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Chapter One

At first, everyone assumed it was a burglary.

The postman was the first on the scene. He’d arrived early in the morning to make a delivery to the house in question and found the front door wedged open. No one answered when he rang the bell, so he called the police. The two constables arrived to investigate, and they were the ones who found the body.

It escalated after that.

Not even noon, Jacob thought grimly. Hell of a way to start a Monday.

His autopod shuttled along, arcing off from the main highway. As much as he missed manual controls of old-fashioned cars and early autocars, he appreciated the driverless function of the pod because it gave him time to skim through the images from the crime scene en route.

He wouldn’t get a feel for the scene until he got there, but the images let him know what he was about to walk into. There were signs of a struggle in the room where the body was found, and plenty of blood, but the rest of the house seemed undisturbed.

“Control to Delta Seven. ETA to destination?”

Jacob leaned forward and cleared the images from the display on the windscreen, bringing up his location on the map. Beyond it, he could see the country roads through the glass.

“ETA fifteen minutes, Control,” he replied, then muttered under his breath, “Into the backside of nowhere.”

It was half an hour beyond the miles of sprawling suburbs of the city in the middle of green fields and close to a forest. The nearest amenities had to be at least four miles from the building. He shook his head. What kind of person chose to live all the way out there anymore? It wasn’t as if there were a shortage of housing in the city.

A chime indicated another image had been received.

Jacob opened it up and leaned forward, frowning.

A door, barely visible, blended into the pattern of the wall. No handle, no visible hinges.

“You seeing this, sir?” Constable Foley’s voice rang through the speaker.

“I am indeed, Foley,” he said, widening the image. “Is that a safe room?”

“Looks that way, sir,” the constable replied. “The dust in front of it suggests a box was moved and recently. Looks like someone might be in there.”

Smart girl, Jacob thought with approval.

“Any response?”

“Not yet, sir, but if they were attacked—”

“They might not be capable of replying,” Jacob finished. “Keep trying.” He minimised the image and looked out through the windscreen. “I have visual on you, Foley. Be with you soon.”

Ahead of him, the house was visible between the trees. The red brick structure had to be at least two centuries old, but even from a distance, the modern touches were obvious. The windows were thick and secure. The roof had been replaced with faux slate.

The autopod purred to a halt beside the four other vehicles lining the gravel courtyard, and the door slid aside. Jacob stepped out and glanced at the other vehicles. He recognised the coroner’s transport pod, and the standard blue-and-white-patterned squad pod, but the other two were probably the homeowner’s.

Foley opened the front door to greet him.

Half his age, she hadn’t been with the force long enough to be as jaded as him yet. She smiled in greeting. “Morning, sir.”

He winced. “Say afternoon. It makes it a little more bearable.”

She laughed. “You want a summary, sir?”

“I read up on it on the way over. Any word on the owner?”

“Thomas Sanders,” Foley said, leading him toward the house. “Forty-eight. Widower with one young son. He’s a well-reputed scientist and engineer. High up in some kind of historical and scientific research program in the city, the Temporal Research Institution.”

“Have you been able to make contact with him?”

Foley shook her head, her sandy ponytail swinging. She offered him overalls to cover his suit. “We’ve tried his business and private numbers. His colleagues said he’s been on a leave of absence for health reasons for several weeks. Our best bet is the safe room.”

“Any sign of the son?”

“We assume he’s with his father,” Foley replied.

“Do we have an ID for the body yet?”

She hesitated in the hallway. “That’s the strange thing, sir. We can’t find anything on him. His prints aren’t in the system. No DNA trace either. We still need to run facial recognition, but so far, we’ve got nothing.”

“That’s not unusual.”

Foley looked at him. “There’s something off about it all. I’ll show you.”

The house was spacious inside. The lower level was split into four rooms, all branching off from a wide, sunlit hall. Foley led him down the hall and to one of the rooms at the back, her covered boots thumping on the wooden floors.

Jacob stopped in the doorway, taking a moment, then stepped across the threshold. The crime scene team was still at work.

The room appeared to be some kind of laboratory with workbenches running along one wall. Another wall was covered in old-fashioned whiteboards with all kinds of incomprehensible text and codes marked on them in half a dozen colours. Jacob studied all of it for a moment, but whatever Sanders was working on, it was far beyond Jacob’s barely adequate physics A level.

There were little machines here and there, suspended from the boards by wires. Spools of wire and gears were scattered across the floor. Several boxes had been upended from shelves and lay on their sides.

In the middle of it all, the body lay face down on the floor, a bloodied hammer close at hand.

Danni Michaels was working on the body and glanced up with a nod. “Sir.”

“Cause of death?” Jacob said, keeping his eyes off the dead man’s face.

“Looks like blunt force trauma,” Danni replied, nudging her magnifying glasses up her nose with her knuckles. “I don’t think it’s a wild guess to say the weapon was that hammer. It was a single blow, landed here.”

Jacob gritted his teeth and looked. The left side of the man’s forehead was ruptured. His eyes were open, and he had an expression of surprise on his rigid, bloody face. He was young. Maybe thirties. Dark-haired. His eyes were dark, the pupils flared wide open, but death sometimes did that. Blood had spread in a wide, sticky pool around his body. Jacob swallowed down the familiar rising acid.

Christ, he hated the messy ones.

He glanced around the room.

A pair of slippers, several steps away from the blood pool, had left bloody prints on the polished floor. The owner must have kicked them off, and they’d ended up at least three feet from each other. Not good shoes for running, slippers. If he—men’s slippers, size nine approximately—had already knocked down the man on the floor, then there had to be another assailant whom he was running from.

“Any sign of this man’s accomplice?”

“Accomplice?” Foley asked.

Jacob gestured to the slippers. It was easier than looking at the body. “You don’t try and run from an unconscious, nearly dead man. There was someone else here.”

“We haven’t seen any sign of anyone else,” Foley replied. “Sorry, sir. I didn’t even notice that.”

He offered her a brief smile. “That’s why I’m a DI, Foley.” He motioned to the body. “You said there was something off?”

Foley nodded, crouching by the body. “Take a look at his right eye.”

Jacob went down beside her, propping his forearms on his knees. It took him a moment, but then he saw what she was pointing out: The pupil wasn’t blown. There was no iris at all.

“What the hell…” He leaned closer. “Michaels, can I borrow your magnifiers?”

She handed them over and obligingly shone the torch over the man’s eyes. “Clever, isn’t it?”

Jacob peered down and frowned. “A synthetic bionic eyeball? Is that even possible?”

Michaels shook her head. “I’ve heard of people developing them, but I’ve never heard of any successful trials.” She squatted by the body and grinned. “I can’t wait to get it out and see what it’s made of.”

“And there’s one of those images I didn’t need,” Jacob murmured, peering through the magnifier again. The pupil seemed to be a focusing lens. High-quality, high-end technology. “Foley, have you checked anywhere that might carry tech this advanced?”

“We’re putting together a list,” she said. “But from what we’re hearing back, this is off the charts, sir. No one has heard of technology like this before, or if they have, they’re not telling us about it.”

He straightened up. “You said this Sanders was a scientist?”

“Doctor in physics and engineering,” she confirmed.

“Could he have made something like this?”

She hesitated. “From all accounts, he didn’t deal in human biology or bio-artificing.”

“Doesn’t mean he couldn’t.” Jacob ran a hand over his face. “Well, if we can’t find this man by standard identification, maybe we can find him by the eye he doesn’t have. Danni, we need all the information you can get us as soon as possible.”

“Sir,” Danni said at once.

Jacob turned to Foley. “Where’s Singh?”

“Still trying to get into the safe room.” She jerked her head. “This way.”

The safe room was up the stairs in what appeared to be a playroom. Windows lined one of the walls, the others covered in posters and drawings. Kids’ toys and games were scattered all over the place. Singh was working his way along the one blank wall with a scanner.

Jacob took in the mess. “You said Sanders has a son?”

“Ben,” Foley confirmed.

“About eight?”

Foley looked at him in surprise. “Seven and a half. Is this another one of those detective things?”

Jacob chuckled. “This time, it’s one of those dad things.”

Singh glanced over his shoulder at them, sighing in frustration. “Foley, I know you said to scan for a high intensity of fingerprints on the wall, but this whole wall is fingerprints.” He nodded at Jacob. “Afternoon, sir.”

“Singh.” Jacob approached, studying the wall. “It’s very smoothly done, isn’t it?” He rubbed his short beard thoughtfully with his fingertips. “No visible buttons or latches anywhere?”

“None we could find,” Foley said. “I thought it might be a pressure-point system, but seems not. We requested an expert, but they’ve been delayed.”

“I think we need to un-delay them,” Jacob said, touching his earbud to activate it. “If Sanders is wounded and inside there, we need to get him out. If not, we need confirmation, because this could be an abduction.”

While they waited, Jacob had gone down to the laboratory to take another look at the whiteboards. He didn’t see what it had to do with Sanders’s work at the Temporal Research Institution. A quick search suggested the institution specialised in identifying historical discrepancies and confirming historical events. It could be something to do with locating old records and creating algorithms, he supposed. You would need a specialised engineer to do that.

“Sir?”

Jacob turned. “Foley?”

“The smith is here. I thought you might want to be present if he can open the door.”

They headed back up the stairs to the playroom. The body had been removed in the hour before the locksmith arrived, the crime scene unit now working their way out from the house across the grounds, searching for trace evidence of the intruders.

The locksmith was already working on the wall with a scanning device.

“Apparently,” Singh said, joining them, “all safe room doors come installed with a registration chip, in case the mechanism needs to be deactivated in an emergency.”

“Not unlike this,” Jacob observed. “Useful.”

The locksmith glanced over. “It’s a recent make. Give me two minutes.”

In the end, he took less than thirty seconds, and the door swung outward.

Inside, there was a room big enough for a family, but only one person was there. A small tawny-haired boy shrank back into the corner of the room, his arms wrapped around his legs, his face bone-white.

Jacob motioned for the smith and the two constables to back off, and crouched a couple of feet away from the door.

“Hey,” he murmured.

The boy was shivering, and tears rolled down his face from swollen, red-rimmed eyes.

Jacob took out his badge, laid it on the floor, and slid it across to the boy. “It’s okay. I’m a policeman. My name’s Jacob.” He watched as the boy tentatively leaned forward and looked at the badge. “Are you Ben?”

The boy nodded. “Where’s my dad?” His voice shook as much as he was.

“We’re trying to find him now.” Jacob offered a hand. “Do you want to come out? You don’t need to stay in there.”

“Dad told me to stay here.” Ben wrapped his arms tighter around his legs. “He told me to, until he came to get me.”

“I know.” Jacob knelt and sat back on his heels. “We want him to come and get you, too, Ben, but right now, I think he’d want you to be safe, don’t you? How about we keep you safe?”

“P-promise?”

Jacob nodded. “Promise.”

Ben got unsteadily to his feet. His trousers were sodden, and there was vomit on the front of his shirt. The poor kid must have been terrified. Jacob knelt up, offering both his hands, and Ben’s icy fingers wrapped around his.

“There you go,” Jacob said as gently as he could, drawing Ben back out. “You’re safe now.”

The little boy gave a sob and stumbled forward and wrapped his arms around Jacob’s neck, clinging to him. Jacob scooped him up and rose to his feet with the boy in his arms. He rubbed his hand in circles on Ben’s back.

“You’re okay,” he murmured. “You’re okay.”


Chapter Two

They had bacon! Still crispy and hot too! Sometimes, once in a blue moon, a miracle happened in the staff canteen.

Kit grabbed the tongs and piled a thick layer onto his toast. Someone in the queue behind him made a sound of indignation, which Kit studiously ignored as he moved on to the eggs.

By the time construction had finished, his sandwich was a masterpiece of five perfectly balanced layers of cholesterol, slathered in brown sauce. Sometimes an engineering degree could have practical applications. He set it proudly on the table and sat down, picking up his knife and fork.

“Jesus Christ! Are you trying to build a food fort?”

“I like a filling breakfast.” Kit looked up with a grin.

Dieter, the lead historian and linguist of the Temporal Research Institution, stood over him with a mug in one hand and a toasted bagel in the other. He raised a pierced eyebrow, looking at the heart attack on a plate. “How the fuck do you stay so skinny?”

Kit stabbed into the mountain of food, cutting right through it. “I need it to power my cunning little brain,” he said cheerfully. “You want to join me?”

Dieter glanced around, then shrugged. “Why not? They’ve called everyone in here anyway. Might as well get a seat.”

“They have?”

Dieter nodded distractedly as he buttered his bagel. “Whole agency, apparently.” He lifted blue eyes to Kit. “Don’t you check your e-mails?”

Kit swallowed a mouthful of runny egg and sausage. “I was hungry. Breakfast always comes before work.” He hacked into another part of the tower. “But the whole agency? I don’t think I’ve ever seen the whole agency together. Has that ever happened before?”

“Twice. Before your time.” Dieter rose from the chair and raised his hand in greeting. Kit followed his line of sight and spotted one of the communications technicians weaving his way toward them. “This isn’t the same as those situations.”

He smiled up at the big blond man as he joined them and slipped into the vacant chair beside Dieter. Dieter said something in a language Kit didn’t recognise, but Janos Nagy clearly did. His stern mouth crooked up at one side. As far as Kit knew, that was the closest the guy got to laughing.

“Morning, Mr. Nagy.” Kit waved his fork.

Janos nodded in greeting. One of the better-looking men in the TRI, he’d caught Kit’s eye on day one, but from the first day Kit had been in the building, he’d been cautioned in no uncertain terms that flirting with Janos was a fool’s errand, no matter how buff he looked.

“Everyone is coming,” he said to Dieter.

Kit glanced around the room. “Why do they need everyone in anyway? I mean, you guys were here last time. What were those meetings about?”

Dieter’s expression gave nothing away. “Major incidents.”

Janos said nothing. He picked up Dieter’s coffee cup as if it were his own.

Everyone knew the two men were a couple and had been for some time, but for the life of him, Kit couldn’t work them out. Janos came across as the quiet, introvert type, but Dieter was as colourful and flamboyant as they came. Opposites attracted, Kit guessed.

A big mystery hung over their history that no one talked about in the agency. The people who had joined the TRI in the last three years were all equally oblivious, and no matter who they asked, everyone said Dieter and Janos’s affair was no one’s business but their own.

“Major time-travel incidents? Or major ‘everything is going to explode’ incidents?”

Janos looked over at him. “You ask many questions for so early in morning.”

“I don’t usually work with people who do any interesting talking. It’s all tools, cables, synchronisers, stabilisers, and stuff.” Kit waved his fork at him. “Not that you do much talking anyway…”

Janos looked at Dieter, raising his eyebrows, and Dieter smacked him lightly on the chest, a smile breaking onto his lips. “Shut up.”

“I said nothing.” Janos widened his eyes innocently.

Dieter snorted. “Like fuck you didn’t.” He bit into his bagel, chewing on it thoughtfully. “If it’s whole-agency business, it’s probably about some system overhaul or bullshit. If it’s something that’ll affect everyone, they have to tell us. If it’s just about a temporal jump, that’s restricted to whichever team is involved.”

“As long as we’re not being fired,” Kit declared.

“We will not be,” Janos said. An audible slap rang out when Dieter smacked him on the thigh. Janos looked at him, offended. “What I said?”

“You were being a dick,” Dieter replied and shoved the rest of the bagel into Janos’s mouth. “Ignore him. They wouldn’t fire us en masse.”

By the time everyone filed into the dining room, Kit’s tower had been reduced to a few stray beans and a smear of sauce on the plate. He swiped the sauce up with his fingertip, which he then licked clean and wiped on a napkin.

“You could lick the plate,” Dieter said with a snort.

“Never in company,” Kit replied virtuously. “I do have some standards.”

“Everyone!” a voice called out from somewhere in the mass of people. The owner climbed on a table to make herself visible. Kit squinted at the small lady in a hijab. He’d only ever seen her in his first weeks on the job, but he’d heard of her—one of the coders who worked on level ten.

“That’s Mariam Ashraf, isn’t it?” He looked at Dieter inquiringly.

Dieter went pale, sitting bolt upright. “Fuck…”

Janos said something low to Dieter, his hand on Dieter’s shoulder, but Dieter didn’t even seem to notice. Kit looked between them and Mariam. Dieter seemed on the verge of a panic attack. That wasn’t right. Definitely not good.

“Everyone!” The woman stamped her heel until silence fell. “I need your attention now. We have a code red situation.”

“Shit shit shit shit…” Dieter’s voice broke.

“We have received notification this morning that a temporal gateway opened close to Tom Sanders’s house,” the woman said, short and crisp. “It didn’t open from within the TRI facilities, or at least it has not knowingly been opened yet. We have lost communication with Sanders and have not heard from him since the anomaly occurred.”

Kit felt like the bottom had dropped out of his stomach.

Sanders wasn’t just the chief of the TRI—he had handpicked Kit to work alongside him. A bloody brilliant scientist, one of the few people to have ideas even wilder than Kit’s, and more importantly, he was the man who had made time travel possible. He had pioneered the system, honed it, made it work.

Kit had been both awed and terrified by him.

“What does that mean?” he asked, looking around.

One look at Dieter told him he wasn’t going to get any answers. Janos had pulled his chair closer to Dieter’s and had his arm around Dieter’s shoulder, murmuring to him, a low, steady, repetitive thrum of words in the strange language again, and Dieter leaned into him, shivering.

“The police are currently on site,” the woman continued. “We didn’t have time to get someone there before the police were called, and now, we won’t be able to get access until they have finished their operations. There will be questions asked, so we need to be prepared. Report to your department. Your section leaders will be notified which protocol we will be following in this situation.”

People around the room started moving for the doors.

Kit got up, looking around uncertainly, then back at Dieter, who had his eyes closed, breathing hard. Sanders gone. Dieter, normally so calm and collected, having a panic attack. Janos saying more than Kit had ever heard him say before.

Something was very, very wrong.

It couldn’t just be an anomaly. It couldn’t just be someone going missing.

Kit took a shaky breath. His own rising alarm wouldn’t help anyone. “Can I help?” he asked Janos. “I mean, is there anything I can do?”

Janos made an abortive gesture with one hand. “No,” he said. “Thank you.”

Heels clattered on the floor nearby, and Kit turned to see Mariam approaching. She didn’t seem to notice him. He shied back, tugging at the end of his shirt, wondering what to say or do.

“Dieter,” she said, approaching the table. “I’m sorry.”

He glared up at her. “That was fucking tactful.” His voice sounded brittle. “Couldn’t have said something before? Taken us aside instead of shouting it from the fucking rooftops?”

“I realise now.” She glanced up at Janos. “Get him up to my office. We’ll talk there.”

“You can tell me what you need me to do. I’m not fucking deaf, Mariam,” Dieter snapped, rising. He reached out, gripping Janos’s arm. He looked like hell. “Christ. Not again.”

Kit shifted his weight from one foot to the other as Mrs. Ashraf watched the couple walk away. “I want to help,” he said quietly.

She glanced at him. “Dieter?”

“Or Tom.” Kit hesitated, then asked, “Do we have any idea what happened? I mean, he always kept going on about security here. Surely, he must have had something in place there…”

“I can’t tell you, Rafferty.” She sounded tired, and she looked worse. “You heard your orders. Report to your section leader. You’ll be told what you need to know.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

He left his tray behind and joined the crowd working their way out of the doors. Most people headed for the lifts, but he retreated for the empty staircase to avoid the crush of people all speaking in urgent voices.

It took longer, but it meant he had time to try to even out his breathing and not let himself get worked up. They didn’t know what was going on yet. Better not to think of the worst. It gave him time to put together what he knew and, more specifically, what he didn’t.

The rest of his team, made up of seventeen people of all ages, had gathered already. Some of them had been with the TRI for years. Kit was their most recent arrival, and normally, that didn’t make any difference: an engineer was an engineer, after all.

Now, though, they were talking and lowered their voices when he entered.

Kit made a beeline for Reggie O’Conner, one of the longest-serving members of the TRI and the oldest member of their team. Normally, he could always be counted on to be helpful. “Reg—”

“Don’t ask me,” Reggie said, holding up both hands. He looked drawn and grim. “I don’t know anything more than the rest of you lot.”

“That’s a load of bull,” Kit protested. “What about Dieter and Janos getting a private meeting with Ashraf?”

Reggie’s pale eyes narrowed. “They are, are they?” He didn’t look surprised.

“She apologised to him for telling him with everyone else. Why would it bother him?”

Reggie shook his head, the light gleaming off his slicked-back white hair. “Not my business to talk about it with anyone. If they want you to know, they’ll tell you. For now, leave off.”

Kit reluctantly subsided. He retreated to his workbench, looking around at the others. Some of them had clearly overheard him and were speaking in whispers. He frowned, turning back to his bench. Fair enough, they were worried, but being fenced out of their discussions reminded him they still considered him a new arrival, even after three years.

There were so many things contractually classified in the TRI.

He didn’t understand all the rules when it came to time travel, but they were the only known agency that worked with it. Well, “known” was a generous way of putting it. Everyone who worked in the building had to sign a confidentiality contract, and even their customers and clients didn’t realise what they were paying for.

If someone wanted to clarify a historical incident and there were no available records, they could pay the TRI to research it. The clients weren’t aware the “research” involved temporal agents going back to the moment of the incident to see what had happened.

There were strict guidelines in place about what temporal agents could and couldn’t do. The agency ran under a code of non-interference. Nothing could be changed or amended. No one could interfere with people, and that explained why people were on edge now.

The fact that a temporal gateway had opened, and it wasn’t from in-house, was worrying.

They didn’t know where the gateway came from.

They didn’t know when.

Maybe it had happened before, in the days before he signed up. Maybe Dieter had been involved. Or maybe he was just speculating a lot about a whole lot of nothing.

Kit turned to his workstation to add some new fixtures to a new security function based on Sanders’s original temporal gate design. The gates could be held open indefinitely with a sustained flow of power, but it meant people might breach the gateway from the other side. Humans were curious by nature, and a doorway hovering in the middle of nowhere just begged for someone to stick their head through to see what was on the other side.

For some time, the TRI had been reducing the portal as soon as the agents were through, but it always meant the risk of the gateway collapsing and closing.

Kit had been brought in to be a fresh set of eyes. He’d had no idea he was dealing with time travel and took it as a standard engineering problem to be solved. He’d immediately offered a dozen solutions: some the TRI engineers had thought of before, some they hadn’t imagined were possible.

That day, he’d met Sanders and got himself a job in time travel.

He’d had no idea who he was dealing with when a skinny, fox-faced man hit him with a rapid-fire series of questions and problems, pushing him to think faster and harder than he ever had before. He was sure he’d made a balls-up of the whole thing, but then the man smiled, held out a hand, and he had a new job.

Sanders had given him challenges, and he’d met them every time.

Now, Sanders was gone.

No. Missing. Only missing. Not gone.

Kit picked up his magnifiers, set them on his nose, and turned on the light over the bench. He couldn’t help Sanders in any other way right now, but at least he could work on the last task Sanders had assigned him, and get it as close to finished as possible by the time Sanders returned.

Sometime later, a hand tapped him on the shoulder.

Kit looked up, blinking, as Hamid Johnson’s face spread across his vision. He yelped, pulling off the magnifiers, bringing his section leader’s face back to its more normal proportions. “Boss?”

“Need your ears for a minute, Kit.” Hamid, another long-standing member of the TRI, stood short and stocky with a square block of a beard and an equally square mass of dark curls on his head. “Everyone, you heard Mariam in the mess room. We don’t have many details of what’s happening, but this much I can tell you—Sanders is missing in action. He had facilities in his home where he developed new technology, but we don’t know if he had developed it to the point of doing a solo jump.”

“So he could have opened the gate himself?” one of the other engineers asked.

“Possible,” Hamid said, hooking his thumbs through his belt, “but unlikely, given he had Ben staying at the house with him.”

There were murmurs again, a ripple around the room.

“Is the lad gone too?”

Hamid grimaced, and Kit could tell he didn’t want to say much more. “Mariam got a call while we were up there,” he said. “Ben was still in the house. The police found him, and he’s with them now. Mariam’s their emergency contact, so she’s headed to the police station.”

“Sanders wouldn’t leave him alone,” Reggie said at once. A couple of people nodded in agreement. “He wouldn’t have opened a gate with Ben there.”

“That’s the general consensus,” Hamid agreed. “Some of you haven’t been here through a code red, and normally, we would restrict the information as much as possible to ensure minimal damage, but the police have been involved in this situation, which means we all have to be able to answer questions, in case we’re asked.”

“Is that likely to happen?” Kitty McAllister inquired.

“Right now, we don’t know, but best be prepared in case.” Hamid gazed around at them. “I’ll be talking to each of you individually, but for now, I need you to get back to your workstations and focus on your current tasks. I’ll come to each of you in turn.”

They nodded and moved off, but Kit hesitated, sorting through the mess of questions he had. There were no more answers to be had about Tom yet, but there were plenty of other questions. Hamid raised his eyebrows.

“Something to add?”

“I was wondering if Dieter’s all right,” Kit said. “He didn’t look well after the meeting.”

Hamid scratched the back of his neck. “Didn’t realise you were friends with him.”

“I’m not,” Kit admitted. “I mean, we talk to each other sometimes in the canteen, but…” He frowned. “I don’t know. He looked awful.”

Hamid smiled briefly, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Long story. He’s a lot tougher than he looks, Dieter. You’ve got your work to worry about and what you’ll need to say if the police come calling.” He reached up to pat Kit on the shoulder. “Go on. Back to work. I’ll call you.”

Kit returned to his workstation and stared down at the circuit laid out in front of him. He remembered Mariam Ashraf’s expression, the grim look on Janos’s face, and how pale Dieter had gone. He could feel the tension in the air, the edge of fear and suspicion. They were saying Sanders was only missing, but from their expressions, it was a lot more serious.

Suddenly, building a temporal keyhole didn’t seem all that important.


Chapter Three

The Sanders boy had fallen asleep.

The only problem with the situation arose because he was asleep in Jacob’s lap.

It made it difficult to run a team when you couldn’t raise your voice above a murmur or get up from your desk. He’d left Foley and Singh to fill in the gaps in the briefing room in his absence while he went over the evidence again.

Ben hadn’t been able to tell them much: His father shouted to him to hide, so he went to their secret room and closed the door. The rule was if he had to hide, he had to stay there until his father—or the police—came and told him he could come out.

Jacob hadn’t pressed for answers from the terrified boy. Even with a member of social services there, it didn’t feel right to push him. He’d helped Ben into a clean set of clothes, persuaded him to eat something, and wasn’t at all surprised when the boy clung to him as if he were a security blanket.

Based on the photographs around the house, Sanders and his son were close and seemed happy enough. Unlikely, then, that a loving and protective father would have willingly left his child indefinitely closed up in a safe room. The fact that he’d told his son to hide seemed to support the theory it was more than a simple home invasion.

Jacob slid the images across the screen with his fingertip.

There were checks running on the TRI, but so far, they hadn’t found any plausible reason for the man to be targeted. There were some pieces of scientific equipment in the house, but nothing seemed particularly valuable. Even the technology set up in the rest of the house was made up of standard, basic units. Nothing seemed to have been taken, except the man himself.

Sanders’s whiteboard flicked onto the screen again, thick with codes and symbols. One of Sanders’s colleagues had been called in. Perhaps they would be able to make sense of it for him, or at least point the inquiry in the right direction.

Ben shifted in his sleep, whimpering. Jacob set aside the screen to settle the child, murmuring nonsense and rubbing his back and shoulders. The boy nestled against him but didn’t wake, although one small pale fist clung to Jacob’s shirt.

Jacob’s quill buzzed. He raised his hand and touched his earpiece. “Ofori.”

“Sir, we have a Mrs. Ashraf in reception.”

Sanders’s colleague and also emergency contact, which would kill two birds with one stone, if she cooperated.

“Good. Have her brought up to my office.”

The woman was escorted in five minutes later. Small, not much over five foot, probably close to his own age, matronly and soft-featured, with an ornately twisted veil around her head and shoulders. She stopped short in the doorway, her worried expression giving way to relief.

“He’s all right?” She lowered her voice enough not to wake the boy, and Jacob guessed she had to be a mother.

“Worn out,” he replied as quietly.

He motioned her closer to the seat on the opposite side of his desk, wincing when she had to lift a stack of papers off the chair. She looked for a vacant spot on his desk and ended up adding it to the most stable pile. It looked—as always—like a hurricane had swept through the office. He’d never really taken to the in-tray and out-tray, and for all that they mainly did digital reports, he still had paperwork for all occasions.

“Are you the gentleman who called?” she asked as she sat down.

He nodded. “DI Jacob Ofori. I’m sorry I couldn’t give you much information on the call, but you can see I was—” He smiled crookedly. “—occupied.”

The woman nodded. “Can I ask what happened?”

“The investigation is ongoing presently, so I’m afraid there’s not much we can tell you.” He paused for a moment as Ben moved, tucking his head under Jacob’s chin. “We suspect there were intruders. At least two, possibly more. It appears Mr. Sanders fought one of them off, but we’ve found no trace of him or the other intruder. This young man hid in a safe room on the upper level.”

Mrs. Ashraf went pale, and she clasped her hands tightly together in her lap. “Do you think the intruder abducted Tom?”

Jacob shook his head. “We can’t speculate until we start putting together the evidence. We have people combing the grounds of his home, but with the lack of security hardware in the area, it’s very difficult to put together a timeline at the moment.”

She nodded. “You won’t need to interrogate Ben, will you?”

“I don’t think there’s much he can tell us.” Jacob tilted his head to look down at the boy to be sure he was still asleep, then back at Mrs. Ashraf. “Can you think of anyone who’d want to harm Mr. Sanders? Or any reason why he’d be targeted?”

She shook her head. “He’s just a scientist.”

Jacob gazed at her. “Just a scientist” made it sound simple, but people who were just scientists didn’t get abducted from their homes or beat off assailants with a hammer. He slid his slate across the desk to her, showing an image of the whiteboards. “Is this his work?”

Mrs. Ashraf picked up the slate and studied it. “It looks like it, but I don’t recognise these formulas. Thomas always played around with different technology and experimented on things outside of the office.”

“Anything that might be financially interesting to people?”

She was very good, and if he hadn’t spent more than twenty years in his job, he might not have spotted the twitch of her mouth and the way her eyes flicked down, then up again.

“He develops new hardware and software for enhanced historical research,” she said after barely a split-second pause. She even met his eyes, defiant, daring him not to believe her. “Some of the facts we uncover aren’t always popular with people.”

“Such as?”

She shrugged. “Our institution provided the information about the Potiorek conspiracy.”

He vaguely remembered the story. It had been all over the news three years before. A claim that the death of the Austrian Franz Ferdinand at the hands of a Serbian anarchist, triggering World War I, had been planned from within his own country.

The only reason it had made national news at all was because countries all over Europe kicked up a fuss about it. Some believed it, some didn’t, but regardless, people thought it was worth noticing. That meant it must have been credible.

He hadn’t really paid much attention at the time. Rory was still around then, and Jacob had enough going on without worrying about some old royal who’d got himself killed more than a century before.

“A lot of people weren’t happy about that,” he observed.

“We were talked down as a conspiracy theory,” Mrs. Ashraf said, “but some people were very vocal about the institution. Do you think maybe one of them might have done this?”

It was a deft attempt at redirecting his focus away from the institution, which made him wonder what she—or they—wanted to hide.

“We’ll definitely look into the possibility.” He gently shook Ben’s shoulder. The boy stirred drowsily, then jolted in panic at his unfamiliar surroundings. “Easy,” Jacob said gently. “You’re safe.”

Ben looked up at him, then nodded.

“Ben?” Mrs. Ashraf rose on the other side of the desk.

“Aunt Mariam!” Ben scrambled off Jacob’s lap and ran around to her, clung to her. He whispered urgently to her, no doubt telling her what had happened, and she wrapped him up in her arms.

“I know, Ben. The police are looking for him now.” She looked across at Jacob. “Is it all right for me to take him home now?”

Jacob rose. “Of course. I’ll come by your office tomorrow, if that’s all right, so we can discuss the subject further.” He smiled. “It’s more convenient for you, and it should only take an hour at most.”

Not a request, which made it impossible for her to make an excuse to keep him away.

She remained silent for a moment, then nodded. “I’m usually there any time after ten o’clock in the morning. Ask at the front desk, and they’ll have you brought to my office.” She kept her arm around Ben’s shoulders. “I’ll see you then.”

Ben looked up timidly. “Bye,” he said in a small voice.

“Bye, Ben.” Jacob met Mrs. Ashraf’s eyes. “You take care of him.”

“Of course,” she replied.

He went to the door of the office as they walked away, comforted to see the boy was in safe hands. There could be no mistaking the protective way Ashraf had wrapped herself around him.

Jacob sighed, returned to his desk, and sat down.

He pulled up all available data on the TRI and the Potiorek conspiracy, for background reading. She might have been trying to redirect his attention, but it didn’t necessarily mean she was wrong. If the Potiorek conspiracy had created some enemies, it wouldn’t hurt to turn over a few stones and check what might be crawling beneath.

His team awaited him in the briefing room after he’d finished putting together the additional information from Mrs. Ashraf. He stopped in briefly to see Danni and found the pathologist still working on the body. The preliminary reports had confirmed blunt-force trauma as the cause of death, but her investigation into the synthetic eye was ongoing.

“Any luck on facial recognition?” he asked as he entered the briefing room.

Several officers were going through data.

“Nothing.”

Jacob paused, looking at Foley. “You mean no luck?”

She shook her head. “I mean nothing. Unless he’s been going around with a paper bag over his head for his whole life, he’s never been caught on camera. We tried as many variables as we could, but they were only close likenesses.”

Jacob looked up at the incident screen and the image of the man currently in the morgue. His face and body gave nothing away.

“Anything interesting on him?” he asked, slipping his hands into his pockets. He found his key ring, and out of habit, his fingers started sliding each key around the ring, one by one.

“Plain shirt, trousers, underwear, and socks,” Detective Constable Anton said from his desk, one of the younger members of the CID. “His jacket is some kind of synthetic. High-end. Definitely not off the rail. Possibly something high fashion, but we’re running a search for ones like it. Pockets were all empty.”

“Nothing special on the shoes,” Detective Sergeant Temple added. Six years Jacob’s junior, she’d been chasing in his wake for longer than either of them cared to recall. “Could have been bought at any standard retailer.”

Jacob rocked on the balls of his feet. “So we have a one-eyed cyborg fashionista who shows up out of nowhere. He ends up fatally beaten to death by a mild-mannered scientist who works for a historical research facility.”

Anton snickered. “Happy Monday, sir.”

Jacob gave him a look. “Don’t even start.” He rubbed his forehead. “CSU is still processing the data, but looks like the second assailant may have cleaned up after himself. It would explain the empty pockets, and the lack of any other trace.”

“If he abducted Sanders, wouldn’t he have his hands full?” Temple asked.

“You would think,” Jacob agreed. He tapped one of the images, bringing it to the front of the screen. “According to CSU, there’s evidence someone scrubbed at patches of the floor quite recently.” He pointed out the highlighted areas. “See what I mean?”

Anton nodded. “And it wasn’t worth mopping up the blood because the body couldn’t be hidden, so they left it behind.”

“Exactly.” Jacob brought up several more images of the shelf unit against the back wall of the room. A bloody handprint curled over the edge of one shelf. “This is where we think they caught Sanders. What happened to him after that, we have no idea. The downside of everyone using pods these days is that we’ve got no tire tracks left behind. Sanders could have been carried out to a pod and there wouldn’t be any sign of him or it.”

Sometimes, he missed the old days.

Until CSU finished processing everything, they would have to start from another angle.

Jacob looked around at his team. “Okay. Temple, I need you to start digging into the TRI. I’ve sent you all the extra information Mrs. Ashraf provided when she came to collect the Sanders boy, but I need you to dig deep. I don’t think Sanders was just a quiet little scientist. These men targeted him for a reason, and we need to find out what.”

“Would Ashraf be able to tell you?”

Jacob grimaced. “There’s the problem. If Sanders is more than a scientist, she works with him. If they were working on something and keeping it hidden, I’d say it’s even odds she’d want to keep a lid on it as well.”

Maybe she did genuinely think it would be helpful to point him in the direction of the TRI’s potential enemies, but her expression, the split-second hesitation, the calculation in her eyes, said otherwise. She was hiding something.

Until he could be sure, the team didn’t need to know.

“Foley. Singh.” He turned to the two constables. “We’ve requisitioned you for footwork on this one, since we’re a couple of people short. I’ll need you to start making the rounds of friends and associates to see if they point any fingers at likely enemies. Anything that raises a flag, you bring to us.”

“What about the TRI?” Singh asked.

Jacob shook his head. “Leave the TRI to me. I’ve got an appointment there tomorrow. Anton, we need as much as you can get on Sanders’s history outside of family and friends. He was about my age, so he’s been doing what he does for a long time. If there’s anything there, no matter how far back, we need to know about it.”

“What about him downstairs?” Foley inquired, nodding toward the image of the corpse. “If we can’t identify him, what do we do with him?”

Jacob scaled up the image on the board. “A man doesn’t pop into existence to get his head beaten in. He came from somewhere. We just have to find out where. Could be non-UK national, so put out a call internationally. Run the DNA again. Widen the fields of the search. Go older or younger. Could be he has a close relative with similar DNA. We might get lucky.” He raised his eyebrows, looking around. “Clear?”

“Yes, sir!”


Chapter Four

Sanders barely made the evening news.

Some reporter made a brief comment about the fact that he’d gone missing and the police were making inquiries. Most people wouldn’t have noticed it, and that got under Kit’s skin. Tom deserved more than a passing glance. By rights, they should have been shouting his name from the rooftops.

Kit scowled as the news continued as if they hadn’t just glossed over him.

He wanted to rant at somebody about it, but the only people he could do that with would be other staff from the TRI, and he had a sneaking suspicion none of them would want to discuss it with him.

Not like he could ring home and talk to his mum about it, no matter how much he wanted to. What could he tell her? Oh, hello, Mum. I’m a bit upset because my boss may have been kidnapped by someone from another time. Nothing to worry about.

He couldn’t even tell her the truth about where he worked because of confidentiality clauses slapped all over him. Or anyone else from outside the TRI either. Nothing like being stuck in a catch-22 situation: talk to someone outside and get fired, or talk to someone inside and get nothing.

So, an evening of trying not to think about it, then.

Kit snapped “Music” to switch the media unit from visual to audio. A gesture raised the volume until he could feel the bass vibrating through the floor. Every day at the TRI, he had to keep the volume frustratingly low. He’d tried putting his music on at his volume there once before, but apparently no one else appreciated club anthems from the 2010s as much as he did. Or feeling the bass, which was half the pleasure of it.

He sat on a beanbag at his coffee table, his legs crossed beneath it. The lamps at either corner illuminated the mess of wires and gears spread in front of him. It looked like a toolbox had thrown up all over the surface.

He flipped over the gearbox and reached for the screwdriver.

Technically, he didn’t need to do it, but with Sanders gone, Ben would be missing him. Everyone in the TRI had met Ben at least once—a good boy, and so smart already. The last thing he needed was to be worried out of his mind, so Kit had decided to build a distraction. Okay, it might be an old-fashioned toy, and given Sanders’s engineering skills, Ben probably had a crate of them. But Kit was hard-pressed to imagine any boy of Ben’s age who wouldn’t want to have a toy robot, even a homemade one.

He hummed along with the music as he worked. Song after song played, and once in a while, he refilled his thermal beaker from the coffee pot. The robot took shape in his hands, a delicate little biped with a shining, hand-drawn smiley face.

His eyes grew heavier with each detail he added, but it had to be finished, a present to pass on to Mariam for Ben. Had to finish. Ben needed a distraction. As soon as possible. Had to be finished. Tonight. Now.

He woke up when the television blared to life, illuminating the whole room.

Kit sat up with a startled jolt, hands scrabbling across the table. The robot stood, safe and intact in front of him, and he squinted at it. He set it carefully on its feet and pressed the control. The little figure walked across the table, and he grinned fuzzily at it.

“Full speed ahead,” he said, rubbing his eyes.

Always his trouble.

He liked building things too much. Ever since he’d moved out of his mum’s flat, and then away from his flatmates, he didn’t have someone to give him a kick and remind him humans needed sleep. Especially when he had other stuff he didn’t want to think about and hid in work instead.

He stumbled—running on caffeine fumes—into the shower and turned the spray to icy in a vague attempt to wake himself up. Not entirely successful, but got him conscious enough to pack the robot up in a retired shoebox and head for the door.

Outside, the wet gusts coming in from the coast turned the world chilly and miserable. Kit shoved the shoebox inside his coat and pulled his hood down as low as he could as he made his way toward the trams.

If anyone asked him how he got to work, he wouldn’t be able to tell them. Even after stopping for a coffee from a café, the world moved around him in a haze. The caffeine had started to kick in as he plodded up the steps into the TRI lobby, yawning.

For once, unusually, the reception desk was empty. Security insisted they have it manned at all times to grant access to visitors and people who happened to forget their pass in the pocket of their other coat.

Kit peered around, frowning, and spotted Paulina Borowska in the waiting room, talking to someone.

He meandered over and tapped on the doorframe. The sun sliced in through the window of the room, glorious and bright and not good when it hit anyone right in the face. He squinted in at her. “Morning, Lina,” he said. “Permission to enter?”

Paulina took one look at him and winced. Always the first to see him, she could tell when his bed had gone neglected again. For once, she didn’t say anything. Instead, she gave a little jerk of her head toward the man sitting in one of the broad armchairs.

“Actually, this is good timing,” she said. “You can escort DI Ofori up to see Mrs. Ashraf. She’ll be in the conference room on the tenth floor.”

Kit blinked at her, then looked at the man, who got up.

Tall. Broad-shouldered. Dark eyes with creases around them when he smiled. Small smile. No teeth showing. Dark skin. Dark hair with salt-and-pepper silver. Little beard. Far too good-looking for so early in the morning. Holding out a hand to shake.

Kit reached out blankly and clasped the man’s hand. “Well, bugger me…”

Paulina tried to smother a shocked laugh.

Caffeine and panic hit in one fell swoop.

The man’s hand closed around his, broad and warm, but Kit spotted the surprise in his eyes.

“Um.” He shot an urgent look at Paulina. “Lina, did I say that out loud?”

She had one hand at her mouth and nodded once.

Kit swallowed hard, looking back at the man. Whose hand he was still holding like a bloody great tit. “Good morning!” He shook the man’s hand forcefully up and down a couple of times. “I meant to say good morning.”

The creases around the man’s eyes deepened, and his smile showed a glimpse of even white teeth. “I’m not about to look a gift compliment in the mouth,” he said as Kit pulled his hand back. He glanced at Paulina. “Do I need to sign anything else?”

“No.” Paulina choked. Kit couldn’t bring himself to look at her, in case she started giggling. “You’re good. I’ll buzz you both through to the lift.”

Kit tucked the shoebox under his arm and kept his eyes ahead. The blush had accelerated past pink, heading straight for magenta, the heat radiating from his face. Never a good look with his ginger hair on top.

“This way,” he said, not even pausing to check if the man was following.

It took the walk to the lift for Paulina’s words sank in. DI.

Kit stared at his own reflection in the polished doors of the lift in horror.

A policeman.

He’d just said that to a policeman. Probably the policeman who had come to investigate his boss’s disappearance. Of all the times to put his foot in his mouth, he’d really picked a great one. The policeman came and stood alongside him, his hands folded behind his back.

“Sorry.”

The policeman’s reflection glanced at him. “Pardon?”

“For what I said there.” Kit shifted his feet. “Late night. Not enough coffee.”

DI Ofori laughed, a pleasant, deep sound that seemed to come from the bottom of his chest. “Don’t worry. I’ve heard a lot worse. Usually much more offensive as well.”

The lift doors took forever to open, and Kit hurtled in as soon as they did, claiming the corner of the lift and hugging the shoebox against his chest with one arm and clinging to the handrail with the other.

He didn’t have a problem with enclosed spaces. The potential for the suspension cables to snap—ridiculous, of course, as he’d checked them himself when no one was looking—and being aware of the exact velocity and drop that would result in sticky, squishy death unsettled him a bit more.

The policeman leaned back against one of the rails running around the walls, hands braced on it. He looked completely at ease. Kit tried to mimic his relaxed stance, wondering if his blush had faded at all. A glance at the mirrored wall assured him that no, he hadn’t downgraded from a vivid shade between tomato and peach.

“So you work here, then?” Ofori said as the lift started moving.

Kit blinked, forcing his attention back to the man. He distantly remembered Hamid’s warnings about what he could and couldn’t say if the police asked him anything. Most of it came down to not mentioning time travel. Which, of course, was the bloody great elephant in the lift.

In a panic, he blurted out, “I didn’t expect the Spanish Inquisition.”

DI Ofori’s eyebrows rose. “Nobody expects the Spanish Inquisition.”

Kit’s mouth dropped open in surprise. “What?”

The policeman’s lips twitched, but he shook his head. “Never mind.”

Kit hesitated. There were shows his mother had shown him when he was a kid, and he had to say something. “When you didn’t even bring out the comfy chair? You call that a Spanish Inquisition?”

To his surprise and delight, the policeman actually snorted in amusement. Some people didn’t appreciate the classics, but it looked like the—dammit, why did he have to be good-looking as well?—man in front of him did.

Ofori flashed a glimpse of a smile again. “Aren’t you a little young to remember Monty Python?”

Kit should have paused, thought, considered his words, but he’d already made a spectacular tit of himself. He couldn’t really sink any further. “Well, aren’t you a little good-looking to be a police officer?”

The small smile widened. Dimples cut furrows in the man’s cheeks. “Touché.”

Kit couldn’t help grinning. Maybe they expected him to represent the TRI, but a handsome man with dimples, broad shoulders, and knowledge of Monty Python was smiling at him. He forced his hand off the handrail and held it out. “Maybe we can try the first impression thing again. Christopher Rafferty. Kit. Most people call me Kit.”

“Jacob Ofori.” Ofori’s hand was cool from resting on the metal rail. “Detective Inspector.”

“That just means you get out of wearing a uniform, doesn’t it?”

To Kit’s delight, the man actually laughed again. “My superiors haven’t realised that’s my game.” He looked up at the numbers flicking above the door. “You been working here long?”

Kit shook his head. “Coming up on three years.” He could hear Hamid yelling in his ear. Keep it casual and the information minimal. No details about the role. Generic facts that could be applied to any office anywhere. “Feels like longer.”

Ofori braced his hands on the rail on either side of him, all casual-like. And…yeah, Kit absolutely noticed that it drew his shirt snugly against his broad chest. “Tough job?”

Kit shrugged. “I only deal with the machines.” He made a face. “Hardly last any time these days. They keep a few of us in-house to keep things patched up. Can’t have business grinding to a halt because of a loose wire.”

“Mm.” Ofori straightened up as the lift slowed on the tenth floor. “Our stop?”

There were another five levels above it as well. The ones below ground never showed up on the public lifts as all the chambers used for temporal jumps were hidden down there, and so far, no member of the public had ever accidentally stumbled on them.

“This is us.” Kit pressed his hand to the sensor panel. It scanned his fingerprints, and the door slid open.

He didn’t know if he was relieved or disappointed to find Mariam already there, waiting for them. Paulina had probably called up to warn her after seeing him making a fool of himself. They’d probably expected him to spill half the TRI’s secrets before they even hit the fourth floor.

“Detective Inspector.” Mariam held out her hand.

“Mrs. Ashraf.” Ofori took it.

Kit’s eyes flicked between them, unsettled by the palpable change in the atmosphere, as if the temperature had dropped. Ofori’s smile had vanished and Mariam looked as grim. They were sizing each other up, taking stock.

Secrets, Kit thought, watching them. They both knew something the other wanted to know, but weren’t willing to show all their cards yet. He really didn’t need to be caught up in the politics of it all.

He cleared his throat. “Mariam?”

She looked sharply at him. “Mr. Rafferty?”

He held out the shoebox. “Hamid said Ben’s staying with you now. I thought he might need something to distract him.”

She took the box, clearly surprised, and opened the lid. For a moment, the icy professional façade cracked enough to show a brief smile. “He’ll love it,” she said as she replaced the lid. “I’ll give it to him later.”

Kit nodded. “I’ll head back down, then.” He glanced at DI Ofori. “Nice to meet you, sir.”

Ofori nodded, and though he didn’t smile, the lines around his eyes deepened a little. “Likewise, Mr. Rafferty.”

Kit backed into the still-open lift and swiped his hand over the control again, touching the console to take him down to level seven. Only three floors. Manageable without company.

As soon as the doors closed, he sagged against the rail, releasing a noisy breath.

That was not how he had expected his morning to go.

On the whole, mortal embarrassment aside, it could have been worse.


Chapter Five

Mariam Ashraf’s office was neat and orderly, not a single paper out of place on her desk.

Jacob could tell from one look that no office with so many files and papers stacked in boxes by one wall was ever this tidy. It had been arranged to ensure nothing incriminating had been left lying around where some old plod could catch a glimpse of it.

Mrs. Ashraf ushered him in. The door slid closed behind him.

“Make yourself comfortable, Detective Inspector,” she said.

Mrs. Ashraf circled behind the broad desk—old-fashioned and sturdy—putting her back to the wall. She set the shoebox from Rafferty on the desktop and motioned to the seat opposite her. Jacob settled into his seat, his stance informal, his expression placid.

They were in her territory and she was already on edge. He really didn’t want to push her even more on the defensive.

“How’s Ben?”

She folded her hands together in front of her on the desk. “Worried. We all are.” Her dark eyes met his. “Do you have any news for us?”

“No good news, I’m afraid.” Jacob withdrew his slate from his pocket. “We mentioned an unknown fatality at the house. We believe they were one of Mr. Sanders’s attackers.” He hesitated. “Would you mind taking a look, to see if you can provide a name?”

Mrs. Ashraf’s lips thinned to a line, and she looked a little paler, but she nodded.

Jacob passed the slate with the image of the man’s face across the desk.

Thankfully, Danni had restrained herself long enough to take the photographs before she removed the synthetic eyeball. The last time Jacob had looked in on her the night before, the man’s eyelid had been peeled back from an empty, gaping socket. Disconnected wires snaked out of it like something from a horror film. Danni had laughed herself silly when Jacob threw up in one of the sinks.

Mrs. Ashraf stared at the man’s face for a few moments. “I don’t recognise him.”

“You’re sure?”

She nodded grimly. “Believe me, if I could tell you who this man was, I would.” She pushed the slate across the desk to him. “You don’t have anything on him?”

“Not yet, but no one springs out of thin air.”

Mrs. Ashraf’s eyes flicked back to the slate. “No. I suppose they don’t.” She sat back, rubbing her eyes with one hand. Jacob could sympathise.

He leaned forward, propping his forearms on his knees. “Mrs. Ashraf, I know this is a difficult time, but I need to ask you some questions about Mr. Sanders. We need to know as much about him and events in his life as we can, if we’re to find him.”

The woman lowered her hand. “Of course.”

There were the standard work questions first: Sanders’s role, how long he had been there, all stuff gathered from online records but needed confirmed to ensure all the data remained accurate. Nothing new there.

Personal history was more difficult.

Mariam Ashraf was listed as the next of kin on all records.

According to the available records, Sanders’s father was deceased, his mother was in a care home, and he had no other living relatives, except his son. He had been married, and paperwork indicated his wife had died, but the details were hazy.

“We were informed Mr. Sanders has been signed off from work for some time.” Jacob tried to keep his tone light. Any friction within the workplace could be a reason for the attack on him. “There were health grounds, I believe?”

Mrs. Ashraf glanced at the shoebox, apparently a gift for Ben. “Tom’s life is divided between two things—his son and his work. He used to split his time between them, and when Tom came here, Ben would stay with his grandmother.”

“Catherine Sanders.” Jacob recalled the record. “She’s currently in a care home, isn’t she?”

Mrs. Ashraf nodded. “She had a fall less than two months ago and needed full-time care. That’s where the problems started. Tom tried to maintain his usual level of work while also being a full-time father. He worked himself too hard, not sleeping, not eating well enough.” She shrugged helplessly. “A wire can only be stretched so far before it gives way.”

Jacob gave a sympathetic nod. “Especially as a widower.”

Mrs. Ashraf was good, but once more, he caught that subtle flicker in her expression. Not much, but enough for him to know it could be an avenue worth pursuing. “I never knew his wife. He lost her when Ben was only a baby.”

Jacob laced his fingers together. “Do you know what happened to her? Unfortunately, the records aren’t very clear.”

Mrs. Ashraf tapped her fingers on the arm of her chair, watching the tips whiten. “He didn’t really talk about it,” she finally said. “As far as I understand it, she went traveling. Business or something. There was an accident. She never came home.” Her eyes returned to Jacob’s. “Presumed dead, they said. They never found a body.”

Jacob casually folded his hands across his middle. Well, wasn’t that interesting? Both husband and wife disappearing without a trace. “And he never reported it to the British police?”

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg





OEBPS/image0.jpg





