The Final Solution 
By K. Mark Hoover

* * * *

1.
When it becomes necessary to abandon reason, decisions become more visceral. Changing from fight-or-flight back into reason is a slower process—but necessary for the continuation of any species. 
—Paul Brome, The Last Jew
Coarse bracken whipped the boy’s legs as he ran through the forest. A full moon kept pace with his terror, gliding between jet branches.

Breath rasping, he gripped an empty 7.65mm pistol, its barrel warm from the last shot. In the distance behind him, German submachine guns barked their symphony of murder, suddenly stopped. Fifty meters into the thickening woods he still smelled the harsh stink of cordite intermingling with his own dank fear-sweat.

Moonlight dappling through the trees briefly illuminated him. The machine guns opened up again. Bark splintered; bits of pine needles and broken stems showered like green rain. A ricochet struck the side of his face, ripping open his cheek to expose gleaming bone, teeth.

He sprawled headlong and scrabbled across the frozen ground, biting back a scream. Frantic, he burrowed into the patch of shadow where the bracken was thickest, a wounded animal.

He lay on pine needles, heart knocking wildly against his breastbone while German soldiers shouted to each other.

The beam of a flashlight probed a clump of scrub, bounced away like a will-o’-the-wisp. They were quartering the area, methodically searching the rugged terrain.

The boy pressed a hand to his torn cheek to staunch the flow of blood, knowing he had to get sulfa drugs into the wound before it became infected.

Uncle Karl. Mischa. Mr. Lempke. Anya. 

He pressed his forehead to the cold earth. All his friends dead—ambushed by a German hunter-killer squadron lying in wait along the rail line. To catch and liquidate the resistance cell plaguing the supply trains shuttling troops and matériel to the Eastern Front.

The boy shoved the pistol into his waistband and drew a hunting knife from his fur-lined boot.

Uncle Karl. Mischa. Mr. Lempke. Anya. 

Think, if you want to live. The Carpathian Mountains are behind me. I can hide from the patrols, using ravines and deep gorges. 

Gripping the knife, ignoring the fierce pain in his face, the boy swore he would return from the mountains one day and drench the steel blade with Nazi blood. To avenge his family, his people.

“I vow,” he whispered. The knife reflected a shard of moonlight into his brown eyes. “I vow.”
He backed out of his hiding place, thanking God the Germans didn’t have dogs with them.

Crouching low, he kept the bouncing light behind him. He struggled up a steep grade, slipping on the loose spall. Just before dawn he evaded the last of the search team on a wooded mountain slope. Finally, completely exhausted, his face swollen and crusted over, he crumpled at the base of a tree and wept for the memory of his dead family and friends.

* * * *

2.
I’ve seen every way a man can die. When I was finally captured in late 1943 I saw a group of kapos hacksaw an old Jew and his son to death in a quarry. There is nothing I haven’t seen. 
—Paul Brome, The Last Jew
“I’m telling you, it can be done,” Joseph Gibli insisted. “The Americans have already opened swing-gates into alternate timelines. It’s not a hoax.”
Colonel Paul Brome sipped his ouzo. “What’s a swing-gate?”
“That’s what they’re calling the interdimensional doorway.”
“What did you say this lunatic’s name was?”
“Dr. Hannah Zachal. And she’s not a lunatic. The Americans have pumped billions of dollars into their project. The Russians and Euros are only a step behind. But now we’ve got the jump on them—Dr. Zachal is the only person to solve the space-time equations we need to accomplish our task.”
Only half-listening, Brome let the hot sun beat pleasantly on his face. Loose paper and dust blew through the narrow street and into the sidewalk cafe where he and Gibli sat. Tourists ambled through the Propylaea, snapping holographic images of one of the few ancient structures to survive the chaotic Mad Times that had dominated The Twen. On the horizon, the white columns of the Parthenon stood like mute sentinels.

Gibli shielded his face from the wind-blown grit. “What will it take to convince you, Paul?”
Brome solemnly regarded Gibli’s cataract-clouded eyes set in a face scaled and pitted with age. He had known and trusted Gibli ever since their days together in the Mossad, and before that, in Dachau. He liked the man, respected his intuition. But this time....

“Joseph, what you’re saying is too fantastic to be believed.” He shook his head with bemusement. “You can’t violate causality. Hell, even I know that and I’m only a soldier.”
“This isn’t a go-back-in-time-to-kill-your-grandfather sort of thing,” Gibli said. “That’s impossible because we can’t reach the past of our own timeline. This is a separate timeline that includes an historical event-chain echoing ours. It doesn’t affect our time stream at all.”
“You make it sound awfully easy.”
“The main problem is energy expenditure. The year, the night we need is just far enough away. Wait any longer, and it’ll slide out of reach. Forever.”
Brome rolled the now empty ouzo glass between his hands. “Joseph, when you called out of the blue I didn’t even know you were still alive. I haven’t seen any of the old gang since I left Mossad. Now, suddenly, you show up in Athens while I’m on vacation. Why?”
“This project is important to me, Paul.”
“So I gather. But why do you need me, when anyone else would do?”
Gibli dodged the question. “Look,” he spread his gnarled hands apart, trying to relate some measure of the scale involved. “You can’t go back more than about 130 years. Beyond that, the amount of energy required becomes too prohibitive. In fact, you’ll only have twenty minutes to complete your mission.”
Brome’s eyebrows arched. “Only twenty minutes?”
“Maximum. Your presence will cause the timelines to radically diverge. If they separate too far we’ll never be able to retrieve you.”
A waiter brought a second round of drinks. Brome absently fingered the thin white scar along his jaw. In the distance, burnt-orange tiled roofs, whitewashed walls, and dark green olive groves blanketed a shimmering horizon. The Acropolis shone like a crown jewel in the midst of it all.

Gibli’s outrageous proposition whirled through Brome’s mind like a maelstrom. Gibli was obviously unable to live with the bitter winds and ghosts haunting his past. Brome, on the other hand, had long ago buried his dead—and fully intended them to remain that way.

Going into the past, or opening an event-chain or whatever, was pure fantasy. Let the dead rest their rest. Besides, nobody gave a damn anymore and Brome was tired of trying to make them care; he had burnt out his anger long ago. People didn’t want to be reminded of those days. They lived for today, no longer wanting to be defined by their cruel history. Frankly, who could blame them? Dredge that nightmare out of its grave? To what end?

He reached across the table for Gibli’s hand, a withered bag of dried walnuts and brittle rods. Brome’s own, by contrast, was supple and strong. The elasticity of his skin belied his eighty-odd years. Although Gibli had had the best medical care Mossad could provide, he had never accepted the idea of rejuv nodules at the base of his spine. Now, he was too old for the cutting-edge biotechnology to do him any good.

Years ago, Brome asked why he had made that decision. “Because someday I want to die,” came the unexpected reply. “I’m not afraid of dying, Paul, that’s the difference between us. You keep trying to understand what we experienced in the death camps. That’s why you fail: no one can philosophically describe an illogical event.”
Uncle Karl. Mischa. Mr. Lempke. Anya. Millions of others, nameless and faceless, but important. Always important. Why shouldn’t I be able to understand the Why? Brome thought.

He shook himself and looked again into Gibli’s leather-tanned face.

“Joseph, listen to me. Those bad years, and what they meant, are over now. Dr. Zachal’s idea is moonshine. Even if it were true, what’s the point? Because if we don’t it’ll fall beyond our reach and be lost forever?”
“That should be reason enough.”
Brome shook his head. “And what about shattering the world we know? How will people react when word gets out? An operation of this magnitude can’t be kept secret forever.”
“Our security is first-rate.”
Brome leaned forward. “Joseph, I beg you: don’t let the past destroy us. Anyway, it’s not our world; you’re worried about people who probably don’t even exist.”
Gibli was unswayed. “You’re the only man who can do it, Paul. The only one who can set right what, surely, was never meant to happen. You won’t be shattering the world. You’ll be healing an open wound in the history of our species. For the first and only time, Humanity has a chance to do something right. If we deny this responsibility to ourselves then we’re ignoring what it may ultimately mean to be human.”
“Ask anything else of me, but not this. My life as a soldier is behind me. I’ve moved on because I’m sick of killing. I’m sorry.”
Rising abruptly, Gibli groped for his eyecane. His words lashed out. “Paul, you have a chance to return to the beginning and set things right for everyone. Your act will have a ripple effect—”
“Joseph, for God’s sake, think what you’re asking me to do!”
“For me, Paul. Please? We only have two weeks before the timeline moves beyond our reach.”
Brome stared at a napkin fluttering in the breeze.

A vein in Gibli’s temple throbbed like a black worm. “I thought I could count on you.” Stubborn silence. “Then there’s nothing more to say, except goodbye.” He waved his eyecane in an arc, letting the digital bulb on its ferrule locate and warn him of landmarks. He hobbled down the crowded sidewalk, his thin frame and loose-fitting clothes soon lost in the crowds of tourists browsing the open-air stalls.

Brome angrily paid the bill then wandered the sun-washed streets, the plaintive request ringing in his ears: For me, Paul. Please?
Insanity. How dare Gibli think I would risk my life on a pipe-dream of murdering that inhuman monster?
Looking back, he couldn’t pinpoint the exact moment he made up his mind, but he thought it was when he had seen Gibli, clothes loose upon his scarecrow frame, stoop-shouldered, shuffling through the buzzing crowds.

Brome had seen haunted men who looked like that before, in the death camps.

He found a public telecomp, pressed his ident chop into the data-capture slot. While he waited for the phone to initialize the call, an inner voice screamed: Don’t do this! Gibli will drown you with his mad scheme. Think what you’re doing!
Brome summoned his courage. No, he realized, if there’s a chance, any chance it won’t happen all over again ... then I owe that much to the faceless millions who died in this event-chain I call my life. And if Gibli’s right ... God, if he is!

“Hotel Nationale.”
“Room 434, please.”
The clerk routed the call.

“Joseph, I’ll meet Dr. Zachal,” Brome said without preamble. “I’m not promising anything, you understand, but I’ll meet her.”
Gibli never missed a beat. “Fine. My jet leaves for Tel Aviv in the morning. May I ask what made you change your mind?”
“Don’t ever walk away from me like that again, Joseph. I don’t ever want to see that again in my life.” Brome’s voice shuddered as he remembered the camps and the lurching, tattooed skeletons. And he, one of them.

A long pause. “I’m glad you’re my friend,” Gibli said softly.

Brome removed his ident card, breaking the connection, and waited until the buffer dumped the call data before turning to leave.

* * * *

3.
Man’s destiny? History is replete with examples: the Romans, the Mongols, the Conquistadors. Victims and criminals in different guises, different eras. Man against himself—that is the true eternal struggle. 
—Paul Brome, The Last Jew
“When I open the swing-gate into the Gasthof zum Pommer inn you’ll have twenty minutes to kill him before the Van Den Broeck bubble collapses.” Dr. Hannah Zachal sat behind a cluttered walnut desk, sipping coffee from an ivory mug. “By the way, I read your book last night, Colonel, in preparation for this meeting. Can’t say I liked it—too bleak for my tastes.”
Brome hadn’t known what to expect when Gibli finally conveyed him to Israel’s newest High-Energy Physics Institute on the outskirts of Tel Aviv, but he certainly wasn’t ready to debate his literary skills.

“The Middle East wasn’t a garden after the war, Doctor. We didn’t have cheap microfusion energy or dependable life-extension techniques. Israel was surrounded by implacable enemies. We had our past hanging over our heads, coupled with an uncertain future. That’s what I wrote about: man’s failure to build a shining future from the harsh reality of his past.”
“Hopefully, we can correct that now.” Her eyes found Gibli, who sat, a bundle of bones and dried skin, in a deep armchair near a bright window. “Right, Joseph?”
He gazed with half-blind eyes at the diamond-sparkle of the Mediterranean Sea. “I pray so, Hannah. Yes.”
She swung her attention back to Brome. “You’re in good shape, Colonel. That’s fortunate—this project will be strenuous.”
“I still teach a Krav Maga course for the military.” He decided to regain the upper hand. “You’re in pretty nice shape yourself, Doc, from what I can see under that lab coat.”
Actually, he reflected, Hannah Zachal was a handsome woman, despite her prickly personality. Blue-black hair brushed back from her forehead contrasted with ivory skin and deep violet eyes—haunted eyes, he realized, that had witnessed grim secrets of hidden worlds.

Hannah opened a file on her desk and read in a clear voice: “After Dachau, the Aliyah Beth smuggled you into Palestine during the British Mandate. You joined the Haganah, eventually becoming a Lieutenant with the Israeli Defense Force before Joseph recruited you into the Mossad. After several high-profile missions you retired. The reason is a little vague ....”
“Security,” Joseph Gibli supplied cryptically, his long face in silhouette. “Paul’s cover was blown in Damascus during a sensitive operation.”
Hannah shrugged. “Very well. Afterwards, you wrote your collection of philosophical memoirs, The Last Jew. Two more books followed, neither garnering the critical acclaim of the first. Your last rejuv implant was over five years ago. You’re not married and you have no children or surviving family. You are, and always have been, a professional soldier for the State of Israel.” She lifted her eyes from the page.

Brome saw no reason to either deny or confirm these facts. They were common knowledge, to be gleaned from any book jacket.

Hannah closed the file, placed her palms flat on top. “I know you’ve expressed doubt about the significance of this project, Colonel Brome—”
“I never said it wasn’t significant,” he interjected. “I simply questioned whether it was feasible.”
“Point. I assure you, however, I have accurately mapped the topological surface density and transitional energy gradients of the timeline in question. And I’m the only one who knows how to send a man in and bring him back again. Alive.”
“Before I sign on, Doctor, I want to know more about the logistics involved. First of all, why pick me?”
She gave Gibli a sharp glance. “Didn’t you tell him?”
“On the flight over,” he affirmed. “But he still doesn’t believe me.”
Hannah rocked back in her chair and steepled her fingertips. “I don’t want to bog down in a nomological discussion about the nature of the universal laws governing the timelines. Suffice it to say, we have two weeks to get you inside Pommer Inn and complete the assassination. Everything hinges on that one aspect of the mission. Nothing else is remotely important.”
Hannah warmed to her subject. “There are an infinite number of domains, but you need the right metric—the mathematical solution—to map and access them. I will inject you into the late evening of April 20, 1889, the night the target was born. You will complete your mission and my system will retrieve you after twenty minutes. That’s as long as I dare hold the swing-gate open before our respective timelines diverge.” She ventured a thin smile. “I only have a small tokamak reactor as my power source.”
“You still haven’t answered my first question. Why me?”
“Remember what we’re trying to do here, Colonel. Heal a wound. My sense of morality demands I send a man of your history through that domain wall.”
But that’s not the only reason Joseph came to me in Athens, Brome thought. She’s hiding something else.
Hannah said candidly, “I can’t give guarantees. It’s a risk for everyone involved, including myself. If our government got wind of what we’re trying to do they’d shut us down. Or worse.”
“I’ve yet to hear a good reason why I should risk my life for this.”
Gibli spoke. “Paul, it’s simply a question of doing what’s right for Humanity.” His aged fingers played nervously with the shaft of his eyecane. “For me, for you, our past is an awesome mountain. We must escape its shadow. I’m not saying forget what happened. We are our past! But something in here,” he clenched a bony fist and thumped his breast, “tells me for the first time in our long and terrible history, our people can ameliorate it.” He slumped, emotionally spent. “I can’t explain it any better. Except to say, I firmly believe what we do will have a profound impact on how we view ourselves and the future of our species. I don’t know if we’re chosen. We are, however, the only people in this event-chain who have a chance to level that mountain of history.”
“If we’re successful,” Hannah said, “then perhaps we were chosen by some higher power to do this thing—call it God or whatever you want.”
Brome ground his teeth. He felt he was being maneuvered against his will. But, he reasoned, if there was the slightest possibility of bringing it off then shouldn’t he try? For the nameless millions, if for no other reason?

“How many people know about this?”
Hannah: “Only a select few. We can’t risk sabotage by an individual or a fanatical religious group blinded by political motivations.”
Brome digested this. “Will we stay in Tel Aviv?”
She shook her head briskly. “There’s a black lab buried a hundred meters beneath the Negev Desert, east of Mount Ramon. It’s normally used as a hot lab to research dangerous, cutting-edge technology.” She looked at him. “We’ll start your training by running VR simulations. A lot of simulations.”
“If I fail the first time....”
“You can never go back. Translation of physical objects causes contamination of the domains. We’ll never know what causal chain we’ve set into motion when the project has ended. All we can say is they won’t suffer the same fate our world did.”
Brome thought furiously, astonished he was considering doing this crazy thing. Murdering the boy. He met her gaze.

“How do I kill him?”
* * * *

The first sims are easy: variations on weather, or random obstacles like locked doors or chambermaids with insomnia. Brome breezes through them.

He’s given a blueprint. He memorizes every room, every closet, staircase, table, bed, and chair inside Pommer Inn, along with the dimensions of the private apartment where Klara, Alois, their children, and the target reside. Will reside. Did reside.

The boy is always referred to as “the target.”
Hannah tells him: “Braunau am Inn is a border village on the River Inn, between Bavaria and Austria. You will be injected at 0300 local time. Everyone should be asleep.”
The first sims are easy, yes. Then they get harder.

Hannah sets him down in a pasture. Clouds scudding across a starry sky are reflected in a weed-choked river. A weathered farmhouse stands in the distance. Brome forces himself to remember he is only inside a sensorium tank. He activates the protein-sheathed wetchip implanted in his brain’s sulci and accesses a map. He’s thirty kilometers from Braunau. He taps the pin mike curving from his ear, tells Hannah sitting like God in her polyglas observation booth over the sim tank: “I can’t make the village in time; it’s too far. I’m going to hit the recall switch.” A switch on his visor will transmit a signal, reach across the domain wall, and yank him back to his own reality.

Hannah barks abruptly: “Are you telling me you’re giving up?”
Brome begins to run. At the end of twenty minutes the sim shuts down and he’s in the black lab, in the sensorium, face steaming with sweat, chest heaving, cursing anyone foolish enough to approach him.

He rips off the headset and stalks from the sim tank, angry for getting caught short that way. The sim was a test of character and he has failed. Hannah glowers from behind the polyglas windows, surrounded by her geeky programmers. Brome’s performance is logged as “unacceptable” and she loads a new sim.

Pommer Inn on fire. Brome rushes inside. A woman, one of the housemaids, screams when she sees him; his shycloth armor has failed due to the intense heat. He takes the stairs two at a time, completes the mission, hits the recall and Hannah compliments him on getting the job done because he didn’t waste time saving the other screaming children trapped in the raging fire. Hannah’s like that, the bitch; the job comes first with her. Failure is never an option beneath the Negev.

Other scenarios. He meets a second traveler, from a third domain-echo, intent on saving the target. Brome kills him first, then the boy. Blood on his hands. Hannah logs the run a glowing success. Brome is sickened.

So many simulations in the intervening weeks he can’t remember them all. Klara wakes. “Paul, why are you hurting my baby?” The sorrow in her voice cuts through him but he injects the target with toxin and Hannah logs the run. Or, he finds the right address, Vorstadt No. 219, but the inn has inexplicably been transformed into a blacksmith’s shop. He searches frantically for the boy, fails, is recalled unceremoniously.

In another sim he approaches the inn from the countryside. Braunau in 1889 has medieval fortifications and broken Gothic arches limned with moonlight. Trees whisper; wind gusts off black water. A dog barks and he hears the somber clank of a cow bell from a nearby meadow. The Inn River meanders through the countryside like an unbroken silver thread. Idyllic, but he has come, a demon encased in shycloth armor, to murder a mother’s child in her arms.

Hannah dismisses his qualms with a flip of her hand. “Children often died of measles or diphtheria in the late 1800s. Klara Pölzl is young and healthy. She can always have another little Schicklgruber.”
New scenario: Brome is hopelessly lost inside the Planck foam forming the boundary between domains. He spins in white nothingness, in what he later learns is called “spatial decoherence” by the theoretical physicists assigned to the Project. He’s incorporeal, tumbling helplessly, forever trapped. He screams but hears nothing, feels nothing, is nothing. He spends twenty long minutes in this hell before the sim mercifully ends.

Back in the sensorium, the attendant technicians peel adhesive sensors from his chest, temples, groin. He grabs one man, voice ringing like steel. “Goddammit, I’ll walk out of here if you run that one again.”
The tech, whey-faced, stares at his captured arm. One more pound of torque will snap the radius. His partner nervously radios Hannah’s booth for instructions.

Brome’s teeth are clenched. “Don’t run it again. Do you hear me?”
“We won’t, we promise.” Gibli hobbles fast into the sensorium, gripping his eyecane. Brome releases the technician.

“Hannah’s decided that’s the last one,” Gibli says. “You go tomorrow.”
Brome looks up at the observation booth, in hope, in fear. Hannah, surrounded by her stone-faced programmers, nods.

* * * *

4.
My father was an electrician. My mother taught piano. I don’t remember much about my sister, except that she was very beautiful. There are no photographs; all I have are memories. 
—Paul Brome, The Last Jew
Hannah assigned Brome a full-time bodyguard as the minutes ticked down to the Red Hour. Everyone was on edge. Brome slept very little, tormented by dreams of an empty desert and wailing souls tossed helplessly by the winds of time.

Hannah came to his quarters early the next morning, sent the bodyguard out into the corridor. In the past week she and Brome had become emotionally close out of necessity. Working together, the late night skull sessions, the immense stakes involved—all had conspired to bring about a new dimension to their relationship.

“There’s something I must tell you, Paul,” she said. “No one else knows this—not even Joseph—but you have to know.”
Brome sat at the foot of his rumpled cot, dressed in nothing but briefs. All the hair of his body was shaved (even his eyebrows) for full sensorial contact with the shycloth armor he would wear into the other timeline.

Hannah had fueled her body on nicotine, coffee, and Benzedrine in the past week; the abuse had taken its toll. Dark smudges rimmed her eyes. Her lab coat billowed around her thin frame, smelling sour as she paced back and forth. She had also developed an ugly hacking cough that made Brome wince.

“I need to tell you exactly why we’re doing this.” She was hoarse from too many cigarettes but had another going anyway.

Brome had expected a last-minute briefing, and mentally prepared himself for whatever was to come.

Hannah searched vainly for an ashtray, finally just flicked the ash onto the carpet. “I’ve solved another n-dimensional equation, Paul. I’ve been looking in on them for some time now. I think it’s the future of the one I’m sending you into.” A stray current from the air-conditioning duct blew soft wisps of hair away from her temples. Her voice lowered.

“Inside this other domain the Final Solution was successful, but global in nature. An Empire stretches from the Atlantic halfway across Russia. China is a vassal state of Japan. Africa has been annexed to the European continent. America, isolated from the world, has fractured into squabbling nation-states. Modern Israel doesn’t exist; the Middle East is totally unrecognizable.” Her lips trembled. “Everyone lives under the same umbrella: they have universal health coverage, universal education. Textbooks are full of revisionist history. Orbital platforms with Maltese crosses circle the Earth. Everyone within the Empire has enough to eat and a place to live and they’re happy. They’ve killed over five hundred million people in a decades-long Global Solution program and they’re happy and content with the racial purity of their world.”
Brome went numb.

Hannah’s eyes welled with tears. “Can you imagine what it’s like, knowing a place like that exists?” Tears tracked her sallow face. “That world is as real as the polycrete floor I’m standing on. I’ve seen it, Paul.”
Before he could say anything, Hannah rushed to the bathroom. The door snicked shut. The sound of running water masked her sobs.

Brome rapped on the door. “Hannah?”
After a long while it opened. She had scrubbed her face, made a feeble attempt to comb her hair, discarded the soiled lab coat and cigarette. She looked at him, eyes large in her drawn face.

“Well, now you know,” she said.

Brome clumsily put his arms around her. She rested her head on his naked shoulder. “It’s all right,” he murmured. “I won’t let it happen again. I’m going to do this thing, Hannah. I swear I will.”
“I hope so,” she said weakly. “God, I really hope you can.”
* * * *

On the deepest level of the black lab, the Van Den Broeck injection system surrounded a pilot’s chair nestled in the bottom half of an ovoid shell. Snaking electrical cables crisscrossed the floor. Power conduits radiated outward, urchin-like, towards huge mass spectrometers and organic scintillators stacked into massive detector arrays. Bunched optical fibers and acrylic light ducts draped like lianas from the ceiling, pulsing with digital information. Honeycombed latticework filled in the gaps between rows of gleaming equipment.

Encased in shycloth armor, Brome walked out under the glaring lights. People crowded the observation booth.

Gibli met Brome on the steps leading to the chair, embraced him. “Good luck, Paul. Come back safe and sound.”
Brome was grim. “I will.”
He climbed into the pilot’s chair, letting it adjust to the contours of his body. He pulled down his visor and activated the shycloth armor’s imaging systems before switching to suit oxygen. The gas was cold, with a somewhat plastic taste.

The earpiece in his helmet crackled. Hannah, in the control booth surrounded by monitors scrolling green and amber numbers, started the checklist.

“One minute to injection.”
The top half of the ovoid chamber fell smoothly from the ceiling. Hydraulics hissed. The two halves met, sealed. Enclosed, Brome checked his HUD telltales. His visor was up and running, giving him a full spectrum from UV through IR.

“Thirty seconds,” Hannah warned. In the background he heard someone call out radiation readings.

A distant hum. Power feeding from the mini-tokamak buried beneath the black lab, Brome knew. Slight vibration in the chair frame. Feeling of disorientation beginning to take hold.

Mouth dry. Knuckles white. Pulse elevated.

What was it Gibli had said in Athens? Ah, yes.

You can set right what, surely, was never meant to happen. You won’t be shattering the world. You’ll be healing an open wound in the history of our species. 

“Injection!”
He hurtled through the domain boundary.

* * * *

—throwing out a hand to grab the wooden bannister because his foot had slipped on one of the steps. Brome pulled himself straight, heart thundering. Bearings: he was halfway up the staircase, the balcony several meters above. Check the integrity of the suit: 3V recorders were on-line, documenting the mission for posterity. Power and environmental connections looked good. He looked around, recognizing the familiar landmarks and geography of Pommer Inn.

Pinpoint accuracy.

He remained motionless so the shycloth’s outer integument of digital chromospheres could camouflage him. Below, an open doorway yawned onto heavy tables. Chairs, a glimpse of a rustic kitchen. Curtains drawn on the windows downstairs finished the Spartan decor. The rafters and aged timbers of the inn’s vaulted ceiling creaked in protest as the wind rattled under the eaves.

He was born on Easter Saturday, half past six on the evening of April 20, 1889, in the Gasthof zum Pommer inn. The weather is overcast and chilly at 3:00 a.m. The inn will be cold. People will be in their warm beds, sleeping. 

Brome switched on his visor’s light-intensifiers. Objects jumped out in sharp relief: furniture, stairs, the grain of the wood on the cleanly swept floor, the coarse texture of rugs. He climbed the stairs silently, a technological ghost.

On the landing he found the recessed door leading to the private residences. Locked. He used a key attached to his wrist, squeezed the end bulb to make it inflate properly. The splines slid smoothly into the oiled hub of the lock. He opened the door and was through in seconds, the skeleton key safely back in his wrist pouch. Elapsed time from a clock in the lower left of his HUD: three minutes since he had been injected into Pommer Inn. Seventeen to go.

Parlor: heavily polished furniture, rugs placed neatly on a hardwood floor. Cramped dining room offset. Muddy boots by the door, jacket hanging on a peg. A doll (probably Angela’s) was propped forlornly in a sturdy chair, staring at him with accusing black button eyes.

An ornate cuckoo clock ticked loudly. 0311. Tree branches scratched the side of the house. The wind moaned off the Inn River.

Brome weaved past dark furniture towards the back rooms, their doorways slightly open. The first was furnished with two beds. Alois, Jr., was in his, but Angela’s was empty. Had she heard something and gone to warn her parents? Where was the housekeeper? Did she only work during the day, helping Klara with the children? Hannah had not been able to provide Brome with all the information he would have liked. She could make general determinations but could not give specific movements. Brome had to rely on his instinct, and his luck.

Five minutes. You’re wasting time. Move.

He entered the largest bedroom, small by modern standards. A window cast a rectangle on the bed. The first person he saw was Angela, the target’s half-sister. Her back was to her father, snuggled in his arms, sleeping soundly.

Brome stood over the family in the dark.

Alois’s round face was drowned in sleep, mustached mouth slightly parted and snoring with a soft buzz. Klara lay on the other side of the bed, breathing evenly. A rocking crib sat flush against the wall, under a gilded mirror. A discarded blanket lay tangled on the wooden floor.

The boy was not in the crib.

Brome walked quietly around the foot of the bed and saw Klara had one possessive arm over a tiny hump under the covers. Only vaguely aware of the time ticking down in his visor’s HUD, and the blinking recall switch, Brome stood and stared at the mother and her newborn child.

—And knew without a doubt he wouldn’t have been able to do this if he hadn’t already been desensitized to it a hundred times.

That’s why Hannah ran so many sims. She wanted me inured to killing a child in its mother’s arms. Even him. 

Klara’s already lost three: one within a few days of birth, two to diphtheria. 

Now she’ll lose a son because of me: a specter from a parallel history, supported by science and technology even I don’t fully understand. For reasons she would never believe, never accept. (Do I?) Have her wake up with a dead baby in her arms? I won’t do that to any mother, for any reason. Hannah be damned. 

Take him to the crib and do it there. 

I vow. I vow.

He placed his palm against the side of Klara’s neck. A needle slid from his gloved thumb and pierced her skin. She opened her eyes, startled, blinked several times, closed them again. She was deeply asleep again within seconds.

Brome carefully removed the embroidered quilt, revealing the target. He slipped his hands under the tiny body and lifted the infant into a gleaming chink of moonlight. Adolfus whimpered, his tiny red fists clenched to his chest, mouth a red bow. The dark hair on his head was fine and thick. Long eyelashes brushed ruddy cheeks.

Brome stared raptly at the boy nestled in the crook of his arm, trying to equate this baby to the incalculable horrors of his own past and the future looming vast for the world of this domain. Oblivious to the passing time, he stood riveted by the meaning of the life he held in his arms for both worlds. Both histories. Himself.

He placed a second thumb-needle against the baby’s neck, preparing to release a toxin that would shut down the child’s respiration.

Joseph, you did this for me. You knew. That’s why you found me in Athens. 

I am the only man who can set right what was never meant to happen: the dissolution of my own humanity, my own soul.
I don’t have to shatter the world if I can make it better, make it mean something again to be human. Only I hold the key to do that. One universe healed, another grappling with a more difficult lesson. I, locked in the middle. 

To heal a wound in a history that never should have happened—on any world. Brome believed that now. Looking at the boy, he knew it was frighteningly true: he was the only person in history who could set things right.

I’m not neglecting the past, he told himself. I’m affirming it. Forgiveness can’t be an esoteric concept. If so, our grip on humanity is lost and we can never find the true depth of the human heart.

The suit’s software alerted him. Sixteen minutes had passed. Only four left.

Four! Heart racing, he backed out of the master bedroom and hurried through the parlor. Oh God, oh God. Descending to the ground floor, he held the child close. The boy was beginning to wake, fussily. Brome opened the com channel in his HUD. Voice shaky with muffled disbelief in his helmet: “I’ve done it, I’ve done it. I have him....”
There was no interim during which he was aware of transfer to his side of the domain wall. One fraction of a second he was in the gloom of Pommer Inn—then reclining in the pilot’s chair, clutching the screaming baby while the top half of the ovoid chamber cracked open and lifted, flooding light into his face. Attendants fell on him, downloading the visual record, stripping off helmet, gloves, battery pack, plastic oxygen tank.

Brome stepped off the dais, barely aware of the screams of disbelief reverberating in the lab. People clustered around him, keeping a careful distance from the squalling infant. Hannah gaped unbelievingly at what he carried. Gibli elbowed his way through the crowd, felt the tiny body with his hands and gasped.

Tears spilled shamelessly down Brome’s face. “I couldn’t do it, Joseph. God help me, I couldn’t do it.” His voice broke. “I’m only human.”
The child wailed, tiny fists waving.

Brome, his sense of wonder vast at the infant in his arms, looked up, dazed. And all Humanity, and the histories of worlds gone mad and other worlds healed, and the faces of millions always important, towered like mountains over the event-chain he called life, thundering, thundering.
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