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Prologue

 


 


The odds suggested that there would be
a day like this, but they did not give any hint of what the mortar
shell would sound like as it screamed toward you or what would go
through your mind as it did.

Their unit had been at it for over a
year, since her twenty-third birthday, cleaning up after failed
missions or taking on the ones that could not be allowed to fail.
The kind of missions you could never talk about afterwards and
that, if you died performing them, your loved ones would never have
the comfort of knowing how much evil you had prevented.

Most of Jane Garrison’s days were not
the sort that a former high school valedictorian, cheerleader and
Fulbright scholar typically graduated to. But Garrison was not
typical, and even compared with the average American soldier who
found herself there, her days in Afghanistan were anything but
routine.

Hers was officially a non-combat unit,
which would explain why women could be part of the team. But it did
not explain the M4 carbine that was slung across her chest, or the
Glock 19 holstered at her waist. Or, for that matter, their very
specialized computer and communications gear or the MK47 grenade
launchers carried by several of their number, let alone their
DARPA-developed tools, most still in beta, tools that Defense
Advanced Research Projects Agency leadership entrusted only to
them.

The insignia on her faded
camouflage uniform suggested she was a captain, but then again so
did the uniforms of each of her comrades. And instead of their
actual names, the name patch on each of their jackets simply
read Death, written in the abjad farsi lettering
understandable to most Afghanis.

Their very specialized orders were
developed in a darkened room deep inside the Pentagon and delivered
by encrypted e-mail, and the individual assignments were then
fleshed out among themselves. No one could recall the last time
they had had received a live briefing and an outsider would be
challenged to figure out who among them was the team leader. And
while Jane was not the youngest of them, she was not far from the
oldest.

They rarely interacted with other
units but when they did it was only to request support of one kind
or another, requests that were never denied. They were likewise
seldom asked to explain their role or at whose behest they were
acting. When suppositions were made that they might somehow be
aligned with Delta Force or the Rangers or Special Operations
Command, perhaps even the CIA or a private defense contractor, they
neither confirmed nor denied the possibility.

They were all savants of one kind or
another and bringing them together had been a stroke of genius not
often demonstrated by our military. They had received highly
specialized training and their mission planning was unparalleled.
The attention to detail was reflected in the team’s unusually high
success and low casualty rates. They kept to themselves when not on
a mission and traveled to their target zones in two stealth
helicopters, the noise suppression aspects of which were much more
highly valued than their radar evading capabilities, and their
arrival was always a surprise. They were all patriots, of course,
but they were committed less to what they were doing than to the
manner in which they were doing it.

But despite how strongly the odds
might have been stacked in their favor, how thoroughly they parsed
the details, how many satellite images they and their handlers in
DC studied, there were an enormous number of variables to be
accounted for in each of their missions. Every member of the team
knew that variables were just that, and that for any given
assignment on any given day there was always one or two that could
not be anticipated and accounted for, aberrations of some
sort.

Such was the case early one morning as
Garrison and five of her colleagues crouched outside a small, once
brightly colored stucco house with peeling paint and crumbling
walls while six more of their brethren entered the house and
quietly took the lives of two Taliban government ministers and
their security guards. Garrison should have been piloting one of
the helos but it had been too long in her view since she had gotten
dirty and this seemed like as good a time as any to correct that.
So she had traded places with another of their half dozen
pilots.

Their first step on any foray was the
deployment of highly sophisticated airborne jamming equipment,
capable of shutting down all forms of cell and internet services in
a target area, while they were still on their approach. But today
their quarry had apparently managed to get off some sort of SOS and
scant minutes after their arrival a barrage of mortar fire rained
down on the dusty front yard where Garrison and her comrades
watched and waited while the assassins were still
inside.

It was the usual imprecise,
scattershot affair, but the bad guys got lucky that morning. As
Garrison raced to reach cover, a round exploded directly in front
of her and wreaked outrageous violence on her young, fit
body.

Please let me die
quickly was the last thought that went
through her mind as her brethren hauled what they thought was her
corpse to the helo and the pain mercifully shut down the
agony.

 


 



Chapter 1

 


Edan Duff knew that calamity was a
possibility, but there were so many things that could go wrong that
it hardly paid to contemplate each of them individually. Nothing at
all might happen, at least nothing bad, but it was not outside the
realm of possibility that the world would end, or worse.

And all for a single nail.

Not even to remove it, actually, but
just to hammer away at its awkwardly protruding point until that
tiny dagger was flush with the edge of the bathroom door from which
it had protruded since the house was built. It was something he
could do right now. He already held the hammer in his
hand.

Edan looked down at it now.

After the house had been completed the
punch list had been long, though not so long as the size of the
house and the complexity of its design might lead you to imagine.
In any case, much blue tape had been expended, inch-square bit by
inch-square bit, delineating the things that needed further
attention. Somehow the protruding nail had eluded all the
inspections. And Edan had not felt compelled to call the builder
back to make it right, or felt the need to take care of it himself,
until now.

Besides, Sim liked that nail. He had
no idea why and she had never signaled a desire to explain, so he
had accepted it and moved on.

But it was the perfect
test, or at least a perfect test, and he had considered a great many, since
computer modeling was not an option. Hammering in the nail had the
advantage of simplicity and its accomplishment would be immediately
apparent upon his return. It also provided an excuse to bring along
something inanimate other than his clothing, something that would
not fit in his pocket, as his phone did. The hammer he now held in
his hand. And because the task was so banal, should the world
around him vanish as a result of the manner in which he proposed to
complete it, there would at least be irony.

On the other hand, there might be no
one around to appreciate it.

He had set up the laptop computer and
recording equipment, in this case a high resolution camera mounted
on the laptop, the previous afternoon. The computer sat open on the
marble counter, next to the sink, positioned so that an image of
the edge of the door, the errant nail in the center, filled the
screen. Edan leaned over, made a few keystrokes, ending the
recording session, named the file, saved it, and started a new
recording session. Once he had checked that everything was again
functioning as it should, he stood upright and took a deep
breath.

“All right then,” he said,
as he turned his back on the Southern California sunlight that
cascaded through the wall of glass bricks that formed one side of
the bathroom and marched out.

The walk from master bathroom
threshold to laboratory door consumed three full minutes and Edan
willed himself to think only of pointless trivia during the
journey. It seemed senseless to expend more energy thinking about
the potential ramifications now, so close to the brink. The
aggregate of thought he had already expended on the possible
fallout from the test had not brought him any closer to something
resembling an answer. There was no good reason to think that any
more would do so now.

Edan’s house was built into a hillside
above the Pacific, not far from Monarch Beach, one side facing the
pounding ocean and the other side hard against the alluvial matter
and heavier sub-soils of the excavated slope. It was through a
narrow tunnel bored deep into the hill that he now strode, and as
he did the only sounds were the occasional screeches of his rubber
soles against polished linoleum. Fluorescent lighting blinked on in
segments as he moved through the long, windowless white hallway
toward his goal, which was a wide, gray steel door at the very end.
To the right of the door was a keypad and there was a final screech
as he stopped before it. He entered a five-digit code, then pressed
his left index finger against a biometric fingerprint reader and
leaned in to bring his left eye close to an iris scanner. After a
moment he backed slightly away and entered yet another five-digit
code into the keypad. The sound of bolts unlocking echoed down the
hallway and Edan pushed the heavy door open and entered his
lab.

More lights blinked on. The facility
was impressive by almost any standard, tantamount to something you
might find in a major corporation’s R&D facilities. In fact, it
was an only slightly scaled down version of the facility that
Edan’s company had on its corporate campus. But it was really not
overly surprising given the wealth and accomplishments of its
owner. And it was not merely the size of the lab that impressed.
Equally, it was the amount and quality of very specialized
equipment that it contained.

The device sat on the floor to the
right of the entry door and not far inside it. That was by design,
as it would ultimately have to leave the lab. Edan walked up to it
and undid the Velcro fasteners that secured a soft, quilted cotton
cover that hid the device from nonexistent prying eyes.

Covered, it could have been a large
piece of furniture waiting to be carried away by moving men.
Uncovered, it resembled an overgrown glass building block more than
anything else. An extremely clean glass block that was actually
difficult to see from certain angles. If you walked right up to it
and stared for long enough you could just make out the slender
tubes that suffused the glass. These ran vertically around the
entire periphery of the device and continued horizontally across
its top. At its bottom they appeared to vanish into the block’s
floor, a translucent slab that gave off a soft pink glow. The
underside, out of sight, contained an array of balls and rollers
not unlike the cargo handling decks that allow pallets and
containers to be easily loaded into and moved around inside the
belly of commercial aircraft. Hydraulically actuated titanium rods
hidden in the corners of the device allowed it to lift itself as
much as three feet off the ground. And clear as the glass appeared,
it was somehow impossible to see what, if anything, was inside the
block.

The device was made
primarily of a substance that could accurately be called
glass in the sense that
it was hard, brittle, non-crystalline and transparent, as the
dictionary said it should be. But there the similarities with other
types of glass ended. The block stood six feet high, two inches
taller than Edan. Its long sides measured six feet, as well, while
its shorter ends were four feet wide. There was no perceptible way
to tell what it was for or what made it work, if indeed it could be
said to work in any manner.

Roughly half of the thick floor was
actually an enormously advanced computer, the most particularized
ever built, using technologies of Edan’s conception, some of which
would slowly make their way into the vanguard and then the
mainstream in the years to come, much as other things of his
imagining had. The remainder of the floor housed several hundred
lithium polymer battery packs and a dozen more lithium metal-to-air
batteries to which the makers of electric automobiles and other
consumer products might eventually gain access. The glass floor
itself was suffused with tens of thousands of nearly microscopic
holes through which the computer and batteries could
breathe.

Reality suggested that the twenty-odd
square feet of floor space inside the device was barely large
enough for six people to comfortably occupy, standing upright. But
reality, a fleeting concept at best to Edan, who had been described
at various times as something of a cross between Stephen Hawking
and Steve Jobs, had little to do with the functionality of the
glass cube. He had already carried into it two dozen blow-up dolls
and myriad Styrofoam and high-density foam cut-outs, along with
suitcases and bunches of balloons and had not found it the least
bit cramped. The interior space always appeared brightly lit and
seemed to expand as more things, or presumably more people,
entered, and thus far he had not discovered its capacity. And there
was no sense of being trapped in a tight space, nor was there any
other discomfort. Edan expected that if he was ever called upon to
explain the phenomenon, the listener would make it through less
than two minutes before deciding to forego the rest and simply
suspend disbelief.

Getting inside required a comparable
mindset. There was a narrow open slat that ran from floor to
ceiling at one of the long ends of the cube that, if you got close
enough to see it, appeared to be about eight inches wide. But when
someone tried to walk through it he simply did and found himself
standing inside the glass cube. Objects of any size and shape
passed through just as easily. The first time he had entered the
device, Edan turned sideways as he approached the slat, but he
confirmed soon enough that presenting a narrower profile had no
impact on the slat’s function.

Once inside there was still no
perceptible way to tell what the device was for or what made it
work. There were no obvious buttons, dials or other controls
anywhere inside, although a small, unlabeled circle was etched
about five feet up one of the narrower vertical surfaces of its
interior, not far from the entrance. When it was touched, a
holographic QWERTY keyboard appeared on the surface
nearby.

Computer modeling had been useful for
certain things, though. It had shown the glass block to be as
strong as if it was entirely solid, but its weight was considerably
lower than you would expect, again for extremely technical reasons
that would challenge even Edan’s ability to explain them
rationally. And while it had taken two years and the better part of
a billion dollars to design and construct, its cost was essentially
meaningless. It was arguably the most valuable manmade object ever
built.

After a moment’s hesitation, Edan,
dressed in beige chinos and a dark blue golf shirt that had his
company logo stitched into the left breast, his iPhone and wallet
in his pockets and the hammer in his hand, stepped through the slat
and into the device. He put the hammer down on the floor and
reached out to touch the etched circle. The keyboard appeared, he
entered a series of letters and numbers and the device came to
life.

As a final thought about
the possibility of calamity crossed his mind, Edan took a deep
breath and pressed Enter.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


“I think a more serious
test is in order,” Edan, standing at the bathroom sink, a towel
cinched around his waist, shaving, said on the morning following
the nail test.

Sim, already dressed, had crouched
down next to the door frame. She was running her right index finger
back and forth over the smooth spot from which the nail had
formerly protruded and seemed not to hear him.

“Did you say something?”
she asked after a moment’s hesitation.

“Just that I think we need
a more serious test,” he repeated.

“I’m still trying to
process this one,” she said when she stood up a moment later. “Can I see
the video again? Maybe that’ll help.”

Edan smiled.

“I kind of doubt it will,”
he said, “but sure, why not. After I shower, okay?”

“Fine, but make it
quick.”

The shower stall was large, lined with
polished onyx and equipped with overhead and wall-mounted nozzles
on two sides. On its outside perimeter, a wall of floor to ceiling
windows allowed a panoramic view of the Pacific. But the slope of
the hill ensured that no one on land could see in, making only
those on boats having powerful binoculars or telescopes potential
peeping Toms, at least at times when the sun’s reflection did not
impede their labors. There were those who kept that sort of eye on
the house, some as employees of the owner, some not. But what might
be seen through the shower glass was not their principal aim, nor
Edan’s principal concern, and they very likely would have put on a
show for the watchers, he mused, if Sim had joined him and if Sim
not been Sim.

Edan and a cadre of colleagues from a
small but rapidly growing subsidiary of his company had been at the
military hospital in Landstuhl, Germany, demonstrating their very
special wares, when the plane carrying Captain Jane Garrison had
arrived from Afghanistan. A practical demonstration of what the
group claimed they could accomplish was hastily arranged. Captain
Garrison had been unconscious for much of the time since sustaining
her wounds and undergoing emergency field surgery, and when she
briefly awoke and was told of the nature and extent of her
injuries, she requested that she not be treated any further and be
allowed to die. Such a request would have been problematic even in
a civilian hospital, but the military was certainly not about to
accede to wishes such as that.

New legs were the easy part. They
rendered her an inch taller, a side effect of the paucity of
samples the team had been able to bring along for the planned
demonstration. They were much stronger than those they replaced,
yet equally as shapely, and upped her shoe size, as well. The
essentially permanent interface with what remained of Garrison’s
own thighs would, with time, be largely masked, thanks to the
nature of the artificial skin used to sheath the legs and to the
compounds used to enhance the healing of her own skin. Still-secret
neural connection techniques, including sensors on the bottom of
the feet, created a feedback loop almost akin to natural feeling,
although somewhat more limited, and assured a short learning curve
to master the new limbs.

Her abdomen and chest had been
severely damaged, as well, and her left lung had been destroyed. An
artificial lung, roughly the size of a soda can, was implanted to
replace it. Her partially-injured right lung would recover and
expand a bit in time and the artificial lung would assure her
survival until then and provide additional capacity thereafter. One
kidney had been damaged badly enough to have been removed, but
living with only one would likely not be a problem. Although it was
not crucial to her survival, implanting an artificial spleen
completed the abdominal and thoracic surgeons’ work.

Plastic surgeons then took over.
Garrison’s eyes had been uninjured and her face had mostly been
spared the brutality inflicted on the rest of her body. But her
features had seemed somehow altered afterwards. The doctors
muttered something about the effects of the blast concussion on the
underlying tissue and bone structure and left it at that, as did
she. Her nose, however, required several procedures to restore both
function and a normal appearance. Garrison thought the changes to
her face were something of a blessing. People who knew her from
before often failed to recognize her, at least at first. Breast
implants were next and the grafting of a good deal of lab-grown
artificial skin, as natural and functional than that used for her
new legs, completed the doctors’ work on her abdomen and
chest.

Miraculously, her heart had been
largely undamaged, although she refused to think of it as a
miracle. Death would have qualified as one, though, and she rued
the fact that the Taliban’s mortar round had not struck her
directly.

She tried to take care of
that mistake as soon as she was allowed home on leave. Her Kel-Tec
P-32 semi-automatic pistol had not been used for nearly a year, so
she poured a glass of wine and cleaned it, sitting at the dining
room table of her condominium in McLean, Virginia. The clip was
full but she emptied it and put in fresh ammo, filling it with
seven rounds of .32 ACP cartridges and slapping it back into the
small gun. She pulled back the slide, took a last sip of wine,
stood in the center of the living room and held the gun to her head
and pulled the trigger.

The bullet entered an
inch or so above and in front of her right ear, exiting at nearly
the same point on the other side. The shock and pain caused her to
immediately crumple to the floor but the shot had not killed her.
It had, however, taken with it portions of her frontal and temporal
lobes. She had dialed 9-1-1 herself and the looks on the EMTs’
faces when they saw her and the gun had been priceless. At the
hospital, a great deal of testing, along with an MRI, took place,
but there was nothing the doctors could do for her but take steps
to prevent infection and ensure that the external wounds healed as
well and as quickly as possible.

The long-term effects were another
matter. There were the occasional headaches and bouts of fatigue,
as well as some memory loss, although it seemed to be the wrong
memories that were lost. More important were an erosion of empathy
and her sense of humor, and she had trouble processing certain
things as quickly as before. But a much more serious impact of the
brain trauma was that she was left with no sexual desire or ability
to become aroused, and no sexual function.

None whatsoever.

Together with her man-made parts, it
was why she had re-Christened herself Sim, for simulated
girl.

And somehow Edan Duff had formed an
attachment to her. At first she thought it might simply be the
pride of seeing the things that had come out of his labs function
so well, but later she realized there might be something more. He
had visited her during her recovery from the gunshot wound and
offered her a job as his head of security. He had left the details
of the job sketchy but had made a convincing case for taking the
opportunity for a fresh start on another coast, and it had been too
much for her to pass up.

Her hair was still wet from her
earlier shower and when Edan stepped out of his, he stood there for
a moment watching as she used a brush and small electric dryer on
her voluminous, auburn hair. As was often the case, she wore
cut-off jean shorts and a racer back tee shirt that revealed parts
of the tattoo that covered her entire back and much of her arms.
Japanese in style and consisting mainly of slender black lines with
small areas of bright color, mainly reds and oranges, here and
there, the artwork was masterfully crafted and sufficiently
momentous to justify the name Sim had given it, as well as having
been named at all.

She called it
Dark Fire, and while no
actual flame was depicted it was a blazing portrayal of the
experience of war and once viewed it was not easily forgotten. The
fact that Dark Fire was also the translation from Gaelic of Edan Duff’s name,
albeit in reverse order, had not been lost on her.

“What are you looking at?”
she shouted above the noise of the dryer, the hint of confusion on
her face. “I know it can’t be my nipples poking through the cotton
fabric. Even you couldn’t make a new set of those for me,
apparently.”

“You’ve shown me the
tattooed-on ones, though, and they look pretty real,” he said. “It
looked like the guy did a great job.”

“As long as you don’t get
too close,” she said, moderating her voice as she turned off the
dryer. “Anyway, that’s why I let him do my back. So, tell me the
truth. You wish we could fuck, don’t you?”

It was not the first time she had
asked.

“And you hate me for
saving you, don’t you?” was his reply, also not for the first time,
as he picked up his towel and began drying himself.

As soon as the words came out, he knew
what her reply would be.

“Ah,” she said, running
her hands down her shorts and racer-back tee shirt clad body, “but
you didn’t save me, you created this.”

He shook his head slowly.

“You are so fucking
gorgeous,” he told her.

“I should do something
about that,” she said, glancing at his erect penis, “since I seem
to elicit that reaction a lot from you and can’t follow
through.”

“What do you mean,
do something about it?”
he asked.

She shrugged.

“I don’t know, cut off all
my hair, have my breast implants removed,” she said.

He appeared to be giving it serious
consideration.

“Of course,” he finally
said, “you could just go and get a Maori tattoo on your face. That
would probably do it.”

She almost laughed.

“Maybe all three,” she
said.

“I’d probably lust you
anyway,” he said, but his erection began to fade.

“We’ll see,” Sim said,
pretending not to notice. “Or maybe you should just get dressed and
we should talk about a more serious test for the
device.”

 


 



Chapter 3

 


“Okay, here are the new
rules,” Edan announced.

They were sitting outside on the huge
terrace behind Edan’s house that fronted the Pacific, straddling
the corner of a glass-topped table that could seat eight or ten,
set under a huge umbrella that blocked the midday sun. A wooden
salad bowl filled to the rim with various greens, cucumbers, green
and red peppers, several varieties of tomatoes and olives, as well
as a few scallions, sat on the table top more or less between them.
Sim used salad tongs to pile the mélange onto glass plates while
Edan poured sparkling mineral water.

“I thought there was only
one rule,” Sim said. “Change nothing.”

“That was before,” he
said. “Now that we know the world doesn’t end if you do change
something….”

“We can move on?” she
suggested.

Edan nodded.

“Besides, just by going
back, arguably you’re changing something,” he told her, “or at
least that’s one view of things.”

“There’s another view?”
she asked.

He nodded again, this time more
enthusiastically.

“Yeah, well, if you can
actually go back in the first place,” he said, “which it now
appears that you can--”

“Too bad you can’t get
some kind of recognition for that, by the way,” she interrupted to
say. “I mean, it’s like the biggest thing ever, right?”

“Maybe later,” he said.
“Anyway, since you can actually go back, arguably what you do when
you go back has already happened anyway, at least on some level, so
you’re not really changing anything, although you’ve got to get
into some serious quantum shit to show--”

“Spare me,” she said. “So
what are the rules now?”

“Now that I think of it,”
he replied, “it’s entirely possible there actually aren’t any
rules.”

“Hang on,” she said,
putting down the tongs and scooping up some kale and a cucumber
between thumb and forefinger and popping them into her mouth, “You
started off this discussion by saying there were new rules, now
you’re saying there are no rules. I’m the girl with the slightly
defective brain, remember? I need things a little more
straightforward than that.”

“Sorry,” he said. “When
you get right down to it, it occurs to me that there’s really no
rulebook, you know. I mean, how could there be?”

Sim finished chewing and was about to
pick up some more salad with her fingers, but Edan stared at her
hand and she hastily picked up her fork instead.

“So, are you saying you
could go back and do absolutely anything and it would still be
okay?” she asked.

“I don’t know about
anything,” he replied.
“There should still be self-imposed limits, at least. So, for
example, it would probably be a good idea not to go back to a time
after the birth date of anyone traveling.”

“Hang on,” she said,
holding a forkful of salad in midair, “you were already obviously
born when you went back to fix that nail.”

Edan smiled.

“Do as I say, not as I
do,” he said, spearing a forkful of salad of his own.

Sim’s response was to give him the
finger.

“You’re going to have to
do better than that,” she said.

Out in the Pacific, a handful of
sailboats plied the deep blue waters, halfway between horizon and
shore. Closer in, no more than a hundred yards away, there were two
power boats, nice ones, sitting at anchor, and Edan let his gaze
hover on them for a moment. Sim sat with her back to the ocean, but
she seemed to know what he was focused on.

“Don’t worry,” she said,
taking advantage of Edan’s distraction to pick up more salad with
her fingers, “the sons of bitches can’t hear a thing.”

“I know that,” he said,
his eyes still locked on the two fifty-odd footers. “That’s why
you’re still my chief of security. I was just thinking about what
else they could do with all the taxpayers’ money they’re wasting
here, not to mention what else I could do with what I have to spend
on countermeasures.”

“It’s not just the
government out there,” she said. “It’s also the nice folks at
Teknodyne.”

“True,” Edan told her,
“but my competitors should know better than waste their money that
way. They know they’re not going to get anything.”

Sim shrugged.

“The price of success,”
she said.

Edan turned his attention back to his
lunch.

“I kind of miss the
drones,” he told her between bites. “I haven’t seen or heard one in
at least a day or two.”

Sim finished chewing her salad and
drank some water before replying.

“Remember when I said I
was going to put the laser gun through a battery of tests?” she
asked.

“Yes, of course I
remember,” he replied, his eyes turning to her. “I thought that was
still a work in process.”

She smiled, an infrequent
occurrence.

“Let’s just say that I was
able to move the process along very quickly and very successfully,” she told him,
“Now, getting back to the new rules or no rules or
whatever….”

“Wait, so no more drones?”
he asked.

“No more drones,” she
replied. “I don’t think even the government wants to keep throwing
away money that way.”

Edan cleared his throat.

“Okay, back to the rules,
then,” he said. “Obviously, I’ve learned that the world doesn’t end
if you do go back during your lifetime, but I knew I wouldn’t be
around here at the time I visited. I don’t know what would happen
if you were to come in contact with yourself, but I’ve given it a
lot of thought and I’m pretty sure I don’t want to find
out.”

“Okay,” Sim said, “so rule
number one, change nothing, is toast, and the first new rule, if
there are going to be any new rules, is kind of
half-assed.”

“Given the magnitude of
the scientific and technological discovery we’re talking about,”
Edan deadpanned, “the least you could do is use more impressive
terminology to criticize things relating to it.”

Her middle finger came out again
before she picked up her fork and ate more salad.

“And rule number one isn’t
actually toast,” he went on. “For all we know there is a kind of
tipping point at which you might start to create
problems.”

“So, going back to fix a
nail is okay but going further back and killing Hitler might be a
problem, is that it?” she said.

“Something like that,” he
replied, “although, as I kind of alluded to a few minutes ago, if
the universe has a mechanism for dealing with the nail scenario,
maybe it could handle killing Hitler, too, who knows?”

Sim actually began to
laugh.

“What?” he
asked.

Her laugh progressed into a coughing
fit and she had to drink some water before she could
answer.

“Oh, nothing,” she finally
said. “It’s just that if you don’t know, who would? I mean, Jesus,
Edan, you fucking invented the thing so you need to know this
stuff, or at least sound like you do.”

“First of all,” he said,
“that’s why we’re going to ramp it up, step by step. And second of
all, there’s no way of knowing that it’s never been done before,
assuming the universe does have a mechanism for dealing with
it.”

She stared at him, wide-eyed, for a
moment, but when she finally spoke, what she said was not what he
was expecting, which was pressing him further on the part about not
knowing that it had not been done before.

“We’re going to ramp it up?” she asked. “As in, I’m going to get inside that thing
and go with you?”

“You are,” was his reply.
“I have a feeling I’m going to need some help from someone I can
trust, not to mention a bodyguard.”

“And are
we going to break any
rules?” Sim asked.

“Now that I think about
it,” Edan replied, “maybe we should refer to them as guidelines,
rather than rules. I mean, as you so astutely pointed out, no one,
including me, really knows how the hell any of this works. Besides,
if they’re only guidelines it might sound more like I knew what I
was talking about.”

“So, out with the rules,
in with the guidelines,” Sim said, holding up her glass.

“There is one rule,
though,” Edan said, “although law
might actually be a better term, as in law of
physics.”

“Do tell.”

“You can’t go forward,
into the future,” he said. “I tried. It’s a dead end, so to
speak.”

Sim took a forkful of salad and chewed
thoughtfully.

“Hang on,” she said when
she finished chewing, “you went back to yesterday and came back, I
mean forward, to today. That was going into the future, wasn’t
it?”

Edan smiled.

“Apparently,” he replied,
“you can go forward to a future that’s already occurred, but not to
one that hasn’t, which might mean we’re actually living at the
leading edge of time, which is a pretty fucking amazing discovery
when you think about it. What?”

“I’m supposed to be the
one here with the impaired brain,” Sim, who was staring at him as
if he were an idiot, said, “and even I see the fallacy in what you
just said.”

“What?” Edan
repeated.

Sim let out a breath.

“You said yourself,” she
told him, “that even if you don’t affirmatively change something
when you go back, you’ve probably changed something just by going
back.”

“And?”

“And that means there
can’t be any such thing as a future that’s already occurred, that’s
what!” Sim told him. “By going back and pounding in that nail, you
created a today in which you had gone back to the day you pounded
it in, but when you left there wasn’t a today in which the nail had
been pounded in!”

For an instant Edan’s facial
expression seemed to be saying that he had not thought about it and
that Sim had a good point, but it was fleeting and Sim had
difficulty hiding her disappointment.

“I also said that the
universe probably has a mechanism for dealing with the nail
scenario, maybe even the killing of Hitler,” he said, “so it
apparently also has a mechanism for dealing with changes to the
past that don’t entirely eliminate the future from which those
changes came. I’ll be the first to admit that I can’t fully explain
it and probably never will be able to, but I’m pretty damn sure
that the universe allowed me to come back after I pounded in the
nail but that right now it would not allow me to travel to
tomorrow.”

Sim let out another sigh, lay down her
fork, put her elbows on the table and rested her chin on her
hands.

“What’s wrong?” Edan
asked.

“Nothing really,” she
replied. “It’s just that what you said makes sense, at least to the
extent any of this can, anyway.”

“Yeah, there is that,” he
said.

 


 



Chapter 4

 


On Saturday afternoon, two catering
vans backed into the carport outside the auxiliary kitchen at Edan
Duff’s house and began discharging their cargos of shrimp,
lobsters, Cornish game hens, smoked Coho salmon, white asparagus
and other delights, along with cases of champagne and wine and
carefully boxed cakes and pies.

Edan’s personal chef supervised the
unloading of the clunky-looking white Ford Transit vans and the
temporary storage of the boxes and crates that came out of them,
either in the pantry or walk-in refrigerator of the catering
kitchen. While all this was going on, Edan and Sim went to Edan’s
lab and wheeled the device out to the temporarily deserted carport,
loading it into the back of one of the vans. They worked quickly
even though Edan was sure that his chef would linger over the
placement of the items and then triple check the order sheets
against what had been delivered.

After the device was secured in the
back of the van Sim, her hair pulled back and a Giants ball cap
pulled low to shade her face, slid into the driver’s seat. Edan sat
down on the cargo deck floor in the back of the van, his back
against the closed rear doors. By the time the chef was satisfied
that everything ordered was there and in its proper place, had
signed the multipage receipt and sent the purveyor’s weary staff on
their way, Sim had adjusted the seat, made herself comfortable and
changed the previous driver’s choice of radio station.

When the four-man delivery crew
re-appeared, they piled into the other van. With Edan in the back
playing lookout, Sim followed them up the twisting drive and out
onto the Pacific Coast Highway. At the intersection, the same black
Chevy Suburban that had been there for months was parked on the
shoulder at the side of the road, three passengers barely visible
behind its tinted windows. The big SUV did not follow as the lead
van turned left and Sim turned and remained close behind it,
heading north.

“Do they really have to be
so obvious?” she asked without turning around.

“Hey, it’s the
government,” Edan replied. “Tek, on the other hand, won’t be so
obvious, so keep an eye out.”

“I know how to do this,
you know,” came Sim’s testy retort.

She stayed within a few car lengths of
the other van for several minutes, but peeled away and turned right
at Laguna Canyon Road while the other driver remained on the Coast
Highway.

“No one on our tail that I
can see,” Edan told her a moment later.

“We’re good,” is all Sim
said as she accelerated hard to make sure that was really the
case.

“I’ll keep an eye out just
the same,” Edan told her, working his way slowly toward the
passenger compartment, around the device, but keeping a sightline
past it, out the van’s darkly tinted back windows.
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