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Introduction to Issue #38

 

Some Schedule Fun

 

Those of you reading this a ways after this issue was published will wonder what I am talking about here. But let me say this simply. Even though it says November 2016 on the cover, the publication of this issue happened a good distance into 2017.

And that’s fine, since this is my magazine. A number of people asked me why I just didn’t skip the months I was behind. Just pretend I was on schedule again.

Honestly, I flat don’t want to. In fact, by the time this magazine goes into its fifth year (Issue #49), I hope to be back on time, meaning the publication date on the cover will match the month the issue actually comes out.

But here in this introduction, I wanted to admit the fact that this is late and to thank a number of people for being so understanding while I went and did other things for a time.

All the subscribers to this magazine first off. Wonderful support and faith in a crazy project.

And also thanks to the Patreon supporters who also get this magazine every issue and support my blog every month.

Thank you one and all for sticking with me on this crazy idea of putting out a magazine of only my stuff every month.

Back when I came up with this idea almost four years ago, I told those around me that at times over the years I would get behind.

Actually, I said that after the first year, because I wasn’t sure I could even fill my own magazine every month for a year. So after the first year, when I shifted my goal to getting this magazine to Issue #100, I warned people I would get behind at times as life got in the way.

But I also said I would always try to catch up.

So this is the first issue in getting caught up.

And this issue has some really fun stuff. Not only is there a new Ghost of a Chance novel, but the first story in a brand new Ghost of a Chance series starring Marble Grant, a former superhero.

Ghost of a Chance novels have attitude. Marble Grant stories take that attitude and multiply it a few hundred times. Hope you like them because every issue for the next ten issues will start with a new Marble Grant story.

And I hope you enjoy a lot of reading coming up. Over the next five months, as I get caught up, a bunch of these issues will be headed your way.

And once again, thanks for all the support.

Cheers.

—Dean Wesley Smith

May 18, 2017
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Dying on a first date sucks. Dying on a blind date sucks even worse.

Marble Grant, superhero, finds herself suddenly dead in a disgustingly smelly back alley and not catching a white-beam ride to the other side of whatever.

As a superhero, she knew about Ghost Agents. Never met one, but knew they existed.

She never heard of superheroes making the transition to Ghost Agent before, either.

The first story in a new and fun Ghost of a Chance series, where ghosts solve problems and help people. And look damn sexy in the process.

 

 

 

 

 

Blind Date

 

A Marble Grant Story




 

One

 

Dying on a first date sucks. Dying on a blind date sucks even worse.

Especially when your date dies with you. And then goes off through some tunnel of light into the next life or something, leaving you sitting alone, dead, in a dark alley, waiting for your own tunnel of light.

Hands down, the worst ending to any date in recorded history.

The alley we had been forced to go into was blacker than the inside of a latrine, and seeming how it smelled, I would have not been surprised to be in a latrine, but I knew I wasn’t since it seemed that being dead meant I could see just fine in the dark.

And smell just fine as well. Holy crap. The nearby Chinese restaurant garbage smelled like my fridge after six days of feeling sorry for myself and laying on the couch and eating take-out without taking out the uneaten food. And no telling how many homeless and drunks had used this alley for a bathroom.

I was sitting on a big green dumpster owned by a nearby office, so thankfully it didn’t have the odor of the other dumpsters coming up between my legs.

The scum with the greasy black hair and dirty ski parka that had killed us was going through my date’s pockets as I sat and watched.

The guy looked skinny and no doubt drug-addicted. His motions were jerky, his eyes darting around him like a rat trying to find a way out of a maze.

My blind date, dear old Handsome Bob, as I had started to think of him for the full thirty minutes I had known him, had caused this mess by thinking he could be a macho asshole or something.

The scum with the greasy black hair had approached us on the sidewalk and Bob had shaken his head and said, “Not now.”

We were headed down the street to a nice Italian restaurant that served the best red wine and bread plate this side of New York. And that was going some for the Old Towne section of Boise, Idaho.

Bob was dressed in a clearly expensive silk suit and no tie, while I didn’t look so cheap myself. For the date I had put on dark slacks, a silk white blouse with pearls around my neck, and a thin see-through sweater. No bra because I wanted my date to get an occasional peak at what might be offered after dinner if things went right.

Sitting dead in an alley sure wasn’t my idea of things going right.

The greasy jerk had pulled out a gun, his hands shaking. Dear old dead Handsome Bob had said, “You don’t want to do that.”

Bless him.

Clearly the druggie did want to do exactly what he was doing, but I didn’t say that. I was busy ramping up one of my super powers.

You see, before I was so suddenly cut down, I had worked as a superhero in the housing and hotel industry. Over the last century I had worked both front desks of hotels and sold real estate. At the moment I was on the real estate side, trying to help out in the booming Boise real estate market.

Amazing the kind of crap that goes on in real estate when big money is involved.

I hit greasy-hair with a full dose of my calming power. The guy was so high on drugs my power actually didn’t do anything but make him stop shaking so hard.

He pointed to the dark alley with the gun. “Get in there and then dig out your money.”

“And if we say no?” Handsome Bob asked the guy.

Since Bob was almost a foot taller than the greasy-haired druggie, I suppose Bob thought he could bully the situation a little.

Bless dear old now-dead stupid Bob.

I hit the guy with another dose of calming power. I had enough power on a normal day to stop a shouting, irate, pissed-off hotel customer at a front desk and make them smile.

The guy with the gun got calmer, but his pea brain was still set on robbing us. At least I got him to not shoot us right there on the sidewalk because of Handsome Bob’s stupidity.

“Let’s just give him our stuff and he will let us go,” I said to Bob.

“Smart woman,” the guy said, smiling and showing a mouthful of rotted teach.

Actually, I had planned that when we got into the alley I would simply jump us away from this nut and then figure out something to tell dear old Bob.

Bob didn’t know I was a one-hundred-year-old superhero and could just teleport anywhere I wanted. Not something you tell someone before a first blind date. Men tended to have sexual problems when they realized the woman they were with was over a hundred.

Bob nodded to me and we walked the twenty steps into the alley, Bob pushing me slightly ahead of him.

Then, as we stopped and turned at just about the point where the rotted Chinese food odor got the worst, Bob went to lunge at the guy.

Handsome Bob went to stupid Bob very quickly.

I was so surprised Bob would do something that idiotic, I didn’t react fast enough to jump us out of there.

The guy fired, hitting Bob in the arm.

The bullet went through Bob’s flesh and hit me square between the eyes.

Now that was a shocker, let me tell you.

One moment I am standing alive in the alley and the next I am a ghost sitting on a smelly dumpster watching dear old Handsome Bob hold his arm and swear.

The greasy-haired guy was now twitching again. He stared at my body lying there in the alley, clearly getting my wonderful blouse and sweater all stained up with my own blood.

Then he looked at Bob who was also staring at me, holding his wounded arm and looking sick to his stomach.

Then the guy did what any self-respecting murderer would do. He shot Bob.

Bob slumped to the ground and the guy fired one more shot into his head.

A moment later I watched Bob’s ghost stand up, look around, then look up and float off into a white light.

“Nice meeting you jerk-face,” I shouted after Bob.

I was pretty sure he didn’t hear me.

As I said, the worst ending to a blind date ever.




 

 

Two

 

The druggie who had killed me and my blind date started through Bob’s pockets. He pulled out a money clip and then took Bob’s watch. Then he rolled Bob over slightly and took out his wallet.

He pulled out a single-package condom and tossed it aside.

I just shook my head. “Damn, Bob, only one? Where was the confidence? If you had come back to my place, you would have needed at least three just to make it to breakfast.”

The greasy murderer clearly didn’t hear me. And I had a hunch dead Bob didn’t either.

I glanced around. I was still the only ghost in the alley.

Where was my greeting party?

I figured I had become a Ghost Agent which was why I hadn’t gotten the beam-of-light ride. I had never met a Ghost Agent, but I had heard from my best friend Patty that she and her boyfriend, Poker Boy, had worked with some Ghost Agents just lately to save the world. Seems Patty and her boyfriend were always saving the world, which I must admit I appreciated.

The guy stood and stepped toward my body.

“Hey, not so fast there, jerk-face,” I said, jumping down from the dumpster and brushing off my pants.

The greasy-haired slime-ball picked up my clutch purse and went through it. That I didn’t much care about. I had a few hundred in there and that was that.

But then he looked around at the mouth of the alley and then looked back at me with that look I had seen scum like him get. Ghost or no ghost, he wasn’t touching me, even if I did have a hole in the middle of my forehead.

This night had gone bad enough as it was.

The guy kneeled down beside my body and I took two quick steps at the guy and went to kick him clear across the alley.

Foot went right through him. Charlie Brown would have been proud of my form, though. I didn’t end up on my back.

However, when my foot went through the guy, I got to read all of his thoughts.

All of what he was about to do to me.

So I closed my eyes and went inside the scum. Now I knew for a fact I was in a cesspool, swimming in the shit that this guy called thoughts. If I got out of here I would need about ten showers.

If ghosts took showers.

As he reached for my right breast, I shouted at the top of my lungs, “No!”

And trust me, I can be loud.

Just ask anyone who sat beside me at a Broncos’ football game.

And I was inside the guy when I shouted.

Slime-bucket grabbed his head and rolled over backward, the intense pain striking everywhere.

As he rolled away, I managed to stand my ground and get out of his body. I shook myself, wishing I could forget the memories of what I had just seen in his mind.

It would take twenty showers before I would feel clean again.

The guy was holding his head and screaming and rolling on the ground. Blood was coming out of his ears.

Both ears.

“Wow, what did you do to him?” a voice behind me asked.

I turned around to see a handsome couple standing to one side looking shocked. Both were about my height of five-ten, both wore jeans, expensive shirts, and tennis shoes.

“The pervert was about to get his jollies on my dead body, so I climbed inside his head and shouted as loud as I could.”

Both of them laughed.

Then the woman stepped forward. “I’m Jewel and this is Tommy. We came to help get you used to being a ghost, but guess you are doing just fine.”

I shook both their hands, happy as hell I had company. “I’m Marble Grant. And got a hunch I’m going to need a lot of help. ”

“Someone close to you?” Tommy asked, pointing at Handsome Bob?

“Knew him for thirty minutes,” I said. “Blind date. But I had planned on getting much closer to him after dinner, if you get my drift.”

Jewel laughed and Tommy actually blushed a little, which I loved. I had a feeling I was going to like these two.

“I suppose you two are Ghost Agents. Right?”

Both of them looked shocked.

“I was a superhero in the hospitality and real estate side of the world,” I said. “Any chance you two know Patty Ledgerwood and Poker Boy?”

Now they both were looking shocked.

“We do,” Jewel said.

“You know,” I said, “I’m damn hungry and I assume there is a way ghosts eat, so any chance we could get out of this smell and grab a bite and you guys call Patty and have her meet us. I would kind of like to tell her about my sudden death myself, since she has been my best friend for a hundred years now, give or take.”

Both of them just nodded.

“Anything we need to do with that guy?” I asked, looking down at the scum who had killed me and Handsome Bob before I had the chance to find out if the handsome part went all the way to Bob’s southern regions.

Greasy hair was still rolling on the dirty concrete, holding his ears and screaming. He was losing a lot of blood through his fingers. I clearly had done some damage.

“I think he’s finished,” Tommy said, laughing.

“Yeah,” Jewel said. “Got to remember that trick.”

With that we jumped to a place I knew well and loved, the Golden Nugget Buffet in downtown Las Vegas.

Now I knew I was really going to like these two.




 

 

Three

 

The Golden Nugget Buffet had been decorated in all warm brown cloth and polished brass. Plants ringed the outside of the side part of the dining room nearest the escalator and the tables were solid, as were the chairs.

My hand went right through a chair as I tried to pull it out and Jewel did it for me.

“You’ll learn how to actually move some physical matter, but you don’t want to do that too often because people start to get spooked.

“I’ll bet,” I said.

Tommy jumped away to find Patty and Jewel led me up to the wonderful smelling food. The images from the murderer’s head were slowly fading, something I was very grateful for.

“Be careful to not run into anyone,” Jewel said, indicating the six people around the large buffet area. “You end up reading their thoughts.”

“Yeah, learned that with the guy who shot me,” I said.

Jewel showed me how to pick up a plate, which was actually just the ghost component of the plate and how to take food from the buffet.

In five minutes of filling a ghost plate with ghost food, I managed to not run into anyone alive, which sort of felt like a victory. I called it the dance of the living. A living person came toward me, I stepped sideways and went around them.

Jewel did the same, seemingly without noticing.

Back at the table, I bit into a piece of prime rib and damn near had an orgasm right there at the table.

Jewel just smiled as I moaned and kept on eating the fantastic tasting food.

“I remember the food being good here,” I said after a few bites, “but never this good.”

“Everything is better when you are a ghost,” Jewel said. “Food tastes better, emotions are more powerful, and the travel and living is easier.”

“Sex?” I asked.

“As the joke goes,” Jewel said, smiling, “it’s to die for.”

“Oh, no,” I said. “I had enough trouble controlling myself when I was alive.”

Jewel just laughed and at that moment Tommy appeared.

“Patty is in Poker Boy’s office,” Tommy said. “Let’s just grab some food and jump there. She’s expecting us but doesn’t know why yet.”

It dawned on me why Patty couldn’t jump here. She was still alive. Anyone in the restaurant would see her arrive and then talk to no one. Not a good idea.

Tommy headed for the buffet. I really needed to pee, but instead I kept eating as we waited for him. Damn, the food was so good. I was going to be lucky to not gain a ton of weight now that I had died. I needed to remember to ask Jewel and Tommy how they stayed so thin.

After Tommy came back with a full plate of food, he jumped the three of us and our food and drink to what I assumed was Poker Boy’s office, although I had never been there.

In fact, the place was like a legend.

But I had heard it was something special and I had heard right. The office wasn’t really an office. It was more like a tile platform floating in the air a thousand feet over the Strip.

All four walls were freaking clear glass with a wood railing about waist high all the way around.

Without that railing, I would have been so afraid of falling off that slick checkered tile floor, I would have been clinging to the furniture and screaming like a ten-year-old girl not wanting to go see her uncle.

And I was dead, so pretty certain the fall wouldn’t kill me again.

Still, scary damn place and now I really had to pee.

I made my heart stop racing and looked around.

In the very center of the room was this huge 1950s style diner booth, with a scarred tabletop and red vinyl booth seats on three sides. The thing was big enough to hold ten people if the people really liked each other.

There were a half-dozen chairs around the room that could be pulled up to the open end of the booth I suppose, but three of them just sat facing out over the incredible view of the city.

And wow, what a view. I had always loved the lights of Las Vegas. Just never seen them from the air like this before.

“Marble,” Patty said as we appeared. “Tommy said you needed to talk with me. Everything all right? You could have just called you know?”

“Not sure I knew how exactly,” I said, smiling at my best friend.

Jewel laughed as she set her food and mine on the booth table.

Patty was wearing her MGM Grand Front Desk uniform of dark slacks, tan blouse and a lighter tan vest. She had her long hair pulled back and was as stunning as ever.

Patty frowned, something I had rarely seen her do in a century.

I glanced at my food on the booth table, then turned back to my friend. “Got myself killed while on a blind date about thirty minutes ago.”

Patty’s eyes went totally round. “Are you all right?”

“Pretty sure I’m dead,” I said, laughing. I pointed to my forehead. “Bullet right there did the trick.”

Patty looked like she was about to cry.

“Can I hug her?” I asked, glancing back at Jewel?

“She’s a superhero,” Jewel said, “and she can see you, so sure don’t know why not?”

I stepped toward Patty and she hugged me so hard, I wasn’t sure I would be able to breathe.

And I hugged her back.

I guess, for the first time, it was sinking in that I had really died.

I was still here but I was dead.

That just sucked.

Except for the part about the food tasting so much better.




 

 

Four

 

After we got done with all the wonderful hugging, we all sat down in the big booth and I went back to eating and telling Patty about what happened with me and my idiot blind date, Handsome Bob.

“So what’s next for me?” I asked after I was done eating and telling Patty everything. “Clearly the powers that be didn’t want me to go with my blind date into the big beyond.”

Jewel shook her head. “Honestly don’t know. To my knowledge, there has never been a superhero become a Ghost Agent before.”

“Training on your new ghost powers will be first priority, most likely,” Tommy said.

“And seeing which of your superhero powers you still have,” Jewel said.

I nodded and sort of sat back and looked at Patty. “Anyone around who might know why I am still sitting here in this diner in the sky?”

“I suppose I would know,” Laverne said, appearing at the end of the booth.

She was smiling.

Thank the heavens she was smiling.

Now I had been a superhero for a hundred years, yet I had never met Laverne, the woman who ran it all.

Somehow, when I realized who she was, I managed to not pee my pants. Total victory at that moment.

Standing right beside me was the most powerful god in all of the world, Lady Luck herself, about to tell me why I had been spared from the tunnel to the next place.

“Thanks,” Patty said as Laverne pulled over a chair to sit at the end of the table.

“Great timing as always,” another woman said from behind me as she came around carrying some fantastic-smelling baskets of fries and massive milkshakes that could put a dragon into a diabetic coma.

“I’m Madge,” the woman said to Marble.

“Nice meeting you,” I managed to say as the woman in a far-too-tight blue uniform turned and headed for a door behind the booth.

“You too,” the woman said over her shoulder and vanished through the door.

Laverne was already working on the fries in front of her. All I could do was stare at the shake in front of me.

There was absolutely no doubt I was going to gain a billion pounds being dead if I wasn’t careful.

“So,” Patty said as she grabbed a fry as well. “I assume it was just Marble’s time. Right?”

Laverne nodded. “We all have our time to head on to whatever is on the other side. But the Powers That Be thought you, Marble, would make a good addition to the Ghost Agent ranks. So they held you back.”

“Thanks,” I said.

I couldn’t believe I had actually said something to Lady Luck.

I bit into a hot fry and again just about had an orgasm right there in front of Lady Luck. Damn that would have been embarrassing. And more than likely messy since I really needed to pee and hadn’t figured out where a restroom might be floating a thousand feet in the air.

“I had nothing to do with it,” Laverne said. “But I tend to agree, I think a former superhero in the Ghost Agent ranks would be fantastic. We have a superhero teamed up with a Ghost Agent up in Oregon and that has been working wonderfully.”

“I’m looking forward to seeing what I can do to help,” I said. I wanted to take another fry, but didn’t think I should risk it at the moment.

“Actually,” Laverne said, glancing at Jewel and Tommy, “Marble, you won’t be the only superhero headed to Ghost Agent status. You are going to get a partner.”

“Oh, no,” Patty said. “Who is dying?”

Laverne kept eating as if such a question was an everyday happening. I sort of sat stunned.

“Can’t say,” Laverne said. “Against just about every rule in the book.”

Patty nodded and sat back, looking worried.

“But we will know just about when it happens,” Jewel said. “We’ll be there to help with the transition.”

Laverne nodded and glanced at Patty. “And don’t worry, it isn’t any of Poker Boy’s team.”

Patty let out the air she had clearly been holding. “Thank you.”

Laverne just smiled.

I was starting to think I might really like Lady Luck if I ever got the chance to know her better. I can say this floating office was starting to grow on me. I just wished it had a bathroom.

“We have some big challenges coming up,” Lady Luck said. “A couple ex-superhero Ghost Agents just might be exactly the team we need to help out.”

“So I need to get training until my partner arrives,” I said.

Laverne nodded. “Exactly.”

Laverne took one more fry and stood. “Welcome to the Ghost Agents side of things.”

“Thank you,” I said, nodding.

With that, Lady Luck vanished.

The four of us sat there for a moment in silence.

“At least I didn’t lose you tonight,” Patty said.

“Yeah, pretty happy about that myself,” I said, smiling.

My best friend for the past hundred years smiled back.

“Tonight is a start,” Jewel said. “A good start.”

I laughed. “You know, when I became a superhero, I never had an origin story. I always thought every superhero should have an origin story. But for me it just sort of happened over a long period of time.”

Patty smiled. “Yeah, same for me.”

“But now that I am a superhero Ghost Agent, I guess tonight you would call my origin story.”

The three of them laughed.

“From wanting sex with Handsome Bob to getting shot to meeting Lady Luck, an origin story to remember.”

“That it is,” Patty said, laughing. “That it is.”

Then I smiled at my best friend. “I just don’t want to add peeing in your boyfriend’s office to the story. A restroom close by?”

Jewel laughed and said to Tommy. “We’ll be right back. I’ve got an agent to train on how to use a restroom without actually touching anything.”

“Don’t eat my fries,” I said to Patty, who just laughed.

And with that my Ghost Agent training started.

Potty training. Who knew?
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If time could be bent, how far could you bend it, and at what point would it break?

Professor Sid Munsey wanted his students to help him solve that impossible question.

He got far more than he expected.

A time travel story with a very unique twist. And a few loops as well.

 

 

The Thickness of a Warp

 

Einstein theorized that light and gravity, and thus time,

could be bent, which lead to the obvious question:

If time could be bent, how far could you bend it,

and at what point would it break?

 

From the journals of Dr. R. E. Korsmeyer,

the “father” of modern time travel.

 

Sid Munsey stared at the famous Korsmeyer question as it floated in the air on the holo-screen where he had just put it for his entire class to see. Then he turned back to the twenty young college-aged faces staring at him. This class held its first meeting in the old-fashioned way, in person. This was critical to everything he was trying to accomplish. Two students had grumbled about that and he had dropped them at once.

He stared at the class, taking in one upturned face at a time, not letting even the faintest bit of a smile out. The classroom was in the standard university half-amphitheater shape, with the stage he stood on facing the rows of climbing desks and chairs. Ten levels, with the main entrance up in the back.

Behind him, on the other side of a wall, was a large lab area, plus grad student housing he had set up just for this class. And back there was the center of his current experiment. These students would see it soon enough.

He had the temperature of the classroom set slightly low to keep the students alert. With what he intended to do today, he needed every student in front of him thinking clearly.

So far, he hadn’t said a word. He had just appeared in front of the group out of seemingly thin air, a simple time-jump trick and an easy way to get from his lab and into the classroom. He had motioned for them to be silent, then had brought up the famous question in bright red floating letters for all to read.

 

If time could be bent, how far could you bend it,

and at what point would it break?

 

A question that had haunted him for his entire life, had made him successful and had led him to this point, this day in front of these brilliant student minds.

He knew his six-foot-six frame and long, bright green hair gave him an imposing look, added to by the old motion-tat streaming a bubbling red liquid across the side of his face, down his neck and under his collar. He needed the look right now, along with his reputation in the field of time travel, to bring these brilliant minds to him.

He was going to need them all.

In return, they had all fought hard to be here, since this was the first class he had decided to teach in eight years of doing research. And the title of the class had simply been “Warp Theory.”

But he had a much larger plan for these minds who sat in front of him. They would either all soon be famous, or lost or dead.

He pointed at the words floating in the air above and behind him. It was time to start. “We’re going to try to find the answer to that question in this class.”

“Yeah, right,” a young man two rows back said.

Instantly, from the information vid across his right eye, Sid knew the man’s name was Brian Carrens, a trouble-maker who had slid through the six years it took to get to this course. Brilliant, but trouble. He wasn’t needed in this first discussion, but would be later if things turned as ugly as Sid was afraid they might.

A few of the rest of the class turned slightly to only catch a glimpse of Brian vanishing. Brian would find himself two seconds before he left in a sealed containment area just behind the backdrop of the stage, in the living quarters set up off this classroom. Sid had planned on forcing out a few of the students as examples to the others in this first lecture, and Brian had been his most likely first target. He was glad Brian hadn’t let him down.

“Now,” Sid said, staring at the rest of the class of brilliant young minds, “anyone else doubt we can solve this age-old riddle in one simple class project?”

One young woman raised her hand.

“Yes, Miss Hackett.”

Mella Hackett, physics and light-speed major in her second year of graduate work. Beyond brilliant and very inventive, she was one of the few he wanted to keep on his side on this project at all costs.

“I’m not saying that I doubt you, Professor,” she said, her orange and red mood dress changing to a pink tone of worry and carefulness. She had even had her hair mood-dyed and it faded from dark red to washed-out blonde.

Sid loved the new fashion mood dresses and pants that students wore these days. No emotion could be kept hidden. He would never put on an inch of a mood cloth himself. He was far too old-fashioned for that sort of fad.

“What are you saying, Miss Hackett?”

She stared at his moving tat as many did, almost hypnotized by it, then got to her point. “I am just wondering about the reality of a college class actually discovering the tensile strength of time.”

Sid laughed. She had walked to exactly the place he wanted someone to go to in this opening session.

“Oh, Miss Hackett,” he said, letting himself smile and emit a charming hormone in the air designed to relax his audience. “I never said anything about proving the tensile strength of time. I just said we were going to answer the very simple Korsmeyer question: If time could be bent, how far can you bend it, and when will it break.”

She opened her mouth to say something, then stopped, showing him a full double set of classic fang and chewing implants that were all the rage these days. She clearly had understood his meaning. Her hair went back to red, her clothes back to their original color.

Around the class a few other heads were nodding and clothes were changing colors faster than a vid screen losing depth settings.

Another hand went up, showing the older fad of adding fingers and an extra thumb. James Oliver Egglestone, the most brilliant of a class of brilliant minds. Maybe even more brilliant than Sid had been at Egglestone’s age. The kid had no mood clothes on, only old-type jeans and a thick sweater that looked like it might have actually been knitted by hand.

“Yes, Mr. Egglestone?”

“It would seem, sir, that your own theory of the thickness of a warp would be in direct contention with what you are suggesting we will be looking to accomplish in this class.”

Sid nodded. “You are correct. But can you explain to those who may not be following you, exactly how that might be?”

Egglestone shrugged. “Your theory, the one that made you famous and laid the groundwork for all modern time travel uses in transportation and teleportation, states clearly that the thickness of a time warp, or in other words, the time jammed in under the bend in time caused by the bend itself, determines and limits the amount of time that can be jumped.”

“It does,” Sid said, nodding.

He glanced around the glass. “I assume everyone in this room understands that basic issue. Take a piece of cloth and bend it. The cloth under the bend limits the amount the outer edge of the cloth can bend.”

Everyone nodded.

“Good,” Sid said. “Go on, Mr. Egglestone.”

“In sixty-four years since you laid out that theory,” Egglestone said, still slouching in the chair as if not really interested, “no one has been able to exceed a time warp thickness of more than three-point-seven-one seconds.”

“And why exactly is that, in simple terms?” Sid asked, pushing the class and Mr. Egglestone to the last point he hoped to get to in this opening session.

Egglestone shrugged, as if answering a child’s question. “No one has been able to drain the excess time away from under the warp, thus allowing the warp to bend farther around.”

Suddenly Egglestone sat up, very interested. “Professor, are you saying you might have a way to do that, I mean, drain away the thickness of the warp? Is that what you’ve been working on for the past years?”

Sid laughed. “Past sixty years. If it was, would you be interested in staying in this class and helping me with the breakthrough?”

Egglestone laughed, showing normal teeth, more than likely capped for hardness, but still normal-looking. “Now I understand, Professor, why you brought this group of minds together. And blocked all our outside com-links.”

Around the room, Sid watched as ten students suddenly went distant in their eyes, then came back with a slight look of panic. They hadn’t actually noticed until that moment. Many of these kids hadn’t been without the links for most of their lives.

“I didn’t block your links,” Sid said. “And Mr. Egglestone, you didn’t answer my question. Would you be interested in helping me solve the question I have posed for this class?”

Sid again pointed at the floating words behind and above him.

“I would be interested, Professor,” he said. “But I would also be interested in just how close you are to the discovery of draining away the time under a warp.”

Again Sid laughed. “I didn’t block your links. You tell me.”

Egglestone opened his mouth as Miss Hackett had done, then also stopped.

“I am in contact with everyone else in the room except you, Professor,” Hackett said. “I would assume there is a dampening field in the walls.”

“Never assume and state a fact that you have not investigated, proven, then proven again,” Sid said, staring at the young woman as her clothes and hair went to pink. “That will be one of the main rules this class must live by every moment of every second we are together.”

Egglestone stood without a word, moved to the aisle, walked to the closed back door of the room, and opened it. He stood there for a moment, then nodded, closed the door, and returned to his seat.

Sid studied the kid, impressed at the lack of reaction. Clearly the kid had it figured out before he went to the door. The walk was just the first level of proof the kid needed.

Everyone stared at Egglestone.

“Mr. Egglestone,” Sid said, smiling, “would you like to fill the rest of the class in on your theory and first level of proof you have just seen.”

“You have solved the problem of draining time from under a warp.”

The class actually gasped, which made Sid feel proud of his discovery.

“That much is clear from the evidence at hand,” Egglestone said, “both with the sense of sight and my sensors and links and lack of downloads.”

Sid made no move. “Go on.”

The rest of the class’s heads turned from Egglestone to him to Egglestone like watching an old-fashioned tennis match.

“So, to answer your first question, I would very much like to help you find the answer to Korsmeyer’s question, but I fear you don’t actually need our help in the actual solution. That will come naturally if I am right in my deduction. We are in the time warp jump now, which is why our links to the outside world don’t work.”

Now it was Sid’s turn to be shocked, but he shouldn’t be. Egglestone was brilliant. He had already figured out most of what was going on simply by going to the door.

“How long until the loops touch?” Egglestone asked. “Or do you think they will? You might as well tell us since you gathered us here to help you out of what you were sure was going to happen in your proof experiment.”

“Loops touch?” Hackett said, her voice almost shrill. “Are you talking about a time loop, bending a warp completely around in a circle back to the same point?”

“The point of contact,” Sid said to Egglestone, “should be that door. And my theory says it should be happening in sixteen seconds.”

With that, Sid moved down from the low stage and up through the seats toward the back door of the classroom. The rest of the class got up and fell in behind him.

At exactly sixteen seconds, he opened the door, not really sure what he was going to be seeing. Nothingness of a time warp, or the closed door of the classroom as it had been when the loop started.

In a million theories, he did not expect to see what he saw.

He felt like he was looking into a million mirrors, only the images were not inverted.

He grabbed the edge of the door frame and a million other Sid’s did the same thing in a million other door frames.
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