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BOOK I

APRIL 2009

He who foresees calamities suffers them twice over.


 


—Beilby Porteus
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Day One: Tuesday, April 21, 2009

 



A SLICE THROUGH SPACETIME ...

The control building for CERN’s Large Hadron Collider was new: it had been authorized in A.D. 2004 and completed in 2006. The building enclosed a central courtyard, inevitably named “the nucleus.” Every office had a window either facing in toward the nucleus or out toward the rest of CERN’s sprawling campus. The quadrangle surrounding the nucleus was two stories tall, but the main elevators had four stops: the two above-ground levels; the basement, which housed boiler rooms and storage; and the minus-one-hundred-meter level, which exited onto a staging area for the monorail used to travel along the twenty-seven-kilometer circumference of the collider tunnel. The tunnel itself ran under farmers’ fields, the outskirts of the Geneva airport, and the foothills of the Jura mountains.

The south wall of the control building’s main corridor was divided into nineteen long sections, each of which had been decorated with a mosaic made by an artist from one of CERN’s member countries. The one from Greece depicted Democritus and the origin of atomic theory; the one from Germany portrayed the life of Einstein; the one from Denmark, that of Niels Bohr. Not all of the mosaics had physics as their themes, though: the French one depicted the skyline of Paris, and the Italian one showed a vineyard with thousands of polished amethysts representing individual grapes.

The actual control room for the Large Hadron Collider was a perfect square, with wide, sliding doors positioned precisely in the centers of two of its sides. The room was two stories tall, and the upper half was walled with glass, so that tour groups could look down on the proceedings; CERN offered three-hour public tours Mondays and Saturdays at 09h00 and 14h00. Hanging flat against the walls below the windows were the nineteen member-state flags, five per wall; the twentieth spot was taken up by the blue-and-gold flag of the European Union.

The control room contained dozens of consoles. One was devoted to operating the particle injectors; it controlled the beginnings of experiments. Adjacent to it was another with an angled face and ten inlaid monitors that would display the results reported by the ALICE and CMS detectors, the huge underground systems that would record and attempt to identify the particles produced by LHC experiments. Monitors on a third console showed portions of the gently curving underground collider tunnel, with the I-beam monorail track hanging from the ceiling.

Lloyd Simcoe, a Canadian-born researcher, sat at the injector console. He was forty-five, tall, and clean-shaven. His eyes were blue and his crewcut hair so dark brown that one could get away with calling it black—except at the temples, where about half of it had turned gray.

Particle physicists weren’t known for their sartorial splendor, and Lloyd had until recently been no exception. But he’d agreed a few months ago to donate his entire wardrobe to the Geneva chapter of the Salvation Army, and let his fiancée pick out all-new things for him. Truth be told, the clothes were a little flashy for his taste, but he had to admit that he’d never looked so sharp. Today, he was wearing a beige dress shirt; a  coral-colored jacket; brown pants with exterior pouches instead of interior pockets; and—in a nod to fashion tradition—black Italian leather shoes. Lloyd had also adopted a couple of universal status symbols that also happened to be bits of local color: a Mont Blanc fountain pen, which he kept clipped to his jacket’s inside pocket, and a gold Swiss analog watch.

Seated on his right, in front of the detector console, was the master of the makeover herself, his fiancée, engineer Michiko Komura. Ten years Lloyd’s junior at thirty-five, Michiko had a small, upturned nose and lustrous black hair that she had styled in the currently popular page-boy cut.

Standing behind her was Theo Procopides, Lloyd’s research partner. At twenty-seven, Theo was eighteen years younger than Lloyd; more than one wag had compared the conservative middle-aged Lloyd and his fiery Greek colleague to the team of Crick and Watson. Theo had curly, thick, dark hair, gray eyes, and a prominent, jutting jaw. He almost always wore red denim jeans—Lloyd didn’t like them, but no one under thirty wore blue jeans anymore—and one of an endless string of T-shirts depicting cartoon characters from all over the world; today he had on the venerable Tweety Bird. A dozen other scientists and engineers were positioned at the remaining consoles.

Moving up the cube ...

Except for the gentle hum of air conditioning and the soft whir of equipment fans, the control room was absolutely silent. Everyone was nervous and tense, after a long day of preparing for this experiment. Lloyd looked around the room then took a deep breath. His pulse was racing, and he could feel butterflies gyrating in his stomach.

The clock on the wall was analog; the one on his console, digital. They were both rapidly approaching 17h00—what Lloyd, even after two years in Europe, still thought of as 5:00 P.M.

Lloyd was director of the collaborative group of almost a thousand physicists using the ALICE (“A Large Ion Collider Experiment”) detector. He and Theo had spent two years designing today’s particle collision—two years, to do work that could have taken two lifetimes. They were attempting to recreate energy levels that hadn’t existed since a nanosecond after the Big Bang, when the universe’s temperature was 10,000,000,000,000,000 degrees. In the process, they hoped to detect the holy grail of high-energy physics, the long-sought-after Higgs boson, the particle whose interactions endowed other particles with mass. If their experiment worked, the Higgs, and the Nobel that would likely be awarded to its discoverers, should be theirs.

The whole experiment was automated and precisely timed. There was no great knife switch to pull down, no trigger hidden under a spring-loaded cover to push. Yes, Lloyd had designed and Theo had coded the core modules of the program for this experiment, but everything was now under the control of a computer.

When the digital clock reached 16:59:55 Lloyd started counting down out loud with it. “Five.”

He looked at Michiko.

“Four.”

She smiled back encouragingly. God, how he loved her—

“Three.”

He shifted his gaze to young Theo, the wunderkind—the kind of youthful star Lloyd had hoped to have been himself but never was.

“Two.”

Theo, ever cocky, gave him a thumbs-up sign.

“One.”


Please, God ... thought Lloyd. Please.


“Zero.”

And then—

 



 



 



And then, suddenly, everything was different.

There was an immediate change in the lighting—the dim illumination of the control room was replaced with sunlight coming through a window. But there was no adjustment, no  discomfort—and no sense that Lloyd’s pupils were contracting. It was as if he were already used to the brighter light.

And yet Lloyd couldn’t control his eyes. He wanted to look around, to see what was going on, but his eyes moved as if under their own volition.

He was in bed—naked, apparently. He could feel the cotton sheets sliding now over his skin as he propped himself up on one elbow. As his head moved, he caught a brief glimpse of dormer windows, looking out apparently from the second floor of a country house. There were trees visible, and—

No, that couldn’t be. These leaves had turned, frozen fire. But today was April 21—spring, not autumn.

Lloyd’s view continued to shift and suddenly, with what should have been a start, he realized he wasn’t alone in bed. There was someone else with him.

He recoiled.

No—no, that wasn’t right. He didn’t physically react at all; it was as if his body were divorced from his mind. But he felt like recoiling.

The other person was a woman, but—

What the hell was going on?

She was old, wrinkled, her skin translucent, her hair a white gossamer. The collagen that had once filled her cheeks had settled as wattles at the sides of her mouth, a mouth now smiling, the laugh lines all but lost amongst the permanent creases.

Lloyd tried to roll away from the hag, but his body refused to cooperate.

What in God’s name was happening?

It was spring, not autumn.

Unless—

Unless, of course, he was now in the southern hemisphere. Transported, somehow, from Switzerland to Australia ...

But no. The trees he’d glimpsed through the window were maples and poplars; it had to be North America or Europe.

His hand reached out. The woman was wearing a navy-blue shirt. It wasn’t a pajama top, though; it had buttoned-down epaulets and several pockets—adventure clothing made of cotton duck, the kind L. L. Bean or Tilley sells, the kind a practical woman might wear to do her gardening. Lloyd felt his fingers brushing the fabric now, feeling its softness, its pliancy. And then—

And then his fingers found the button, hard, plastic, warmed by her body, translucent like her skin. Without hesitation, the fingers grasped the button, pushed it out, slipped it sideways through the raised stitching around the buttonhole. Before the top fell open, Lloyd’s gaze, still acting on its own initiative, lifted again to the old woman’s face, locking onto her pale blue eyes, the irises haloed by broken rings of white.

He felt his own cheeks drawing tight as he smiled. His hand slipped inside the woman’s top, found her breast. Again he wanted to recoil, snapping his hand back. The breast was soft and shriveled, the skin hanging loosely on it—fruit gone bad. The fingers drew together, following the contours of the breast, finding the nipple.

Lloyd felt a pressure down below. For a horrible moment, he thought he was getting an erection, but that wasn’t it. Instead, suddenly, there was a sense of fullness in his bladder; he had to urinate. He withdrew his hand and saw the old woman’s eyebrows go up inquisitively. Lloyd could feel his shoulders rise and fall, a little shrug. She smiled at him—a warm smile, an understanding smile, as if this were the most natural thing in the world, as if he often had to excuse himself at the outset. Her teeth were slightly yellow—the simple yellow of age—but otherwise in excellent shape.

At last his body did what he’d been willing all along: it rolled away from the woman. Lloyd felt a pain in his knee as he did so, a sharp jab. It hurt, but he outwardly ignored it. He swung his legs off the bed, feet slapping softly against the cool hardwood floor. As he rose, he saw more of the world outside the window. It was either mid-morning or mid-afternoon, the shadow cast by one tree falling sharply across the next. A bird had been resting in one of the boughs; it was startled by the  sudden movement in the bedroom and took wing. A robin—the large North American thrush, not the small Old World robin; this was definitely the United States or Canada. In fact, it looked a lot like New England—Lloyd loved the fall colors in New England.

Lloyd found himself moving slowly, almost shuffling across the floorboards. He realized now that this room wasn’t in a house, but rather a cottage; the furnishings were the usual vacation-home hodgepodge. That night table—low-slung, made of particle board with a wallpaper-thin veneer of fake woodgrain on top: he recognized it, at least. A piece of furniture he’d bought as a student, and had eventually put in the guest room at the house in Illinois. But what was it doing here, in this unfamiliar place?

He continued along. His right knee bothered him with each step; he wondered what was wrong with it. A mirror was hanging on the wall; its frame was knotty pine, covered over with clear varnish. It clashed with the darker “wood” of the night table, of course, but—

Jesus.

Jesus Christ.

Of their own accord, his eyes looked into the mirror as he passed, and he saw himself—

For a half-second he thought it was his father.

But it was him. What hair was left on his head was entirely gray; that on his chest was white. His skin was loose and lined, his gait stooped.

Could it be radiation? Could the experiment have exposed him? Could—

No. No, that wasn’t it. He knew it in his bones—in his  arthritic bones. That wasn’t it.

He was old.


It was as if he’d aged twenty years or more, as if—

Two decades of life gone, excised from his memory.

He wanted to scream, to shout, to protest the unfairness, protest the loss, demand an accounting from the universe—

But he could do none of that; he had no control. His body  continued its slow, painful shuffle to the bathroom.

As he turned to enter the room, he glanced back at the old woman on the bed, lying now on her side, her head propped up by an arm, her smile mischievous, seductive. His vision was still sharp—he could see the flash of gold on the third finger of her left hand. It was bad enough that he was sleeping with an old woman, but a married old woman—

The plain wooden door was ajar, but he reached a hand up to push it open the rest of the way, and out of the comer of his eye he caught sight of a matching wedding ring on his own left hand.

And then it hit him. This hag, this stranger, this woman he’d never seen before, this woman who looked nothing like his beloved Michiko, was his wife.

Lloyd wanted to look back at her, to try to imagine her as she would have been decades younger, to reconstruct the beauty she might have once had, but—

But he continued on into the bathroom, half turning to face the toilet, leaning over to lift the lid, and—

 



 



—and, suddenly, incredibly, thankfully, amazingly, Lloyd Simcoe was back at CERN, back in the LHC control room. For some reason, he was slumped in his vinyl-padded chair. He straightened himself up and used his hands to pull his shirt back into position.

What an incredible hallucination it had been! There would be hell to pay, of course: they were supposed to be fully shielded here, a hundred meters of earth between them and the collider ring. But he’d heard how high-energy discharges could cause hallucinations; surely that had been what had happened.

Lloyd took a moment to reorient himself. There had been no transition between here and there: no flash of light, no sense of wooziness, no popping of his ears. One instant, he’d been at CERN, then, in the next, he’d been somewhere else, for— what?—two minutes, perhaps. And now, just as seamlessly, he was back in the control room.

Of course he’d never left. Of course it had been an illusion.

He glanced around, trying to read the faces of the others. Michiko looked shocked. Had she been watching Lloyd while he was hallucinating? What had he done? Flailed around like an epileptic? Reached out into the air, as if stroking an unseen breast? Or just slumped back in his chair, falling unconscious? If so, he couldn’t have been out for long—nowhere near the two minutes he’d perceived—or surely Michiko and others would be looming over him right now, checking his pulse and loosening his collar. He glanced at the analog wall clock: it was indeed two minutes after five P.M.

He then looked over at Theo Procopides. The young Greek’s expression was more subdued than Michiko‘s, but he was being just as wary as Lloyd, looking in turn at each of the other people in the room, shifting his gaze as soon as one of them looked back at him.

Lloyd opened his mouth to speak although he wasn’t sure what he wanted to say. But he closed it when he heard a moaning sound coming through the nearest open door. Michiko evidently heard it too; they both rose simultaneously. She was closer to the door, though, and by the time Lloyd reached it, she was already out in the corridor. “My God!” she was saying. “Are you okay?”

One of the technicians—Sven, it was—was struggling to get to his feet. He was holding his right hand to his nose, which was bleeding profusely. Lloyd hurried back into the control room, unclipped the first-aid kit from its wall mount, and ran to the corridor. The kit was in a white plastic box; Lloyd popped it open and began unrolling a length of gauze.

Sven began to speak in Norwegian, but stopped himself after a moment and started over in French. “I—I must have fainted.”

The corridor was covered with hard tiles; Lloyd could see a carnation smear of blood where Sven’s face had hit the floor. He handed the gauze to Sven, who nodded his thanks then  wadded it up and pressed it against his nose. “Craziest thing,” he said. “Like I fell asleep on my feet.” He made a little laughing sound. “I had a dream, even.”

Lloyd felt his eyebrows climbing. “A dream?” he said, also in French.

“Vivid as anything,” said Sven. “I was in Geneva—over by Le Rozzel.” Lloyd knew it well: a Breton-style crêperie on Grand Rue. “But it was like some science-fiction thing. There were cars hovering by without touching the ground, and—”

“Yes, yes!” It was a woman’s voice, but not in response to Sven. It was coming from back inside the control room. “The same thing happened to me!”

Lloyd re-entered the dimly lit room. “What happened, Antonia?”

A heavyset Italian woman had been talking to two of the other people present, but now turned to face Lloyd. “It was like I was suddenly somewhere else. Parry said the same thing happened to him.”

Michiko and Sven were now standing in the doorway, right behind Lloyd. “Me, too,” said Michiko, sounding relieved that she wasn’t alone in this.

Theo, standing next to Antonia now, was frowning. Lloyd looked at him. “Theo? What about you?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing?”

Theo shook his head.

“We all must have passed out,” said Lloyd.

“I sure did,” said Sven. He pulled the gauze away from his face, then touched it against his nose again to see if the bleeding had stopped. It hadn’t.

“How long were we out?” asked Michiko.

“And—Christ!—what about the experiment?” asked Lloyd. He sprinted over to the ALICE monitoring station and tapped a couple of keys.

“Nothing,” he said. “Damn.”


Michiko blew out air in disappointment.

“It should have worked,” said Lloyd, slapping an open  palm against the console. “We should have got the Higgs.”

“Well, something happened,” said Michiko. “Theo, didn’t you see anything while the rest of us were having—having visions?”

Theo shook his head. “Not a thing. I guess—I guess I did  black out. Except there was no blackness. I was watching Lloyd as he counted down: five, four, three, two, one, zero. Then it was like a jump cut, you know, in film. Suddenly Lloyd was slumped over in his seat.”

“You saw me slump over?”

“No, no. It’s like I said: one instant you were sitting up, and the next you were slumped over, with no movement in between. I guess—I guess I did black out. No sooner had it registered on me that you were slumped over than you were sitting back up, and—”

Suddenly, a warbling siren split the air—an emergency vehicle of some sort. Lloyd hurried out of the control room, everyone following. The room on the opposite side of the corridor had a window in it. Michiko, who had got there first, was already hoisting the venetian blind; late-afternoon sun streamed in. The vehicle was a CERN fire truck, one of three kept on site. It was racing across the campus, heading toward the main administration building.

Sven’s nose had apparently at last stopped bleeding; he was now holding the bloody mass of gauze at his side. “I wonder if somebody else had a fall?” he said.

Lloyd looked at him.

“They use the fire trucks for first aid as well as fires,” said Sven.

Michiko realized the magnitude of what Sven was suggesting. “We should check all the rooms here; make sure everyone is all right.”

Lloyd nodded and moved back to the corridor. “Antonia, you check everyone in the control room. Michiko, you take Jake and Sven and go down that way. Theo and I will look up this way.” He felt a brief pang of guilt at dismissing Michiko, but he needed a moment to sort out what he’d seen, what he’d experienced.

The first room Lloyd and Theo entered contained a downed woman; Lloyd couldn’t remember her name, but she worked in public relations. The flatscreen computer monitor in front of her showed the familiar Windows 2009 three-dimensional desktop. She was still unconscious; it was clear from the massive bruise on her forehead that she’d pitched forward, hitting her head on the metal rim of her desk, knocking herself out. Lloyd did what he’d seen done in countless movies: he took her left hand in his right, holding it so that the back of her hand was face up, and he patted it gently with his other hand while urging her to wake up.

Which, at last, she did. “Dr. Simcoe?” she said, looking at Lloyd. “What happened?”

“I don’t know.”

“I had this—this dream,” she said. “I was in an art gallery somewhere, looking at a painting.”

“Are you okay now?”

“I—I don’t know. My head hurts.”

“You might have a concussion. You should get to the infirmary.”

“What are all those sirens?”

“Fire trucks.” A pause. “Look, I’ve got to go now. Other people might be hurt, as well.”

She nodded. “I’ll be all right.”

Theo had already continued on down the corridor. Lloyd left the room and headed down, as well. He passed Theo, who was tending to someone else who had fallen. The corridor made a right-hand turn; Lloyd headed along the new section. He came to an office door, which slid open silently as he approached it, but the people on the other side all seemed to be fine, although they were talking animatedly about the different visions they’d had. There were three individuals present: two women and a man. One of the women caught sight of Lloyd.

“Lloyd, what happened?” she asked in French.

“I don’t know yet,” he replied, also in French. “Is everyone okay?”

“We’re fine.”

“I couldn’t help overhearing,” said Lloyd. “The three of you had visions, too?”

Nods all around.

“They were vividly realistic?”

The woman who hadn’t yet spoken to Lloyd pointed at the man. “Not Raoul’s. He had some sort of psychedelic experience.” She said it as if this was only to be expected given Raoul’s lifestyle.

“I wouldn’t exactly say ‘psychedelic,’” said Raoul, sounding as though he needed to defend himself. His blond hair was long and clean, and tied together in a glorious ponytail. “But it sure wasn’t realistic. There was this guy with three heads, see—”

Lloyd nodded, filing this bit of information away. “If you guys are all fine, then join us—some people took nasty falls when whatever it was happened. We need to search for anyone who might be hurt.”

“Why not go on the intercom, and get everyone who can to assemble in the lobby?” said Raoul. “Then we can do a head count and see who’s missing.”

Lloyd realized this made perfect sense. “You continue to look; some people might need immediate attention. I’ll go up to the front office.” He headed out of the room, and the others rose and entered the corridor as well. Lloyd took the shortest path to the office, sprinting past the various mosaics. When he arrived, some of the administrative staff were tending to one of their own who’d apparently broken his arm when he fell. Another person had been scalded when she pitched forward onto her own steaming cup of coffee.

“Dr. Simcoe, what happened?” asked a man.

Lloyd was getting sick of the question. “I don’t know. Can you operate the PA?”

The man looked at him; evidently Lloyd was using a North Americanism the fellow didn’t know.

“The PA,” said Lloyd. “The public-address system.”

The man’s blank look continued.

“The intercom!”

“Oh, sure,” he said, his English harshened by a German accent. “Over here.” He led Lloyd to a console and flipped some buttons. Lloyd picked up the thin plastic wand that had the solid-state microphone at its tip.

“This is Lloyd Simcoe.” He could hear his own voice coming back at him from the speaker out in the corridor, but filters in the system eliminated any feedback. “Clearly, something has happened. Several people are injured. If you yourself are ambulatory—” He stopped himself; English was a second language for most of the workers here. “If you yourself can walk, and if people you’re with can walk as well, or at least can be left, please come at once to the main lobby. Someone could have fallen in a hidden place; we need to find out if anyone is missing.” He handed the microphone back to the man. “Can you repeat the gist of that in German and French?”


“Jawohl,” said the man, already switching mental gears. He began to speak into the mike. Lloyd moved away from the PA controls. He then ushered the able-bodied people out of the office into the lobby, which was decorated with a long brass plaque rescued from one of the older buildings that had been demolished to make room for the LHC control center. The plaque spelled out CERN’s original acronym: Conseil Européenne pour la Recherche Nucléaire. These days, the acronym didn’t actually stand for anything, but its historical roots were honored here.

The faces in the lobby were mostly white, with a few—Lloyd stopped himself before he mentally referred to them as melanic-Americans, the term currently preferred by blacks in the United States. Although Peter Carter, there, was from Stanford, most of the other blacks were actually directly from Africa. There were also several Asians, including, of course, Michiko, who had come to the lobby in response to the PA announcement. Lloyd moved over to her and gave her a hug.  Thank God she, at least, hadn’t been hurt. “Anybody seriously injured?” he asked.

“A few bruises and another bloody nose,” said Michiko, “but nothing major. You?”

Lloyd scanned for the woman who had banged her head. She hadn’t shown up yet. “One possible concussion, a broken arm, and a bad burn.” He paused. “We should really call for some ambulances—get the injured to a hospital.”

“I’ll take care of that,” said Michiko. She disappeared into the office.

The assembled group was getting larger; it now numbered about two hundred people. “Everyone!” shouted Lloyd. “Your attention, please! Votre attention, s’il vous plaît!” He waited until all eyes were on him. “Look around and see if you can account for your coworkers or office mates or lab staff. If anyone you’ve seen today is missing, let me know. And if anyone here in the lobby requires immediate medical attention, let me know that, too. We’ve called for some ambulances.”

As he said that, Michiko re-emerged. Her skin was even paler than normal, and her voice was quavering as she spoke. “There won’t be any ambulances,” she said. “Not anytime soon, anyway. The emergency operator told me they’re all tied up in Geneva. Apparently every driver on the roads blacked out; they can’t even begin to tally up how many people are dead.”
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CERN WAS FOUNDED FIFTY-FIVE YEARS PREVIOUSLY, in 1954. Its staff consisted of three thousand people of which about a third were physicists or engineers, a third were technicians, and the remaining third were split evenly between administrators and craftspeople.

The Large Hadron Collider was built at a cost of five billion American dollars inside the same circular underground tunnel straddling the Swiss-French border that still housed CERN’s older, no-longer-used Large Electron-Positron collider; LEP had been in service from 1989 to 2000. The LHC used 10-Tesla dual-field superconducting electromagnets to propel particles around the giant ring. CERN had the largest and most powerful cryogenic system in the world, using liquid helium to chill the magnets to just 1.8 Celsius degrees above absolute zero.

The Large Hadron Collider was actually two accelerators in one: one accelerated particles clockwise; the other, counterclockwise. A particle beam going in one direction could be made to collide with another beam going in the opposite direction, and then—

And then E=mc2, big time.

Einstein’s equation said simply that matter and energy are interchangeable. If you collide particles at high enough velocities, the kinetic energy of the collision may be converted into exotic particles.

The LHC had been activated in 2006, and during its first few years of work it did proton-proton collisions, producing energies of up to fourteen trillion electron-volts.

But now it was time to move on to Phase Two, and Lloyd Simcoe and Theo Procopides had led the team designing the first experiment. In Phase Two, instead of colliding protons together, lead nuclei—each two hundred and seventeen times more massive than a proton—would be rammed into each other. The resulting collisions would produce eleven hundred and fifty trillion electron volts, comparable to the energy level in the universe only a billionth of a second after the big bang. At that energy level, Lloyd and Theo should have produced the Higgs boson, a particle that physicists had been pursuing for half a century.

Instead, they produced death and destruction on a staggering scale.

 



 



Gaston Béranger, Director-General of CERN, was a compact, hairy man with a sharp, high-bridged nose. He had been sitting in his office when the phenomenon occurred. It was the largest office on the CERN campus, with a long real-wood conference table directly in front of his desk, and a large, mirror-backed, well-stocked bar. Béranger didn’t drink himself—not anymore; there was nothing harder than being an alcoholic in France, where wine flowed with every meal; Gaston had lived in Paris until his appointment at CERN. But when ambassadors came to see what their millions were being spent on, he needed to be able to pour them a glass without ever once showing how desperately he would have liked to have joined them.

Of course, Lloyd Simcoe and his sidekick Theo Procopides  were trying their big experiment in the LHC this afternoon; he could have cleared his schedule to have gone and watched that—but there was always something major going, and if he went to watch every run of the accelerators he’d never get any work done. Besides, he needed to prepare for his meeting tomorrow morning with the team from Gec Alsthom, and—

 



 



“You pick that up!”

Gaston Béranger had no doubt where he was: it was his house, on Geneva’s Right Bank. The Ikea Billy bookcases were the same, as were the couch and the easy chair. But the Sony TV, and its stand, were gone. Instead, what must have been a flat-panel monitor was mounted on the wall above where the TV used to be. It was showing an international lacrosse game. One team was clearly Spain’s, but he didn’t recognize the other team, clad in green-and-purple jerseys.

A young man had come into the room. Gaston didn’t recognize him, either. He had been wearing what appeared to be a black leather jacket, and had thrown it over the end of the couch, where it had slipped down to the carpeted floor. A small robot, not much bigger than a shoebox, rolled out from under an end table and started toward the fallen coat. Gaston pointed a finger at the robot and barked, “Arrêt!” The machine froze, then, after a moment, retreated back under the table.

The young man turned around. He looked to be maybe nineteen or twenty. On his right cheek there was what seemed to be an animated tattoo of a lightning bolt; it zigzagged its way across the young man’s face in five discrete jumps, then repeated the cycle over and over again.

As he turned the left side of his face became visible—and it was horrifying, all the muscles and blood vessels clearly visible, as if, somehow, he’d treated his skin with a chemical that had turned it transparent. The young man’s right hand was covered over with an exoskeletal glove, extending his fingers into long, mechanical digits terminating in glistening surgically sharp silver points.

“I said pick that up!” snapped Gaston in French—or, at least it was his voice; he had no sense of willing the words out. “As long as I’m paying for your clothes, you’ll take good care of them.”

The young man glared at Gaston. He was positive he didn’t know him, but he did bear a resemblance to ... whom? It was hard to tell with that ghastly half-transparent face, but the high forehead, the thin lips, those cool gray eyes, that aquiline nose ...

The pointed tips of the finger extensions retracted with a whir, and the boy picked up the jacket between mechanical thumb and forefinger, holding it now as if it were something distasteful. Gaston’s gaze tracked with him as he moved across the living room. As it did so, Gaston couldn’t help noticing that a lot of other details were wrong, too: the familiar pattern of books on the shelves had changed completely, as if someone had reorganized everything at some point. And, indeed, there seemed to be far fewer volumes than there should have been, as though a purge had been done of the family library. Another robot, this one spiderlike and about the size of a splayed human hand, was working its way along the shelves, apparently dusting.

On one wall, where they used to have a framed print of Monet’s Le Moulin de la Galette, there was now an alcove, displaying what looked like a Henry Moore sculpture—but, no, no, there could be no alcove there; that wall was shared with the house next door. It must have really been a flat piece, a hologram or something similar, hanging on the wall and giving the illusion of depth; if so, the illusion was absolutely perfect.

The closet doors had changed, too; they slid open of their own volition as the boy approached. He reached in, pulled out a hanger, and put the jacket on it. He then replaced the hanger inside the closet ... and the jacket slipped from it to the closet floor.

Gaston’s voice lashing out again: “Damn it, Marc, can’t you be more careful?”

Marc ...

Marc!

Mon Dieu!

That’s why he looked familiar.

A family resemblance.

Marc. The name Marie-Claire and he had chosen for the child she was carrying.

Marc Béranger.

Gaston hadn’t even yet held the baby in his arms, hadn’t burped it over his shoulder, hadn’t changed its diaper, and yet here he was, grown up, a man—a frightening, hostile man.

Marc looked at the fallen jacket, his cheek still flashing, but then he walked away from the closet, letting the door hiss shut behind him.

“Damn you, Marc,” said Gaston’s voice. “I’m getting sick of your attitude. You’re never going to get a job if you keep behaving like this.”

“Screw you,” said the boy, his voice deep, his tone a sneer.

Those were baby’s first words—not “mama,” not “papa,” but “Screw you.”

And, as if there could be any doubt remaining, Marie-Claire entered Gaston’s field of view just then, emerging through another sliding door from the den. “Don’t speak to your father that way,” she said.

Gaston was taken aback; it was Marie-Claire, without question, but she looked more like her own mother than herself. Her hair was white, her face was lined, and she’d put on a good fifteen kilos.

“Screw you, too,” said Marc.

Gaston rather suspected that his voice would protest, “Don’t talk to your mother like that.” It did not disappoint him.

Before Marc turned back around, Gaston caught sight of a shaved area at the back of the kid’s head, and a metal socket surgically implanted there.

It had to be a hallucination. It had to. But what a terrible hallucination to have! Marie-Claire was due any day now.  They’d tried for years to get pregnant—Gaston ran a facility that could precisely unite an electron and a positron, but somehow he and Marie-Claire had been unable to get an egg and a sperm, each millions of times larger than those subatomic particles, to come together. But finally it had happened; finally God had smiled upon them, finally she was pregnant.

And now, at last, nine months later, they were soon to give birth. All those Lamaze classes, all that planning, all that fixing up of the nursery ... it was soon going to come to fruition.

And now this dream; that’s all it must be. Just a bad dream. Cold feet; he’d had the worst nightmare of his life just before he got married. Why should this be any different?

But it was different. This was much more realistic than any dream he’d ever had. He thought about the plug on the back of his son’s head; thought about images being pumped directly into a brain—the drug of the future?

“Get off my back,” said Marc. “I’ve had a hard day.”

“Oh, really?” said Gaston’s voice, dripping with sarcasm. “You’ve had a hard day, eh? A hard day terrorizing tourists in Old Town, was it? I should have let you rot in jail, you ungrateful punk—”

Gaston was shocked to find himself sounding so much like his own father—the things his father had said to him when he was Marc’s age, the things he’d promised himself he’d never say to his own children.

“Now, Gaston ...” said Marie-Claire.

“Well, if he doesn’t appreciate what he’s got here ...”

“I don’t need this shit,” sneered Marc.

“Enough!” snapped Marie-Claire. “Enough.”

“I hate you,” said Marc. “I hate you both.”

Gaston’s mouth opened to reply, and then—

—and then, suddenly, he was back in his office at CERN.

 



 



After reporting the news of all the deaths, Michiko Komura had immediately gone back into the front office of the LHC control center. She kept trying to phone the school in Geneva  that her eight-year-old daughter Tamiko attended; Michiko was divorced from her first husband, a Tokyo executive. But all she got was busy signal after busy signal, and the Swiss phone company, for some reason, wasn’t offering to automatically notify her when the line became free.

Lloyd was standing behind her as she kept trying, but finally she looked up at him, her eyes desperate. “I can’t get through,” she said. “I’ve got to go there.”

“I’ll come with you,” said Lloyd at once. They ran out of the building, into the warm April air, the ruddy sun already kissing the horizon, the mountains looming in the distance.

Michiko’s car—a Toyota—was parked here, too, but they took Lloyd’s leased Fiat, with Lloyd driving. They made their way out of the CERN campus, passing by the towering cylindrical liquid helium tanks, and got onto Route de Meyrin, which took them through Meyrin, the town just east of CERN. Although they saw some cars at the sides of the road, things looked no worse than they did after one of the rare winter storms, except, of course, that there was no snow on the ground.

They passed quickly through the town. A short distance outside it was Geneva’s Cointrin Airport. Pillars of black smoke rose to the sky; a large Swissair jet had crashed on the one runway. “My God,” said Michiko. She brought a knuckle to her mouth. “My God.”

They continued on into Geneva proper, situated at the westernmost tip of Lac Léman. Geneva was a wealthy metropolis of 200,000, known for ultra-posh restaurants and wildly expensive shops.

Signs that would normally be lit up were out, and lots of cars—many of them Mercedes and other expensive makes—had veered off the roads and plowed into buildings. The plate-glass windows on several storefronts had shattered, but there didn’t seem to be any looting going on. Even the tourists were apparently too stunned by what had happened to take advantage of the situation.

They did spot one ambulance, tending an old man at the  side of the road; they also heard the sirens of fire trucks or other emergency vehicles. And at one point, they saw a helicopter embedded in the glass side of a small office tower.

They drove across the Pont de l’Ile, passing over the river Rhône, gulls wheeling overhead, leaving the Right Bank with its patrician hotels, and entering the historic Left Bank. The route around Vieille Ville—Old Town—was blocked by a four-car traffic accident, so they had to try negotiating their way through its narrow, crooked, one-way streets. They drove down Rue de la Cité, but it, too, was blocked by a Transports Publics Genevois bus that had spun out of control and was now swung across both lanes. They tried an alternate route, Michiko fretting more and more with each passing minute, but it was also obstructed by damaged vehicles.

“How far is the school?” asked Lloyd.

“Less than a kilometer,” said Michiko.

“Let’s do it on foot.” He drove back to Grand Rue, then pulled the car over at the side of road. It wasn’t a legal parking spot, but Lloyd hardly thought anybody would be worrying about that at a time like this. They got out of the Fiat and began running up the steep, cobbled streets. Michiko stopped after a few paces to remove her high heels so she could run faster. They continued on up the streets, but had to stop again for her to replace her shoes as they came to a sidewalk covered with glass shards.

They hurried up Rue Jean-Calvin, passing the Musée Barbier-Mueller, switched to Rue du Puits St. Pierre, and hustled by the seven-hundred-year-old Maison Tavel, Geneva’s oldest private home. They had slowed only slightly by the time they passed the austere Temple de l’Auditoire, where John Calvin and John Knox had once held forth.

Hearts pounding, breath ragged, they pushed onward. On their right were the Cathédrale St-Pierre and Christie’s auction house. Michiko and Lloyd hurried through the sprawling square of Place du Bourg-de-Four, with its halo of open-air  cafés and patisseries surrounding the central fountain. Many  tourists and Genevois were still prone on the paving stones; others were sitting up on the ground, either tending to their own scrapes and bruises or being aided by other pedestrians.

Finally, they made it to the school grounds on Rue de Chaudronniers. The Ducommun School was a long-established facility catering to the children of foreigners working in or near Geneva. The core buildings were over two hundred years old, but several additional structures had been added in the last few decades. Although classes ended at 4:00 P.M., after-school activities were provided until 6:00 P.M., so that professional parents could leave kids there all day, and, although it was now getting on to 7:00 P.M., scores of kids were still here.

Michiko was hardly the only parent to have rushed here. The grounds were crisscrossed by the long shadows of diplomats, rich business people, and others whose kids attended Ducommun; dozens of them were hugging children and crying with relief.

The buildings all looked intact. Michiko and Lloyd were both huffing and puffing as they continued running across the immaculate lawn. By long tradition, the school flew the flags of the home countries of every student out front; Tamiko was the only Japanese currently enrolled, but the rising sun was indeed snapping in the spring breeze.

They made it into the lobby, which had beautiful marble floors and dark-wood paneling on the walls. The office was off to the right, and Michiko led the way to it. The door slid open, revealing a long wooden counter separating the secretaries from the public. Michiko made it over to the counter, and, between shuddering breaths, she began, “Hello, I’m—”

“Oh, Madame Komura,” said a woman emerging from an office. “I’ve been trying to call you, but haven’t been able to get through.” She paused awkwardly. “Please, come in.”

Michiko and Lloyd made their way behind the counter and into the office. A PC sat on the desk, with a datapad docked to it.

“Where’s Tamiko?” said Michiko.

“Please,” said the woman. “Have a seat.” She looked at  Lloyd. “I’m Madame Severin; I’m the headmistress here.”

“Lloyd Simcoe,” said Lloyd. “I’m Michiko’s fiancé.”

“Where’s Tamiko?” said Michiko again.

“Madame Komura, I’m so sorry. I’m—” She stopped, swallowed, started again. “Tamiko was outside. A car came plowing through the parking lot, and ... I’m so very sorry.”

“How is she?” asked Michiko.

“Tamiko is dead, Madame Komura. We all—I don’t know what happened; we all blacked out or something. When we came to, we found her.”

Tears were welling out of Michiko’s eyes. Lloyd felt a horrible constriction in his chest. Michiko found a chair, collapsed into it, and put her face in her hands. Lloyd knelt down next to her and put an arm around her.

“I’m so sorry,” said Severin.

Lloyd nodded. “It wasn’t your fault.”

Michiko sobbed a while longer, then looked up, her eyes red. “I want to see her.”

“She’s still in the parking lot. I’m sorry—we did call for the police, but they haven’t come yet.”

“Show me,” said Michiko, her voice cracking.

Severin nodded, and led them out behind the building. Some other youngsters were standing, looking at the body, terrified of it and yet drawn to it, something beyond their ken. The staff were too busy dealing with kids who had been injured to be able to corral all the pupils back into the school.

Tamiko was lying there—just lying there. There was no blood, and her body seemed intact. The car that had presumably hit her had backed off several meters and was parked at an angle. Its bumper was dented.

Michiko got within five meters, and then collapsed completely, crying loudly. Lloyd drew her into his arms, and held her. Severin hovered nearby for a bit, but was soon called away to deal with another parent, and another crisis.

At last, because she wanted it, Lloyd led Michiko over to the body. He bent over, his vision blurring, his heart breaking,  and gently smoothed Tamiko’s hair away from her face.

Lloyd had no words; what could he possibly say that might bring comfort at a time like this? They stood there, Lloyd holding Michiko for perhaps half an hour, her body convulsing with tears the whole time.
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THEO PROCOPIDES STAGGERED DOWN THE mosaic-lined corridor to his tiny office, its walls covered with cartoon posters: Asterix le Gauloix here, Ren and Stimpy there, Bugs Bunny and Fred Flintstone and Gaga from Waga above the desk.

Theo felt woozy, shell-shocked. Although he hadn’t had a vision, it seemed everyone else had. Still, even just having blacked out would have been enough to unnerve him. Added to that were the injuries to his friends and coworkers, and the news of the deaths in Geneva and the surrounding towns. He was utterly devastated.

Theo was aware that people thought of him as cocky, arrogant—but he wasn’t. Not really, not down deep. He just knew he was good at what he did, and he knew that while others were talking about their dreams, he was working hard day in and day out to make his a reality. But this—this left him confused and disoriented.

Reports were still coming in. One hundred and eleven people had died when a Swissair 797 crashed at Geneva Airport. Under normal circumstances, some might have survived the  actual crash—but no one moved to evacuate before the plane caught fire.

Theo collapsed in his black leather swivel chair. He could see smoke rising in the distance; his window faced the airport—you needed a lot more seniority to get one that faced the Jura mountains.

He and Lloyd had intended no harm. Hell, Theo couldn’t even begin to fathom what had caused everyone to black out. A giant electromagnetic pulse? But surely that would have done more damage to computers than to people, and all of CERN’s delicate instruments seemed to be running normally.

Theo had swiveled the chair around as he’d sat down in it; his back was now to the open door. He wasn’t aware that someone else had arrived until he heard a masculine throat-clearing. He rotated the chair and looked at Jacob Horowitz, a young grad student who worked with Theo and Lloyd. He had a shock of red hair and swarms of freckles.

“It’s not your fault,” Jake said, emphatically.

“Of course it is,” said Theo, as if it were plainly obvious. “We clearly didn’t take some important factor into consideration, and—”

“No,” said Jake, strongly. “No, really. It’s not your fault. It had nothing to do with CERN.”

“What?” Theo said it as if he hadn’t understood Jake’s words.

“Come down to the staff lounge.”

“I don’t want to face anyone just now, and—”

“No, come on. They’ve got CNN on down there, and—”

“It’s made CNN already?”

“You’ll see. Come.”

Theo rose slowly from his chair and started walking. Jake motioned for him to move more quickly, and at last Theo began to jog alongside Jake. When they arrived, there were maybe twenty people in the lounge.

“—Helen Michaels reporting from New York City. Back to you, Bernie.”

Bernard Shaw’s stem, lined face filled the high-definition  TV screen. “Thanks, Helen. As you can see,” he said to the camera, “the phenomenon seems to be worldwide—which suggests that the initial analyses that it must have been some sort of foreign weapon are unlikely to be correct, although of course the possibility that it was a terrorist act remains. No credible party, as yet, has stepped forward to claim responsibility, and—ah, we now have that Australian report we promised you a moment ago.”
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