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CHAPTER 1

Faded Memories
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A loud explosion ripped through the building. Its reverberation was felt within the immediate surrounding structures. Something or someone had caused an explosion within this working environment, but a perception of lost reality clouded the memory. A vision was beginning to unfold through the haze of smoke and dust, and a concussive head injury blurring the edges of any visible picture of certainty. Its characters could be seen almost as some type of caricatured anti-superhero’s. Max Stevens tried to move, but he could not. His mind told him to get out of here, but his body could not comply. He could hear faint muffled voices shouting out but dimmed in their volume.

Why this was, he was unsure. Suddenly he saw men and women; they were dressed like soldiers. They were in a standard formation, their objective to search out and destroy. Max Stevens watched powerlessly as they made a wide sweep of the laboratory, shooting anyone still moving. Anyone who was not already dead from the blast. Rapidly a man and woman approached Max, and he braced himself for the inevitable volley of shots that would end his life. The two raised their weapons, pointed them at him, and unleashed a ferocious volley of bullets; amazingly, the shots were being repelled away from him and landed on the floor, bouncing straight off the air like Max had an invisible shield surrounding his body. Max Stevens could not understand what was happening; all he did know was that he wasn’t dying. Instead, something was intervening in his need for survival, and at that moment, he would take any edge that he could get. The shots subsided as a voice cut through the gunfire,

‘Retreat, civilian incursion.’

Max Stevens watched hopelessly from his protective bubble as the soldiers, dressed in combat fatigues, withdrew from the building, guns still ready for any enemy engagement. None came. Within a few seconds of them leaving, medical staff entered through the main laboratory doors. They rushed around the bodies lying on the floor and systematically decided they were dead. Suddenly a voice rang out,

‘Jim, over here quick! You need to see this.’

A man dressed in a paramedic uniform approached Max’s position. As he got closer, he looked at Max and was confused by the façade in front of him. The man had a look on his face, and his open mouth gave a good descriptive expression as to why,

‘What the heck!’ exclaimed the man.

The woman was transfixed in disbelief, almost unable to move due to shock. The man reached out to touch Max Stevens, but all attempts ended in an abrupt and painful rebuff. Max was not sure what was happening; all that he did understand was that every time the paramedic tried to reach out to him, his arms disappeared, and they were unable to reach him. Suddenly Max started to feel a little groggy and lightheaded. The paramedic’s voices started to fade as Max passed into unconsciousness.

*
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Max Stevens woke up, or at least his recycle time had ended. Recycle time was an android version of sleep. Dreams were not a consideration; the android facility had said so. It clearly stated, in the contract, that androids do not dream; Max Stevens could argue that it was not so. In six of his last ten recycle times, Max had experienced the perception of dreams. He needed to see Selena at the android facility to check it out. Unfortunately, Selena had gone cool on him since his return from the year twenty-thirty-one, just over twelve months ago. It had not surprised him; Selena had been having a lot of heat from work due to her involvement in Max Stevens’s conception. Max got that, but she was still the only person in this timeline he could trust. For her part, it was a double-edged sword because Selena had fallen in love with Max despite her dislike of androids in general. That presented problems she was not yet ready to deal with. Not least the possibility that it could lead to Max being decommissioned. 

Max got dressed and didn’t bother to wash as his polymer, resin, and electrically integrated exoskeletal covering automatically cleaned itself while Max recycled. Ten minutes later, Max had collected a couple of items and left his apartment. His destination was the android facility in the shopping mall in Cardiff.
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CHAPTER 2

Strange coincidences
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‘Congratulations are in order, Sheila?’ remarked Gregory Travis, the current Home Secretary, as he sat inside Number Ten Downing Street.

‘Thank you, Gregory. Your support has been very welcome, and it will not be forgotten now that I have replaced James Musgrove as the new Prime Minister.’

‘Well, Sheila, we do go back a long way.’

‘Quite. Anyway, to the business at hand. I have asked Dame Maria Richards to join us; after all, she is your Chief of Metropolitan police, Gregory.’

‘Yes, Sheila, and she was your appointment, as I remember.’

Sheila Tobias leaned across her desk in Number Ten Downing Street; she pressed a button on her desktop phone. A beeping sound was followed by a voice answering the call,

‘Yes, Ma’am.’

‘Jane, could you send Dame Richards in, please?’

After a few seconds, the PM’s office door opened and in walked Dame Maria Richards. She was one of the youngest ever Chiefs of police. Unmarried and unattached so far as anyone knew. Rumours abounded that she identified as she and a lesbian. That was her business, and it was private as far as she was concerned. At five feet five inches tall, she was a slight build, dark-haired, and not exactly what you would call pretty, but she had something about her.

‘Ah, Maria, do sit down, please.’

‘Thank you, Prime Minister.’

‘Please, Maria, call me Sheila. Gregory Travis, you know,’ Maria Richards nodded in acknowledgement to the Home Secretary.

‘Well, now we are all here; I wanted to brief you both about an incident a few months ago. It concerned a former operative of ours. Namely, one Max Stevens,’ Maria Richards’s features sharpened considerably at his name being mentioned. ‘Of course, Maria, you had some dealings with Max Stevens, I seem to remember?’

‘He was a traitor. I do remember that much.’

‘Yes, Maria, he was, and that is the operative choice of phrase to use in the case of Max Stevens. He was certainly, amongst other things, a traitor and an enemy of the state.’

‘Do I take it that Max Stevens is now dead, Sheila?’

‘Yes, Maria, the classified terrorist explosion at the house of commons a few months back was Max Stevens. Unfortunately,’ Shelia laughed out loudly, ‘Mister Stevens finally met his match. The whole file has been locked down for a minimum of fifty years.’

‘So, why have we been summonsed here then? Surely it is not to talk about Max Stevens?’ interrupted Gregory Travis.

‘Well, there are some loose ends that we need to tie up.’

‘What loose ends?’

‘Well, Gregory, we need to be singing from the same hymn sheet for a start. Max Stevens wasn’t there for one thing.’

‘I thought you said he was,’ cut in Maria.

‘Yes, well, this is where it starts to get confusing. Ex MI6 head, Sir David Jacobs, ordered a sanctioned hit on Max Stevens way back in twenty-twenty-nine. Lisa Goodyear gave the order, I believe. Bonafide hit, confirmed and delivered by Merrick Toby. We were all led to believe that until the house of commons terror attack.’

‘I don’t think I follow you, Sheila?’ Maria said. 

‘Well, I’ll tell you everything we know, and then you can decide for yourself, Maria, Gregory.’
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Max Stevens decided that there were still questions that needed to be asked, and as much as he did not wish to explore the options, he had no choice but to venture back to the twenty-thirties one more time and ask them. But first, he needed some answers before attempting to make the journey back in time. The only source for this information would have its origins in the android facility.

Max Stevens walked into the shopping mall one hour later, give or take five minutes. He strode long and purposeful strides along the causeway through pedestrian traffic. Very soon, Max reached the android facility’s entrance. He was standing outside for a few seconds before entering. Once inside, Max walked up to the front customer service desk.

‘Hello, can I help you?’ asked the woman at the desk.

‘Oh, good morning. Is Selena available?’ 

The woman behind the counter eyed Max with a measure of indifference. His request was an action she could not sanction,

‘I am very sorry, Selena Dietrich is currently on a sabbatical.’ 

Max looked at her with a sense of disappointment. He was disappointed because he was not sure if he was being fobbed off or being given truthful information. Max decided to take the knowledge at face value; after all, he was not detecting any changes in the skin tone or the chemicals being given off by this person. He wasn’t detecting anything.

‘Okay,’ said Max, ‘I will call back later.’

‘Mr Stevens, if there is something you need, we can cater for your needs if you require us to?’

Max Stevens suddenly felt a slight twinge of uncomfortability in his android network. Alarm bells were ringing for him. Could he be about to walk into a trap? It was a distinct possibility. He was pondering the variables of why she had just addressed him as Mr Stevens. Max had not introduced himself by name.

‘I sense you look a little uncomfortable, Mr Stevens. Is there a problem?’

‘You tell me,’ Max strained to look at the badge on her lapel, ‘Gemima?’

‘I don’t understand?’ she replied.

‘I never told you my name when I came in.’

Gemima turned and drew Max’s attention to a camera on the ceiling with her hand pointing upwards.

‘Facial recognition Mr Stevens, as soon as you walked in, it matched you to the droid database. Then in an instant, it put your name onto the screen in front of me with your picture. Simple.’

‘Simple.’ Thought an embarrassed Max; of course, it was.

‘I’ll leave it at that for now, Gemima. Thanks anyway,’ Max walked out of the facility.

Once outside the android facility, Max decided to go and visit Selena. Six months ago, he had made her a promise that he would not contact her again. Max would leave it to her if she ever felt like she wanted to rekindle their friendship; however, times and needs change. So, he walked the short distance to the nearest transport portal. Max queued for about a minute behind six people. Once at the front of the queue, Max stepped inside the small booth of the portal. It resembled a nineteen-eighties public phone box. However, it didn’t smell of urine like some of those did back in the day. He punched in Selena’s postal code. He then held up his wrist for the portal to take the credit payment. The payment was taken in a split of a nano-second, and Max was transported. He was instantly arriving outside the front of Selena’s apartment. Max walked up to the door and pressed the intercom button. A voice rang out and asked what he wanted.
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CHAPTER 3

A conundrum
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‘Right, Maria, this is what I need from you. I want a list of everyone active in the Max Stevens case. At least those in your force who are still alive,’ requested Sheila Tobias.

‘May I ask why?’

‘Because they all need to undertake a psychological evaluation test. We need to make sure that the persons concerned are of a frame of mind to be in line with government thinking.’

‘Well, Sheila, I do not believe anyone of my officers would be anything but loyal.’

‘Yes, Maria, but we as a government need to ensure we retain our security forces' support and backing. Loyal, unflinching support.’

‘Yes, okay, Sheila, I’ll get on with it straight away.’ 

‘One more thing, Maria.’

‘Yes, Sheila, what is it?’

‘Max Stevens’s, brother. Alex. He needs the specialist treatment only your special liaison team can do. I suppose you understand what I am saying. Also, there is a former partner of Max Stevens. He and Mr Stevens collaborated on certain scientific endeavours; however, the person in question gave up work to look after his wife, who is dying and might even be dead by now. His name was John Trescot. We want you to track him down and persuade him to come back and work for us. Explain to him what is expected.’

‘Leave it to me, Sheila. Consider it done.’

‘I knew I could trust you, Maria. One more thing, Maria. If you decided that we needed to remove Trevor Swift from his position as head of the MI6 section, you would have my support and full backing,’ Maria Richards looked at Sheila Tobias with a ponderous look.

‘Is there something I should know, Sheila, something you are not telling me?’

‘Maria, Gregory, this stays here between us.’

‘It goes without saying,’ interjected Gregory Travis.

‘I don’t trust Trevor Swift. I believe he and his side-kick Colin Giles might be traitors.’

‘Why?’ asked Maria.

‘Because Norris Smith, the gentleman who died in the house of commons blast, was working for me. He told me that during a meeting with himself and others, Trevor Swift had told them that Max Stevens’s body was exhumed the night before Sir David Jacobs was murdered. That was incorrect; he was murdered the morning of the day before, but we deliberately decided to say that he had been murdered the following morning. It delayed anyone who may have murdered him from knowing that we knew he was already dead. The fact that Trevor Swift had Max Stevens’s body exhumed the night before we announced Sir David’s death meant that he knew more about this than he let on. So, either he is working with someone else with an ulterior motive, or he could be planning something against us. Be careful who we talk to; as I have said, if you need to, you can arrest him,’ Maria Richards got up from her seat and assured Shelia Tobias that she could rely on her before she left.  

‘Do you trust her, Sheila?’ asked Gregory Travis.

‘As much as we can trust anyone in her position. Besides, she has too much to lose. I am afraid Maria Richards owes us for pulling her irons out of the fire over that messed-up terrorist attack that left twenty people dead six months ago. I made sure that the press didn’t print anything other than praise. That could change in an instant if the need were to arise. Peoples stock can fall just as quickly as it can rise,’ she said, in a thinly veiled attack for Gregory Travis’s consumption.
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‘Hi Selena,’ said Max. ‘You are looking well.’

‘Thank you, Max. But, unless this is a social call, I do not believe this is a good thing, us meeting up like this.’

‘Well, I wouldn’t ask unless I was desperate, Selena. I have had some serious dreams.’

‘Max, androids can’t dream, you know that.’

‘Selena, I know that’s what you told me, but I can’t explain it any other way. I keep having the same repetitive visions every time I am in my recycle time.’

‘Look, Max, you imagined it. Androids don’t dream; it is not possible.’

‘Look, I don’t want to drag you into anything that would be construed as damaging to yourself. But I wondered if you knew anyone? If you get my meaning, anyone who could help me get to the bottom of it? I am desperate, Selena.’ 
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An unmarked police van pulled up in a leafy suburban street in the middle of London. If people knew what it was, their hearts would run cold with fear; it was full of police liaison officers. Just one space was available for the safe, or at least the secure transport of a non-conformist. A non-conformist was now synonymous with people classed as state enemies. In a now-familiar sight across Great Britain, officers rushed up the pathway to the door at the front of the house. One officer at the front of the operation swung a sledgehammer at the lock area of the door. It was enough for the front door to fly open. Ten officers swarmed past the one with a sledgehammer and shouted out instructions to the occupants to “Lie on the floor and do not move.”

A few minutes later, a man with his wrists cable-tied behind his back was escorted from the house. He was flanked by two officers holding him up under his armpits. It would be noticeable to anyone looking more closely that the man was nearly unconscious; the tips of the front top of his shoes were dragging along the path. He was bundled into the back of the van, followed by the rest of the officers, except one. She stayed behind until the ambulance arrived to take the man’s wife to the hospital. She had terminal cancer and was at the end of the life care stage of treatment.
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