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We thus have experimental evidence both that space-time can be warped (from the bending of light during eclipses) and that it can be curved in the way necessary to allow time travel (from the Casimir effect). One might hope therefore that as we advance in science and technology we would eventually manage to build a time machine. But if so, why hasn’t anyone come back from the future and told us how to do it?

—STEPHEN HAWKING,

A Brief History of Time (revised edition, 2016)

All property is theft.

—PIERRE-JOSEPH PROUDHON,

What Is Property? (1840)




PROLOGUE

A Dinner Party (1972)

The table was set. The candles were lit. On the record player a late Schubert piano sonata was playing, softly. He had decanted a bottle of claret to breathe.

He was a little anxious of course. It would have been strange if he were not.

Professor Francesco Molinari checked his watch. It was six fifty-seven p.m. on 12 April 1972.

If anyone was coming, they would arrive soon.

All afternoon he had been chopping, sautéing, stirring, bumping around in the little galley kitchen of his ground-floor London flat, the windows steamed up, the extractor fan rattling furiously.

The food was almost ready: a rich, glossy osso bucco, Parmesan polenta, tiramisu for dessert. He had tidied up the piles of papers which usually littered the living room, plumped the sofa cushions. He was all dressed up for the occasion, in an ironed shirt, a sports jacket, and tie. He had polished his brogues.

Only as he came to lay the table did it occur to him that he had absolutely no idea how many guests to expect this evening. This was not just any dinner party, after all.

What made this dinner party different was that he had not actually invited anybody. Not yet.

What made this dinner party different was that the guests were from the future.

After he died, when his personal effects were collected and catalogued, on the back page of one of his notebooks was where anyone attending tonight would have found the handwritten invitation, with the date and the time and the suggestion that they bring a bottle of crisp, dry white.

Was it such a certainty that his papers would be preserved and studied after his death? Without undue arrogance, he believed so. Aged just thirty-seven, Francesco was already professor of theoretical mathematics at Imperial College, London – the youngest person to ever hold the post. The winner of a Fields Medal – the highest honour in his subject – at twenty-one, despite leaving school in Naples at just fourteen. He had spent years formulating the mathematical proofs that time travel was a practical as well as a theoretical possibility.

To put it bluntly, that time travel was real.

The notebook in question – one of many in this flat full of his thoughts, his reflections, his ideas – was right there in front of him, on the kitchen counter. He was just about to write the invitation into the back flyleaf, with his fountain pen. He checked his watch again. It was now seven o’clock, on the dot.

Wind rattled the windows. All afternoon, it had been raining on and off.

There was a knock at the door. Francesco walked out to the hallway, switched on the overhead light, and reached for the latch.

The person in the doorway had their hood up, their face in shadow. Their jacket, rain collected on its surface in fat droplets, appeared to be made of some water-resistant material with which Francesco was not familiar.

It wasn’t until the door was fully open that he saw the gun.




PART I

THE FIRE WATCHERS (1941)




Tom Walker checked his watch. It was eight forty-five p.m. The restaurant was beginning to fill up now. At the bar, a man in a dinner jacket was pulling out a tall stool for his glamorous date in her blush satin evening dress. On the stage, an older man in shirtsleeves was arranging chairs for the band. At the next table, two men in uniform were making desultory conversation, evidently waiting for someone else to join them. Tom made brief eye contact with a woman in furs being shown across the room and looked away. Pretty much everyone was smoking.

Almost on tiptoes, his arms crossed behind his back, a very young waiter with sharply parted red hair and a freckled face was eagerly monitoring the room for a signal, a gesture. The doors to the kitchen swung on their hinges, back and forth, back and forth. Champagne corks popped. Voices rose and fell. At the far end of the bar, a member of the band blew a one-handed flurry of notes on his trumpet for a small circle of admirers, then struck a pose. As new arrivals made their way downstairs, they checked their reflections in the mirrors that lined the walls, straightening up, adjusting their expressions.

It was Saturday night.

They were in the Café de Paris, located underneath the Rialto on Coventry Street, just off Leicester Square, accessed down a long flight of stairs between the entrances to the cinema and the Lyons Tea House next door. Said to have been modelled on the ballroom of the Titanic, it was billed as the safest and liveliest nightspot in London, twenty feet underground.

There were five people at Tom’s table, two other men, two women, all of them here, with varying degrees of enthusiasm, for a lavish seventy-fifth birthday celebration. They had finished their starters and were awaiting their main courses. He had suggested they not wait to order their desserts or linger for coffee. In less than an hour’s time the table at which they were all sitting would no longer exist. In less than an hour’s time a considerable proportion of the people in this restaurant would be dead. Already, in the streets above them, the air raid sirens had started to wail.

The date was 8 March 1941. Right in the middle of the Blitz.

At precisely nine forty, just as the band – Ken ‘Snakehips’ Johnson and his West Indian Orchestra – started up their second number, a pair of 110-pound bombs would come crashing through the ceiling above them. The first would fail to explode, spilling its contents across the dance floor. The second would detonate directly in front of the stage – about two feet from where Tom was now sitting – killing Ken Johnson and his saxophonist, as well as the café’s headwaiter and at least thirty-three others. Dozens more would be seriously injured. Almost miraculously, all the cabaret dancers – currently flitting around the room in a riot of feathers and sequins – would escape unharmed.

One of the hardest things to process, on your first trip back in time, was that all of this was real. That this was no VR simulation. All these people who had been dead for decades were as alive as you were now. That someone born in 1920 was all of a sudden younger than you.

This was the third trip to the past on which Tom had served as a guide for Tempus Tours. The first had been a picnic on the South Downs in August 1940, an anniversary gift from a recently retired hedge fund CEO’s wife to her history-buff husband, the Battle of Britain thundering on overhead, Tom pointing out which puff of white smoke, which plume of spiralling black, was what. The second had been a trip to 8 May 1945, with a gang of Silicon Valley billionaires, to experience the celebrations marking the end of the war in Europe, to witness Churchill waving to the crowds from a balcony in Whitehall, to observe him pulling that famous double V sign, to mingle on Piccadilly with the joyous throng.

Tonight was going to be very different. Tonight – at the client’s insistence – was to offer a whole new level of spectacle and, along with it, risk.

All through their meal, the woman on Tom’s left – Sasha Lavrova, the wife of Luke Allen, the son of tonight’s host, birthday boy Harry Allen – had been quiet, withdrawn even. Several times Tom had spotted Sasha – an elegant brunette dressed in a flowing black gown, a brightly embroidered silk stole around her shoulders – staring thoughtfully at the group of Canadians in blue air force uniforms sitting with their female companions at the next table over. All of them in high spirits, ordering bottle after bottle of champagne, laughing and talking at once. Not one could have been older than twenty-five.

‘What would happen,’ Sasha finally asked Tom, ‘if we warned them?’

He smiled, patiently. Despite the weeks of training everyone had to go through, the lectures on the ethics and physics of time travel, the reams of legal documents they had all signed, the waivers ensuring Tempus couldn’t be sued in case of injury or psychological harm, on every trip so far someone had asked him a version of the same question: was it possible to rewrite history?

Yes, was the simple answer. Nothing about the past unfolding around them was fixed, and nothing about the future that would follow was preordained. Nor was there anything magical about time travel itself – the basic mechanics of it were not even really all that complicated, once you understood them.

Of course what most people really wanted to know, when they asked that question, was not whether changing the past was possible but what the consequences would be. That was trickier to answer.

One thing that would happen, Tom reflected, was that Tempus Tours would be shut down and fined into oblivion. If the company or one of its guides was found guilty of failing to observe the Regulation of Time Travel Act, or of not ensuring their customers understood the law, there would be extensive jail time for everyone involved.

It was also rather harder to change the course of history than most people assumed.

Whenever, during the course of training, someone asked why Tempus did not use its technology to kill Hitler or prevent the Kennedy assassination, the obvious response was: how? It was a time machine that Tempus operated, transporting guests from a single central London location. It was not a teleporter.

Tom was conscious he had still not answered Sasha’s question.

‘The first problem,’ he said, ‘is how you are going to get them to believe you. If you march over there and announce you’re a time traveller with a message from the future, or a stranger who’s had a chilling premonition, how seriously are they likely to take you? Also, listen.’ He paused, raising his hand a little to stop Sasha from replying. ‘Do you hear that?’

Sasha cocked her head. Faintly but distinctly, even over the hubbub of the room, muffled thumps could be heard.

‘Those are bombs out there. Thirty thousand incendiary devices will land on this city before dawn. So many people will be injured that in two hours’ time, Charing Cross Hospital is going to run out of field dressings. So when you warn those people they aren’t safe here, even if you do manage to persuade them of that, where do you think they’ll go? Out onto the streets, in the blackout?’

‘You’re saying it’s not even worth trying to save them?’ Sasha asked.

‘What I am saying is that they’re already dead. Even if they do survive tonight, when we return to the present none of the other people in this room will be alive. We’re amongst ghosts.’

At the other side of the table, Harry was bickering with Beatrice – his much younger, much posher girlfriend – about whether or not tonight was actually his birthday. ‘The eighth of March,’ Harry kept saying, irritation audible in his gravelly voice. ‘That’s my birthday. That’s always been my birthday. Why do you think I’m paying a fortune for this jaunt if it’s not my fucking birthday?’

Blonde, skinny, brittle and clearly not averse to an argument, Beatrice was standing her ground.

‘A birthday,’ she was saying, her accent clipped, her enunciation precise, ‘commemorates, each year, the day of your birth.’

‘Exactly,’ said Harry emphatically, stabbing the table with a triumphant finger.

‘My point being,’ she continued, equally emphatically, ‘that you aren’t going to be born for nearly a decade, so this is not technically your birthday at all.’

Harry’s son, Luke, visibly bored, a little puffy-eyed, his bow tie starting to come loose on his starched white collar, drained his glass of champagne and tapped the top of it for a refill from the waiter.

Tom checked his wristwatch. ‘We need to go,’ he said.

Luke yawned and straightened up in his seat. Sasha touched his upper arm and leaned in to whisper something in his ear. Harry folded up his napkin and chucked it on the table. Beatrice glanced at him, then nervously across at the stairs.

‘And you’re absolutely certain this is safe?’ she demanded, a catch in her voice. Throughout the preparation process, Beatrice had made it clear this trip had not been her idea, that she was only doing it to keep Harry happy and because he’d insisted. Previously, Tom had assumed she’d rather they had spent the money on a party or a holiday. Only now did it dawn upon him how scared she was, beneath that spiky facade.

‘It’s just like we talked about during the briefings,’ Tom reminded her, in as soothing a tone as he could muster given the urgency of the situation. ‘Nothing is ever one hundred per cent safe, but if we stick exactly to the schedule the risk is negligible. As you know, Tempus’s team of archivists has been preparing our route for months. Consulting the local civil defence incident register. Checking street-by-street, through the London County Council bomb damage maps, reading the Fire Brigade’s situation reports. Cross-referencing these with the eye-witness accounts of civilians, ambulance drivers, firemen, from the Imperial War Museum archives. Taking what information they can from hospital admission records, about who got hurt, how, and where. Plotting our itinerary down to the smallest detail. If you stand where you are meant to stand, and move when you are supposed to move, and listen carefully when I give you instructions, none of this is any more dangerous than crossing the road on any given day. Considerably less so, in fact.’

‘Oh, come on,’ said Luke, perhaps enjoying Beatrice’s alarm a little. Smirking slightly, he turned in his chair to face Tom. ‘I’m sure that’s what they tell you to say, but how can that possibly be true, given everything going on up there?’

‘In the sense that when you cross the road, under normal circumstances, you have no idea what is going to come speeding around the corner. Tonight, in contrast, because all of this is a matter of historical record, you do. We know exactly what time each of the bombs that will fall on our path back to King William Street is going to land, and precisely what damage they will do. We know what kind of bombs they are, their type and weight. We know which will explode and which will fail to. We know which buildings are going to be damaged and how. We know, at least for the particular parts of central London we’ll be crossing, every recorded location where injuries and fatalities will occur. A lot of hard work, by a lot of very clever people, has gone into this trip.’

Tom paused, for effect. ‘Which is how we at Tempus Tours are able to offer you front-row tickets to the greatest and deadliest firework display there has ever been.’

He had already signalled to the waiter for the bill.

On the far side of the room, looking a little unsettled by the chaos outside, brushing something – was it rain or plaster dust? – from the shoulders of his coat, Ken ‘Snakehips’ Johnson had arrived and was making his way down the grand staircase. There was a stir in the crowd as people noticed him. Johnson passed the headwaiter and said something to him. Both men checked their watches. Perhaps the exchange had been about the time the band was meant to start, who was here and who was yet to arrive. There was a fresh sense of expectation in the room, a different energy. Already people were taking their places around the edges of the dance floor, men with their hands rested lightly on their partners’ waists, women practising brief sequences of steps.

Someone crossed the stage to adjust a mic stand. The crowd mistook him for one of the band, and for a moment, the room fell almost silent. In that lull, the thump of an explosion sounded, much louder and closer than any before. Someone laughed, nervously. Conversations resumed.

It was nine twenty. Now it really was time to go.

‘Stay close,’ said Tom, as they ascended to the street. About halfway up the stairs something went off nearby, and he flinched despite himself. He turned to address them all.

‘Right. This is it,’ he said as he led them out onto Coventry Street. He turned on his torch, its bulb shrouded in a paper cap, as per blackout rules.

‘We’re heading east. It’ll be dark and uneven underfoot, so keep close to me and be careful where you’re stepping. Watch for debris. Remain mindful of the edge of the pavement. You’re going to see flames on the horizon and black smoke in the sky, and you will hear the German bombers. It’s a clear night, not much wind, perfect bombing weather. Buckingham Palace has already been hit, Westminster Abbey, St James’s Palace, Waterloo Station. The glow visible on the skyline to the east is the Glico Petroleum Works in West Ham, which was hit about ten minutes ago and will be burning for days. Which is helpful for us because that’s the direction we need to be heading in. It’s going to be about an hour’s brisk walk. The aperture opens at midnight, and only for a brief window, so we all need to be in position by then. Is everyone clear?’

Tom flashed up the torch’s beam briefly to illuminate each of his group’s faces. One by one they nodded. Only Harry Allen looked uncomplicatedly excited for what was about to happen. Beatrice, her face set in a grimace, kept glancing nervously upwards. Sasha was holding hands with Luke, tightly. They all wrapped their coats – specially tailored, period appropriate – around themselves. Tom turned up his collar.

‘Everybody ready?’ Tom asked. They all nodded again.

It was one of those odd little etiquette things, on a trip like this, the way as a guide you pretended not to know much about your guests, never quite acknowledging but also never quite forgetting how wealthy, how influential, they were.

Harry, the East End lad done spectacularly good, the self-made property mogul, the birthday boy (even if it was indeed a good few years until he’d actually be born, in a small terraced house in Poplar, a few miles east of here).

His girlfriend, Beatrice, who at thirty-eight was just six years older than his only son. The granddaughter of Albert Downing, one of the city’s great postwar developers, a man who at this very moment was somewhere out there hatching plans to buy up bomb sites on the cheap, plans that would reshape London’s skyline, laying the groundwork for his own property fortune. The fortune that in a few decades’ time would be sending her to the sort of boarding school that had its own lake and stables. Of all the party, Tom had found her hardest to warm to. Tapping away at her phone, yawning, she had made it very clear how uninterested she was in any of the history lessons the group had been given (Sasha and Harry had been the keenest students; Luke for the most part had at least stayed awake).

Things that had been clearly explained multiple times, Beatrice would suddenly rankle at, as if they had just been sprung on her. Providing a 1941-appropriate outfit she’d actually wear was a nightmare. Despite being told repeatedly that they should all remain as inconspicuous as possible, tonight she had taken one look at her potted shrimp starter and sent it back. Only an irritated intervention by Harry had prevented her, when her steak arrived rarer than ordered, from calling the waiter back to complain again. Nerves may have explained some of her behaviour, but Tom was not convinced they excused all of it.

Then there was Luke, Harry’s son, constant tabloid fodder due to his many trips to rehab, his multiple failed business ventures (a tequila bar in Mayfair, a tequila brand, a tequila-flavoured vape), his high-profile broken engagements (to a glamour model, a fitness influencer, a very upmarket estate agent).

His wife, Sasha, the daughter of a Belarusian oligarch.

They were an almost comically attractive couple. Sasha with her cheekbones, full lips, her large green eyes. Luke with that mop of white-blond hair, slicked back tonight, the dimpled chin, the gym-pumped torso, the seemingly permanent slight pout.

It was Luke – who had turned up for the trip this morning thoroughly hungover, and whose eyes when he took off his shades had resembled a pair of bloodshot pickled eggs – who had explained to Tom why this particular trip appealed to Harry. His father had always been a history nut, the Second World War a lifelong obsession. He was the kind of dad who insists you sit with him at eight years old and watch the whole of The World at War. Who reads eight-hundred-page books about the siege of Stalingrad on holiday. On his fortieth, Harry had paid for himself to go up in a real Spitfire. For his fiftieth, Luke told Tom, Harry had dragged his ex-wife and son around northern France on a weeklong tour of Second World War battlefields. In a way, thought Tom, what was a trip like this one but that same impulse, taken to its logical extreme?

Tempus hadn’t chosen this era as their first tour destination by accident. If they weren’t allowed to offer trips back to the Roman Empire – even a man as persuasive as founder Inigo Frank knew the government regulator could only be pushed so far – World War II was a smart second-best. There was something about war – this war especially, with its clear-cut good guys to root for and bad guys to hate – that obsessed people who could afford a trip like this. Mainly powerful men willing to pay a fortune just to feel something. Anything.

As they passed the doorman of the Café de Paris, they bobbed their heads and thanked him. Then they stepped out into the night.

‘Oh my God,’ Beatrice said, a new note of terror in her voice. ‘What are we doing?’

Tom had spent years reading about the Blitz. He had studied history at university, this period for his PhD. As an aviation buff, he knew how to distinguish the sound of different German bomber engines – a Heinkel from a Junkers from a Dornier. He had heard in old newsreel footage the stutter of anti-aircraft fire, watched their crews aiming, straining to make out their target, as searchlights crisscrossed the underlit clouds. Nothing had prepared him for the sheer volume of this, though.

Organ-shaking. Nerve-juddering. Eyeball-quivering.

Each explosion – sharply painful to the eardrums – following on so closely from the one before that it was impossible to finish a thought. Like your very thoughts had been scrambled in your skull, every organ in your body jumbled around beneath your skin. The explosions almost preferable to the sound that returned every time they faded, the relentless inescapable drone of engines overhead, bomber after bomber after bomber.

Tom took a deep breath, then another. These people were relying on him. He took two steps further down the street and stumbled over something. A moment later, the sky lit up and he could see what it was. A split sandbag, lying in the middle of the pavement. Overhead a fantastic chandelier of falling incendiaries. In all directions the horizon ablaze, the heavens a mass of roiling smoke.

‘Jesus Christ,’ said Harry, the delight audible in his voice. ‘It looks like the fucking sky is on fire.’

A searchlight paused mid-sweep, and Tom could make out the shape of a plane, hung in silhouette against the clouds. Across the sky, arcs of anti-aircraft fire rose from several positions, trying to catch the bomber – too slow, too late. Now the empty street was brightly lit, every shadow sharp-edged as noon, then suddenly darkness again. Everywhere, from all directions at once, rose the sound of sirens. It was as if the whole city was a wounded animal, howling.

Tom had to admit, London was putting on one hell of a show.

At the end of the road a car was attempting a three-point turn, the driver’s face pale and panicked, the wheels of the car jouncing over scattered debris on the surface of the road. Something landed a few streets away and even the car windows seemed to shiver.

Tom forced himself to focus. East: that was where they should be heading. Up Long Acre, past Covent Garden, past Lincoln’s Inn Fields, down Chancery Lane. The impulse he somehow could not shake, that his brain seemed unable to resist, was to keep scanning the skyline for familiar tall London landmarks – Centre Point, the BT Tower – not yet built. Every time the night lit up, the shock at the jumble of church towers he did not recognize, the dark gaps where familiar buildings would one day stand, was the same. The streets deserted apart from the silhouettes of those furiously intent on their allotted tasks: aiming a plume of water in an arc up two storeys into the smouldering hole in a roof, or frantically clearing a path down the middle of a brick-strewn road for an ambulance to pass.

By the light of a blazing tobacconist’s shop, Tom checked his watch. The Café de Paris had already been hit. He wondered what had happened to that table of fresh-faced Canadians, trying not to picture the dance floor, by now a jumble of scattered limbs, or imagine the medical crews, comforting the injured and dying.

Don’t think about it, he told himself. Focus. Tempus would open the aperture, the rift in time allowing them passage back to the twenty-first century, at midnight. Six hundred and seventeen seconds – just over ten minutes – was how long it could remain safely open for.

They were right on time, exactly on schedule.

Then it all went wrong.




PART II

THE CRISIS (1941 AND PRESENT DAY)




CHAPTER ONE

Phoebe (Present Day)

So this was Inigo Frank.

Although Phoebe was early, he was already standing in the lobby of Tempus Tours HQ when she arrived. This was not what she had been expecting. He was not what she had been expecting.

His handshake was firm, rather than crushing. His smile seemed genuine. He made an appropriate amount of eye contact – rarely the case with genius tech entrepreneurs, from what she’d read – as he remarked self-deprecatingly about the fact he was wearing a baseball cap with his own company logo on it (‘Bit dorky, I know’). Taking it off for a moment, he ran one hand through his longish, slightly greasy hair. Aside from the crinkles around his eyes that appeared when he smiled, he could have passed for a lot younger than forty-five.

There was some sort of green juice stain on the front of his Tempus-branded hoodie. He glanced down at it and apologized again, still smiling. ‘Things are always a little crazy on the day of a trip,’ he told her. ‘I hope you didn’t have any trouble finding us.’

‘I had my instructions.’ Phoebe smiled. She’d been told not to expect obvious signage – just a small buzzer beside an engraved brass plaque. Inside, the reception area was quietly luxurious: It could have been an exclusive private members’ club, or somewhere celebrities went for Botox and filler.

‘We prefer our presence to be discreet,’ Inigo explained. ‘What we do here may be legal, but it’s still controversial.’

A young man standing nearby, also in a Tempus hoodie, chuckled in agreement. Another of Inigo’s team leaned into him and whispered something. Inigo nodded.

‘Nearly showtime. Our group will be returning to the twenty-first century in exactly an hour,’ Inigo said, gesturing with a thumb to the lift in the corner. ‘Shall we?’

Why not, she thought. She had done all the research it was possible to do about Tempus, about its mercurial founder, about the logistics and ethics of time travel.

She was as ready as she’d ever be to make a film about Inigo Frank.

Full access, that was what she had been promised. Final edit approval, she’d underlined, was non-negotiable. Phoebe Hunt was an acclaimed documentary filmmaker, after all. Her first series, A Complicated Man, had won awards and established her as the hottest young talent in the industry. It was a story about murder, arson and tabloid scandal. It was also a story about her father, Roger Hunt – although far less flattering words than complicated had been used to describe him over the years – and what it had been like growing up in the Living Family, the utopian community he had founded. Something about that story had evidently connected with people: It spent nearly a year on Netflix’s global most-watched list.

Something about it had struck a chord with Inigo Frank too, or so his people kept insisting on their calls. They claimed he was a huge admirer of hers, and that when it came to telling his story, Phoebe Hunt was the only filmmaker he wanted to work with. She had read enough about Inigo to know it was just as likely he’d landed on her name because she was currently being hailed as the best of her generation and he considered anything less than that beneath him.

But whatever the reason she’d been chosen, she was not here to burnish the myth of Inigo Frank. What interested her, just as it had in A Complicated Man, was the truth behind the headlines, the human being behind the legend. That was what Inigo wanted too, apparently: to show the world who he really was. He even had a name in mind for the finished film: Frank. She had to admit that was pretty good.

A week was what she had been promised, to shadow him, filming fly on the wall-style. Seven days to interview him, document what drove him, figure out what made him tick. To discover if he really slept and ate as little as he claimed. She had hesitated before saying yes – Phoebe usually spent months, if not years, on a project.

She had wrestled long and hard with whether she could actually pull this off.

No question, her boyfriend, David, had reassured her. The film would be brilliant. She was brilliant. Several times already her phone had quivered in her pocket – no doubt him texting to tell her that he loved her, was proud of her. Possibly also asking – with a wink emoji – if she could blag him a coveted Tempus hoodie.

She had also spoken to her friend and mentor Peter Tyler, a filmmaker whose own work had changed her life in all sorts of ways, about whether or not she should take this job. His response had been far more brusque. ‘You have to do it,’ he told her. ‘This is the man who gave the world commercial time travel. This is a story that needs to be told. And if you don’t do it, someone else will. Probably someone with half your talent, who won’t do it half as well.’

Only after Phoebe had signed the contract did it occur to her that twenty years ago, this was a commission Peter himself would have been offered.

The lift opened soundlessly and Phoebe was ushered inside. Inigo followed, flanked by his entourage – there were three of them now, one probably security judging by the width of his shoulders, another maybe one of his PAs. She was not sure who the third, a younger woman, was. His PA’s personal assistant, perhaps? There was only one button on the wall of the lift, and all three went to push it at once.

Inigo pointed at the Ray-Ban Meta Smart glasses Phoebe was wearing. ‘Are you filming yet?’

She smiled and nodded. ‘Yes. I have been since I walked in.’

He straightened his posture and adjusted his cap again, suddenly slightly self-conscious.

Her glasses, modified to shoot film of a high-enough quality for documentary purposes, had been a game changer for Phoebe. They allowed her to continuously capture video and sound without having to aim a bulky camera at her subject. Absolutely everything she witnessed over the next week would be recorded exactly as she saw it, with barely anyone noticing.

Inigo’s people had asked how long it would take, once she’d captured all the footage, for them to see something. A fortnight perhaps? She had laughed out loud. It would take her at least that just to rewatch what she’d shot. Then she would need to source archive clips and conduct additional interviews, as she had in A Complicated Man. The next stage was putting together a master document mapping out the structure, how the visual elements and audio might work together, arranging the material like a jigsaw puzzle to produce a script of sorts. Then she would have to actually edit the thing.

Could a rough cut be ready for Inigo to show at his forty-sixth birthday party at the end of the month? Impossible, she advised. Fantastic, came the response. If something wasn’t impossible, Inigo wasn’t interested.

‘Can I ask you something?’ Inigo enquired, with a tilt of the head. ‘About A Complicated Man.’

‘Of course,’ she said. She could guess what was coming. There were two questions people always asked about her documentary. The first was what she believed had really happened on 11 June 2007. The second was where she thought her father was now. The latter question in particular always struck her as pretty fucking personal. The honest answer to both was that she did not know. In a sense that was why she had made it – to examine the effect that decades of not-knowing had on everyone involved.

Inigo Frank had a different question, though.

‘Why did we never hear from you?’ he asked. Meaning, she supposed, why had she not appeared on camera, why she never spoke directly about her father in the documentary.

‘I did consider it. But I didn’t want it to become just a documentary about me,’ Phoebe explained. ‘And honestly? I prefer telling the story, not being the story.’

‘I get it,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘Sometimes I wonder what it would be like not to be the centre of attention all the time.’

She smiled, unsure whether or not it would be polite to laugh. Part businessman, part tech whiz, all showman, Inigo Frank was certainly not someone who had ever sought to dodge the spotlight. One of the challenges she would face, making a documentary about him, was how well known his path to success already was: his miserable childhood in a small town on the English south coast, his prodigious early academic achievements, his stellar university career, his decision to abandon his PhD in theoretical physics to found Tempus Tours, the years of struggle and failure before his eventual, world-changing triumph.

‘So, how much do you understand about how time travel works?’ he asked her.

‘I have done a lot of reading,’ she said. ‘And I’m pretty sure I’ve grasped the basic principles.’

As far as she understood it, Einstein’s general theory of relativity seemed to suggest the possibility of producing some sort of wormhole or shortcut between points in space-time. But in practical terms, it took an unimaginable amount of energy to open one large enough to travel through, or to keep it open for long enough for anyone to do so safely. Even the groundbreaking work of Professor Francesco Molinari at Imperial College London in the 1970s had conceded that the amount of power needed to make it workable, what that would cost to generate, rendered the fact that time travel was theoretically possible pretty much moot. Not to mention that, by his reckoning, back when Molinari was writing, it would have taken the most powerful computer on earth five thousand years to complete the calculations required.

What Molinari had reckoned without was the advent of quantum computing, the commercial vision of Inigo Frank, the willingness of billionaire investors to throw cash at his disruptive start-up, and the amount of money the very, very rich were willing to spend on the trips Tempus offered.

The lift stopped. The doors opened to reveal a long underground room, one side of which was divided into glass-partitioned office spaces: meeting rooms with water coolers and sofas; people hunched over laptops; teams gathered around tables, their attention on large, wall-mounted screens. With each open door they passed, Inigo made a point of greeting the occupants by name. Several times he paused to look at a laptop screen, firing off several technical questions in a row, pressing for more detail on some of the answers.

‘You’ll be spending a lot of time down here with me over the next week,’ he warned as they walked. ‘I sleep here often – there are pods where we go if we’re pulling off a hardcore programming sprint.’

One of the men who had joined them made a joke about the Tempus tan, and rolled his sleeve up to reveal a length of very pale arm. Inigo indicated the sconce lamps mounted at intervals along the wall, and explained that they were specially designed to vary their glow over the course of the day, mimicking the way the light changes above ground from dawn through to dusk.

Interspersed with these were framed black-and-white pictures of the great theorists whose research had laid the groundwork for Tempus’s technology. Some were immediately recognizable: Einstein with his tongue out, Stephen Hawking. Others Phoebe knew from her recent reading: Subrahmanyan Chandrasekhar, whose work on black holes had fascinated Inigo as a teenager. Kurt Gödel, in his little round glasses. Francesco Molinari – slight, high cheekboned, with a mop of curly hair – on whose work Inigo had begun his doctorate in the early 2000s. The last picture on the corridor was of Inigo himself.

He stopped. He caught her eye and gave a slight shrug. ‘I don’t believe in false modesty,’ he said.

At the end of the corridor, Inigo tapped a code into a keypad, and a pair of doors – as thick and heavy as those of an airlock – slid silently open. She was conscious of Inigo watching her, waiting for her reaction.

‘It looks just like an old tube station,’ she said.

‘It is an old tube station. A ghost station to be precise, one of a handful scattered around London. Before we took over, it was occasionally opened to the public for tours or hired out for the filming of a period drama.’

From where she was standing it did not appear to have been touched for decades. There were tattered posters on the cream and brown tiled walls, advertising cigarettes and patent medicines. Phoebe took a few steps forwards.

‘Quite something, isn’t it?’ Inigo said. ‘It was a stop on the Northern Line, opened in 1890, closed in 1938. It required a lot of wrangling with the authorities to get the lease. And naturally it cost a fortune. We didn’t have much choice but to persevere, though. There weren’t many other practical options.’

‘You didn’t choose this place just for the vibes, then?’

He chuckled. ‘No. We needed somewhere discreet and central, and as you’ll see, we also needed a lot of space.’

‘But wasn’t this station used as a shelter during the war?’ she asked. ‘Isn’t that a bit inconvenient, if you’re sending time tours back to the 1940s?’

He shook his head. ‘It was mothballed by then. The authorities tried to requisition it in 1939, but because it was already disused there was confusion about who actually owned it. By the time that was resolved, the war was more or less over and it was no longer required. Which, for our purposes, makes it perfect.’

She followed him along the curve of the tunnel, then through another set of doors, before finding herself very much back in the twenty-first century, in a room buzzing with activity.

‘Phoebe, this is Ben, who heads up the operations room,’ Inigo said. Ben nodded, not taking his eyes off the screen in front of him.

Often, Phoebe could see the entire arc of a documentary play out in her mind’s eye before she edited a single scene, and that’s exactly what was happening now. This was how her film had to open: with Inigo here in the Tempus nerve centre, surrounded by a bank of flashing monitors, pointing something out to someone, his hoodie hanging over the back of a chair now, removed to reveal a surprisingly gym-toned body under his tatty Imperial College T-shirt. His attention was completely absorbed by what was going on around him, his dark brown eyes, in this light, looking literally black, as if his pupils had expanded to swallow the whole iris.

She must make the viewer feel, as she could not help feeling now, the thrill of being in a room with one of the most famous and controversial men on the planet. A PhD dropout brave enough to gamble everything on his belief that he could make this work. A man bullish enough to weather the global media storm around the dangers of there being only one private company in the world, owned by one private individual, with the technology to do what Tempus could.

According to her mentor Peter Tyler, there were three unbreakable laws for the documentary filmmaker. The first was not to make up your mind about your subject before you met them. Not if you wanted your work to be truthful. ‘You are not there to be their friend,’ he always insisted. ‘But you aren’t there to prosecute them either. To show what someone is really like, let them do the showing.’

It was easy to share the concerns of those alarmed by the environmental impact of time travel – the immense amount of energy consumed by each trip, the vast amount of water required to keep the quantum computing equipment cool. It was easy to worry about what might happen if this tech fell into the wrong hands, or whether there were more practical uses to which it might be put.

Seeing Inigo here at the heart of it all, hands clasped behind his back, studying flashing screens with lines of code constantly rearranging itself, it was also quite hard not to think of the whole thing as a pretty amazing tribute to what human ingenuity could achieve.

He pointed at something on one of the screens, made an approving comment, then turned back to Phoebe. ‘I’m afraid we can’t allow you to film the opening of the aperture itself. Too much proprietary tech, not to mention privacy issues for our four clients.’

He checked the time on one of the monitors and clapped his hands. ‘We have converted one of the old station offices into a lounge,’ he said, lightly touching her elbow. ‘That’s where I greet the groups, when they return.’

Phoebe followed Inigo along a corridor into a softly lit room furnished with a Persian rug and chestnut leather club chairs. At one end was another set of airlocked doors over which a red light glared.

‘Beyond those doors,’ he said, ‘in approximately thirty seconds, we are going to slice a seam in time.’

In the corner, on an oak sideboard, sat a large silver ice bucket. In it were several bottles of champagne.

‘That’s a 1940 Bollinger,’ Inigo told her. ‘The same champagne our party – four guests and their guide – will have just been drinking in the Café de Paris in 1941. Would you like a glass?’

Phoebe politely declined. ‘Perhaps those dates are a good place to start, though. Why did you choose the 1940s as Tempus’s first destination?’ she asked.

It had been a hot topic of conversation, when the tours launched, the period people would pick to go back to, if they could choose any. It amazed Phoebe how many men, without hesitation, chose the 1966 World Cup final at Wembley or a lunchtime Beatles gig at the Cavern Club. Almost every woman she had spoken to fantasized about spending just one more day with a lost loved one, or to put right something they blamed themselves for. If Phoebe had the money – which she did not, and would never have – and if the law had allowed it, she knew where she would go, what she would try to fix.

‘Obviously, my hope is that we can expand our offering, but the government regulator felt that the 1940s was far enough back that there is no risk of travellers bumping into themselves, but not so far back that some tiny inadvertent action is likely to cause major unintended consequences in the future. As I am sure you know, the Time Travel Act requires every trip be officially signed off and publicly logged, and all passengers to provide us with ID to hold on file . . .’

He trailed off as a young woman entered and discreetly whispered something in his ear. He frowned, glancing at the cast-iron station clock in the corner of the room.

‘Anything wrong?’ Phoebe asked.

Inigo shook his head. ‘Nothing to worry about. The aperture is open.’ He paused for a second. ‘Our group should be arriving through it any minute now.’

‘What happens if they’re late?’

He ran his tongue over his lips. ‘We can keep the aperture open for ten minutes – well, six hundred and seventeen seconds to be precise – before it becomes unstable. The problem is how much it costs.’

She asked how much. He told her. It was more than she could expect to earn in five lifetimes. ‘And that’s every minute?’

‘That’s every second,’ he corrected. They sat in silence for a moment as the clock ticked loudly. Then Inigo excused himself.

Phoebe looked at the clock again – it was six minutes past the hour now. She worked out what that had cost so far, pondering if Inigo had staged this for her benefit, to amplify anticipation, provide a dramatic opening scene for the documentary. It was not impossible, she supposed.

Then the airlocked doors opened and all hell broke loose. People were shouting; someone was roaring in pain. Then two men in white coats came through the doors at speed, pushing a gurney. On the gurney lay a man, pale as a corpse, his white shirt soaked crimson, a makeshift tourniquet that looked like a woman’s silk scarf wrapped around one thigh. She could hear Inigo demanding to know what was happening as the doors hissed shut behind them.

Then the doors hissed open again. In quick succession, three more members of the medical team emerged through them, each one pushing a wheelchair in which sat one of the returnees, in their period evening wear, covered in dust, smeared with blood.

A voice announced over the address system that the aperture was now closed. That was when it struck her. There had been one client on the gurney. Three clients in wheelchairs. Four clients in total had returned through the aperture, dazed and grimy and in one case evidently in need of urgent hospitalization.

Five clients had gone back in time.

Sasha (8 March 1941)

It had taken Sasha a moment to notice there was blood.

Another to realize quite how much blood.

At first, she thought her husband had simply lost his footing, the champagne he’d downed too fast at dinner and the slippery soles of his brand-new brogues betraying him on the pockmarked pavement. She had seen him trip, stumble, fall, just up ahead. Then she heard him howl.

‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ her father-in-law muttered.

When Luke had first described his father to Sasha, she had assumed he was exaggerating. Not once in his childhood, Luke claimed, could he remember his dad telling him he loved him. Never could Luke recall him saying well done for anything. All his life, according to Luke, he had felt like a disappointment to Harry in some way or other. ‘I’m sure that’s not true,’ she had told him. ‘I’m sure he is secretly very proud of you. He can’t possibly be the total ogre you make out.’

Then she had met Harry Allen, and realized Luke’s description of him had actually been much too generous. Even in front of her, he was unrelenting. The nitpicking, the put-downs – with Harry’s girlfriend, Beatrice, sniggering along. It was horrible to witness. The way Harry needled his son, playing on Luke’s desire for his approval, sent a cold tingle down her spine because it was exactly the same kind of bullying she’d suffered as a child.

Now here Luke was, lying whimpering on the ground, both hands gripping his bloodied leg, and his father’s knee-jerk response was one of annoyance. That his trip might be spoiled. That his birthday plans might be disrupted.

The scenes around them were apocalyptic. At one end of the street, a department store was blazing unattended, flames pushing outwards from every window, glowing timbers visible within, a row of mannequins transformed into human-sized torches. From inside the building, creaks and crashes could be heard, things falling, collapsing, swirls of sparks circling upwards through a hole where the roof had once been.

Sasha dropped to her knees beside Luke. By the light of the flames, while the others crowded around, she tried to work out what exactly had happened. ‘Don’t move,’ she told him. ‘Please, Luke, just hold still and let me help you.’

Something went up in the department store with an ear-shattering blast, and for a moment the street was almost as bright as day. Crouching down beside Sasha, Tom, the tour guide, asked, ‘Is it shrapnel?’

It was glass. A thick, curved slice of shop window, its gold lettering still visible, blasted with such force that it was now embedded in Luke’s thigh. She was no doctor, but wasn’t that where the femoral artery was? The rhythmic spurts of blood coming from the wound suggested as much. Sasha took a deep breath, swallowed down a mouthful of cold saliva, and tried not to faint. This felt like a horrifying flashback to the worst day of her life – the smoke filling her lungs, the white heat and orange flames, the shattered glass. Deep breaths, she told herself. Luke needs you not to fall apart right now. Instinctively, she reached for the shard, closing her fingers around it.

‘No, no, we need to leave it in there,’ yelled Tom over the noise. ‘It will be worse once it’s out, he’ll lose even more blood.’

‘Fuck,’ Sasha hissed, with a wince. The shard was still in his leg, but she had managed to slice a deep gash across the palm of her hand. Still, over their heads, the sky throbbed and hummed. Tom used Sasha’s silk scarf to tie a tourniquet around the top of Luke’s thigh, and then, with their help, Luke attempted to stand. He managed to get about halfway up, then sank back down again, with a defeated groan.

‘We really need to go,’ said Beatrice, as if that was not a thought that had occurred to any of the rest of them. She was literally tugging at Harry’s sleeve.

‘Come on, son,’ Harry said, with at least as much impatience as encouragement in his voice. ‘We have to get going now.’

Inside the burning department store something gave way, sending a gust of glowing ash up into the blazing sky.

‘It’s going to be okay,’ Tom was telling Luke. Was he sure of that? Sasha wondered. He did not sound wholly convinced, or convincing. She tried to work out how far it was to King William Street station, how long they all had left to cover that distance in.

‘It hurts,’ Luke kept muttering. ‘Please, it hurts so much . . .’

‘We really do need to move,’ Tom told Sasha. ‘The facade of that building won’t stay up much longer.’

For the first time it properly sank in what it meant for them to fall behind the schedule that had been so painstakingly calculated to keep them safe, the possibility that the aperture could close before they even arrived.

‘We’ll have to carry him,’ Tom said, under his breath. He stooped, squatted, lifted Luke’s arm across his shoulders. Luke howled again. After an exchange of angry whispers with Beatrice, Harry offered to help too, bracing himself to support Luke from the other side. The men counted down from three as they hoisted him up, adjusted their grip.

They had just reached the end of the street when the store facade finally fell, a scorching rush of air sweeping over them, red-hot bricks scattering across the road. It took several minutes for the dust to clear. As it did, Beatrice smelled the glowing cinder smouldering in her hair, slapping it out with a shriek.

Just over half an hour. That was how long they had to return to the aperture, carrying Sasha’s injured, moaning husband over unpredictable terrain during intense bombardment. There were moments she thought they were not going to make it. When by the light of a falling incendiary she could make out how much blood Luke was losing, great dark patches of it spilling onto the buckled streets, his moans growing ever fainter. Her hand was throbbing, her palm sticky with her own blood, the tips of her fingers tingling.

There was a horrible moment in which Sasha visualized the entrance to the tube station inaccessible behind a pile of fallen masonry. It almost seemed too easy, once they arrived, how effortlessly Tom opened the unmarked door, began ushering them all down the steps.

Underground, it felt like a different world. Cool. Safe. Their footsteps clacking on the tiles, drowning out the dull thumps from above. The sudden drop in temperature briefly stirred Luke, prompting him to lift his head, gasping hungrily at the musty air. Tom checked his watch. Two minutes until the aperture closed.

Just down a few more clanging metal stairs and there it would be: a translucent tear in the fabric of time. On the far side of it, the Tempus team going about their business, eighty-something years in the future, doctors standing by to spring into action if needed. It was all part of the very expensive service.

They had done it. They had made it with less than a minute to spare before the aperture closed. There was no time to hesitate, no time to count heads.

It was, she realized with a quickening heartbeat, going to be far easier than she had anticipated. In the darkness of the tunnel, in the rush and the panic, she offered a prayer for her husband and slipped away.




CHAPTER TWO

Phoebe (Present Day)

‘What would you do, if you were an oligarch’s daughter stranded in wartime London, fifty years before you were born?’ Inigo demanded again.

He had not stood still for a moment since gathering the Tempus team in this subterranean boardroom, circling the huge table, pacing up and down. There must have been at least sixty people but only half that number of chairs, so some were sitting on the floor, others crouching. Occasionally someone would nod off while leaning against the wall and start awake, embarrassed.

It was now four in the morning and Inigo had been firing off versions of this question for several hours – at his tech team, at the Tempus PR advisors, at the group of stern-faced lawyers huddled halfway down the table. Phoebe had followed the throng here after the commotion at the aperture and positioned herself in a corner, trying to make herself inconspicuous.

The second of her mentor Peter Tyler’s three sacred laws of documentary filmmaking was this: Whatever happens, keep shooting. She was shocked that Inigo was allowing her to. This crisis meeting wasn’t the kind of thing most CEOs would want a stranger in – let alone one capturing it all on camera.

There had been a moment, as they all filed in, when she had caught his eye and assumed it was game over. That, despite all the promises of total access and complete honesty, this was the point at which her project would come to
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