

Abelman’s Line

Having dined alone, the man who goes by the name of Helmut Gregor finishes his coffee at the ABC Restaurant on Calle Lavalle in Buenos Aires. Uli Rudel should have been with him, but Rudel’s bad leg, or what’s left of it, has been acting up. Gregor might have stayed in his lodgings or visited his favourite brothel, but he chooses instead to go to the ABC, where he can listen to German being spoken and pretend he is not so far from home.

Gregor thanks the waiter in halting, heavily accented Spanish, and picks a stray piece of food from the distinctive gap between his front teeth before heading into the night. He pauses at the door to adjust his coat and examine the evening sky for the possibility of rain, which also allows him to check the street for anything out of the ordinary: a van parked too long, its driver unmoving; a man and woman kissing in a doorway that only the most desperate of lovers would deem acceptable; a car with its hood raised, a motorist peering into its workings.

Gregor sometimes worries that he is becoming a creature of routine, which would make him more vulnerable, but all men, as they grow older, take comfort from repetition. Novelty is for the young, but it is also the case that a man with routines of his own gains knowledge of the routines of others. Gregor already knows every crack in the pavement of this area of the city, the eccentricities of every street light, the names of residents, shopkeepers, road sweepers, and policemen, and any alteration to its customs will therefore be immediately apparent. In this way, he has survived, remaining concealed from his enemies while hiding in plain sight, for some here are aware that Helmut Gregor is an invention, a fiction. In private, they may even utter his true name, although only among intimates, and not often.

Gregor starts to walk, with only the song of the night birds to disturb his thoughts.

 

‘We’re holding,’ says Lavron.

‘Confirm,’ says Falk.

Lavron runs the images from the Eye again. By now he’s lost count of the number of times he’s been through them, but as with Helmut Gregor and his environment, repetition and an immersion in the familiar make the uncommon stand out.

Before Lavron, a hologram of the timeline appears. With its nexus of branches, it resembles the crown of a tree, a similarity heightened by the decision to limit the line to a two-minute window, significantly below maximum capacity, so that the hologram assumes the shape of a sphere, as though a wood-cutter gifted with divine precision has pruned the branches into a perfect circle.

‘Give me the overlay,’ says Falk.

Lavron superimposes a second hologram over the first, this one mapping the line on a subatomic level. The match appears perfect to the naked eye, but more is required for the go-ahead. Under the sphere, a horizontal feed slowly runs the numbers. The two dozen people in the room monitor its progress, unspeaking. Only when the feed turns entirely green is there a collective release of breath.

‘It’s stable,’ says Lavron. ‘No deviation.’

He turns to Falk.

‘We have him.’

 

Let’s rewind – which, as you’ll learn, is appropriate under the circumstances. First of all, the Eye. That’s how everyone refers to it, though it’s actually a subatomic mapper, so the SAM might be more correct, except nobody has ever called it that, not even those responsible for its invention. Right from the start, it was ‘the Eye’. If you believed in God, you might have described it as miraculous. I’m not sure I believe in God, so I’m disinclined to use the word, but I still think it’s as close to miraculous as anything manmade has ever come, even more than the Splitter, and the Splitter is pretty fucking amazing in itself.

I never tire of looking at those spheres, because of what they represent: the sheer complexity of one tiny section of the universe, captured in a snapshot. Occasionally, I imagine what would happen if the system could be adapted to show us not just a fragment of a single timeline, but all of them: an infinite forest of infinite trees, infinitely growing. But that’s not likely to happen anytime soon because four minutes is the current limit of the system. There’s a reason why we’ve never gone to four, though and only once increased to three. And what’s the reason?

Money.

Okay, science lesson. I’ll do my best to keep it painless, mainly because I admit I don’t understand it all, even if that’s nothing to be ashamed of. As far as I can tell, maybe a dozen people claim to comprehend fully the mechanics of what we do, and half of them are lying. As for the rest, you can ask them to explain the science, but you’ll regret it. Either you’ll walk away after thirty seconds or die of boredom. I mean, the whole business is beyond fascinating, but only on the macro level. Once you get down to the math, it’s as dull to the layman as it is unintelligible. Basically, what we’re dealing with here is block universe theory: every possible timeline happening simultaneously, everywhere. No past, present, or future – well, there is, or rather, there are, but the distinctions cease to have meaning. If it makes it simpler, think of past, present, and future as being overlaid, like the compressed layers of a sandwich, but all occupying the same space. Yet that’s just one timeline, because here’s where it gets really interesting, not to mention complicated.

So, you woke this morning – at 5.45 a.m., early riser that you are. You like to have a little time to yourself before the kids get up, or emails start cluttering your inbox. You climbed out of bed – except perhaps you didn’t. It could be that you stayed where you were for a few minutes longer, waiting for the clock to hit 5.50 a.m., because nobody gets out of bed at 5.47 a.m. or 5.48 a.m., unless they’re crazy, just as we like to make sure our total for a tank of gas ends in a zero.

Now we have two timelines: one in which you got up at 5.45 a.m., and another in which you rose to face the day at 5.50 a.m. But even within that five-minute gap, an abundance of further timelines exists: the one where you closed your eyes for a second or two, and the one where you didn’t; the one where you turned over on your left side, and the one where you remained as you were; the one where your wife snored beside you, causing you to glance at her in annoyance; and the one where you didn’t bother to look, since you’ve been married for twenty years and those little snores are part of the deal.

Meanwhile, those are just your timelines, because we haven’t even begun to factor in your wife’s timeline, or the timelines of the fly currently buzzing by the window and the spider curled in a corner hoping that same fly ends up in its web. We haven’t considered the timelines of your kids, your neighbours, the birds on the branches of the oak in your yard, or the leaves on that same tree, some of which are poised to fall. And don’t even get me started on the atomic level – or, God forbid, the subatomic level, because that’s the point where the intricacy of the universe threatens to drive a person insane. We flourish as a series of potentialities that are also actualities, because for everything that happens, something doesn’t happen – except the thing that doesn’t happen also happens, but on a separate timeline.

Which is where the Eye comes in.

 

Back in the control centre, Lavron is looking at Meyer, and Meyer is looking at me, while I’m looking at Uri Hoch. (And, yes, on another timeline none of us is looking at anyone, or some of us are while others aren’t. See, now you’re getting the hang of it.) Hoch is currently in touch with Leela Tamor, but only unofficially, although I can listen in because all three of us have to sign off on what’s about to occur. (Or not occur. I’ll stop now.) Tamor keeps her distance from what we do, which gives her deniability. She’s convinced that sometime in the future, distant or otherwise, the truth of what we’ve been engaged in will emerge, and there’ll be investigations and interrogations, with jail sentences to follow. But Tamor is sixty-four and in poor health. I’ve tried to convince her that, by the time they get around to asking her anything, she’ll probably be dead, to which her response is that being dead hasn’t saved any of the targets. This is a fair point, but whatever Tamor might or might not know, it wouldn’t be worth putting an Eye on her to find out. There are better ways to spend the money, and more worthy dead people on whom to spend it.

‘Geldscheißerin, what’s your view?’

Tamor often refers to me as the banker, or occasionally – like now – as the goldshitter. I’m the finance person, the moneywoman, hence Geldscheißerin – though technically, I’m the one who squeezes the wealthy and collects the result. Whatever the truth may be, I can tell that Hoch wishes Tamor weren’t talking to me at all, but that battle was fought and lost years ago.

‘I want to run the Tree one more time,’ I tell her.

Hoch’s expression suggests someone has just fed him a piece of bad fish.

‘We’ve run it five times already,’ he says. ‘We’re so far within the margin of error, we can’t see the edges.’

‘But what’s a sixth between friends?’ I reply.

‘We’re not friends,’ says Hoch.

Which is true. But then, nobody in this room likes me. I’m the non-scientist, and scientists hate it when non-scientists can stop them from having fun. On the other hand, they wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for what I do. I persuade rich people to hand over vast amounts of cash without asking too many questions or demanding to witness the results. I’m good at it, too – so fuck you, scientists.

‘If Ari wants to run it once more, then we let it run,’ says Tamor.

‘It’ll cost us time,’ says Hoch. ‘And money.’

‘Time we have,’ I said. ‘The target isn’t going anywhere. We know where to find him. After all, he’s been dead for a century.’

‘What about money?’

‘If you’re wrong about the margin of error, it’ll cost us a whole lot more.’

‘We’re not wrong.’

‘Yeah,’ I say, ‘I’ve heard that before.’

I know that Hoch would like to punch my lights out, woman or not. He’s told me often enough how much pleasure it would give him, and it’s true that I enjoy goading him. Tamor has taken me to task about it, but a girl shouldn’t be denied her small pleasures. More to the point, you don’t want to be the chump who has to tell someone who coughed up an eight-figure donation that they might as well have set their money on fire and laughed while it burned. I know, because I was that chump, and it was fucking Hoch’s fault – well, not his alone, because Tamor concluded that it was a systemic failure, and a whole new series of checks and balances were required to ensure it didn’t happen again. Nevertheless, the buck should have stopped with Hoch as senior operator – that’s my view, if a minority one – and in any normal operation he’d have been out on his ass. Unfortunately, Hoch is one of the handful of people I mentioned earlier who actually understand what we do, so it’s not like we can fire him and then pull someone from the line at the employment office to fill the position. We’re stuck with Hoch.

But I do appreciate his unhappiness. As far as Hoch and his people are concerned, I’m a bean counter, an obstacle to scientific, even moral progress, although the ethics of what we do are grey at best, and I wouldn’t like to be called upon to justify them in a court of law. With luck, as I told Tamor, that won’t happen, and we’ll all be yellowing bone before anyone begins unpicking our history.

But if our luck doesn’t hold, I’m going to lawyer up or head for the hills, most likely the latter. I have three passports, only one of them in my own name, and enough cash squirrelled away to keep me in comfort, if not luxury, for a decade or more. After that, I’ll see what happens. I might kill myself, because once the truth has been revealed, the technology will be acquired by others, and exploited in ways that Abelman would never have condoned. Then I suspect the world will probably come to an end, because I guarantee that the first rule to be broken will be the only one that matters: Maintain Temporal Integrity.

Or, to put it more prosaically: Don’t Fuck with the Line.

 

The father of our work is Isaac Abelman, an Ashkenazi Jew. Abelman is a patronymic of Abel, meaning ‘vanity’, and if, or when, everything heads south, you can bet the media will leap on that one. Abelman was a theoretical physicist, attached to CERN in Geneva, and was present on the day the first artificial black hole was created. That was Abelman’s second-to-last day at the office, not that anyone was going to get all weepy at his absence. Abelman was said to have alienated more coworkers than there were actual operatives at CERN, which takes some doing. He was brilliant, of course, a genius’s genius, but not what you’d call a people person, even by the low standards of the scientific community. He was also running his own personal research project on the side, syphoning money from the tank. That’s the difficulty with a project run by more than 20 different member states, entailing an annual budget of billions of euros: there’s a lot of scope for cash to slip between the floorboards. But the precise nature of Abelman’s pet enterprise was destined to remain hidden from his employers, because as soon as they tried to access his records, his drives went into meltdown.

By then, of course, Abelman had left the building, never to be seen again in Europe or North America – or pretty much anywhere else, in fact. We knew where he was, though. We’d been in contact with him for years, and we gave him shelter when the time came, as well as laboratories, funding, and personnel. The ground had been prepared long before, and the switch, when it happened, went smoothly.

There were rumours, of course. There are always rumours. As long as they stay that way, everything is fine. Abelman wasn’t big on Michelin-starred restaurants, five-star hotels, and diving weekends at the Red Sea. He didn’t even like sunlight, so the only time I ever saw him outdoors was at night. Nosferabel, that’s what some of the technicians called him, though not to his face. Abelman wasn’t your stereotypical scientist. He stood six-four in his stocking feet, could bench 250, even in his early 60s, and took out his frustrations on a punching bag every morning. Abelman could seriously fuck a person up.

But he didn’t hate everyone, just nearly everyone. He tolerated about five people, and actively liked two. Strange to relate, I was one of them, because I never questioned what he did, only ensured that the checks cleared. Neither did I speak to him about his work, and in the evenings and on weekends I was happy to watch football matches with him – soccer, for you Americans out there, not that stop-start local shit you’ve misnamed. Abelman didn’t have any particular team loyalty. He followed lots of sports, but football more than most; and he also enjoyed gambling, but we’ll come back to that.

The other person Abelman liked was Bina Hannen, who was a decade younger than him and almost as smart, but with a better developed set of social skills. Bina claimed that there was never anything sexual between her and Abelman, no matter what some might have whispered. Personally, my feeling is that there was, but they very sensibly tried to keep it quiet. The only reason I suspect they did get it together is that some mornings Abelman had a weird, satisfied smile on his face, and not even Hoch screwing up a whole series of calculations could wipe it off. Bina once told me that she had never met a man who understood her the way Abelman did. It was, she said, as though he could see into her mind.

Abelman was never the same after Bina died. When her cancer was first diagnosed, he struggled to maintain focus. We had to stop him reaching out to doctors and researchers, like he could somehow whip them into doing something for her. We made sure she had the best treatment and kept her free from pain until close to the end. But if Abelman could have saved her, he would have, whatever the cost to himself. When she died, we monitored his research activities more closely than before, out of concern that he might try something foolish, but generally, he came across as no more than disengaged.

I spoke to him about it. Someone had to. He must have known he was being watched, though it was only polite to be open about it. He told me we didn’t have to worry, and I believed him, but he added that it was only because the science wasn’t yet precise enough. That was the word he used: precise. I don’t think he was lying to me, either, but if he could hide his research from CERN, he could hide God knows what from us too, no matter how closely we kept tabs on him. I think that’s what happened. Abelman kept something back. The precision wasn’t there yet, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t be. If anyone was capable of advancing the science, it was Abelman.

I miss him. I miss him every day.

 

In the lab, we’ve recalibrated, and Helmut Gregor is once again inside the restaurant. In a few minutes, he’ll pay his bill, his coat will be brought, and he’ll step out into the evening. He’ll take a little time to adjust his collar and fasten his coat before deciding it’s too warm for a buttoned-up coat, and he has to go to the trouble of unbuttoning it all over again. But it’s a pantomime, a distraction. I don’t know how many times I’ve watched Gregor perform the same exercise, even before this week, but it’s a lot, and in an ideal world I wouldn’t be watching it again. Nevertheless, I made the call, backed by Tamor, and so it’s incumbent on me to pretend to be engaged, if only at the start. The run-through will take a couple of hours, and at some point, I’ll slip away for a cup of coffee. Tamor will probably call me to talk about nothing, because that’s what she does when we’re about to stage an intervention.

That’s how we refer to it, by the way: staging an intervention. It started as a joke at Lavron’s expense, after he confessed to us that his wife and kids had trapped him in the living room to complain about the amount of time and money he was spending on his toy soldier collection and the space his battlefields were taking up in the basement. It keeps him calm, he says, and we should be thankful for small mercies, because even a calm Barak Lavron is a disquieting figure to behold.

But he’d also been acquiring antique pieces at auction, which he kept on a shelf in his den. He figured his wife wouldn’t notice. Lavron has never really understood women – not that he’s had much opportunity, since his wife is the only woman he’s ever slept with, but that’s no excuse. If you only have one problem to solve, the least you can do is come up with something approaching the right answer. Lavron has been married to Sophia for nearly twenty years, and she remains barely less of an enigma to him now than she was when they first met. Sophia isn’t even a particularly enigmatic woman. Like all women, and fewer men, she undoubtedly has hidden depths, but my guess is that, in her case, there aren’t many, and someone would first have to paddle in a lot of shallows to find them. But I also have three failed marriages behind me, so it may be that I’m not one to preach, even if what led to my matrimonial collapses wasn’t a failure of comprehension but an absence of faithfulness. I was a lousy spouse, but I remain on good terms with two of my ex-wives, and my children continue to be fond of me. Some people just don’t belong married. It’s not good for anyone involved.

But to return to Barak Lavron and his toy soldiers – sorry, ‘military miniatures’, because if there’s one thing guaranteed to incite Lavron to barely suppressed rage, it’s referring to his treasures as ‘toys’. So: his wife spots a red box on his shelf, and thinks, huh, that looks pretty. But she doesn’t have her glasses with her – the woman wears spectacles with lenses like the base of a whisky tumbler – and can’t read the writing on the front, which is too ornate for her to figure out unaided. She takes down the box, inside of which are twelve painted men on horseback, in mint condition, and an alarm bell goes off in her brain. She picks up one of her husband’s magnifying glasses, which he uses for close-up painting work, and examines the label, revealing the contents to be British Life Guards, created by the Britains company to mark the Diamond Jubilee of Queen Victoria in 1897. In other words, these are old soldiers – veterans, if you will.

A quick online search produces results from an auction in Toronto a month earlier, in which a record was set for a mint box of miniatures remarkably like the one on the desk before her, described in the catalogue as ‘Britains Set No. 72, Life Guards Past and Present, 1st version’. The sale price was the equivalent of a year of mortgage payments for the Lavron household, and then some, this at a time when Barak Lavron had been complaining about the hole that two sets of college tuition were making in their savings, and how everyone needed to be more careful with their spending because Papa Lavron wasn’t made of fucking money.

The immediate consequence was that Lavron was forced to sleep in one of the onsite cubicles for four days, and when he was finally permitted to return home, Sophia and the kids were waiting to pounce. Lavron is now on an allowance, which enables him to keep body and soul together while leaving him with enough to buy a few beers at the end of the week, if he’s been frugal. He was free to keep the Life Guards set, though, which was some consolation. The downside is that he won’t receive any more birthday presents before he dies, but I don’t think he minds so much. Lavron loves that little red box of mounted soldiers. If he had to choose between saving it or his children in the event of a fire, he’d opt for the kids, but only after a potentially fatal hesitation.

Lavron’s hobby/obsession might seem like an irrelevant digression in this narrative, even if – and forgive me for going back on my word, but I can’t pass up these opportunities – the scientists on the team would argue that there’s no such thing as an irrelevant digression, only a variation, and everything has relevance, especially if you follow the line. Whether Archimedes takes a bath doesn’t appear to be very interesting on a base level, unless you happen to be living with him and are wondering how to break it to him that, you know, a wash and brush up might be on the cards. Similarly, Isaac Newton’s decision to kill an hour in the shade of a tree wouldn’t have been worth alerting the newspapers about at the time, but you only have to spend a few minutes in our staff restaurant before you’ll hear one of the team discussing the relativistic theory of gravitation, along with Minkowski space, Riemannian space, and a whole slate of further arcana that will, if you have any concern for the preservation of your good humour, lead you to find a quieter table elsewhere.

What I’m trying to say is that Lavron’s argument with his wife over the painted soldiers, and his brief enforced separation from his family, caused him to be edgier than usual on the day the green light was given for the first intervention – our intervention, that is, not the one involving the soldiers. You know, I’ll just capitalise ‘Intervention’, to distinguish one from another. I should have done that earlier, but we don’t capitalise it in reports, although I’ve always contended that we should. After all, it’s the most important aspect of what we do. The scientists, and Hoch in particular, differ, arguing that the process is what’s most interesting, and the Interventions – fuck you, Hoch – are just the end product, a demonstration of the technology’s current capabilities at this early stage. For them, celebrating a successful Intervention is like cheering the second Ford Model T to roll off the line when you’ve already begun making sketches for a rocket to the stars. That’s the problem with scientists, or one of the problems, because it’s not like we’re going to run out of questionable aspects to their disposition anytime soon: they’re always in a hurry to get to the next stage without taking time to a) enjoy what’s already happened and b) consider whether it is, in fact, a good idea to move to that next stage.

This is another reason I wish Abelman were still here. He took a different view, which is why he installed the safeguards. In a bunker somewhere, a specialist group of which perhaps even Tamor remains unaware, or about which she doesn’t want to know, is working on a means of identifying Abelman’s tripwires and disarming them. It’ll take them years, even decades, because Abelman was smarter than all of them put together, Bina Hannen excepted, and Bina is dead. If the group screws up, causing the system to crash – or worse, self-erase – they’ll struggle to get work teaching math to kindergarten kids, assuming they don’t end up in a cell.

Or killed, because that’s a possibility, too. Nobody talks about Krakauer. The official version is that he’s in a secret prison following a star chamber trial for treason. But while there are undoubtedly secret prisons, there was no trial, not for Krakauer. He was questioned by experts and gave up everything he knew, including the names of his contacts. Krakauer wasn’t good with pain, or certainly not the level of it to which he was subjected. When they were done with him, he was led to a tiled room with a sloping floor, which made it easier to clean, and shot in the back of the head. Within a week, seven foreign operatives either disappeared or were assassinated, even though Krakauer hadn’t told them much. He was still at the stage of baiting the hook when he was escorted from his quarters at 4 a.m. We’d been monitoring him, of course. We monitor everyone. Somewhere, someone is monitoring me, and someone is monitoring them, and all those people need to be paid. Since I’m responsible for securing funding, I’m effectively paying for my own surveillance. If that isn’t the definition of a team player, I don’t know what is.

But to return to Lavron: on that day, the day of the first Intervention, he panicked. Nobody blames him for it – as I said before, I blame Hoch – because whatever else Lavron might have done, he didn’t freeze, and as any good soldier will tell you, the worst thing you can do in a crisis is nothing. Lavron made a decision and followed through on it. The result was a mess, physical as well as logistical, but we learned from it, which is why we’re now running the Tree for a sixth time, over Hoch’s objections, and we’ll run it a seventh and an eighth if I’m not happy. Tamor will go along with it. We don’t have an infinite supply of money, and I still have scabs on my knees from the amount of begging I had to do after the first fuck-up, but that’s the primary lesson we took from the disaster: check the Tree, then check it again, and again. The secondary lesson was this: always have a mop and bucket to hand, and a big bottle of bleach, because blood and bone are a bitch to clean up.

 

I keep circling what we do, and how we do it, but no explanation really conveys how extraordinary the technology is, and as I’ve already admitted, I lack the scientific or mathematical language required. But let’s grasp the nettle, shall we? This is the process. We find a satisfactory timeline and, using the Abelman-Hannen Bridge, insert the Eye, a device that maps the locale and covers the variables so there are no surprises. We replay the footage from the Eye over and over, analysing the data until we become exhaustingly acquainted with the movements of the target, the insects in the air, the leaves on the trees, the drifting of clouds, the actions of every particle down to neutrino level, which is serious number-crunching, a neutrino having almost no mass – an electron has near-zero mass, but still weighs 500,000 times more than a neutrino – and being capable of moving at close to the speed of light. Finally, a moment of Intervention is designated, and with the agreement of the three principals, the Splitter is activated. This creates an artificial timeline, a temporal dead end. The target is then trapped, and we have seventeen minutes and twenty-two seconds to move them along, before –

But I’m leaping ahead. I’ll get to Walter Rauff and what happened to him, I promise, but I’ll have to talk about Gerhard Bohne first, and Helmut Gregor is also obviously on my mind. There’s a lot to keep track of, and not all of it good.

Anyway, that’s what we do. How we do it is by creating miniature black holes, which is both more and less impressive than it sounds. More because, well, it’s a black hole, which shouldn’t be underestimated. Less because a) it’s sealed deep in a bunker a mile below ground and b) it is, as the product description suggests, black, trapping all light, so that what we are privy to is an unsatisfactory visual representation on a series of screens, based on mathematical models of the black hole’s effect on the light emitted by matter. It’s a show for the rubes, no matter what Hoch may claim to the contrary. Don’t get me wrong, it’s a very good show, but it comes with a certain sense of anticlimax. Then again, if I was actually down in the bunker when the black hole opened, I’d be torn apart before being crushed to a point of infinite density, so I’ll settle for a representation that comes without the promise of a rapid if original death. The black hole is created using exotic matter – in our case, negative mass particles – and involves a risk profile so great that no one ever speaks of it, and therefore it doesn’t exist.

So far, we’ve only staged Interventions in the past, although, again, Abelman’s beloved block universe theory proposes that past, present, and future all exist somewhere in that universe, and what we think of as ‘now’ is an arbitrary judgement based on perception. We should, conjecturally, be able to insert an Eye into the future of a timeline as well as the past, but we can’t, or not yet. The difficulty is the number of variables. Because it’s the future, we can’t map it accurately, not from our position on the timeline – obviously, there are no records – so we’re reduced to speculation or educated guesses. Given the massive processing power and consequent costs involved in accessing a point on a timeline about which we do, in fact, know more than nothing at all, the future remains out of bounds – so far. Those shadowy figures I mentioned earlier, the ones working on dismantling Abelman’s security, are doubtless hoping to pave the way for insertions into the future, in the future, but my suspicion is that Abelman had some ideas about that as well. He’s stymied them at every turn, and I hear the whispers of frustration at how he seems to have anticipated each move they might make. It’s as though he didn’t just guess what they’d try – he knew.

I have my thoughts about that as well. Unless the shadow research group consists entirely of idiots, which it does not, then some of them are entertaining similar thoughts, centring on Abelman’s love of gambling.

 

You’ll have to forgive the fragmented nature of this account. It’s not as linear as some might wish, but that serves as an analogy for time itself. A linear account would be a misrepresentation of the temporal reality, with its multiplicity of possibilities, its fathomless branches. While it may appear that I’m jumping around, there’s a logic to it, or that’s the defence I’ll use. I’m not a storyteller, just as I’m not a scientist. But I’m also not sure what happened, so I’m still piecing it all together. I have clues, but no solution. Abelman’s gambling is one of those clues.

The gambling was undoubtedly a vice, but one we were prepared to indulge. It seemed to be Abelman’s only one, and the amounts involved were not so large as to set off alarm bells. I should know, because my father was a gambler. He worked as a taxi driver, and his tips were used to fund his jones, so he was that rare bird: the responsible gambler. For my father, the pleasure lay not in winning or losing, but in the moment before the final card was turned or the roulette ball came to rest in the slot. He thrived on the uncertainty, the anticipation. (Schrödinger would have applauded.) Patterns applied, but only to a point, because chance played a more significant part, and provided the excitement. That’s why casinos are always looking for patterns in wins, because they’re usually a sign that someone is cheating.

Abelman liked betting only on sporting events: horse races, football games, basketball, tennis, even golf. He was promiscuous in his fascinations, to that extent. Since he couldn’t leave the compound, he gambled online, spreading his bets over a range of sites and providers, and we had access to his activities. After a while, Tamor and the others stopped keeping an eye on him. As long as the sums were modest, they didn’t care, because any losses wouldn’t leave Abelman exposed.

But I continued to be curious, because Abelman didn’t react to his triumphs and reverses like any gambler I’d ever met, and I couldn’t detect a logic to his wagers. Overall, he won considerably more than he lost, but there were occasions when I felt he might have made poor bets deliberately to disrupt a sequence of wins, and others when the opposite occurred, and a bet that made no sense produced a significant return. Frequently, Abelman was happiest when he lost, or when a seemingly sure thing went against the odds. I realised that he liked unanticipated outcomes. Rather than being disturbed by the anomaly, he was amused.

 

Lavron and Hoch are huddled with a pair of technicians, whispering among themselves, which is always a concern. If it’s worth saying, it should be shared with the whole group, but I don’t worry about these confabs as much as I used to, because for all his bitching, Hoch is nearly as anxious to avoid screw-ups as I am. He knows that his reputation and his job depend on successful Interventions. On the screens, a pixellated version of Helmut Gregor stands frozen while another continues along the street, which means that the Eye has identified an anomaly that may have been missed during the previous passes. If that’s the case, I’ll stand vindicated, even if I doubt Hoch will acknowledge it.

I look again at Gregor, who has been dead since 1979. He drowned following a stroke while swimming in Bertioga, in the state of São Paulo, Brazil. By then he was living under his final alias of Wolfgang Gerhard, which he’d inherited following the actual Gerhard’s return to Germany in 1971. Gerhard, or Gerhard Mk II, was in poor health when he drowned, but the man on the screen is reasonably fit and healthy. As Gregor, he’s been performing illegal abortions, which he may regard as a step up from his day-to-day duties running a carpentry and furniture firm, and acting as the South American agent for his family’s farm equipment company.

Amid all this, Uli Rudel is a welcome distraction for Gregor. There is much to admire about Rudel: his war record as a fighter ace; his Knight’s Cross, awarded to him personally by the Führer; and his unwavering commitment to the Nazi cause. But Rudel is also one of the few men in Buenos Aires whom Gregor considers a friend. They are bound by misfortune – displacement and unfaithful wives – and console each other at the ABC Restaurant. But not tonight. On this night, Gregor has eaten alone.

So many names, so many identities: Helmut Gregor, Fritz Ullman, Fritz Hollman, Peter Hochbichler, Josi Aspiazu, Dr Fausto Rindón, each adopted and discarded as circumstances required. Life became harder for him after Eichmann was captured. Eichmann tried to sell Gregor out – no honour among thieves and murderers – even if the address Eichmann disclosed under interrogation was a disused mail drop. Our understanding is that Gregor followed Eichmann’s trial with interest, though the two men were never close, even during their common exile. Eichmann was careless, boastful, too quick to share his past. Gregor avoided his company out of self-preservation as much as personal hostility. When Eichmann was hanged, Gregor must have experienced a tightening around his own neck, and I doubt he wore ties for a while. After all, a reward had been offered for his capture – and by the Germans, no less, who had also issued an arrest warrant. It was one thing to be hunted by Jews, but to be betrayed by his own people must have caused Gregor serious distress, as well as no small inconvenience. He had to abandon Argentina for Paraguay, and then Paraguay for Brazil, each location less comfortable and more dangerous than the last. No wonder his health began to suffer. But for that first decade or so after the war ended, Gregor lived relatively openly and occasionally consented to share with the faithful his real name: Josef Mengele.

 

It was Abelman who theorised that it might be possible to bridge two timelines. The important word here is ‘theorised’, because much of the practical work was credited to Bina Hannen, and so the link is known as an Abelman-Hannen Bridge. But shortly before her death, Bina admitted to Tamor and me that Abelman had been responsible for 90 per cent of the practical side as well, and she had always felt guilty about taking more credit than she believed was her due. But Abelman insisted, and she had gone along with it. When confronted, Abelman denied this was the case and suggested that Bina’s pain medication might be affecting her memory and judgement. Bina subsequently recanted, arguing that she had been confused. Abelman got to her, I have no doubt about it. Right from the start, he was trying to hide how much he knew. He was the cleverest of clever men, one who didn’t want anyone to know just how clever he really was. But let’s leave the question of who did what aside. It doesn’t matter, except insofar as it may have relevance to Abelman’s subsequent disappearance.

The authorised chronicle, the one to which Tamor and her superiors adhere, is that while at CERN, Abelman, whose field of research was S-matrix theory, came up with the mathematical proof for the Bridge, elements of which were then forwarded to us. We arranged to meet Abelman in Paris, where he produced further details of the proof, enough to convince us not only that he wasn’t a fraud, but also that the Bridge might be more than a theoretical possibility. When we asked Abelman why he had approached us instead of the Americans, we were informed of the conditions that would be attached to the creation of the Bridge, and one in particular. Some might have called it revenge. We, like Abelman, preferred to think of it as delayed justice.

It took us a year to establish the facility and recruit the team, which was remarkably fast under the circumstances. We were helped by the fact that Abelman had supplied us with a list of his requirements and the names of prospective scientists and technicians. Hoch was low down on that list, although, in his defence, it was a short set of names. Bina Hannen, incidentally, was right at the top, although she didn’t have much of a reputation, gifted though she was. Someone should have looked more closely at Bina’s inclusion, even if it was better for Abelman that they didn’t.

Abelman, as he had requested, was given a week’s notice when we were ready to move. On the day he left CERN, he put on his coat and hat, told his colleagues he would see them in the morning, took the number 18 tram to Gare Cornavin, and promptly vanished. By midnight, he was in Tel Aviv, and by the following Monday he had commenced work on the first Bridge. Our estimate was that it could take decades to construct. In fact, it took just five years, but consumed money like a fire in a bank vault. But I had faith. I trusted Abelman. I know that may sound odd, given the views I’ve already expressed about scientists, but Abelman was exceptional. There was a serenity to him, and a conviction that never leaned into delusion. Without him, the project would not have existed. He was its creator, its instigator, but also its visionary, and its moral voice.

Many of the initial discussions about the project focused on morality, which may sound curious for a venture that some might brand as profoundly immoral. Occasionally, even I have doubts – if this is justice, has it not assumed a wild form? – though I keep them to myself. To express doubt, or show signs of distress, is to invite an intervention by our resident psychologist, a woman whose tediousness is matched only by her doggedness. It’s better to suffer in silence.

Abelman repeatedly invoked morals during the selection of targets for Intervention, and in response to any questions about what limits might, or should, be placed on the uses of the technology. We resembled children to whom Abelman, in loco parentis, was trying to explain the realities of life, while we endeavoured to chip away at his authority. Ultimately, it was a futile effort, because we would always be obliged to follow Abelman’s lead. He was the head scientist and had constructed his conceptual edifices carefully, just as he would the physical infrastructure, but with an awareness of potential abuses. Because of this, his dominion was both scientific and ethical, and we deferred to it, some more willingly than others.

That latter cohort is now trying to pick their way through Abelman’s traps and barriers in an attempt to wrest control of the technology from his invisible grasp, but I suppose they had always anticipated it would come to this. They went along with Abelman because it suited them – they got to see the system in action, and knew it worked – but hoped either to wear him down as time went on, or have his knowledge bequeathed to them upon his death. Should neither come to pass, they had assembled the shadow group, which worked to mirror the processes of Abelman and his people. Abelman was aware of that, too, of course. He was no innocent, yet he didn’t even attempt to hide information from them, no matter how crucial. The members of the shadow group must have been rubbing their hands with glee while wondering how Abelman could be so naïve, so remiss. In reality, he only ever let them see what he wanted them to see, and as they watched him, so also did he watch them. Mirrors reflecting mirrors reflecting – what?

Abelman’s will, that’s what.

 

So Abelman discovered that it was theoretically, then actually, possible to create a link between two timelines. In forming the link between Line 1 and Line 2, a reaction occurred in the second timeline. Abelman described it as a temporal flare, an unexpected variation on Newton’s third law of motion: to every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. Because I’m an idiot, and would have to explain it to other idiots to induce them to hand over money, I was presented with the analogy of a sealed bladder of water. Poke it with a finger, and some of the liquid gets displaced, causing the bladder to bulge. This was, in effect, what was happening on the second timeline, except with a caveat. A temporal disparity occurred, an abnormality, and even Abelman struggled to understand why. It lasted precisely seventeen minutes and twenty-two seconds, and no amount of mathematical tinkering could establish a cause.

I came up with one but was afraid to raise it during those exploratory sessions, because I didn’t care to be labelled dumber than I was already assumed to be by taking an analogy literally. What, I wondered, if there was a hole in the bladder, right at the bulge? I very nearly asked the question aloud, before biting my tongue. Looking back, I don’t know that it would have made a great deal of difference if I had spoken. Walter Rauff would still have died – again. He’d just have died again differently.

Abelman was fascinated by the temporal flare. Even then, I’m convinced he was considering the possibilities it offered, although to everyone else it was just a dead end, like someone constructing a one-inch cul-de-sac on a transnational highway. But it was the dead-end nature of the flare, or what seemed like a dead end, that caught Abelman’s fancy. That was why he was a genius, and the rest of us are not geniuses. Because that dead end would become the nucleus of the project: the black hole.

 

‘We’re talking about time travel, right?’ someone asked – it might have been Hoch.

I can still remember the look on Abelman’s face, the way he raised his eyes to heaven as though to ask, God, am I forever to be surrounded by small minds? Does no one listen to a word I say?

‘No, not time travel,’ Abelman replied patiently, or patiently for him, once he’d mastered his emotions. ‘Temporal manipulation.’

Abelman could call it what he wanted, but it was time travel, of a sort. Admittedly, the people moving unexpectedly through time weren’t going willingly, and it didn’t end well for them, but I always viewed them as time travellers. Towards the end, Abelman grudgingly admitted that it might be the case. What irritated him was the way that the non-eggheads talked about shifting the targets forward in time, which he regarded as entirely inaccurate, and would inevitably lead him to lecture some unfortunate on the nature of the block universe.

‘You know why I like you?’ he once asked me, during half-time in a football match of no consequence.

‘Because I always pay for the beer? Because I’m a lesbian, and therefore of no sexual interest to you beyond prurience, if even that?’

‘Those things, too. Mostly, I like you because you don’t say stupid shit. You may think stupid shit, but you don’t say it, and that is smart.’

Which was what passed for a compliment in Abelman’s world, and might help to explain why he was not universally adored.

 

We selected Gerhard Bohne as the first target because the logistics were simple. Bohne was the head of the Third Reich’s Work Group of Sanatoriums and Nursing Homes, responsible for the systematic extermination of the physically and mentally dis-abled: the substandard Aryans, by the Reich’s reckoning. Bohne’s programme, Aktion T4, murdered about 200,000 Germans by gassing followed by cremation, and provided a blueprint for the mass slaughter that followed in the concentration camps. After the war, Bohne made his way to Argentina, protected by the dictator Juan Perón, but returned to Germany when a coup ousted his benefactor, where he was indicted in Frankfurt in 1963. Upon his release on bail, Bohne immediately headed back to Argentina, where he thought he might yet be safe, or safer than at home. But he was extradited to Germany in 1966, only to be declared unfit to stand trial, thus permitting him to live on at liberty for another fifteen years.

To be honest, we regarded Bohne as small fry, and some of us openly expressed the view that since he had killed mostly Germans, he was their problem, not ours. They’d had their chance to deal with him and botched it. Let them build their own underground laboratories and create their own artificial black holes. But our first major billionaire donor had lost relatives to Aktion T4, and promised to support our project unto death and beyond if Bohne got what should have been coming to him back in the 1960s.

We also had to take into account the fact that we had a great deal of information on Bohne’s movements, including, crucially, film of his extradition from Argentina in 1966. (We could also pin him down to various spots before the war, but at that stage he had yet to commit his crimes. The project forbids Intervention before commission. We can’t punish a man for something he hasn’t done, or not without abdicating moral authority.) The footage from 1966 is just one minute and ten seconds long, but at forty-one seconds Bohne emerges from a police car at the airport, a coat draped over his arms to hide the handcuffs. He is then led to the steps of the plane, and escorted into the cabin, before we catch a final glimpse of him at one of the windows. The film meant we would not be working blind from the off. We could place Bohne in a definite location, and at a specific moment in time, which made it easier to decide on the positioning of the Eye. We also had pictures of him disembarking under escort at Frankfurt Airport on 14 November, and assembled further footage of his movements before the decision was made not to try him. The quandary, as Abelman noted, was that Bohne was never alone. He was always surrounded by people, or under the observation of a camera.

‘So?’ someone asked. If I remember correctly, it was Mizrahi, Tamor’s deputy, who fathomed even less about the project than I did but was too arrogant to hide it. ‘You’ve assured us that the Intervention will be instantaneous.’

‘I never used that word,’ Abelman replied.

‘Close enough.’

‘This is science. Close enough doesn’t suffice.’

Words that would come back to haunt us – and Bohne, too, though not for very long.

‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ resumed Mizrahi.

Tamor tutted. She was an observant Jew and did not believe in unnecessary invocations of the Divine. On the other hand, my sexuality did not trouble her – either because the Torah limited its abhorrence of same-sex activity to males and Tamor was too busy to consult later rabbinical commentaries, or I was so good at procuring money that any perceived failings were rendered immaterial. I leave it to you to decide on the correct answer. (Hint: it’s the second.)

‘My apologies,’ said Mizrahi, with some vague gesture of repentance towards the ceiling, which probably wouldn’t have satisfied the requirements of the Torah, but never mind. ‘I still don’t understand why the presence of people around Bohne is such a problem.’

‘What if something goes wrong?’ asked Abelman. ‘Then we will have witnesses. Given the presence of cameras, we might even have a record of it on any number of new timelines.’

Witnesses would be bad. Even Mizrahi could grasp that much.

‘What do you suggest?’ Tamor asked Abelman.

‘We keep gathering information on Bohne’s routines after his release, until we’re satisfied that we have him alone at a fixed point.’

‘Which could take weeks, or months,’ said Mizrahi. ‘Every delay costs money.’

‘If we blow our first shot badly enough,’ I pointed out, ‘it might cost us more than money. Remember: Maintain Temporal Integrity.’

I was always careful to use that terminology around Tamor. When I’d expressed it in our more prosaic terms at a previous meeting, Tamor had lectured me afterwards about my language.

‘Get him alone,’ said Tamor.

Tamor’s word was law, so we spent another eight weeks on surveillance and mapping before finally deciding on the optimal position for the Eye.

And still we fucked up.

 

Right, I’ve given you the dummy’s version of the process, and we’ve talked about the integrity of the Line(s), which means that I can’t really prevaricate any longer about what happened to Bohne and Rauff: two different outcomes, each unpleasant in its own way. Let’s take them in order of appearance, which means Bohne comes first.

First off, Lavron panicked, and I maintain it was the fault of Hoch, Dr Fucking Nearly-Right, although Abelman could be said to bear some responsibility as well. However, I’m reluctant to blame Abelman because he was still distraught over Bina Hannen, and had trusted Hoch and the rest to dot every final ‘i’ and cross every last ‘t’. They didn’t, but then they were also under pressure from Tamor to demonstrate that the process worked, and Tamor, in turn, had people breathing down her neck. I accept, too, that there were unknown unknowns, including a tiny fault in the calibration of the Tree that led to an error in the final mapping. The technical term is ‘clusterfuck’, which meant that collective responsibility kicked in, and Hoch kept his job. Even Lavron was forgiven for hitting the button a second time, since the system, which instantly recalibrated once the error was recognised, indicated it was safe. Had he taken a moment, Lavron might have questioned whether the error had been corrected or compounded by the recalibration and wouldn’t have attempted a second Intervention until he was satisfied with the answer. A whole lot of people in that room later had to put up their hands and admit that, yes, they could have done better, none of which would have been a source of much consolation to Gerhard Bohne, though it really couldn’t have happened to a nicer man.

Abelman looked drawn, but he wasn’t so distracted that he would have failed to spot a divergence had the math not been off to begin with. There were nerves, but no more than might have been anticipated when a black hole was about to be created a mile below everyone’s feet. I’m being a bit overdramatic here, perhaps, since we’d already created one black hole to permit the insertion of the Eye, but that was a much smaller black hole – though still capable of destroying all life on Earth had someone messed up the math on that as well – while the second would have to be considerably larger to power the Splitter and permit the Intervention.

I was the only one advocating for another run-through – do you see a pattern? – because I knew that Abelman wasn’t functioning at the top of his game; that Hoch and his team were both overworked and excessively eager finally to run the process all the way through; and that Tamor faced the possibility of being shut down if she didn’t begin producing something better than speculative models of successful outcomes. Under such pressures, the potential for mistakes or poor decisions increases. Unfortunately, the momentum was against me and in favour of continuing, so continue we did.

I don’t want to make this sound as though I was smart and everybody else was in error. It’s not like that at all. I’m just naturally prudent, like any good accountant. It’s in my nature. I know that three broken marriages might appear to contradict this, but I prefer to take the view that they support it: I’m good at setting emotion to one side. You want a garden party? Great, let’s have one, but we ought to wait until tomorrow when the weather’s going to be better. I don’t care that it’s your birthday today and the guests are already primed to attend. Tell them to stay home, and they can come out when the sun is shining – or, alternatively, when the first Intervention in a multibillion-dollar temporal manipulation project doesn’t feel as though it may be about to end in disaster.

But we had Bohne isolated on a stretch of the River Main in Sachsenhausen, and all the indicators checked out. Tamor was on a secure line, and when she gave the order to proceed, Abelman didn’t demur. He did pause briefly to glance at Hoch, who nodded like one of those toy dogs kept by morons in the rear windows of their cars, but that was as far as any expression of doubt went.

‘We have assent,’ said Abelman. ‘Lock on the target.’

‘Target locked,’ said Lavron.

‘On my mark: Three. Two. One. Take him.’

Which was when Lavron hit the button.

And nothing happened.

Okay, that’s not completely true. The Eye operated as it should have, but instead of creating an artificial timeline to isolate a new iteration of Gerhard Bohne while the original went about his affairs, it sent us a cloud of pollen and a few flies. Worse, a facet of the action of the Eye drew Bohne’s attention. It might have been a flash, or just something subliminal, but he knew it was there, whatever ‘it’ might be: a wrongness, for want of a better word. Later, we’d observe the original iteration of targets similarly pause at the instant of activation and look slightly confused after the creation of the new timeline. Abelman theorised that they might be experiencing a form of déjà vu. Once more, I wonder how much he really knew.

Anyway, we now had an ex-Nazi peering into the undergrowth, where, in a thicket of rhododendrons, lay a piece of tech that should not have existed for another century.

‘What just happened?’ asked Abelman. Tamor’s voice was so loud in his ear that even I could hear it, and I was five desks away.

‘The calibration was off,’ said Lavron.

‘Then recalibrate!’ urged Hoch, while all around him great minds tried to find the error they’d missed the first time around. On the main screen, the Tree displayed a shadow, as though an unseen sun were shining on it from the east. Suddenly, the shadow vanished.

‘I have it,’ said Lavron. ‘We’re locked.’

‘Then take him,’ ordered Hoch, before Abelman could object. It should have been for Abelman to decide, but Hoch had been unnerved, and now all he could see was Bohne’s face looming over the rhododendrons, and his own career ending in ruin.

Without waiting for the go-ahead from Abelman, Lavron hit the button again as, belowground, the black hole was pressed into service for the second time in a matter of minutes without first ensuring it was stable. Never mind beta testing, this hadn’t even been alpha-tested. I can recall closing my eyes. I prayed that the end, if it came, would be quick. I opened them again when Lavron uttered a hushed, horrified ‘Fuuuuucccck.’ A few people in the room were staring at the containment chamber. The rest were looking at the screen. Neither scene could have been described as pretty.

The containment chamber, or Cage, was designed to hold the target: sterile environment, reinforced plexiglass, and absolutely no admittance while in use. Any contact with the target was to be conducted by electronic means only, from outside the chamber. Right now, in addition to the earlier pollen and some dying flies, the Cage contained half of Gerhard Bohne – the bottom half, if it matters, Bohne having been neatly bisected. Unfortunately, the action of the Eye hadn’t cauterised the wound, so he was making a mess. On the screen, meanwhile, the top half of Gerhard Bohne was making a similar mess in a patch of Frankfurt grass. Incredibly, he was still alive. He was unlikely to remain that way for long, but he seemed to be working up whatever reserves of strength remained to indulge himself in a final scream.

Lavron recalibrated again and hit the button a third time. He didn’t wait to be told. If the world came to an end because of what he was doing, there’d be no one left to blame him; and if it didn’t, he’d be able to claim that he had prevented a disaster from becoming a calamity, or some variation on the same. By his actions, Lavron managed to extract Bohne’s top half, in addition to all traces of his DNA, leaving only the original Bohne, tottering on his heels in his own timeline, wondering what had just happened. Which was the last we saw of that version of Bohne, because the Eye collapsed as intended, its remnants joining the two halves of the Bohne variant in the containment chamber.

That Bohne, our Bohne, then exploded.

 

If you’ve never seen a man explode, you should consider yourself lucky. It’s not a memory to be shared with the grandchildren. The reason for the explosion of Gerhard Bohne had to do with the air pressure in the chamber, which was designed to cope with the results of a single Intervention, not three Interventions in rapid succession. Frankly, we were lucky we hadn’t cut corners on containment, or else we might have all been picking pieces of old Nazi out of our hair.

There was complete silence for a while. Inside the Cage, the walls ran striking shades of red, interspersed with shards of pinkish-white matter. Lavron was puking in a paper-only recycling container. He had only himself to blame.

‘Shut it down,’ said Abelman, finally. He sounded tired rather than angry, a disappointed teacher let down by his pupils.

‘At least we know it works,’ I said. ‘Kind of.’

 

From the beginning, Abelman emphasised the importance of recognising what could, or should, be changed, and what should remain unaltered. Tamor was present for only some of those discussions because she had a low boredom threshold. I think it also frustrated her that Abelman held all the cards. He dictated the pace of our progress, even as the floor and walls vibrated during the years of construction belowground.

According to Abelman, our future couldn’t be altered, because somewhere in the block universe it was already written. But that was just a future, one of many. Take the famous grandfather paradox, so beloved of murderous grandchildren everywhere. A person travels back in time and kills their grandfather before he can sire offspring. Logically, that person would cease to exist as a consequence of their actions, since their birth would now never happen. But they do exist, because they were able to travel back in time in the first place. This is known as a consistency paradox.

Abelman argued that should a homicidal grandchild travel back in time and kill their grandfather, a new timeline would be created, in which one of the near-infinite variations of the grandchild would not be born. On their own timeline, though, they would continue to exist, because they occupied a line in which they had been born, even if it was hard to see how they could ever look a grandparent in the eye again.

Similarly, one might go back to 12 December 1980 to buy $10,000 worth of Apple shares, in the expectation of returning to one’s own time to find oneself a millionaire – assuming, of course, that the difficulties of zipping backwards and forwards in time had been addressed to everyone’s satisfaction. According to Abelman, our intrepid investor wouldn’t be a millionaire upon their return because they hadn’t been a millionaire when they left, or if they were, it wasn’t because they dropped $10,000 on Apple shares on the day of the company’s IPO. Instead, that purchase would have created a new timeline in which a different version of themselves was an Apple millionaire – or maybe not, because the timeline created by the
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