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CHAPTER 1

Never go back
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‘And now the news headlines,’ said the television news presenter. ‘There was shock and anger today when the former head of MI6, Sir David Jacobs, was murdered in his garden. Police said they are baffled by his murder; it may be an attempted burglary that has gone wrong; however, sources close to the security services suggest it might have been a sanctioned assassination by a foreign power. Over now to our home affairs correspondent who has more information on this morning’s murder.’

Trevor Swift, the new head of MI6, and Sir David Jacobs successor switched off the television screen in his office in MI6 headquarters.

‘Well, Norris, we would appear to have a bit of a mystery on our hands,’ said Trevor Swift.

‘A mystery? How?’ Replied Norris Smith.

Trevor Swift picked up his television and cd remote control and pressed the button as he pointed it at the television screen. A large sixty-inch screen flashed into life, and then Trevor Swift pressed another button on the remote. The screen started to depict a recording of a CCTV camera that was in Sir David Jacobs Garden. It was a standard security feature for ex-heads of M sections. They both watched the two-minute clip that showed a man appear at the bottom of Sir David Jacobs Garden. They watched as the man casually walked up to Sir David Jacobs and pointed a handgun at him, and then pulled the trigger. Sir David Jacobs slumped to the floor. Dead in an instant. The gunman then stood over his prostrate body on the floor and put another round in his head before turning and walking back off the same way he had entered the garden.

‘Do we have any intel on the gunman?’ Norris asked.

‘Well, that’s the riddle. We do have an identity for the person.’

‘So, who is it?’

‘This man,’ said Trevor Swift, sliding a photograph over the table toward Norris Smith.

‘Well, if you know who he is, why don’t we just go and arrest him?’

‘It’s not that simple, Norris.’

‘Well, I am sure wherever he has gone, we can get someone to pay him an unsanctioned visit.’

‘Well, that’s the issue. We do know the current location of the assassin.’

‘Simple then, send someone and get it done. I can arrange it myself if you want me to?’

‘We don’t need to do that.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because the man is already dead.’

‘Dead!’ Exclaimed Norris Smith.

‘Yes, his name is Max Stevens.’

Norris Smith looked at Trevor Swift in a, lost for a second moment, sort of look before saying.

‘The Max Stevens, who we terminated six months ago?’

‘One and the same.’

‘The intel must be wrong, then. Because the one thing we know for sure is it isn’t him? It can’t be. Can it?’

‘Well, that’s something we are trying to get our heads around, Norris. Look, I am no expert, but facial recognition shows it to be Max Stevens. No doubt about it, one hundred per cent certain. And just in case we suspected any misrepresentation at all. Gait recognition also put him as being Max Stevens. And we all know that cannot be faked.’

‘So, Trevor, what’s the story? Was Max Stevens some sort of deep-cover operative?’

‘Well, Norris, if Sir David Jacobs was running him as an undercover, then he isn’t any longer.’

‘And, Trevor, we are sure of that, are we?’

‘One hundred per cent, we had his body exhumed late last night. They hurried through a DNA sample. It was definitely him that they planted six months ago. So, we are, to be frank, baffled. That’s why I have had someone brought in who might be able to shed some light on the whole shambles that was designated as, The eighth-floor parallax.’ Trevor Swift leaned across his desk, lifted the receiver on his phone, and pressed a button on the display front. ‘Morag, can you send her in, please.’ A second past before the door swung open and in walked Lisa Goodyear.

‘Ah, Lisa, do come in and take a seat. Have you met Norris Smith?’ Said Trevor.

‘Eh! No, I don’t believe we have had the pleasure, Mr Smith.’ Said Lisa Goodyear as she approached him and shook his hand. The introduction’s out of the way, and both Norris Smith and Lisa Goodyear took a seat.

‘Right, Lisa, you were involved in the Max Stevens case. When I say involved, you ran the operation for Sir David Jacobs. I am correct?’

‘Yes, that’s right, Trevor.’ Said Lisa.

‘Actually, Lisa, that was a rhetorical question. I already know you did. What I need to know is what was going on back then?’

‘How?’

‘Well, before you go any further, Lisa, I want you to watch the CCTV footage from Sir David Jacobs murder. Then tell me what you think you see, okay?’

Trevor ran the CCTV footage from Sir David Jacobs house. Lisa watched intently, not showing a glimmer of emotion, which suddenly changed when a shadowy figure emerged from the bottom of the garden’s shaded area. The expression on her face dropped when the figure came into view, and she saw the face. It was a face that wasn’t possible to be here.’

‘Who’s that?’ Lisa said.

‘Well, Lisa, we were hoping you might be able to shed some light on that for us?’ Trevor said.

‘Well, it looks like Max Stevens. But that is not possible. He’s dead, the duplicitous bastard. I know that for a fact because I gave the order for the shot to be taken; Merrick Toby, ex SAS got the kill.’

‘Yes, Lisa, I know that. What I desire to know is what was going on in the background while all this was running?’

‘There wasn’t anything running in the background. We were tasked with getting Max Stevens back into the program, but if we couldn’t, a kill order had already been sanctioned by your predecessor, Sir David Jacobs.’

‘No, Lisa, what I want to know is why was the file red-tagged as secret? It’s got a fifty-year tag on it, so what was so sensitive that it is so unopenable that no one wants anyone else to see its contents?’

‘Can we all agree here that what I tell you stays between the three of us?’ Said Lisa.

They all agreed and then listened studiously as Lisa told them the whole story. She started with the Time Study project and the explosion and death of Max Stevens co-workers. Lisa reached the end of the story after about ten minutes. She left nothing out, right down to Max’s brother being held in custody to help coerce Max into helping MI6 out again. When she had finished, Norris Smith and Trevor Swift looked on in the sense of disbelief at not being quite able to reconcile the whole story with reality.

‘So, Lisa, did you ever find out where Max Stevens disappeared to inside the hotel? Did he have a partner in crime?’ Trevor asked.

‘No, we could find no one who helped him. One strange thing, though, and this was never documented because I didn’t deem it significant at the time. When Max Stevens had gone back to the hotel and disappeared, he went down the stairs from the ninth floor, and he was on the CCTV cameras. They picked him up going through the doors into the eighth floor, but he never reappears on the other side of them.’

‘So, someone doctored the tapes then?’ Norris said.

‘We assumed so at first, but when the tapes were confiscated, checked, and authenticated, there had been no tampering; this is the extraordinary thing, I had a team of sniffer dogs taken up to the ninth floor, and they walked the same path that Max Stevens had trod, and they always stopped at the door to the eighth floor. One more thing. When Max Stevens had broken into my flat, and he got the drop on me. He used a device on me, and I have never experienced anything like it before. He fired it at me, and I almost came to a stop. After that, everything went into slow motion. Then afterwards, when I come around from its after-effects, he insinuated that it had come from the future. Of course we know this to be a load of crap; however, I have never seen anything like it since.’ 
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CHAPTER 2

Cometh the hour, cometh the man
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It was a sweltering day, and its level and severity were quoted as a direct result of global warming that had started to have its effects defined back in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Today was near a record for the United Kingdom. It was enough to entice the most ardent anti drinker into their local public house at a mere thirty-nine point seven degrees centigrade. A fact not unnoticed by Max Stevens. He was in Cardiff; he had just arrived back in the twenty-third century. He had been on a small excursion into the twenty-first century. He had been to fulfil an obligation he had made to himself; he was exacting revenge for his murder at the hotel. He had discovered something quite devastating when he went back to carry out a hit on Sir David Jacobs; Max had experienced a sort of psychotic episode, whether it was something to do with the time travel having affected his systems, he was not sure; however, it depicted a new version of events around the time study experiment. Something that he did not know previously. It was now firmly ingrained in his recollection of the events of that day when everyone died. It kept coming back into Max Stevens thoughts; He had no recall of these events from the day the explosion occurred, yet they kept pervading his thoughts, but why? What was going on? Maybe he was having some technical computer breakdown issues within his body. He would have to bite the bullet and go back to the Android facility to see if there was a problem; however, he was unsure if that could ring alarm bells. They didn’t know about his period of origin; if they did, might they try and terminate his program, he did not want that if he needed to carry out another excursion, he was unsure and worried. Still, there was only one thing he could do, and that was to try and at least find out. 

Max Stevens arrived at the shopping centre and walked the mall's length to the android memory storage facility. Max waited outside the doorway, nervous, unsure and reticent about going inside. He was having second thoughts and about to walk away when a familiar voice from within the brightly lit neon storefront called out to him. The storefront had undergone a virtual holographic makeover, more greens and purples in its design, now.

‘Mr Stevens, it’s a pleasure to see you again. Would you care to come inside?’ Max hithered and hovered, full of self-doubt and a disinclination to enter.

‘Eh, no, Selena, it’s okay.’ Max replied.

‘Come in; please do. If you have a problem you wish to discuss, it will be treated with the strictest confidentiality.’

‘Really,’ said a slightly unbelieving Max Stevens.

‘Guaranteed. It’s part of the code of practice. We are not even allowed to tell the government about what we find out.’

Max stood there for a few seconds, deep in thought. Could he trust her? Well, she hadn’t given him any cause not to, so far. He figured it was worth giving her the benefit of the doubt. Max stepped inside the shop front to the android factory facility. Selena took Max through to a backroom. Selena invited him to sit at a small table, he obliged. The table was not wood; plastic took over all the usual aspects of the tables features. Wood, these days was at a premium, so plastic it was. The room was sparse, and the desk looked lost in its surroundings of palatial nothingness; two chairs added to the authentic look of a typical office. Selena pressed a series of buttons on her desk. They were virtual buttons; for all, anyone knew they were just thin air, nothing more than virtual projections. They were a series of fully functioning integrated laser beams that made up the modern holographic depictions. The first button brought up a holographic simulation of a computer and screen. The next button to be pressed would facilitate a pen and pad’s appearance purely for aesthetic purposes; the vase of flowers just added a nice touch to the proceedings. It gave it a more virtual pleasing appearance of normality.

‘Coffee, Max?’ Asked Selena.

‘No, but thanks for the offer; I don’t need to drink, you know?’ Said Max.

Selena smiled at Max’s response to the question; she thought the original Max Stevens must have possessed a sense of humour.
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