
  
    [image: Consortium]
  


  
    
      CONSORTIUM

      BOOK TWO IN THE CEDRIC LEROY SERIES

    

    
      
        NICK ADAMS

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Elliptical Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by Nick Adams

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY NICK ADAMS

          

        

      

    

    
      The Fold Series

      The Architect Fold (short story prequel)

      The Initial Fold

      The Andromedan Fold

      The Messier Fold

      The Cygnus Fold

      The Acheron Fold

      The Medusa Fold

      The Halo Fold

      The Triangulum Fold

       The Bache Loftt Series

      The Aspirant

      The Recruit

      The Lieutenant

      The Engineer

      The Captain

       The Cedric LeRoy Series

      Enveloper

      Consortium

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Penthouse No1, the Centaur, Tower Hamlets, London

      

      

      

      A month after arriving in twenty fourth century London, Roy stood with his nose almost touching the vast windows, gazing out over London’s sprawling cityscape below. This penthouse apartment on the hundredth floor of this brand-new building offered a view that made his heart skip. Even with the ugly flood wall in the distance, the panorama was breathtaking.

      ‘What do you think? Is this the home for you?’ asked the estate agent, a slender woman with artificially perfect teeth. ‘The asking price is four hundred and twenty million, but with your…resources, it’s well within reach.’

      Roy suppressed a smile. He still couldn’t quite wrap his head around the fact that his modest savings had transformed him into one of the wealthiest men in England. The penthouse would barely dent his fortune from three hundred years of compound interest.

      ‘I’ll take it,’ he said, turning away from the view.

      The estate agent’s eyes widened slightly. ‘Don’t you want to see the rest of the features? The smart home system alone…’

      ‘No need. I like it.’

      He’d seen enough luxury properties over the past few weeks to last a lifetime. This one felt right…spacious without being cavernous, modern without feeling sterile. Most importantly, it would be his. Not borrowed, not temporary, not assigned. His.

      ‘Well then,’ the agent said, recovering quickly. ‘I’ll prepare the paperwork immediately.’

      Roy’s derm chimed as the agent busied herself with the transfer details. Blithe’s smiling face flashed across the screen.

      ‘Excuse me,’ he said, stepping away to answer. ‘What’s up?’

      ‘Playtime’s over, rich boy,’ Blithe’s voice came through. ‘We’re needed at headquarters.’

      ‘When?

      ‘Now.’

      Roy glanced at his derm.

      ‘I’m just finalising the purchase. Can it wait half an hour?’

      ‘Station Chief’s orders. Something big’s come up.’

      He sighed. ‘Fine. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.’

      After hastily completing the preliminary paperwork and promising to sign the rest remotely, Roy took an egg taxi directly to PIA headquarters. The vehicle dropped onto the landing pad with barely a whisper, and Roy stepped out into the brisk autumn air.

      Blithe was waiting for him by the entrance, her expression unreadable.

      ‘Nice of you to join us,’ she said, falling into step beside him as they entered the building.

      ‘I was buying an apartment,’ Roy replied. ‘You know, establishing myself in this century like a responsible adult.’

      ‘The penthouse in the Centaur?’

      ‘How did you know?’

      Blithe smirked.

      ‘Because I recommended it to Alison the estate agent. Knew you’d like the view.’

      ‘You’re meddling in my personal life now?’

      ‘Someone has to. Otherwise, you’d probably end up living in some depressing historical recreation of a twenty-first century flat.’

      Roy couldn’t argue with that. He’d considered it.

      The elevator whisked them up to the ninety-third floor where Station Chief Lesley McDonald’s office overlooked the Thames. When they entered, McDonald was standing behind her desk, studying a holographic display of what appeared to be a domed structure.

      ‘Ah, LeRoy, Blithe. Good timing.’ She dismissed the hologram with a flick of her wrist. ‘How’s the apartment hunting going?’

      ‘Just bought one,’ Roy said. ‘Or at least, I’ve started the process.’

      ‘Congratulations. Enjoy it while you can.’ McDonald’s expression turned serious. ‘Because you’re both leaving for Mars in forty-eight hours.’

      Roy sighed.

      ‘Mars? In space again? Why can’t it be the Seychelles or Hawaii?’

      ‘We have a situation at the Olympus Research Facility,’ Lesley continued, ignoring Roy’s comment. ‘A murder that requires your particular skillset.’

      ‘My skillset?’ Roy raised an eyebrow. ‘I’ve been here for all of two months. I’m still learning how to use my derm properly.’

      ‘Which is precisely why you’re perfect for this.’ She activated another hologram, this one showing the face of a middle-aged man with a neatly trimmed beard. ‘Dr Adrian Kowalski, head researcher at ORF. Found dead in his quarters three days ago.’

      ‘And local law enforcement can’t handle this because…?’ Blithe asked.

      ‘Because it appears to be impossible.’ McDonald enlarged the image to show the room where the body was found. ‘Sealed room. No entry or exit since he went in twelve hours before discovery. Surveillance confirms no one entered or left.’

      ‘Suicide?’ Roy suggested.

      ‘No weapon found. Toxicology negative. Cause of death appears to be a crushed windpipe, but there are no marks on the neck. As if someone strangled him without touching him.’

      Roy frowned.

      ‘That doesn’t make sense.’

      ‘Welcome to our world,’ McDonald said dryly. ‘The facility is working on some highly classified research. The Martian authorities requested our involvement due to potential interplanetary implications.’

      ‘What kind of research?’ Blithe asked.

      McDonald’s expression darkened.

      ‘That’s part of what you’ll need to find out. They’re being super cagey about the details. All we know is it involves quantum mechanics and temporal physics.’

      Roy felt his stomach drop and thought about the enveloper in his safe deposit box.

      ‘Temporal physics? Like bloody time travel again?’

      ‘Possibly. The official line is they’re studying quantum entanglement across time, but who knows what that actually means.’

      Roy unconsciously touched his pocket where the enveloper had been hidden before he took it to the bank. He hadn’t told anyone about it, not even Blithe. The artefact was too dangerous…and potentially too valuable as his own escape route home if he ever needed it.

      ‘When you say interplanetary implications…’ Blithe began.

      ‘I mean this could affect Earth-Mars relations at a critical time,’ McDonald finished for her. ‘The Martian Independence Movement has been gaining traction, and this facility is jointly operated. If it turns out Earth scientists are developing technology they’re not sharing with their Martian counterparts…’

      ‘Or vice versa,’ Roy added.

      ‘Exactly. Hence the need for neutral investigators.’ McDonald handed them each a data chip. ‘Your briefing materials. The transport leaves from Heathrow Space Terminal at 0600 on Wednesday. It’s a three-day journey.’

      Roy took the chip, his mind already racing. ‘Do we have jurisdiction there?’

      ‘Full cooperation has been promised by the Martian Colonial Authority. Though I’d take that with a grain of salt. Mars has its own way of doing things.’

      ‘Don’t they always,’ Blithe muttered.

      ‘One more thing,’ McDonald said, her voice dropping. ‘This stays strictly confidential. No communicating details back to Earth except through secure channels directly to me. Whatever’s happening at that facility, someone doesn’t want it discovered.’

      ‘Great,’ Roy said. ‘So we’re walking into a potential political powder keg involving classified research that might bend the laws of physics, to solve an impossible murder surrounded by unknowns who probably want us dead too.’

      McDonald smiled thinly.

      ‘I thought you’d like it, LeRoy.’

      ‘Yeah…I just prefer ones where I understand the rules and who I’m up against.’

      ‘Well,’ Blithe said, nudging him with her elbow, ‘at least you’ll have something interesting to tell your new neighbours when you get back.’

      Roy sighed as they left the office. ‘If we get back.’

      ‘Always the optimist,’ Blithe said. ‘Look on the bright side…maybe we’ll discover time travel and you can pop back to see your old friends.’

      ‘That’s not funny,’ Roy muttered, thinking again of the enveloper in his safe. The irony wasn’t lost on him.

      ‘Sorry,’ Blithe said, her expression softening. ‘I know you miss your old life sometimes.’

      ‘It’s fine.’ He shook his head. ‘I’m more worried about what we’re walking into. Mars is…dangerous…different.’

      ‘You’ve never been have you?’

      ‘No…but it’s up there again isn’t it? In an environment that wants you dead.’

      ‘It’s beautiful in its own way. Harsh, but beautiful.’ Blithe paused by the elevator. ‘You should pack for cold. The city’s climate controls are notoriously unreliable.’

      Roy nodded, his mind elsewhere. Time travel research. An impossible murder. And Mars, the red planet that had become another of humanity’s homes. After everything he’d seen since arriving in this century, he should be used to the extraordinary by now.

      But he wasn’t. And something told him this case would push his boundaries even further.

      ‘I need to finish my apartment paperwork,’ he said finally. ‘Meet tomorrow to go over the briefing materials?’

      ‘Sure. My place at nine?’ Blithe suggested. ‘I’ll cook breakfast.’

      ‘You can cook?’

      She grinned.

      ‘Another one of my hidden talents. Don’t look so shocked.’

      As Roy headed back to complete his purchase, he couldn’t shake a feeling of unease. The timing was too coincidental…just as he was settling into this new life, putting down roots, a case appears that could involve the very technology that had brought him to this century in the first place.

      Was it just by chance? Or was it because his boss thought he had first-hand experience? He just hoped he wouldn’t regret taking this case. Mars was a long way to go to earn money he didn’t actually need. Spending time in his beautiful new apartment and investigating a few local London crimes sounded so much more sensible.
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      Roy gazed out the window of the London City space port terminal, watching the gleaming orbital shuttles docking and departing in a carefully orchestrated aerial ballet. He’d spent the past forty-eight hours cramming details about the Mars colony, the Olympus Research Facility, and Dr Kowalski’s mysterious death. Now his mind swam with facts, theories, and questions.

      The terminal buzzed with activity…luggage magically following travellers across the polished floors, shop vendors hawking overpriced souvenirs and travel necessities, and the constant drone of announcements echoing through the cavernous space. Roy felt his stomach tighten as he watched another shuttle depart, its antigrav drives creating a momentary shimmer in the air before it rocketed upward.

      ‘Coffee?’ Blithe appeared at his side, holding two steaming cups. ‘You look like you could use some.’

      ‘Thanks.’ Roy accepted the cup gratefully, inhaling the rich aroma before taking a careful sip. It was good…real coffee, not the synthetic stuff. ‘Did you manage to get through to McDonald?’

      Blithe nodded, settling into the seat beside him. ‘She says there’s been another incident at the facility. Not a death, but some equipment malfunction that has everyone spooked. They’re being tight-lipped about details.’

      ‘Perfect,’ Roy muttered. ‘More unknowns.’

      He studied the gleaming white orbital shuttle docked at Gate 17. Its sleek, curved design with swept-back wings reminded him of something from an old movie…one of those franchised space series from his father’s era that imagined humanity’s future among the stars. What was it called? The name danced at the edge of his memory but wouldn’t come into focus.

      ‘That’s our ride,’ Blithe said, following his gaze. ‘The Bristol. Takes us to Friendship Station, then we transfer to the Mars liner Innsbruck.’

      Roy took another sip of coffee.

      ‘Two-hour wait, then three days in space. Remind me why I took this job?’

      ‘Because you’re filthy rich and bored?’ Blithe suggested with a smirk. ‘Or maybe because you’re actually good at this detective thing.’

      Roy snorted.

      ‘I was good at twenty-first century detective work. This is…something else entirely.’

      The truth was, he’d actually only taken the case because of the temporal physics angle. If there was research happening that involved time manipulation, he needed to know about it. The enveloper sitting in his safe deposit box was a constant reminder of his displacement in time…and potentially his only way back to his own century, if he ever decided that was what he wanted.

      Not that he’d mention any of this to Blithe. She was smart, perceptive, and would immediately suspect he was hiding something.

      ‘I’ve been studying the facility schematics,’ Blithe said, pulling up a holographic display from her derm. ‘The research sections are separate from the residential areas, but they share life support and power systems.’

      Roy leant in, studying the complex layout.

      ‘Any blind spots in the surveillance?’

      ‘None that I can find in the official plans. But…’

      ‘But there are always unofficial modifications,’ Roy finished for her. ‘Especially in research facilities.’

      ‘Exactly.’

      They spent the next hour reviewing the case materials again, looking for anything they might have missed. The victim, Dr Kowalski, had been respected but not particularly well liked. Brilliant but arrogant, according to colleagues’ statements. No family on Mars, parents deceased, a sister on Earth who hadn’t seen him in years. The perfect isolated victim.

      As boarding time approached, Roy found himself growing increasingly anxious. It wasn’t just the impending space flight…though that was certainly part of it. Something about this case felt wrong, like they were being fed only half the story.

      ‘Time to go,’ Blithe said, standing and gathering her things as their call came. ‘You ready for this?’

      Roy looked up at the massive departure board. Their shuttle to Friendship Station would begin boarding in two minutes. He took a deep breath and stood.

      ‘As ready as I’ll ever be for hurtling through the vacuum of space in a metal tube again.’

      Blithe laughed.

      ‘You know, for someone from the twenty-first century, you’re remarkably unimpressed by space travel.’

      ‘I’m impressed by the technology,’ Roy clarified. ‘Just not thrilled about the certain death if anything goes wrong, aspect.’

      They made their way through security…a process that was surprisingly similar to what Roy remembered from his time, just with more advanced scanning technology and less theatrical performance. No need to remove shoes or empty pockets when scanners could detect anything dangerous without inconveniencing passengers.

      As they approached the gate, Roy felt his derm vibrate with an incoming message. He glanced down to see McDonald’s ID.

      ‘Hold on,’ he told Blithe, stopping to read the message.

      It was brief: Package being delivered to you at gate. Critical information. Do not open until in transit.

      Roy frowned.

      ‘McDonald’s sending something to the gate. Says it’s critical information.’

      ‘That’s…unusual,’ Blithe said, her expression mirroring his concern.

      They reached the gate just as boarding began. A PIA courier was waiting, holding a small sealed package.

      ‘Detective Inspector LeRoy?’ the courier asked.

      Roy nodded, accepting the package after verifying his identity. It was small and lightweight, sealed with official PIA security tags.

      ‘What is it?’ Blithe asked as they moved towards the boarding line.

      ‘No idea. We’re not supposed to open it until we’re in transit.’

      The package felt like it contained nothing more than a data chip or small device, but its presence made Roy uneasy. Last-minute additions to a case rarely boded well.

      They boarded the shuttle and found their seats in the executive section…one perk of travelling on an official PIA mission. The cabin was comfortable but utilitarian, designed for efficiency rather than luxury.

      As they settled in, Roy stared out the small viewport at the bustling spaceport. Workers in bright vests directed ground equipment away from the shuttle, and the last few passengers hurried aboard.

      ‘Star something,’ he muttered, the name still eluding him.

      ‘What?’ Blithe asked, securing her harness.

      ‘The series. This shuttle looks like something from an old sci-fi series, but I can’t remember the name.’

      Blithe smiled.

      ‘You really are old, aren’t you?’

      ‘Thanks for that,’ Roy said dryly. ‘Very helpful and I don’t want any mention of dinosaurs.’

      The cabin doors sealed with a hiss, and the captain’s voice came over the speakers, welcoming them aboard and announcing their imminent departure for Friendship Station.

      Roy felt the familiar twist of anxiety in his stomach as the engines powered up. He’d only been in space once before, and that experience had been…less than pleasant. He gripped the armrests as the shuttle began to move.

      ‘You know,’ Blithe said conversationally, as if they were discussing the weather, ‘they say the Bristol has never had a single malfunction in its fifteen years of service.’

      ‘That’s supposed to make me feel better is it? Letting me know we’re definitely overdue for one.’

      She laughed.

      ‘Just close your eyes if you’re scared. I promise not to tell anyone back at headquarters.’

      ‘I’m not scared,’ Roy protested, even as he felt the shuttle begin to rise. ‘I’m reasonably concerned about the laws of physics and their implications for human survival in the event of equipment failure.’

      ‘Uh-huh. Sure.’

      The take-off was smoother than Roy expected. The antigrav drives negated most of the g-forces, making the ascent feel more like riding in a fast elevator than being launched into space. Still, he kept his eyes firmly closed until they were well clear of Earth’s atmosphere.

      When he finally looked out the viewport again, the blue curve of Earth stretched below them, clouds swirling over continents and oceans. It was breathtaking, humbling, and terrifying all at once.

      ‘Never gets old, does it?’ Blithe said softly.

      ‘No,’ Roy agreed. ‘It really doesn’t.’

      Once they reached cruising altitude, Roy remembered the package. He pulled it from his pocket and carefully broke the security seal.

      Inside was a small data chip and a handwritten note…an archaic touch that immediately put Roy on alert. The note, in McDonald’s neat script, read simply, Trust no one at the facility. Surveillance compromised. Use this for secure communication only.

      He showed it to Blithe, whose expression darkened.

      ‘That’s…not encouraging,’ she said.

      ‘No, it’s not.’ Roy tucked the chip into his derm’s secure slot. ‘Looks like we’re going in blind after all.’

      As the shuttle continued its journey towards Friendship Station, Roy couldn’t shake the feeling that they were heading into something far more dangerous than a simple murder investigation. Between the mysterious death, the classified research, and now McDonald’s cryptic warning, all signs pointed to a conspiracy.

      And in Roy’s experience, conspiracies rarely ended well for those trying to uncover them.

      The cabin lights dimmed as they approached Friendship Station, the massive orbital platform that served as Earth’s gateway to the solar system. Through the viewport, Roy could see the sprawling structure gleaming in the sunlight, its massive habitation blocks stacked up like bad brickwork, home for the thousands of people who lived and worked there.

      ‘Star Trek,’ he said suddenly, the name finally coming to him. ‘The shuttle looks like something from Star Trek.’

      Blithe rolled her eyes.

      ‘Never heard of it. Now focus…we have a two-hour layover, then we board the Innsbruck for Mars.’

      Roy nodded, his mind already turning back to the case and the mysteries that awaited them on the red planet.
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      Roy’s stomach clenched as they docked with Friendship Station. The last time he’d been here, people had died. He gripped the armrest, his knuckles whitening as the shuttle’s airlock sealed against the station with a metallic thunk.

      ‘You okay?’ Blithe asked, eyeing him with concern.

      ‘Fine,’ Roy lied, forcing his fingers to unclamp from the armrest. ‘Just remembering the last visit.’

      The memory of gunfire and bodies flashed through his mind. The station had been the site of an assassination attempt by the neo-Nazi faction…where Roy had been shot at. He’d barely escaped with his life.

      ‘Different circumstances this time,’ Blithe said, though her hand instinctively brushed her concealed weapon.

      They disembarked into the bustling main concourse of Friendship Station. The massive central atrium stretched upward for dozens of levels, ringed by shops, restaurants, and offices. Despite the crowds, Roy felt exposed. His eyes darted to every corner, every alcove, searching for threats.

      ‘Our gate’s up top on Level 4,’ Blithe said, consulting her derm. ‘We’ve got ninety minutes before boarding.’

      Roy nodded, falling into step beside her as they headed for the lifts.

      ‘Let’s not split up.’

      ‘Wasn’t planning on it,’ she replied, her eyes similarly scanning the crowd.

      They found a quiet café near their departure gate, positioning themselves at a corner table with a clear view of the surroundings. Roy ordered coffee, though his nerves hardly needed the caffeine.

      ‘You’re jumping at shadows,’ Blithe observed after he’d flinched at a dropped tray two tables over.

      ‘Maybe,’ Roy admitted. ‘But after McDonald’s warning, I’d rather be paranoid than dead.’

      They spent the remaining time reviewing the case files again, speaking in hushed tones. Roy couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched, though each time he looked up, no one seemed to be paying them any attention.

      When boarding was announced for the Mars-bound Innsbruck, Roy felt a wave of relief. At least on the ship they’d be somewhat isolated from potential threats.

      The Innsbruck was larger than the shuttle, designed for the three-day journey to Mars. A steward led them through narrow corridors to their cabin…a compact space with twin bunks built into the walls, a small workstation, and a tiny bathroom.

      ‘Cosy or what?’ Roy remarked, tossing his bag onto the lower bunk.

      ‘Standard PIA accommodations,’ Blithe replied, claiming the upper berth. ‘At least we’re not in economy. Those poor bastards sleep in prone chairs for three days.’

      Roy sat on his lower bunk, testing its thin mattress.

      ‘How long before we’re underway?’

      ‘About twenty minutes. Once we’re clear of the station, they’ll engage the main drive.’

      Roy nodded, lying back and closing his eyes. The sooner they left Friendship Station behind, the better. He didn’t truly relax until he felt the gentle push of acceleration as the Innsbruck pulled away from the dock and set course for Mars.

      The three-day journey passed with mind numbing slowness, meals in the ship’s small dining room, and fitful sleep in the cramped cabin. Roy found the constant hum of the vessel’s engines oddly soothing after the first night, and by the third day, he’d almost become used to the strange sensation of the point eight Earth gravity.

      They spent their waking hours developing a strategy for the investigation, reviewing the personnel files of everyone at the research facility, and studying the technical aspects of the victim’s work…at least, the parts that weren’t classified.

      ‘Kowalski was working on something big,’ Blithe said on their final evening, scrolling through his publication history. ‘His output dropped dramatically in the last year, but his requisitions for equipment and power increased.’

      ‘Classic sign of a breakthrough,’ Roy agreed. ‘Or a dead end he couldn’t admit to.’

      ‘Either way, someone wanted him silenced.’

      On the morning of their arrival, Roy woke early, his back stiff from the unyielding bunk. Through the tiny viewport, he could see the red disc of Mars growing steadily larger. Even from this distance, he could make out the mountainous regions and the sprawling network of settlements and terraforming zones dotted across the planet’s surface.

      ‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’ Blithe said, appearing at his shoulder.

      ‘In a desolate sort of way,’ Roy replied. ‘Hard to believe people actually live there.’

      ‘Four million odd and counting,’ she said. ‘Though most stay in the domed cities or underground complexes.’

      The approach to New Winnipeg Station took another two hours. The orbital platform was smaller than Friendship Station but more modern, with sleek lines and gleaming solar arrays. As they docked, Roy gathered their belongings, eager to complete the journey and begin the investigation.

      The reception committee waiting at the airlock quickly dampened his enthusiasm.

      Three stern-faced officials in the dark green uniforms of the Martian Colonial Authority stood in a tight formation, flanked by armed security personnel. Their expressions ranged from suspicious to openly hostile.

      ‘Detectives LeRoy and Blithe?’ the woman at the centre asked, her tone making it clear she already knew the answer.

      ‘That’s us,’ Roy confirmed, extending his identification. ‘From the Planetary Investigation Agency.’

      She barely glanced at it.

      ‘I’m Commissioner Vega, MCA Security Division. There’s been a change of plans.’

      Roy exchanged a quick look with Blithe.

      ‘What kind of change?’

      ‘The scope of your investigation has been limited,’ Vega stated flatly. ‘You’ll have access to Dr Kowalski’s personal quarters and files, but the research areas are off limits without direct MCA supervision.’

      ‘That wasn’t the agreement,’ Blithe objected.

      ‘The agreement has been modified.’ Vega’s expression remained impassive. ‘The research at the Olympus Facility is proprietary and sensitive. Mars has sovereign interests to protect.’

      Roy felt his jaw tighten.

      ‘Commissioner, we’re investigating a murder, not conducting industrial espionage.’

      ‘That remains to be seen.’ Vega nodded to one of her subordinates, who stepped forward with a tablet. ‘These are the revised terms of your investigation. You’ll need to acknowledge them before proceeding to the surface.’

      Roy skimmed the document, his frustration growing with each paragraph. The ‘revised terms’ essentially neutered their investigation, restricting access to key witnesses and evidence.

      ‘This is unacceptable,’ he said, handing the tablet back unsigned.

      ‘Then you’re welcome to return to Earth on the next available transport,’ Vega replied without hesitation. ‘The Innsbruck departs in six hours.’

      Blithe placed a restraining hand on Roy’s arm.

      ‘We’ll need to consult with our superiors before making a decision.’

      ‘Of course.’ Vega’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. ‘In the meantime, you’ll remain in the visitors’ quarters here on the station. Security will escort you.’

      As they were led away, Roy leant close to Blithe.

      ‘Something’s very wrong here.’

      ‘No kidding,’ she whispered back. ‘They’re practically broadcasting “we have something to hide”.’

      ‘The question is whether it’s related to Kowalski’s murder or something else entirely.’

      The visitors’ quarters turned out to be a glorified detention cell…a small room with basic amenities and a door that locked from the outside. As soon as they were alone, Roy activated the secure communication chip McDonald had provided, scanning for surveillance devices as he did so.

      ‘We need to contact McDonald,’ he said quietly. ‘Find out if she can override these restrictions.’

      Blithe nodded, her expression grim.

      ‘And if she can’t?’

      Roy looked out the small viewport at the red planet below, its surface scarred by centuries of human habitation and exploitation.

      ‘Then we find another way to get to that facility,’ he said. ‘Because whoever killed Kowalski clearly has influence with the Martian authorities…which means this goes way higher than we thought.’

      ‘Great,’ Blithe muttered. ‘Just once, I’d like a simple case where the local authorities actually want our help.’

      Roy smiled despite the situation.

      ‘Where would the fun be in that?’

      As he turned back to the secure communicator, Roy couldn’t shake the feeling that they’d walked into something far more dangerous than a murder investigation. Between the classified research, the impossible death, and now the hostile reception from Mars, all signs pointed to a conspiracy that spanned planets.

      And if there was one thing Roy had learned in his time as a detective – both in the twenty-first century and the twenty-fourth – it was that conspiracies always protected themselves, no matter the cost.
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      Twenty minutes passed with no word from McDonald. Roy paced the small confines of their glorified cell, checking his derm for the hundredth time. The stark white walls seemed to be closing in with each passing minute.

      ‘This is ridiculous,’ he muttered. ‘We need to get down to the surface.’

      Blithe looked up from her position on the narrow chair.

      ‘And how exactly do you propose we do that?’

      Roy glanced at the door, then down at his derm. He lowered his voice to a whisper.

      ‘Remember that Fast-in program I used before?’

      Her eyes widened.

      ‘You still have that? I thought they would have scrubbed it during your last maintenance check.’

      ‘They tried.’ Roy couldn’t help the small smile that crept onto his face. ‘I had a backup hidden in a partition they didn’t know to look for.’

      ‘I thought you were a technophobe?’

      ‘I learn fast.’

      He moved to the door, positioning his body to block any potential camera view of his arm. The Fast-in program activated with a few discreet taps, its interface glowing softly on his derm. The program began cycling through electronic signatures, searching for the lock’s frequency.

      ‘If this works, be ready to move fast,’ he whispered.

      The program beeped softly, and the door’s locking mechanism clicked open with surprising ease.

      ‘That was…alarmingly simple,’ Roy said, frowning.

      Blithe was already on her feet.

      ‘Security’s probably focused on the docks right now. The Innsbruck will be preparing for departure.’

      She eased the door open a crack, peering into the corridor. Seemingly happy with what she saw, she pushed it wider and slipped out. Roy followed close behind and relocked it, his heart hammering against his ribs.

      The corridor was empty. No alarms blared, no security personnel came running. It was almost too easy, which made Roy’s instincts flare with suspicion.

      Blithe seemed to read his thoughts.

      ‘Stay close. That was a bit easy.’

      They moved swiftly through the station’s sterile corridors, Blithe leading with the confidence of someone who’d memorised the layout. At each junction, she paused, checking for security patrols and her derm before proceeding.

      They rounded a corner and nearly collided with two MCA officers. Roy tensed, ready for a confrontation, but the officers merely nodded and continued past, engrossed in conversation.

      ‘They didn’t even look at us,’ Roy whispered once they were out of earshot.

      ‘Either we’re incredibly lucky, or something big is happening elsewhere on the station,’ Blithe replied, quickening her pace.

      They reached a transit hub where passengers were boarding the elevator to the surface. A departure board displayed shuttle insertion times too and destinations across the Martian settlements.

      Blithe approached a terminal, swiping her derm across the interface.

      ‘Our assigned shuttle to Olympus leaves in forty minutes from Dock 7.’

      ‘Which means that’s the first place they’ll look,’ Roy said, scanning the board for alternatives.

      ‘Exactly.’ Blithe’s fingers danced across the terminal. ‘There’s an elevator leaving for the Calgary dome in five minutes. From there we can catch a ground transport to Olympus.’

      ‘Can you get us on it?’

      She glanced over her shoulder at him with a smirk as both their derms chimed.

      ‘Already done.’

      They moved quickly to the crowded elevator bay, where a group of tourists waited near the space elevator entrance. Blithe approached confidently, flashing her derm to the boarding clerk, who barely glanced at it before waving them through.

      As the elevator doors closed, Roy let out a breath he hadn’t realised he was holding.

      ‘How did you manage that?’

      ‘Emergency override booking. Standard issue for field agents, though technically we’re only supposed to use them in a real emergency.’

      ‘I’d say being detained and having our investigation sabotaged qualifies,’ Roy said.

      The elevator began its descent, the slight decrease in artificial gravity creating a floating sensation in Roy’s stomach. Through a transparent panel in the ceiling and floor, he watched as the station lifted away above them and the red Martian landscape began rushing up to meet them below.

      ‘Once we reach the surface, we’ll need to move quickly,’ Blithe said, checking her weapon discreetly. ‘They’ll realise we’re gone soon enough.’

      ‘Any ideas why the MCA is so determined to keep us away from that facility?’

      Blithe’s expression darkened.

      ‘Several, none of them good. My guess? Whatever Kowalski was working on, it wasn’t just classified…it was authority-sponsored and most likely illegal.’

      ‘Temporal physics,’ Roy muttered. ‘They’re messing with time again.’
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      The elevator took two hours to descend and slowed as it approached the surface dome of Calgary, the smallest of Mars’ major settlements. Through the transparent dome, Roy could see the city spread out beneath…a patchwork of modular buildings and narrow streets, all bathed in the reddish light filtering through the protective barrier.

      ‘Welcome to Mars,’ Blithe said with a grim smile. ‘Where everything wants to kill you, including the locals.’

      The elevator landed with a gentle thud, and the airlock doors slid open. Roy followed Blithe into the bustling terminal, keeping his head down and trying to look like he belonged. He found that difficult in the low gravity, but it wasn’t as awkward as he remembered on Ceres.

      ‘A ground car leaves in twenty minutes,’ she said, guiding him towards a different section of the terminal. ‘Let’s hope our luck holds.’

      Roy glanced back over his shoulder, half expecting to see MCA security forces storming through the crowds. But there was nothing…just the usual flow of travellers and workers going about their business.

      ‘I don’t like this,’ he said. ‘It’s too convenient.’

      ‘I know.’ Blithe’s hand rested near her concealed weapon. ‘But right now, I’ll take easy over the alternative.’

      They reached the ground transport section where a sleek, pressurised land vehicle waited for boarding. Blithe approached the attendant, presenting their credentials.

      ‘Last-minute addition to the Olympus run,’ she said confidently. ‘PIA business.’

      The attendant nodded, seemingly bored and barely looking at them as she processed their tickets.

      ‘Seats 14 and 15. Boarding now,’ she murmured.

      As they moved towards the transport, Roy felt the weight of the mystery pressing down on him. Whatever was happening at the Olympus Research Facility had already cost one man his life and prompted an interplanetary cover-up. And now they were heading straight into the heart of it, with no backup and no clear idea of what they were facing.

      But then, that was becoming a disturbingly familiar situation for Roy in this century.

      The transport was half empty, allowing them to take their assigned seats without drawing attention. As the doors sealed and the vehicle began its journey out of the dome and across the Martian surface, Roy stared out at the alien landscape…red dust and rocky outcroppings stretching to the horizon, punctuated by the occasional research station or mining operation.

      ‘How long to Olympus?’ he asked, keeping his voice low.

      ‘About three hours,’ Blithe replied. ‘Enough time to come up with a plan that doesn’t get us killed.’

      ‘I’m open to suggestions,’ he said, raising his eyebrows.

      She shrugged.

      ‘Going home’s probably the sensible one,’ she quipped, pulling up a schematic on her derm and angling it so only he could see. ‘There’s a service entrance on the facility’s eastern side. Security is lighter there, and I have access codes that might still work.’

      ‘And if they don’t?’

      Her smile was tight.

      ‘Then we improvise.’

      Roy settled back in his seat, watching the desolate Martian landscape roll past. Whatever awaited them at Olympus, he had a feeling it would make their escape from the station above look like a walk in the park. And somewhere in the back of his mind, the thought of the enveloper in his safe deposit box back on Earth nagged at him. If this case involved temporal physics, perhaps he’d finally get some answers about how the device worked…and whether it could ever take him home again.

      Not that he was sure he wanted to go back anymore. This century, for all its dangers and complexities, had become something close to home now.

      The transport hummed steadily onward, carrying them towards Olympus and whatever secrets lay hidden beneath its domes.
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