished these mornings more than she was willing to admit to anyone outside of this house.


The raven croaked from the top of the tree where it had been perched since some time before she awoke to its sound. She looked at it, dazzlingly black. Truly beautiful, she thought. She thought of how she would have pointed this out to Dylan, her son, if he were here. She would have gone inside and got him if he were here. She would have woken him if she had needed to, the way her grandmother had woken her when interesting things in nature were happening, a beautiful full moon, a deer in the yard. She wanted to be better for her son, and felt a deep resentment well up within her toward her husband for deciding that her work was too great a priority and deciding he would leave with their son. But she knew, also, that she had invested so much time in work and she would surely reach a point soon where she could relax and consider her family again. Time at least for her son, not for her ex-husband.


She went back inside and crossed to the front of the house, realizing she could not remember the last time she had checked the mail. On the front porch she found multiple parcels waiting for her, and bent down to get them. As she did, an older man walking back on the short cul-de-sac road where her house stood half-shouted to her, “Good morning, Dolours.”


She looked up, eyes still adjusting despite the grey of the morning. 


“Good morning,” she said back, partially squinting. It didn’t matter which of the neighbours it was, and she did not really care. It was irrelevant to her, but she had to make an effort to not appear the insane woman living in the giant house all by herself.


“Too bad about the rain,” the man said back, stopping his walk now to stand a little off from the walkway up to her house, on the public sidewalk.


“I like the rain,” she admitted, “it reminds me of home.” For whatever reason when she said home she thought of Jericho in the UK, and not of anywhere in Ireland.


“Well,” he replied, “enjoy the day.” He was off again.


She returned inside. She placed the packages and the mail on the kitchen table before she went toward the back door and turned down the basement stairs. Now was the time to go to work, 8:45 in the morning, and she would likely remain here, if yesterday was any indication, for at least 14 hours.


She was tired. She was always tired. Her head hurt. But she was so close. Five years of work on this machine and she was close. Dolours had started work on the machine in the early days of the pandemic, in the basement of her home because she was not able to leave and neither was anyone else except a few colleagues she knew who had work that required they attend a lab to tend to cells or biomes or whatever biological things they did. 


But Dolours was a physicist interested in the nature of matter. And the machine would bring about a breakthrough if she was able to get there. While in days past, when some renters lived in the house under its previous owner, this basement had contained a gym with a squat rack in the middle of the room and strange shelves placed here and there, it now just contained the machine. The machine had started out smaller but now was a sphere of metal, eight feet across. Along the wall where there had once been pantry shelves under the previous renters, now stood three server racks containing a multitude of computer equipment that monitored what happened inside the machine.


Dolours sat at the small desk she had brought down the stairs in 2020 when it arrived a week into the pandemic. She kept the top fairly tidy, just a pistachio-green work lamp and her large laptop (changed once during the project to a newer, but bulkier model). It was connected with a wired connection into the array of wires and computers that worked with the machine.


For weeks she had shunned the meetings she needed to do, avoiding email as much as she could and disabling the microphone on her laptop in order to feign a technology issue so she could avoid various virtual meetings. This semester she had used some grant money to buy out her required teaching, and she had only one graduate student. She could get away with a phone call later today or tomorrow with the few people she needed to meet with and it would not be a problem.


She typed in the command to the terminal on the computer that woke the machine. Late last night she had placed a living plant into the innermost sphere and sealed the panels back up. Now the command made its way at the speed of light around the various computers and several fans started up. Lights came on atop the upper housing of the machine, the part least like a sphere that reminded her of a liquor bottle or an oil diffuser, the lights indicating that various lasers and detectors were active. The machine was coming to life, and she felt deeply that today was the day.


Connected to her computer were high quality speakers, that produced the various sounds that the detectors captured. She had always enjoyed the sounds that things produced as she performed the various actions of her science. Whirrs and yips and strange wee sounds.


The speakers crackled and sputtered. She made adjustments. Work took over and time lost meaning as Dolours plied her trade. So many years of education had gone into this moment, a doctorate in physics from a top UK university, followed by a fellowship in Switzerland. Before that a master’s degree, preceded by two undergraduate degrees: one in physics and her first one in engineering. Everything, she thought, had been leading to this moment, when she would prove the connections between all things in the world. Some hidden connection through the quantum world, or through particle interactions, something. She would advance science by miles all at once. It was her time, if only she could get the machine to perform as she had designed it to. 


A command sent, a small adjustment, and a change in the sound coming from the speakers. Measurements returned through another terminal window on the laptop showed changes in the oscillations, but not what she was looking for. She sent another command, making another adjustment.


There was a moment, a brief moment, where everything stopped. Dolours worried in that moment that she had broken something and would need to start all over; if she had to rebuild the machine, she was not sure she could. She recalled the weeks of trance-like work actioning the idea that had come to her while half asleep, hastily written down in a dream journal her husband had suggested she keep. Six pages of notes that informed weeks of work. Now, though, she had ruined it, or so it seemed within that brief moment. In moments like these, whole lives could happen, and she was worried hers was over.


Then lights flashed in the detector unit on top, and everything continued. The sound coming from the speakers was less like the background noises she had heard for years; it was unlike anything she had heard in the previous 42 years of her life. Nothing in graduate school, or undergrad, or any other point in her life had sounded like this.


The sound from the speakers was like hundreds of voices singing all together, a sustained harmony. No one stopped for breath. It was a continuous harmony that did not seem to be powered by breath, and continued without a start and without a stop. As Dolours considered the sound she was hearing, she tried to recall when it had started but was unable to think of a time it had come, as if it had always been there, filling the room. She knew the moment before had happened (when she worried she had broken the machine), and now she heard this sound, and numbers and various other telemetry were peeling across the window open on the laptop screen that suggested this was what she had been looking for.


“Dolours,” a voice said, gently, but assertively. The voice came from the speaker. It was unlikely that this was interference, she thought, because her phone barely worked in the basement. It was unlikely it could be anything, but somehow it was coming from the speakers, connected to her laptop, which had only the terminal windows open; no web browser, no email, no anything else open that could be producing this sound. And the quality of the voice, something about it filled her with a deep terror, a deep terror she did not know the source of. A deep terror, she could feel, that came from generations knowing that this was not a voice they should hear. A terror that rattled the foundations of her ancestors’ homes if it came from an earthly source. 


The terror grew within her, filling her as a pitcher left under a running tap. She had no idea how much time had passed since she collected the parcels off the porch this morning, and her conception of time skewed further while she sat contemplating the voice.


“Fear not,” the voice from the speakers commanded, and Dolours felt—against anything she would have ever thought—the terror dissipate and replace itself with a calmness that the voice seemed to demand. The voice continued, “I come only with goodness.”


The voice was not something she had ever known, she had never heard one like it, and some part of her hoped she would never hear it again. It was emanating from the speakers, but as it spoke it filled the room. It felt as if a person was there, standing with her, but the voice was everywhere, and with each word it filled the room more. It filled Dolours with its commanded calmness, and though she felt the terror still with her, it was as if she carried it in a tote, aware it existed but not within or on her.


“Dolours,” the voice said again, “I am here. You have found me.”


She sat, her mouth open, looking at the telemetry moving across the screen, but not processing even a single bit of information that moved past. 


“What is this?” She asked. She followed herself a moment later, “Who is this?”


“I am what you have sought,” the voice said, “I am the everything and I am the everywhere. All that is, and all that was.”


As the words fell on Dolours, the commanded calm within her, she thought suddenly that someone had gained access to the array of computers, or her laptop, or to the machine itself. But the calm, there was no way someone could hack calmness into her body.


“You doubt,” said the voice, “despite the way you feel.”


Dolours sat, unable to think for a moment. “Prove it,” she felt herself croak, as hoarse as the raven when he awakened her this morning.


“I have proven myself over millennia to you and your forebears,” the voice said, again filling the room, and her mind. “You are Dolours Byrne. You have spent years seeking the connections between all things in the universe. And you have found it.”


Dolours’s mind swirled. Surely this was someone with control of her computer, making this voice. A hack, a voice filter, and it would all be revealed as a prank.


“You doubt,” the voice repeated, “but I can tell you things which you have told no one for years. That you hide who you are the namesake of, and who your twin sister is named after.”


Dolours’s mind churned as she considered that anyone would know this. She had not talked about it with anyone in years, how her father’s politics (less so her mother’s) had named her and her sister. Surely, she thought, no one could know this. Even still, if they did this was easy enough to guess.


“You must overcome your own doubt,” the voice said.


Dolours typed a command into the terminal to shut down the machine. The lights turned off. She typed in another and the servers began to turn off. She shut down the laptop on the desk. She went over to the corner behind her desk and found the router which connected all these computers to the internet and disconnected the white cable run from upstairs that brought the wired internet to them. 


She returned to the desk, and shut off the lamp. Ascending the stairs, she felt numb at trying to make sense of how a hacker could have known this, perhaps only inferring that she would try to spend years hiding why she and her sister were named so coincidentally. 


The cleaning woman had come; the chaos of the kitchen was undone. Dolours went to the refrigerator and took out a bottle of white wine that had been waiting for some occasion. She walked to the cupboard and took out a glass, which she filled with the cool wine more than she knew she should. 


Dolours held the glass and slid down the wall. She sat on the floor and sipped her wine until it was gone, then she refilled the glass. The sun had been going down when she started, and she stayed there until she heard a clock in the upstairs hall chime 11 o’clock. Surely, it had chimed between, but she had been unaware. Her mind spun, not from the wine, but from whatever had happened in the basement today. She needed to know—to understand—what had happened. 










CHAPTER TWO










CALGARY, 2016


Ethan Awbrey had known he wanted to be a researcher since he was a small boy. His body kept that shape—skinny and not particularly formed—but he was much taller at well over six feet. His dark hair and glasses made him fit his role. If asked to describe himself he would most often say some variation on tired and gay. Following the end of his bachelor’s degree, he met a professor at his university who inspired him in several ways with smart research and important outcomes. First, he left philosophy altogether and studied economics, experiencing his own quantitative turn. Second, the professor pushed him toward excellence in ways that he had never really considered possible before, encouraging him toward mathematic-heavy methods he had long considered beyond his ability. 


Ethan had completed his master’s in June, and now as August turned to September in 2016, he was preparing to move. To leave everything familiar in Calgary behind and to go to Toronto. He had spent weeks preparing for this move, meticulously cataloging what items he would take and getting rid of everything else. The lease on his room ended on August 31, and he had plans to spend the night at a friend’s house before he would leave early in the morning for a 6:30 am flight.


He arrived at Jordanna’s house around four in the afternoon with his five suitcases. He placed his bags in the guest room of Jordanna’s house, carefully arranging them in a particular order to make the departure the next morning, in the small hours and in darkness, easier.


“What do you want to do for dinner?” Jordanna asked him, standing in the doorway, “I thought you should choose the restaurant you’ll miss the most.”


Ethan pondered for a moment. He had spent the last several weeks, alongside the extensive planning, going to restaurants he would miss to ensure he got to everything. 


“There’s a place downtown I think I’ll miss a lot,” he replied, thinking of a restaurant he particularly enjoyed and did not mind going to again.


They went to Jordanna’s car and drove to the restaurant downtown, chatting along the way. At the straightforward café he chose, they talked over a simple dinner. Ethan preferred the more straightforward food of a good restaurant that stayed fairly quiet, and this place had served him well on the occasions he found himself in downtown Calgary in need of a meal with someone.


They returned to Jordanna’s home, and chatted more as the evening passed. It was a simple evening, and Ethan felt appreciative of having friends he could rely on for this kind of support. They had opened a bottle of wine, and as the time passed, the bottle did, too. Around 11:00 pm, they said their goodnights, and their goodbyes. Jordanna would, if Ethan had his way, remain sleeping while he slipped off and made a quiet exit from this city to another. 


He fell asleep running through the schedule for the next morning, which was the only way he ever got to sleep the night before a big trip. Wake at 4:00 am; go to the bathroom; arrange bags; call the taxi at 4:15; be waiting outside by 4:25 with bags; load up and hit the road by 4:30; get to the airport before 5:00; flight at 6:30; arrive in Toronto. He ran it several times, over and over, so that he felt like he knew exactly what he would need to do, and never felt himself fall asleep.


He awoke to the harsh noise of his phone alarm—his regular one having been packed several days before and mailed out ahead of him. He quickly stopped it. He rose, and went to the bathroom in Jordanna’s home, being careful not to make much noise so she could remain asleep.


According to plan, he called a taxi at 4:15, but as he spoke in hushed tones several rooms away from Jordanna’s bedroom, she came around the corner and whispered, “hang up, I’ll drive you.”


The rest of the plan occurred strictly ahead of schedule, as Ethan preferred to operate, and he was thankful again for such a good friend. They were in the car, headed to the airport at 4:25, and he was dropped off at the airport well in advance of the 5:00 target. Check-in and security went smoothly. He waited in the terminal, and boarding went quickly, too. The efficiency of an early-morning flight, he thought, was not to be underestimated; he was among the other travellers who were prepared to do what was required to get places efficiently.


He slept on the plane, and awoke about 20 minutes before landing. The landing at the big Toronto airport was efficient. It proved his point that early-morning flights were beneficial to the overall efficiency of the day. It was just before noon when Ethan stepped off the airport jetty and into the terminal, feeling that he had overcome what could have been the worst part of the trip; what came next would move smoothly, too.


He was directed to the baggage claim area to find his five bags, and then he went to the rank to acquire a taxi. The car drove smoothly along the highway until it became the expressway, and as it did so he felt the city swell around the car. The car exited off the expressway and joined a downtown street, and found its way to his residence for the next year. He got out, took his five bags, and made his way into the building. He was greeted warmly by staff and given an envelope with his key fob and access cards. He found his way through the residence building and to the suite he would share with several other graduate students on the eleventh floor. As he entered the suite, there were stairs up to the twelfth floor—inaccessible except from within these suites—and he found his room at the top of the stairs, requiring his key fob again.


From his new window he could clearly see the serenity of the neighbourhood around the university. Beautiful older buildings, and simple, classic architecture that was older and redder and composed of more brick than conventional structures in Calgary were. He lived in Toronto now, and he felt an immense amount of pride at having achieved a goal he had told himself 10 years before when he had visited Toronto for the first time.


He took a set of sheets out of his backpack that he had purchased before leaving and put them on the bed in the room. He lay down on the residence-provided bed for a moment, still very tired from only four hours of proper sleep and a nap on the plane, but he didn’t allow himself to sleep. He pulled out his phone and realized he hadn’t let Jordanna know he had landed safely, nor had he texted his parents who now lived in the Alberta mountains.


“Made it safe,” he typed, first to Jordanna, and then he copied and pasted the message to his mother. 


He rose from the bed knowing he needed the box that he had mailed ahead of himself. The residence hall would not accept mail before the students themselves arrived, and so he had mailed the box to the campus post office. Ethan checked the hours and made sure they were open. He walked down, and found the post office, and went through the process of collecting his parcel from his past self to his present self. He took it back to his room and set it down at the foot of the bed between the wooden bedframe and the window that looked out at Toronto.


Ethan had the feeling that he was part of something bigger than himself. He had found his purpose, and he would achieve it here at this university, on this campus, in this city. He had purpose, and with the knowledge that he had been given that purpose by something greater than himself, he felt unstoppable. 


He became aware that he had not packed toothpaste, nor had he packed other essentials. In order to achieve his ideal smooth travel process that morning, he had left a lot behind in Calgary. Ethan decided it was essential to go out, this minute, to acquire various things, and so he left his room and walked off-campus, toward the mall where he could acquire all the things he needed. Among these things, he thought, he would get a new pillow. The bed was uncomfortable, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t have a nice pillow that would save his neck while his back was slowly ruined by the wooden platform bed.


He walked down the street, contemplating the best path to the mall in his mind as he went, making turns here and there. As he came up to Dundas Street, he heard the sound of tires skidding and turned to look as the sound of crashing followed. He saw a car—driven by someone not paying proper attention he assumed—that had crashed into the back of a giant, red Toronto streetcar. Ethan considered this, and wondered how anyone could miss a streetcar and crash into it. He also wondered, as he continued to walk, who was in such a rush to get places downtown that they truly needed to drive. Toronto was so incredibly walkable, and its transit was much better than many Canadian cities. 


Ethan found his way to the stores he wanted and acquired various things he needed: a toothbrush, toothpaste, other essentials, and a pillow that cost about $200, which he told himself was an extravagance he could have since he hadn’t had anything to celebrate finishing his master’s degree which was itself an accomplishment. He took the bag and the pillow under his arm and he walked back to his residence hall.


As Ethan walked, he considered that he was in Toronto now. He knew in a few days he would attend his orientation and officially start his PhD in economics. He marvelled at himself, how it had taken so long to find his place and to know what his purpose in life was. But he had found it now, and he had the support of his soon-to-be advisor—the great Anders Larsson, a financial economist and game theorist originally from Sweden—who would usher him out of his past life and into a new one of success in academia. All this led him to feel, again, that he was called to this work by some power greater than he was and he thanked that power for allowing him to find purpose in his life. Ethan had spent years trying to find a religion that fit, wanting to know something bigger than himself, and he felt like now he understood that this call was it, even if he had not found a particular faith for himself. He was called, and he had answered. 










CHAPTER THREE










TORONTO, 2016


Harry rushed around the piles of boxes, moving things here and there. Moving days were always stressful. But he had so much space in this new place that would be his for a year, a whole year, that the stress had given way to elation. Several years of living and studying at divinity school, trying to make it all balance as he did, and now he had this house, a big space for him to use. When he had been selected as curate at this parish, he was pleased, and even more so when they asked if he would like to live in the vicarage the church owned since it was going to be vacant another year longer than planned.


The current priest in charge, who had only arrived a year and a half before Harry, didn’t want to sell his own home yet, and wouldn’t move in until he did. Father Greg had told the parish that this would happen last spring, and then last fall, and he intended to move but wanted to sell his own home first. The parish would have an easier time finding someone to take care of the aging century home in the most westerly parts of Old Toronto than Father Greg would have trying to get a good renter for his own home in the Annex. So, when the new curate was selected it was an easy offer to make.


The house reminded Harry of the one he had grown up in before he turned 10 and his family came to Canada, except this was in Toronto, and not a small town in southern England. Harry Harewood—pronounced by his grandfather as “har-wood”, but Harry had long given up correcting people since he had moved to Canada years before—had grown up mostly in England with his mechanic father and his school receptionist mother. The family moved just after his tenth birthday, and lived near Kingston until he turned 18. He had been called Harry since he was small, even though his legal name was the much more formal Henry. He had always wanted to help people, first thinking he wanted to be a physician but lacked the math skills. Eventually, he decided that the best way was to follow the faith his grandmother, a firm high-church protestant, had instilled in him; his grandmother would have been pleased to see him attend divinity school and, now, work as the curate of a church in Canada. Harry was tall, or slightly above average, at six feet and one inch, and handsome. He enjoyed the gym as a kind of meditation or a quiet prayer with his body, and his time there showed. He knew that sometimes people referred to him as ‘the hot priest’ and this made him blush; although, he felt badly about it as something that could distract from his real purpose.
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