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        Given we have not had a verified sighting of K for—by our count—two years, one of the things we’ve considered is whether it’s time to adjust our approach, and allow sightings of persons who do not match K’s description. We consider this, because it is no longer an idle speculation that K has stopped performing as Fixer.

      

        

      
        Why? He could be dead; he could have returned to wherever it is from whence he came; it could be he simply stopped. Or, there’s another explanation. (See the ‘did K die?’ thread for a larger list of possibilities.) Our point is that we don’t know. In the meantime, perhaps someone else has taken his place, and we would be derelict if we didn’t acknowledge that possibility.

      

      

      
        
        — @MDevereaux, FindTheBostonFixer.com

      

      

      The woman was going to fall over.

      She was of an age where calling her mature was the polite way of discussing her tenure on Earth, but not quite so aged that an unexpected trip to the carpeted floor would result in a broken hip or anything quite so terrible. Late fifties, maybe; early sixties at worst. She walked the walk of a person in unfamiliar shoes or with a recent lower back injury. One of those explanations would probably be why she was about to fall.

      Corrigan watched the whole thing happen—before it happened—from his spot in a chair at the edge of the platform stage, at the back end of the room. It was a decent vantage point, as in front of him all manner of law enforcement professionals in plainclothes, and their friends and family, were busy entering the room: a poorly organized invasion, to claim all of the folding chairs not already declared Reserved. At the back of the room was a phalanx of media professionals with cameras and cell phones to record and/or broadcast the upcoming event.

      It seemed as if there were more people for the occasion than the room was capable of holding, but Corrigan was pretty sure he was the only one seeing it that way. Every person transiting into the room followed the trail of their future selves, so that each person looked—to Corrigan—like a giant centipede-thing, which fooled his mind into thinking each of them was physically occupying their entire five-second timeline, rather than just one point along the path.

      It was nearly overwhelming, which was why Corrigan was on the stage at the back of the room, facing forward, with nobody sitting behind him, rather than out in the crowd with all of the other friend-and-family.

      Maggie, the honoree he was there for, negotiated this seating arrangement well in advance of the occasion, as a condition of her attendance. She made it sound like a tremendous undertaking, this negotiation, but he doubted it took much more than her asking. Not only did she now have enough clout within the FBI to get her way more often than not, but it wasn’t really that big of an ask. He would be in the back, out of the camera shots. To most of the people there, he probably looked like a security person who just felt like sitting down.

      He focused on the woman who was about to fall over, which was just an automatic reaction, since she was already the center of attention in the future. He figured her to be the spouse of an older agent. No such older agent was standing next to her, though, so he assumed it was someone who was going to be on the stage. She did have a younger woman by her side, and they shared enough common features to strongly indicate she was a daughter. When the older woman falls over, the daughter cries out in surprise and drops to the ground so quickly, to try and catch her mother, it looks from a distance as if she too has fallen over.

      Corrigan used to spend the few seconds before an accident trying to work out how to prevent it. But he was retired now, and didn’t do that sort of thing anymore. Plus, the only way to prevent this was to somehow close the distance between, in two seconds, without causing a larger problem than the one he was trying to prevent. He might do that to intercept someone’s imminent demise, but not a sprained ankle.

      The present caught up with the future, and the woman fell over. Her daughter went down at almost the same time. Just as it did in the future, it looked as if the two of them had stepped in to a hole, vanishing from the crowd. There was a sound of metal folding chairs getting pushed around. People gasped and jumped away, knocking over more chairs.

      But it wasn’t so terrible; the woman was standing again a few seconds later, and the chairs that had been knocked askew were being re-sorted, and then it was all over. The blushing mature woman laughed it off and then walked—a little pain on her face every other step—the rest of the way into the aisle and to the seat she’d chosen to occupy.

      Maggie, in a chair that was about five feet in front of Corrigan and a little to the left, watched the scene, and then turned around to check on Corrigan. She knew him too well.

      She picked up the chair, placed it next to him, and sat back down.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, under her breath.

      “I was staring.”

      “You were staring, yes.”

      In the future that didn’t end up happening, Maggie said that Corrigan had been staring at the woman who fell, and that he needed to try and keep his head in the present, but then Corrigan heard all of that and skipped ahead, so she never said any of that aloud.

      Not so long ago, Maggie would have tried to get her point across anyway, because she had not actually uttered the thing. Now she only did that when they were arguing, when it was more important to be granted the opportunity to say something out loud than it was to get the point across.

      It was fair to say Corrigan Bain was not an easy person to argue with, or even to get along with for extended periods. His head was always wandering into the near future, and that could be maddening to someone who remained in the present. Maggie stuck it out, though, and he loved her for it.

      “So, are you okay?” she asked, squeezing his hand.

      “I’m doing all right,” he said, squeezing back.

      He wasn’t all right, but he was about the best he could expect to be.

      Corrigan didn’t like crowds, and he never would. It wasn’t a phobia, so much as the fact that a large gathering of people had an incalculably large number of possible futures, and that can be a nightmarish thing for a man who can see all of those possible futures.

      He had tricks that helped. The one that worked the most consistently was focusing on one person’s specific future and ignoring all of the others. It kept him sane, but was kind of creepy. He also tended to dwell on people who were about to suffer some sort of misfortune, however minor. If this were a few hundred years earlier he probably would have been burned as a witch, as surely it must have looked as if his attention was causing the accidents.

      “No, you aren’t okay,” Maggie said with a gentle laugh. “You’re going nuts. Look at you.”

      “That bad?”

      “You look a little panicky, to me, but I know what to look for. If I had you in an interrogation room, I’d say you were just about ready to confess to something. Do you want to confess to something?”

      “No ma’am.”

      She smiled, and air-kissed his cheek.

      “Thank you for coming,” she said. “It means a lot. Just don’t melt down on the stage. These people are supposed to be a little afraid of me, not you.”

      “That shouldn’t be tough,” he said. “I’m afraid of you, and you’re not even trying.”

      “Who says I’m not?”

      Maggie Trent had been Corrigan’s more-or-less exclusive girlfriend for four years and counting, which was perhaps the most miraculous thing in a life full of apparent miracles. It was the longest relationship for both of them, although it was possible the only reason they stuck it out was because they had exhausted all of the reasons they could think of to separate.

      For all of those four years—and for the many before, right up to the day they first met—she was also Agent Margaret Trent of the Boston FBI. In another hour, she would be going from that to highly decorated Agent Margaret Trent, and another week after that—although this was not yet official—she would be Assistant Special-Agent-in-Charge Margaret Trent.

      Corrigan knew all of this, but he didn’t fully appreciate how much of a big deal the whole thing really was until a few minutes earlier, when Jim Duplass, the deputy mayor of the city of Boston stopped by to say hello on the way to his seat on the other side of the stage. Maggie stepped up and shook Duplass’s hand while everyone with a camera took their picture.
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      Corrigan didn’t start to relax until everyone stopped moving about the room and took their seats. This made it a little easier to tolerate the crowd.

      The problem was movement, which was a great deal more difficult to tolerate when people were walking around. Sitting, the room was still a wreck of activity—people fidgeted in their seats—but it wasn’t quite so bad. It was a haze of movement, but everyone was pretty well self-contained within their personal spheres of motion.

      Corrigan remembered seeing a collection of old photographs where the person sitting for the camera moved too much while the image was being captured, and that was exactly what this looked like. But he could deal. What was much worse was that now that everyone had gotten to their seats, they were all talking—because the ceremony hadn’t begun yet—and he could hear not just what everyone was saying but all the things they were about to say, all at once.

      Concentrate, he reminded himself.

      He picked one person out of the crowd and focused on him—an unimportant-looking man in a suit who didn’t appear to be moving much or talking to anyone in particular. He was a good anchor, this nameless fellow: white shirt, blue jacket, red tie. Probably some minor functionary for one government apparatus or another. He didn’t look like FBI—although Corrigan wasn’t certain what FBI looked like, precisely—so he figured the man worked for the state.

      They were in a wing of the statehouse for this event, a small room in a mostly forgotten part of a very large building. It was the sort of room where minority party whips held press conferences to express their discontent with the majority.

      “Hey,” Corrigan said. “Do you know that guy?”

      “Who?” Maggie asked. She hadn’t moved her chair back to where it was supposed to be yet, because the ceremony was still a few minutes off, and Corrigan probably didn’t look like he was ready to be left alone yet.

      He nodded in the direction of the man.

      “Oh yeah,” Maggie said. “One of the new kids, I forget his name. Larry something. Why?”

      “No reason.”

      She laughed.

      “You’re doing it again,” she said.

      “It helps.”

      “I know it helps, but you’re terrible at it. I have honestly never seen someone worse at profiling than you.”

      “That’s unfair. You work in an office full of people trained to do this.”

      “What was his backstory?”

      “I hadn’t worked one out yet, but I had him pegged as a statehouse gofer.”

      “I’ll introduce you later and you can figure out where you went wrong.”

      “That’s really not necessary.”

      “No, mostly just fun.”

      “And it’s working,” he said.

      “Sorry, I know. Go ahead, pick someone else. I’ll you tell you if I know them.”

      One of the tricks he’d picked up in the past few years was to concentrate on figuring out the pasts of total strangers as a way to avoid fixating on their immediate futures. It was, as Maggie said, a kind of profiling. By studying their current appearance and speculating on what their lives were like, he was effectively forcing himself to concentrate on the present. It didn’t appear to matter that he was truly bad at the exercise.

      “How about the guy behind him, to the left,” he said.

      “Whose left, ours or his?”

      “Ours.”

      “That’s Jack. You met him twice. Remember that barbecue last summer?”

      Corrigan sighed.

      “Of course I don’t. I remember the barbecue, but not him. I met a lot of people that day.”

      “It’s all right, dear. Being ordinary takes a lot of work.”

      If overheard, this probably sounded like an insult, but Corrigan Bain had been trying for his entire life to be an ordinary person. But since for much of that life he was also racing around the city of Boston and saving people, the kind of existence where he hung out at the charcoal grill with someone named Jack and shot the shit about the Sox and the Pats and that new chick in vice, fetching a cold one and laughing stupidly at casual sexism…that kind of life was never possible for him before.

      It was only recently an option for reasons he didn’t fully understand, which was how a lot of his life went. He used to wake up every morning with information in his head—locations he had to be to prevent people from getting into potentially fatal accidents. And every day he’d drive around to those spots and rescue people. He didn’t know why, and he only came to understand how about four years ago, roughly the time he and Maggie decided they should call whatever they had going on between them, “dating”.

      It got easier to manage. He stopped having to race around the city, beating traffic and the clock, to get to certain places at certain times, because suddenly a phone call was good enough. Sure, not everyone was willing to take a call from a stranger seriously, but most of the time it worked.

      And then, one morning, it all stopped. Corrigan could still see into the immediate future—that didn’t appear to be going away ever—but he stopped waking up with important information.

      It used to be that this was the worst thing that could possibly happen to Corrigan Bain, fixer. When the pipeline of information stopped, the nightmares came, and then the ghosts of all the people he’d failed to save started showing up at inopportune moments, like in the middle of the day when he was doing something that didn’t have room in it for hallucinations.

      It didn’t happen. No nightmares or ghosts or guilt that he wasn’t saving people. Whatever it was that was compelling him to fix the future had decided he was done.

      For another six months, he checked the newspapers for reports of accidental fatalities he probably could have done something about, but then he stopped doing that too. It was okay.

      He was retired. And as a retiree, he was in a position to go out on real dates, and keep normal hours, and even have vacations outside of the city, something he had been unable to do since before he turned twenty.

      It was almost normal, and ordinary, and average, and he loved it. But there were times—at parties, or ceremonies like this one—when it was all he could do to just pretend he was like everyone else.

      Social norms were incredibly time-specific. One had to laugh at jokes at the right time, for instance. It couldn’t happen too long after the joke was told, and it certainly couldn’t happen before the punchline had officially been spoken aloud. The laugh had to sound genuine, which was almost impossible when you heard the whole joke five seconds before everyone else. And even if the timing was exactly right and it was the best fake laugh imaginable, people could still sense something wasn’t quite right.

      He was always going to be Spooky Corry, as the kids called him when he was growing up. It wasn’t something he much noticed or cared about when he was working full time as a fixer—people are generally extremely happy to meet the person who has just saved their lives—but now that he was a retired civilian, he was finding it really hard to act normal.

      Fortunately, Maggie didn’t much care what people thought of her boyfriend, or of her. It was possible she even enjoyed the idea that Corrigan unsettled the people she worked with, on the rare occasion he accompanied her to a function.

      Aside from Maggie, he didn’t have a fantastic history with the Boston FBI. They had him arrested once, and he’d been the target of more than one bureau investigation. But the agent behind that historical distrust had taken a job with another area office, and nobody else was around to carry on his vendettas. Corrigan doubted there was anyone left in the office who even remembered those investigations.
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      People stopped fidgeting so much once the ceremony started. Corrigan lost Maggie’s immediate company—she had to push her chair back to the front of the stage and take her seat there—but by then he was okay.

      When the speeches began, Corrigan was able to focus on the words and keep himself pretty well rooted in the present. Even off to the side, he hated being on the stage, where nearly everyone in the room could look at him if they so wished. They didn’t, because the people taking turns behind the podium drew the attention of the room, but if he did something unfortunate, like laugh aloud at a joke that hadn’t landed yet, he’d certainly catch some eyes.

      There were all there to honor to work of five FBI agents from the Boston field office, who were part of a joint task force consisting of significantly more than five people. Despite sleeping with the head of that task force, Corrigan knew extremely little about what they were doing until the arrests started happening and the media picked up on it. All he’d known about it in the moment was that Maggie spent very little time in the condo they shared, and the work had her smoking more than she let on.

      The task force led to what the media was calling a “significant” domestic terrorism arrest. It was actually a dozen arrests conducted in timed raids in three states, coordinated through the Boston FBI office.

      Applause.

      He heard it coming before it got there. The guy at the microphone had been talking about Deputy Mayor Duplass for the past ten minutes, as a way to introduce the man himself, which led to everyone in the room clapping, which was an awful cascade of noise.

      “Thank you everyone!” Duplass half-shouted. He was about 30% politician, 40% revival tent preacher, and the rest was retired law enforcement, family man, with—probably—at least a whiff of graft and corruption. Corrigan kind of liked him.

      “When I think about this great country of ours…I think about freedom.”

      Corrigan bit his tongue. The preamble was exactly the sort of corny he and Maggie would have been giggling about if they weren’t being watched. He heard the line coming before it was said, and still had to fight the urge to at least grin stupidly.

      “But protecting that freedom comes with a cost. The men and women on this stage with me today are the kind of people who understand exactly what that cost is, and they pay it, over and over, every day.”

      Maggie turned around to give Corrigan a little smile—and perhaps to check on him. Then she stuck her tongue out and rolled her eyes. She wasn’t fooling him; Maggie agreed with most of what Duplass was saying, she just wasn’t as corny about it.

      The deputy mayor’s speech drifted into a lengthy discussion of terrorism, a subject that might inspire a less nuanced political animal in a jingoistic direction. Corrigan thought Duplass handled it well, though.

      After the lengthy introduction came the awards portion of the morning, and Corrigan could imagine a near-future in which the event would conclude and he could get to the part where he hides in the corner of a reception hall. Maybe from there, he and Maggie could return to their nice, quiet, unpopulated condo.

      Everybody got a plaque, a handshake, and a photograph with Duplass. The applause was continuous and made Corrigan’s head ache, but he tried to keep it under control for Maggie, whose name was going to be announced last.

      “And finally, the head of the joint task force: Senior Agent Margaret Trent!”

      Maggie got up to loud cheers that had begun—from Corrigan’s perspective—five second earlier. She walked across the stage, her hand outstretched to greet Duplass, her smile lighting up the entire room. A camera flashbulb went off, and then a second…

      And then the entire world exploded.

      In a blink, a propulsive wall of flame erupted from the base of the podium, tore Maggie and Duplass apart, and expanded outward from there. A bomb was all Corrigan had time to register before the explosion expanded to consume everyone else on the stage, and then the first row, and then Corrigan himself.

      He could feel the heat on his face, and the punch in his chest, when the force of the blast hurtled him backwards and he lost control of his body. He was being crushed, and ripped open. He was being murdered.

      He was dead.

      It hadn’t happened yet. It was five seconds in the future. That wasn’t enough time to get away from it, but he could try.

      He leapt to his feet and charged Maggie and Duplass, still in the middle of their photo op and entirely unaware that they had only a couple of seconds to live.

      “Bomb!” he shouted. Nobody could hear him, and he was moving too slowly, like trying to run in a dream, because his body was still reacting to being shattered against the back wall. Did he even make a noise?

      To everyone’s surprise, including the men there to guard the deputy mayor, Corrigan slammed into Duplass and Maggie and carried them off the stage and onto the floor. He landed with them beneath him, wondering if the lip of the stage and his body would somehow combine to protect them from the blast that was a second away. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and waited.

      Nothing happened.

      Rather, what he expected to happen, did not. The bomb didn’t go off.

      Plenty of other things did happen, though, since as far as everyone else there was concerned, the weird dude in the corner had just bum-rushed the two most politically important people in the room.

      Whenever Corrigan changed the future, for the briefest of moments that future would disappear and get replaced by the version kick-started by his actions. It was, in a way, the only time he felt normal and achieved a modest bit of peace. But he hadn’t done anything to disable the bomb; there was no reason to expect it not to detonate.

      Yet it hadn’t. The future reset with a blink that sometimes felt like it should come with an audible component, and maybe did. Maybe there was a system reset sound that only Corrigan Bain, fixer, could hear.

      The room turned into a mad scramble of activity. The audience on the floor near where they landed jumped from their chairs and backed up, scuffling metal chair legs on a wood floor. Duplass started shouting, and punching Corrigan, whose entire weight was on the deputy mayor’s chest. Maggie was shouting too, but more out of concern.

      “Corrigan, what is it?” she asked, trying to push herself out of his grasp.

      And then there were the men with the guns. Four of them, in suits, looking angry, grabbing him by the shoulders and pushing handgun barrels in his face and screaming orders at him.

      All at once. It was happening all at once, and he was lost. The bomb hadn’t gone off and that was a singular point in his future with nothing on the other side. Now he was in a future that didn’t appear to understand what to do with him.

      “There’s a bomb,” he said, still too quietly. Nobody could hear him. His ears were ringing from the explosion that didn’t happen and he could hardly breathe from the fire that had scorched the air in his lungs and he was being too quiet.

      “ON YOUR FEET!” screamed one of Duplass’s bodyguards.

      “What’s wrong with him?” someone in the crowd asked, or was about to ask.

      “Who is he?”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Is there a fire?”

      The questions were all coming at the same time, from all directions, and the words were starting to run together. He was losing his grip. He could still see the fire.

      Maggie was on top of things, though. She looked him in the eyes, not angry or confused. Just worried.

      “Tell me,” she said, calmly, holding his face in her hands. “Tell me what happened.”

      A gun barrel was pushed up against his head and in another three seconds the man to his right was going to kick him in the kidneys. A second after that, the deputy mayor was going to be pulled out from under Corrigan, and the hairpiece he didn’t want anyone to know about was going to come loose.

      “There’s a bomb. In the podium, there’s a bomb. Get everyone out of here.”

      She jumped to her feet.

      “BOMB!” she shouted. “EVERYONE OUT!”

      The man to Corrigan’s right kicked him in the kidney, another one pulled Duplass from under him, and then all of them were on top of Corrigan, punching and pulling. He heard handcuffs out and felt them going on his wrists, all in the future, but that was okay, because the bomb continued to not explode.

      Still, he didn’t feel like getting handcuffed, so the second before they went on, he altered his own future, twisting under one of the men and rolling onto his back. In one of his futures, the man who had recently had his gun pressed against Corrigan’s temple actually got off a shot, which was a good indication nobody responsible for the deputy mayor’s safety was listening to the bomb announcement. That was just poor training.

      Anyway, a gunshot would just make the whole situation messier, so Corrigan caught his legs up with one of the other men, who tripped sideways and fell into the guy about to fire. The impact was exactly right to jostle the gun loose, which made sense only because Corrigan had run through multiple permutations of the future in order to get to the one that did what he wanted.

      That left one guy unaccounted for. He still had it in his head that Corrigan was a threat. He leveled his gun just as Corrigan got to his feet. In the future, the man took two shots. Neither would hit Corrigan, and one would wound someone behind them. More bad training, he thought, as he twisted the gun loose from the man’s hand and elbowed him in the nose.

      By then, Maggie’s announcement had started to really sink in and people began heading for the exits. The crowd scene Corrigan could barely tolerate when it was an ordered passage into the room turned into the utter madness of a rioting exodus. All was shouting and screaming, spaghetti-string futures splitting off in dozens of directions at once. The only good thing about it was that the rush for the exits put some bystanders directly between Corrigan and the bodyguards who seemed intent on ignoring their primary responsibility, that being to get Duplass out of the room he was sharing with an explosive device.

      Corrigan lost track of the present as he got caught up in the crowd, until Maggie found him again.

      “Let’s go,” she said, repeatedly. Her words were echoing forward.

      “I can’t…”

      “Yes, you can. You take my hand and follow me and I’ll get you out. Come on.”
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        …a wild scene at the State House today as  Deputy Mayor James Duplass was attacked during an awards ceremony by this man, an apparent guest of one of the men being honored. We do not at this time have the man’s name…

      

      

      
        
        —local cable news, 45 minutes after the incident

      

      

      The total evacuation of a building as large and important as the Massachusetts State House was quite complicated and involved, not to mention chaotic. The word stately did not spring to mind, Maggie thought.

      The first thing to happen, after she got Corrigan—who was now useless thanks to the aforementioned chaos—out of the room, was that somebody pulled a fire alarm. This put a few hundred more people—from the rest of the building—in the way of their exodus, and slowed it all down. Had it been an actual fire, Maggie wondered how the building designers expected anybody to survive.

      The good news was that nobody appeared to be in an active panic. Once the spectators from the room where a bomb was identified, mingled with the people who thought this was a fire drill, everyone calmed down and milled out of the main doors and down the steps, in an orderly fashion.

      The State House sat at the top of a hill, among a collection of tightly-packed buildings and narrow streets—a defining characteristic of most of the city—and directly across from the Commons. This convenient fact meant when the entire state government and all of the attendant staff members, hangers-on, and so forth, were evacuated on a Wednesday morning, they had a place to go. There were very few other places downtown where this was the case. It might even have constituted a design specification by whoever decided to put the State House where it was, except both the building and the Commons were older than bomb scares, and possibly also older than bombs.

      It was fortunate for everyone that this was happening on a cool day in April. Two months in either direction and it would have been either too hot or much too cold to spend a lot of time in the middle of a field on a steep hill. But April? April was a good time for an evacuation.

      Maggie and Corrigan made it down the stairs and across the street, to a bench at the edge of the Commons.

      They sat down. She held Corrigan’s hand and waited for an indication that he’d rejoined her in the commonly-recognized present.

      Corrigan had a habit of slipping out of the present and into the future. There was a stupidly complicated explanation for it that Maggie didn’t understand, but the simplified version she did understand went like this: his consciousness drifted forward. She’d seen it happen often enough that she could tell when he was gone, and also when he fought his way back.

      It was about three minutes before he returned.

      “How are you doing?”

      He paused for a few beats, before answering.

      “I’m okay,” he said.

      “Are you with me?”

      “I think so.”

      “Good. Can you tell me what just happened?”

      He nodded. He was nodding before she asked.

      “There’s a bomb in the podium. It went off, and we all died.”

      “That sounds terrible,” she said.

      “It was.”

      “Except the bomb didn’t go off, and we didn’t all die.”

      “Yes,” he said. “I noticed that too.”

      “Did you stop the bomb somehow?”

      He looked off into the middle distance for a while. The lawn in front of them—and slightly below, thanks to the incline—was full of bored-looking State House staffers, lighting up cigarettes and making lunch plans. Behind them, the street was already full of emergency vehicles and Boston Police cruisers. Two officers were standing on Park Street, talking to someone Maggie recognized as an audience member from the ceremony. She was pointing out Corrigan to the officers.

      “I don’t see how,” Corrigan said. “It’s all blurry. There was a lot going on.”

      “Sure, but one of the things that didn’t go on was the bomb exploding. If you didn’t stop it, who did?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Maybe the trigger was attached to Duplass somehow, and when you tackled him, you prevented him from setting it off.”

      She was avoiding the suggestion that the deputy mayor of the city was also a suicide bomber, as that seemed like a step further than anyone was comfortable going.

      “I don’t think so,” he said. “The timing’s off. I shouldn’t have been able to reach both of you before the explosion. It doesn’t make any sense.”

      Unspoken, was the real possibility that there was no bomb, and Corrigan had suffered some kind of episode. They weren’t going to talk about that.

      The officers on Park radioed in Corrigan’s location, and a few seconds later, there were five officers standing in front of their bench. Maggie already had her ID out.

      “Hi guys,” she said. “You probably want to talk to us, huh?”
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      Another two hours passed, in which Corrigan Bain remained in somewhat voluntary custody. Nobody knew whether or not to arrest him, but everyone agreed he had a lot of things to answer for, but until the room that ostensibly held a bomb was inspected by people who were specifically equipped to handle bombs, nobody knew what to ask him, either.

      He and Maggie remained at the bench, flanked by uneasy-looking police officers, for about half of that two hours, until the tent went up.

      BPD had a tent. It was there to provide them with a command center a distance from the building, and the fact that it was set up at all, strongly implied they expected this bomb search to be a long-term project.

      Maggie thought that made a lot of sense. Whether or not they found a bomb in the auditorium, they’d probably have to search the whole building before letting everyone back in, and it was a big building.

      This was Maggie’s first bomb scare.

      They didn’t happen all that often, or not as often as someone raised to expect them routinely due to televised dramas might expect them to happen.

      There were other kinds of scares, sure. Anthrax was a good one. Maggie remembered racing to a certain bank building in the financial district that was being evacuated because someone in the mail room found white powder on a chair. It turned out to be baby powder that had puffed out of the pants of an obese mailroom employee. She was dressing—for reasons surpassing fashion, or taste—in Lycra pants which didn’t entirely fit; the powder had been applied to prevent chafing.

      Assassination threats were a thing now and then, mostly when a head of state was visiting. The FBI usually had an advance team working with the Secret Service, and sometimes she was on one of those teams. Those never got serious enough to warrant any evacuations, and only a couple of low profile arrests. She did have to detain a person claiming to have an interest in blowing up the president, but on investigation it turned out the bombs he was talking about were rotten produce. They still kept him in custody until the president left the city, and then handed him over to the nearest psychiatric unit.

      Once the tent was set up, she and Corrigan were led down to it, for what she assumed would be a joint conversation with some representatives of Boston Police, after which maybe they could go home and let the cops deal with the rest of this mess. It was, either way, not an FBI situation until or unless BPD asked for assistance, so Maggie was off the clock.

      They were met at the entrance by David Spence, one of the dozen or so BPD detectives she’d worked with in the past—most recently on the task force—at which point it became clear the police had decided it would be in their best interests to separate her from Corrigan.

      “Maggie,” he said, “c’mon over here.”

      She looked at Corrigan.

      “You good?” she asked.

      “Super,” he said. Then they escorted him inside.

      Maggie thought this wasn’t good news, but it wasn’t like they could arrest him for notifying them of a bomb in the building.

      Unless there isn’t a bomb, she thought. Then maybe he was in a little trouble. It seemed weird to think of it that way, but it was true. Best-case scenario: there was no bomb, and nobody had just attempted to assassinate a roomful of FBI agents and the deputy mayor, and Corrigan gets arrested for…well, for something. It depended on how gung-ho they were. Worst-case, there was a bomb, and he was right, and then they had to explain to everybody how he knew there was a bomb. That could get awkward.

      David led her past the tent, extracting a pack of cigarettes from his pocket as he went. He took out two and handed one to her without asking or being asked.

      She’d worked with him a lot over the past eighteen months, because he was her primary liaison with BPD while working the local angle on the joint task force. They spent enough hours with one another that the shared act of a cigarette break was automatic. Maggie had ‘quit’, which mostly meant she only smoked when someone else was, and she stopped buying her own packs.

      He extended a flame to her first, and then lit his own.

      “Sorry you didn’t get your moment there, Mags,” he said. “I was watching the live broadcast. That sucked.”

      “There was a live broadcast?” she asked. She just assumed it wasn’t interesting enough for a live cut-in.

      “Local cable news, yeah. It dropped out as soon as you started shouting about a bomb. It’s weird, right? Shout bomb on television, and half the city races towards the scene, while everyone at the scene tried to race away from it. Anyway, I’m glad you’re okay.”

      He rubbed her shoulder when he said this, which was something he tended to do. Dave could get kind of handsy around her, something she noticed he didn’t do with most of the women he worked with. He hadn’t tried anything really hinky, and was harmless enough to get away with the occasional hug, so she’d never called him on it. It probably didn’t hurt that Maggie knew he was married with two kids, and a third on the way, and she’d met his wife more than once.

      “You know, I’m not sure if we can smoke here,” Maggie said. “Aren’t the Commons non-smoking these days?”

      “I’m a decorated police officer and you run the FBI in this town; we can get away with it.”

      “I don’t run the FBI.”

      “Not what I heard,” David said. “Anyway. I’m guessing that’s the boyfriend you told me about, and not some random guy you felt like inviting.”

      “That’s him.”

      “Good. Well, no, maybe not good. It looks like he’s in some trouble here, to be honest.”

      “He’ll be fine. I think I know why I’m not in there. They want his story without the risk that I coach him, I get that. Why aren’t you in there?”

      “For a similar reason. Do you know Detective White?’

      “I don’t think I do, no.”

      “Joe White?”

      “Doesn’t ring a bell.”

      “Well there you go. That’s why he’s in there and I’m not.”

      “Because you know me?”

      “And he doesn’t.”

      “Jesus, Dave, what do you think Corrigan did?”

      “Hey, you say he’ll be fine; I’m sure he will be. Everyone just wants to keep this clean. I’m not happy about it either, for the record. They’ve got coffee and doughnuts in there.”

      She laughed.

      “There’s a Dunkin’s a hundred feet that way,” she said.

      “Aah. Doesn’t taste as good when you have to wait in line for it. But seriously.”

      He stepped between her and the tent. It put him in her line of sight and got her attention, because apparently, she’d been staring at the tent.

      “Oh, we’re being serious now?” she asked.

      “Yeah. So, what’s up with…what’s his name? Corrigan?”

      “Corrigan Bain, yes.”

      “Funny name.”

      “It’s his father’s last name and his mother’s last name.”

      “Why did he take his father’s last name?”

      “He didn’t take it, it was given to him. His mother didn’t know the man’s first name.”

      “Right. I bet there’s a great story behind that.”

      “I bet there is. David?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Are you questioning me? Right now, is that what you’re doing?”

      “Little bit. Sucks, huh?”

      “Kinda does, yeah.”

      “Come on, Mags, think this through. Only two outcomes, right? Either there isn’t a bomb and your boyfriend is a little unstable, or there is a bomb and he’s got something to do with the bomb being there. I don’t see any better explanations.”

      “There is one,” she said.

      “Cool. Do you know what it is?”

      She sighed.

      “Why don’t we see what the bomb squad comes up with first, and take it from there.”

      “Okay, sure. Look, I’m just asking. As a friend.”

      “Oh, good. I’m glad you’re not arresting me today.”

      He laughed.

      “Mags, it’s not like that. I want to help.”

      “I know you probably do, David,” she said. “But right now, you’re pissing me off, so I’m gonna go get a coffee. We can pick this up again later.”

      She dropped the cigarette on the ground and crushed it with her shoe, and then walked off before David could think of something pithy to say.
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      They didn’t know exactly what to do with him.

      Corrigan sat in a corner of the tent as police officers of varying rank and significance discussed a number of issues regarding the current situation up the hill. Since it wasn’t a terribly large tent, he could mostly hear everything they discussed at their little card table, except when they were talking about him; then an effort was made to turn away and speak in whispers.

      Nobody told him he was under arrest, so he had no reason to think he couldn’t just get up and leave, except for the two large police officers that flanked him. They looked like the real deal: young, healthy, tall and muscular. Kids, both of them, but probably well-trained ones. They’d probably get in the way of him leaving, and then one of the guys at the card table would pick some charges out of a hat—they clearly didn’t know what crime to charge him with, or they would have by now—and there would be cuffs, and that was just going to be unpleasant for everyone. So, he stayed where he was.

      Corrigan could only guess about half of what was going on, but what he understood was this: the Boston P.D. was running the scene; the bomb squad had been called; they had confirmed that building was fully evacuated; in a few minutes, someone in a bomb suit—or whatever the heck they called it—was going to be entering the hall.

      Aside from the obvious problems he would create for himself if he tried to go home—which he really very much wanted to do—one reason he stuck around was to hear what the bomb squad found in that room.

      A bomb was in there. He was sure of it. But that was all he was sure of. Given everything that happened after he acted, there was clearly more to this story, and maybe that began with what kind of device it was. Hopefully, he’d be privy to the answer to that question.

      After the conclusion of a hushed conversation, one of the plain-clothed officers picked up a chair, dragged it across the ground, and put it down in front of Corrigan.

      “How you doing?” he said. “I’m Detective Joe White. Call me Joe.”

      He extended his hand, which Corrigan took.

      “Corrigan Bain.”

      “Pleasure.”

      Joe White sat. The chair was of the cheap plastic-metal hybrid folding variety, and Joe was a large enough man to threaten the tensile strength of said chair.

      “Can I call you Corrigan?” Joe asked.

      “Sure.”

      “Not one for a lot of talking, I take it.”

      “No. Not usually, no.”

      Corrigan wasn’t certain he had a good grip on where the present was, and that was the real reason he was keeping his responses short. There was also—probably, he couldn’t tell—an unusual pause between White’s questions and Corrigan’s responses. He didn’t want to step on what the detective had to say before he had a chance to say it.

      The bomb going off in his future had pretty much wrecked any chance Corrigan had of appearing fully sane and normal for the rest of the day. He knew it, and he knew the only solution was to go home and sit alone for a while, but that wasn’t likely to happen soon. Although the isolation of the tent was helping.

      “Right,” Joe said, rubbing his chin with his hand. “So, I don’t know if you know this, but you’ve caused a real mess.”

      “I didn’t cause it.”

      “Sorry, no, of course not. I misspoke. Look, you’re not under arrest right now, Corrigan, but we’d like it if you stuck around for at least the next half hour, is that okay?

      “What’s happening in the next half an hour?”

      “Well, we have a team heading into the auditorium now, but they’re gonna be out of radio communication. Once they check in, we’ll have more information to work with, and we’re figuring on that being about a half an hour.”

      “Okay,” Corrigan said. “I can stick around. Why are they out of radio communication?”

      “They have a jammer with them,” White said. “It keeps whoever put this hypothetical bomb of yours in the room from setting it off remotely. You know, if it’s that kind of device. Works great, except our guys can’t call out either. Don’t worry, they’ll get word out. Or, you know, kaboom, which is kind of an answer of its own, huh?”

      “That’s smart.”

      “Thank you, yeah, we’re all smart around here. What do you do, Corrigan?”

      “I’m retired.”

      “Is that right? That’s great. We could be the same age. I must not be making the right kind of investments. What’s the secret? Family money?”

      “You could say that.”

      He actually did inherit enough money to live comfortably for the rest of his life, provided that life didn’t include purchasing multiple personal jets. But he inherited it from someone to whom he wasn’t a blood relative, so far as he knew. It was a long story, one he wasn’t about to tell Joe White.

      “Nice!” Joe said. “Looks like you’re keeping it humble, too, good for you. Most trust fund kids, right? Bunch of dicks. So, you were here today because your girlfriend was getting an award?”

      White was starting to annoy Corrigan, which he thought was probably intentional.

      “Yes,” Corrigan said. “We’ve known each other for over a decade, to answer your next question. I used to have a job that crossed paths with the FBI, and that’s how we met. That’s to answer the question you were going to follow up with.”

      Joe put his hands in the air.

      “Hey, hey, we’re just talking,” he said.

      “Sure.”

      “Maybe tell me about that job you had.”

      “It’s hard to explain.”

      “I bet. Look, I don’t want you to take this the wrong way, Corrigan, but I’ve done a little digging, and your name turned up in a lot of really weird places. You have a talent for being around when shit happens.”

      “As I said, it’s hard to explain.”

      “My favorite story? A bank robbery where you and your girlfriend stopped a guy with a bomb. You probably think I’m nuts here, but that sounds kind of relevant to where we are right now.”

      “That was a long time ago.”

      “Computers! I had someone downtown run a search on your name, and he sent everything to my phone. Sometimes I hate technology, but not today. Today, I love technology. And we’re computerizing all the files from fifteen years back and older, so maybe there’s more stories about you I haven’t gotten yet.”

      Corrigan remembered the case well enough. It was the first time he and Maggie worked together.

      “That was a different situation,” he said.

      “Maybe so. I’m also told you put up quite a fight with the deputy’s security detail. You have some combat experience, Corrigan?”

      “I know how to handle myself. But I think whoever told you that is probably exaggerating.”

      “Sure. But…”

      He was cut off by someone on the other side of the room. Corrigan was pretty sure that someone was the chief of police.

      “Joe,” was all he had to say, and then Detective White was back at the table, talking quietly. The chief had a phone in his hand.

      When Joe White returned, he had a different demeanor entirely.

      “They found the bomb,” Corrigan said.

      “They did, yeah. How about if you tell me how you knew it was there?”

      “What kind of device was it?”

      “It isn’t on a timer, I can tell you that. They’re saying it’s hooked up to a cell phone.”

      Joe sat back down in the chair. The chair protested.

      “Look,” he said. “Give me something. Tell me you saw a wire sticking out of the podium or saw someone suspicious in the crowd. Give me an idea of what we’re working with here, because buddy, right now I have one suspect and one hero, and they’re the same guy. I don’t like that.”

      “Someone in the crowd?” Corrigan repeated. “Why would you say that?”

      “Did you see someone?”

      Corrigan tried to think back to the moments before the bomb, but his sense memory was stuck on the experience of having his entire body pulverized. He couldn’t recall anything about the crowd at all.

      “I didn’t. I don’t think I did. It doesn’t matter; that isn’t how I knew there was a bomb.”

      “So, tell me.”

      “You’re not going to believe me.”

      “Probably not,” Joe said, “but give it a try.”

      Corrigan sighed.

      “I saw it before it happened,” he said.

      “Saw what before it happened?”

      “The bomb. No, that isn’t right. I felt it go off. I experienced it. Before it happened.”

      “You experienced the bomb go off, before the bomb went off, except the bomb didn’t go off. You’re, what? A dysfunctional psychic?”

      “I don’t understand it either.”

      “Really. Which part.”

      “The part where it went off but it didn’t,” Corrigan said. “It was different somehow.”

      Joe shook his head.

      “This entire conversation’s making my head hurt.”

      “I need to get out of here. Am I free to go?”

      “You have any place to be?” Joe asked.

      “You said a half an hour, or whenever the bomb squad called. They called, and I’m here voluntarily. Are you charging me with something, or can I go?”

      Joe eyeballed the chief on the other side of the tent. Something unspoken passed between them.

      “You can go,” the detective said. “But be easy to get in touch with for a little while. We don’t want to have to call the FBI to get a hold of you. You want an escort home? There could be media.”

      “I’ll be okay.”

      “If you’re sure.”

      “I am.”

      White waved to the two strapping young police officers, who stepped aside to let him pass.

      Corrigan walked out into the sunlight, blinked a few times until his eyes adjusted, and took in the scene.

      The day hadn’t gotten any less crowded since he disappeared in to the tent. If anything, it had gotten worse, as people who hadn’t been in the State House had begun to turn up, to bear witness to the slow resolution of the bomb scare. The number of police officers had doubled or tripled, and it looked like if there was a fire in another part of the city, it was going to be a problem, because every firetruck in Boston was at the scene.

      It was so enormously busy, Corrigan felt like he’d stepped out of a sensory deprivation tank into the middle of a rock concert.

      He’d hoped that Maggie would be waiting, so she could help him get home. He desperately needed a few hours in a dark room, alone, to get his head back on straight. Then he could work out precisely what was going on with this bomb thing. But she wasn’t there.

      He took out his cell phone. Surely, she was nearby; he’d just call her. That was, assuming the frequency jammers White was talking about didn’t reach as far as the tent.

      He was about to hit autodial for her number, when he realized he was staring at someone who didn’t belong there at all. It was a bald man in orange coveralls, looking sort of like a painter who was missing his equipment. What made him-0r it, really—stand out, was that his future wasn’t visible to Corrigan because, unlike everyone else in the Commons, this being actually lived in the future.

      They called themselves Kilroys. And the last time Corrigan saw one, it was trying to kill him.

      The creature locked eyes with Corrigan from a hundred paces away, opened its enormous, shark-like mouth, and began to scream.

      Then, the ground shook.

      What the hell? Corrigan thought. A Kilroy’s shriek was terrifyingly loud, if one happened to be sharing the future with one. It didn’t cause the ground to shake, though, in the present or not.

      There was a lightning flash next—or what looked like one—from inside the State House. It was followed by a loud BOOM, as a dozen windows exploded outward. Corrigan turned to look, and in doing so, lost track of the shrieking Kilroy.

      Car alarms began sounding off all over the place. For about three seconds, nobody in the vicinity moved, as everyone tried to come to grips with what had just happened.

      Then a woman screamed, a siren shrieked, men in uniform began sprinting for the building. Everyone, suddenly had a place to go and a thing to do, and the pandemonium of activity almost brought Corrigan to his knees.

      He hadn’t seen the bomb go off in the future. He hadn’t seen any of this.

      What the hell is going on?

      “CORRIGAN BAIN!”

      Corrigan turned around. Detective White had his gun out.

      “Put the phone down,” Joe shouted, “and get on the ground, NOW!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        We’re getting a report…that the man last seen in this video, attacking the deputy mayor and an FBI agent, has been taken into custody. We’re trying to confirm this, folks. There’s a lot of chaos right now, as you can imagine…

      

        

      
        …he’s been identified as Corrigan…[to off camera] is this right?

      

        

      
        …Corrigan Bain, a resident of Cambridge. We’re getting this from an attendee of this morning’s event. We are not sure at this time what Mr. Bain’s connection is to the bombing.

      

      

      
        
        —Channel 4 News, twenty minutes after the explosion

      

      

      The Commons erupted with activity in the immediate aftermath of the explosion, and it was wreaking havoc with Corrigan’s head. There were too many people moving too quickly, too much screaming, too many smells. He was having a real sensory overload problem. And for some reason Detective White was yelling at him.

      White, who seemed pretty reasonable a few seconds earlier, was in a hair-trigger sort of state. In the future, Corrigan spun around too quickly and heard the gun go off. He didn’t feel himself take that first bullet, but the second one would strike home, below the left shoulder, not far from his heart and probably ultimately fatal.

      Corrigan adjusted his future by twisting himself out of the way and saw that second bullet hit a woman standing behind him, in the thigh.

      A third bullet would shatter his hipbone if he let it, so he adjusted for that too, but then there was a fourth and a fifth, and while Corrigan could certainly map out a future where he evaded all of them, he couldn’t do the same thing for the other people sharing the lawn. White was going to fire wildly and hurt a lot of bystanders in an effort to bring Corrigan down. If there were no other options—if the only future Corrigan saw was one where White fired his weapon—he and the detective would have to live with the consequences.

      There were other futures, however. The one with the fewest casualties had Corrigan freezing at the sound of his own name, dropping his phone on the grass, and going down to his knees without turning.

      He did this, and didn’t get shot. A second later White had him face down in the dirt. He heard cuffs come out.

      “Are you arresting me?” Corrigan asked. He had tried three other questions in his future. This was the one with the most promise.

      “Yeah, I’m arresting you. What do you think?”

      “I don’t think you need to cuff me.”

      “You have the right to remain silent…”

      “Detective, what changed between now and two minutes ago?”

      “You just blew up some friends of mine, that’s what changed. Now can I finish with the Miranda or do I have to kick you in the head a few times and then finish? Your call.”

      Corrigan let him finish. Then he let him put the cuffs on.
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      Corrigan was in a squad car a few minutes later, his hands behind his back and in some discomfort due to that fact. He was a large man, with thick arms, an ever-thickening midsection, and broad shoulders, so having his hands cuffed behind his back felt like holding a particularly challenging yoga pose indefinitely.

      Other than that, he was sort of glad to be out of the crowd again.

      The street was almost impossible to navigate even with the dome lights on. The cruiser had to get past emergency vehicles, media, and hysterical civilians, and since almost every vehicle had flashing lights, none of them stood out.

      They drove close enough to the front of the State House for Corrigan to get a decent look at the damage. The bomb must have been pretty big: all the windows on the left side were blown out, and black smoke was pouring from two floors. It looked like the building was actively on fire. Whatever bomb squad members had been inside when that happened probably didn’t make it, regardless of what kind of equipment they were wearing. Nothing short of a tank would have been sufficient.

      “How’d that happen?” he said to himself.

      “Excuse me, sir?”

      The cop behind the wheel was one of the large young men White used for intimidation back in the tent. Next to him was the other one. White wasn’t in the car.

      “Just thinking out loud,” he said. “This
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