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Chapter One

THEY SAID THE veins of Danny Ferguson ran with coffee.

He told them to sod off as he downed his second espresso.

Cassandra snickered as she poured some milk into her own cup of tea. “Well, when you over-caffeinate and give yourself a heart attack and die, don’t come crying to me.”

“Ha!” Danny struck a dramatic pose, gazing into the distance. “I’m immortal!”

“You’re a knob,” Shiv said with a snort.

Danny ran his finger around the inside of his cup, catching the dregs, and licked them off. “Jealousy doesn’t suit you, Shiv.” He rinsed out the cup and set it down to dry. “Catch you at lunch.”

“One day,” Cassandra called after him as he headed towards the canteen door, “you’ll take your full tea break like a normal human being.”

Danny spun around. “And one day, you’ll beat my stats and get my bonus!” he called back and then widened his eyes in mock shock. “And one day, pigs’ll fly!”

“Knob!” Shiv repeated.

Danny grinned as he headed out into the hall.

The caffeine had kicked in already, giving him a nice buzz. He didn’t need it, but sometimes, a jump-start didn’t hurt when he was stuck on monitoring all day. It was the dullest part of the job, but he could hardly be on coding every day. It was only fair to give everyone else a chance to catch up.

He’d been working with IDD—International Digital Development—for nearly a decade, straight out of his PhD. They needed people with a good eye for coding and anomalies and had gotten his attention with a stupidly high salary that had exceeded all expectations.

Still, they couldn’t say he wasn’t amazing at his job.

He stopped at the door and waited for the scan to sweep his face, then held his fingertips over the sensor, tapping the pattern for the week. The door slid open, and he wandered into the sprawling office he shared with three other coders.

“What’d I miss?”

Ravi glanced up through the projection in front of him, raising his eyebrows. “In the ten minutes you were gone?”

“Rav farted,” Ekaterina said, pausing her own screen. “So much excitement.”

Ravi rolled his eyes at her. “Nothing. You missed nothing.”

Danny wasn’t surprised.

Monitoring could be bloody tedious. His quad had the week’s rotation on monitoring: a full day’s shift of sitting and auditing code for external clients, assessing for glitches and anomalies overlooked by the computers. Sometimes, there could be minor problems. Once in a while, it was a bug that could—if left alone—start a chain reaction and break everything. Mostly, it meant sitting on your arse all day, admiring the amazingly complex codes some of their clients had come up with.

He settled in his seat, reclining the chair back as far as he could.

The chair had been one of his greatest triumphs.

When he started working at IDD, he had one of the usual workstations with a standard ergonomic monstrosity of a seat—the ‘in’ thing for any office. Maybe they were scientifically good for you, but Danny hated it. He’d end up on his feet all day, pacing as he scanned the code, and, apparently, distracting people.

He had to sit, his manager had insisted because everyone else needed to concentrate too. Danny had agreed, and he’d ordered a better chair, paid for by himself. The fact that he chose the biggest, comfiest reclining armchair in the building was a minor technicality.

His boss had hit the roof about it, but Danny cheerfully argued the semantics. It ensured he worked his best; his numbers had shot up since he’d gotten it; no one was being distracted; and he’d paid for it out of his own pocket, so no harm done. He ended up winning the right to keep the chair.

Thus began a long and glorious rivalry with his line manager.

He pulled the projection of his latest project up in front of him, wrapped it around the front of the chair, and set it scrolling. This particular vast batch came from some anonymous external client. He’d worked with their stuff before. Once you were familiar with a particular style of code, you didn’t easily forget it.

Sometimes, they were told who the clients were.

Most of the time, they were left in the dark.

They could make guesses, but it was anyone’s money because unless some big news story broke as a result of something they’d uncovered, the likelihood of finding out the client’s identity fell somewhere between slim and nil.

Danny put on some Rachmaninoff in his headphones and settled back to focus on the code whirling around him. Beautiful, complex, and intricate with layer upon layer folded into it, whoever had written it had to be doing some incredibly hi-tech stuff.

Some time later, someone yanked his foot.

Through the screen, he could see Ravi.

Danny paused the scrolling screen and lifted his headphones. “Aye?”

“Lunch?”

Danny checked how much he had left on the file in front of him. “I’ll finish this off first. Half an hour, give or take.”

Ravi glanced at the clock. “Sorry, mate. I’m too hungry. I’ll catch you after.”

Danny waved him off, setting the file in motion again.

Fifteen minutes later, he realised his lunch might have to be delayed. Thirty minutes later, he was sure of it. An hour later, he was swearing the air blue as he picked apart the code and tried to work out where the anomaly had started.

Whoever had messed with it had gone in deep and hidden it well, layered in so neatly he’d almost missed it.

Four and a half hours later, his stomach growling, he sat in front of his boss as Carrigan scrutinised the file and the cascades of red-marked issues Danny had managed to find. He wasn’t certain he’d caught everything, but whatever was going on with the data, someone had manipulated the client’s system.

“This is all one issue?”

“Looks like it.” Danny confirmed. “Whoever did it wanted to hide in plain sight—made dozens of little adjustments, easy to overlook because they didn’t stand out individually. But put them all together, and that’s what we’ve got.”

Carrigan shook her head in disbelief. “They’re not going to be happy about this.” She glanced up at Danny. “You’ve worked with this company’s files before. I’m guessing you figured out that much.”

“I spotted it,” Danny agreed. “Three months back, aye?”

“Is it possible you overlooked anything like this in those files? Something you missed?”

Danny gave Carrigan a look. “Really? You have to ask?”

Carrigan snorted. “So, that’s a no?”

“If there was anything to be found, I would have found it.” Danny’s stomach growled. He pressed his hand to it. “Mind if I bugger off to the canteen while you’re catching up? I’m starving.”

Carrigan waved towards the door. “I’ll contact the client and let them know. Be back here in half an hour.”

Danny gratefully headed out of the office. First stop was the loo, then the canteen, which was deserted since the evening staff were on their way in and the morning staff were leaving. Most people didn’t hang about for dinner.

He stacked a tray and claimed one of the seats by the window. The three chocolate mousses—a private reward for a shitload of work—were balanced out by the chicken salad and fruit juice. He’d started with the mousses, and if anyone judged him for it…well, sod them.

Outside, the sunset cast stretching shadows over the London skyline, pale beams of light breaking through the heavy grey clouds that said it’d be pissing down soon.

He pensively licked chocolate off the spoon. At least he’d be heading home soon. Carrigan could talk to the client and give Danny an update before he left, but it wasn’t as if there was any more he could do tonight.

He’d get back to the flat, nip down the gym for a bit, and then do anything but stare at a screen all night.

When he got back to Carrigan’s office, the woman had a call open. Audio only, but Danny wasn’t surprised. The poor old bat already had a dozen screens projected over her desk, and from the sound of it, she’d sent them on to their client to spread the shit around.

“Right.” Carrigan frowned, her grey-salted brows pulling together. “That’s…unorthodox.”

“Given the circumstances, I consider it necessary.” A man with a soft-spoken American-accented voice said. “Discuss the matter with your colleague, and if he’s amenable, I’ll make the arrangements.”

Carrigan terminated the call and glanced across the desk at Danny. “Well, you’re either going to love me or hate me for this.”

“That’s…ominous.”

“The client wants you to go up there and work in-house for a few days. Weeks if necessary.”

Danny gaped at her. “Eh?”

“My thoughts exactly.” Carrigan pushed her fingers through her sandy hair. “If there’s a security issue, they want to clear it up in-house. The CO believes that if you can access all their coding data, you may be able to pinpoint a source.”

“But we don’t go in-house,” Danny said, and then a horrible sneaking suspicion crept up on him. “Have you got me working on government stuff?”

Carrigan looked shifty. “Not exactly, but it’s…complicated.”

Danny scratched his cheek. “And this would be monitoring for as long as I’m there?”

“As far as I know,” Carrigan said with a sigh. “Look, I know it’s a terrible assignment, but you’re the one who spotted the anomaly, and you’re the one they want there.”

Danny leaned back in the chair. “They really want me, eh?” He folded his arms over his chest. “So what do I get?”

Carrigan gave him a look. “If this is about the bloody chair again, do you want me to promise I won’t touch it?”

Danny inclined his head. “It’s a start. What about travel? Will I have a commute? Is it far? Do I get compensated for any extra travel? Do I get put up somewhere if it’s not nearby?”

“Ah.” Carrigan frowned. “I can’t tell you exactly where but…”

Danny groaned. “So it’s in the backside of nowhere then?”

“Just a minute.” Carrigan’s fingers flew across one of the screens, and she sent off a message. “Can’t hurt to ask.”

“Do I even get to know who I’d be working for?”

“Not until you get there.”

“Sounds like I’m joining spies.” He made his accent stronger as he said, “The name’s Fergushon, Danny Fergushon. Shaken not shtirred.”

“This isn’t a laughing matter, Danny.” The screen blinked with an incoming message. Carrigan flicked it open, and Danny read it—backwards—through the transparent projection.

“Manchester?” He swung forward to study it more closely. “Not a chance in hell! If I wanted to stay up north, I would have stayed in Paisley!”

“Danny—”

“Look, tell him he can take anyone else. I’m not going all the way back up there.”

“Danny—”

“No! He can’t expect me to—”

“Danny!” Carrigan rotated the projection and scaled up the bottom half of the message and the lump sum he would receive if he could temporarily relocate and identify the problem in-house.

Danny stared at it. There were a lot of zeros. “Fuck me…”

“Does it change things?”

“Aye…” Danny counted the zeroes again and then met Carrigan’s eyes through the projection. “What the hell have you got me into?”


Chapter Two

WHEN IT FELT like the world wasn’t going to plan, Lysander followed the example of one of his role models and indulged in a cup of Earl Grey tea, hot.

He’d always found something soothing about it, the warmth and the flavour. As he drank, it gave him time to consider the current problem laid at his feet and to remember he had dug himself a hole and chosen to step into it.

Once, he’d have had someone to refer it up to. Now, he perched at the top of the tree as Director of the Temporal Research Institution.

Around two decades earlier, the news broke that the TRI did far more than research history: they used time travel to verify historical events in person. When the public learned about it, they went justifiably nuts that a small group had been secretly using such incredible technology for whatever they wanted.

An international team formed the Supervisory Board, letting Lysander get a foot in the door. The Board was there to maintain neutral oversight of the TRI, to ensure no one could tamper with historical events as the world knew them, while also managing assigned historical research time-jumps.

Tampering had been attempted once, before the TRI was forced to go public. An agent had taken it upon himself to stop a World War. Instead, by ignoring the bigger picture, he ended up caught up in the plot he’d tried to stop and blamed for the part he’d played. The guilt had destroyed him.

And now…

Lysander sipped his tea.

The TRI facilities were in a closed compound. All the systems were run on private networks. Any coding had to be accessed internally. If someone had messed with the code, it could only be a member of staff. Maybe more than one, which was an unexpected concern.

He turned the delicate china cup, balanced against his fingertips, warm and smooth to the touch.

After successfully ousting the former director, he’d worked carefully for years to bring the Supervisory Board and the TRI into a more harmonious relationship. Someone trying to undermine it all—and him—was…irritating.

The IDD coder who had identified the corrupt code would be arriving in three days.

Bringing an outsider in-house was risky, but if there was someone working against them, it felt wiser to deal with it internally. In any other situation, the coding staff would liaise with security to fix any errors, but when any one of them could be responsible, it was impossible to know who to trust.

Lysander had considered putting out a call to Mariam Ashraf, the former director. She’d been with the TRI since its inception, and if a situation like this had ever arisen before, she’d have known about it. Unfortunately, with her retirement, she’d signed a dozen waivers to be sure she would never discuss TRI business outside the facilities. If Lysander was seen calling her in, it would raise a lot more questions among the staff.

His monitor pinged, and he turned his chair around.

“Fana?”

“Sir,” his assistant’s voice rang through the link, “the AM team is ready for departure.”

The teams had two jumps scheduled per day. Occasionally, he went and watched. Even if he was responsible for all global time travel, it never stopped being a thrill to see it happen right in front of him.

He sometimes wondered what it would be like to go back and see where his family had come from before decades of war had destroyed so much of it. Maybe visit the ruins he’d hiked through when they were thriving cities. He couldn’t, though, as much as he wanted to. The rules and regulations about who could go back were strict. He would be disqualified at the first hurdle.

“I’ll sit this one out, thanks, Fana.”

He set his teacup down, staring into middle distance.

Plans needed to be put in place. The IDD operative would need to be accommodated and briefed. It would be easy enough to find someone to supervise him, but the issue arose in knowing whom to trust with the information about the corrupted code.

As far as Lysander knew, staff satisfaction was at a record high. He delegated tasks but always kept one hand on the reins. If problems of any kind showed up, whether reported officially or through the gossip network, he kept eyes on them.

Either no one had any idea about their code-hacker or the people who did had shifted their loyalties.

It had the potential to be a serious problem.

Lysander tapped his fingers in an erratic beat on the edge of the desk.

It would just take one person talking, and the culprit could go to ground. It could be anyone as well. Better to play all his cards close to his chest and keep the situation between him and the IDD agent. It would stop things getting complicated and suspicious across the agency. That meant a cover.

The staff knew about the IDD and the external monitors checking the coding for irregularities. It had only started in the last year when there’d been glitches between TRI coding and some of the external technology they’d imported. Neutral eyes spotted those problems better than people who used TRI coding on a daily basis.

Technically, the IDD monitor needed to be familiar with the code.

Lysander smiled. Well, it was an option.

He touched a glowing light on his desk. “Fana, find out if Ben Sanders is available. I need a word.”

An hour later, the man appeared in his doorway.

Lysander brushed aside the personnel file he’d been reading. “I hope I’m not dragging you away from anything vital.”

Ben sat down opposite Lysander. “Reconfiguring the new gate design. I think we may be able to decrease the energy input if I’ve got the calculations right, and I might’ve solved the problem I had with the timer programming as well.”

Those developments were both good news, though they were going to be put on hold for the time being. The code issue needed to be dealt with first.

“For now, I’ll need to take you off the R and D,” Lysander said. “I hate to do it at this point, but I have someone I need you to train.”

Ben raised his eyebrows in surprise, and Lysander couldn’t blame him. Of all the people who worked in the TRI, Ben Sanders knew the system better than anyone. His late father created it, and Ben had grown up tinkering with it since childhood. Using him to train someone was on a par with asking a rocket scientist to teach someone how to turn on an engine, but there was no one better in Lysander’s opinion. If anyone could get the IDD operative up to speed and fast, it’d be Ben.

“It’s not the new kid, is it?”

It took Lysander a moment to recall the young man who had been brought in on Jacob Ofori’s request. Mackenzie Robertson. It didn’t happen often, but, once in a while, someone got headhunted by senior TRI staff for their skills.

“No,” he confirmed. “Not him.” He couldn’t help noticing the relief on Ben’s face. “Is there a problem I should know about?”

“Not really. It’s just—” Ben tugged his earlobe with a frown. “I don’t know. Normally when we pick up someone so young, it’s because they have a skill we need. From what I’ve seen of the kid—” He laughed ruefully. “I’m probably too used to being surrounded by insane geniuses. This one seems kind of ordinary.”

Lysander chuckled. “You’re spoiled for choice with smart people here,” he pointed out with a half-smile. “You know the requisition requirements. He wouldn’t have been headhunted if there wasn’t something there.”

“Mm.” Ben cocked his head. “So who am I playing teacher to?”

“You know the IDD have been monitoring our code.”

“Of course,” Ben said. “I don’t know how they can be expected to do that when they don’t know—” He eyed Lysander suspiciously. “What does training have to do with the IDD?”

Lysander had expected Ben to make the jump. It made things easier to let him make his own assumptions and work from there. “The IDD executive feels the same way. They’ve requested to have one of their operatives trained in-house so they can familiarise themselves with our coding system.”

Ben groaned, leaning back in his chair. “You know I don’t think the IDD are necessary.”

“I know, but with those glitches last year, we need to be sure.” Lysander transferred the personnel file across to Ben, who leafed through it. “This is the one they’re sending.”

“Sending? Not asking if they can send?” Ben peered through the projection.

“Too late for that, I’m afraid,” Lysander said smoothly. “They only had a narrow window available. They’ll have him up here in a few days.”

“Ugh.” Ben flicked through the file. “Well, at least they’re sending someone with half a brain. That’s a start.”

“Half a brain? The man has a PhD.”

Ben snickered. “Like that’s hard.” He shut down the file. “Sounds like he’s going to be an interesting addition.”

“Mm. I need him up to speed as soon as possible. The sooner we get him trained, the sooner we can get rid of him and get on with our work.”

“Which is why I’m the poor bugger who gets to train him?” Ben guessed. “Your generosity never fails to stun me.”

Lysander laughed. “If you want a job done well, then you pick the right tool for the task.” He unfurled a hand in Ben’s direction. “Case in point.”

Ben pushed himself back to his feet. “Sometimes I wonder why I like you.”

Lysander looked up at him with all the grave innocence he could manage. “Because I’m a kind and generous manager who listens to your every concern?”

Ben snorted. “I think it’s because you’re so full of bullshit,” he said, grinning. “Can’t help admiring that.” He braced one hand on the back of the chair. “D’you need anything else, or can I get back to my gate?”

Lysander shook his head. “That’s all. I’ll let you know when your new project arrives.”

Ben clutched one hand to his heart. “I’ll be waiting with bated breath.”

Lysander smiled as the younger man left. Having Ben to deal with the problem would definitely make things a lot easier.


Chapter Three

IT WAS RAINING as Danny’s train pulled into the central station in Manchester.

Of course it bloody was.

The city was steeped in grey cloud but, thankfully, he didn’t have far to go. A message on his Leaf indicated a pod would be waiting for him, and as he walked down the lines of passenger pods waiting outside the station, a beacon illuminated on one of them, and the door opened.

As soon as he stacked his case and backpack and sat down, the door closed. The pod slid out of the parking bay and shuttled off into the lunchtime traffic.

Danny watched the city glide by. He’d been to Manchester in the past, and he’d enjoyed himself there. Plenty to do, if you had the time for it. He had hoped he’d have a place somewhere near the city centre, but as the shuttle headed east and away, he had a sinking feeling it would be out in the sticks.

Carrigan hadn’t been able to tell him anything about who he would be working for. It had gotten her all red-faced and sweating, which made Danny think it had to be government. Definitely something more confidential than a run-of-the-mill business.

As the city gave way to the suburbs and the suburbs gave way to fields, Danny slouched down in the seat. Backside of nowhere felt like an accurate description. He put his earphones on, muffling the hum of the pod, and settled back to listen to some Handel.

Half an hour later, the pod pulled into a huge building that turned out to be nothing so much as a giant parking lot. The door slid open, and Danny warily climbed out, peering around. Dozens of personal pods hung in rows along the ceiling, suspended from the orderly lines of grav bays. Maybe hundreds.

The place was massive.

His pod started beeping, and a metallic voice advised, “Please remove all luggage and personal items.”

Danny hesitated, frowning. There were only two doors in the place—the main entrance and a closed double door about five metres away. There was nowhere else to go, and, as far as he could see, no one around.

To his relief, the double doors opened.

“Mr. Ferguson.” A slight blonde woman in a sleek suit stood on the other side. “I apologise for the delay. Please come with me.”

Danny grabbed his case and backpack. “So this isn’t the end of the line?”

She gave him an amused look. “Not quite.”

Danny followed her through the double doors into a concourse of what appeared to be a subway station. Clean and shiny, it had two single-lined tracks. Magna-tracks. Not electric. Very unusual. Magna-transports were moved entirely by magnetic force. Not something that could be hacked or easily interfered with.

“This way,” his guide said, leading him to a waiting train. Four streamlined carriages stood alongside the platform, each one with enough seats to fit at least forty people, which meant they were going somewhere with a train that could carry at least 160? Combined with the number of pods in the docking bay, it gave the impression of a very big organisation indeed.

Danny sat and propped his rucksack on his case. “I’m guessing you won’t tell me anything either?” She gave him a bright smile. “What about your name? Or do I call you Agent Double-Oh-Something?”

It earned him a laugh. “Sabine,” she replied. “I’m Sabine Hausmann.”

He offered a hand. “You already know, but Danny Ferguson.”

She smiled and shook his hand. “A pleasure, Mr. Ferguson.” She sat opposite him. “I’ve been instructed to take you to your accommodation to allow you to get settled, and then you will meet your employer.”

Danny’s heart sank. “So this isn’t a commuting gig, then?”

“For your convenience and for the sake of security, this is the better option,” Sabine said.

Danny sighed gloomily. Definitely no chance of going out to the clubs in the city, then. He gazed out the windows as they shuttled along. The tracks were contained within transparent tunnels, which let him see the rolling landscape. All very…rural. Nice, if you liked that kind of thing.

There was still no indication of where he was going when the train drew into a station fifteen minutes later. It was as bright and sterile as the other end of the line.

Sabine didn’t wait to see if he was following as she led him up a ramp and out into the bleak grey daylight.

Turned out he’d guessed right about the scale of the place. They were in the middle of a vast compound. In one direction, a massive, industrial-sized warehouse jutted up with at least four levels. In another, a tower block with glass frontage. A huge building with at least a dozen storeys and two wings lay directly ahead, beyond a courtyard with a fountain.

The final building seemed to be their destination.

H-block, Sabine explained, was the residential area of the facility. Within ten minutes, he’d received his security pass, the digital key to his suite—not room, he noted—and ascended up to the ninth floor in a pristine high-speed elevator.

“We’ll give you an hour to get your bearings and have something to eat,” Sabine said as she led him down a long, airy corridor. “I’ll come back to take you across to meet Mr. O’Donohue then.”

He glanced around distractedly, taking in his surroundings. The name of the building suddenly made sense. Based on the layout, it had to look like a giant H from above. The place felt like a high-end apartment complex. There were maybe a dozen doors, and from the space between them, each set of rooms had to be pretty spacious. He tried to school his reaction when they reached his door and he opened it.

The place turned out to be better than he’d expected—not a suite, but a full-blown, fully furnished flat. The wide, brightly lit living room with kitchenette had views overlooking the courtyard. Off to one side, he could see the bedroom through an open door and to the other, a generously sized bathroom. He could’ve fit his flat in London inside it with room to spare.

He left his case by the door as he walked into the living room.

“We hope this will be sufficient.” From the tone of Sabine’s voice, she knew exactly how good it was.

Danny rocked on the balls of his feet. He couldn’t let them think he’d been won over so easily, not when he’d been thrown into the deep end and, as far as he knew, the deep end might be made of lava. “It’ll do.” He turned to face her. “Anything else I should know?”

“The in-house Leaf will provide you with details of the available facilities. There’s a canteen downstairs, but if you prefer to order in to cook for yourself, it can be arranged.” Sabine glanced at her watch. “I’ll be back to pick you up in an hour.”

He waited until the door closed before running through to explore the rest of the flat. It could have been a show home in one of those fancy flats down in the Docklands. The bedroom had enough storage space for the biggest clothes hoarder, despite the massive king-size bed in the middle of the floor.

The in-house Leaf was on the table in the dining area of the living room, and he opened it up, unsurprised they already had his fingerprint and retinal scan on record.

Apparently, they had a pool in the basement and high-end gym facilities fancy enough to make his gym-mates in London weep with envy. He also had access to a massive digital archive of books, television shows, and films. And there were options for every TV channel available, up to and including porn.

For a fancy and so far unnamed prison, it had everything a man could want, except the ability to get out and about.

He scratched at his beard thoughtfully.

They’d provided all the comforts of home, but they had still pressed him to move halfway up the country and stashed him inside a locked compound. On the one hand, he couldn’t help being a wee bit impressed. They didn’t do things by halves. On the other hand, he didn’t have a clue where he was or what he was actually meant to be doing. It always got his back up when he didn’t have control in a situation.

Carrigan had told him to go up, be on his best behaviour, and get the job done.

Well, two out of three counted, didn’t it? As if he ever made things simple for the management at home anyway.

He just needed to put his foot down, making it clear he wasn’t some corporate drone who’d jump on command. If they wanted his best work, they would have to understand he’d want to lay some ground rules too.

First things first, though…

He took his pass and the Leaf and headed down to the canteen.

It matched the scale of the outside of the building and, like the rest of the building, seemed to have been abandoned. There were long rows of tables for dozens of people as well as smaller individual ones, but not a soul in sight.

Danny wandered over to the ordering station and examined the options. From the look of it, they had a pretty diverse staff with options for vegetarians, vegans, lactose-free, gluten-free, Halal, and Kosher. He picked out a Thai curry and, while he waited at the pickup area, skimmed through more information on his Leaf.

Nothing gave away his whereabouts, and he wondered if maybe the canteen had been cleared so he wouldn’t have anyone to poke for answers. There was no reason for the secrecy now, not when he’d let them lock him inside their closed compound.

By the time Sabine showed up to collect him, he still had no idea.

“If you’ll come with me.”

She led him back across the wide courtyard to the towering building looming over the arrival station. There were a few people in the foyer and halls, but none of them paid any attention to him, which seemed a bit rude. But then, to be fair, he only noticed them because he’d been scanning the walls for any clue about where on earth he was. He hated going in blind.

The elevator swept them up to the top level of the building. Tinted glass walls ran the length of the corridor, only broken by pale columns and the occasional door. Several of the offices were obviously occupied, but some were empty and open. Danny spotted a rooftop garden as they headed along the central corridor.

Sabine led him into a waiting area and smiled at the tall black woman behind the desk. She was striking with her hair braided in an ornate coronet around her head. “Mr. Ferguson from the IDD to see Mr. O’Donohue.”

“Mr. O’Donohue is on a call.” The other woman glanced at Danny. “If you’ll take a seat, Mr. Ferguson, Mr. O’Donohue will be available in a moment.”

Sabine gave him a quick smile. “I expect I’ll see you soon,” she said before slipping away.

Danny sat on one of the elegant armchairs. The whole office made a statement: we’re successful and wealthy, and you wish you could be like this. There were paintings—originals, not prints—on the walls, and ambient music played so softly it was barely noticeable. Purcell. Interesting choice.

He was still sitting there five minutes later, hands folded, thumbs tapping against each other, when the secretary’s comm link chirped. She offered him a slight smile.

“Mr. O’Donohue will see you now.”

Danny rose and entered the office.

Whatever he’d been expecting, it definitely wasn’t Mr. O’Donohue.

O’Donohue stood by a cabinet, pouring a tumbler of water from a glass jug, and turned with a half-smile. It took everything Danny had not to stare at him. It was daft. He’d seen good-looking men before. Shagged a few of them as well, but he’d never seen anyone on O’Donohue’s level.

Blue-black hair, streaking silver at the temples, was drawn back from a face that looked as if it had been sculpted by Michelangelo. Everything about him seemed pretty much bloody symmetrical, from his features and his neat little beard to the ornate hairsticks holding his hair up and the suit tailored to fit him like a fancy glove. Smooth light-brown skin made him appear almost ageless, if not for the fine lines webbed around his dark eyes.

Somehow, he also managed to give the impression of height, but when Danny got close enough, he realised he had at least four inches on the man.

“Mr. Ferguson.” Danny recognised the voice and accent as the one on Carrigan’s phone. He offered a manicured hand. “A pleasure to finally put a face to the name.”

Danny shook his hand, surprised at how cool O’Donohue’s skin was. He tried to gather his scattered wits. Right. Time to take back some of the control here. “You too.” He followed O’Donohue’s lead as his potential new boss sat down in one of the two armchairs near the window. Casual. Informal. He could deal with that. “I was surprised to get the invitation.”

O’Donohue’s smile altered slightly. “Yes. We rarely issue them, it’s true.” He ran an index finger around the rim of his glass. “How do you find your accommodation? We try to cater to all possible needs.”

Danny shifted on the seat. He wanted to be asking the questions, specifically about the kind of work he’d been caught up in, but the accommodation seemed like a good place to start. “I wasn’t told I’d be stuck in a compound in the middle of nowhere,” he replied. “The flat’s nice, but I can’t guarantee my best work if I can’t get out and let off steam once in a while.”

Mr. O’Donohue inclined his head. “You understand there are…security issues which must be taken into consideration.”

“I get that.” Danny leaned forward, propping his forearms on his thighs and folding his hands together. “Here’s the thing, though. You’ve pulled me out of my life, got me all the way up here, and now I’m finding out I’m pretty much your prisoner.”

Mr. O’Donohue’s expression gave nothing away. “A well-paid prisoner.” He balanced his glass on the arm of the chair, gazing at it as he held it there with the tips of his index finger and thumb on the rim. “Let me be clear. For the sake of your social life, you would risk your opportunity to work here?” His gaze returned to Danny’s. “Am I correct?”

Danny sat back a little. Okay. Not quite as easy to play with as Carrigan. “I didn’t say that.”

The enigmatic smile returned. “I see.” O’Donohue picked up his glass and took a sip. “You will accept the accommodation provided, then?”

If it meant accepting it or losing the job, it wasn’t as if Danny had a choice. Still, better to go down fighting. “Do I get to know where ‘here’ is before I make the decision?”

O’Donohue studied him for what felt like an uncomfortably long time.

Across the room, the comm chimed on his desk.

“Mr. O’Donohue, the PM team are ready.”

O’Donohue rose from the chair. “Come with me.”

Danny rose, frowning. “You didn’t answer my question.”

O’Donohue slanted a sidelong glance at him. “Do you want my answer?” He set down his glass and walked towards the door.

Danny hesitated for a second, furious at himself for wanting—needing—to know the answer, then strode after him. “I’m not someone who likes cryptic bullsh—stuff.”

“I’m astonished,” O’Donohue said mildly, leading him back along the corridor to the elevator.

Danny snorted as they stepped into the elevator. He settled back against one of the handrails, fighting the desire to cross his arms over his chest. O’Donohue seemed to be trying to wind him up. The best he could do was pretend he didn’t mind.

O’Donohue rested one hand against the rail and gazed out over the compound. “I’d consider it a favour if you could be discreet when we get to our destination.”

“And tell them what exactly?” Danny inquired. “Everything I don’t know?”

O’Donohue looked back at him. “You underestimate how much you do know.” He pushed off from the rail as the elevator came to a halt. “This way.”

This corridor wasn’t as brightly lit as the top floor. Less visible windows in the hall and more offices and rooms in use. Definitely no garden this time around.

O’Donohue lightly brushed his fingers over a console by one of the dozens of doors and led Danny into a hive of activity. Seven people were positioned in front of projection screens around the room, some with panels hanging in front of them thick with coding that Danny recognised at once.

“Mr. O’Donohue!” One of the women hurried over. “The team is ready.”

O’Donohue smiled. “We won’t get in your way, Malia. Do what you need to. Pretend we’re not here.”

The woman returned to her station.

Danny scanned the screens, but his eyes kept coming back to the main projection in the middle of the room. It seemed out of place—a video link to what appeared to be a bunker or a warehouse or some kind of metal-plated room with something like a heavy metal doorframe in the middle of the floor.

“What’s going on here?” he asked in an undertone, loath to interrupt fellow coders at work.

O’Donohue had his left arm folded over his middle, his left hand cupping his right elbow as he stroked at his goatee. “Wait a moment.”

Danny frowned at him, then looked back at the main screen.

“Opening the connection in five,” Malia called out.

On the edge of the screen, a countdown descended.

The coding on the screens went wild, far more complex and intricate than anything Danny had accessed, and when the count hit one, the empty doorway in the bunker flooded with light.

Danny’s mouth dropped open.

“Area is clear. Team Delta, go!”

Two people ran into the frame in the bunker and stepped straight through the gateway of light. When the light winked out, they were gone. Gone. Jumped through a gate, and he’d heard rumours and stories, and now, he’d seen…

“Fuck me…” Danny breathed. “Holy fucking shit.” He turned to stare at O’Donohue. “This…is this the TRI?”

O’Donohue smiled slightly. “Now, have you made your decision?”


Chapter Four

THE COCKY, OVERCONFIDENT man who had stepped into Lysander’s office had vanished.

Instead, a six-foot-tall, bearded kid stood, as if in a candy store, eyes wide, staring at all the screens as they waited for the pickup. Ferguson had one fist pressed to his mouth, and he was practically bouncing on the spot.

Lesson 101 on handling a computer genius.

Lysander had been given plenty of time and warning from Carrigan about the kind of person he’d hired.

Ferguson’s personnel report had made interesting reading. A certified genius, brilliant at his job, but he knew it and made sure everyone around him knew it too. Stubborn, determined to do things his way or not at all, Carrigan had advised Danny would be a handful.

Those kinds of people could be a nightmare if you didn’t know to expect it. Especially, if you didn’t know how to play to their ego, their confidence, and above all else, their intellect.

“Primary rendezvous in five…”

Lysander watched him from the corner of his eye. Ferguson looked like he might start hyperventilating, his eyes wide as soup bowls. Lysander saw the tiny jerk of his fist, a mini air punch, when the gate connected.

“Team Delta accounted for.” Both agents were visible on the screen.

Lysander turned to face Ferguson, who didn’t even notice, still staring at the screens. “Shall we return to my office?”

Ferguson blinked at him. “Oh. Right. Yes.” He fell into step beside Lysander, but as they left the room, he glanced back.

Lysander hid a smile, waiting until they were in the elevator before speaking. “If you plan to return to London, I can arrange for transport to the station immediately.”

“What? I never said—” Ferguson seemed to realise how he sounded and cleared his throat self-consciously. He leaned back against the handrail again, trying to appear casual. “I mean, I’m here. I might as well do the job.”

Lysander kept his eyes on the view. “And the accommodation?”

A long silence fell, and he glanced at Ferguson, who had been so indignant about the ‘prison.’ Ferguson exhaled noisily. A little too dramatically for good measure, Lysander thought, amused.

“It’ll be fine. I’ll manage.”

Lysander inclined his head. “Very good.”

Ferguson wouldn’t have left even if he were given a cardboard box to live in, not if his expression in the communication room was anything to go by. You could always find a way to change peoples’ minds when you gave them a glimpse of something to pique their interest and offered them a chance to play with it.

Once they were back in his office, Lysander sat behind his desk and motioned for Ferguson to take the seat on the other side.

“As you can imagine, we have some very strict nondisclosure agreements in place.”

Ferguson winced. “I bet.”

Lysander paused for a moment, considering how to proceed. The success of the operation depended on Ferguson’s discretion. “As far as the staff are aware, the IDD have sent you for in-house training on our systems, to ensure you’re monitoring accurately.”

Ferguson frowned. “They don’t know about the problems with the code?”

“No, and until we find the culprit, I plan on keeping it that way.” Lysander met Ferguson’s eyes. “I need you to be as discreet as possible, which means you’ll have to sit through some in-house training so no one questions it.”

Ferguson sank back in the chair, a pensive expression on his face. “Do you have any idea who could be behind it?”

It was a fair question, but there were some cards he didn’t need to show. “I have a few suspicions, but no one I’d put money on yet.” Lysander propped his elbows on the arms of his chair and laced his fingers in front of his chest. “I know you are an intelligent man, Mr. Ferguson. I need you to use your skills to resolve this problem for me. Quickly and thoroughly.”

Ferguson stroked one hand down his beard, frowning. “Well, which do you want?”

“Excuse me?”

“Quick or thorough. I can’t guarantee both, so it’s up to you which is more important.”

“Thorough,” Lysander said at once. “But if it can be done quickly, too, I would appreciate it.”

For several seconds, Ferguson said nothing; then he got up from the chair and went to pour himself a glass of water. This, Lysander knew, was another of the tipping points. Ferguson liked to get his own way, according to all reports. He liked to push back against authority figures, regardless of rank.

Lysander took a moment to study him.

He had a bit more colour than some of their internal technicians. A fading tan, from the look of things. Not maintained, so probably from a vacation. He was in good shape as well. Gym, Lysander guessed. Especially from the size of his upper arms.

Otherwise, he clearly took care of himself, his beard thick but well managed, and his hair styled to give a casually effortless look. Proud of himself and his appearance, and more than a little bit cocky. It fit with everything Lysander had read about him.

“I’ll need my own space,” Ferguson said abruptly. “If I’m to keep this under wraps and get it done quickly, I’ll need somewhere no one can bother me.”

“It can be arranged,” Lysander agreed. A room had already been set aside for the purpose. “We’ll call it assigned study.”

Ferguson sipped the water, then looked down at it. He didn’t seem happy when he spoke. “I’m going to warn you now—there’s a chance I won’t be able to find the person behind this.”

Lysander inclined his head. He’d anticipated that risk. “Can you guarantee you’re going to do the best you can to find them?”

Ferguson’s mouth curled up at one side. “Do I seem like someone who would work half-arsed?”

“No.” Lysander smiled slightly. “But it doesn’t hurt to check.” A light illuminated on his desk, an incoming message. He flicked it open. “Your tutor has arrived.” He motioned to the seat opposite him. “He’ll give you the tour and get you started.”

Ferguson returned to the seat. “He doesn’t know why I’m here either?”

Lysander shook his head.

It had been a tough decision, but Ben had a bad habit of talking too much at the wrong time. Only a few months earlier at the shareholders meetings, he’d accidentally let it slip about the new gate developments. It put some people on edge and there’d been meetings with some high-ranking politicians a week later.

This time, it would be safer to keep everything on a need-to-know basis. “As far as he knows, you’re here to learn. He’ll be demonstrating the system and giving you the basic background in the coding we use.”

“Right.” Ferguson set the glass down on Lysander’s desk. “So, keep the chat limited to personal stuff, surface work stuff, life and that?”

“Anything but your real reason for being here.” Lysander touched the light on his desk. “Fana, let Ben know to come through.”

As soon as Ben walked in, Ferguson got up and held out a hand, though Lysander recognised a bit of posing when he saw it. “All right?”

Ben grinned, shaking his hand. “All right. Ben Sanders.”

Ferguson’s eyes went as wide as they had in the gate room, and he didn’t seem to realise he still had Ben’s hand gripped in his when he turned to stare at Lysander. “Is—” He turned back to Ben, a dazed, awed expression on his face. “You’re Tom Sanders’s son, aren’t you?”

Ben snorted in amusement. “What gave me away?”

“Ah.” Lysander couldn’t help laughing as Ferguson realised he hadn’t let go of Ben’s hand and hastily yanked his own back. “Sorry. I forgot to mention you’d be working with him.”

Ferguson threw a half-hearted glare his way. “I swear to God, you’re trying to see how much of a tit you can make me look by close of play.”

Ben laughed aloud. “Don’t worry about it,” he said, patting Ferguson sympathetically on the shoulder. “He does that.” He leaned a little closer. “Don’t trust him just because he seems all angelic.”

Lysander schooled his expression into one of innocence. “You’re giving Mr. Ferguson a bad impression of me, Ben.”

“Like you need the help,” Ben said with a chuckle. “You need to fill me in on anything or can I steal our new boy?”

“You know all the background, I think.” He raised an eyebrow at Ferguson. “Any questions?”

“Only one.” Lysander made a sound of inquiry. “Are you going to call me Mr. Ferguson the whole time I’m here? Because it makes me sound like my dad and not a dashing young computer genius.”

Ben snorted again. Lysander suspected it was because of the look on his own face. It took effort not to laugh at Ferguson’s wide-eyed, mournful expression.

“Do you have a preference?” he asked. “You don’t really strike me as a Daniel.”

Ferguson blinked in horror. “God, no! Danny is fine.”

“Very well.” Lysander agreed. “Danny.” He gestured towards him. “He’s all yours, Ben.”


Chapter Five

DANNY HAD NO sodding clue what to say.

It wasn’t every day you met the son of the inventor of time travel.

Hell, how often did you meet a ridiculously hot man who took you into a mysterious room to reveal that, actually, he ran the only time travel agency in the world, and, by the way, if you look over there, you’ll see people travelling in time? Never! That was how often!

It was all a bit much.

“Bit of a shock?”

He glanced at Ben freaking Sanders walking along beside him. He looked a little younger than Danny, a couple of inches shorter, and skinny, with a cheerful, open face and dark brown eyes under a frizz of sandy hair. Not the most intimidating person in the world. “What gave it away?”

Ben grinned. “We’ve been walking for two minutes, and you’ve been staring ahead, all googly-eyed.”

Danny laughed self-consciously. “Well, aye. It’s— They didn’t tell me where I’d be working.”

“And Ly’s bloody good at dropping a bombshell,” Ben said, swiping his hand over the control of the lift. “What stunt did he pull this time? Sliding the contract over the desk and letting you read the company name?”

Danny made a face as they stepped into the lift. “Took me into a room with a gate and people time travelling.”

Ben burst out laughing, then hastily tried to stifle it, a hand to his mouth. “Oh Christ. He really wanted to surprise you.”

On one hand, Danny wanted to be annoyed. It was a bit of a bastard thing to do to someone, to throw them off guard like that. On the other hand, O’Donohue—Ly?—didn’t normally do it to new people, which meant he really wanted to get Danny’s interest and keep him there.

“Is he always like that?” he inquired.

Ben chuckled. “Ly’s good with people.”

“Ha!”

“Oh, I don’t mean nice and polite and makes you feel at home.” Ben’s grin widened. “He knows how people tick. He’s the reason this place runs as well as it does. He knows how to get people to work. If you have a button, he’ll find it and push it to get the best out of you.”

Like showing someone the most high-end and inaccessible technology available with the chance to get up-close and personal with it.

“Right.”

“He already found one of yours, didn’t he?” Ben guessed as the lift slid to a stop.

He wasn’t wrong. “I didn’t fancy staying on the compound. I think he thought a demonstration would change my mind.”

“Did it?”

Danny shot a crooked smile at him. “Well, I’m still here, so I’d say so.” He followed Ben out into another glass-walled corridor. He glanced at the man. “No offence, but I don’t know why he’s got you babysitting me. I mean, it’s a bit below your pay grade, isn’t it?”

Ben laughed as he led Danny by door after door. “If you’re going to learn about our coding and systems, he knows I’m the best teacher. I’ve been playing with it since I was five years old.”

And the intimidation came crashing back again.

Christ, he’d barely worked out the basics to get to his favourite games by the time he turned seven, and Ben Sanders had been playing with time travel for years.

“Did your—” He hesitated.

“Yes, my dad taught me.” Ben shrugged. “Don’t be afraid to ask. He died more than twenty years ago. It’s not as if you’re poking an open wound.” He pressed his hand to a console by one of the doors, which slid open.

The room on the other side was a computer tech’s wet dream come true.

“Jesus…” Danny breathed, walking in.

On the left side of the room, a time gate connected to a gantry linking pieces of computers and other unfamiliar machines. If he hadn’t been walked in through the door, he could easily believe he’d stumbled onto the set of a science-fiction film.

“It’s a bit of a mess,” Ben said, wandering over to the right side and opening up half a dozen screens across the wall. He must have noticed Danny wasn’t paying him any attention because he came back to Danny’s side. “If you want to have a peek, feel free.”

Danny walked forward, staring at the gateway. “It won’t connect or anything, will it?”

Ben laughed. “Nah. We never give it enough juice to form a connection. It’s the testing bay—to make sure we haven’t made changes that’ll crash the system.”

Danny couldn’t help himself; he reached out and ran a hand down the frame. He’d read about them. Anyone with an ounce of curiosity would have read about them. People tried to build their own and everything, but no one had pulled it off. He’d seen pictures of what happened when gates were built wrong, but this one…this was the genuine article.

“Probably expected something a bit more streamlined, eh?”

He glanced at Ben. “What?”

Ben gestured at the gate. “It’s so clunky. People expect something more modern.”

Danny studied the gate. The frame was a good eight inches thick, not including the casing, solid and sturdy. “With the amount of power you’re putting through it, you wouldn’t want something flimsy, would you?”

“Ah, a true geek,” Ben said happily. “Historians always seem disappointed.”

Danny rolled his eyes, running his hand reverently down the casing. “What do they expect? Holopads or some bullshit?”

“I swear I caught a seventy-something from Oxford trying to find a flux capacitor.”

Danny studied the gate. A panel loosely fixed to one side with glowing numbers. He frowned, studying it. True he’d only seen a live gate for a couple of minutes via a video feed, but he couldn’t remember seeing a panel like that. “Is this a new bit? I didn’t see it on the gate in the jump.”

“Good call.” Ben sounded surprised. “All our gates have a manual control. I’ve been working on developing an automated timer to guarantee digital precision.” He shrugged. “It might not go anywhere, since jumps don’t always go smoothly, but it could be useful.” He nudged Danny’s shoulder with his own. “Come on. Got something a lot more interesting than an empty gate and a dodgy timer for you.”

Danny turned doubtfully, wondering what could outweigh a time gate. The screens were lit up like the Blackpool illuminations, and his mouth dropped open. The gate might be impressive, but the code running across the screens was the beating heart of time travel.

“This,” Ben said proudly, “is my baby brother.”

The rest of the afternoon went by in a blur.

By the time Danny stumbled into his room, a stupid grin plastered all over his face, he felt like he’d ascended to cloud nine and beyond. Time travel! The coding behind it! The son of the creator behind the coding behind it!

He tipped himself over the arm of the couch and lay there, beaming at the ceiling.

To think he’d been pissed off about coming all the way up.

Now, he knew he’d have done the job without any financial incentive if they’d asked.

He hadn’t moved fifteen minutes later when the door buzzed. Danny grumbled half-heartedly as he rolled off the couch and onto his feet then headed over to the door. He couldn’t hide his surprise at finding Ben on the other side. “Uh…”

“You had dinner yet?” Ben inquired. “A bunch of the other coders are having a meal downstairs if you want to join us.”

Danny glanced back into the room and to the Leaf he had for company. Yeah, technically he had research to do, but a man needed to eat, and it wouldn’t hurt if he knew the kind of people who might be involved with the coding issue.

“You twisted my arm.”

This time around, there was hardly a seat free in the canteen.

There were people of all ages and backgrounds, and at least three different languages were being spoken as he and Ben collected their food. Then Ben wove his way through the mass of people to one of the long tables.

“Fresh meat!” Ben declared as he sat and motioned to Danny to sit beside him.

Danny raised a hand in greeting to the others sitting there. They were eyeing him with interest. “All right?”

Ben waved a fork. “Danny, meet Mel, Leon, Tamara, Guy, and Janos.”

“Just so you know,” Danny said apologetically, “I’m never going to remember.”

Guy gazed at him. “None of us remember anymore.” A gawky skinhead, he looked like he might be of Chinese descent. “This place, it leaves you nothing but a shell.”

Tamara smacked him on the arm with a grin. She seemed older than him, maybe mid-forties, with shocking-pink hair and tattoos peeping out from her collar and sleeves. “Don’t scare the fresh meat.”

Guy made a face at her. “You always ruin my fun.”

“So you come from the IDD?” The man opposite Danny was watching him curiously. “We have never had someone from your department to visit before.”

Danny pulled on his best cheeky chappie grin. “I go where I’m told,” he said, digging in to his casserole.

The man—Janos?—glanced at Ben. “This is a new development.”

Someone immediately getting suspicious? Interesting.

Danny gave Janos a quick glance over. Maybe fifty-something with grey scattered in his blond hair. Big and buff, which said he had to be a regular at a gym somewhere. Bit of an accent as well. Something European. “You been here a while, then?”

Green eyes met his. “Twenty years and we have managed fine.”

Ben chuckled. “It’s nothing personal, Danny. We’ve had problems when external staff have been involved before.” He patted Danny’s shoulder. “He’s all right, Jan. He won’t be sticking around long; he’s getting his training, then heading back to London.”

“And he’s here what? A few weeks?” Leon inquired. He had a strong Liverpool accent and the most impressive dreadlocks Danny had seen in his life. “Will it be enough? It’s not an easy code, like.”

“I can hold my own,” Danny said.

Danny couldn’t help feeling Ben was poking fun at him when he said in a hushed voice, “He’s a doctor.”

“Well, that changes everything,” Mel exclaimed, clasping her hands to her heart. A curvy woman with a mass of tumbling blonde curls, she had the deepest dimples Danny had ever seen. “A real doctor! I don’t think I’ve seen one of them around here before! Except maybe Guy…and Leon…and Tamara…and wait, me!”

Danny snorted.

Ben gave him an amused look. “Only person here who can’t match your qualifications is Jan, and that’s because he’s self-taught.”

Danny turned his attention back to Janos. For someone to be good enough to work in the systems and be self-taught, he had to be some level of genius. “Seriously?”

Janos shrugged placidly. “I like machines.”

“So everyone in here’s a coder?”

Ben glanced around. “Agents, cleaners, techs, historians…”

“Agents?” Danny’s grin strained his cheeks.

“Oh God,” Tamara groaned. “They sent us a timer.”

Leon propped his forearms on the table. “Are you full or part?”

“Eh?” Danny inquired, his fork in his mouth.

“Time travel fan,” Guy said. He made rings with his fingers around his eyes. “Your eyes are so big. It means you’re a fan.”

Danny always hated being off balance. Best way to power through it was to smile and act like he didn’t mind. “Half, then. I mean, it’s not like I have pyjamas with clocks on them or any bullshit.”

Ben seemed to be struggling not to laugh. “It happens a lot. Two days, maybe three, and it’s not as shiny and exciting.” He paused, searching the room. “Actually, let’s get it out your system…” He rose from the chair and waved. “Qas! Qas, come here!”

“What’re you doing?” Danny demanded warily as a man a few tables over got up and approached. “Did I volunteer to get hazed?”

Janos chuckled. “If it means to be handed a small and friendly puppy?”

Qas—an Arab-looking man with unruly black hair and a sunny smile on his face—probably only a couple of years older than Danny himself. “What’s up?”

Ben beamed up at him. “Danny, meet Qasim. Qasim, Danny. Our new adopted IDD agent, in for training.” There was mischief in his expression when he grinned at Danny. “Qasim is our best trainer and former time agent. He did—how many? Seventeen missions?”

Danny blinked at the man.

“Fifteen, not counting the last one,” Qasim said, holding out a hand to Danny. “Nice to meet you.”

“You’re a time traveller…”

Qasim gave Ben a look. “Ben…”

Ben snickered again. “What? He was going to meet one eventually. Better to make it someone who wouldn’t get pissy about it.”

Danny belatedly remembered to shake Qasim’s hand, still staring. But all things considered, it was justified. “Sorry,” he managed to say. “Today’s been a whole mess of surprises.”

Qasim’s smile widened, his eyes dancing. “Let me guess. Lysander O’Donohue?”

Danny laughed helplessly. “A bit.”

“I helped,” Ben put in.

Qasim smiled reassuringly. “Word of advice, from me to you.” He beckoned Danny closer and confided, “They’re both clowns, and you shouldn’t trust them as far as you can throw them.”

Danny liked him at once. “I’ll remember that.”

As Qasim returned to his own table, Ben pulled his chair in and nudged Danny. “See? Human like the rest of us.”

Danny nodded, but it didn’t change that he’d actually spoken to a real live time traveller. Well, another thing off the bucket list. He picked up his fork again. “So,” he said, “tell me about here.”


Chapter Six

“IT’S GOING WELL?”

“Yeah.” Danny was sitting on the opposite side of Lysander’s desk and more at ease than the last time Lysander had seen him, when he’d passed him on to Ben Sanders for tutoring.

In the four days since then, Lysander’s various eyes and ears reported that Danny had mingled well with the members of the coding team, and, from the sound of things, everyone had accepted his reason for being there at face value.

“There’s a lot to take in,” Danny said. “Ben definitely knows what he’s on about.”

Lysander couldn’t help smiling at that. “You could say that,” he agreed. “I hear he introduced you to some of the coders.”

Danny grinned. “Aye. They’re a good bunch.”

Lysander settled back in his seat. He tapped a knuckle to his lips. “Did any give the impression of being unhappy?”

Danny scratched thoughtfully at his beard. “I know some of them think it’s a waste of time for me to be here, but most of them don’t seem fussed. Janos grumbles like a bear with a sore head, but I think he likes being left to get on with stuff.”

It earned a chuckle.

“He has his ways,” Lysander agreed. He hadn’t spent much time around Janos Nagy, but had seen him at work, and the man knew what he was doing. He also had no patience for idiots, and it showed.

“So, he’s not on your list of potentials?” Danny rightly guessed.

Lysander inclined his head. It worried him that he didn’t even have a list. Or a single suspect. It had to be someone with access and who knew the in-house coding. The TRI staff base was vast, and it didn’t help that so many of their staff had the know-how to mess around with the code.

“Ben let me know you’ve been picking up the code pretty quickly,” he said.

Danny’s face broke into a delighted grin. “Aye? He never tells me if I am or not.”

“All the better to keep you motivated,” Lysander guessed with a small smile. “He’s been impressed with your progress, but don’t tell him I told you.”

Danny laughed and his eyes glinted. “Right. Another of our dirty little secrets, eh? One—don’t tell him I’m a secret agent. Two—don’t let him know I know he’s been complimenting me behind my back.”

Lysander smiled, caught off guard by how disarming Danny’s laugh was. “Something like that, Double-Oh-Seven.”

“Are you my M, then?” Danny asked, bracing an arm on the desk between them. “Handling me and all that?”

The wording made Lysander raise his eyebrows, and he couldn’t help being surprised and amused when he saw Danny’s lips twitch. He must have realised what he’d said, and he straightened up awkwardly in the chair.

Lysander tried to be a good, restrained person, but sometimes, he couldn’t help himself. He propped one elbow on the arm of his chair and rested his chin on the back of his fingers.

“I didn’t know you wanted to be…handled, Mr. Ferguson.”

Danny flashed a rueful grin. “Well…set myself up nicely for you, didn’t I?” He self-consciously rubbed the back of his neck. “You know what I meant.”

It was pretty obvious Danny really didn’t like being laughed at, and Lysander had been on the receiving end often enough to know how to change the subject rather than make things worse.

“A slip of the tongue, that’s all.” He waved his hand dismissively as he sat up. “It can happen to anyone.” He rose from his chair. “If you’ll come with me, I want to show you where you’ll be doing your…homework.”

Danny nodded gratefully, getting up.

The room was one of the unused offices, a level down from the executive suites, not quite below Lysander’s own office. A coding base and monitoring unit had been installed in the days since Danny had arrived.

“It’s basic,” Lysander said as they walked into the room, “but it should have everything you need.”

Digital desks were inclined against one wall, and they’d installed the most up-to-date monitoring units on the market. It looked like a reclining armchair with control scanners installed in the arms.

“Is it ready to go?”

Lysander motioned towards it. “Registered to your prints and facial geometry. No one else should be able to access it.”

Danny sat on the chair and pressed his hand to the scanners on the arm. Screens illuminated in front of him immediately, and he whistled under his breath as he spread out the panels to wrap around him.

“You don’t do things by halves, do you?”

“The higher the quality, the smaller the risk of things going wrong,” Lysander said, sitting against the edge of one of the desks and watching as Danny started skimming through the screens, sifting through the drives and files. “We’ve given you direct access to the coding mainframe, but, for security reasons, there’s a limit to what software and systems you can activate.”

Danny brushed aside the projections. “So, on my best behaviour, eh?”

Lysander smiled. “I wouldn’t expect anything less.”

A hint of mischief glinted in Danny’s eyes. “No opening gates or that? Bugger. I wanted to sneak off for a wee nosy around in history.”

“Definitely not that much access,” Lysander amended with a chuckle.

Danny settled back in the chair, opened different screens up again, and ran his fingers along the projections. Ben wasn’t kidding when he described Danny as a fast learner. The speed with which he went through the files and folders matched some of their experts.

“Do I just monitor things from here?” Danny suddenly inquired. “Or do you want me to try and undo some of the corrupted code if I can?”

Lysander blinked in surprise. “Do you think you’d be able to do that?”

Danny shrugged. “Ben showed me the foundations of how it’s all built. If I have access to the base code and can work back through it, I could probably unravel the stuff that’s been added.”

It was definitely one way to deal with the problem.

“No,” Lysander said after a few seconds of thought. “Prioritise finding the source. We need to know what’s behind it before we try and undo it all. It could be part of some bigger plan, and if you start taking pieces away, the culprit might get spooked.”

Danny studied the screens, his face lit in pale blues. “Right.” He peered up at Lysander through the projections. “Do I come in here on my own when I’m done with Ben? Or would it be better for me to wait until most people have gone home?”

Lysander had to smile. “I appreciate your paranoia, but you can say you want to take what you’ve learned with Ben during the day and put it into practise to make sure you’re picking up everything.”

“And people might think I’m a bit too keen if I’m staying up all night doing homework,” Danny agreed. “Don’t want anyone thinking that.”

Lysander gazed at him gravely, schooling his expression. “People might think you’re…hard-working.”

Danny burst out laughing and closed up the screens. “God forbid.” He pressed his hand to the scanner on the arm of the chair again and powered it down. “Speaking of being a lazy arse, I’m about to go for some lunch.” He cocked his head. “Fancy coming down for a bite?”

For the first time in God only knew how long, Lysander was blindsided. “Excuse me?”

“Lunch,” Danny repeated. He wrinkled his nose. “Unless the rumours are true.”

Lysander couldn’t help snorting. “Which rumour this time?”

“Cyborg,” Danny said cheerfully. “Or robot. Y’know. Doesn’t need to eat and looks so perfect all the time, he could have been made in a factory.”

Lysander pressed his knuckle to his lips to keep from laughing. “That one again?” He wrinkled his nose. “Flesh and blood, Mr. Ferguson, and crazily busy.” He inclined his head towards the door. “Don’t let me get between you and a good meal.”

Danny pushed himself to his feet. “If you’re sure?”

“As tempting as it is, I have a meeting in fifteen minutes and some calls to make.” He walked Danny to the door of the room. “The trials and tribulations of being in charge.”

“Bit of a bugger, really.”

“You’re not wrong.” Lysander paused by the door and touched the console. “Before you go, I should warn you— We couldn’t restrict access to the room without raising questions, since you’re not meant to be doing anything unusual. People will be able to come in at will.”
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