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Preface
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Sarah Mackay, a brilliant yet introspective physicist, arrives in Berlin seeking more than just academic discovery.

After finishing her studies at St Andrew’s, she is now immersed in her Master’s degree in Artificial Intelligence at Tsinghua University in Beijing. This is her first opportunity to return to Europe, where she hopes to spend nine days in Berlin and nine days with her family in  Edinburgh.

Her personal life, marked by recent heartbreak, mirrors the profound complexity of the subject she’s about to study. As she delves into the mathematical elegance of spacetime and gravitational warping, Sarah grapples with her own emotional turbulence. Together with her friends and mentors, she visits the historical locations where Einstein's theories were shaped, and attends lectures that deepen her understanding of the universe’s fabric.
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Day 1: Arrival in Berlin
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February 19th 2022.

Sarah Mackay had finished her studies at St Andrew’s and was now immersed in her Master’s degree in Artificial Intelligence at Tsinghua University in Beijing. This was her first opportunity to return to Europe. She planned to spend nine days in Berlin on a refresher course in General Relativity and then ten days with her family in Edinburgh.

Sarah always carried a small, transparent, plastic case with her, containing a little fur and a few whiskers from the cat that she had found dead in a box on her doorstep three years ago. She hoped that one day she would find the opportunity to analyze them in a forensic laboratory and find some clues as to how it got there, and why.

But now she was arriving in Berlin. The familiar hum of the city wrapping around her like a heavy coat. The sun  hung low in the sky, casting long shadows across the bustling platform. Berlin felt alive in a way that was distinctly different from Bern. Here, history wasn’t just whispered through cobblestone streets ─ it was shouted from every corner. Yet, beneath the surface, the same quiet intellectual current that had fueled Einstein’s revolutionary ideas still pulsed.

Sarah inhaled deeply, trying to clear her mind. It had been just over a week since her breakup with Luigi, but the sting hadn’t dulled. Even now, her thoughts would drift back to that moment in Bern when she discovered the truth ─ Luigi had been having an affair with Marta Castafiel, one of the postgrad students they had befriended at a lecture series in Istanbul. The betrayal was fresh, raw, a wound she hadn’t yet figured out how to heal.

She saw some of her old friends who had also just got off a train: Tomasz Nowak from Warsaw, Sofia Rossi from Athens, Isabelle Hulot from Paris, and Kenjiro Kosama from Tokyo. They exchanged greetings, happy to see each other again. Seven months had passed since they had coincided on a course in Special Relativity in Bern. Together., they made for the S- Bahn. They were two stops and a five-minute walk from their hotel.

As they moved through the bustling station, Tomasz Nowak kept pace beside Sarah, his presence a quiet but constant comfort. He had been by her side since the breakup, offering silent support when words had felt too difficult. His usual exuberance was tempered now, as if he understood that Sarah needed space to navigate her thoughts.

“Berlin!” Tomasz said suddenly, breaking the silence, his voice tinged with its usual energy, though softer. “Einstein’s city. Where he laid the foundations for general relativity. I’ve been waiting for this moment.”

Sarah managed a small smile, grateful for his enthusiasm. It wasn’t that she wasn’t excited to be here ─ she was. But excitement was harder to summon now, after everything. The city’s grandeur, once an exciting backdrop for intellectual exploration, now felt like it loomed too large, pressing down on her.

“Yeah,” she murmured, her eyes scanning the towering buildings as they made their way out of the station. “Berlin. It’s going to be... something.”

Beside her, Sofia Rossi glanced over, her dark curls bouncing as she walked. “It’s good that you’re here, Sarah. Berlin’s the perfect place to immerse yourself in something new. Something bigger than...” She hesitated, her eyes sympathetic but cautious, as if trying to choose her words carefully. “Well, you know.”

“Yeah,” Sarah replied, offering Sofia a weak smile. She appreciated Sofia’s kindness, but the mention of her recent heartbreak brought it all rushing back. She could feel Tomasz’s quiet glance in her direction, a reminder that she wasn’t alone in this. Not completely.

They finally arrived at their hotel, nestled in Berlin’s historical Mitte district. It was a subtle blend of modern design and timeless elegance. It was the kind of place Sarah might have enjoyed under different circumstances. As the group quickly checked in, she felt the familiar weight of Tomasz’s gaze, his concern unspoken but palpable.

“You okay?” he asked softly as they gathered in the lobby later, preparing to explore the city.

Sarah hesitated before nodding. “Yeah. Just... Berlin.. feels so different coming from Beijing. I can’t believe I’m suffering from culture shock in Europe!”

Tomasz smiled gently, his voice warm. “It’s alright. Just take one day at a time. In a couple of weeks you’ll be back in your beloved Beijing.”

There was a tinge of resentment in his voice, although he softened it with a teasing look and a squeeze of her shoulder. Sarah felt an easing of the tightness in her chest. Tomasz had been her anchor in Bern when everything had unraveled with Luigi, and now, in Berlin, after more than six months in China, she appreciated that he continued to be there for her. She gave him a small but genuine smile. “Thanks, Tomasz. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“Hey,” he replied, his tone light but caring, “that’s what friends are for.”

As they stepped  out onto Unter den Linden, Berlin’s famous boulevard, Isabelle Hulot, always perceptive, broke the silence. “It’s hard to imagine that someone could be so deeply misunderstood in their time, yet so ahead of it,” she mused, her voice carrying a hint of the reverence they all felt for Einstein.

Sarah tuned into the conversation, grateful for the distraction. “That’s what made him a genius,” Tomasz responded, stepping slightly ahead of the group. “He wasn’t afraid to challenge the norms, to think beyond what everyone else accepted as fact.”

Kenjiro Kosama, always quiet but thoughtful, adjusted his glasses. “He wasn’t just challenging norms. He was reshaping them. His suggestion that gravity is the warping of spacetime is elegant, but hardly intuitive. It takes time to get your head round it.”

The group meandered along the boulevard, their chatter a welcome hum that helped Sarah push thoughts of Luigi further from her mind. Eventually, they stopped in front of the Humboldt University, where Einstein had once lectured. The tall, stately columns of the building stood like silent witnesses to history, guarding the secrets of the past.

Sarah paused, staring up at the grand facade. “This place,” she began, her voice soft, “this is where he worked it all out. The equations, the field theory, the whole idea that gravity wasn’t a force but the curvature of space and time. I wonder if he ever imagined just how far-reaching his ideas would become.”

Their first lecture was scheduled for that afternoon at the Berlin Institute of Advanced Study. The building exuded a quiet sense of purpose, its modern architecture stark against the historical grandeur of the city. Sarah was glad for the distraction, for the chance to dive into something as complex and consuming as general relativity.

Inside, they were greeted by Dr. Klaus Reinhardt, a tall, silver-haired physicist whose soft-spoken manner belied the depth of his intellect. “Welcome to Berlin,” he said, his voice smooth and measured. “The city that gave Einstein both triumph and heartbreak. Today, we begin with the fabric of general relativity: the relationship between spacetime and gravity.”

As the students settled into their seats, Sarah allowed herself to focus on the material. Dr. Reinhardt’s voice was a balm, drawing her away from the noise in her mind.

“Gravity,” he began, projecting a familiar image of the solar system onto the screen, “as you’ve likely learned, is not a force in the Newtonian sense. Instead, it is the warping of spacetime caused by the presence of mass and energy.” He gestured toward the screen, where the planets seemed to pull at the grid of spacetime.

“The greater the mass,” he continued, “the more significant the curve. This is the essence of general relativity. Space and time are not static backdrops ─ they are dynamic, intertwined, and constantly changing in response to the objects within them.”

Sarah let herself be pulled into the lecture. Here, in the depths of theoretical physics, she could lose herself, even if just for a while. The idea that space could bend, that time itself could stretch or contract ─ it felt distant from the personal chaos of her life, but in a way, it made sense. Life, too, could be warped, reshaped by massive events. Betrayals. Heartbreaks.

Dr. Reinhardt’s voice brought her back. “Tomorrow, we’ll explore gravitational time dilation ─ how time itself slows in the presence of gravity. For now, take the time to explore Berlin, walk where Einstein walked, and reflect on how a simple patent clerk redefined our understanding of the universe.”

As they left the institute, the group fell into a quiet rhythm, the sun beginning to set behind Berlin’s skyline. Tomasz walked beside Sarah, his presence a steady comfort.

He didn’t ask how she was feeling this time. He
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