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The sudden and violent explosion was unexpected, and those who perished did so instantly. 

The blast was powerful enough to all but disintegrate the three-story building in which the explosives had been placed. The edifice had been just over twenty-five feet wide and slightly more than thirty-five feet tall. It was made of brick, concrete, and some steel, and it had been of solid construction. It was, however, no match for the sheer magnitude of explosive power that had just destroyed it. The materials that had made up the building had become fragmented projectiles, propelled by the force of the blast at a speed of twenty-seven thousand feet per second. 

Due to the sky being overcast, the force of the shock wave from the blast was reflected off of the thick clouds ended up amplified back down to street level. Windows in cars and buildings for a three-block radius were blown out; some by the shockwave, and the rest by the debris. The trees in the meridian on South Ashland Avenue snapped as though they were made out of balsa wood, sending the shredded pieces of foliage scattering over several blocks. Bits and pieces of the exploded building – some alarmingly large – were found as far as seven blocks away. 

All of the police cars that had been set up around the three-block evacuation perimeter sustained at least minor damage from errant missiles of brick, and as well as chunks of shattered concrete, which had become contorted projectiles.

When the blast and shockwave had completed their deadly and deafening dance through the area, the old commercial building at the centre of the blast was no more than a crater, surrounded by scattered brick fragments and the odd piece of shredded, twisted metal. An entire one block radius was an eerie greyish-white, covered as it was in debris and obscured by the dusty white haze that hung in the air as though they were the spectres of the vanquished structures. 

Across the street, the three-story theater was damaged beyond repair, having lost the first fifteen feet of its frontage, and fires raged within what remained of the shattered structure. The hair and nail salon adjacent to the blasted building was completely flattened, as was the auto repair shop on the other side. There was no trace left of either business, nor of the buildings which had housed them.

A block away, a notary’s office, a tax business, a cheque-cashing store, and two other small shops were now ablaze and the thick smoke billowed its dark plumes into the sky. The gas station across from them was also levelled, but had somehow – perhaps miraculously – not yet caught fire. Other buildings on the adjacent blocks, now windowless, were also damaged beyond repair; their foundations compromised by the force of the blast. Some of them had collapsed, others were in various stages of it, and almost all of them were burning.

This neighbourhood, in a poorer part of south Chicago, was no longer inhabitable. Every structure within the blast radius would need to be bulldozed and rebuilt from scratch.

The evacuation had been thorough, but the blast still claimed the lives of the Chicago Police Department’s bomb disposal team, before they had even gotten close enough to the bomb to ascertain what it was they were up against. They would never know why approaching the building was a terrible and ultimately fatal idea.
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Malcolm Mercer stomped angrily out of the APPUS main office in Washington, DC, and stood for a moment on the sidewalk before deciding which direction he would continue his stomping in. It was overcast but still very warm, and summer was just two weeks away, but Malcolm didn’t even notice the weather, engaged as he was in trying to focus on being suitably furious.

He tried to replay in his mind the conversation he had just had with his boss, Director Melanie Waterman, but he was still too annoyed and outraged to do so. 

He looked up and down 4th Street NW. Two blocks to his left was the FBI’s main office, so he decided to turn right and stomp off in that direction instead. He walked in a huff, not wanting to see anything which reminded him of law enforcement at that particular moment.

He crossed Massachusetts Avenue during a break in traffic and continued his walk. When he got past H Street NW, he suddenly remembered there was a pizza place on the corner which sold New York style pizza. He decided to take a break from all the stomping which was beginning to hurt his feet and see an old friend who – in this reality – didn’t know him. He crossed the street and walked up to the brick building and opened the door which led into the eatery.

It was well-past the lunch rush, so it wasn’t anything resembling busy inside of the restaurant. There was only one other customer present, sitting in a corner booth, thoroughly engrossed in his electronic tablet. Malcolm was greeted by a member of the staff. 

“Just you today, sir?” the young waiter asked. “Or will there be others be joining you?”

“Just me,” Malcolm nodded. “Hey, is Suzanne working today?”

“Do you mean Mrs. Devlin?” the young man asked. Upon seeing Malcolm’s nod, he replied. “Yes, she is. Are you a friend of hers?”

Malcolm thought about the question for a moment. “Not in this lifetime, no.”

“Did you want me to get her for you?”

“Yeah, that’d be great,” Malcolm briefly flashed a fake polite smile as he sat in the booth offered by his greeter. 

“Certainly sir,” the man smiled. “Would you like to start off with a beverage?”

“Yeah, gimme a Coke,” Malcolm said. “No, wait, to hell with it. I’ll have a beer. You got Guinness?”

“Of course, sir,” the waiter replied. “Here’s the menu to look over. If you need anything, my name is Daniel.” 

“Thanks, Daniel,” Malcolm said, and Daniel headed into the kitchen. 

Malcolm had to admit the short walk had done him some good. He wasn’t feeling quite as irritable as he had just moments ago, and the thought of some Queens-style pizza held some genuine appeal to him. It was his belief that even the most jaded New Yorker would have great difficulty maintaining a high level of annoyance in the presence of that authentic, hot, New York cheesy goodness.

Seconds later, the kitchen door swung open and a woman in her mid-sixties came out and walked over to Malcolm. Her dyed-yellow tousled hair sat atop a face with too much make-up on it. She was dressed in a white blouse and a brown sweater over top of it. Her faded blue jeans looked old, but still well-taken care of. 

“Yes sir, can I help you?” she asked. “Oh, you’ve been here before. I recognize you. Hello again and welcome back. Always nice to see a fellow New Yorker.”

“I missed your pizza,” Malcolm said. “You guys are the closest thing I can get to New York pizza without being home, so when I’m in town I like to give you my business.”

In Malcolm’s previous timeline, he had known Suzanne (or ‘Suzie’ as she went by) quite well. When Malcolm was a teenager living on the streets, Suzie ran a diner in Queens. She and Malcolm had developed an ‘arrangement’ whereby Malcolm would keep the drug-dealers, substance abusers, and thugs out of her back alley, and in return she would make sure he got at least one decent meal every day. With his own mother institutionalized, Suzie was the closest thing Malcolm had to a mother figure during his teen years.

In Malcolm’s prior timeline, Suzie had married a Puerto Rican man and the two of them had become a fixture in the Queens neighbourhood where Malcolm spent much of his time. In this timeline, however, Suzie instead married a political lobbyist and the two of them ended up moving to Washington DC. Of course, she had no memory of Malcolm’s past, because in this timeline, none of that past had happened.

When Malcolm had walked into the pizza place for the very first time, he was taken aback when he saw Suzie there. He actually had to walk outside to compose himself before going back in.

“Nice to have you back, sir,” she replied with a big smile. “Glad we can give you a little taste of home. Anything else I can do for you?”

“No,” Malcolm said. “I just wanted to say ‘keep up the good work’ to you.”

“Thank you,” Suzanne said with a smile. “I have to get back into the kitchen, sir. Enjoy your meal.”

Suzanne walked back into the kitchen, and the door had no sooner closed behind her when it opened again and Daniel came through and deposited the drink in front of Malcolm. 

“Here is your Guinness, sir,” he said. “Are you ready to order now?” 

“Yeah, I’ll have the Number Seven with extra cheese,” Malcolm said, handing back the menu.

“Good choice,” Daniel said. “We’ll get that started for you right away.” 

Malcolm nodded slightly and Daniel went back into the kitchen. 

Malcolm took a sip of the beer and made a face. He hadn’t had an alcoholic drink in a number of years, so he’d forgotten the distinct taste of the darker beers. He took another sip and found it considerably more tolerable, knowing this time what to expect in the flavour. 

Damn APPUS, he thought to himself. I’m not their pet monkey and I’m sure as hell not going to start dancing for them.

Melanie Waterman had asked Malcolm to fly up from Memphis to Washington DC so she could personally give him his next assignment. When he arrived at APPUS, he was immediately directed to her office by Janet, and only then did he find out he hadn’t been told the whole truth. 

“I wanted to give you your next mission face-to-face,” Waterman had said to Malcolm as he sat in the chair opposite her desk. “And I’m happy to say it will be an easy one for you. I want you to try out for the national team for the Fort Benning Sniper Competition.”

“I’m not in the armed forces,” Malcolm said, “and I don’t do talent shows.”

“Well I need you to do this one,” Waterman said. “And you’re going to try your level best to win it. The competition is open to any federal agency and state law-enforcement bureaus, not just the military. There’s a preliminary round next month in several cities across the country. The top-ranked performers will then go on to represent the United States in the competition in October, just four months from now at Fort Benning.”

“Why do you want me to do this?” Malcolm asked angrily. “I’m supposed to keep a low profile, right? This contest isn’t exactly what I’d consider to be low profile.”

“As far as the rest of the world would be concerned, you’d be just some average federal employee who shoots guns as a hobby,” Waterman said. “That’s it. It will be an opportunity to go postal without actually going postal. And ironically, the US Postal Service is not fielding any applicants this time around. If you qualify – and I expect you to – then it will give APPUS a boost in certain circles in the Pentagon where our more vocal critics don’t think we need to exist. If you win it all, then even better. I have one person chosen as an entry already, but I need two as this is a team competition, so you’re going to be the second.”

“What if I say no to this?”

“That would be perfectly fine if it was one of your options, but it isn’t; these are your orders,” Waterman replied, bluntly. “Besides, when I made Mary’s dual citizenship problem go away, you said you owed me a favor, and this is that favor. Do this for me and we’re settled up.”

Malcolm felt his blood pressure rising recalling that. She knew he wouldn’t dishonour his word. He simply stood up, sighed, walked out of Waterman’s office, went down the stairs, out the front door, and then out to the sidewalk. And now, here he was, moments later: chatting with a ghost from his past, and waiting for...

“Your pizza, sir,” Daniel said as he sat down the wooden serving block. “Would you like some dried chili peppers or fresh parmesan for it?”

“No, I’m fine,” Malcolm said.

“How about another Guinness?”

“No, I’m still working on...” Malcolm stopped. He hadn’t realized while brooding over his conversation with Waterman, he had drunk down the entire glass of beer. He then remembered this was exactly why he had quit drinking all those years ago. He decided he would quit again. Effective immediately. “Actually, now I’ll have that Coke.”

“Right away, sir,” Daniel said, returning to the kitchen.

Malcolm lifted a slice and took a bite. It was piping hot, but he didn’t care. He didn’t mind the pizza in Memphis and other cities, but he liked New York style pizza most of all. He missed it enough that he didn’t even care this one was burning the roof of his mouth a little.

He had just finished his first slice when he saw Suzie – Suzanne – emerge from the kitchen and come over towards him. 

“Is your name Malcolm?” she asked.

“Uh... yes, it is,” Malcolm felt his stomach sink. “Do you... remember me?”

“Yes, we just spoke a few minutes ago,” Suzie said. “Just because I’m getting on in years doesn’t mean I’m that forgetful. But there’s a phone call for you.”

“Oh, I see,” Malcolm replied. He was partly relieved but also partially disappointed.

“You’re a good customer, but please don’t give out our number for personal calls,” Suzie said. “Here’s the mobile.”

She handed him the phone and stood beside the booth waiting. 

“Yeah, this is Malcolm,” he said into the phone.

“Mr. Mercer, this is Janet,” the voice on the other end of the phone said. Janet was Director Waterman’s personal assistant as well as her security detail. “All of APPUS’ special members are being activated. Priority one. You are required to come back to head office immediately for a priority assignment.”

How the hell do they do that? Malcolm wondered. He hadn’t even known himself he’d be coming here. 

“On my way,” Malcolm said and he hung up. “Thanks, Su...Mrs. Devlin. Urgent work-related call. Can I get this all packed up to go?”
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Admiral Allan Valdner (USN, semi-retired) slowly marched up and down the rows of desks in his classroom at the ATF Training Academy in Glynco, Georgia. As he passed each desk, he deposited a file folder upon it. No student moved, nor did any touch the manila folder which was being placed upon their desks. They knew the old Admiral: he would tell them when it was time to do so. As he dropped the last file onto the final desk, he turned, and walked in a slow, steady march back to the front of the class. He stood, ramrod-straight, in front of the lectern. His eyes swept from one side of the class to the other, making sure nobody had dared to move a single muscle without his consent. When he was satisfied there had been no unauthorized usage of any parts of their persons, he cleared his throat.

“In front of you are closed files which had been worked upon over the years by the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives,” Valdner announced. “The names of the individuals involved have been blacked out, but the details of each case are all present.”

He looked again at the class with his steely eyes, and then continued. 

“When I tell you to begin, you will have precisely twenty minutes to review these files here in class. When the twenty minutes are up, you are to close your file. You will then each take a turn of no more than five minutes and summarize what you have read without looking back into the folder. This exercise will teach you two valuable lessons,” Valdner said, looking again at his students to see if anyone had moved any facial muscles since he had last looked away. “The first thing you will learn by reviewing these files is that by keeping exceptionally organized documentation, anyone can pick your file up and, after a brief review, should know everything there is to know about the case. If you were assigned the file in front of you, you should easily be able to pick up precisely where the previous agent left off. This is what I expect from you all: this sort of organization and presentation in your file work.

“The second thing you will learn is how to summarize the important and relevant details which you have read and then put them into a concise and cogent presentation. The five-minutes I grant you to present your file will be strictly enforced. If you are so much as one second over your allotted time, you will be handed another file and you will start the exercise over again.”

The Admiral smacked the palm of his hand down on the surface of the lectern. “Is that understood?”

As though they were military recruits and not ATF students, the young men and women in the classroom all replied “Yes, sir!” in unison.

“Very well,” Valdner said and then looked closely at his watch. “Your twenty minutes begin... now. Commence review.”

The students all opened their files and began reading. Many made notes or sketches in their notebooks of how the files were so carefully organized and how the information was arranged and presented. One student, John Davis, was finding concentrating on the contents of his assigned file quite difficult. He was reading the words, but many of the images leaping into his mind were contradicting the information which had been written in the file. 

When Davis’ mind had been occupied by Xhuuya, a native spirit, he became able to shift through time and space; when Xhuyya left, Davis’ ability to time travel also left with him. Although Davis was no longer able to step through doors into the past and back again, echoes of that ability continued to come to him when he was least expecting it. He would see something had happened anywhere from a few minutes ago to many years ago in the same or better clarity than if he had been there and witnessed the events himself. He was finding it all rather unsettling. 

Davis made his notes on the ATF file he was given as best as he could, and before he knew it, the twenty minutes had passed. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, close your files immediately,” Valdner said in his usual commanding voice. “As stated earlier, you will each have exactly five minutes to summarize the information you have just read. Mr. Davis, I would like for you to start us off.”

“Yes sir,” Davis said as he slowly stood up.

“Mr. Valdner and my fellow classmates,” Davis began. “My file was based on a two-year investigation which ran from 2010 through to 2012 involving an incident where police were tipped off about a theft of high-yield explosive materials from a military munitions base near Provo, Utah. The ATF were called in, and they were able to track the suspects, thanks largely to the efforts of the civilian eyewitnesses listed in the file who cooperated with the Bureau. The report says the suspects escaped and that all of the materials were recovered, but that is not what actually happened.”

There were some hushed words among the other students and Admiral Valdner’s eyes narrowed and continued to be homed in on Davis, like an active torpedo which had just detected a metal hull in the vicinity.

“In actual fact, the suspects were never pursued and they were permitted to escape. Only a small percentage of the explosive material was recovered, even though they are listed here as being completely accounted for. In actual fact, the explosive materials were allowed to be removed from the state and I am not sure where they ended up from there. I do know, however, that someone in authority allowed these materials to be removed and also arranged for this report to be falsified.”

Not a muscle moved on Admiral Valdner’s face. He just continued to stare fixedly at John Davis, who was starting to feel somewhat uncomfortable at being the centre of such concentrated attention. 

“Are your allegations supported by the evidence in the file?” Valdner eventually asked after a few very uncomfortable moments.

John looked around at his classmates. Most avoided his desperate gaze. The few who did make eye contact were giving him the ‘better you than me’ look. 

“No sir,” Davis eventually admitted.

“So, then you must have some special insight into this case,” Valdner said, voice laced with sarcasm. “Were you there? Did you witness the events?”

“No sir... and yes sir,” Davis replied. “In that order, sir.”

Valdner hesitated for a moment. Over the past year, he had learned that although he considered Davis to be classified somewhere in between ‘complete nut bar’ and ‘total loon,’ Davis’ bizarre behavior had, in the past, yielded some eerily accurate insights and results. 

“We’ll move on for now,” Valdner said eventually. “Davis, be in my office at precisely 1600 hours.”

“Yes sir,” Davis said, sitting down and sinking miserably into his chair.
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“If I have to look at one more of these transcripts, I’m going to go completely squirrely,” Mary said, rubbing her eyes. 

“Tea break then,” said Tori standing up and walking briskly into the kitchen.

“I should have kept my mouth shut about the amount of languages I know,” Mary sighed. “I didn’t realize it would mean listening to and translating an insane amount of phone calls and documents.”

“It doesn’t help most of these documents are just dull and routine bits of conversation,” Tori said from the kitchen amidst the clatter of tea cups and cutlery. “And at least I’m doing all the Chinese, Japanese, and Korean translations. Oh, and I can’t remember – do you take your tea plain, with milk, or sugar?”

“Just plain, thank you,” Mary said. 

Tori walked back into the dining room and set the serving tray down upon the table. She pushed aside some of the many papers and file folders, then set down two cups. She poured the tea and handed one of the cups to Mary.

“Thank you,” Mary said taking the cup and having a quick sip. “It’s quite good. What kind of tea is this?”

“It’s my own special blend, actually,” Tori replied after taking a sip of her own. “I have a small secret herb garden on the patio, so I can mix and match as my mood goes. I can add extracts or berry juice if I feel like it too.”

“I can see you take your tea very seriously,” Mary smiled. “And here I thought Seattle was a coffee town.”

“You can’t believe all those old stereotypes,” Tori said. “For example, I’m Asian and yet I struggle with math.”

Mary laughed. 

“But yes, I do take my tea very seriously,” Tori nodded. “And this particular tea has ginseng in it, so it might help us to stay alert.”

“Good thinking, but you don’t seem to need any stimulants,” Mary sighed. “I don’t know where you get all of your get-up-and-go from. You’re just this bundle of energy. I get worn out just watching you.”

“It’s fair to say I’m a bit intense,” Tori said. “I think intense is a much nicer term than saying I’m a tightly-wound stress case who jumps into everything feet-first, don’t you?”

Mary laughed.

“The French and Spanish transcriptions and translations are easy,” Mary said, looking back at the pages on the table again. “I still struggle a lot with the Arabic, but it’s amazing how often knowing it comes in handy.”

“Waterman wants these intercepts all done by Thursday,” Tori said with some hint of disdain. “We’ve been plowing through them for eight days and we’re only half done. Thursday is not happening, unless we pull three straight all-nighters.”

“We’ll just have to do our best,” Mary said wearily. “If we’re going to keep plodding through all of this, then we’ll need more than ginseng to keep us alert. What other stimulants do you have in your tea stash?”

“Several choices, there,” Tori said, springing up from the table again and darting back into the kitchen and opening her tea cupboard. “Let’s see... I have ma huang, ginseng, and guarana. Or I could brew some black tea and get some old-fashioned caffeine. What do you usually use as a stimulant?”

“Malcolm, actually,” Mary grinned. “When he’s around, I’m more alert and aware due to my being in a constant state of agitation.”

Tori giggled. “That bad, huh?”

“You don’t want to know.”

“Let’s not think about documents for ten minutes and just take some time to get centred,” Tori said. “It will give our eyes and brains a needed break and it will help us focus better when we resume.”

“You don’t have to twist my arm,” Mary said. “Besides, I’m still curious about what you said earlier. You know, about time travel.”

“Time travel is completely and utterly impossible,” Tori said bluntly. She drank another mouthful of tea and then continued. “That’s all I said, though, so I don’t know how you can be so curious about it.”

“That’s the very thing I’m so curious about,” Mary said. “You know Malcolm and I have been into the past and back again. John has been back and forth several times. How can you say time travel is impossible when you have that kind of corroborated evidence?”

“There’s certainly evidence you all went somewhere, but the evidence does not necessarily conclude you went through time,” Tori said. “I’m a big believer in what Einstein presented to us. If the universe did not have a clearly defined arrow of time pointing in one direction, the universe would be in complete chaos, and we know it isn’t. If I drop this teapot, it doesn’t break until after I drop it, and it only breaks after it hits the floor. One thing always happens after the other. So, imagine the teapot hits the ground and then breaks into a hundred pieces, okay? The smashed pieces can never – absolutely never – go backwards and reassemble themselves. A universe without that straight arrow of time is completely impossible.”

“I still disagree,” Mary said with an apologetic shrug. “I lived with some First Nations people in late 1812 and early 1813, and I was living with them for close to six months in total. I also saw the effects on the timeline which were caused by the changes we inadvertently made. I’m sorry, but I just can’t go along with what you’re suggesting.”

“Don’t apologize for having an opinion, Mary, I love a good debate,” Tori chuckled. “It’s not as interesting when people agree with me. Look, I’m not saying you didn’t go to 1812 and have those experiences, but I am saying it wasn’t time travel. It would be a complete violation of causality. I believe what you all did was cross dimensions, although I haven’t the slightest idea how that could have happened. The energy requirements for that would have been unfathomable.”

“Whether it was time travel or dimension crossing,” Mary said, “isn’t that just semantics?”

“Actually no, it isn’t,” Tori said as she topped up her cup with more tea. “The laws of physics are so powerful, that the only time they can ever be altered is when an even greater law is applied to them.”

“You don’t seem religious, so I’m pretty sure you don’t mean God,” Mary said. “So what greater law are you referring to?”

“Alright, look at it this way,” Tori said. “Take a piece of metal and drop it. The law of gravity says it must drop down to the ground. Now take a strong magnet and hold it near the metal you just dropped, and the magnet will lift the metal off of the ground. Gravity is still present and it is still working, but the pull of the magnet is greater than the pull of gravity. Think of those two forces as having an arm-wrestling match over that piece of dropped metal, and imagine gravity losing every time because it’s the weaker of the two forces. The laws are the same insofar as the forces that make them work are not being changed; it’s just one physical force is that much stronger. Again, gravity doesn’t get pushed aside or shut down, it’s still there doing what it is supposed to do. After all, if you were to then let go of the magnet, both the magnet and the metal piece would be pulled back down to the ground together due to the fact gravity is still working.”

“Okay, so you’re saying,” Mary said, “that time travel is impossible, but whatever we did is just a natural law which was greater than... er... no, maybe I’m lost again.”

“The problem with Einstein’s Theory of Relativity is that it doesn’t explain gravity very well. I mean, gravity is one of the four fundamental forces of nature along with electromagnetism, weak nuclear force, and strong nuclear force.”

“You’re losing me there,” Mary admitted, sipping her tea. “I still can’t believe how good this tea is, by the way. Look, I have to confess that physics is not my specialty. Can you maybe... I don’t know, can you dumb it down a little bit for me?”

Tori chuckled. “Alright then. Let me try this another way. You know of the standard three dimensions, right?”

“If you mean height, width, and depth, then yes I do,” Mary said.

“Yes, that is exactly what I mean,” Tori said. “For centuries it was all humanity knew. It was Einstein who opened the Pandora’s Box and added other dimensions, one of which was time.”

“Time is a dimension?” Mary raised an eyebrow.

“Yes, of course it is,” Tori said. “If you called Malcolm right now and told him you wanted to meet him in the lobby of the building at 123 Any Avenue at the cross-street of Main, the first question he would ask you is ‘when do you want to meet me there?’ because he needs that fourth dimension in order to make sure he is there at the same time as you are.”

“I hadn’t thought of it that way,” Mary admitted.

“Yes, and Einstein’s theories in that area have been proven in experiments many times,” Tori said, topping up Mary’s tea cup as well. 

“But how does time work as a dimension?” Mary asked, squinting her eyes slightly in concentration.

“As I alluded, we actually live in four-dimensional space,” Tori replied. “Here’s how I can best put it in layman’s terms. This chair I’m sitting on occupies an X, Y, Z coordinate in space. The XYZ represents its height, width, and depth which we can use to determine the chair’s precise location in the universe. With me so far?”

“So far, so good,” Mary said with a quick nod. 

“Okay, so right now, I am sitting here in this chair,” Tori said. “You can’t sit in this chair because I’m occupying the space. Now if I were to get up and move away, then you could walk over here and sit down in this same chair, and thus occupy the exact same XYZ position in space I did before you. The important part of this is we cannot occupy the same space – in this case the chair - at the same time. If you look at it that way, then it’s easier to think of time as a dimension.”

“Okay,” Mary said. “I can wrap my head around that, at least as a concept.”

“Great. Okay, for the next bit, are you familiar with M-Theory?” Tori asked. “It used to be called String Theory, if that helps at all.”

“On second thought, forget what I said earlier,” Mary put the tea cup down on the table. “I’ll need you to dumb it down a lot for me instead. Use the large print and pictures version of this story.”

“Okay, then let me put it to you this way,” Tori said, standing up excitedly. “It doesn’t really matter if you don’t know what M-Theory is, just as long as you can think of it as a theoretical way of explaining some extraordinary things in the universe. Now, this is going to be grossly over-simplified here, but the proponents of M-Theory state the math behind M-Theory only works if there are exactly eleven dimensions. There’s the big three dimensions we all know, plus time serving as our fourth dimension.”

“And the other seven?” Mary asked.

“The theory is they are either so small that we can’t see them,” Tori said, “or, and this is more likely in my view, that we don’t yet have the means to observe and measure them so they’re completely imperceptible to us at this point.”

“Okay, so how does that pertain to what happened to Malcolm, John, and I?” Mary asked. “I’m now following you a little bit better now, but I still don’t see where you’re going with it.”

“I’ll try to bring it home for you,” Tori smiled. “We physically reside in dimensions one through four, right? Well, what if there were beings that lived in dimensions three, four, five, and six?”

“Wouldn’t we be aware of them if there’s some overlap?” Mary said.

“Yes we would, but only sometimes and under very particular conditions,” Tori explained. “To grab just one example, Welsh folklore is steeped in the belief in fairies. What if fairies were real but we couldn’t always see them because they are only in one or two of our dimensions?”

“Fairies?” Mary said. “You think that fairies could be real?”

“No, of course not. I think those sorts of things are all just folklore and superstitious nonsense. However, just for the sake of this illustration, let’s pretend they are real,” Tori said. “So, if we pretend fairies do exist and they exist in dimensions three, four, five, and six as I said earlier, then who is to say the laws of physics are going to work exactly the same in their four dimensions
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