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		PROLOGUE

		10 August 2001, Brooklyn

		Joseph Olivera gasped, air huffed in and out of his lungs in total darkness. The noise of his rasping breath bounced back at him from hard walls somewhere off in the black. He tried to calm himself. Steady his nerves.

		
			You knew what it was going to be like.
		

		Yes. He’d had that explained: the sensation of falling, the milky nothingness, the light touch of energy crawling over your skin like the probing, curious fingers of a pickpocket. Still, even though he’d mentally prepared for it, forewarned, Olivera had been cautioned by Waldstein that the first time was the hardest.

		But he hadn’t expected this. Pitch black.

		‘Anyone th-there?’

		He could hear the drip of water somewhere, possibly from a low ceiling. And, faintly, a quiet rumble that increased in volume as it passed overhead and then finally faded to nothing.

		‘Hello?’

		Just then another noise. A metallic rattle from behind him. Joseph turned towards it and saw a horizontal sliver of light appear. It widened, accompanied by the jangle of a chain, and Joseph recognized it as the bottom of some shutter door. He saw a pair of feet outside, cobblestones, a muted grey of diffused light.

		‘Hello?’

		The feet shifted, a figure ducked down and looked under the shutter door. Joseph saw a paunchy middle-aged man with a beard and glasses, wearing shabby corduroy trousers and a green woollen cardigan with leather elbow patches. ‘Hello?’

		Joseph squatted down so the light from outside could pick out his face. ‘Is this the right place?’

		The man with the beard chuckled. ‘Ahhh … you must be our new recruit.’ He ducked under the shutter, straightened up inside and walked to the side of the shutter, patting in the darkness until his fingers found a switch.

		A fluorescent light fizzed on above Joseph. He could see now he was in some brick archway. It smelled of damp cement and stale urine. In one corner he could see a pile of loops of electrical flex. Beside that, a dozen cardboard boxes that had the images of ancient-looking computers printed on the side. Early twenty-first-century bricks of clunky technology.

		‘This … this isn’t the place, is it?’ asked Joseph.

		The man smiled and crossed the pitted dirty floor towards him, his feet crackling across shards of broken glass. ‘This is it.’ He offered his hand. ‘I’m Frasier Griggs by the way.’

		‘Joseph Olivera,’ he replied.

		‘I agree it doesn’t look much at the moment. Mr Waldstein, I presume, told you we’ve only just started setting up things in here?’

		Joseph nodded. ‘But I … I thought …’

		‘You thought it would be something grander?’

		‘Yes.’

		Frasier laughed again. ‘It’s all that’s needed.’ He looked around. ‘Good choice, I’d say. Nice and discreet. I don’t think it’s been occupied in years.’ He kicked an empty glass bottle aside. It skittered across a carpet of grit and rat droppings. ‘Unless you count vagrants and drug addicts, that is.’

		Joseph glanced at the cobblestones outside. ‘This is really 2001? I’ve really travelled back over half a century?’

		‘Oh quite, yes. August the tenth, 2001 to be precise.’ Frasier spoke with an almost theatrical accent, what used to be called ‘British’ before that small nation vanished into the Euro-block.

		He walked towards the shutter and ducked down to look outside. Frasier followed him over, squatting down beside him. ‘This is Brooklyn. Tell me, Joseph. You ever see pictures of Brooklyn before they abandoned it to the flood waters?’

		Joseph shook his head. He only knew the outskirts of this once-fine city as a maze of waterlogged streets, collapsed rooftops sprouting weeds and struggling saplings.

		‘Quite characterful and vibrant was Brooklyn.’ Frasier gazed at the graffiti-covered brick wall opposite, and above it a mixed urban skyline of cranes, factory roofs and warehouse apartments. He sighed. ‘I used to collect priceless antique CDs from about this time. Marvellous stuff they used to call “hip hop”. Big Daddy K? MC Kushee? Ever heard of those composers?’

		Joseph shook his head.

		‘Ah well. It’s only old farts like me listen to that sort of thing now.’ Frasier nodded at the scene outside. ‘Thirty years from now all this will be gone. It’ll be nothing but a drowning ghost town. Abandoned ruins. Left to rot. Pity.’

		Above them was a warm blue, cloudless sky, criss-crossed with the vapour trails of distant air traffic.

		‘Anyway, Mr Waldstein has already given you your brief, I presume?’

		Joseph nodded.

		‘We’re sourcing as much of the equipment components as we can from the present. It’s safer that way. The less of a footprint we leave from our time, the better.’

		Joseph had noted the boxes of desktop computers. ‘Are those old machines powerful enough to –?’

		‘Certainly. I’ll have to tinker with the network so their CPUs synchronize. And I’ll strip out that stone-age operating system and replace it with W.G. Systems software. Should be fine, though.’

		Joseph gazed across the East River at Manhattan.

		‘Quite a sight, isn’t it?’ said Frasier. ‘This really was a beautiful city back in its time.’

		‘Yes.’

		They listened to the wail of a distant police siren, the honk of the East River ferry on its way down to Governor’s Island, the faint boom of a passing car hi-fi, the gentle whup-whup of a helicopter high above.

		Joseph found himself sharing Frasier’s dewy-eyed wonder.

		
			Everything seems so much more alive.
		

		This was a mankind full of passion and energy. From here the future looked limitless, the possibilities endless. This is what the world looked like when it still had a hope. Joseph’s breath fluttered. It was intoxicating.

		‘Well now … this field office of Mr Waldstein’s won’t sort itself out if we just sit here. There’s a lot to do.’ Frasier stood up and kicked a discarded McDonald’s carton out of the archway and across the cobblestone alley. ‘Is Mr Waldstein joining us today?’

		‘Yes … he s-s-said …’ Joseph worked at containing his stutter. ‘He said he’d be along shortly.’

		‘Good,’ said Frasier. ‘Because I need to ask him where he wants me to set up the displacement rack. Going to need to check the wiring for tolerance. And of course where to put the back-up generator.’

		‘Where will I be setting up my equipment?’

		Frasier pointed into the gloom of the archway. ‘It’s in the back room. There’s another room. See that sliding door? Half a dozen Gen-Inc-5H bio-growtubes from our Salt Lake Genetic Research facility, and several hundred gallons of that disgusting growth solution. It wasn’t easy beaming that lot through, I can tell you.’

		‘Is it assembled already?’

		‘No! That’s your job. Anything else you need, except the foetuses of course, you’re going to need to source locally.’

		‘Uh, right.’

		Frasier suddenly grinned broadly, his eyes wide behind the glint of his lenses. ‘Quite something, this project of his, isn’t it? Guardians of history and all that!’

		‘Yes … yes, it is.’

		‘You know, only three people in the entire history of humankind have actually travelled through time: Mr Waldstein, myself … and now you. Just think about it. More people have walked upon the moon than done what you’ve just done.’

		Joseph nodded, grinning. Frasier’s excitement was wholly infectious.

		‘Lots to do, Joseph old chap. Lots to do. But first … how do you fancy a coffee? I spotted a rather nice coffee shop nearby.’

		‘Real coffee?’

		‘Good grief, yes! None of that awful vat-grown synthi-soya rubbish.’ He patted Joseph affectionately on the shoulder. ‘Give you a chance to see a little bit more of Brooklyn before we knuckle down to work. How about that?’

		‘A coffee would be nice.’

		Frasier led Joseph back outside, worked the shutter door down to the ground with some difficulty and secured it with its rusty padlock. ‘That’s stiff. I might see if I can get the winch motor working. Don’t want to be hefting that up and down each time we step outside, do we?’

		The morning sun sparkled across the East River, spears of brilliant dappled light that made Joseph’s eyes moist. The inverted reflections of Manhattan’s proud skyscrapers shuffled in the wake of the passing ferry and above them a commuter train rattled across the Williamsburg Bridge towards Manhattan.

		
			Beautiful. Quite beautiful.
		

		He noticed Frasier enjoying the same view. ‘Oh, how rude of me!’ he said presently, offering Joseph a comic salute. ‘I suppose I ought to officially welcome you to our little “agency”.’

		Joseph self-consciously returned the gesture, feeling a thrum of growing excitement course through his body.

		
			What an incredible project.
		

	
		CHAPTER 1

		2001, New York

		
			
				Monday (time cycle 77)
			

			
				Something’s wrong. I know it. I think there’s something big going on we don’t know about. Something Foster should’ve told us and didn’t. Maybe he really wanted to, but couldn’t. Wasn’t allowed to. Maybe that’s why he left us?
			

		

		Sal put down her pen and looked around the laundromat. Just like it always was at this time on a Monday morning, it was empty. She was the only customer there, sitting on one of the row of plastic chairs facing a grubby window. She watched a removal truck outside the window trying to squeeze past a kerb-parked yellow cab, the drivers of both vehicles winding down their windows and barking abuse at each other.

		Men. Always so aggressive. Sal wondered for a moment what a world free of testosterone might be like. Surely a better place without men beating their chests and acting like apes.

		She looked down at her notebook again.

		
			
				That thing. That stuffed toy. The bear. Somehow that’s at the heart of everything. I’m sure of it.
			

		

		The man that came through, that poor, twisted mess that was once a human being, she was sure he’d been trying to tell her something about the blue bear as he died. Something for her ears alone. She wondered how a stuffed toy, a threadbare, scruffy-looking one at that, could ‘mean’ anything to anyone – except comfort for some child.

		She scribbled again in her diary.

		
			
				And then there’s Liam’s tunic.
			

		

		Sal was certain of one thing: that she could trust her own eyes, what she actually saw. She’d taken a close look again at the tunic that was hanging in a closet just outside the nook where their bunk beds were. The clothes they’d all been wearing the day they’d arrived in the archway hung in there. No longer worn because they were so precious, a last link to the lives they’d lived before this. Before becoming TimeRiders.

		She’d unhooked Liam’s tunic, the very same one he’d arrived in the night the Titanic had gone down. The tunic, complete with two rows of brass buttons and the White Star Line’s star symbol on its purple collar. And yes … there it had been, the thing she was looking for, that ever-so-faint, comma-shaped red wine stain on the right shoulder. So faint. Somebody had once gone to a lot of trouble to try and remove it and failed.

		And here’s the thing. The exact same stain … the exact same stain … was on the tunic hanging in that odd little antique and costume-hire shop a few blocks away. An exact duplicate of Liam’s tunic. Sal scribbled the obvious question in her diary.

		
			
				So, how come there’s a duplicate of what he was wearing hanging in that shop?
			

		

		The question begged all sorts of answers, none of which Sal thought she liked the sound of. The answer that unsettled most was the one she decided to write down.

		
			
				Does that mean we’ve been here before?
			

		

		She looked up from her scribbling. The removal truck was still trying to inch past the taxi, and both men were still enthusiastically haranguing each other, their Brooklyn voices lost beneath the frenetic whir of tumble dryers in the laundry. She turned to look at the round porthole of the nearest of them, spin-drying her and Maddy’s clothes. They were all clothes from 2001 now, garments that allowed them to blend in. Her eyes were drawn to a pale green ankle sock spinning round and round, pushed up against the window, caught in a spiral of forces it couldn’t escape.

		Like us. Her, Maddy and Liam, three unfortunate souls unknowingly stuck in an endless loop they were doomed to live over and over again.

		She looked down at the biro in her hand. At the diary, a nondescript notebook of lined pages that you could pick up in any stationery store. She leafed through the pages, realizing she had filled more than a quarter of it with her small, tidy handwriting and sketches and doodles. And before the first of her entries, written months’ worth of ‘time-bubble days’ ago, right there … the torn edges of dozens and dozens of pages ripped out by someone.

		A thought suddenly occurred to her that left a chill running down her back, like a ghostly finger tracing her vertebrae, making the flesh on her bare arms pucker into goosebumps.

		
			Oh shadd-yah. Was that me?
		

		She wondered if the pages of this diary had been used by her … before.

		Another me? A previous me?

		She felt sick. Hadn’t Foster said something about the fate of the previous team? Something about ‘being torn to pieces’, something about ‘there being little left’. She remembered that first day vividly. Being awoken on her bunk, meeting Maddy and Liam for the first time, seeing Foster’s old face leaning over her and realizing it was the same face she’d seen just before she’d died, just before her home in Mumbai had collapsed into a raging inferno.

		And there was that thing … that ghostly form in the dark that he’d had to hastily usher them away from. The seeker. Didn’t he say it was that ethereal, glowing shape – little more than fragile membrane, like a jellyfish, like a plume of smoke – that had ripped the previous team to unrecognizable shreds?

		The previous team.

		
			Us?
		

	
		CHAPTER 2

		2070, Cheyenne Mountain, Colorado Springs

		‘But why, skippa?’

		Rashim Anwar shook his head at the childlike question. The thing’s squeaky voice and perpetual goofy, dumb smile – all of that Rashim’s choice, of course. His laboratory assistant unit, one of the half-size models, came up to no more than his waist in height. In the default factory-shipped polygenic skin, the domestic models looked like little plasticine children. No hair, faces deliberately artificial-looking, inexpressive, neutral. But shapes and sizes varied. Rashim’s one was designed for a lab environment, squat and square, nothing like a plasticine child, more like a filing cabinet on legs.

		Rashim couldn’t help customizing his unit, his inner geek looking for a way to express itself. The lab assistant unit’s shape and configuration were roughly the same as the cartoon character’s anyway; close enough that hacking the polygenic skin’s configuration code to make the unit look even more like the character was a couple of hours’ work. Little more than changing the programmable plastic skin from the default utilitarian grey to a bright yellow, and getting the face to extrude and replicate the cartoon character’s goofy features.

		‘But why, skippa?’ it asked again with a squeaky voice. It looked up at Rashim with big round eyes, above a perky, pickle-shaped nose and two jutting tombstone teeth.

		Rashim vaguely remembered those old cartoons. His grandfather used to watch them, rocking and laughing at the dumb antics played out on-screen. Rashim had worked from this vague childhood memory. It had made him feel like a kid once more, hacking the unit’s configuration code and watching the polygenic plastic change colour and reconfigure. Looking down at the inquisitive robot, he figured he had it pretty close, although he wasn’t so sure he’d got the character’s name quite right.

		‘SpongeBubba … it’s hard to explain.’

		‘Please explain to me, skippa! Please!’

		‘Well, I suppose it’s a design fault in our programming.’

		‘Programming? But humans don’t have artificial intelligence routines!’ SpongeBubba squawked.

		Rashim lifted his glasses and pushed a coil of dark hair from his face. They stopped at a closed doorway and he presented his left eye for a retina ID scan. ‘It’s just a figure of speech, SpongeBubba. The point is we have our faults, just like bad lines of code. The difference between you and me, though, is that it’s not so easy to edit our behaviour. We are who we are.’

		‘It doesn’t make sense,’ said the unit. Frown grooves ran along its yellow plastic skin. ‘Why do humans want to destroy their own world?’

		The doorway in front of them cranked open. Hinges carrying a three-ton blast-proof door creaked and echoed across a dark and dusty control room, its walls lined with the glass of large strategic display monitors. Over a hundred years ago, this installation had been built as a command and control centre in preparation for what had seemed like an inevitable nuclear war with Russia. Now it was little more than a museum piece.

		Rashim hesitated before the open door and the dark passageway beyond. ‘I suppose it’s in our nature. We don’t like bad news … so we just ignore it.’

		‘Well, duh-huh, that’s just plain stoopid!’

		He smiled. The unit’s speech patterns were a result of his hacking as well.

		‘It is stupid, Bubba. There was a time when we could have turned things around. Saved the earth from overheating, but I suppose it seemed like too much hard work at the time. So we didn’t bother.’

		‘Well, duh,’ squawked SpongeBubba again.

		Rashim smiled. Exactly … duh.

		He led the way down the passageway. The blast door clanked as it closed behind them and motion-sensitive lights in the passageway flickered on. A fading sign on the concrete wall informed him that they were now entering a security level three zone. Lining the wall either side of the sign were old framed photographs of past US presidents: Bush, Obama, Palin, Schwarzenegger, Vasquez, Esquerra.

		This installation, carved deep into the side of Cheyenne Mountain, had once upon a time been known as NORAD. It had been kept in a state of ‘warm standby’ until the mid-2040s then finally closed down after the first Oil War. America’s old rival, Russia, was having as much trouble as America with its own internal problems to no longer be a global nuclear threat.

		Now it was simply referred to as ‘Facility 29H-Colorado’.

		‘I suppose my grandfather’s generation … my parents’ generation even, were too busy wanting all the nice things: the big shiny holo-TV, real meat three times a week, the latest digi-fashions. Too busy with all that to notice the sea slowly rising, taking coastlines and cities with it.’

		‘Did the big floodings happen after the Oil Wars, Rashim?’

		‘That’s right.’ He shrugged. ‘It might have been better for us if we’d run out of oil and all the other fossil fuels a lot sooner than we did. Maybe we’d still have polar ice caps.’

		Rashim’s childhood, like everyone else his age, had been one lived in a world shifting with constant migration. Millions – billions – of people on the move, retreating from land that itself was retreating before rising tides of polluted water.

		‘Mind you … the real problem, Bubba, was that there were just too many of us.’

		‘Too many humans?’

		‘Nearly ten billion. Totally unsustainable.’ He looked down at the waddling unit beside him. ‘We were so very stupid, Bubba.’

		It nodded, its plastic, pickle-shaped nose wobbling slightly. ‘Duh. Stoopid.’

		Ten billion mouths to feed. How did we ever allow ourselves to get that crowded?

		It reminded him of something a teacher once told him – Petri Dish Syndrome. Put a bacterium in a dish with something to feed on. Leave it long enough and it’ll fill the dish, then, oh boy, then … it’ll turn on itself, cannibalize its own protein to survive.

		‘You reap what you sow,’ said SpongeBubba. He looked up at Rashim with wide, hopeful eyes. ‘Is that the correct saying to use?’

		Rashim nodded. ‘It is. Well done, Bubba.’

		‘Hey, thanks!’

		They turned a corner into a passageway already lit with a steady glow from muted ceiling lights. At the end a pair of soldiers stood guard either side of the door to a lift.

		Rashim flicked his hand casually at them as he and his unit approached. ‘Morning, guys.’

		‘Morning, sir,’ said the older of the two guards. Almost old enough to be his dad. Rashim felt awkward; he seemed to be the youngest member by far on the technology team. Twenty-seven and he was in charge of the ‘receiver team’, a group of eight technicians all at least ten years older than him.

		‘You’re up early again, Dr Anwar.’

		Rashim shrugged. ‘We have calibrations to cross-check on the translation markers.’

		SpongeBubba raised a gloved cartoon hand in a mock salute at the guards. ‘S’right! Rashim’s the most important man in the whole world!’

		Rashim winced at his assistant’s sing-song exuberance.

		The older guard cocked an eyebrow. ‘You do know that outside of the facility you should have your AI unit on verbal-mute, sir, don’t you? That’s a security breach.’

		‘Yes, yes, of course … I’m sorry.’ He let go of Bubba’s gloved hand. ‘SpongeBubba, be quiet.’

		‘You got it!’ Its plastic lips snapped shut then pouted guiltily.

		‘Really sorry about that.’

		‘You know I’ll have to log that security infringement, sir,’ said the soldier.

		Rashim nodded. He’d get a slapped wrist for that from the project leader, Dr Yatsushita, later on today no doubt. ‘I promise I’ll remember to mute him in future outside the lab.’

		The soldier smiled, offered Rashim a sly wink. ‘In that case, maybe we can let it go this time.’ He pressed a button and the lift doors slid open. ‘Have a nice day, sir.’

		Rashim nodded. ‘Thank you.’ He led his lab unit into the lift by the hand and the doors closed on them.

		As the lift hummed, taking them down to level three, he cleared his mind of unnecessary things. SpongeBubba’s childlike curiosity about the world outside could wait. There were figures to process and check; yesterday’s intra-mail about a change of mass tolerance meant several days’ worth of recalibrating. And the deadline was now just over six months away.

		‘Bubba, any other messages land in my in-box this morning?’

		SpongeBubba looked up at him, desperately wanting to speak, his eyes rolling, plastic lips quivering with frustration.

		‘Unmute.’

		‘Yes!’ he blurted eagerly. ‘Yes, skippa! Three from Dr Yatsushita. Seven from –’

		‘I’ll deal with them this afternoon. Remind me.’

		‘Yes, skippa! Storing.’

		The hum inside the small lift dropped in tone, and then the elevator shuddered gently as it came to rest. The doors slid open to reveal chipboard panels, erected in front of the lift to block any view of the area beyond. On one of them was tacked a sign.



		
			Now Entering Level Three Security Zone
		

		A last warning to turn back for anyone who shouldn’t be down here. Beneath it, handwritten with a magic marker, was a little more information.



		
			Welcome to Project Exodus
		

	
		CHAPTER 3

		2001, New York

		‘I can’t believe it,’ said Liam.

		‘Believe it.’ Maddy tapped her front teeth with a biro absently. ‘I never …’ She looked queasy. ‘I never ever want to do something like that again.’

		Liam nodded slowly. ‘It isn’t an easy thing.’ He recalled having to retrieve Bob’s hard drive. Reminding himself over and over that it wasn’t some kind of horrendous mutilation he was performing on the support unit … it was merely getting a friend back.

		Maddy glanced across the archway at where the carrier bag had been by the shutter door; a bag containing something the size of a basketball, tied up and put inside yet another bag. Thankfully it was gone now. Bob had taken it away earlier. They’d discussed whether her head deserved some sort of a burial, a ritual, a few words said. But none of them could decide how to do it or what to say. In the end Bob just took it away. Maddy didn’t want to know what he did with it. It wasn’t Becks any more; it was just ten pounds of meat, bone and cartilage.

		‘Data retrieval,’ she muttered, blanking out the memory with technical terms. ‘That’s all it is,’ she told herself. ‘Just like pulling the motherboard out of a PC. No big deal.’

		She’d discovered Becks’s body almost completely buried beneath a mound of other bodies, several separate, distinct entry and exit wounds to her head. Any one of those would have been fatal to a normal human. But her genetically engineered, thicker skull and much smaller organic brain meant that she could suffer catastrophic cranial trauma and still be viable. But clearly she was not immortal. Her body had sustained enough damage and blood loss that it had finally closed down and died.

		Sal settled on the arm of the threadbare sofa beside Maddy. ‘Think her chip’s OK?’

		Maddy nodded towards the bank of screens across the archway. Several of them were spooling streams of encoded data. ‘Computer-Bob’s running a diagnostic on her chipset right now. I don’t know. I hope so. It’s gonna take a while. The silicon wafer casing’s dented. A bullet must have hit it on the way through. I don’t know what that’s done to the drive inside. We’ll just have to wait and see.’

		The three of them silently watched the spooling screens, a flickering stream of letters and numbers, data: countless terabytes of stored memories of dinosaurs and jungles, knights and castles.

		All that made Becks … Becks.

		‘We’ll re-grow her, though,’ said Liam. ‘Aye?’

		Sal nodded. ‘Yeah, two support units are better than one.’ She looked down at Maddy. ‘Right?’

		‘Sure we will. But …’

		‘But what?’

		‘There’s no certainty that we can use her AI. If there’s too much damage, if it’s an unreliable AI, she could be a hazard to us. We may need to work from default AI code.’

		‘That won’t be our Becks, then,’ said Liam.

		Both support units, Becks and Bob, had developed distinctly different artificial intelligences despite running the very same operating system. Maddy’s best guess was that it was something in the way the small organic brain interacted with the silicon, that it was the ‘meat’ component of their minds that ultimately defined them, gave them their individual personalities.

		‘You’re right,’ she replied, ‘it wouldn’t be the same Becks.’

		‘I really hope her computer’s all right,’ said Liam wistfully.

		Sal looked at him. ‘She was a bit … I don’t know, a bit cold, though, sometimes, don’t you think?’

		He shook his head thoughtfully. ‘I think she was beginning to learn how to feel things.’

		Maddy thought she’d seen something of that in the support unit, the emergence of behaviour that might be described as an emotion – a desire to please, to seek approval.

		‘We’ll just have to wait and see what we get. If the data’s good, she should be pretty much the Becks we know and love.’

		If the data’s good.

		But Maddy’s mind was on something else, on that portion of the hard drive Becks had partitioned off and encrypted. Several millimetres of silicon that contained a secret so important that it had become the source of the legend of the Holy Grail, caused the very existence of the Knights Templar and compelled King Richard to launch his own crusade to retake Jerusalem. A secret transmitted across two thousand years of history. A secret meant for them.

		But not yet apparently.

		What was it Becks had said? That the message contained instructions for the truth not to be revealed just yet.

		‘When it is the end …’

		‘I hope the message from that old manuscript isn’t all messed up,’ said Liam as if he was reading her thoughts. ‘I’d love to find out what it said one day, so I would.’

		Maddy smiled. ‘Me too.’

		The shutter door rattled gently as a fist banged against it outside.

		‘I’ll get it,’ said Sal. She hopped off the sofa’s arm, crossed the archway and hit the shutter’s button. It cranked up noisily, letting in daylight and revealing Bob’s thick, hairy legs. In an attempt to make him blend in more with the tourists in Times Square, Sal was trying out the shorts-and-flip-flops-and-Hawaiian-shirt look on him. Maddy wasn’t entirely sure that was working. He looked like a freakish version of Clark Kent taking a vacation.

		Bob ducked down under the shutter, holding a cardboard take-away tray in his ham-shank-sized hands.

		‘Who requested the caramel frappuccino?’

	
		CHAPTER 4

		2001, Central Park, New York

		They walked slowly round the duck pond, kicking the first dry leaves of autumn aside. They watched a young couple rollerblading ahead of them. Maddy smiled sadly, envious of the pair of them, both about her age and seemingly without a solitary care in the world. She watched the young man, tanned, lean, handsome, with long wavy blond hair and a small goatee, leading his unsteady girlfriend by the hands, her feet splaying and weaving uncertainly, laughing at how terrible she was.

		To have that moment. Just that one moment.

		Foster touched her arm sympathetically. ‘I know what you’re thinking.’

		‘What?’

		‘You’re thinking ignorance is bliss.’

		She offered him a confessional shrug. ‘I wish I was someone else, Foster. Anyone else.’ She nodded at the couple, their legs beginning to tangle, the young man laughing along with his giggling girlfriend. ‘Being either of them would be nice.’

		‘They’ll never experience anything like you’ll experience. What you’ve experienced already.’

		Maddy sighed. ‘But it’s too much. I can’t cope with all of it.’ She looked at his old face, sunken cheeks and eyes framed by a fan of wrinkles, ‘laughter lines’ if one was being kind. ‘Every time I come and visit you … it seems I’ve got more and more to unload on you.’

		He cackled. ‘It must get annoying, having to repeat yourself.’

		She shrugged that away. That was the deal. That’s how it was. Foster was here at this time in Central Park. Mid-morning, feeding the pigeons, then on his merry way to live out whatever time he had left however he wanted. For him an hour that came and went, but for Maddy – reliving the same two New York days, the 10th and 11th September 2001 – it was a repeated chance to see him again. To get his advice. But every time they met, it would be the first time he’d seen her since walking away from the team and leaving her in charge. So their conversation began with an ever-increasing recap from her of the events she and the others had endured.

		‘You guys do seem to have been through quite a lot,’ he said.

		‘Tell me about it.’

		His face, skin like fine parchment, creased with a grin. ‘Abraham Lincoln sounds a character, so he does. Did he really outrun both your support units?’

		‘Oh yeah, the guy can run like a kid chasing an ice-cream van.’

		They both laughed.

		Foster nodded at a bench beside the path in the shade of a maple tree. ‘Can we sit? My old legs aren’t what they used to be.’

		‘Sure.’

		She looked at him, wondering how many days he had left, wondering how much life the displacement machine had stolen from him. A couple of meetings ago, here beside this same pond, he’d admitted he was only twenty-seven years old. More than that – something that had rocked her to the core – he’d told her that he was once Liam. He’d not explained how that could be; in fact, he’d refused to explain. But he’d told her because he wanted her to know that every time Liam went back into the past, the process was gradually killing him: ageing him before his time. That he would all too soon end up like him. She alone needed to be the judge of how much his body could take. That’s why she had to know.

		They settled down, looking further up the path at the pigeons indignantly puffing themselves up and backing off as several Canadian geese waddled over to take possession of ground littered with scattered breadcrumbs.

		‘Foster?’

		‘Yes.’

		‘What is it you’re not telling me?’

		He looked at her, a disarming smile. His best attempt at deflecting her.

		‘Come on, Foster … you’ve only given me half what I need to know.’

		His eyes narrowed. ‘Why don’t you tell me what you think you know.’

		‘Why are you … why can’t you just tell me everything?’

		‘Because I don’t know everything.’

		‘You know more than me. You know more than you’ve told me!’

		He held her gaze. Eventually he nodded with some regret. ‘All right, yes, that’s true.’

		‘Why? Why don’t you tell me all you know? What are you holding back?’

		‘Knowledge, Maddy … foreknowledge.’

		‘Pandora?’

		He shook his head. She’d explained to him about the note she’d discovered. About the specific mention of that particular word in the Voynich Manuscript. ‘I know nothing about Pandora,’ he’d said and she suspected he was being straight with her about that.

		‘It’s a message, Foster. A message someone’s trying to get to me. It’s got to be important, right?’

		His fingers steepled beneath the wattled flesh of his jaw and he rested his chin on them. ‘Quite possibly, very.’

		‘So what do I do about it?’

		He watched the pigeons and geese strutting warily round each other, sizing each other up. Finally he spoke. ‘Perhaps you should ask about it.’

		‘Ask who?’

		His eyebrows arched suggestively.

		‘What? You mean call forward? The future? The agency?’

		‘Not a tachyon signal,’ he said quickly. ‘You absolutely can not do that. The particles will give you away.’

		She knew that already. ‘The drop document?’

		Foster had left Maddy a small library of instructions and advice. One entry had been how to communicate with the agency in extreme circumstances. What was actually classified as ‘an extreme circumstance’ had not been made entirely clear. The method of communication was to place a personal advert in the lonely hearts ads of the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, beginning with the words ‘A soul lost in time …’

		Someone, somewhere in the future obviously had a yellowing copy of the newspaper and was watching that page for a subtle change. Watching for a gentle ripple in reality that altered nothing but the wording of that one personal ad.

		‘Ask,’ he said again finally. ‘Why not?’

		‘You really don’t know about Pandora … do you?’

		Foster shook his head. She thought she knew him – and Liam for that matter – well enough to spot a lie. They were both completely rubbish at it.

		‘Maybe I will,’ said Maddy.

		‘And do let me know what he says. I’m just as curious now as you –’

		She turned to look at him. ‘He?’

		Foster closed his eyes. She realized he’d let slip something he hadn’t wanted to.

		‘He? Who? Who is he? The agency?’ She turned in her seat, grabbed his arm. ‘Foster?! Are you saying the agency is what? Just … just one person?’

		He said nothing.

		‘What about all the other teams?’

		The old man’s lips tightened. His gaze flicked away from her.

		‘Foster? Tell me! The other teams …?’

		‘There are no other teams, Maddy,’ he whispered. His eyes drifted back to hers. ‘I’m so sorry. You’re alone. The agency is you. Just you.’ He looked down at his hands. ‘… And Waldstein.’

		She all but missed hearing Waldstein’s name. Her mind was reeling, light-headed with a growing panic.

		
			You’re alone.
		

		
			The agency is you.
		

	
		CHAPTER 5

		2070, Project Exodus, Cheyenne Mountain, Colorado Springs

		‘Good morning, Dr Anwar.’

		Rashim nodded quickly at the assistant technician, one of his small team. The air around his hand glowed with the stand-by display of a wrist-mounted holographic infopad.

		‘Anything come in overnight?’

		‘We had some more personnel changes come in, Dr Anwar. And their attached metrics.’

		‘Oh, marvellous,’ Rashim muttered unenthusiastically. ‘Buzz them over to my unit and I’ll look at them later.’

		‘Yes, sir.’

		The technician flipped his wrist and a holographic display blinked into existence, hovering in the air in front of him. His finger swiped across the display and a dozen messages were highlighted then floated out of their ‘in-box’ and into the air like pollen.

		‘Received,’ said SpongeBubba. The lab unit squatted beside Rashim’s desk like a docile pet. A moment later, he offered Rashim a toothy grin. ‘Collating metrics, skippa!’

		Rashim glanced across the cavernous interior of the underground hangar, an interior blasted out of the mountain over a hundred years ago to make space for the political elite of the time – generals, congressmen, senators and their families – in the event of a thermonuclear war with the Russians.

		He shook his head. Nothing changes. The politicians are always the first in line.

		The hangar, perhaps a shade larger than a football pitch, was illuminated from the sides by floodlights erected on tripods. Pools of retina-achingly bright light stretched across a cold concrete floor, scuffed and grooved here and there decades ago when this installation was stripped bare of equipment and mothballed.

		An empty floor … right now.

		Rashim sat down among the cluster of cubicles and desks deployed in this corner of the hangar. First in again this morning, as always. He activated his terminal with a waft of his hand. His iris flickered momentarily as the terminal scanned and confirmed it was Dr Rashim Anwar issuing the command.

		Project Exodus: Mass Translation Simulator – the words glowed crisply in the air in front of Rashim.

		‘Activate the floor mark-up.’

		The hangar’s concrete floor suddenly became a glowing chequerboard, criss-crossed with an intricate mesh of pulsing neon blue lines cast from a series of holographic projectors suspended from the cavernous ceiling. Grid-markers: squares varying in size from several inches across to several yards.

		‘Overlay marker details.’

		Above each square floated holographic displays of columns of numbers: vital statistics for what was one day going to occupy each square.

		‘And give me the content icons.’

		Above most of the various-sized grid squares, hundreds of them, glowing blue silhouettes suddenly appeared. Some of them the outlines of boxes and crates, several large icons depicting the profiles of vehicles, but the rest displaying the shimmering but clearly discernible outlines of human figures.

		‘Bubba, can you show me who’s decided to be a nuisance this morning and drop out?’

		‘Aye aye, skippa!’ SpongeBubba saluted playfully.

		Eleven of the human icons glowed red.

		Rashim got up from behind his desk and wandered across the hangar floor, the beams of light from above projecting down across his head, shoulders and back. He squatted down in front of the first human icon that had turned red. Rashim read the display of information floating in the air beside it.

		
			Candidate 165:

			Name – Professor Jennifer Carmel

			Age – 28

			Assignment – Biochemist

			Mass Index – 54.4959

		

		Beneath the display an envelope icon flashed, one of the notifications that came in during the night. Rashim touched the envelope and a message opened in the air beside his finger.

		
			Candidate 165 Carmel, J., deceased.

			Food riots in Puerto Rico, yesterday.

			One hundred and fifty-six fatalities.

			Cause of death – head trauma, gunshot wound.

			No information on whether she was part of the riot or accidentally caught up. Next of kin informed.

		

		‘Sorry, Jennifer Carmel,’ he said, sighing, ‘I guess you won’t be coming along with us after all.’ His finger hovered over a delete icon and her outline disappeared along with her vital statistics. The grid square was empty now.

		Rashim cursed softly. Not that he knew or cared who Jennifer Carmel had been. His frustration was more to do with the fact that unless they could find a replacement candidate with a close enough build and mass index, he was going to have to work through a lot of tedious number crunching and recalibration for this one square.

		He looked up at the other ten human silhouettes dotted randomly across the hangar floor, outlines glowing red, candidates who for one reason or another were no longer going to be able to join Exodus in six months’ time.

		Six months to go. Six months until T-Day. Transmission Day.

		So much could happen in six months.

		The world seemed to be utterly determined to destroy itself in the meantime. The Pacific War between Japan and North Korea seemed to be flaring up to a new level of intensity. While neither of them had any nuclear weapons left to use, there were far worse things they could unleash on each other.

		The rest of the world seemed no less bent on its own demise. Rashim’s own country, Iran, had led the charge there and destroyed itself thirty years ago in a war that started as a dispute with the Arabian Coalition. A war over fresh water no less. Not even oil.

		Water. Drinking water.

		Iran, Iraq, Israel … were now three countries that were too irradiated for anyone to live in even thirty years after the exchange of tactical nuclear missiles. Even if they weren’t irradiated, the few mountainous areas that hadn’t been flooded by the rising waters of the Mediterranean and Red Seas and the Persian Gulf would be far too arid to support life. The millions that died in that one-day exchange of tit-for-tat warheads perhaps were the lucky ones, weren’t they? Death in the blink of an eye instead of this long, slow, global death.

		‘Skippa?’

		He looked up. SpongeBubba had waddled across the large grid-crossed floor to join him.

		‘What is it?’

		‘Dr Yatsushita has sent a message. He’s on his way into the facility and wants to run a transmission simulation this morning.’

		‘Well, he’ll have to wait until I rework the figures without these candidates!’ Rashim snapped irritably.

		‘Shall I send that message to Dr Yatsushita, skippa?’

		He stood up. ‘No, I’d better talk to him when he gets in.’

		‘Aye aye,’ his unit replied and waddled back across the hangar floor.

		He sighed. There was so little margin for error. A miscalculation on the total mass index even by the tiniest percentage could send them out of the receiver station’s snap range. Not for the first time he was amazed at the foolhardy courage of that incredible man Waldstein.

		
			The reluctant father of time travel.
		

		Twenty-six years ago now, wasn’t it? The very first successful demonstration of time displacement. There and back again. Of course the man had never spoken about where or when he went. But he’d done it. More importantly he’d survived it. He’d come back in one piece and not turned inside out like burger meat.

		Their own initial experiments here in the Cheyenne Mountain facility had turned a succession of animals small and large, genetically engineered human prototypes, even several real human volunteers into the equivalent of living pâté.

		Living … for a few ghastly moments … actually alive.

		Rashim marvelled at Waldstein’s incredible genius. Dr Yatsushita was a brilliant man, but even with billions of dollars of funding and almost limitless resources at his disposal, Project Exodus still felt horribly like a large scary exercise in trial and error. Guesswork.

		Waldstein, though … Waldstein had built his machine on his own. In his own garage, for Chrissake!

		Or so the legend supposedly went.

		Rashim often wondered what happened to that man. He’d been such a prominent figure for so many years. Meeting with world leaders, the very last guest speaker at the United Nations before it was finally dissolved in 2049. Then he seemed to disappear. Became something of a recluse. Rashim wasn’t even sure if Waldstein was alive still. There were rumours.

		Rashim pushed a lock of hair behind his ear and turned to head towards the nearest glowing red ‘human’ icon a dozen yards away. Another candidate to delete.

		What did you see, Roald Waldstein? Hmmmm? What did you see with those mad eyes of yours? What did you see beyond these three spatial dimensions we can comprehend? It was perhaps the most frequently asked question during the ’40s and ’50s when Waldstein’s face seemed to be on almost every media news-stream …

		What did you see, Mr Waldstein? More to the point: Why did it frighten you so much?

	
		CHAPTER 6

		2001, New York

		Liam watched the data slowly spooling down the screen – packets of hexadecimal data that made no sense to him whatsoever. Every so often the spooling stopped and lines and chunks of the meaningless alphanumeric text were fleetingly highlighted. Sometimes the highlighted text switched from white to green. Sometimes from white to red.

		Liam pointed at a chunk that had just turned red. ‘So that’s not good, is it?’

		‘That is corrupted data,’ said Bob.

		The entire contents of Becks’s silicon mind had been downloaded on to the computer system over thirty-six hours ago, a mountain of data stored up by her during her brief life. And now computer-Bob was working through it, testing the data for corrupted packets. Liam looked at the progress log on another screen: a map of her hard drive, her mind, divided into a grid of blocks of data. White for the data yet to be tested, green for verified and red for lost data. The last few chunks of white were being cross-examined. The rest of the grid was a patchwork of green and red blocks. The red seemed to grow malevolently, like cancer tumours. Far too many of them.

		‘We’ve lost her, haven’t we?’

		Bob’s face twitched with the ghost of a response. Involuntary? Possibly. Perhaps a sign that he was once again much more than the basic code he was born with. Learning to turn incoming information into an understanding, into context … an emotion. To almost be human.

		‘Significant portions of her stored data are damaged.’ He offered Liam a wan smile. ‘But I am hopeful.’

		Computer-Bob was listening, despite being busy sifting through the data.

		
			>We will not know whether we have a stable AI construct until I have compiled the data and run the emulator.
		

		Liam looked at Bob. ‘What does that mean?’

		‘The computer system will run the AI code on a software-simulated version of the chipset. It will then enter packets of the verified data block by block into the simulation to check the stability and reliability of Becks’s AI.’

		‘To see whether she’s gone stupid?’

		Bob’s thick brow rumpled. Liam reached out and grabbed the bulging knuckles of one of Bob’s hands. ‘Jay-zus, you really care about her, don’t you?’

		His chest rumbled with a deep hur-umph. ‘She was an effective support unit. Her AI was able to develop more than mine.’

		‘Ah, but that’s the ladies for you. Better at expressing their feelings than us fellas, huh?’

		‘Gender is not a factor.’ Bob turned his grey eyes on him. ‘Did you care for her, Liam?’

		He laughed uncomfortably. ‘Well … I …’

		‘The discoloration of your cheeks and body language suggest you have a strong emotional attachment to her. Am I correct, Liam?’

		He gazed at the screen.

		Blocks of colour. She’s just blocks of colour on a computer screen now. That’s it. And yet in her flesh form, in human form, she’d almost seemed like another person. Perhaps a somewhat cool person, detached, aloof even. But she could make a joke, couldn’t she? And smile.

		He realized her smile – even though it was nothing more than a data file played out across facial muscles – could make something inside him flutter and ache. A beautiful smile actually. Quite stunningly beautiful, truth be told.

		‘I’d miss her,’ he said finally. ‘If she really is lost … yes, I’ll miss her.’

		
			>Information.
		

		Liam nodded at the webcam. ‘What is it, computer-Bob?’

		
			>I am ready to start the simulation. Do you wish to proceed?
		

		He wondered whether he should wait for Maddy to get back. Sal too. They were both just as concerned whether there was anything left of Becks to salvage as he was.

		‘Will it … I don’t know … is it safe? It won’t damage her mind or anything, will it?’

		
			>Negative. The data we have retrieved is now stored safely. This simulation is a read-only environment.
		

		‘And what does that mean?’

		‘It means that once the simulation stops running,’ said Bob, ‘any data that is generated is deleted.’

		‘She won’t remember anything?’

		
			>That is correct. It is merely a test environment.
		

		Liam let himself down into the chair. ‘All right, then.’ He puffed out an anxious breath. ‘Let’s see if she’s in there.’

		
			>Affirmative. Launching AI emulator.
		

		On a screen to his right another black dialogue box popped up. An empty box with a gently blinking cursor. That’s all. Liam looked up at Bob nervously. The support unit nodded silently for him to go ahead and communicate with her.

		‘Uh … you in there, Becks?’

		The dialogue cursor continued to blink, a steady on-off-on-off like a heartbeat. A pulse. A sign of life and nothing more.

		
			> … … …
		

		‘It’s Liam here … can you hear me?’

		The cursor continued to blink silently.

		‘The cognitive and language code may not be functioning correctly,’ said Bob quietly.

		‘Becks, this is Liam. If you can hear me, just do something. Say something.’

		
			> … … …
		

		He watched the cursor with a gradually sinking heart. We’ve lost her.

		Of course they could activate and grow another female foetus and she would emerge from the growth tube looking every bit like Becks. Her identical twin. But he wondered how different she would be. She’d have a face with the very same features and muscles and skin, but the mind behind it would probably learn to use the face in a wholly different way. Smile differently, no longer cock a sceptical eyebrow in quite the same way. A thousand little tics and habits that made Becks who she was – all of them gone, forever.

		‘Becks?’ he tried again. ‘You there?’

		
			> … … …
		

		‘It appears there is not enough retrieved data to form a viable AI construct,’ said Bob. Liam thought he heard something in his deep rumble, the slightest quaver in his voice, a thread of grief.

		‘Becks?’ he tried one last time. He could hear emotion in his own voice now.

		She’s gone. We lost her. He felt something warm roll down his cheek and quickly swiped it away, for some reason not wanting either Bob or computer-Bob to make a note of that and intrude on the moment with a query.

		
			Goodbye, Becks.
		

		
			> … … …
		

		
			> … … ..
		

		
			> … … .
		

		
			> … …
		

		
			> … ..
		

		
			>I love you, Liam O’Connor.
		

	
		CHAPTER 7

		2001, New York

		They watched the foetus floating in the protein soup, flexing and twitching tiny fingers and toes in unconscious readiness. A feed pipe was connected to its belly button and rose up to the top of the tube where it met the filtration pump.

		The perspex growth tube was lit from the bottom. It glowed softly, filling their back room with a warm, womb-like, muted crimson light.

		‘Do you think they think about things when they’re growing in there?’ asked Liam.

		‘Probably not,’ said Maddy.

		Sal turned to Bob, standing like a freshly built brick wall beside her. ‘Did you, Bob? Do you have any memories of being in a tube?’

		He frowned, deep in concentration for a moment. ‘No. My AI software was not loaded at this stage.’

		‘But your organic brain?’ cut in Maddy. ‘That must store some memories?’

		Bob’s shoulders flexed a casual shrug. ‘If so, it is not data I can retrieve.’

		The little foetus kicked a leg out, then tucked it back in.

		Maddy chuckled. ‘It’s got some of her attitude already.’

		‘Do you think we can upload Becks’s AI?’ asked Sal.

		Maddy tapped her teeth with her fingernails. ‘I dunno yet, Sal. That simulation we ran … she seemed pretty flaky.’ On Maddy and Sal’s return, computer-Bob had run the simulation again with exactly the same results.

		She turned to look at Liam. ‘I mean … I love you … that can’t be right for a support unit, can it?’

		Bob nodded. ‘It did appear that the simulated AI was behaving erratically.’

		‘So, maybe these clone fellas can feel something?’ said Liam.

		The others looked at him.

		‘Well, I’m not so unlovable, am I?’

		Sal giggled. ‘I’m sure your mother must’ve loved you.’

		‘Point is –’ Maddy placed a hand on the warm growth tube – ‘I’m pretty sure support units shouldn’t go round professing love for their operative.’

		Liam looked uncertain. ‘She definitely was learning to … to feel something, so she was. That’s not so bad, is it?’

		Maddy found herself nodding in the gloom. Hadn’t she too thought she’d seen that in Becks? ‘Helps them appear more human, I suppose.’

		‘Back in the dinosaur time, she …’ Liam looked at the others sheepishly.

		‘She what?’

		‘Well, she sort of went to kiss me, so she did.’

		Sal made a face. Maddy’s eyes rounded behind her lenses. ‘Kiss you?’

		‘Tried to give me just a little peck, so. On me cheek, that’s all.’

		Sal made a face. ‘That’s just weird.’

		‘Just a peck … nothing else happened,’ he added defensively. ‘Honest!’

		Maddy waved him silent. ‘Doesn’t matter. The fact is maybe that means she did already have … feelings before this damage. Maybe the “I love you” comment was not corrupted data or some sort of malfunction.’ She looked up at Bob. ‘She inherited your code, Bob. Have you ever experienced – you know – feelings for Liam?’

		‘I have data files that you could interpret
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