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Dedicated to the “Secrets Club”: Shannon, Wendy, and Rowan … the three other people on planet Earth who know how this tale ends
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Prologue

2051, New York

Joseph Olivera looked out of the small round window at the flooded cityscape of New Jersey below. The Atlantic was gradually biting chunks out of the east coast of America, leaving tall city blocks emerging in orderly rows from the glistening sea. But ahead of him, where the drop-copter was taking him, he could see Manhattan. The island was still keeping its head above water. Levees built all the way around were going to keep it dry for a decade more, or so the experts were saying.

The copter swooped in over the skyscrapers of Manhattan and headed toward the distinctive convergence of streets that was Times Square. On his left, he spotted Central Park, filled with abandoned cars stacked one atop the other and rusting like a child’s forgotten toys.

Joseph cursed his nerves. He was trembling at the prospect of a face-to-face meeting with the enigmatic man—the legend—Roald Waldstein.

I will not stutter. I WILL make a good impression. Joseph vowed to himself once again that he wasn’t going to stammer as he normally did under pressure. He was going to avoid the tricky words, those that started with a strong “S.” Joseph had rehearsed his greeting over and over. It involved no “S” words. He almost sounded normal.

The copter was now circling above the flat roof of the tallest building overlooking Times Square like a dog preparing to settle into its basket. Times Square was a lifeless ghost of itself. He could see pedestrians, one or two electric buses, a lot of places boarded up. The levees may have been holding back the rising sea, but Joseph realized it was a futile endeavor.

This city’s dying already.

The copter touched down gently and the pilot shut off the engine, letting the rotors spin themselves out before pulling open the sliding door and gesturing for Joseph to follow him.

“Mr. Walds-s-stein is s-s-staying here?” he asked. “The Marriott Hotel?”

“Mr. Waldstein lives here now. He bought the hotel last year.”

The pilot ushered him inside the building and down a cinderblock stairwell to a small foyer, a pair of swinging doors ahead of them.

“Through those doors are his private quarters. He lives alone.” The pilot looked at him curiously. “You know, you’re very privileged to see him face-to-face. He doesn’t do that … ever.”

“He lives in this hotel all by himself?”

The pilot ignored his question. “A little word about meeting him. He can come across as abrasive and rude. That isn’t his intention; he just has no time for small talk.”

“O-okay.”

“Don’t try to flatter him, either. I wouldn’t bother telling him he’s a genius, or a visionary, or a … a wonderful guy. He’s heard it all before about a billion times over. You’ll just irritate him.”

Great; there goes my rehearsed greeting.

“Most important of all, do not discuss the ‘incident’ with him.”

“The … incident?”

“Chicago.”

Joseph nodded. Of course, he was talking about the Chicago incident, in 2044. The day Waldstein first came to public attention.

“Right … Okay.” Joseph was trembling.

“Be polite and honest”—the pilot offered him an encouraging smile—“and you’ll do just fine.” He pressed an intercom button beside one of the doors. “Mr. Waldstein, I have Dr. Joseph Olivera here for you.”

Joseph looked in a small mirror on the wall beside the door. He straightened his tie, patted down a wayward tuft of black hair, and wished he’d done a better job of trimming his dark beard this morning.

A small green light winked on above the double doors. “You can go through,” said the pilot.

Joseph pushed the doors inward and his feet clacked off linoleum onto soft carpet.

Daylight flooded from all sides into a circular room. Joseph found himself squinting back at the glare. He could just about make out a head and a pair of shoulders silhouetted against one of the large floor-to-ceiling panels of glass that made up the walls of the penthouse.

Joseph shaded his eyes with one hand as he walked slowly over. “Mr. Walds-s-stein?”

The room was large—forty, perhaps fifty feet in diameter. His eyes beginning to adjust, Joseph noted a bed on one side, a desk, and several cardboard boxes full of papers, but nothing else. A very empty space.

Closer now, he could see a little more detail: the distinctive shock of wavy, wiry, uncontrollable hair, the narrow shoulders.

“It is an honor … to meet you, Mr. Waldstein.”

The silhouette shifted and turned. He’d been gazing out the window at New York.

“They say Lady Liberty walks on water now.”

Joseph had no idea at all what he meant by that. His dumbfounded shrug gave him away.

Waldstein chuckled. “Sorry … I confused you. I’m referring to the Statue of Liberty. Liberty Island and the base she stands on are all below sea level.” He spread his hands. “So it looks like she’s actually walking on water.”

“Ahhh,” Joseph nodded. “I unders-s-s … s … s …” Joseph struggled with the infernal word. He felt his cheeks burn hot as he wrestled with the “s” and shook his head angrily.

The word was left unfinished. “I am s-s … I apologize. I have a … problem with—”

“Stammering?” Waldstein gestured to a chair. “Don’t worry about it. It’s not important. Take a seat.”

Joseph sat down. Waldstein flipped open a folder and flicked through some pages of printed paper. “Dr. José Olivera …”

“I anglicized my name to ‘Joseph,’ Mr. Waldstein. It, uh … people assume there’s a language barrier if your name s-s-sounds foreign.” He scratched his chin self-consciously. “I speak in English just as easily as my native …”

“Spanish.”

Joseph nodded gratefully at being saved the trouble of speaking the word.

“Dr. Joseph Olivera—you’re arguably one of the most knowledgeable people in the world on genetically imprinted artificial intelligence.”

Be confident, Joseph.

“I am.”

“It seems you’ve done very impressive work for some leading military contractors. Working on genetically engineered combat units being tested right now by the U.S. military?”

“Right.”

“And it says here that you are a firm supporter of the anti-time-travel movement?”

“I am.”

Waldstein sat forward, his eyes unblinkingly on Joseph’s. “I’d like you to tell me why.”

Waldstein was testing him.

“Anyone with a s-s-scientific background under-s-stands this. Temporal dis-s-s … s …” Joseph abandoned the word. He took a breath to steady his nerves, to settle his stammer.

“Time travel … theory is potentially the most lethal technology ever invented. Theoretically, it has the kinetic energy to be the end of, well … of everything.”

Waldstein said nothing. He obviously wanted to hear more from him.

“I believe, Mr. Waldstein, very much s-so, that there are s-s-some things that should never be fooled around with. In the pursuit of knowledge, there are s-some doors that should remain firmly closed. If there is a God … IF there is a God, then this technology, this knowledge, should be for Him, and Him alone. I believe this.”

He paused and realized the next thing he was planning to say would be tremendously stupid. Hadn’t that pilot specifically warned him not to mention this?

And now I am going to do just that.

His heart flipped in his chest. “What you did, what happened in Chicago in ’44, was very dangerous. But all that you have done s-since that, Mr. Waldstein, has been the right thing. I believe your campaign to prevent further experimentation is all, literally all, that s-s-stands between mankind and …” Joseph spread his hands as he fumbled to finish. What word to use? What word?

“The end?” Waldstein offered.

Joseph nodded. “Yes, that is it … the end.”

Waldstein was perfectly still, his rheumy eyes giving away absolutely nothing, a tableau of silence that seemed to be lasting forever. Joseph was beginning to wonder whether he’d completely blown it by mentioning Chicago when Waldstein finally stirred.

“Joseph … ,” he began, “I have a—what shall I call it?—a project that I am working on. And I would like you to be a part of it.”

“A project?”

Waldstein nodded. “Something that requires absolute secrecy. A project that is of immense importance.”

Joseph’s jaw dropped open. “Work with you? I … I would be honored … to …” His mouth was flapping uselessly.

“Don’t be so quick to accept, Joseph. This is a one-way ticket. Absolute secrecy. You would never be able to talk about this project with anyone, ever. You will be working with me in complete isolation.”

Waldstein’s intense gaze was on him, watching him closely, searching his face for the slightest hint of doubt. “Joseph, once you’re in on this—if I decide I can completely trust you—you must understand that there’ll be no walking away.”

Joseph wasn’t entirely sure what “no walking away” actually meant. An implied threat of some sort? Waldstein was a billionaire, a powerful man. Not someone to cross.

Not that it mattered. Betraying confidences or stealing secrets for a commercial rival was of absolutely no interest at all to Joseph. His passion was his science. A hunger for knowledge.

And this man, Waldstein—the Visionary. The Genius. To have the privilege to meet the legend himself … and now the possibility of actually working alongside him. There was never going to be a moment’s doubt, not in Dr. Joseph Olivera’s mind.

Absolutely no doubt, and yet burning curiosity prodded him to ask one last question. “Is there anything you could tell me, Mr. Waldstein, about this project? The general nature of the work, perhaps?”

Waldstein steepled his fingers beneath his chin and closed his eyes in silent contemplation. Joseph took the opportunity to look around the enormous room, glowing from the flood of daylight streaming in through almost three hundred sixty degrees of panoramic spotless glass. This man, with his portfolio of technology patents, was fast on his way to becoming one of the richest men in the country. And yet there was a simplicity to this room and its comforts.

A bed.

A desk.

A couple of chairs.

Nothing else. After all, what more does a true genius want? The mind itself is the palace where all the real treasures, the works of art, the indulgences, exist.

Presently Waldstein lowered his hands and opened his eyes. “The work, Joseph, is really quite simple. It is the business of saving mankind from itself.”

Beyond Waldstein’s narrow shoulders, Joseph caught a glimpse of the mint-green outline of the Statue of Liberty, so faint that she wavered and undulated in the distance. And, yes, Waldstein was right, she really did look like she was standing directly on the water.

Like Jesus, walking on water.

“So tell me, Joseph, will you help me? Help me save mankind from itself?”

From the first moment he’d stepped into this room and come face-to-face with this brilliant man, there was really only ever going to be one answer Joseph could give.

“Yes.”
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Chapter 1

2001, New York

Sal stared at it through the grubby shop window.

She was standing outside Weisman’s Stage Surplus on a sidewalk filled with bric-a-brac that the owner had allowed to spill outside: an old five-foot cigar-store Indian carved out of mahogany, a treasure chest full of children’s dress-up clothes, dusty books stacked in grocer’s crates.

It was the store fifteen minutes away from their archway that she’d used to find suitable clothes for Liam, Bob, and Becks’s recent mission. That last visit, she hadn’t been sure this little place would have what they’d need to go about their business anonymously in the twelfth century. But, surprisingly, among the laden racks of clothes reeking of mothballs and lavender soap, she’d managed to find enough bits and pieces for them to pass unnoticed as three grubby peasants.

A good place to use again, she’d noted as they’d made their way home through the backstreets of Brooklyn with their medieval costumes in plastic bags.

But today she wasn’t here looking through the dusty window at the pitiful store display to find something for the others to wear. She was here because of the thing she was looking at now, the thing sitting on the rocking chair just inside the window. A row of stuffed animals and dolls sat side by side on the worn wooden seat like they were posing for a family photo. Several dolls, a clown that would give any child nightmares, an elephant with big ears, a frog with stuffing bursting from a torn seam—and one small sky-blue teddy bear with a single button eye and loose strands of stitching where another button eye must have been once.

“I know you,” she whispered.

She’d spotted this teddy bear the last time she was here. But with one thing or another distracting her she’d forgotten about it, let it go. Now here she was, drawn to the shop, drawn to gaze at this sad-looking bear. It reminded her of something. A digi-stream show from her time, maybe? A character in an old cartoon? Something, a wisp of a memory that vanished from her mind like a curl of smoke as she reached out to grasp it.

Last night she’d had that dream—no, not dream, nightmare—again. The moment the old man—Foster—had pulled her out from certain death to be recruited to the agency. Their apartment building, one of the supertall glass and steel tenement towers that you saw everywhere in Mumbai nowadays, was on fire, and its steel superstructure had been buckling, preparing to collapse in on itself.

Nowadays? She checked herself. She came from 2026. “Nowadays” was where she was based, 2001. Her new home … of sorts.

Foster had plucked her from the very last seconds of her life and given her a choice: to work for the agency or join her family and die in the flames of the collapsing building.

Some choice.

Not that she actually got to choose. Dadda had chosen for her, thrusting her toward the old man, Mama screaming and crying to hold her one more time.

Stop it! Stop it!

Sal bit her lip. She didn’t need to replay the memory again in her head. It was all still fresh enough, thanks. That awful moment was done, her parents gone, dust, and she was here in New York instead of Mumbai. All done. Or, more accurately, yet to be done. Yet to happen twenty-five years from now.

Yet to happen … that at least stole some of the sting of losing her parents, of knowing that they died along with everyone else when that tower collapsed. Because—and this was the part that really messed her head up—they were alive right now. At this moment in time they were children, her age, and they were yet to even meet each other. That was going to happen in twelve years’ time, in 2013. They were going to meet at a consumer electronics show in New Delhi. Both their families were going to thoroughly approve of the match, and within the very same year Sal was going to already be a bump growing inside her mama.

And now she was looking at a small blue teddy bear that had absolutely no logical reason to be sitting here in New York in 2001. A bear, unmistakably the same bear, that she’d seen her neighbors’—Mr. and Mrs. Chaudhry—youngest boy, Rakesh, always clinging to and slobbering over.

Unmistakably.

The same teddy bear.

It was the very last thing she’d seen from the final second of her old life in 2026: that teddy bear, spinning head over heels into the flames as the floor had suddenly collapsed beneath their feet and the building shuddered in on itself.

Then she’d awoken here in New York, in 2001.

“It’s the same … I’m sure,” she whispered to herself, a confused frown stretching from one brow to the other. Her eyes had never let her down. She saw little things, the tiny details: the way the button eye drooped at an angle, the thread running through only three of the four holes; the bear’s pale-blue material threadbare on the left arm but not the right, as if the right had been replaced recently.

The tiny details. Her eyes and her mind were compulsively drawn to those sorts of things. An obsessive habit. She tucked her hair back up behind one ear and leaned forward until her forehead thudded softly against the shop window. She’d always been able to spot the little things that others missed, to see patterns in a seemingly random mess. That’s why she’d been so good at playing Pikodu.

“It’s the same,” she whispered.

How the shadd-yah is that even possible?

Her phone suddenly vibrated in the pocket of her jacket. She fished for it and pulled it out.

“Yeah?”

“Did you forget?” Maddy sighed impatiently.

“Forget? What?”

“Today? This morning? Trip to the museum? Remember?”

Sal winced, then bumped her head against the window again. Yes of course, they’d been discussing it last night before turning in. But with her dream—no, nightmare—that horrible memory—she’d completely forgotten. She cursed under her breath. “I’m on my way back.”

“Meet us there if you want. On the front steps of the museum.”

“Right.”

“About an hour?”

“Okay.”

Sal snapped her cell closed, once again faintly amused at how old-fashioned it looked compared to the T-buds almost everyone back in Mumbai had looped over their ears.

She looked once again at the blue bear. The blue bear that shouldn’t be there.

It stared back at her with one button eye, almost challenging her to explain why not.
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Chapter 2

2001, New York

Maddy led the five of them through the doors into the Museum of Natural History’s main entrance hall. Foster had brought them all here once before, not long after he’d recruited them: Maddy from a doomed plane, moments before it was due to disintegrate midair, and Liam from the sinking Titanic. It had been a field trip, a reward for them, a change of scenery. A chance for them to see, to reach out and touch the history they were now responsible for preserving.

Both support units, Bob and Becks, eyed the enormous looming brachiosaurus skeleton stretching along the entrance hall with a detached cool, their silicon minds categorizing the sights, sounds, and smells of the museum as either useful or irrelevant data.

Liam, by contrast, chuckled with delight at seeing the dinosaur once again. A class of elementary schoolkids was clustered around the long, plastic-boulder-covered base on which the skeleton stood, all carrying their activity clipboards, faces craned upward to look at the towering bones, every mouth falling open to form a little “aw” for “awwwwe-some.”

Liam nodded a greeting at the old security guard standing beside the visitors’ book. “Hey, Sam, how’s it going?”

“Huh?” The guard scowled at him, bemused. “Hang on. How do you know my—?”

“It’s all right,” said Liam, grinning. “We met a long, long time ago, so.”

Maddy’s eyes rolled behind her glasses. “Oh, grow up, Liam,” she whispered, jabbing him in the ribs and steering him away from the guard, who was still regarding them with an expression that was an even split between surly suspicion and genuine confusion.

“Last I heard, we were supposed to be a top-secret organization, you know?”

“Aww, he won’t remember. I was dressed as one of them Nazi fellas then.”

“And the timeline was erased,” added Bob helpfully. “The guard will have no memory of the encounter because—”

Maddy raised her hands to shush them. “All right, yes, you’re right, Bob.” She shook her head. “Let’s just generally try to be secret, okay? And, while we’re at it, Liam, let’s try to behave like adults here?”

Liam nodded. “Aye, you’re right. Sorry.”

“Okay,” she sniffed, wiping her nose. She’d picked up a cold from somewhere, probably the dude who’d been hacking and wheezing over the counter at PizzaLand the other night—giving them a little extra unasked-for topping on their pie. She felt like total crud.

“Okay … today’s about learning a bit more history,” she said snottily. “And we can all stand to know a bit more, but it’s supposed to be fun too, right? We could all do with some time out of the arch.”

“S’right,” said Sal.

“And you guys,” she said to Bob and Becks. “Split up. I don’t want you two support units Bluetoothing binary jibber-jabber to each other all morning. You should use this morning to do some more people-watching. Look and listen, watch how people talk and move and stuff.” She glanced up at Bob. “Particularly you, Bob; you still come across a bit stiff and unnatural. You need to learn how to chillax.”

Maddy watched Bob’s seven-foot frame hunch uncertainly. His thick brow arched and his mouth opened.

Beauty and the beast. He was seven feet tall, three hundred pounds of muscle and bone: a tank in human form. Becks, by contrast, was half a yard shorter, athletic and slight. Yet both had started out, once upon a time, as identical-looking fetuses growing in a tube of murky gunk.

Bob was cocking his head like a dog, puzzling over the term “chillax.”

“Never mind.” Maddy shook her head. “Just mingle a little, okay?”

Both support units nodded sternly.

“Right,” said Maddy, blowing her nose into a hankie. “Okay, meet in the cafe up on the first floor in, say … like, two hours?” She tried a weary, flu-ridden smile. “And hey … you know, have fun, everyone.”

Maddy watched them disperse: Liam drawn toward the entrance to the natural-history hall and the dinosaur dioramas; Sal hovering a moment, undecided, before choosing to go to the History of Native Americans exhibit on the third floor; and Bob and Becks looking like abandoned children for a moment before picking directions at random in which to saunter away.

She watched both go with the oddest feeling of motherly instinct for the pair of them. Bob still moved around with a machinelike gait and stony-faced concentration that made him look like a Neanderthal with an anger-management problem. Becks, meanwhile, moved with ballerina grace; equally lethal a killing machine as Bob, but in an understated way.

Weird. How different they both were: their bodies drawn from the same genetic material, their minds both running the same AI operating system, and yet their experiences, their memories, were varied enough to evolve two very different simulated intelligences. It was kind of like being a parent, Maddy supposed, watching both support units slowly “grow up” and develop different personalities over time.

She watched Becks pace thoughtfully down the hallway, pausing every now and then to study an exhibit more closely.

You really have no idea how important you are, do you, Becks?

The female support unit had data embedded in her silicon brain, a minor sector of her miniature hard drive devoted to holding a secret. Their last crisis had involved locating a medieval document—the Holy Grail, no less—containing an encoded secret that dated from somewhere around the time of Christ. Becks had been able to successfully decode the secret, which, it seemed, had rather annoyingly included a protocol that prevented her from revealing the message she’d managed to decipher. And now, whatever this Big Secret was, it was locked away in a portion of her silicon mind.

Maddy had tried asking her about what was in there, but poor Becks knew nothing; she too was locked out of that portion of her own mind. All she knew was that at some point a “correct condition” would arrive that would unlock the truth.

What Maddy did know was this: whatever truth was lurking in there, it wasn’t good news. Not good at all. And it had something to do with a particular word.

Pandora.

Secrets and lies. She hated them. There was never any good that came out of a secret. They were corrosive. Like another one, a secret she was having to keep from Liam and Sal—Liam in particular.

He’s dying. Time travel was killing him. Every trip through the portal was corrupting his body’s cells, aging him before his time in a far more aggressive, damaging way than the force field that looped them and their old archway field office back around those two days in 2001 that they were stationed in.

She sighed. Even in their eternal two-day bubble world, the same cars, the same pedestrians, the same yellow cabs passing the end of their little backstreet at the same time every day—even in this world frozen into two endlessly looped days, time was passing for them. She’d noticed it, and wondered if Sal and Liam had noticed it too, not that either had said anything to her.

We’re all aging.

She could feel it very subtly. It didn’t show, not yet, but she could feel it. Maddy had studied her face in the mirror of their bathroom. Stared at her face wondering if she would be able to detect the first faint signs of hairline creases in her skin. But so far, to her relief, no.

As for Sal, she was perhaps a shade taller. After all, measuring the time they’d been in the archway together in a normal way, they must have been living there now for—what—five months?

Was it that long already?

Five months, and like any thirteen-year-old, Sal still had a few more inches of growth left in her. Perhaps, being the youngest of them, the corrosive aging effect of the archway’s displacement field would be kindest of all on her, would take the longest to make itself felt.

But Liam … poor, poor Liam. She could see the signs of accelerated aging in his face even if he hadn’t noticed it yet. Or perhaps he chose not to. His jaw and cheeks were less rounded now, longer and leaner. And around his eyes—eyes that always seemed to be wide like saucers with genuine awe at something, or pinched tight midlaughter, chuckling at the oddness of this bizarre life they were living—those eyes … eyes that had seen more than any one person should ever hope to see. Around them, in his soft, pale skin, Maddy could see the first traces of age. The very same traces that would one day be the folds of wrinkled skin on Foster’s ancient face.

Yes, another freakin’ secret.

Liam and the old man who had recruited them were one
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