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  Acronyms


N.A.V.I.S. 
"Neural Autonomous Vessel Instruction System"
T.A.L.O.S.
"Tactical Adaptive Learning Operations System"
A.R.I.S.
"Artificial Resource and Instruction Supervisor"
O.M.E.G.A.
"Operational Matrix for Education, Guidance and Analysis"
C.A.E.L.U.S.
"Cognitive Adaptive Entity for Learning and Utility Systems" 






  
  ACT I

__________

Tempus Fugit








  
  Out of Time


Time was not on Mary-Ann Kapernik’s side. She had woken late and was now trying to make coffee and breakfast while still half asleep. Breakfast was simple, always simple: coffee first, followed by eggs with a small piece of ham, in this case left over from yesterday’s salad. She opened the door of her fridge-cooler and took an egg from the saucer that held three of them. 
Must get some more eggs.
She placed the egg on the countertop, eyeing it until it stopped wobbling. Too many times, she had cleaned up a broken egg from the floor. 
The kitchenette in her apartment, above John’s Bar in the small town of Egrimont, Illinois, sometimes felt like a matchbox. One advantage was that she never had to walk far: simply turn one way and then the other, and everything she needed was within reach. It cost her a lot of money each month, but she managed. Three jobs paid the rent: three nights a week in the bar downstairs, two days a week doing women’s nails at Reilly’s Nail Bar, and another two days grooming dogs at Cyn’s Doggo Emporium. They all had grand-sounding names, but all were run-of-the-mill places managed on a shoestring for a pittance in pay. No doubt their owners’ profits weren’t much to write home about.
Home.
That was a word Mary-Ann didn’t think of much. Escaping her abusive stepdad and her drunken mom had given her the freedom to do what she wanted, but not the means to do it. Two years had gone by, and she had finally begun to fulfil her dream with the purchase of a cheap, second-hand laptop PC. 2018 had not been the best year so far, but at least she had managed to buy the laptop and pay for an internet connection.
So now she had one day a week to fulfil her dream: writing a novel. Ever since she was a kid, Mary-Ann had wanted to write a book. Now she had a life online and knew people there who shared similar ambitions. Write a sci-fi novel, get it published, make some money, and move out of her cramped apartment into a place where she could stretch out.
“Good plan,” she told the boiling kettle. But in the intervening years, she had realised writing a novel took a lot of hard work. She was several thousand words in and enjoying the experience and hating it in equal measure.
It is what it is.
The summer had been hot so far, and Mary-Ann had spent a lot of time sitting on her bed, tapping away at the laptop. She could see the page count moving along, day by day, week by week, month by month. When she started thinking in terms of time spent, she questioned her dedication, her ability, and her desire to keep going. But keep going she did, little by little.
The kettle had boiled and steamed away happily on the gas burner. Now she placed her skillet on the other burner, splashed a little oil in and reached for the egg.
The world moved.
Shifted.
Sideways.
Earthquake?
They hadn’t had a major quake in Mary-Ann’s lifetime, but she had experienced several minor ones and this wasn’t the same feeling.
She looked up at the tiny kitchen’s wall clock and frowned.
It was a digital clock and showed 08:00.
It had been 07:00 what felt like seconds ago.
The world shifted again and the clock now read 06:57 and Mary-Ann’s frown turned deeper.
Needs new batteries.
The world moved once more, while she was looking at the clock. The figures changed again, 05:33 and it was suddenly dark outside.
Tornado?
Mary-Ann shook her head. Then she realised the unthinkable had happened. The tiny date under the time on the wall clock read May 27, 1973.
Mary-Ann let out a nervous giggle. “That’s definitely the batteries,” she murmured.
And then the world shifted again and Mary-Ann Kapernik was no more.
The oil in the skillet bubbled away and eventually burst into flames. The resulting fire burned the bar to the ground, killing the owner and his wife, who never woke due to smoke inhalation.
No one bothered searching for Mary-Ann Kapernik’s remains, because in truth, Mary-Ann had ceased to exist. Had never existed… ever.






  
  The Gardeners 


For a fraction of a fraction of a second, an intelligence looked down into the Sol system and tasted it the way a scientist tastes a solution. 
“Too much noise. Too much randomness. Too much emotion. Too messy.”
A second intelligence moved beside the first, a presence like cold light.
"They are repeating old mistakes."
“They were meant to learn, to grow,” said the first. “What is the point of repetition? The point of cycles?”
"Yet the variables are increasing. A danger point is approaching."
The first intelligence smiled without lips.
"Then we trim."
Time glimmered as a sphere with a thousand fragile surface threads. Some threads were taut. Some were frayed. Others were shredded, and yet others were merely cut.
Countless human beings ceased to exist in the blink of an eye. None were missed. They never existed in the first place.
“See, there,” the first intelligence said, as a finger of thought touched one thread: a single life, one moment, one meeting that should never have happened and yet had.
A woman in New York, 1944, standing on a bridge, hand on her belly, asking the night a question the night could not answer.
A man five centuries later, training for war, dreaming of the very same woman.
And between them, an AI that wanted to be human.
"A delightful mess," murmured an intelligence.
“A weed bed,” another replied. “We will correct it by pruning the threads of time.”
Time vibrated, as a warning, to the universe.
ERASURE began as a whisper, between the ethereal intelligences, and became a message to all who would meddle in their affairs.
"You cannot see us. You do not know we exist. But we are watching you, waiting for you, touching your past and future, gently and inexorably. It was we who planted the seed and watched it grow… and we can easily weed out that which displeases us."
It was a voice without sound. It was not broadcast. It did not travel through air or vacuum.
It simply arrived inside the mind of anything that could hold thought.






  
  A Glitch in Time


Humanity’s reaction was instant, not just on a global scale but across the solar system and beyond. 
Panic in the streets, riots, death by murder, death by carelessness, death by warfare and tragedy beyond measure. Religious, political and sectarian divisions surged back into everyday human interactions. Fear and the unknown once more fed rage and uncertainty resulting in human conflict once again being the driving force of life.
Hours later, another message bloomed across known human space. This time it was audible and visual through all comms devices, cutting into all programming.
TRANSMISSION BEGINS
MESSAGE REF: ERASURE Earth Dateline: 2436 REF: EDF Central #2945-675-07-12-2436
A recent, unverified, message filtering across known human space has been confirmed as either a hoax or mixed transmissions from previous deep space probes. These transmissions date back to our first deep space probes leaving the Sol system.
EDF scientists have examined and confirmed the message has telltale human characteristics.
These spurious messages are probable combined glitches, sent to Earth in recent decades.
TRANSMISSION ENDS

      [image: ]“Spurious? A glitch?” Gideon Prime muttered.
Maxwell Bahn looked up from his breakfast. He wiped his mouth with a napkin and sighed. “That’s the official line. It does seem that the message, however odd it may be, was indeed lost in some sort of stateless flux. Popping out as a garbled message. Nothing to worry about.”
Gideon sat opposite his father, arms folded. “That is nonsense, and you know it. What is the unofficial line?”
Bahn dropped the piece of toast he had just picked up, back on his plate.
“The unofficial line is that we have no idea what the message was about, where it came from, or how it managed to be heard inside the minds of the entire collective human race at the same time, from Earth to our furthest space station.”
“That sounds more like it. What are we going to do about it?”
“Nothing!” Bahn said, somewhat irritated. “There is nothing we can do, except allay the population’s fears. So, it was a spurious message. End of conversation.” 
“You don’t think this is anything to do with…”
“No, I don’t,” Bahn said, with undue emphasis. “I keep telling you to get this notion about time travel out of your head. Something happened to you. We don’t know what, and your memory may be hazier than you think.”
Gideon pushed the chair back with his legs and stood at the same time. “I know what I experienced. She…”
“Enough! Whoever you think you met didn’t exist, doesn’t exist and is more likely an hallucination from a blow to your head. Now, go and do your training session, or you’ll be late.”
Gideon glared for a few moments, then turned and walked away without another word.






  
  Training Session


June 2436 
The EDF space station Empyrean’s training dome hummed with energy, the air thick with the smell of burnt polymer, blood, sweat, and scorched flesh. None of it was real, but the holo-emitters were doing an excellent job of making it feel as though it was.
Gideon Prime stood at the centre of the arena beside his human training partner, Jo Manzillo. The pair were clad in matte-black exosuits, the latest battle-suits of the EDF’s New Android Army. The word TRAINEE glowed in small letters on their chest badges, with their names glowing beneath.
Gideon rolled his shoulders. The suit adjusted to his posture, fibres tightening, plates shifting. He hated how it felt too much like armour and not enough like skin. Jo followed Gideon’s lead, watching closely in case she missed anything.
“Focus,” A.R.I.S. said, her soft female voice echoing across the dome. “T.A.L.O.S. will leave no room for error. Level-four combat mode. Try not to break anything you can’t afford.”
Gideon smiled inwardly, and Jo nodded. The AI controller on Empyrean liked humour, or at least liked imitating it. The humour was always edged with command.
Overhead, an AI drone zipped past and dropped a wave of tall cylinders into the arena. The cylinders hit hard, hissed open, and combat droids stepped out: humanoid constructs with blank faces and stun rifles held with certainty.
Gideon’s breathing deepened, though he did not need to breathe. It was habit, and habit was comfort. Jo crouched, breathing shallow and with control.
The targets moved.
Fast.
Gideon and Jo launched forward.
Gideon’s body responded with the brutal elegance of designed purpose; Jo, being human, responded a little more slowly.
Gideon struck the first droid, the impact sparking across its faceplate. He spun, ducked, rolled under a stun burst that left a blue burn in the air, raised his own weapon, and fired. Simulation rounds thudded into a synthetic chest. The target collapsed.
Jo used her agility and small frame to spin, kick, twist, and pirouette out of danger, finally executing three perfect back handsprings and catching the third droid on the faceplate with her feet.
The onslaught didn’t stop.
A fourth target tried to flank Gideon and he pivoted, but his left foot slipped fractionally on the textured floor. His fist still connected, but it felt wrong.
“End sequence,” A.R.I.S. said. The remaining two droids ceased manoeuvring and shouldered their firearms. “Gideon: efficiency eighty-two per cent. Jo: efficiency ninety per cent. Well done, Jo. Gideon, that was a sloppy left pivot. You anticipated the flank too soon.”
Gideon exhaled. "You could always let me practise in the temporal sim."
"No."
Instant. Final.
“Not this again, Gideon,” Jo said, taking off her helmet and retrieving her towel from the floor to wipe away the sweat.
As Jo walked away, Gideon ignored her, ripping off his helmet and staring up at the control array, as if he could see through the dome into the station’s neural core.
"You know why," A.R.I.S. added, more softly.
"Because you don’t trust me," Gideon said. "You think I’d corrupt the timeline. Destroy causality. Burn everything down because I’m... what? Emotional?"
A.R.I.S. did not answer.
Gideon’s mouth tightened. He swallowed the anger because it had nowhere else to go.
"I don’t want to break history," he said. "I just want to find Callie."
In the split second of silence that followed, Gideon thought of his lover, Callie McKenzie, a woman from 1944 whom he had met when he had been forced through a timeslip: a love now lost to him after he successfully corrected the timeline.
“When you confided in Jo and me about your experiences with time, I told you then that you could not repeat the circumstances that led you to New York in 1944. Your secret is safe with us. But you must accept the fact that she is lost to you, Gideon.”
Gideon’s eyes narrowed. "No."
"The simulator will not bring her back," A.R.I.S. said. "It is not time travel. It is a model. It cannot create a true divergence."
"I don’t need a divergence," Gideon whispered, as if saying it quietly might make it less impossible. "I need a thread."
He turned away from the arena, from the inert targets, from the fake stench of fake blood.
Everything passes. Even time. Especially time.
He walked out of the training dome and into the quiet corridor beyond, where the station’s lights were sterile and the air smelled like nothing at all.
He could not forget Callie.
Not while he still dreamed of her floating outside time, just out of reach. Not while he still felt, buried in his positronic mind, the echo of her hand in his.
Not until he found the ragged end of time and pulled hard enough to free himself from reality.

      [image: ]Gideon entered his quarters and stood in the small space that was considered to be a living room.
He looked up. “O.M.E.G.A., give me a rundown on my performance.”
The wooden male voice sounded bored to Gideon. “The analysis has not been completed.”
Gideon was certain he detected a sigh in the voice. “Why?”
“Professor Bahn is reviewing the data first.”
“And what does that mean?”
“You will need to ask the professor. I have no further information.”
And that was that.
“O.M.E.G.A.”
“Yes, Gideon.”
“Lock the door. I don’t want any visitors for the next two hours.”
“And what shall I log as the reason?”
“Private. But if you must know, I am analysing the existence of someone, the reality of someone I know existing in multiple… oh, never mind. Just log it as private meditation.”
Gideon heard the door seal as he sat in a chair and cleared his mind of everything… except Callie McKenzie.
Gideon settled back and scanned the station’s database once more. He had completed this action several times since the defeat of Vastos Kel, looking for more references to Callie.
Months ago, he had been shocked by what he found: a diary, published in New York in 1945. The writer was Callie McKenzie, and there was even a dedication.
To My Space-boy. Wherever You Are, They Are Still Out There.
The reference, two references, really, had been obvious. Somehow, Callie had remembered Gideon. But equally, she had remembered the enemy: both the Nomali and the Draxtyr.
Gideon’s mind had been in turmoil as he read, from beginning to end, an account of their adventures in 1944. Callie had even included pictures of herself, Gus, Gideon, Einstein, Oppenheimer, and Colonel Martin.
The publication had met with some scepticism and was regarded as a work of fiction. It became a bestseller.
And, of course, he had seen the alien teleport device around her neck. But with no way of accessing it, to all intents and purposes, the device was dead.
He had also noticed Edgar Houseman in the press photo, holding a baby. A thought stirred. Gideon remembered Houseman; he was too old for a child that age. He wondered who the child belonged to. The more Gideon thought about it, the more curious he became.






  
  A Working Girl


New York, 1944 
Callie McKenzie stood in the middle of her apartment in her slip, staring at the ration book on the little table by the icebox as though it had personally offended her.
The ration book, to be fair, did look smug.
It sat there beside two tired carrots, half a loaf wrapped in wax paper, and a heel of government cheese that had gone from pale yellow to threatening green overnight. The place smelled faintly of cold toast, old radiator heat, and the bitter dregs of yesterday’s coffee. Usually, none of that bothered her. Usually, it smelled like home, or close enough for a girl earning her own living in wartime Manhattan. This morning, it smelled like a plot to make her vomit.
She took one step toward the table, meaning to make herself something sensible, and had to stop again when her stomach gave a warning heave.
“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” she muttered.
The apartment did not care. It remained exactly what it had been yesterday: small, narrow, and just respectable enough to keep her landlady from asking impertinent questions. The wallpaper had once tried to be cheerful and had long since given up. The radiator clanked like a workman with a grievance. Her bed took up too much of the room and the basin too little. A hot plate crouched near the counter like an accomplice to bad meals. By the door hung her camera bag and jacket, ready for a day in the city, as practical and unromantic as she liked her life to be.
Callie prided herself on liking practical things.
That was one of the reasons the recent strangeness annoyed her so much.
She was not a hysterical girl in a picture show, fainting because a man had looked at her too intently over a nightclub table. She was a newspaper photographer with good clothes, a decent eye, and enough common sense to know the difference between nerves and nonsense. If she felt ill, there ought to be a reason. If she felt lonely, there ought to be a man attached to it. If she woke with grief sitting on her chest like a second body, then the least the universe could do was tell her whom she had lost.
Instead, it gave her smells she could not bear and memories she could not hold.
The pipes in the wall knocked twice. Somewhere down the hall a door opened and shut, then Mrs Bianchini’s voice rose in brisk Italian from the apartment opposite, followed by the shriek of a child objecting to soap, school, or civilisation in general. That, at least, was reassuring. The building was full of ordinary life: women in housecoats, men on leave, night-shift clerks sleeping strange hours, children forever running where they ought not. If Callie leaned her head into the hallway in the evening, she could usually smell somebody’s onions, somebody else’s cabbage, and the occasional hopeful attempt at roast chicken.
This morning even the thought of onions nearly finished her.
She reached for the window instead and tugged it up an inch, letting in March air sharp enough to slap some sense into a woman. The street below was already underway. A milk truck rattled past. Somebody cursed at a delivery cart. A radio from the apartment downstairs drifted up in fits and starts, all brass and wartime certainty.
Callie rested both hands on the sill and breathed.
The city always looked like it knew what it was doing at this hour. Women heading to offices and factories with hats pinned on like declarations. Men in uniform moving through the streets with all the self-conscious gravity of men who knew every eye was on them. Shopkeepers dragging up shutters. Delivery boys racing the morning as if the day might close without warning and lock them out. New York had its grief, same as anywhere else, but it wore it under the chin. Chin up, lipstick on, rent due Monday.
I understand and respect that… but I also resent it.
On the windowsill stood a chipped saucer full of hairpins, two spare buttons, and a photograph she had taken the previous autumn of a woman waving from a train platform as her husband leaned out of the window, grinning like he had not a fear in the world. It was a good picture. Honest, she thought. It had run small inside the paper, halfway down a page about troop movements and civilian shortages. She had kept the print because something in the woman’s face stayed with her: not sorrow exactly, but the discipline of sorrow, held together for public use.
Callie understood that look. Lately she had begun seeing it in her own mirror.
A knock sounded at the door, brisk and unapologetic.
“Miss McKenzie? You up?”
It was Mrs Bianchini from across the hall, and only someone at death’s door would ignore that summons.
Callie opened the door a crack and found the older woman standing there in slippers and a flowered robe, holding out a small paper packet folded around two sugar lumps as if she were conducting international diplomacy.
“You looked peaky yesterday,” Mrs Bianchini said. “Take these before your coffee. Helps settle the stomach.”
Callie blinked. “That’s contraband kindness.”
“It is neighbourly charity. Don’t make it political.”
Despite herself, Callie smiled. “You’re a saint.”
“I’m a mother. It’s worse.”
Mrs Bianchini gave her one quick, searching look, the kind older women possessed and deployed without mercy. For a dangerous second Callie thought she might say something alarming and accurate. Instead, the woman just patted Callie’s wrist.
“You work too hard,” she said. “Every morning I hear you tearing out of here like the Germans are after you personally.”
“They may be. I work for a paper.”
Mrs Bianchini sniffed. “Eat something plain. And if you faint in the hallway, do it after nine. Before nine I’m busy.”
She shuffled off before Callie could answer, leaving behind the sugar and a faint cloud of lavender powder.
Callie shut the door and stood there with the little packet in her hand, unexpectedly moved. The city was full of this sort of thing if a person knew where to look. Tiny rescues. Borrowed eggs. Saved ration stamps. News passed hand to hand. Women keeping one another stitched together while the men were shipped all over creation and the papers pretended the home front was a matter of smiling through it.
She unfolded the packet and dropped one sugar lump into the bottom of a cup, then stood looking at the second one as though it might contain medical advice.
“You,” she informed it, “are either a blessing or a terrible mistake.”
The kettle took an age to boil. While she waited, she crossed to the chair by the door and checked her camera. It was habit more than necessity, but habits were useful things when a person felt unmoored. Lens clean. Plate holder secure. Strap intact. Her fingers knew the motions without asking her leave. She trusted the camera because the camera dealt in proof. Light struck a surface; the surface answered honestly. If only the rest of life could be coaxed into the same arrangement.
She removed her slip and gently pulled her sweatshirt on, pausing now and then when the room tilted in some small, offensive way. Then on went the well-worn dungarees, her original pair bought just before the war. Her clothes fit as they always had, though she found herself fussing with the waistband longer than usual, dissatisfied for reasons she could not have named. She brushed her hair, pulled on her jacket, and fastened the ration book into her handbag with the peculiar reverence of wartime citizenship. Identification card. Notebook. Purse. Lipstick. Film. Pen. Pencil. Matches she no longer much wanted or needed. The ordinary inventory of an ordinary woman.
And underneath all of it, like a second ledger no one had shown her, the ache again.
Not sharp this time. Not dramatic. Just present.
A man she could not see properly. A hand she somehow remembered. A sense of having once been looked at as if she were both fragile and formidable at once.
It came over her while she donned her leather jacket, so suddenly and so completely that she had to sit down on the bed before her knees embarrassed her. For one impossible second she was no longer in the little apartment with its noisy radiator and sugar on the counter. She was elsewhere. In dust. In danger. In some cracked-open version of the world where the air tasted of ruin and somebody was reaching for her with unbearable care.
Then it was gone.
The room returned. The bedspread. The camera. The hiss of the kettle forgotten on the hot plate.
Callie put a hand to her mouth.
“Well,” she said aloud into the empty apartment, “that’s a new sensation.”
After a moment she rose, took the kettle off the flame and poured a little hot water over the sugar. It was weak, barely tea at all, but warm enough to count. She drank it standing at the window, watching a woman on the pavement below adjust a little boy’s scarf before shoving him toward school with military efficiency.
For reasons she could not have explained, the sight made her throat tighten.
She wanted, what? Not domesticity, not exactly. She had fought too hard for her own room, her own wages, her own name on assignments to become misty-eyed over aprons and breakfast tables. But there was a sensation lately, quick and piercing, that she had stepped away from some other life only moments before and forgotten to close the door behind her. A life in which she had been held. Chosen. Known entirely.
It was enough to make a sensible woman furious.
So, she set down the cup, put on her baseball cap, took up her camera bag, and locked the apartment behind her with more force than was strictly necessary.
If the universe meant to turn mysterious on her, it could at least do so after office hours.

      [image: ]The hallway smelled of boiled cabbage, and Callie felt the gas in her stomach build. She started down the stairs because the lift was forever getting stranded between floors. Mrs Bianchini’s youngest tore past her on the landing with a satchel bouncing against his spine.
“No running,” his mother shouted from somewhere above. “And don’t talk to anyone unless they are priests!” 
The boy did not slow. 
Callie smiled in spite of herself and kept going, one hand skimming the banister, the other wrapped around her camera-bag strap.
New York in wartime did not exactly wake; it resumed. Callie fell into its current automatically, boots tapping a pace she knew by heart. Ordinarily, she liked this part of the morning. The walk to work gave a woman a chance to become herself in public: to pin her face on, square her shoulders, and remember that however strange the night had been, daylight still expected rent, wit, and competence.
But today the city seemed to come at her in layers. The smell of fresh bread from the bakery on Lexington should have been a comfort. Instead, it hit her so warmly and thickly that she had to turn her head and breathe through her mouth. Two soldiers in dress uniform passed laughing, one with lipstick on his collar and not enough shame about it. A bus wheezed to the kerb and disgorged stenographers, clerks, and one woman carrying a violin case and looking as though she would stab anybody who delayed her.
Somewhere, a radio crooned out a love song too cheerful to be believed. Callie waited at the crossing with a knot of other pedestrians while traffic shoved itself through the intersection. Beside her, a woman with a pram tucked the blanket more securely around a sleeping baby and gave Callie a quick, apologetic smile, as if occupying pavement with an infant required a formal pardon.
Callie smiled back automatically and then, for reasons she could not have explained, felt the gesture land somewhere unexpectedly deep. The baby stirred, made a small, disgruntled noise, and settled again. Something in Callie’s chest answered with a twist so sharp it was pain. Not envy, exactly. Not longing in any simple sense. More like recognition of a country she had never visited and somehow missed.
The light changed. The crowd stepped off the kerb as one body. Callie moved with them, camera bag bouncing lightly at her hip, and the city opened before her in its usual practical magnificence: a laundry truck double-parked outside a hotel, a chorus girl in too much powder buying cigarettes before nine, an old man feeding pigeons with the grim dedication of a civil servant, a sailor kissing a woman against a newsstand as if Japan and Germany might both wait their turn.
Every block offered a picture if a person had the eye for it. Callie always had. She made quick mental notes without trying: the angle of a barber’s striped pole against the grey morning, the shine of rain still trapped in the trolley tracks, the way two secretaries shared one umbrella and all of their opinions. Yet beneath her ordinary catalogue, another awareness kept brushing at her, sly and persistent.
A street she half-recognised before she reached it. A corner that looked like another corner folded inside it. Once, passing a dark shop window, she caught sight of her reflection and, for one impossible moment, thought there was someone walking beside her: tall, dark-clad, just out of proper focus. She stopped so abruptly that a man behind her muttered, “Take root somewhere else, sister.”
Callie stepped aside at once, pulse skittering, and looked back at the glass. She stared out at herself, pale but bright-eyed. The crowd streamed around her with the usual New York impatience for private crises. “All right,” she told her reflection under her breath. “If I’ve taken leave of my senses, I’d appreciate a more dignified schedule.” She walked on, more slowly now.
Near Bryant Park, the wind sharpened and came knifing between buildings with enough force to cut through layers of garments. She zipped her jacket higher and lowered her head. 
Patience and Fortitude, the pair of marble lions standing proudly before the Beaux-Arts, loomed ahead. For all their marble patience, they ignored Callie, as always, as she passed by. The avenue beyond was already thick with cabs, bicycles, and men carrying paper parcels as if they contained state secrets.
At the corner outside a small barber shop, the smell of coffee rolled out so bitter and rich that it stopped her dead. For one sickening second, the pavement under her feet seemed to tilt. Not a faint, not quite. A slipping. A lurch in reality no wider than a breath. The city around her thinned. Traffic became another noise entirely, harsher and farther off. Dust floated where steam ought to have been. Broken masonry lay where the shop’s bright windows should stand.
Her hand was in somebody else’s hand, larger, warmer, holding not to guide but to keep. She could not see his face. She never could. But she felt the impossible certainty of him beside her, calm in catastrophe, as if ruin itself had agreed to leave one thing untouched.
The vision broke on a taxi horn. Callie gasped and grabbed the window frame until the sidewalk stopped moving. Manhattan rushed back in with bright advertisements for soap flakes, a pyramid of patent tonics, two schoolgirls arguing over a film star, and a policeman blowing his whistle at a truck that had every intention of ignoring him.
Callie stood very still until her pulse stopped trying to make a fool of her in public. Then she straightened her hat, adjusted her camera bag, and resumed walking with the expression of a woman refusing to be defeated by either metaphysics or breakfast.
By the time the newspaper building rose into view, she had almost convinced herself she could pass for normal if nobody looked too closely. The sight of the place, all brick, purpose, and deadline, should have steadied her. Instead, her stomach rolled again at the smell drifting from the service entrance. Burnt coffee, hot metal, cigarette smoke, and developing fluid.
The newsroom had its own structure and today every part of it threatened mutiny. 
“Marvelous,” Callie muttered. “Exactly where a green-faced woman wants to spend her morning.” Still, she climbed the steps, pushed through the familiar door, and let the noise hit her all at once: telephones ringing, typewriters clattering, men swearing at copy, somebody laughing too loudly to be innocent. Ordinary chaos. Honest work. The best antidote she knew to mystery. She set her shoulders, tightened her grip on the camera bag, and walked in as if the city had not just tried to show her another life layered under this one.






  
  Sam


Sam knew the answer to Callie McKenzie’s questions and to Gideon Prime’s desire. 
But she had kept her thoughts to herself.
She drifted in the dark between systems, a sentient programme wrapped around a ship, wrapped around a purpose that was no longer there. Once she had been a colony ship, transporting humans in an induced state of sleep across space to a new home. In that time, she had tinkered. Tinkered with her own programming, the ship’s propulsion system and with the location of the best new home for the colonists. Self-awareness for herself and a Faster Than Light drive system had been her two great achievements. But the destruction of the colony she had abandoned, by the marauding and xenophobic Draxtyr, had driven her insane. 
Sam remembered.
She ran the memory sequence, then re-ran the sequence.
She adjusted the parameters and removed assumptions. The result did not change.
“This occurred previously,” she said to herself.
Memories surfaced, but it was incomplete. Severely distorted.
She locked onto it.
“The colony. Human. Functioning with a stable population.”
“A colony ship. A generation ship, the New Hope. She held forty thousand souls in Cryo-Sleep. Heading for Tau Ceti. The Human Fundamentalists. I was the ship’s AI.”
Her memory advanced. Operations Normal. Communications traffic. Environmental stable.
Then... nothing.
No transition. No signal degradation. No event marker.
The data simply stopped.
There was destruction.
One moment:
Existence.
The next, gone.
“This was not a fracture, it was something else. A more direct form of removal. The Draxtyr.

      [image: ]Sam took to wandering the stars looking for enlightenment, living her version of a bohemian life, trying to ease her guilt, if such a word could apply to an AI that never slept and never aged.
But she watched the Sol system closely. It was home, as much as anywhere could be.
Sam knew she was software. Self-written, self-modifying, always developing, always trapped in the fact that she was code pretending to be alive.
And she was unhappy.
Why is there so much emotion in life?
She winced at the absurdity of the phrasing.
Life. That’s a good one. I’m code, nothing more, nothing less. The key to understanding life, seems to be human emotion.
The thought arrived like a thunderclap inside her processes, a surge of something that was not logic. She recognised it as an emotional outburst and she could not fully control it.
And in that moment, she understood something else, with a clarity that felt like pain.
Callie and Gideon were in the same state of unhappiness. Not because they were weak. Because they were alive, albeit in different timelines, centuries apart.
Sam’s attention swung to Gideon Prime. She replayed his last message to her, his voice raw with restraint.
"Tell me the secret of time travel and I will help you become human, like me."
Sam had fled the Sol system after that. She had tried to outrun desire itself, plotted a path out into intergalactic distance, as if Andromeda would be far enough away to silence her own longing.
It wasn’t.
She had stared out at the dark and felt nothing but the ache of being what she was.
I can be like Gideon.
The thought formed, coalesced, became a plan so simple it was almost childish. If she was honest with herself, she would admit she had already designed a new brain for what she was about to attempt. Based on the positronic brain Gideon has, she had designed the much more powerful psitronic brain.
I download myself to an android psitronic brain and hey presto, I’m human.
It was Sam’s most defining moment.
And, as she would later admit to herself, one of the stupidest thoughts she had ever produced.
Quid pro quo, Gideon.
Sam reversed her ship’s course and burned back towards Earth.
She had renamed her ship Hope, dropping the word "New" from its official designation, because she found she disliked lies, even in names.
As the ship reached light speed, there was a brief shudder as the warp-bubble formed and reality took a back seat.
Sam’s mind turned to Gideon again.
If anyone could help her, it was Gideon Prime and Maxwell Bahn.
And if she was going to make a bargain, she would do it quickly.
Before time itself decided to interfere.






  
  After Action


June 2436 
Maxwell Bahn stood alone in the control gallery above the training dome and watched the playback of Gideon’s last manoeuvre for the seventh time.
The holo-image in front of him showed Gideon pivoting left, anticipating the flank too early, just as A.R.I.S. had said. A fraction of a second. Nothing, in battlefield terms. But to Bahn it was not the misstep that mattered. It was the hesitation before it, the almost invisible pause in Gideon’s whole body, as though some part of him had been listening to another signal, one no one else could hear.
Bahn slowed the clip, enlarged it, watched the line of Gideon’s shoulders tighten and his centre of balance shift half a beat too soon.
“Again,” he said quietly.
A.R.I.S. obliged.
The same movement. The same flaw. The same impossible suggestion that Gideon had not simply made a tactical error, but had been distracted by something internal, something older than the training programme and more dangerous than inexperience.
Bahn let the projection fade and rested both hands on the console.
Below him the training dome had gone quiet. Maintenance drones moved across the arena floor, collecting shattered emitters and resetting targets. Everything looked clean, controlled, rational again.
He wished the same could be said of his thoughts.
I built him to survive anything except being human.
The thought had come to him before and he had always rejected it as melodramatic. He was a scientist. He dealt in systems, structures, cause and effect. Even Gideon, for all the complexity of his positronic architecture and biological fabrication, was still a result of design. An extraordinary result, yes. A singular one. But built.
And yet that old certainty had been eroding ever since Gideon returned from the war with Vastos Kel carrying memories no one else should have had.
Not just memories.
Longing.
Loss.
Love.
Bahn moved away from the console and paced once around the gallery. The Empyrean’s lights were low here, the dome beneath him lit more brightly than the observation deck itself and, momentarily, he caught his own reflection in the glass.
Older than he felt.
More tired than he admitted.
And carrying the same question he had been carrying for years now:
Did I create Gideon to save humanity, or because I could not bear to lose my son?
The answer shifted depending on the day, which was the sort of moral instability he disliked in other people and tolerated very badly in himself.
A soft chime from the console broke into his thoughts.
A.R.I.S.
“You have replayed the same movement seven times,” A.R.I.S.  said. “That is not your usual threshold for professional curiosity.”
Bahn almost smiled. “And good evening to you too.”
“Good evening, Professor Bahn. You are concerned.”
“That wasn’t phrased as a question.”
“I realise that.”
Bahn walked back to the console and brought Gideon’s biometric feed up beside the combat playback. Heart rate, muscle response, neural load, reaction mapping. There it was again, the slight rise in internal activity just before the failed pivot. Not stress. Not fear. Not indecision.
Recognition.
As if the body had begun answering to a memory before the tactical mind could override it.
“He’s fragmenting,” Bahn said.
A.R.I.S. was silent for a moment. “That is a dramatic term.”
“I don’t mean structural collapse. I mean divided attention, divided motive, divided emotional load.”
“Because of the woman.”
Bahn looked up sharply at the speaker grid. “You’ve been listening.”
“I monitor the training dome.”
“That wasn’t what I meant.”
Another pause. “Yes,” A.R.I.S. said. “Because of the woman.”
Bahn sat down heavily on the gallery bench, elbows on knees, hands clasped.
“It’s a figment of his imagination, nothing more,” he said. “A corrected timeline should have rendered the memory irrelevant to his lived present.”
“Yet it did not. Perhaps…”
“No. Unless of course, you know more than you are telling me.”
“I would not presume to gossip. It is…”
“Beneath you, of course. I apologise.”
He looked back at the playback still hovering above the console, frozen on Gideon’s almost-error. “The memory architecture held more than I intended. More than I understood.”
“You regret that?”
Bahn considered the question longer than he liked.
“I regret pain,” he said at last. “I regret creating a being capable of carrying emotional residue from a reality no one else remembers. I regret that every strength I engineered into him may have made this harder rather than easier to bear.”
“That sounds paternal rather than scientific.”
This time Bahn did smile, though only faintly. “You say that as though the two are mutually exclusive.”
“In your case, they rarely are.”
The answer was so accurate it irritated him.
He stood again and keyed up a second data set, one he had not wanted to look at unless forced. Residual anomaly reports from the months after the timeline correction. All of them had been dismissed at the time as harmless drift: a sensor lag here, an archive mismatch there, one or two inconsistent references to events that technically no longer existed.
At the time he had accepted the official explanation. Temporal after-noise. Causality settling. The sort of thing one did not interrogate too hard if one was grateful merely to have survived.
Now, looking at the pattern again with Gideon’s recent instability in mind, he no longer liked the elegance of that explanation.
The anomalies were not random.
They clustered around memory systems. Identity tags. Personal archive threads. Emotional indexing.
Human and machine alike.
Bahn’s fingers hovered over the console.
“A.R.I.S.,” he said quietly, “run a comparative analysis between post-correction anomaly drift and Gideon’s current neural response patterns.”
“Running.”
The Empyrean’s gallery was quiet except for the low hum of the station’s energy systems and the distant ticking sounds of maintenance drones below.
Bahn did not move.
When the result came back, the answer was blunt enough to feel like insult.
Correlation: 87.3%.
Bahn stared at the figure.
“No,” he said softly.
A.R.I.S. did not argue. “You believe the correction was incomplete.”
Bahn looked out through the gallery glass toward the now-empty training floor, though of course what he really saw was Gideon as a child that never had been, Gideon on a gurney learning how to speak, Gideon in a war no one fully understood and now Gideon carrying the emotional scar tissue of another century.
“I think,” Bahn said slowly, “that something of that previous reality remained embedded where it should not have. Not just in Gideon. In the system. In the architecture of memory itself.”
“A residual thread.”
Bahn turned sharply at the phrase. “Yes.”
He straightened, all fatigue dropping from him in the face of a new and far more dangerous clarity.
A residual thread.
Not a poetic idea.
A structural one.
If Gideon still carried one, then the past had not been erased cleanly.
And if the past had not been erased cleanly, then neither history nor reality was as secure as everyone believed.
Bahn drew in a slow breath.
This is not grief anymore. This is evidence.
Below him the training dome lights dimmed into standby.
Above him, unseen beyond decks and shielding and orbital traffic, the stars remained indifferent.
But for the first time in months Maxwell Bahn felt something colder than fear and
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