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	Hitler and the Nazis have fallen, Kolhammer sits in the White House as Vice President, but Stalin rules half of Europe and Asia. The great Soviet engines of state power turn and burn to set history right. Not just the war, but all future time.
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PROLOGUE

	Camp 5, Cabanatuan
21 June 1942



	They came like ghosts from the future, but Gracie wasn’t scared of them. She was something like a ghost herself, the way she spooked around the prison camp, running errands and messages for the women, avoiding the guards, hiding food and medicine from them, even sneaking into the hut where the Japanese kept their own supplies and stealing away with a tin of beans and a small bag of rice. She only did that once, though. When the Japanese found out somebody had stolen their food, they had been very angry and had done terrible things to the grown-ups. They had beaten the little girls and some of the boys with canes too, but what they did to the grown-ups was worse‌—‌so bad that for a long time Gracie was convinced it brought the ghosts.

	She was the first to see them.

	Some nights, when she could not sleep because she was too hungry or scared, she slipped out of the cot she shared with two other girls, and padded to the far end of the long hut. There was a loose floorboard near the second last bunk. She could easily lift the plank, using a knothole big enough for three of her fingers. It wasn’t even nailed down, and Gracie was so thin she could squeeze through the gap, dropping to the warm, damp soil underneath. There wasn’t enough room to get up on her hands and knees under the floorboards, but that was okay. It reminded her of the house where she’d grown up back home in Kansas, before Daddy had taken them all to Manila to help General MacArthur.

	She’d crawled around under that house too, even sleeping under there in summer with her dog, Boo. It made her happy to recall those days. She liked it under the hut in the jungle prison because the Japanese didn’t know she was there. It was almost as though she had escaped them and she could go anywhere and do anything she wanted. But she could only pretend, of course. Gracie knew that if she did escape, the guards would do terrible things again to everyone she left behind. She knew because they said they would and they were bad men. If they said they’d do a bad thing, you could believe them.

	The night the ghosts came she crawled right to the edge of the shadows, where the small verandah that surrounded the hut cut off the moving light from the guard tower. She would just watch the guards for a while, she thought. She would watch where they went. Perhaps she would count how long it took them to move from one place to another in the camp. That was a good game and it was useful sometimes to know those things, like when she had to carry a message or some food or medicine past the Japanese. It was always better to simply avoid them than to make up a lie explaining her presence in the wrong hut or some other place.

	She lay in the soft soil, ignoring the insects that crawled over her while she watched. When she had first left Kansas, and come here to the far side of the world, the insects had frightened her, but she wasn’t frightened of them anymore. She hardly noticed them and, besides, she had so many other things to be scared about. She was always frightened of getting in trouble with the guards, of being beaten or caned. She was frightened of getting sick, because lots of times when people got sick here they didn’t get better. She was really, really frightened that she would get everyone in trouble again if the grown-ups asked her to get more food or medicine. She wasn’t sure what she would do if they asked. But so far they hadn’t. Not since last time.

	These fears gnawed away like the hunger pains in her stomach. They were constant, but mostly dull. The fear that sometimes came upon her like a Kansas storm, boiling up quickly out of clear blue skies, was the fear she had for her parents. They weren’t in Camp 5 with her. Gracie had no idea where they might be and sometimes, if she let herself think about it, she could go all but crazy with worrying that she would never see them again. When she was very sad, which was often, Gracie thought it was best not to think about them at all, because when she did, her thoughts ran away from her, with a wolf on their heels. But if she didn’t think about them, sometimes she found it hard to remember all of the things that made them Mommy and Daddy and that was even worse.

	It was best, she had found, to imagine her parents playing a game with her. Watch the guards. Count the steps. Guess where they will turn up next. Daddy would love that game, and Mommy would be so pleased that Gracie was good at it. Her mother always told her to be the best at everything she did.

	“Charlotte-Grace,” she would say, “you must always do your best at everything. You do not need to be the best. Just your best.”

	So Gracie liked to play the watching game on nights like this, and imagine her parents watching her. That was how she saw the ghost.

	At first, of course, she did not actually see the ghost. She could only see what happened when he came. One of the guards was slowly marching up and down outside the wire, the moonlight glinting on the hooked bayonet of the rifle he carried at his shoulder. Gracie was counting his footsteps. Thirteen steps from the corner to the bushes with the bright red flowers. You couldn’t see the flowers in the dark, of course, but she knew they were there. Another ten steps to the big anthill. Fourteen steps beyond that to the little hand-painted sign with the pirate flag on it. The guard would turn at that point, because the skull and crossbones meant there were landmines. He would retrace his steps, while Gracie counted them.

	Fourteen to the anthill.

	Ten to the red flower bush.

	Thirteen…

	But the guard did not return to the corner post. He seemed to disappear into the night, as though the jungle shadows had grown hungry watching him and they had…

	The shadows had snatched him away.

	Fast. So very fast. And quiet too. Because shadows don’t make noise.

	Gracie blinked and nearly rubbed her eyes, trying to make sense of what she had just seen, or not seen. Then she remembered how dirty her hands got under the hut and she cleaned them on her tattered shirt before blinking again and carefully rubbing just one eye with the palm of one hand. She had learned that trick here under the hut too. Do not blind yourself. If you have to rub your eyes, do it one at a time, carefully. And don’t rub dirt in there. The dirt here had lots of germs.

	She expected to see the guard again when she next looked, but he was gone‌—‌disappeared as completely as her mother and father. Swallowed by the night.

	And then she saw the ghost.

	At first it was just a darker patch of night moving at the edge of the jungle. Then it took the shape of a man. The dark figure floated over from the edge of the jungle and kneeled in front of the tall barbed-wire fence, just before the flower bush.

	Gracie nodded.

	The ghost was smart.

	Gracie knew that part of the fence could only be seen from the small exercise yard in front of it. The view from the guard tower was blocked by a water tank on the roof of Hut 23. The guards in the main compound could not see the fence because two other huts blocked their view. That’s why there was always a guard marching up and down that line of fence, night and day.

	But now the guard was gone and the shadow kneeled at the fence, doing something to the wire. The cry of night birds, the bark of the fire lizards and the many sounds of the jungle were so loud that she could not hear what happened next, but she did not need to. Gracie knew. The ghost was cutting through the wire.

	Her heart swelled like a water balloon filled too quickly, growing so big and full so fast that she thought it might burst. For one mad moment she thought it must be her daddy, come for her, but she was not silly and she put that thought away. Her daddy was not coming, no matter how much she might want him to. More ghosts emerged from the darkness of the jungle and she could see now that they were men. They carried guns. Their heads looked strangely misshapen, as though tiny machines grew from them; binoculars or telescopes, she imagined.

	Gracie would have been scared, but she had seen the ghost make the Japanese guard disappear. She knew that the guard would not be coming back, just like her parents, and she wormed herself into the moist, dark soil of the jungle prison camp, letting it enfold her in a hug, clenching her fists and smiling at the ghosts with guns and telescopes for eyes. Her smile grew positively vulpine when the night exploded into fire.


	###


	Gracie did not emerge from her hiding place until the morning sun was high and hot enough to raise wispy tendrils of mist from the pools of rainwater that lay about the camp. It rained almost every day, always in the afternoon. In the mornings, as the terrible heat built up, most of the puddles evaporated, but they never dried out completely and Gracie always looked as though she was wearing dark socks from the mud which clung to the bottom half of her legs. The sun came up as always that morning too, but not all the pools of monsoon water evaporated in the usual way. Some were stained deep red with blood and these dried into a sticky brown sludge that even she would not like to walk through.

	The ghost soldiers, as she thought of them, even though she knew now that they were not ghosts, had killed or captured all of the Japanese very quickly. They were very brave. She had watched as one of them stood perfectly still while an angry Japanese officer charged at him with a sword. Everyone was terrified of the sword. The officer, a Lieutenant Onishi, had used it to chop the heads off some Australian soldiers when Gracie was first in the camp. But the ghost was not scared, possibly because Lieutenant Onishi’s pyjama pants were falling down, somewhat ruining the fearsomeness of his banzai charge. The ghost seemed to regard Onishi with real interest for a moment, and then his strange-looking gun fired and Lieutenant Onishi’s head came right off, just like the Australians’ had.

	Gracie had to smile at that. It was funny how things worked out.

	The fighting was over long before the sun peeked above the tree line. Gracie had to crawl around under the hut to watch it all. After the ghost soldiers came through the wire, not much happened in that part of the camp. To see the fighting she had to belly crawl all the way to the other end of the hut where she had a much better view of the main compound. She could see the guard tower from there, or most of it anyway. She dared not get too close to the edge of her hiding place. More than once she saw bullets chewing up the earth just in front of where she lay. But she also got to see the hated tower brought down in a roaring explosion, bigger and louder, and much better, than any fireworks she had ever seen. Not too long after that she heard heavy boots on the floorboards above her, and more guns firing, and the women screaming and guards yelling. But that didn’t last very long.

	More soldiers came. They arrived in the strangest airplanes, which had no wings and the biggest propellers you could ever imagine right on top of them. They sometimes hovered in the air like hummingbirds but she knew they were warplanes because every now and then they would roar away and shoot machine guns and even rocket bombs into the jungle. Gracie could feel the explosions in her chest, through the ground. The terrible force of them was just like an earthquake, or even a volcano. She had seen a volcano once, when she first flew to Manila with her parents. It had been a long way away, but even seen through the window of their plane it was very scary.

	Gracie did not reveal herself when the fighting was over. Not at first. What if the Japanese came back? She knew that the guards in the camp were not the whole of the Emperor’s army. And they weren’t his best soldiers either. Not at all. There were thousands of Japanese army men on this island alone. Maybe millions! The ghost soldiers could not fight them all. And so Gracie remained hidden for many hours until she was certain the Japanese were not coming back.

	Once or twice she heard the women and some of the other children calling for her and she almost went, but you did not just drop the habits of survival like an old towel. She even heard some of the ghost soldiers, revealed now to be men and women‌—‌women!‌—‌calling for her but she stayed curled up in the dirt, content to watch and wait. As amazing as their rescue was, she made other intriguing discoveries as the hours went by. She watched, disbelieving, as a black woman barked orders at two white men and they jumped to her command.

	That was partly why she stayed hidden.

	It was all too much to take in. There was part of her which simply could not believe it was happening.

	It was only when she smelled food, real food, for the first time in months that she was tempted out of hiding. The newcomers had set up a little kitchen and a team of cooks in oddly patterned uniforms heated giant pots of soup and baked fresh loaves of bread.

	Well not really fresh, she thought, as saliva squirted into her mouth. They didn’t roll the dough like her mother would.

	“Charlotte-Grace, if a thing is worth doing, it is worth doing properly.”

	She had observed one of the cooks taking the white, doughy, uncooked loaves from a big cardboard box before putting them into an oven. These strange people brought an oven to the jungle? Would their wonders never cease?

	“Gracie!”

	She flinched from her name, scuttling right back under the hut, into the safety of the shadows. But they had seen her‌—‌Mrs Ritherdown specifically‌—‌and there was no escaping once you fell under her gaze. She was a nurse and nearly as fearsome and scary as the guards.

	“Gracie, you come out here right now. You’ve had us worried sick, young lady. Come on. Out you come.”

	And out she came. Out of the darkness and into the day where impossible machines hovered in the sky, and bread rolls baked, and soup bubbled in a pot and Mrs Ritherdown fussed over her and told her off and brushed her down and announced to everyone that she was found and she was safe.

	Now that Gracie was revealed and pulled directly into the mad rush and swirl of events, the full scale of what had happened broke over her like a big wave at the beach. The camp was a scorched and half-demolished ruin. Their former guards had been put to work digging a giant hole into which the bodies of more guards would presumably be dropped. They were piled high in an obscene mound near the charred wreckage of the guard tower.

	More of the Japanese, including the camp commandant, Colonel Tanaka, stood glumly on the other side of the pit, guarded by giant soldiers in uniforms Gracie had never seen before. She was confused. The soldiers had American flags on their uniforms, but wore German helmets. There was no missing the distinctive coal bucket shape of them. They were Americans though, no doubt of it. She could tell from the voices. Plus, as best she knew, there were no black or Asian soldiers in the German army. She wasn’t sure about the Asian ones, but she knew for sure there were black soldiers who drove trucks and things for America. Apparently they did secret stuff like this, too.

	Gracie waited impatiently to eat, standing with the ladies from Hut 23, including Mrs Ritherdown. They didn’t say much, the grown-ups. Now that all the excitement was over, they seemed even quieter than usual, although there wasn’t much point in talking. It was hard to hear over the noise of the strange wingless planes that came and went from Camp 5 with a terrible thudding roar. Gracie tried to ignore the rumbling in her tummy as she watched a lady soldier come stomping out of one of the aircraft. Right out of its belly! The lady soldier was dressed just like the giants guarding Colonel Tanaka and his men, but she had a red cross on her uniform. She was a nurse then and she looked even fiercer than Mrs Ritherdown.

	The angry lady stormed right up to their little gathering, ignoring the Japanese at first. She looked at Gracie, noticing her among all of the grown-ups.

	“Come here, darlin’,” she said, and even though she looked so fierce and scary her voice was soft. “I’m Doctor François. What’s your name?”

	The doctor‌—‌a lady doctor, there really was no end to the surprises with the ghost people‌—‌kneeled down and gave her a little hug. In a quiet voice, Gracie said that her proper name was Charlotte-Grace, which was what her mommy always called her, but Doctor François may not have heard.

	Dr François introduced herself to the grown-up ladies then, and she gave them a little talk about how everything was better, and they would all be going home, and how the men who had done the terrible things to them would be punished. Sanctioned, she called it. They would be sanctioned.

	Gracie held on to Dr François’s leg while she spoke, as she had once held onto her mother’s leg during the loudest summer storms back in Kansas. Dr François was wearing army pants. The pockets were full of mysterious objects and she wore a pistol at one hip and a very large knife at the other. It did not look like something a doctor would use. Charlotte-Grace held on, nonetheless, because it made her feel better.

	She held on extra tight when Dr François ordered some of the Marines‌—‌she called them Marines, so that’s what they were even though they didn’t look like any Marines Charlotte-Grace had ever seen‌—‌to bring over the Japanese prisoners. There were lots of prisoners, but she meant Colonel Tanaka and his officers. Charlotte-Grace could see that Colonel Tanaka was very scared. There was no color in his face and he was shaking. It made her feel good to see him like that. She had seen a lot of people look very scared since she had arrived in the Philippines. Many of them had been scared of Colonel Tanaka.

	Not all of his officers were scared, however. Two of them swaggered over as though they still ran the camp. She did not know their names, but she recognized one of them from the time they had cut off the Australian soldiers’ heads. He had been cheering the loudest. Mrs Ritherdown leaned forward and spat at him, which was far and away the most surprising thing Charlotte-Grace had seen since the ghost soldiers first arrived.


	“What’s your name, asshole?” Dr François asked.

	She was talking to Colonel Tanaka, and the casual way in which she addressed him with a swear word caused Charlotte-Grace to look up suddenly. She could see muscles bunching in Dr François’s face. It seemed she was very angry. Her whole body felt like it was made out of steel cables.

	Colonel Tanaka pretended not to understand, which was a mistake, because everybody knew he could speak English. Charlotte-Grace wanted to see what would happen next, but Dr François gently pushed her face into her leg and held one hand over her ear. She took out her pistol and fired it. The noise was such a surprise that Gracie jumped. One of the ladies screamed and some even started to cry.

	Charlotte-Grace recovered from her shock and uncurled herself from Dr François’s leg. She walked over to look at the body of one of the officers. Nobody stopped her. She kicked the twitching man, to make sure he wasn’t getting back up again. Nobody stopped her doing that either.

	She heard Dr François saying, in a very calm voice, “I asked you what your name is, you rapist motherfucker.”

	She was very rude. Not at all like Mommy. But Charlotte-Grace decided that was okay. This last year she had seen much worse things than people using swear words.

	Colonel Tanaka didn’t think it was okay though. He started to babble in Japanese which must have annoyed Dr François because she shot another two of his men. A third man tried to run away, and she shot him too. In the back.

	Charlotte-Grace looked at Dr François the way she had once looked at the stained-glass windows in the church at home. She did not understand her feelings, and could not sort them out from each other. Nonetheless, she knew watching Dr François kill one man after another, as calmly as Charlotte-Grace had learned to flick insects off herself, that she was seeing something very powerful. Something hinted at in those stained-glass windows.

	When Dr François walked over and held out her hand, Charlotte-Grace took it. The camp commandant had fallen to his knees and he was begging the Marines to do something. Charlotte-Grace did not imagine for a second that the ghost people would lift a pinkie to help him. One of the Marines even said, “You’ll want to keep clear, ladies. Give the doc some room.”

	As they moved away from Tanaka, Charlotte-Grace saw her chance. She squirmed free of Dr François’s grip and ran forward to slap the trembling Japanese officer in the face. Some of the women shouted encouragement. She slapped him again, this time for her mommy, and he did nothing about it. It was as though the world had been turned on its head. She could have stood there slapping him all day, one slap for every person he had hurt, and there was nothing he could do about it.

	“Honey, stand aside.”

	It was Dr François, speaking softly. Charlotte-Grace came back to herself and did as she was told. She was a good girl like that.

	“You know what, I don’t really give a fuck what your goddamn name is,” Dr François said then. Charlotte-Grace had never heard a lady swear so much before. It didn’t matter.

	Nor did she care when Dr François shot Colonel Tanaka three times, spinning him into the ground where he lay for a little while before she shot him a fourth time, in the head.

	Dr François put her gun back in its holster and picked up Charlotte-Grace as though she weighed almost nothing. They walked past a couple of the Marines on the way towards the strange aircraft in which the even stranger doctor had arrived.

	“Come on, precious,” she said. “Let’s get you a hot bath and some chocolate.”

	Charlotte-Grace nodded, completely satisfied with the way the morning had turned out. “I like chocolate,” she said.

	When Dr François replied, her voice was thick and she was crying as she hugged Charlotte-Grace tightly to her chest.

	“Of course you do, darlin’. Everyone loves chocolate.”





	
CHAPTER ONE



	A half-second after Charlotte heard the opening shots of the ambush, a man appeared without warning, blocking the path she had chosen. He was a head taller than her, and twice as wide, standing at the end of a long, narrow corridor between two shipping containers. Backlit by the lights of the port, he was a featureless silhouette, holding a gun.

	It was the cries from her team nearby and the accompanying shots of an ambush that saved her. The noise warned her they had been compromised. Betrayed. As soon as she saw the man in front of her, she drew and fired her weapon before he could raise an older and much cruder pistol.

	Charlotte was armed with a Metal Storm VLE pistol. The caseless ceramic ammunition fired electronically at an adjustable rate. She had chosen a three-round preset at the maximum rate of fire: 6000 rounds per minute. Charlotte squeezed the trigger twice, lightly, and the handgun snarled, a low and guttural noise, dampened by the suppressor built into the unusually long barrel. The report was lost in the sounds of battle erupting behind her, but there was no question of whether she’d hit the man. The first three rounds punctured his unprotected belly, blowing his innards out. The second burst took him high in the chest. Charlotte moved forward quickly, gun up. She desperately wanted to spin around and return to Viv and the team, but she knew the gunfire she had just heard had not come from them. They had walked into a trap. There was a good chance they were gone and responsibility for the mission had fallen to her.

	Heart racing, mouth dry, she overrode an almost physical need to return to the people she knew and trusted. People who needed her. Three years of training and two in the field pushed her forward. If her team survived they would make contact. Either way, her escape was mission critical. She doubted she could extract Professor Bremmer from the Russian ship but that did not absolve her of responsibility for him. Quite the opposite. It was now imperative she reach the asset and deny it to the enemy.

	Charlotte stepped over the dead man, an Arab. She quickly checked him, but saw no identifying details. He wore a dark civilian suit, not the blue uniform of a customs inspector. No lanyard or armband signified he was an official of any sort. His weapon was contemporary‌—‌a massive old cavalry pistol of unknown vintage, possibly a relic of Britain’s colonial occupation of Egypt. Another armed figure appeared at the end of the narrow corridor and she put him down too, without identifying herself or demanding he drop his weapon. The VLE loaded out with a strip of fifteen rounds of caseless. She had two three-round bursts left. Working by feel, never taking her eyes off the path ahead, she reprogrammed the selector for single shots.

	The men she had killed would be perimeter security, looking for squirters who’d escaped the ambush. If their controllers were any good there would be a second perimeter, and beyond them, overwatch. Charlotte emerged from the darkened passage between the containers‌—‌an uptime design of contemporary manufacture‌—‌and broke right, away from her original objective‌—‌the Russian ship, Mikhail Bulgakov.

	Port Said lay in front of her, a massive complex sprawling across hundreds of square miles. Much of it was modern, a vast concrete labyrinth laid down by western contractors and paid for by the aid programs of their governments. The Bulgakov was tied up to a wharf in an older quarter, which had survived from the colonial era. Many of the buildings hereabouts were smaller, and made of sandstone and hardwood. The cranes along the foreshore were smaller too, and manually operated, not like the giant robot derricks lining the port’s eastern shore. Even as the night flashed and crackled with gunfire the cranes continued to lift pallets of boxes and nets full of heavy hessian sacks through the air, carefully lowering them into the hold of the cargo ship. The operators most likely could not hear the gunfire over the noise of the huge, working port, and their attention, like hers, was focused on their task. She also doubted their Russian paymasters would allow them to be distracted by a little gunplay.

	Dressed in black coveralls, Charlotte flowed from one shadowed haunt to the next, always seeking the shortest route between cover, never moving until she was certain she would not be observed; or as certain as she could be.

	The gunfire had stopped after just a few seconds, but that was not a good sign. It meant the ambush had been successful. She heard a single shot after the brief storm of automatic weapons fire. Then nothing. Charlotte was a couple of hundred meters from the ambush point, a half-demolished stone building, a tiny structure without even a roof or all four walls to enclose it. They had laid up there, waiting for al Nouri’s contact in the Customs Office to report back to them after inspecting the Soviet ship. The building offered a good line of sight to the Mikhail Bulgakov and decent cover from observation. Unless somebody knew you would be there, in which case it was a deathtrap.

	Not knowing what had become of her colleagues, but expecting the worst, she withdrew as far as she dared into the container park. The long, corrugated steel boxes were stacked three and four high, but they were not laid out in a strict grid pattern, instead they created a diabolical maze in which it would be very easy to get lost. She did not question the foolishness of this arrangement, she merely adapted to it, skirting the open area of the docks, edging further and further to the east, attempting to maneuver around the second perimeter and below the radar of any hostile actors tasked with overwatch.

	At one point, she was forced to scale a container stack, two-high, to avoid a search team she first noted as a murmur of voices‌—‌Russian and Arabic‌—‌bouncing around and off the steel walls that enclosed her. She monkeyed her way up the tower, making footholds and hand grabs of the containers’ hinges and corrugations. The searchers entered the short passage below her just as she swung her trailing boot heel over the edge, and was forced to lie completely still in a cramped, uncomfortable position. All it would take would be a rustle of clothing, or the clank of her pistol on the steel beneath her hands and feet to alert them.

	At least they don’t have dogs, she thought.

	But how long would it be before they called some in?

	Her Russian was excellent. Her Arabic passable. Listening to her pursuers below, she quickly realized they were not speaking Arabic. One of the men was swearing in Turkish, or what she thought might be Turkish. She was familiar but not conversant with the language.

	The pieces clicked together in her mind.

	Back at the hotel, al Nouri, the security chief, had a Turkish lieutenant. His second-in-charge. She dared not risk peeking out over the edge of the container to check out “the Turk” as Viv had quickly taken to calling him. But, as he was the only Turk they had encountered all day, a coincidence seemed unlikely.

	One of the Russians spoke slowly and loudly, the way people did to foreigners.

	“She must be here somewhere,” he said. “She was very close. She will not be far away.”

	The Turk spoke in English. As slowly as the Russian, but not nearly as loud.

	“The port is huge and al Nouri still has allies everywhere. If she can find one, she will get away.”

	He sounded as if he accepted the inevitability of her escape.

	The Russian did not. He replied with one word.

	“Unacceptable.”

	They both spoke in their own language then, issuing instructions to subordinates, she was sure. From the Russian, she heard an order to spread out, and two distinct replies.

	“Da.”

	“Da.”

	The Turk spoke in his own tongue, but from the tone she assumed he was merely repeating the orders of his Russian master. When their footsteps and voices had faded, she allowed herself to relax, just slightly. Three frustrating years of officer training and deployment with the US Marine Corps had provided Charlotte with a thorough grounding in mission planning. It was one of the reasons Viv had taken her on. She knew how close she was to the ship, and had already mapped out a number of alternate paths to get there.

	She could not just walk up a gangway, and climbing a hawser was out of the question. She had no equipment to effect entry from the waterline. She needed a way onto the ship that wouldn’t be seen and couldn’t be traced. Once aboard she did not intend to stow away, so finding a long-term hiding spot was not an issue. Short term, however, she would need concealment. The lifeboats weren’t an option. There would be no way to replace the canvas covers securely and the first sweep which found a cover out of place would find her. The forward anchor locker was a bust, unless she wanted to die screaming when they hauled in the big chain. The Bulgakov was an older freighter, with a continuous shelter deck aft. There was a very good chance deck winch spares were stored under tarpaulins back there. They would not be monitored and could make for a decent lay-up point. Getting there, however, was still a live issue. As best she could tell there was only one way onto that ship that wasn’t being closely guarded.

	The cargo lifts.

	Charlotte called up a mental map of the port and her approximate location within it. It would have been nice to plug into full spectrum drone coverage via a pair of AT combat goggles, but Viv had been controlling their drones, and he was almost certainly down. She had taken her goggles off when the link died. The port was lit well enough that she did not need the night vision function. So she was left with her own eyes and her memory of the tactical area.

	Moving towards the cargo cranes by walking atop the shipping containers would get her most of the way there, and if she crouched low and stuck to the center of the containers she probably would not be seen from ground level. But she would be silhouetted against the lights of the port for anybody on her elevation. The crane operators, for instance, or any crew on the upper decks of the Bulgakov. Still, she was safer hidden from the ground teams up here than she would be trying to ghost her way through the maze at ground level.

	Staying low on her belly, she began to inch forward, a creeping advance on her elbows and knees made all that much slower by the need for silence. The steel corrugations of the containers bit into her limbs, and after a while her stomach muscles ached from the pressure on her core. She made progress, though. Three times, then four, she was forced to stop while searchers passed by below. At one point she was certain a crane operator was looking directly at her, and she tensed waiting for the shouts and even the gunshots to start. But after a moment she saw the distant glow of a cigarette in his darkened cabin, and the old crane rumbled around to pick up another pallet of old-fashioned wooden tea chests. He had not seen her.

	Probably just stopped to jerk off, she thought to herself. She needed the reassurance.

	While Charlotte made inching progress towards the edge of the container farm, she could sense the search moving away from her as the Russians widened the cordon. They were only being sensible. They needed to lay hands on her and every minute that passed without her being found was another minute she could get further away. She did not lower her guard or take greater chances speeding her advance, though. The same caution that demanded they seek her further afield would also demand they redouble their security around the contested asset. Professor Bremmer.

	She took more than an hour to cover a distance she could have walked in less than two minutes under happier circumstances. Nevertheless, she had done it. She now lay atop a stack of shipping containers three tall, directly behind the crane she had been watching. Teams of loaders shouldered lighter cargo up and down gangplanks, while cranes lifted nets high above the open holds. It was like something out of an old black-and-white movie, she thought, before catching herself. The “old” movies she was thinking of were not old, not for her, not for this time. Charlotte François might present as an exemplar of ass-kickin’ uptime grrl-power, but she was far too young to have arrived with Admiral Kolhammer’s fleet. She might have been taken in by them‌—‌specifically by her adopted mother, Dr Margie François‌—‌she might have been thoroughly assimilated to their culture and worldview, but she was not one of them. She had not come from a future that would now never happen.

	She would have been old, possibly even dead by the time the Transition delivered the ships of the Multinational Force into the middle of the Pacific War. But none of that lay ahead of her now. Too much had changed. And more was about to change if she had her way. She holstered her weapon and memorized the sight of the cargo loading area around the crane.

	She could see two armed men, Europeans, and so probably Russian, or at least Eastern Bloc. They stood smoking and talking, watching the loading process with apparent detachment. She assumed their main task was to secure the gangway which led up from that part of the dock to the weather deck amidships. While she observed them, they stopped and checked three crewmen who disembarked to help load an unbalanced pallet. The seamen cursed at half-a-dozen local dock workers who had been fussing around with the thick netting that had become entangled with some piece of machinery on the pallet, tipping the load off balance.

	An argument broke out, and escalated to a point where the security men felt obliged to wander over and offer their two kopeks’ worth. For a moment it looked as though the muscular back and forth might even escalate to a fist fight, and Charlotte prepared to take her chance. But the guards were not just thugs, and rather than escalating the situation, it appeared they were talking everyone down from the edge. It was still a distraction, and she decided to take advantage of it. Swinging down off the top of the container, out of the line of sight from the loading area, Charlotte descended as rapidly as stealth allowed.

	She had already chosen the load she would use‌—‌a wooden pallet stacked chest-high with hessian sacks full of coffee beans. There was a small depression in the center of the pile, small enough for her to lie in if she curled her knees up to her chest. As the sounds of the argument began to ebb, she moved quickly, using whatever cover she could take. The pallet was netted, which caused her a moment’s delay as she wormed her way through. With her fighting knife she opened up three of the sacks, carefully spilling at least half of their contents, allowing her to burrow in under the bags. It afforded her some cover from the view of the crane operator. She kept her pistol and knife in her hands, and waited.

	An hour later she heard the voice of a dock worker as he scrambled up the netting to secure the cargo hook. She consciously relaxed herself against the surge of anxiety that wanted to stiffen her muscles and slow her down. She had the pistol ready to fire if needed, but the little Arab man knew his job. He secured the hook and moved onto his next task without fuss.

	She felt a jolt as the pallet lifted off the ground and the crane carried her toward the main hold of the Mikhail Bulgakov.




	
CHAPTER TWO



	“Sorry,” Harry said. “Not much of a date night.”

	Julia Duffy tested her restraints, plastic flexicuffs which held her fast to the leg of a cot which was itself bolted to the deck-plating of the ship. She was sitting on the deck, the cuffs fastened behind her.

	“A little bondage. A little rough-housing,” she said, trying for flippancy, but failing. “Any other time…”

	She shrugged, trailing off.

	Harry was fastened in the same manner as her at the other end of the cot. He was rubbing the flexicuffs up and down against the steel leg, hoping to wear through them with the friction. Julia had already tried that and got nothing for her effort beyond painful cuts on her wrists.

	Harry was deeply distressed. She knew without having to ask. Viv was a friend, a mate as the Brits said, and they’d watched the Russian‌—‌Skarov‌—‌murder him. The others were dead too‌—‌headshots to make sure. She didn’t know why she and Harry had been spared but it might simply have been because they hadn’t been carrying weapons in hand like the others.

	The others.

	Poor old al Nouri, of whom she’d become quite fond in the few hours she’d known him. A villain, of that there could be no doubt. But one allied with their interests. And he had saved her back at the Hilton when those goons had tried to put a bag on her. Harry’s other mate, the strangely youthful-looking Angus Fontaine, wasn’t looking so Peter Pan like anymore, not with two rounds in his head. And the others, she didn’t really know their names, but Harry did and he’d had to watch their execution. Mixed in with the shock and violation would be a healthy dollop of survivor guilt.

	Julia Duffy knew all about that.

	“So, any idea why we’re still alive?” she asked Harry, more to distract him from brooding than anything.

	Harry kept working at the plastic ties, his shoulders bulging with the effort.

	“Dunno,” he admitted. “Prisoner swap? That’d be a happy ending. More likely interrogation, though. That Skarov munter, he gave us all sorts of trouble in Rome. He’s the Russians’ chief fixer, they reckon. I was hoping to put a bag on him.”

	He half-grimaced, half-smiled at that.

	“They reckon?” Duffy said, shifting on the deck-plating to try and work some blood flow back into her legs. One foot had fallen asleep.

	Harry seemed to debate the question with himself.

	He sighed.

	“Six,” he said. Then, “MI6. British Secret Service.”

	“I know who they are, Harry,” Julia said, with more impatience than she had intended. “I know you work for them now. Or I assumed as much.”

	He looked pained, but not with her. The prince from another world frowned as he looked about their surroundings. They were being held in a small cabin with a solid hatch. There were no personal belongings on the small set of shelves fixed to the bulkhead over the cot. No porthole offered any view of the outside world. A small wooden stool sat in front of another, slightly larger shelf, hanging from hinges on the bulkhead across the cabin. A fold-out table, for meals or work, she presumed. Harry stared for a second or two at a grill over an air vent directly above them and frowned.

	“Oh, they’re undoubtedly listening,” Julia confirmed. “But I think they already knew you were up to no good, Harry.”

	He stopped rubbing at the flexicuffs and seemed to deflate.

	“Yeah, you’re right. Still, best we don’t give them anything to work with, eh?”

	“How about giving me something then? I’d like to think we have some chance of getting out of here. And we must, right? Otherwise they’d have capped us like the others back on the dock.”

	She regretted how harsh that sounded. Harry’s face crumpled until he regained control of his feelings. He began working at the restraints again.

	“You’re right,” he agreed. “They’ll have their reasons, but keeping us alive shortens the odds they’ll let us live through this. London will already know things have gone sideways. They could access the drone cover from Viv’s feed. They’ll know we’re on this ship. You can’t just top a bloke, not a prince of the realm anyway… and not his girlfriend,” he added with a weary smile, a genuine one this time. “You can’t do that and expect to get away with it. That sort of thing is a two-way street. If they deep six you and me now they’ll have to factor in London retaliating over the next few months. Everybody in the Politburo, up to and including Beria, would be under a death warrant. It would simply be a matter of waiting to see who bought it and at what point Six would consider the ledger was back in balance.”

	It seemed to Julia that Harry was speaking more for the benefit of anyone listening than for her. But she couldn’t help taking some reassurance from his words. She contented herself with that for now. There was no point pressing him for any details of whatever it was he’d been up to in Cairo. The Smedlovs would be after that information themselves. She tried to glean what she could from the sounds of the ship, but that wasn’t much. The deck lay still beneath her. No sense of the engines turning over. Occasionally she felt the hint of a shudder run through the plating, always after a muffled noise, a deep clanging or a thud, probably signaling a heavy load being dropped into the cargo holds. She did not hear voices, not even whispers outside their door.

	Harry shifted his position, apparently suffering the same discomfort from loss of blood flow as her.

	“When we get back—”

	“When?” she interrupted, raising an eyebrow.

	“Yes. When,” he nodded, making an effort to keep his tone light. “When we get back I would like us to look for an apartment together.”

	She could not keep the surprise off her face or out of her voice.

	“And after we’ve looked for this apartment, and presumably found it, you’d like to live in it together?”

	“Yes, yes I would. I’d hope you would too.”

	A couple of days ago she’d have been all over that like a cheap suit. They had been seeing each other for nearly two years now, first hooking up in the Australian sector of Allied Tokyo where Harry had been fulfilling some obligation to the Commonwealth as a glorified greeter at a regional gabfest. She’d been there for work too, which is to say on a tax-deductible junket: the beaches of Thailand via a 2000-word feature article for the New York Times on the reconstruction of free Japan. Their relationship had gone from Jägerbombs and jungle sex to something approaching an actual relationship over the following weeks. As a reporter she had coped a lot better with media coverage of their connection than any of Harry’s previous girlfriends. She had also hoped it would pass, or at least diminish, as people came to accept he was no longer part of the line of succession. She had come to love him. But now… Now she wasn’t sure what she wanted other than to get off this boat and away from Cairo and the people who wanted to kill her‌—‌which seemed to be pretty much everyone she met.

	She hesitated before answering, just a moment too long.

	“I’m sorry,” Harry offered, assuming from her silence that a rupture had opened between them and that she had no interest in a future with him, assuming they even had a future.

	“I shouldn’t have brought you here,” he said, redoubling his efforts to shear through the flexicuffs with friction alone.

	“No, I’m sorry, Harry,” she hurried to reply. “I didn’t mean to leave you hanging like that. It’s just…” She gestured at their surroundings, a difficult thing to do when tied to the leg of a steel cot as she was. The rhythm of Harry’s relentless scraping away at his restraints slowed a little. Julia adjusted her position again. The cuffs bit painfully into the wounds at her wrist. The bruising and the injuries she had taken in the fight back at the Hilton throbbed woefully.

	“It’s just, you know, do you really think we’ll be house-hunting this weekend?”

	“I do.”

	“But Viv and the others?”

	Harry’s face set in hard lines she rarely saw, and never directed at her.

	“Viv was a soldier,” he said. He spoke clearly and slowly, and again she was left with the impression that he was not speaking to her but for the benefit of anybody who might be listening. “Soldiers die. Their lives are spent like old coins. You know that. We’re not coins, we’re bargaining chips. So yes, maybe we won’t be checking the property listings in Kensington this weekend, but we will get there.”

	There was much he didn’t say. He didn’t mention the German rocket scientist, of course. He didn’t say anything about that young woman St. Clair had ordered to find Bremmer and, presumably, to kill him if extracting the man proved impossible. She had disappeared into the darkness at least a minute before Skarov had sprung his trap. Maybe she was dead too. In fact, she almost certainly was. She might even have sprung the ambush. But if she was still on the loose she could be in contact with London now, leading an extraction team of gunned-up SBS or SAS killers right to them.

	But mostly what Harry didn’t say was that there was no point in hopelessness, no sense in giving up. If they were fated to die in this squalid little room, they would die. There was nothing they could do about that. But if they were not, there had to be a path they could walk, things they could do, to deliver them from their current circumstances. Why not choose to walk that path? Making the choice, any choice, would be the first step.

	Julia steeled her will against the pain, adjusted her hands to expose a short strip of the nylon cuffs to the dull steel edge of the cot leg holding her in place, and she began to rub. Together they worked away at their restraints, choosing to fight back rather than to succumb to the hopelessness of their plight.











	
CHAPTER THREE



	Slim Jim Davidson wanted a blow job. He’d happily take it, right here, under the table of this fancy French restaurant. And on any given day Slim Jim Davidson would have no trouble getting that blow job. He was a rich man, possibly the richest man in the world. It was hard to be certain because, as the old joke went, so much of his money was tied up in wealth; the sort of wealth that hid itself away where the taxman could not fuck with it. The sort of wealth that meant when guys like Slim Jim wanted a blow job, then blow jobs droppeth like the motherfuckin’ gentle rain from heaven, if you wanted to get all Shakespearean about it.

	These days, Slim Jim knew heaps about that Shakespeare guy. There was a time The Three Stooges had been his idea of top-shelf theatrical entertainment. (And just quietly, they still were). But when you were the richest man in the world, you had to aspire to something more than Larry, Moe and Curly. Especially if you were eager to score the occasional blow job from your top-shelf lady actress types. You had to take them to restaurants like this, with its own violin band, and a dozen fags for waiters, all of them in their dickey little penguin suits, and you pretended to like the theater and the opera and shit.

	Hell, Slim Jim had funded a whole theater company somewhere in England simply to score a hummer from an actress named Felicity Gooding. One of his film studios‌—‌he owned three‌—‌had turned Felicity into the next Diana Dors before Diana Dors had done the same thing for herself.

	He had been after a hummer from Ms Dors too, but she’d taken herself off to the London Academy of Music and Dramatic Arts instead of hanging around to give Slim Jim his sugar. And when it turned out he couldn’t buy the academy to continue his pursuit of Diana Dors and her undoubtedly first-class knob-gobbling skills, he’d cut his losses and moved on. In Slim Jim’s opinion, Slim Jim was a great investor, which was not a thousand miles away from being a half-decent card player. He knew when to hold ‘em and when to fold ‘em. He knew when to walk away and right now he was pondering whether it might even be time to run. Time to just get up out of his chair and book it through the door of this snooty Paris diner, out on to the rain-slick pavement and into his stretch limo for a fast getaway.

	The evening was pleasant enough. The Frenchies did know how to put on a feed, and they didn’t even turn their noses up at him when he insisted on beer instead of wine. Probably knew he could buy the restaurant and sack them all if he wanted. He’d done it before. Was famous for it, in fact. His companion, this Karen Halabi broad, wasn’t too shabby neither, if you had a taste for the dark meat, and Slim Jim did not discriminate. He was famous for that too. He’d read the uptimers like a porno mag, soon as they’d arrived. You didn’t get anywhere with these assholes by letting your true feelings about women and minorities show through. He had to hide a smirk then by scarfing down a bread roll, slathered in truffle butter.

	He’d actually thought the words “women and minorities”.

	Not what you’d a called them once upon a time, Jimbo.

	Because your uptimers, they were wrapped about as tight as could be on such things. So tight their eyes would pop right the fuck outta their skulls if a guy forgot himself and dropped a lousy little n-bomb in the course of conversation one day. So best a guy did not. Not if he wanted to do business with them.

	And Davidson Enterprises had done a shit ton of business with the 21st century, but there was always room for some more. If Slim Jim had a coat of arms, that’s what it would read.

	There’s always room for some more.

	He pushed back a little from the table. It was kinda cramped, in spite of how much they were paying for this feed. So it seemed there was something the French could learn from his hamburger chain, Hungry Jim’s, which boasted big tables that folks could spread all the way out on, so long as they kept buying burgers and fries.

	He was coming to terms with the fact that this Halabi chick wasn’t going to gobble his knob just to get the satellite launch deal she wanted. It was possible, however, that she’d bully him into giving her the deal anyway, because that was how this bitch rolled. She’d been some sorta Royal Navy commander back up when. Drove that weird-ass British trimaran that came through the wormhole in the Transition.

	“Mister Davidson,” she said, talking to him as though he was the dumbest kid in class‌—‌a tone of voice Slim Jim had been awfully familiar with earlier in life. “You know it makes sense, both short and long term. You just don’t want to admit it. You took the early mover advantage in launch platforms, and you did very well out of that, but you’re not the only player anymore. The European Space Agency, NASA, your American competitors, they all have their own launch programs running now. Even the Russians are on the open market and they’re offering great terms.”

	Slim Jim snorted around a mouthful of rump steak. He chewed and swallowed most of it before replying. Wasn’t hard. These Frenchies knew how to cook a good steak. He’d give them that.

	“Of course the Russians are cheap,” he said. Putting down the heavy silver knife and fork, he removed an errant strand of beef lodged between his teeth and went on. “Because they’d be cracking your satellite open like a fucking Easter egg as soon as you took your eyes off them. We both know you’re never going with the Russians because you can’t trust them. And the Europeans and NASA are too expensive. Fuck, the Euroweenies are a joke too. An expensive fucking joke. All the other start-ups, they’re small fry. It’s my rockets or Howard Hughes’. We’re the only guys with the capacity you need. And my rockets don’t blow up on the launch pad. That’s why they cost a little more, baby.”

	He grinned, satisfied. Slim Jim loved it when he was right, and he was right about this. Davidson Aerospace remained unchallenged on the high frontier, no matter what Halabi said.

	She smiled and leaned forward over her plate. He had to admit she was a classy piece of work. Wasn’t even showing any tit. She’d taken only a sip of her wine, an expensive sip at seven hundred bucks a bottle, and she hadn’t really touched her meal, some unpronounceable French thing he guessed was a fish stew. There was some big ass shrimp floating in the broth. His own steak and fries was almost gone. He went back to mopping up the tasty sauce when he’d finished cleaning his teeth and saying his piece.

	“Mister Davidson,” she said, still refusing to call him Slim Jim, like everyone did. “You’re not just a little bit more expensive. You are asking more than twice what Hughes wants. It’s not sustainable. Boeing wants to work with you. We can sign a contract tomorrow that guarantees you will remain the market leader for another twenty years, even if you do nothing else but put our satellites into orbit. And I shouldn’t have to explain that you’d be setting yourself up to do a lot more than that. The work you’d do for us would put you well on the way to locking up the asteroid-mining business you keep talking about. Nobody else is talking about that. Nobody else is planning for it. Only you. Because you are the man who seized the future when we came through. Let us help you seize it again.”

	Slim Jim knew what she was doing, stroking him up and down like this, getting him hard by telling him what a big boy he was, but it didn’t matter. It was still working. He was full of hot red meat and cold German beer and he was falling for it because all he wanted was a head job for dessert. A sweet treat he was never gonna get. Slim Jim Davidson, the man who had stolen the future, not seized it, was probably going to give this uppity bitch everything she wanted, and all because he didn’t take his lawyer’s advice and get laid before dinner.

	How did he get himself into these things?

	The way he always did, of course. Chasing money and pussy. His two favorite things in the world. The chase had led him to Paris this week, for a commercial aerospace conference. It could be Sao Paolo or Rome or Melbourne the next. He never really knew. He had people for that shit. For the set-up. But he still liked to close the big deals himself, and this contract with Boeing would be a big deal. Halabi wasn’t squeezing his dick about that. Slim Jim hadn’t just stolen the future. He’d studied it. He knew that the man who controlled the high ground controlled everything, and there was no ground higher than space.

	He frowned.

	The ground in space? That didn’t sound right.

	But the fucking point was still the point, right? You didn’t get to be the richest motherfucker in the world by sitting on your ass, and you sure as hell didn’t get to stay the richest motherfucker that way. Of the thousands of men and women caught up in the first moments of the Transition, when the ships of the Multinational Force had materialized on top of, and even inside of, Ray Spruance’s Midway fleet, only Able Seaman James Davidson had seized that fucking moment. He’d grabbed up a bunch of flexipads and smart phones and, instead of trying to sell them on the black market like a chump, he’d hidden them away. Studied them, taken their secrets and moved before anyone else, turning his knowledge of the future and just a little head start into a hurricane of money. He’d started small, betting on sports to begin with, but he’d gone big, fast. He’d made enough scratch to buy‌—‌okay then, to bribe‌—‌his way out of the navy within months. He’d invested in industries that didn’t even exist yet. Some of them he willed into being. You could say that about him without lying, or even bending the truth. He was a pioneer. In media. In technology. And now in space.

	He was going to be the Elon Musk of the 1960s, the way he’d been the Rupert Murdoch, the Steve Jobs and the Ronald fucking McDonald of the 1940s and 50s. He wasn’t going to colonize Mars, of course. There was nothing there worth having. But he was going to own space before anyone else. It was the smart play. The fact that Halabi was sitting across the table trying to bury him in Boeing bucks was proof of that.

	He knew then he was going to give her the launches she needed. Not because he was drunk or horny but because it was the smart play. She was right that his rocket guys would learn lots of useful shit boosting those satellites for Boeing. Straight up, he could see her paying for his reusable rocket program the same way the Japs and Koreans had paid for his silicon fabs.

	“Look, I’m not gonna make a decision tonight,” he lied. “And if I did, because I drank too much beer, my lawyers would strangle it before my hangover cleared tomorrow.”

	He raised his glass and tipped it slightly towards her.

	“I don’t expect you to make a decision tonight,” she said, taking another dainty sip of her stupidly expensive wine. No way could it be six or seven hundred bucks tastier than his beer. “I’m just asking you to give our offer the consideration it deserves. We can underwrite your moonshots for a decade.”

	That caught him by surprise. He frowned. “I’m not shooting for the moon. There’s nothing there.”

	“Sorry,” she smiled. “Poor choice of words. What I meant was this contract would give your aerospace division the certainty it needs to take risks elsewhere. And you want to take those risks. That’s who you are, Jim.”

	Oh man, she was good, he thought.

	“Okay,” he said, putting up his hands in mock surrender. “No decision tonight. But…”

	She frowned then, and looked at her watch.

	“Sorry,” she said. “I told them I wasn’t to be interrupted.”

	He could see she was reading a notification.

	“Your husband finally found us,” he joked.

	She did not smile.

	“No. The vice president.”

	She looked up, shaking her head.

	“I’m really sorry. I’m going to have to go.”

	Slim Jim didn’t need to be a shrink to see the conflict playing out on her face.

	He shrugged.

	“I finished my steak anyway. It was good.”

	His attention was drawn to the entrance where two anonymous suits had entered. They wore sunglasses, despite the late hour. He could tell from the thickness of the frames that they were powered models.

	Secret Service, he thought.

	His guys, and Halabi’s for that matter, would have worn much better suits.




	
CHAPTER FOUR



	It was a hell of a thing forcing a guy to choose between the dollar and the dick. Most guys couldn’t make that choice, not sensibly, but Slim Jim was not most guys. As much as he loved to attend to the needs of his dick, he understood that he could best see to those needs when he had unlimited dollars to piss away. He did not sit for long after Halabi left. A younger, dumber Slim Jim would have hit the town. The older, wiser Slim Jim called his attorney.

	Maria O’Brien was an uptimer, a Marine Corps lawyer who came through the Transition near the end of her term. She hadn’t rejoined like a lot of those guys. She’d come to work for him, and she had done a good job. Slim Jim didn’t owe everything to her. His own good luck and rat cunning in seizing the moment of the uptimers’ arrival had set him on his path to fortune. But Maria had ensured he never fell from that path. Tens of thousands of people worked directly for Slim Jim Davidson these days, but Maria remained his favorite and most valued employee.

	He hadn’t even tried to hit on her in years, that was how good she was.

	He knew she’d be working back at the hotel. That’s what she did when they traveled. She worked. Hell, that’s pretty much all she did, all of the time. She was his general, his champion, his designated hitter.

	She answered his call before the second ring.

	“Jimbo? Everything all right?”

	She sounded suspicious.

	“Yeah, yeah, we’re good buddy. No sexual harassment suits this time.”

	“Excellent, so what’s up?”

	Slim Jim accepted a bourbon from the waiter with a thumbs-up. The restaurant was roaring with customers now, the air thick with smoke. At least that was one thing they got right here. Back home it was getting so a man couldn’t enjoy a cigarette anywhere. Slim Jim didn’t doubt it was bad for you. He’d even cut his own habit back to one coffin nail at each meal. But he’d be damned if he was going to give them up entirely. You were a fucking long time dead.

	“Halabi just blew me off, and not in a good way,” he said. “She got a better offer and just lit out of here.”

	“Seriously? That’s weird,” said O’Brien. “She really wants those launch windows. You sure you didn’t grab just a little bit of her ass?”

	“Not even. She got a call from your old boss. Kolhammer. It was like he tipped a bucket of cold water over her head. She was gone within, like, a minute.”

	“Huh,” said his lawyer, not hiding her surprise.

	Slim Jim nailed his bourbon in one hit. It was some small batch label that he didn’t recognize, but it was pretty smooth. He coulda easily chased it with another.

	“Is this some kind of uptime thing, Maria? I know you guys do this all the time. Going behind our backs and shit.”

	Her voice came back with no hint of duplicity.

	“Jimbo, if it was some secret time traveler thing, would I tell you?”

	“I guess not,” he conceded. “But I never know when you’re joking about these things.”

	“That’s the idea,” she said.

	It was a game they played, pretending there was some secret time traveler conspiracy he knew nothing about. In truth, he knew he owned her. He had no secrets from O’Brien, and she had none from him.

	“But it is weird,” she continued. “Her people went all out to set up that meet with you. She wouldn’t just bail without good reason. You were a gentleman, weren’t you?”

	“Tucked in my bib before dinner and everything.”

	He folded himself around the tiny handset, covering his mouth with his hand.

	“Do you think you can find out what’s going on?” he asked. “There has to be something. Some development, some change, and if there is we should get ahead of it. That’s where the easy money is. That’s where it always is.”

	Her voice came back, a little distorted by the heavy encryption protecting their conversation.

	“I agree. Can you give me an hour or so to work this? There’re a lot of people in town we can reach out to. Most of the military appropriations committee is over here for your aerospace conference. I can interrupt their dinner plans given how much money we put into their campaigns. Just leave it to me.”

	Slim Jim nodded, satisfied.

	“I always do, baby,” he said.

	He signaled to the waiter to bring his check, but the man shook his head to indicate it was already taken care of. Halabi.

	“Okay.” Davidson continued, “I might head out and—”

	“And you might get yourself back here to the hotel,” said O’Brien, cutting him off. “If something is happening, I don’t need to spend half the night looking for you in the better brothels of Paris.”

	“Hey,” he protested. “I was just thinking about going out and getting a drink.”

	“You have a minibar here. And you can afford to use it. In fact, you have a real bar here. You own it. Remember?”

	“What about the casino, downstairs?” he said, part of him wondering why he had to ask permission to do anything. “Can I get a drink and a few hands in down there? You won’t need to send search parties. Just come and get me from the blackjack table.”

	“All right then,” said O’Brien. “But don’t drink too much and don’t get in any fights.”

	He was almost genuinely offended. He had never been a fighter.

	“I got bodyguards to do that,” he said.

	“And they have orders from me to keep things quiet. So I mean it, no starting any fights for them to finish. Have a drink, two at most, and lose some money. I’ll come get you when I have something.”

	He signed off, grinning a little. She knew him well. He left a couple of fifties on the table for the wait staff, and a hundred on the bar for the cutie who’d been pouring his drinks. You never knew. It could be an investment which might pay off with a blow job if he came back. The bar girl was a hottie, and he was pretty sure she’d been checking him out.

	She even looked a little bit like a younger Karen Halabi. Just around the mouth.


	###


	Slim Jim’s hotel, the Dupleix, was in the 7th arrondissement, a twenty-minute drive from his dinner meeting with Halabi. It was well situated to profit from the high-end business and diplomatic travelers who clustered in the 7th. It wasn’t one of his signature venues. Some trust, which owned some shell company, which lived in a post office box in Ireland and pissed money into his back pocket via some two-dollar limited liability company in the Cayman Islands or something, had purchased the Hotel Dupleix shortly after the war. It wasn’t much more than a facade and a bomb crater then, but it’d been rebuilt in its original style, with all of the augmented technology for which Slim Jim’s insanely expensive six-star boutique resorts were famous. Unlike them, it also boasted a casino, which is why he stayed here when he was in Paris.


	He rode alone, and in silence, in the back of his armored luxury sedan. His driver and principal bodyguard sat up front, invisible behind darkened glass. Back home he would have had his entourage. His rat pack. They weren’t the real rat pack of course. Those guys were now in their prime, but they’d had a head start on fame thanks to one of Slim Jim’s talent management agencies which had snapped most of them up when they were starting out. Sinatra, he’d rescued from the Tommy Dorsey Band. So yeah, he had actually tied a few on with Frank and Dean and their crew, but like most people, he felt better in the company of his own. His rat pack was made up of guys he’d served with in the navy and met in the joint. They were a good crew, but not the sort you took along on a gig like this. Unlike Slim Jim, they hadn’t learned to play well with super-rich knobs and political types.

	It was raining and the streets were mostly empty even though it was not yet late. People had retreated indoors, to bars and restaurants. Paris rolled past his windows, an electric smear of light and rain. An SUV with a reaction team followed his limousine. Another car, an anonymous Citroen, with a second reaction team, led them towards the hotel. Any hostile observers would have had trouble tying the lead vehicle to the other two. The Citroen was just part of the traffic, not his little convoy.

	He thought about playing some music, but couldn’t be bothered searching his phone for a tune. There was a larger flexipad, real antique uptime kit too, in the driver-side seat pocket and he could have played a game or watched some porn on that, but instead he pondered his meeting with Halabi and what might come of it. He’d already decided he’d tell Maria he wanted to give Boeing the launches they were after. It wasn’t for the profit, although the pay-off would be huge. It was something closer to what Karen Halabi had said, even though she had only brushed up against the truth of it.

	All of those Boeing bucks would free up his aerospace division to take a few “moonshots”, as she had called them. But he wasn’t taking those shots because he was yearning for the high frontier. He was not an adventurer, nor a hero.

	He was bored.

	It turned out being the world’s richest guy was a bit dull. Awesome, but dull. He had been a grifter, and not a great one, he could admit that. After all, it had landed him in the joint that time, didn’t it? But he had mostly been good enough to get by on his wits and other people’s stupidity. And when he’d built his business, at least in the early days, it felt a lot like grifting. It had been fun, it had been a little dangerous, and it paid off, delivering him unimaginable and frankly insane wealth.

	But now?

	Now he had people like Maria O’Brien, thousands of them, and they were all grifting for him. He didn’t need to do anything anymore but lie back and wait for the next blow job which, all things being equal, would be along any moment now. But when you didn’t have to grift for anything? When it just fell in your lap and starting sucking your knob…

	Ah, fuck it, he thought as his limo pulled up at the hotel. He was just being a crybaby.

	Would you trade this life for that Charleston chain gang? The hell you would.

	A guy in a top hat opened the door for him, and Slim Jim climbed out. Bodyguards discreetly fell in place behind him as he slipped the top hat a twenty and pimp-rolled into his own hotel. In spite of, or perhaps because of the bad weather, The Dupleix was jumping. A jazz band played covers of 1990s grunge rock in the foyer. Dozens of people, Parisians and visitors, mingled and chatted over drinks and canapés. A couple of hours earlier, the drinks would have been free, the wine and champagne at least, showcasing the best vintages from Slim Jim’s Californian and Chilean wineries. Although using the word “vintage” was playing a bit fast and fucking loose with the truth. Most of those Californian wineries were less than five years old, the wine aged by uptime science, not the slow beat of years. Still, a free drink is a free drink, and it brought people in.

	A few recognized him and raised their glasses. For the most part, he had no idea who they were, but he grinned and smiled as he moved through to the gaming room, sometimes winking at them, sometimes making a toy gun of his thumb and forefinger.

	Kapow. Gotcha.

	He was Slim Jim. King of the world, and if he was bored, there was something wrong with the world, not him. His mood picked up as he strutted into the main gaming room. He scanned the floor, looking for a mark.

	The casino was small, in the European style. Nothing like the monsters he was building in Vegas, squeezing out the Mob before they got started. (A large part of why he had so many bodyguards.) The clientele was discernibly old school Continental too. Viscount This and Baron du That. The Dupleix comped them their stay because they added a bit of class to the joint. But he wasn’t scanning for class. He was looking for loud, brash American money.

	He found it sitting under a ten-gallon hat at the big craps table. The man was a blowhard. Bloated with crude oil and bullshit. You could hear him roaring over the crowd with every throw.

	“Reckon I might roll me some bones,” Slim Jim told his bodyguard. The man nodded without comment and fell in behind Davidson as they threaded their way through the room. The closer they got to the craps table, the wider was Slim Jim’s grin. The ass-hat oilman had two hotties attending him, one on each arm. He was drunk and laughing like a retard with each throw, losing money hand over fist, and boasting about it because he could.

	“I could shit gold all over this table until there weren’t no more gold to shit in the whole world,” he roared, which made not a lick of literal sense to Slim Jim. But he knew what the guy was about. He was just flopping his dick out on the table so everybody could gasp at how fucking big it was.

	“Whoa, friend,” said Slim Jim, glad handing good humor as he rolled up to the table. “I don’t need to take all your money. I got trouble enough hiding what I already got from the taxman.”

	“Mister Davidson,” the ass-hat beamed as he recognized Slim Jim. One of the hotties slid off his arm. “A pleasure to meet you, sir! A real pleasure. I’ve just been enjoying the hospitalities of your fine little establishment here.”

	“Well don’t enjoy it too much.” Davidson grinned. “I’d hate for you to go home broke.”

	The big grinning mask slipped a little on the other man’s face. An appreciable tension, immaterial but unmissable, tightened around the knot of people at the table.

	“Oh hell, no chance of that.”

	“Still,” said Slim Jim soberly, “best be careful, right?”

	Tighter.

	“What are you saying, sir? That I can’t cover my losses? I could buy and sell this two-dollar whorehouse with my walking-around money.”

	One of the man’s women was clutching his arm, digging her fingers into his bicep. The other one had put a little distance between herself and her master. Slim Jim wondered at the odds of taking her for himself before the night was done.

	“I’m sure you could,” he said. “But I got plenty of whorehouses. And I just want everyone to have a good time here. So take it easy. Let me get you a free drink. And you know… just… gamble responsibly.”

	He had to shoo away his bodyguard, who had taken a professional interest in the escalating confrontation.

	The Texan flushed bright red.

	“I’ll gamble any way I see fit, you little peckerhead. I’m worth a billion dollars. Did you know that? An actual billion US dollars.”

	The silence that had fallen over the craps table had spread like a virus across the entire gaming floor.

	Slim Jim rolled the dice.

	“A billion dollars? Really? That’s a lot of money.”

	He made a show of thinking it over, but not for too long.

	“I’ll toss you for it,” he said. “Double or nothing.”




	
CHAPTER FIVE



	Charlotte had a bad moment in the hold of the Russian ship when the cargo hook tangled in the thick netting and would not release. Two stevedores scrambled up the mounded sacks of coffee beans. One of the men, barefoot and swearing in Arabic, came to stand less than a few inches from her head. She could smell his unwashed feet, even through the scent of the beans. Her throat spasmed, but she clamped her mouth shut, willing her breath in and out despite the reek. She relaxed her grip on the knife and pistol. If she was forced to strike she would move with unhurried calm, coming to her feet, using the knife on the man closest to her, and putting a bullet into his workmate.

	But violence was not needed.

	The cargo monkey disengaged the hook, shouted a few choice curses at the crane operator high above them, and clambered his way down the sides of the netted coffee bags.

	Charlotte exhaled a ragged breath.

	At least there was no chance of another cargo load dropping on top of her. The sacks of Kenyan coffee beans were not stable enough to form a base. The stevedores muscled and maneuvered another seven loads into the hold before they were done. Lying in her hiding spot, she plotted out her next moves, consciously avoiding any thought of what had happened back onshore. There was no sense wasting her time in mourning her team or obsessing over the ambush. That would come later, if she survived. The time for revenge would come too, if she was given the opportunity. But for now, she had to complete the mission. They had a contract with Six. She would fulfil the contract and seek a new one. A sanctioned kill order.

	The first check box? Getting out of the ship’s hold and locating Bremmer. She no longer had drone cover, so the tracker they’d planted under the professor’s skin was useless. Even if she did have cover, the ship’s steel hull would mask the signal like a giant Faraday cage. He could be on the other side of the nearest bulkhead and she would have no way of knowing.

	No, Charlotte would be doing this old school. A hard target search in a hostile area of operations.

	She climbed out of her hiding spot, using the thick rope netting to scale down to the deck. Her boots scraped and crunched on the steel plating, crushing a few stray coffee beans underfoot. The hold was dark and empty for now, but a crew member or more cargo handlers could happen along at any moment. She put on her goggles, powered up low light mode and took in her first real 360 of the storage bay. It looked to be about the size of three tennis courts end to end, and occupied most of the ship’s vertical space‌—‌three or four decks. That was a quick, rough guess she confirmed by picking out gantries on three levels when she had oriented herself.

	She was down on the lowest deck, probably just a few feet above the bilge. If she were able to exit the hold at this level, chances were she’d emerge into more stowage. A good option for stealth, but a poor choice given her limited time. She needed to extract or eliminate Bremmer before they left port. She moved carefully through the hold, threading a passage between a disparate collection of cargo. Sacks, tea chests and packing crates were laid out in a rough grid pattern. Most of the vertical space went unused, which initially puzzled her, until she realized that they could not stack this cargo like containers on a modern ship. The first hint of a swell in the open ocean and everything would come tumbling down.

	It was inefficient and disorganized, but then so much of the old world was.

	Charlotte heard voices and the telltale clang of heavy boots ringing on the deck-plate, forcing her to hide again. Bright shafts of torchlight flared in her night vision goggles, as she squeezed between the inner hull and a head-high stack of tea chests covered in a salt-encrusted, sun-faded tarpaulin. The boots implied permanent crew, not scurrying Arab dockhands, and the voices confirmed it when they resolved out of the background of the ship’s noise. Russian.

	She was able to pick out snatches of conversation, but learned nothing of tactical value. It was a just a couple of the Bulgakov’s crew bitching about the locals. The local port workers. The local whores. The local thieves. They said nothing of the ambush or the rocket scientist being held on their vessel. That didn’t mean they knew nothing of him though. A ship was a small enclosed world.

	She turned off her combat goggles and eased out of her hiding place, inching towards the men with her gun raised. Their conversation continued, a tired litany of complaints about the trip. The banality of the exchange almost robbed Charlotte of her resolve and then‌—‌in the darkness‌—‌she struck gold.

	“Bad enough we have to give up most of our shore leave, that we cannot even leave the port, but I hear from Anton that we will have those cocksuckers from Moscow with us all the way home.”

	“Quiet, Dimitri. The cocksuckers are always listening. Never speak of them. Never.”

	There was a pause before the first man spoke again.

	“You are right. And I suppose we will have more money when we dock in Marseille because we did not spend it in Cairo…”

	It was enough.

	Charlotte moved towards the voices, ghosting around a pallet laden with boxes full of machine parts. The men returned to complaining about the poor quality of the prostitutes they had been forced to use because they could not leave the port district. Artificial light from the docks spilled in through the open cargo hatch, but the hold was still a labyrinth of shadows. The crewmen passed in and out of the dim light as they inspected the cargo, tugging on the nets and occasionally kicking a tea chest to ensure it was securely stowed. Charlotte moved through darkness, closing the distance to her targets slowly and quietly.

	She drew up behind them as they reached the load of coffee beans on which she had boarded their vessel.

	“Fucking typical,” grumbled the man closest to her.

	“What a mess,” said his colleague. “This shit will be everywhere as soon we leave harbor.”

	They set to rearranging the spilled load and poorly secured netting, seeming happy to have something worth bitching about. Charlotte emerged from behind the nearest stack of chests. She put a round into the skull of the man furthest from her, blowing his head apart like a piece of rotten fruit. She had closed the distance to the nearest crewman before he could react, beyond gasping “Piotr!” Charlotte slammed the butt of her pistol into the side of his neck, stunning him long enough to apply a rear chokehold as she dragged him to the deck.

	“If you want to live, you will tell me what I need to know,” she said in Russian.

	She tightened the stranglehold at that point, cutting off both air and blood to his brain.

	“Do you understand? Be very careful how you answer. Very quiet.”

	She eased off, but ground the muzzle of her pistol into the man’s skull, just behind his ear, exactly where she had shot the other man. Doubtless the survivor could imagine what would happen to his own head if she squeezed her trigger just a little tighter.

	“I understand,” he grunted. As a reward, she eased off even more, but gave him another jab with the gun barrel to remind him who was in charge.

	“The cocksuckers from Moscow,” she said quietly, still using the man’s native tongue. “They have a prisoner on board. Tell me where he is and live.”

	The man stiffened and struggled a little until she drilled the gun in hard, just under his jawline.

	“They will kill me,” he protested. His voice was a snuffling mess and difficult to understand.

	“Only if they find out,” she whispered, as though reassuring a child. “You can tell them your friend gave up their secrets. You can tell them you resisted bravely even after I beat you. I am happy to beat you if that would help.”

	The man protested. Extra beatings would not be necessary.

	“The first mate’s quarters,” he gurgled as she turned her forearm, cutting a little deeper into his throat. “It is forward of the galley. On B deck.”

	“Is there a guard? More than one?”

	“There are three or four guards,” the man said. He was really giving it up now. That was the way it went. Getting them to give up the first secret was always the hardest part. After that, they usually pissed the lot away as quickly as they could.

	“Four guards? For one potbellied old German? I don’t think—”

	The man struggled against her restraint and she gave him another taste of the pistol grinding into his jugular.

	“No, no, no,” he protested, his voice getting higher and louder.

	“Not just for the German. For the British prince, too, and his American woman. NKVD has them as well.”

	He surprised her with that, enough that she let her technique slip for half a second and the man reacted by trying to force his way out of her grip. Charlotte did not think. She snapped his neck with a single violent twist, cursing as his dead weight knocked her over. The corpse’s bowels let loose with a flood of foul-smelling dead man’s shit.

	She swore and rolled him off before it could soak though her clothing. That wouldn’t help with stealth mode.

	The clock was ticking. She had two bodies to stash. Two men who would be missed.

	And now, two more captives to find.

	
	
	
	
CHAPTER SIX



	It was raining in Paris, a light drizzle that beaded the windows of Kolhammer’s hotel suite, reminding him of all the watches he had stood down through the years; from the bridge of the USS Lambright, a venerable old Vietnam-era destroyer, to the Big Hill herself, the super carrier Hillary Clinton. From steam turbines to fusion stacks. Vietnam was just a country in this world, not shorthand for a war and an entire disrupted era. So much had changed since Manning Pope’s disastrous wormhole experiment had punched a hole though the wall between his universe and this one. So much that had once been would now never come to pass.

	Richard Nixon, for one. He wasn’t even a senator here, let alone vice president. That role, colorfully described by one incumbent as not being worth a bucket of warm piss, was now Philip James Kolhammer’s to savor. And the former admiral was taking a deep draft of it tonight. He held a printout, almost forgotten as he stared into the night, the city a blur of jeweled lights under the warm rain.

	He craned his head upwards, looking to the heavens, but the stars were lost behind the low clouds and constant rainfall. It would have been a pointless gesture on a clear night anyway. He was looking for something he would never see, for an absence.

	Somewhere up there, and far away over the eastern horizon, the sky was empty where it should have been traced with the long, graceful arc of an Access Mark III spy satellite. The three-ton surveillance platform had been compiling a vast database of imagery from the far side of the Iron Curtain every day since it had been boosted into orbit by the National Reconnaissance Office four years earlier. Every day until yesterday.

	Eighteen hours ago it had dropped off the net somewhere over the Kamchatka Peninsula. Three hours later, a sister satellite over eastern Europe had followed it into darkness. Someone had put out their eyes.

	He did not believe in coincidence, not past a certain point. To lose one satellite might be regarded as misfortune. Two really could be carelessness. But to lose both of those birds and to have that British operation go sideways in Cairo yesterday, just a few hours later?

	That was hostile action.

	Kolhammer had urged the president to move the military from DEFCON 5 to DEFCON 3, at least in Europe. That would put frontline air force squadrons on a fifteen-minute standby.

	Ike had reset the Defense Readiness Condition to level 4, and only then with great reluctance. He had read the future histories, had seen the number of times Kolhammer’s world had blundered right up to the edge of the abyss. Hell, Ike had been the Supreme Commander of Allied Forces in Europe during the war. He didn’t need to read books to know how foolishness and misjudgment could lead to tragedy. So, caution was his watchword.

	US intelligence agencies‌—‌and those of close allies which heeded the alert‌—‌hardened their security and increased the hourly “take”. But no fighter pilots stood to their jets. No armored battalions woke up their dark steel behemoths. Hundreds of thousands of fighting men and women would remain comfortably abed tonight while Vice President Kolhammer chewed at his lower lip and stood by this window, absentmindedly folding and unfolding a message from Washington.

	The single sheet of paper, safe-handed from the embassy by a Marine Corps courier, was a directive from his only superior. The president instructed him to secure access to Boeing’s satellite network, in particular to the pair of experimental VHO Combat Optics birds currently over the Eurasian landmass. They were the assets best placed for exploit under the CASE TANGENT protocols: an executive order upgrading all operations against the Soviet’s space-based platforms to Priority Ultra‌—‌a classification previously unused outside of wartime.

	After Rome, they had done that at least. Anybody could see Stalin was making a play for the high ground. But what sort of play?

	Kolhammer read the paper again. The old-fashioned courier typeface made it seem like an historical artifact but he knew Ike had signed the original in Washington only half an hour earlier. He recognized the president’s plain style of speaking. He could imagine the man dictating it to his secretary in the Oval Office, probably just before retiring to dinner.


	
		“I’d prefer that Boeing just let us quietly piggyback on their birds and have a look at what we need. I’m sure you can talk your former colleague into that, Phil. But make sure she understands that we can also take what we need, if necessary.”

	


	That former colleague was Karen Halabi. She was also former Royal Navy, master and commander of the HMS Trident, former head of Combat Optics, a Zone-based start-up acquired by Boeing after the war, and currently VP of the giant multinational’s space-based platforms division.

	She was their head of Star Wars, in other words.

	Kolhammer folded the paper away in his suit pocket and let the heavy drapes fall back across the rain-dappled window. He knew Karen would understand very well what emergency powers the executive branch could bring to bear in time of national emergency. But, like her, he also knew those powers were feeble instruments compared to the fearsome apparatus of state security they had left behind in the 21st century. She might be entirely amenable to helping them out. Or, if she thought this was some sort of boondoggle, she might jam everything up in the Supreme Court. He smiled ruefully at how Vice President Nixon might have handled this. It would almost certainly have ended with Karen kicking his ass to the curb, or at least out into the hallway, where the Secret Service would step in.

	Two knocks sounded at the door of his suite.

	“Come in,” he said.

	An agent from Kolhammer’s detail poked his head inside the room.

	“Mrs Judge to see you, Mister Vice President.”

	“Show her in,” Kolhammer said, keeping the bemusement out of his voice.

	The Secret Service man, a red-headed, potato-faced Mick of the old school, nodded and swung the door open to admit Kolhammer’s visitor. Karen Halabi… No, he corrected himself… Karen Judge strode into the room, her face lighting up when she saw him.

	“Admiral,” she beamed.

	“Oh, I’m just plain old Mister Vice President now,” he joked. “And you? I thought you were in Paris as the fearsome Ms Halabi, not the charming Mrs Judge.”

	It was her turn to smile as Kolhammer dismissed his protectors with a wave. They gave Karen a final suspicious once-over. They habitually gave everyone a final suspicious once-over before leaving them alone with him.

	Karen looked well. She had maintained her fitness and her “new” role‌—‌he still reflexively thought of her as a naval captain, even though she had not served in uniform for a decade‌—‌afforded her the means to dress in the finest clothes this city had to offer. Her husband, his friend Mike Judge, made do on a comparatively modest salary running the Allied Joint Force Command for Southern Europe, which was just as well. When out of uniform, Mike was a jeans and T-shirt kinda guy.

	“I am in Paris for work,” Karen said, carelessly dropping her expensive handbag on a polished wooden coffee table, and leaning forward to kiss Kolhammer on the cheek. “In fact, I was at work, sort of, when you ordered me over here.”

	She appraised him with a level stare.

	“But, even so, I’m calling on an old friend, which is personal. So tonight I’m Mrs Judge.”

	She shucked off her coat and looked around for somewhere to hang it so it would not drip all over the furniture.

	“I’m sorry if I interrupted something. But it is important. Here, let me take that,” Kolhammer said. “I can hang it in the bathroom to dry.”

	“Thanks. And anyway,” she added, her voice following him into the washroom, “Mike’s name tends to open doors, whereas mine sometimes closes them.”

	She said it matter-of-factly.

	“Seriously?” Kolhammer said, as he returned. He could not keep the disapproval off his face. “You still having trouble with the old boys club in London, then?”

	“Sometimes,” she said, but breezily, as though it were only a minor irritant.

	It was public knowledge that she had left the Royal Navy, and her birthplace, at the end of the war and moved to California, mostly to be with Mike, but also to escape the quiet viciousness of the British establishment. A woman of color, she had no future there. But Mike Judge, Kolhammer’s executive officer on the Big Hill, had confided in him more than once just how badly the sustained insult had hurt his wife. Profiled in the business press, Karen had always kept it light and positive, emphasizing the limitless opportunities of America, and her love for the rangy Texan she had followed there. In private, for a long time, she had felt scorned and forsaken by the very country she had sworn to defend.

	“But living well is the best revenge, isn’t it,” she declared.

	“And I would hope you and Mike are living very well,” Kolhammer said. “How is it going? Commuting between two continents?”

	The wrinkles that were just beginning to gather at the corner of her eyes crinkled as she smiled. “I work for the company that makes the best jet airliners in the world,” she said. “We probably see as much of each other as we would if Mike was Stateside. In fact, I see him more often now than I did when we were in San Diego.”

	Kolhammer fixed himself a bourbon and ice from the drinks cabinet and inquired whether she would like something too.

	“A cognac would be fine. I’m sure they have a nice one here.”

	He poured her drink and led her through to the main lounge area, bidding Karen to sit opposite him across the coffee table where she had deposited her bag.

	“And your daughter? She must have started school by now?”

	The merest shadow passed over Karen’s face, and she took a sip before answering, perhaps needing the moment to compose her response.

	“Jessica is in third grade now, just down the road from home. We’re in Chicago, Boeing’s head office. I’d prefer California, which is much closer to, you know, our home…” she made a gesture which took in the both of them. “It’s more like the 21st there. But there’s my work, and Mike’s, and the school has boarders as well as day students so she’s able to stay over when I have to travel.”

	Kolhammer smiled.

	“Do you feel bad because you have to leave her behind, or because you’re afraid she has more fun when you’re not there?”

	She looked up from her drink, staring at him blankly for a second, before snorting with guilty laughter. The laugh turned into a cough as some of her cognac went down the wrong way. She took a tissue from her handbag and dabbed at a few spots of moisture on her chin.

	“Bugger you, Philip. I sometimes forget you had children…”

	She seemed to catch herself with a thought that hurried in on the heels of that remark.

	“Oh, I’m sorry… That was insensitive… I know how much you miss your family… I’m sorry.”

	Kolhammer shook his head.

	“It was a long time ago in a universe far, far away,” he said. “I’ve never stopped loving them and it never really stops hurting. But I lost my boy a long time before we ended up here.”

	“Taiwan. I remember.”

	“We all move on, each day. We have to.”

	“Yes,” she agreed, taking a solid belt of her drink. “We have to. And we should move on too, shouldn’t we? It is lovely to catch up, but that’s not why I’m here. You rang me directly, and you gave me to understand you needed to talk immediately. So here I am.”

	He finished his bourbon and put the glass down just a little too hard, almost flinching at the sound of the tumbler hitting the coffee table.

	“I’m afraid you’re here as a representative of Boeing, invited by the Vice President of the United States, not Mike’s old navy buddy.”

	“And what can I do for you, Mr Vice President?”

	She didn’t come to attention or even change the tone of her voice much, but he knew he was speaking to someone else now, not to the woman, but to the company she worked for. The company where she was also a vice president.

	He cut straight to the point.

	“I need to borrow a couple of your satellites.”

	Halabi worked one eyebrow upwards.

	“I presume you will tell me which ones, but are you inclined to let me know why?”

	“Boeing has two Combat Optics warbirds, tracking over Eurasia. You’ve been collecting baseline data from western Europe, and matching it against your take from Central Siberia and the Fulda Gap. I believe the National Reconnaissance Office is part funding the project. That’s how I know about them.”

	She stiffened at mention of the gap. In their history it had been the principal line of advance for Warsaw Pact forces into western Europe. In this world, with the Communists occupying so much of southern Europe, it was not as uniquely vital. But it was still a geographic flaw in the defenses of the West. There were massive Red Army and Warsaw Pact formations drawn up to assault the gap should Stalin ever decide the end of the world was something he wanted to see.

	“They’re experimental platforms,” Halabi said, carefully avoiding the subject of why the gap was not being covered and what that might mean. “They’re not fully operational. We’re proving out a couple of concepts that…”

	“I know all of that,” Kolhammer said, gently raising one hand to forestall her objections. “And I understand there’s some very sensitive augmented tech in the instrument packages. But your satellites could give us coverage over a couple of areas we need to get eyes on ASAP.”

	She shook her head, but not to deny him, just to clear her thoughts.

	“I would have thought you had plenty of satellite cover over those areas, given the accelerated launch schedules of the last three years. Your busy little rocketeers are part of the reason I had to endure dinner with Slim Jim Davidson tonight. I’m having trouble getting my own birds into the air.”

	He leaned back in his chair, brushed an invisible piece of lint off the leg of his trousers, and chose his words carefully.

	“I can’t tell you much more than this‌—‌we need your help. We may have a situation developing and we do not have the intelligence assets we need to address that situation.”

	Halabi tipped her head ever so slightly to one side. He had seen her do that more than once during briefings, back in the war. He had seen it in the years since, across the dinner table at Mike’s place. He was being measured. She said nothing, just staring at him long enough for it to become a little uncomfortable. And then she spoke.

	“You would not tell me if you’d lost a satellite to hostile action. I wouldn’t even bother asking. But I can ask you this, and I expect an answer‌—‌if Boeing were to provide these assets to the US government on a strictly temporary basis and the assets were damaged or destroyed in the course of any operation they performed for the government, would my company be fully and swiftly compensated for the loss?”

	Kolhammer did not hesitate to respond.

	“Boeing would be fully and immediately compensated not simply for any material loss, but for any inconvenience and disruption to its research and development program.”

	“And how would that loss be quantified?”

	“You would send us an invoice.”

	She was almost able to keep her mask in place. Only a slight tightening of her facial muscles gave her away.

	“I see. One last question, Mr Vice President. You will understand I have to fulfil my risk management responsibilities.”

	“Of course. Go on.”

	“What is the likelihood of having to send you an invoice for a damaged, missing or destroyed satellite?”

	He did hesitate this time, but only for a moment.

	“I would say the likelihood is very high.”






	
CHAPTER SEVEN



	Harry’s shoulders cramped painfully. The nylon flexicuffs bit deeper into the torn flesh at his wrists every time he dragged the restraints up and down the leg of the cot. He sweated freely, his own salt stinging exquisitely in the open wounds. But still he worked at the binding‌—‌up and down, up and down‌—‌concentrating on exposing the same, short length of nylon to the dull edge of the fixed, L-shaped cot leg. At the other end of the bunk, Julia sawed away at her own cuffs, with no more luck.

	But they both struggled on.

	The pain and the discomfort, even the frustration, served to keep his mind away from thoughts of the ambush, and memories of watching his friends and colleagues cut down. He didn’t really believe anything he had told Julia. He didn’t imagine for a second they would be quietly swapped in a prisoner exchange. If he had been able to put the arm on Skarov, the Russian would have disappeared forever. That was their most likely fate. Jules was a big girl. She knew the rules they played by‌—‌she had played by them often enough herself as an embed up in the 21st. So she played along now; not calling him out, or even questioning his bullshit story about the special privileges they enjoyed compared to Viv and the others who’d been killed back on the dock.

	Like him, she worked away at her restraints, and took care to shift position every couple of minutes to keep the blood flowing to her legs and feet. Skarov’s men had not thought to bind their ankles together. It was a small lapse, but Harry was determined to exploit it if the chance arose.

	“Do you ever think about what happened back up when?” he asked, wordlessly bidding her to follow his gaze, which had settled on the grill of an air vent over their heads. Unless the Russians were using advanced electronic surveillance gear, they were most likely listening in at the other end of that vent. It could be just as effective as a high gain microphone. Julia understood.

	“You mean back up in the caliphate?” she asked. “Indonesia?”

	Harry kept his voice level as he increased the intensity with which he worked at the cuffs. He could not be sure, but he thought maybe, just maybe, there was a chance they were starting to fray. He kept speaking to cover the sound of the nylon rubbing against dull steel.

	“No, not there,” he said. “Or, not just there, anyway. I meant everywhere.”

	It was not easy to maintain a conversational tone as the sharp edge of the plastic band sawed into his wrists. The pain was becoming nauseating.

	“Not all of the Multinational Force came through the wormhole, remember. There was an American submarine, and maybe half-a-dozen aircraft outside the field effect, or whatever it was. The event horizon. They must’ve seen the whole thing. Recorded it on sensors.”

	He had to pause and squeeze his eyes shut. It felt as though he had just dragged a hacksaw directly over an exposed nerve bundle in his open wounds. He clamped his mouth shut tight against the gag reflex and vomit that wanted to spew up out of his throat. Julia could see his distress, but she kept her own voice level in reply, redoubling her efforts to break free.

	“I interviewed Einstein about it, you know. A couple of times actually. He kept changing his mind as he read more and more of the archive that came through with the fleet. Last I heard, he’d settled on a sort of quantum bubble multiverse theory. He thought it was possible that the Transition was so disruptive it spun off an infinite number of alternate universes.”

	“Huh. Well, one is enough for me,” Harry said, back on task now that his head had stopped spinning. “I just wonder sometimes what it’s like back up there, because we’ll never find out. We won’t live another seventy years to see the differences, and back home it’s been more than a decade since we disappeared. In my darker moments I imagine we set off a nuclear war or something, and everything is gone.”

	Julia carefully heaved her butt around, her face screwing up. She stretched her legs and wiggled her toes, but kept working at the cuffs.

	“I think they would have coped,” she said. “After 9-11 it was just a two-decade-long shower of shit. I don’t think anybody had the capacity to be shocked anymore. Maybe if space lizards landed, or something. But probably not even then. They’d have been met with seven billion selfies.”

	Harry took a break, steadying his breathing which had become quite ragged. He was also worried he might be bleeding so much that it would give them away the next time a guard came around. They were both quiet for a little while. He closed his eyes and tried to find his center with a breathing exercise. His head felt strangely light and heavy at the same time, as though it might float off the top of his spine and drop to the deck like a bowling ball. Julia brought him back to himself, tapping her foot against his.

	He blinked away a rivulet of sweat, blurring his view of the cabin.

	“Can I ask you a professional question, Duff?”

	“Sure,” she said, almost smiling.

	“Why journalism?” Harry asked, forcing himself to resume the relentless, and possibly futile attack on the plastic cuffs. Anybody eavesdropping would have thought they were listening in on the sort of banal conversation bored prisoners routinely used to fill up the hours and hold back their fears.

	“I mean, your profession must have been in its death throes by the time you signed on as a baby reporter. Things must have seemed hopeless. Why keep going?”

	Julia had also returned to sawing away at the cot leg behind her. She looked to be in as much discomfort as him, but her voice was steady. Calm.

	“There’s always hope, isn’t there, Harry. Always. Journalism wasn’t dying. It was just changing. When you’re that deep in the shit, it’s difficult to see any way out. But everyone is always in the shit. That’s the human condition. And there’s almost always a way out. That’s why we go on.”

	She smiled, a little warmer this time, and paused for a ragged breath.

	“I thought journalism was going back to its roots in the earliest days of the free press. Thousands and thousands of little independent operators all publishing their own crazy little mastheads, just in the form of blogs, newsletters, podcasts and stuff.”

	“But you weren’t doing that, were you? You were old media. Deep in the belly of the dying beast.”

	She shrugged and it was hard to tell whether the gesture was in response to his query or another effort to break through the plastic.

	“The Times had a plan,” she said. “And I thought they had a pretty good chance of pulling it off…”

	She favored him with a long look.

	“But it’s all ancient future history now, isn’t it? I’m more interested in what happens here, where all the big media companies were warned about what was coming…”

	They both fell silent and still as they heard boots ringing on the deck-plating outside. It sounded like two or three people approaching. Harry butt-shuffled around, trying as best he could to hide the evidence of his efforts to escape. He hoped he hadn’t made too much of a mess of himself. It felt like he’d torn his wrists up quite badly.

	A heavy steel latch clanged upwards and the door swung in, just missing his kneecap. Three men, all European, stepped into the room, all of them dipping their heads and hunching their shoulders to get through the hatchway. He didn’t recognize the first two. They were just anonymous thugs, but Skarov was unmistakable. The man turned sideways to get his shoulders through the door and was tall enough that he was forced to stoop inside the cramped confines of the cabin. His cold, reptilian eyes went straight to Harry’s restraints and he smiled.

	“You can stop trying to cut through the ties, Your Highness,” he said. “You are only hurting yourself, and I can certainly save you the trouble of that.”

	The Russian flicked a short, sharp crescent kick into Harry’s face. The side of his boot smashed Harry’s nose flat, the laces and eyelets cutting open his cheeks. He swore in surprise, but more at the violation and shock than in pain. He had already absorbed a good measure of suffering over the past few hours, and this was but a small side-dish in a considerable feast of hurt.

	Julia called Skarov a son of a bitch, but did nothing else besides tucking her legs up beneath herself, as though worried he might stomp on them. And who was to say that he wouldn’t?

	Harry tried blinking to clear his vision, but it did not help. The ship’s cabin was a red blur through a bloody veil of sweat and tears. He started to shake his head, like a dog emerging from a cold stream, but pain‌—‌real pain, blinding and white‌—‌spiked deep into his head at that. His nose was broken, and maybe a cheekbone too. The shape of Skarov, an indistinct smear of darkness, moved through the dissolving watercolor tableau of the cabin and lowered itself into a seated position‌—‌probably on to the small wooden stool which had been sitting under that hinged tabletop.

	“You present me with an inconvenience, Your Highness,” said the Russian.

	Harry did not disavow his defunct royal title. If Skarov wanted to think of him as a prince of the realm, he saw no downside in allowing the error.

	“You have blundered into my operation and caused me to take somewhat extreme measures to secure my objective.”

	“You mean when you murdered everyone?” Julia snarked.

	“Oh no, no, no, Miss Duffy,” Skarov purred. “I did not murder anybody. I merely had them killed. This is not just a rhetorical difference, as His Highness could explain to you.”

	Harry said nothing, but he did not have to speak up. Skarov was not finished.

	“Prince Harold did not murder the Jew he shot back at the Hilton hotel, did he? And you, Miss Duffy, you did not murder those men whose lives you took a few minutes before that. We are none of us murderers, my dear. We are professionals and as such we are above such squalid and tawdry distinctions. But where are my manners?”

	Skarov’s voice changed direction and timbre as he addressed one of his underlings.

	“Oleg, please, His Highness requires some assistance.”

	Harry sensed movement, then gasped as somebody grabbed a handful of his hair, yanked his head back, and roughly wiped the blood and tears away from his eyes with an oily cloth. His broken nose and cheekbones shrieked a high, keen song of pain and he groaned involuntarily. When the stars cleared from his vision he could see comparatively clearly again. The giant Russian spy, comically perched on a small wooden stool just a few feet away; a shorter, thickset goon standing over Harry with a bloodied, filthy rag in one hand; another anonymous off-the-rack thug looming over Julia. Not a trace of pity in any of their faces, but the outline of a grin on Skarov’s. The amusement of a psychopath with an insect in the killing jar.

	“So, to return to the difficulties you have caused me, Prince Harold… as a great man once said, what is to be done?”

	Harry coughed up a gob of blood as he croaked back.

	“Could I suggest you go fuck yourself?”

	Skarov smiled.

	“But of course, Your Highness. Of course you could.”

	He nodded to the muscle and Harry flinched as he anticipated the blow.

	He did not anticipate it would land on Julia.

	The man standing over her leaned forward and back-fisted her in the face. He did not strike her with his full force, which almost certainly would have knocked her out, possibly even killed her. But he struck with enough speed and focus to snap her head back into the steel frame of the cot.

	Julia cried out, “Fuck!” and Harry launched himself at her attacker, a futile gesture which served to do nothing other than further injure his wrists and painfully wrench a shoulder.

	Skarov spoke as though they were a couple of old friends discussing the weather of the day.

	“Professor Bremmer,” he said by way of explanation. “I am curious about your interest in him, Your Highness.”

	“I’m not interested in him,” Harry said, the words feeling worthless as he stared helplessly at his lover. Her nose was broken and her eyes had watered with the blow. She was looking back at him, but he could not read her expression.

	At a glance from Skarov, the enforcer grabbed a handful of Julia’s greasy hair, yanked her head back, and twisted a knuckle into the maxilla nerve bundle of her cheek.

	She screamed until he stopped.

	“Not interested?” Skarov mused. “I find that an extraordinary proposition, Your Highness. London to Cairo is a long way to travel for a man in whom you are not interested.”

	Skarov’s man wrenched Julia’s head around again, allowing him to attack the infra-orbital nerve just below her nose. He didn’t use a knuckle this time. He took something from his pocket‌—‌a set of keys‌—‌and holding her head in a lock, he gouged away at the nerve point as though he intended to dig it out of her face. Her screams this time were incoherent. No words. No cursing.

	Just animal shrieks.

	Harry cried out too, but his howl was merely impotent fury. He thrashed against his binding, desperate to get to her, but his guard squatted down and restrained him with a judo choke‌—‌applied strongly enough to hold him in place, so he could watch, but not so strongly as to black him out.

	Skarov continued in his bizarrely reasonable tone.

	“I don’t know why you are allowing Miss Duffy to suffer in this way, Prince Harold. It seems… ungentlemanly.”

	The torturer switched his attention to Julia’s subclavian nerve, using his hooked fingers this time, extracting a whole new chorus of bellowing moans and cries from his victim.

	“Especially when we could put this unpleasantness behind us with just a few words.”

	Skarov had a way of talking that cut through the loud discordant horror of Julia’s screams. He did not raise his voice. He seemed to pitch his words in a way that slid under her cries and directly into Harry’s ear. Into his mind. His conscience.

	“Just tell me why MI6 sent you to Cairo and I will have Oleg stop what he is doing to your woman.”

	Oleg appeared to redouble his efforts at that, as though he did not want to be denied a rare opportunity to enjoy himself.

	“I work for the Ministry of Trade,” Harry said and the words sounded so weak and shameful that he gagged on them. “We came to Cairo for the trade fair…” He started to say, but his voice trailed off, his conviction lost.

	Skarov sensed his failing will and nodded to Oleg. The man stepped away from Julia, who fell forward in a dead faint. Her face was hidden by a curtain of her thick, dark hair, sodden with sweat and matted with filth.

	“We both know that is a lie, Your Highness. But I can see that your determination to persist with it is not strong. This is good, Harold. You are a rational man. You know that I will have this information from you, so no end is served by your subjecting your woman to this treatment. No? So come now, just tell me what you wanted of the professor. Tell me truthfully. And we shall be done with this. I do not need you or Miss Duffy. I simply need to know what you know. Is that too much to ask?”

	Skarov nodded at Oleg who plucked one of Julia’s hands from where it rested in her lap. He took hold of her little finger, ready to break it.

	Harry cringed. His jaws ground together, as though he were trying to bite down hard enough to stop the truth escaping from his mouth.

	Skarov sighed.

	“Oleg. If you will.”

	“No, don’t!” Harry said quickly.

	Skarov held up a hand to Oleg.

	“MI6 asked me to find Bremmer,” Harry said.

	Julia was crying, but through her sobs he distinctly heard her say, “No, Harry, don’t…”

	“Please. Miss Duffy. The men are talking,” said Skarov, not unkindly. “Your Highness? Do go on.”

	“We need him,” said Harry. “London and Washington. They think Bremmer can help them build a ballistic missile shield.”

	“What is this shield? Be precise now, Your Highness. Miss Duffy will suffer if you are not.”

	“We called it Star Wars,” Harry said. “Back up in the 21st. A layered defense against ballistic missile strikes. We need one here to intercept your nukes in space. They think Bremmer could help deliver the shield at least two years earlier.”

	It was a lie, but like the best of lies it contained enough of the truth to be credible.

	Skarov nodded slowly, seeming to contemplate the new information. Before he could speak again they all jumped at a cry of pain.

	Oleg jumped highest of all.

	Julia had jammed his hand, the one holding hers, into her mouth and bitten down hard.

	Harry heard the wet and terrible crunch as she took off the tip of Oleg’s middle finger.






	
CHAPTER EIGHT



	The stranglehold was choking the life from Pavel Ivanov and for once he was happy.

	Life held few pleasures these days, but he did enjoy this. As his opponent’s forearm bit deeply into his neck, he relaxed and took stock of his situation. He was blacking out. He had no stable base from which to execute a counter technique. His arms and legs were expertly tied up. He had maybe two or three inches of movement in the fingertips of his left hand, but they were not well positioned to dig and gouge for nerve centers.

	He tapped out.

	Shihan Moribeda loosened his hold immediately. The two men disentangled themselves, tidied up their sweat-soaked, disheveled training uniforms, and faced each other on their knees, bowing formally.

	Around them, in the small, noisy dojo, Moribeda’s students struggled on in a dozen or more individual bouts. Some were ugly, disorganized grappling matches between beginners. In other contests, senior students and instructors battled each other with minimal movements. A second dan sensei and his third dan opponent had taken grips but not moved again. Ivanov watched them as he climbed to his feet, expecting the contest to explode into action at any moment. It did, eventually, but such action as there was ended quickly, with the third dan pinning the second under a crushing side forequarter hold.

	“Very well done,” Moribeda said in English, dipping his head to Ivanov. “Your ground work improves.”

	The judoka master clapped his hands and barked out an instruction across the dojo for all to cease fighting. Another black belt, who had been supervising the class, making sure the fighters did not roll into each other or off the edge of the tatami onto the concrete floor, repeated the order. Within a second or two all of the individual struggles had ceased. Men and women, but mostly men, straightened themselves up and bowed to each other, as Ivanov and his master had just done.

	“Line up please,” said the third dan, in French this time, raising his voice only slightly to be heard across the dojo. The students and their instructors organized themselves into their belt ranks. The youngest tended to move quickly. Older hands, feeling the weight of their years, were slower to find their places, but eventually everyone was where they were meant to be.

	Ivanov stood halfway along the line of seven black belts, next to the second dan who had also lost to a superior judoka.

	Shihan Moribeda thanked the students for their effort, and the sensei for their time and patience. He spoke slowly in French, heavily accented by his Brazilian origins. The senpai, or senior student, a young French woman with a well-worn brown belt, led them through the formal ceremony to end the lesson, calling the class to seiza and saying in a loud, declarative voice, “Kiotsuke sensei-ni, rei!”

	The class bowed as a whole.

	As Ivanov came up from his bow, he tried to hold onto the peace of mind he had enjoyed the last two hours, but in trying to grasp at serenity he only forced it away.

	The Russian enjoyed training. Whether judo, jujitsu, krav maga or even aikido there was a letting go of things when he bowed to the spirits of the dojo and stepped onto the mat. A lessening of the great weight he normally carried through each day.

	Ivanov did not have the troubles of an average man at his time of life. He was supremely fit and very healthy, at least physically. He had no debts, no money problems of any kind and none in prospect. He had not married and he was not burdened with children. He had no such commitments to anyone, and did not feel their absence in his life. But he was not happy. Being Russian, he accepted this as the human condition, but accepting one’s misery did not lift the burden of it. What solace he had, he had from two sources: taking action to right a world which had gone terribly wrong, and preparing himself to take that action.

	His judo session, every Monday night when he was in Paris, every Thursday night should he be working from his London apartment, was part of that preparation. Judo was a sport, not a combat art, but he appreciated its benefits anyway. To practice judo well was to master balance above all else. Without balance, there was no strength, no technique. All was lost. So too with aikido, and the mastery of energy flow. He sought these things in his life outside the dojo, but he only ever reliably found them in here.

	As he came off the mat with the other students, changing out of their heavy, woven training gi, discussing the class, their plans, their normal lives, he knew that, within an hour or so, the pleasant sensation of being in balance with his existence would vanish and he would be left with the memories of the dead. They were what he had instead of friends and family.

	“Pavel.”

	He heard his name over the chatter of the students and looked up, instantly on guard. There was a pistol in his sports bag. His fingers closed over the grip as he searched for whoever had called out his name. Here, in the dojo, everybody called him Ivan.

	“Hey man, long time.”

	A thickset American man waved to him. A Latino in casual slacks and a short blue rain slicker, beaded with water.

	He relaxed then. He had not recognized the voice, but he did recognize the man.

	Rogas.

	An American, from Ivanov’s own time, back up in the 21st.

	Victor? Vincent?

	No, Vincente. Vincente Rogas. The man looked older, but didn’t they all? The last time Ivanov recalled seeing him had been way back in ‘42. Not long after they had emerged from Pope’s wormhole. Rogas was a Navy SEAL, one of the first into a prison camp they had liberated in the Philippines, outside Cabanatuan. Ivanov smiled at the memory and at Rogas now. That crazy Marine Corps doctor, a woman, had executed a bunch of Japanese officers for using the prisoners as prostitutes. Comfort women, the Japs called them. Major Ivanov, as he had been in those days, very much approved of her bedside manner.

	“Vincente?” he said. “US Navy, right?”

	The American smiled and put out his hand as he walked over. The other judoka mostly ignored them. It was after nine in the evening, and they had homes and families to be getting back to. A few of them checked out the visitor, probably noting his build, which was still powerful, and the grace with which he moved. Ivanov let go of the pistol grip and returned the proffered handshake.

	“I was navy a long time ago in a galaxy far, far away, man.” Rogas grinned. “I left after the war. Got an honest job working for Jim Davidson.”

	Ivanov snorted with real delight at the ridiculous statement.

	“He pays well.” Rogas grinned again.

	“And promptly,” Ivanov conceded. “I have worked for him myself.”

	More than half of the students had left by now. Ivanov said goodnight to a couple of them, and to Shihan Moribeda as he passed by on his way to the showers.

	“Are you working for him now?” Ivanov asked. It seemed unlikely the American had stumbled upon him by accident in the backstreets of Paris.

	“I am,” said Rogas. “He has some work for you, too. He’ll pay promptly for your time, just to hear him out.”

	Rogas handed him a fat envelope. Ivanov did not have to look inside to know it was full of money.

	“Travel expenses,” the American said.

	“Where is he?”

	“At the Hotel Dupleix.”

	“That is just across the city. There is no travel.”

	“But it is such an expensive city,” said Rogas.

	Ivanov tucked the envelope away in his sports bag. He had not worked since returning from Rome and debriefing in London. That was not unusual. He had spent a week recuperating from the physical exertions and damage of the mission‌—‌including a nasty, infected scalp wound. It did not help his recovery that Rome had been a failure in his eyes, although his paymasters did not characterize it as such. The full debriefing had taken another week. First with the British, then with the Americans, and finally with representatives of both intelligence agencies: MI6 and the Office of Strategic Services.

	They had not blamed him for the mess in Italy. He had not even been aware of the shit show on the other side of the Wall, in Free Rome. He had been dispatched to contact Valentin Sobeskaia’s girlfriend. No blame accrued to him for the way in which that had gone wrong. That was Sobeskaia’s fault, with a malign contribution from that zhopoliz Skarov. It had even seemed for a little while that Ivanov might have his revenge on Stalin’s asslicker-in-chief. Six had briefed him into a mission in Cairo, where they knew Stalin’s personal serial killer to have traveled after Rome. But before Ivanov could board a flight to Egypt, his mission was scrubbed.

	He was too compromised for this one, they said.

	Softly, softly, they cautioned. That was the way to catch Skarov.

	He did not disagree. There was no denying he carried half of his body weight around in scar tissue from having stupidly charged into one fight after another with that bastard. And he understood that his personal animus for Skarov and their long history of bloody contention was a liability. But it did not cool his boiling frustration. The delicate feeling of balance, of his soul being at rest for just a moment, which he had enjoyed after the hard session of training, was gone. He felt the old darkness, murmuring with the voices of his dead, come creeping up for him again.

	“Give me a few minutes to clean myself up and I will meet you in the café across the street,” he told Rogas.

	He quickly showered and changed into clean sweats and a light plastic rain jacket. The American was waiting for him at a table in the rear corner of the café. Ivanov appreciated the simple tradecraft. Nobody could sneak up on them there. Rogas was drinking from a small, almost dainty cup. An espresso or a Turkish coffee. He had not ordered a drink for Ivanov but he had asked the waiter to bring out a couple of steaks and a bowl of fries.

	“You looked like you were training hard,” Rogas said. “The little guy really worked you over. What is he, some sort of ninja?”

	“Eighth dan judo master,” Ivanov said. “He trained with Professor Jigoro Kano. I have never beaten him. Possibly never will. But I get better every time I fail.”

	“Amen to that,” said Rogas, raising his tiny cup of coffee. “You want a drink or something? A vodka?”

	“I gave up drinking many years ago,” Ivanov said. “Vodka gave me this.”

	He rubbed gently at the scar which disfigured one temple. “Vodka and misery and a poorly manufactured Makarov. But thank you, Rogas. I will have water and this steak which Mr Davidson will pay for, yes?”

	“Oh yeah, you betcha.”

	The café was maybe three quarters full. Ivanov frequently ate here after training. The alternative was returning to his empty apartment and cooking something for himself, a prospect which did not often appeal. The café was conveniently located and the proprietor, a native Parisian, had married an exiled Russian woman back in the 1920s. She liked to converse with Ivanov in their native tongue. They discussed the weather and philosophy. Never politics. She knew Ivanov was an uptimer. The locals always seemed to know.

	His water arrived, and in short order their meals. He did not know Rogas well. They had not served long together in the war. Ivanov had quickly disappeared into covert operations, almost entirely behind the Iron Curtain, running his own ops as often as he took instructions from London or Washington. Or the Zone. Rogas had served mostly in the Pacific and gone into private security after the war. He had not enjoyed running his own business as much as he imagined, he told Ivanov, and the offer of a job with Davidson Enterprises had come at an opportune moment.

	“Maria O’Brien pulled my fat out of the fire, man,” he said. “I was about to lose my shirt. You know her? She came though on the Kandahar with Lonesome Jones.”

	“Indeed. She works for Davidson. So this work? This is for O’Brien?”

	“Very astute,” said Rogas. “If you take it on, you’ll report to her, but Slim Jim does want to talk to you himself.”

	“When would I meet him?” Ivanov asked.

	The American produced a small electronic device from a pocket. A pager. An archaic technology from their childhoods, but hugely popular now, years before either of them had been born. Pagers were much more reliable than the emerging cell phone networks.

	“When I get word,” Rogas said. “Your schedule free for a week or so? Passports in order?”

	Ivanov chewed over a big chunk of steak, giving himself time to think. He had largely recovered from his time behind the Wall. He had no work scheduled and did not know when he might receive any in the near future. After completing a job, it was not unusual to go months without a commission from the agencies. The money was not an issue. His ongoing retainer was generous and both governments, London and Washington, paid extra for piecework. The balance of his payment for Rome had dropped into his Swiss account as soon as he returned from the field.

	But he knew he would stagnate and go rotten here in Paris, or back in London, waiting for something to happen. He could momentarily distract himself, as he had this evening, but that would be increasingly difficult.

	He chewed and swallowed.

	“I am all good to go,” he said.

	And he was. For the first time since he had returned from Rome, he felt the heavy pall lifting from his mood without the effort of hard physical exertion.






	
CHAPTER NINE



	It was not long before the two crewmen were missed. Charlotte ducked into the ship’s forward hold, closing the hatch behind her, the cries of the dead men’s crew mates growing louder and seeming to come from all directions. It had to be the NKVD. The ship’s officers would assume a couple of missing men were skiving off work, bludging a cigarette or even a sly drink in one of the many secret spaces on board a vessel of this size. The “cocksuckers from Moscow”, however, would have raised the alarm as soon as the two men had not checked in.

	She cursed under her breath and moved through the hold as quickly as she could. The cargo loading was finished. All the freight had been stowed and sealed up. She moved through inky blackness with the aid of her night vision goggles, taking inventory as she went. The NVG batteries would last another three hours. Her comm links were cut. She had a fighting knife, and fiverounds of caseless ammunition. She had not tooled up for a prolonged firefight. That had not been her role. St. Clair had ordered her on to the Russian ship to locate Ernst Bremmer and extract him if possible. To kill him if not. The mission brief came from MI6, not Harry Wales. He was the mission lead during the contact phase, but as soon as everything went sideways the team had defaulted to presets.

	Extract or execute.

	She moved quickly through the hold, navigating by the soft opalescent light of her goggles. Aware of just how lightly armed she was, Charlotte scanned her surroundings as she passed through them, looking for anything which might prove useful as a tool or a weapon. A firefighter’s axe or a crowbar would have been welcome. All she could scavenge, however, was a short length of chain, maybe two feet long. The chain was heavy, but not unusable, the links about as thick as her little finger. It lay on top of a wooden tea chest, and she’d almost ignored it. The metallic sounds of the hatch opening again‌—‌she had only just sealed it behind her‌—‌was enough to change her mind. She swept up the chain, wrapping it around her left fist and forearm as she accelerated towards the corresponding hatch at the other end of the cargo hold. A door clanged open and she heard voices calling out the names of the men she had killed.

	“Dimitri! Piotr! Where are you? The captain will have your balls for his borscht if you are down here squeezing each other’s dicks.”

	Charlotte slowed to a pace at which she could move silently, invisibly. She had the advantage of night vision technology and…

	A small supernova overwhelmed the augmented technology of her goggles as the Russians turned on the lights. She squeezed her eyes shut instinctively, but was still blinded, her vision blooming with the red and black starbursts of her traumatized retinas.

	“Over there! Who is that?”

	She dived to her left, half-remembering, half-guessing at a space between two stacks of cargo. Her shoulder clipped the corner of a wooden crate, spinning her around and off balance. Without her vision she tumbled over, tucking in her chin and elbows, turning the fall into a roll that brought her painfully up against something that felt like machinery. The voices were swearing now, angry, but also uncertain and unmistakably afraid. They called on her to show herself.

	“Bezbiletnyj! Bezbiletnyj!” they called out. Stowaway.

	“Nyet! Spion!” another voice called out. A woman’s voice this time. But her Russian arrived on the back of a thick German accent.

	Charlotte heard more hatchways clanging open and shut, this time forward of her position. She was boxed in.

	She took off the NVGs and squeezed her eyes shut, trying to restore her sight, but she was still half blind when the first of them reached her. Charlotte unloaded one round each into the center mass of the two dark, indistinct blobs which loomed up in front of her.

	She was rewarded with a strangled scream, and a wet, gargling sound that probably meant she had hit her second target in the throat. Poor aim under pressure, she thought. Both bodies dropped to the deck with heavy thuds. Their skulls rang on the plating. Her eyesight was recovering, slowly. The augmented technology of the NVGs wasn’t completely useless. Had she been wearing a Gen4 combat array from the 21st, digital shutters would have safeguarded her from the blast of artificial light as soon as the inbuilt sensors detected the photon spike. Her AT combat goggles merely cut battery power to the amplification system. She still suffered a temporary loss of some vision from the unexpected surge of electric light, but at least she hadn’t fried her eyeballs.

	Keeping her eyes closed as long as she dared, Charlotte holstered her side-arm and came to her feet with her fighting knife in one hand and the short length of chain wrapped around the other. She had three rounds of caseless ammo left, and wanted to save them, if possible. She was trapped in a sort of cul-de-sac, surrounded on three sides by stores and cargo. She moved towards the mouth of the little alleyway into which she had dived, her eyes adjusting to the blessedly poorer illumination provided by a couple of flickering bulbs high overhead. When the next pursuer loomed in front of her, she was able to launch a front kick into his midsection, aiming for his groin. The steel-capped toe of her boot connected with soft flesh and he yelped in pain, doubling over and presenting the back of his head for a killing stroke. She drove the blade of her combat knife deep into his neck, and for the second time in mere minutes was overwhelmed by the stink of a dead man voiding his bowels.

	That wasn’t the worst of it.

	As his corpse dropped away, her knife went with it, trapped between the vertebrae she had partly severed with the savagery of her strike.

	“That will be enough.”

	It was the German woman. The one who had spoken before and, Charlotte was certain now, the Stasi operator who had posed as Frau Bremmer back at the Hilton. She could not yet make out fine detail, but her vision had recovered to the point where she could vaguely recognize the woman’s face.

	“Frau Bremmer” was holding a pistol, pointed at Charlotte’s midsection. Unlike the buffoon Charlotte had just killed, this woman had not charged into Charlotte’s fighting range. She remained just out of reach and showed no inclination to give up the advantage.

	For one heartbeat, and then two, Charlotte-Grace François fell through time, thrown back to those few terrible months of her childhood when she was held captive in Camp 5 of the Imperial Japanese Army’s Cabanatuan prison complex. Back to when she had been a frightened little girl everybody called Gracie.

	She had learned at an early age what it meant not just to be a prisoner, but a slave. As a prisoner you might be afforded some respect, some value. As a slave your existence was forfeit to the whims of your masters.

	She wasn’t going back there again.

	The flickering lights in the hold of the Bulgakov stuttered and dimmed half a second longer and more erratically than had been their pattern. Charlotte performed a simple body movement, an exercise in tai sabaki known as the entering rotation. She stepped forward on her leading foot and swung her rear hip off the invisible but all too real line extending straight out from the muzzle of the pistol pointed at her. As she did that, fully expecting to be gunned down, and not caring as long as it meant evading slavery again, she whipped out her left hand‌—‌the one holding the short length of chain. The dull steel links shot forward like a rattlesnake and bit deeply into the steady, perfectly manicured hand of the woman holding a gun on her.

	The pistol fired, but the bullet crashed into a wooden crate. A second shot sparked off the steel plating as the gun fell to the deck. Frau Bremmer did not try to recover the weapon and her advantage. She attacked. The women flew at each other.

	A short-bladed fighting knife, curved like the talon of a great bird, appeared in Bremmer’s other hand. Charlotte half-stepped, half-stumbled around a slashing backhand cut, barely getting a functional deflection block between her face and the cruel curve of the blade. She hip-checked the German, sending her into a shipping chest which cracked under the impact. The improvised, desperate move gave Charlotte the split second she needed to receive the next wave of slashing, stabbing attacks from a stronger base. Grasping the length of chain between her fists, she used it as a flexible baton, fending off multiple thrusts and parries that came at her from every direction.

	The Stasi woman was ferocious, but controlled. Her initial assault lasted only a few seconds, but she did not relent, making a fluid, razor-edged blur of her weapon. Charlotte was hard pressed to hold her off, and prevent the blade from sinking its sharp and wicked fang into her arms or hands. She knew that Bremmer‌—‌or whatever this bitch’s real name was‌—‌wasn’t going for a killing stroke. Not immediately. She aimed to slash through tendon and muscle, crippling Charlotte before coming in for the kill. Or, more likely, for capture. She would want to seize the intruder for interrogation.

	That was Charlotte’s advantage. She did not care if this woman died. Indeed, the faster she went down, and didn’t get back up again, the better.

	They danced around each other in the dim, flickering light of the cargo hold. The guttering illumination of two or three old-fashioned filament globes lit them with a strobing effect, making their movements seem oddly mechanical, even robotic, where in fact they were sinuous and beautiful. Graceful but lethal.

	Bremmer feinted high but slashed low.

	Charlotte pivoted and flowed away.

	The German reversed the sweep of her attack, then redirected again, coming in straight, before spinning out wide and reaping the space where Charlotte had just been with a classically perfect spinning back-kick.

	Her boot slipped through empty space, the target had already vanished and reappeared elsewhere, but that was merely a cue for the threshing machine of her evil little blade to whirr up again, striking and sparking off the steel links of the chain Charlotte was weaving in front of her like a cat’s cradle.

	All of this happened inside a couple of seconds.

	The Stasi woman backed off, barely panting.

	Charlotte remained alert, her balance evenly distributed, watching for any chance to lash out with her improvised steel whip again. She did not think she would easily get one. Frau Bremmer was possessed of the sort of combat skills Charlotte thought were the preserve of those with uptime training. Advanced uptime training. She thought she could detect elements of different kung-fu schools, of Indonesian stick fighting and a blend of old school jujitsu and krav maga in the woman’s style. She was not fighting like someone who’d done a bit of judo and karate.

	They faced each other, two evenly matched predators.

	Charlotte maneuvered, looking for a kill track.

	Bremmer made small adjustments to her stance and orientation, moving only so far as she needed to keep her opponent within her fighting arc. She held her weapon hand back, her empty hand forward. It moved every now and then, feinting potential attacks, but never delivering.

	She said nothing. She did not call for help. She did not try to effect Charlotte’s surrender through negotiation.

	“You speak English?” Charlotte asked at last, probing for a way through.

	No reply, just a subtle shift in the German’s hips and feet to keep her properly aligned. She did not look directly at Charlotte, instead keeping her gaze fixed on a point somewhere over her shoulder, away off in the middle distance; all the better to employ her peripheral vision against unexpected lines of attack.

	Charlotte, who had laid the targeting reticle of her focus on the woman’s center mass for the same reason, allowed her eyes to slip up and lock onto the German’s. If the peripheral was fully covered, a linear attack might work.

	Probably not.

	But it was all she had.

	“I hope you speak English,” she said as they continued their exquisitely calibrated dance around each other. “Because I can help you. Your technique is flawed.”

	For the merest instant Frau Bremmer’s eyes lost their distant focus.

	“In kung-fu,” Charlotte continued, “there is the lying hand…” she waved the fingers of her right hand, around which the greater length of chain was now wrapped. “And there is the truth hand.”

	She briefly performed a spirit fingers gesture with her left, which held the far end of the chain in a lighter, looser grip.

	Bremmer may have been listening to her, but her eyes were unfocused again. She knew all she had to do was keep Charlotte here long enough and she would win. Charlotte knew that too.

	“So which is your truth hand?” she asked. “And which hand lies?”

	Charlotte flicked her eyes at the small curved blade, nodding slightly as she did.

	Then with a loud, explosive kiai she threw away her only advantage, flicking the length of chain directly at Bremmer’s face, ignoring both her knife hand and its empty twin. The German easily ducked below the clumsy projectile, not shifting her stance, just dropping her hips so that the heavy, clinking length of chain flew overhead. Her expression did not change until she realized what Charlotte had done. The split second distraction had given her a chance to spin down into a reaping kick that carved Bremmer’s legs out from under her.

	Charlotte’s heavy boot heel crashed into the side of Bremmer’s knee. There was no amount of training, and very little in the way of armor, that could protect the vulnerable joint. It disintegrated under the force of the impact.

	Bremmer did speak up then.

	She screamed in pain and rage.

	Charlotte was up and on her before she could reset, stamping down hard on the nearest ankle, destroying the joint, flooding the woman’s systems with enough shock and pain to buy her another half second, which she used to kick away the blade that was rising quickly but unsteadily to slash at her shins. She went with her forward momentum, folding her legs beneath her and driving the battering rams of her knees into Bremmer’s torso. It was an unsophisticated, blunt-force assault but it worked. All her mass and speed exploded into the woman’s upper body, shattering her rib cage and driving long shards of broken bone into vital, inner places.

	And still the Stasi woman was not done.

	Her hands reached for Charlotte’s face, her fingers broken claws raking for soft tissue.

	It was a poor move. The desperate choice of a beaten foe. As the counterfeit Bremmer’s arms straightened, Charlotte smashed her hands on the woman’s elbows, violently snapping them.

	Bremmer’s last scream died in her throat, cut off by Charlotte’s jaguar paw strike into her jugular notch.

	Her head spinning, her throat dry, she almost collapsed beside the corpse she had just made. Even though she had almost no time on her side, she still took a few moments to steady herself. Kneeling in seiza, Charlotte-Grace François drew in and released a deep, slow breath. Five times she did this. Finding her center. Letting go of the world. For it was almost certain she would take her leave of this world very soon, and it was important to her that she did so properly. To honor the spirits, living and dead, to whom she owed her existence.

	For Charlotte, there was no irony in her having borrowed so much from the Bushido, the warrior code of Japan’s old samurai and of her modern day soldiers‌—‌the monsters who had killed her parents and stolen her childhood. She had taken from them exactly what she needed to survive.

	Rice from the prison camp store.

	Medicine for Nurse Ritherdown.

	Bushido for a world at war.

	When she was ready, she collected her knife, the length of chain, and Bremmer’s knife and gun. She moved forward again.

	
	

	
CHAPTER TEN



	Julia spat out the tip of Oleg’s finger. The man pulled his hand away quickly, grunting and snarling, but not crying out like a normal man would have. The runnels of dark blood pulsed out of the ragged stump dripped to the floor. His expression was murderous, but controlled. He looked to Skarov, not Julia.

	The Russian seemed amused, but when he spoke his voice was cold.

	“I will talk to Professor Bremmer about this missile shield he is to build for you. If you are lying, we will come back and Oleg will take all of the fingers on Miss Duffy’s right hand. If you are telling the truth, just this finger…”

	He held up his middle finger, as though flipping the bird. It was the same as the digit Julia had just spat out onto the filthy deck. Her cheeks were smeared with Oleg’s blood. Her eyes were filled with dull fire.

	“Get a bandage and some pliers,” Skarov ordered his men. “Clean yourself up,” he told Oleg. “You were foolish to let the woman do that. I will take her finger as punishment for the insult done to me, not to you. Idiot.”

	His henchman looked sickly at that, much worse than he had when Julia had bitten off the top of his finger. He muttered something that sounded like an apology, and shuffled towards the door with his chin on his chest, and his wounded hand closed in a fist. It looked as though he was squeezing blood from himself.

	“So that went well,” Harry said, as the hatch clanged shut behind them.

	“I was improvising,” said Julia. Her voice was thin.

	“Well, you may have just improvised yourself into a handicapped parking sticker. What the hell were you thinking, Duff? This ugly Russian fuck does not look the type to make empty threats.”

	She spat. Twice. Getting the last of Oleg out of her mouth.

	“He has to release my wrists to cut off my finger. That’s our only chance, when my hands get free. I’m going to stick my thumb in his eye, and you’re going to kick out his legs. I take his eye, then the pliers or whatever they use to cut my ties and I stick it in Skarov’s neck. Sound like a plan?”

	“It sounds like you’re still improvising.”

	“That’s because I am.”

	The Russians were not long in returning, maybe ten minutes or so. Skarov was not with them. Oleg led the way into the cabin, his face looking flushed, a fresh bandage wrapped around his finger. Harry thought he could smell some sort of crude liquor on the man’s breath, but could not identify it.

	He took a blade from his pocket and leaned forward to hack away at Julia’s restraints. His partner stayed by the door, just outside, mostly watching Harry, but flicking his eyes onto Duffy every now and then. He seemed agitated. They both did.

	Julia’s game plan played out remarkably quickly, and remarkably poorly. As soon as the knife cut through her plastic ties she shrieked out a fierce kiai and raked at Oleg’s face with her claws. Harry lashed out with his foot, aiming a sidekick into the Russian’s knee. But Oleg was no amateur. He had positioned himself just outside the effective range of Harry’s kick, and he batted away Julia’s attack on his face with ease. He turned a lazy defensive fend into a vicious back-fist for good measure, snapping a short but powerful blow into her face.

	They swore at each other in Russian, but all the points went to Oleg. He stood up with ease, wiping away the fresh blood on his face with the back of his injured hand. His mirthless smile promised sweet vengeance. He held his knife, handle out for his colleague to take. Harry wasn’t sure whether he was to be released or whether Julia would be taken somewhere. He shuffled around to see what the other man was doing.

	He was dying.

	An object protruded from his throat, and attached to it, a hand, and to that black-clad arm, driving everything in deep and hard was a woman.

	Charlotte!

	Charlotte killing the anonymous NKVD man with a blade, and shooting the other‌—‌Oleg‌—‌with her spare hand.

	He recognized the blocky, futuristic outline of a silenced Metal Storm VLE pistol, a split second after it coughed out a single round of caseless ceramic ammunition. The shot took Oleg just above the bridge of his nose, disintegrating the upper half of the man’s skull in a shower of gore.

	“Where’s Bremmer?” she asked. “We don’t have a lot of time.”

	“He’s close, but I don’t know where,” Harry said, after a second or two to recover. “Fuck,” he added.

	“Cut him free,” Charlotte said, ripping her knife out of the man she had just killed and tossing it onto the cot for Julia to pick up.

	Duffy worked quickly to cut him loose, before searching Oleg’s corpse while Charlotte dragged the other man into the cabin. She passed Harry the Metal Storm handgun, but qualified her generosity. “It only has two rounds left. Use it wisely.”

	The heft and feel of the uptime weapon in his hand was both reassuring and frustrating. Only two rounds. Harry quickly patted down Oleg for weapons: a 443 Grach analogue pistol in a shoulder holster and two clips of ammunition in his poorly made, ill-fitting and now blood-drenched suit jacket. The Grach, an uptime design of the Russian Federation, loaded out with a seventeen shot mag. This locally produced variant carried fifteen. He took a Makarov from the body of the other, nameless Russian corpse, and gave it to Julia.

	“Seriously,” Charlotte said, her voice clipped and angry. “Hurry up with the scavenger hunt. They know I’m on board. They’re looking for me. And now they’ll be looking for you too. We have to find Bremmer and finish the job.”

	Harry paused.

	“You mean we have to rescue him, right? Not put a bullet into him.”

	“Oh for fuck’s sake,” muttered Julia. “Not this again.”

	“You can try to save him if you want,” Charlotte said in a more reasonable tone. “But if that doesn’t work out, I have my orders. He doesn’t go back to Moscow.”

	Harry was tempted to argue with her, but the last time he’d debated Bremmer’s fate, back on the docks, everybody had been captured or killed.

	“Just play it as it lies, Harry,” Julia said. “Let’s go. This cruise sucks.”

	Charlotte checked the companionway before they left the cabin. Harry could hear raised voices echoing around the vessel. Russian and Arabic, but mostly Russian.

	“I’m pretty sure Bremmer is one deck up from here,” Charlotte said as she led them forward. “And I’m kind of hoping most of the Sovs are down on the lower deck looking for me. That’s the last place anyone laid eyes on me and I killed them all. They will need to secure that area.”

	Harry and Jules exchanged a look. Neither of them had had much to do with this young woman back in Cairo. She was simply one of Viv’s operators. Quiet, unobtrusive, and young. Young enough to have been a child during the war. Harry and Julia knew each other well enough to exchange an entire conversation with that one, wordless glance. Who was this woman? Where had she acquired and honed her skills and why was she working with St. Clair?

	“Anybody we meet, we kill. Strip their weapons and keep going,” she said as they moved forward in a two-up one-back formation: Harry and Charlotte leading the way, Julia bringing up the rear, covering their tracks. They could move only as quickly as Duffy could walk backwards‌—‌but they still covered the ground at a reasonable pace and they could not be surprised by a flanking move.

	Julia trusted them to call out any obstacles or pitfalls; literal pitfalls in the case of open hatches leading down to the deck below.

	It was a harrowing, anxious passage, with Harry forever expecting shouts and gunfire to catch up with them. The wounds on his wrists had clotted over and cracked open and bled and partly dried out again. As they approached a ladder from A-Deck they halted as a set of boots climbed down. Just one. Harry raised the silenced Metal Storm pistol, preparing to fire off the last shots, but Charlotte stayed his hand. She glided forward the few steps between them and the crewman‌—‌he was dressed in dirty coveralls, not a suit like Skarov’s NKVD men. He was armed, however. A Thompson submachine gun with a drum magazine, like something from an old gangster movie.

	A knife appeared in Charlotte’s hand. The blade was matte black and fashioned in an uptime design. It may well have come from an armory on one of the ships of the Multinational Force. She used it with swift and terrible prowess, killing the man quietly before he could raise the alarm, before he knew he was dead.

	Julia took the tommy gun while Harry helped Charlotte drag the body out of the passageway into a small rummage space.

	It had no hatch but there was a rust-stained canvas tarpaulin under which they could hide him. It would serve for the moment. As soon as they had stowed the dead man, Charlotte led the way forward again.

	Julia caught Harry’s eye.

	“She won’t date you, you know.”

	He grinned, but not for long.

	They pushed on. Harry and Julia covered Charlotte while she reconnoitered the upper deck, climbing the same ladder her latest victim had just come down. She took a small scope from one of the many pockets in her black combat coveralls and maneuvered it through the hatch. Harry recognized the scope as a piece of 21st-century kit, a compact multifunction lens on a flexible fiber-optic cable. Charlotte fed the vision through to a small handheld unit that looked even more familiar. Then he realized why. It was a late model iPod, one of the last made. A couple hundred of them had come through in the PX on the Clinton and the Kandahar. He was pretty sure every one of them had disappeared into the maw of the Zone’s R&D program. They were precious. The fact that a junior member of a freelance team on a deniable mission had access to one spoke to Viv’s operation being plugged in at a much higher level than Harry had imagined.

	“All clear,” Charlotte said quietly, reaching back and holding out her hand for the submachine gun. Julia passed it up to her without protest. Charlotte would need to secure their foothold of the next deck. Half their age, seemingly unburdened by fatigue or injury, she seemed to float up the ladder. Julia followed her, while Harry covered their departure from the lower deck. He thought he heard voices approaching from somewhere aft, but it was hard to say.

	The next deck up looked very similar to the passageway from which they had just emerged. A narrow corridor lined with cabins, some of them with closed hatches, others guarded only by curtains on rails, or simply open to any traffic passing by. Charlotte signaled that they were to advance silently. They moved in the same formation, Harry and Charlotte to the fore, with Julia covering their rear.

	Harry counted nine cabins before the next junction, where a passageway crossing port to starboard met the corridor they were headed down.

	The shooting started before they reached the first cabin door.






	
CHAPTER ELEVEN



	Maria O’Brien found him in one of the private rooms off the main gaming floor, thirty or forty grand down in a hand of poker he was playing with a couple of exiled White Russian dukes, some Korean factory guy, and the inevitable Arabs. There were always Arabs. O’Brien waited for him to fold‌—‌he’d been bluffing with a lousy pair of threes‌—‌before inclining her head to indicate he should follow her.

	Slim Jim thanked the other players for their time and tossed a thousand-dollar chip at the croupier. The brunette he had peeled away from that Texan blowhard got a room key and a promise of all the Slim Jim she could handle just as soon as he was done with work. The bodyguard who had been nursing, but not drinking, a soda water by the small bar fell in a few steps behind him as he followed his lawyer out of the private room.

	“You just can’t help yourself, can you?” O’Brien said as he caught up with her. “I heard about Sam Horton.”

	“Who?” he asked, as innocent as a newborn.

	“The oilman in the stupid hat. The one you humiliated at the craps table about an hour ago. The one who carries a silver six-shooter with him everywhere he goes. You stole his hooker too, I see. And yet I’m almost certain I asked you not to start any fights.”

	“I didn’t,” he said honestly. “There was no fight. He just left. And she’s not a hooker. She’s a college grad. From Emily Dickinson.”

	“I rest my case. You know Horton once shot a man, right?”

	“Pfft. Who hasn’t?”

	“You, for one.”

	“So what’s the problem? It’s not like I shot him.”

	Her sigh was almost a growl.

	“I don’t get paid enough for this shit,” she said, but mostly to herself.

	“True enough!” Slim Jim shot back, enjoying himself. “Remind me tomorrow to double your pay.”

	“I will,” she said.

	“I’m not joking.”

	“Neither am I.”

	They left the casino behind, transited the foyer of the hotel, which was still heaving with drinkers and fusion-jazz fans, and took a flight of stairs up to the first floor where O’Brien led him into a business lounge. He was disturbed to find sandwiches and coffee. That was never a good sign.

	“Is this going to take long? I was kinda hoping to get back to Emily Dickinson. Can’t you just give me a bullet-point rundown of what’s going on with Kolhammer?”

	The bodyguard closed the door, leaving them alone as he took up station outside.

	“There is something big going down,” said O’Brien, before hurrying on to add, “and please, no dick jokes. It’s something involving the Soviets.”

	A tingle ran up Slim Jim’s spine, scattering out as it approached his shoulders.

	“Like a war?”

	O’Brien shook her head, but she was frowning darkly.

	“No. Or at least not yet. But things are happening, quickly, and none of them look good.”

	Davidson wished he had taken a piss on the way up here. He was feeling the strain of a couple of beers and bourbons he’d had down at the poker table.

	He found the idea of coffee both tempting and daunting. He needed to sharpen up, but he really didn’t want anything else to drink. Instead, he settled on grabbing a couple of ham sandwiches.

	“Okay,” he said. “Gimme what you got. And how Halabi’s involved. And what it means for us.”

	“You remember those satellites we put up for Boeing about six months ago?” O’Brien asked.

	He did, but only because she had insisted on briefing him about them before he went to dinner with Halabi.

	“They were spy satellites or something?”

	“Experimental platforms. Proof of concept for a couple of technologies the temps had finally managed to build for themselves after cribbing from us. From the archive,” she added.

	“Right. So Boeing proves this out before General Dynamics or Hughes Aerospace can, and they sign a deal with the US Air Force or CIA or whatever to fill the skies over Russia and China with them. So what?”

	O’Brien remained standing by the main conference table, dressed in a dark overcoat, beaded with rain. She was holding a briefcase, which she finally put on the floor.

	“Apparently the joint chiefs want them now. Like, right now. Kolhammer is putting the word on Halabi to turn over operational control of the experimental birds to the National Reconnaissance Office. Immediately.”

	“Because?”

	“Because NRO lost their own satellites.”

	“Lost them?”

	“It’s a side effect,” explained O’Brien. “It’s what happens when somebody shoots them out of the sky.”

	That fell between them like a lead weight.

	“Holy shit,” said Slim Jim. “The Russians shot down our satellites? Well, not ours, you know, mine. I mean…”

	“I know what you mean, and yes. Or at least, maybe. The tracking stations lost half a dozen birds a couple of hours ago. It doesn’t look like the Bluetooth connection dropped out or anything.”

	Slim Jim nodded. He understood the uptime joke. Normally he took a lot of pride in that sort of thing. It was stupid, but he liked to think he knew these people as well as they knew themselves.

	Part of him still thought of the uptimers as “these people”. Even O’Brien.

	“There’s something going on in the Mideast, or the Mediterranean,” she went on. “Some shit going down inside Russia too. Deep inside. National Command Authority has lost cover in both areas.”

	Slim Jim suddenly felt tired. The fun he’d had baiting Horton, the fun he was looking forward to with Horton’s girlfriend, was drained of its charge. He felt older than his years, and he conceded the loss by pulling a chair out and sitting down at the table. There was no avoiding it. Maria had done exactly what he had asked her to do. She had brought him information they could use.

	“What else do you know?” he asked.

	“Not much,” she confessed. “Just a couple of names. Alexandr Skarov and Pavel Ivanov.”

	It meant nothing to Slim Jim and he looked at her like a slow child, unable to figure out a simple math problem.

	“Sounds like a shitty Russian Punch and Judy.”

	“Skarov is a personal fixer for Stalin. Pavel Ivanov is on our side, a freelancer,” she explained, taking a chair across the table from him. “Ivanov’s uptime. Former Russian Spetsnaz operator. Did a lot of work inside the USSR during the war, and a bit afterwards until it got too hot for him. So he freelances now, mostly for the smaller, independent shops working out of London and on the continent. He has a base here in Paris too. We use him sometimes.”

	“Seriously?”

	She nodded.

	“He’s got great contacts in Turkey and the subcontinent. That pipeline deal we got in Central Asia, we got because of him.”

	Slim Jim was genuinely impressed. Not with this Russian asshole but with the scope of his own business. His empire was so vast now, so far-flung and downright fucking weird in so many ways that he had long ago stopped bothering with the details. He had people like O’Brien to worry about that.

	“So what’s this Ivan guy… This…”

	“Ivanov.”

	“Yeah him. What’s his part of the story?”

	“Don’t know,” Maria conceded. “I couldn’t shake that out of the trees. But he is plugged into this one way or another, and he really, really has a hard-on for Skarov.”

	“He’s a fag?” Slim Jim asked.

	She shook her head as if pitying him.

	“No. Sorry. Poor choice of words. Skarov put the zap on some of Ivanov’s people during the war. Killed them, tortured them, some Bond villain henchmen shit. But, far as I can tell, their feud’s got nothing to do with the NRO losing its satellites or whatever the Sovs are up to that needs hiding from those birds.”

	Slim Jim drummed his fingers on the table. He was engaged now. This wasn’t like playing poker for cigarettes. This shit was for real.

	“If there’s gonna be a war I guess we should buy some bomb factories or something,” he said. “And go short on consumer goods. What do you think?”

	O’Brien shook her head.

	“It’s a bit early for that, Jimbo. And to be frank your portfolio is so diverse now that it’s neither here nor there. But we do have exposure we have to worry about, especially if the Russians are raking birds out of the sky.”

	“My satellites, you mean?”

	“Yes,” O’Brien said. “They’re part of the reason you’re so big.”

	He grinned, and she gave him a warning look, wiping the smile from his face.

	“I’m serious. You own the planet’s largest private comms network, and all that traffic routes through your satellites at one point or another. If you lose them, you lose the real-time decision-making advantage you have over all of your competitors. Right now, nobody can get inside your decision loop. It’s literally like the 1950s competing with the 21st century. It’s not even a contest. But if you lose that, especially in the context of the Cold War turning hot, you’re fucked.”

	He picked up another sandwich, but it was just a reflex action, something to do with his hands. He wasn’t hungry. He was actually feeling a little sick. He put the dainty triangle of bread down again.

	“So what should I do?” he asked.

	“First thing, I think we should lay hands on Ivanov. Try to find out what he knows.”

	“Do you know where he is?”

	O’Brien smiled.

	“Of course. He’s in Paris. Been here for a couple of weeks. I couldn’t trace his movements for a month before that, which means he was probably on a job, probably somewhere he shouldn’t have been.”

	“Taking a dump on the sly in old Joe Stalin’s hot tub, eh? Good for him,” grinned Davidson. “Let’s send someone to grab him. And a really big bag full of money. Five minutes ago. Get him in here for sandwiches and shenanigans. I love me some fucking shenanigans, especially when there’s a payday at the end of it.”

	She nodded.

	“He’s on his way. I already sent a guy, as soon as I located him. I hope you don’t mind. I didn’t want to waste any time.”

	Slim Jim waved off the very idea that he might give a shit about her getting ahead of herself.

	“This is why I pay you so much, baby. To make me look as if I’m always three moves ahead of the game.”

	“You actually are three moves ahead of the game now.”

	“Great. Give yourself a pay raise, doll. Buy something pretty with it.” He clapped his hands together. Satisfied that they were in the game, even if he didn’t know exactly what they were playing for. “So we get him in here and get what we can from him. Whatever it costs. Whatever he knows, we need to know.”

	“Already happening,” she said. “But…”

	He looked at her, not knowing what she might say next.

	She said nothing, merely looking at him, as if inviting Slim Jim to fill in the blanks.

	“But?” he said, at last.

	“But that’s not the only option you have. You can take direct action to protect your investments. Your satellite network.”

	For a moment he wasn’t sure what she meant, and then he remembered.

	“Oh shit yeah, that’s right,” he said. And then…

	“Fuck. You really think I can do that?”

	“Yes,” said the woman from the future. “I do.”






	
CHAPTER TWELVE



	Kolhammer was sleeping when the war began. He hadn’t gone to bed. He had been waiting to hear back from Karen Halabi and had dozed off in an armchair. His phone rang at the same time as the Secret Service detail burst in through the big double doors of his hotel suite. They didn’t bother knocking. The agents didn’t yell at him, but they weren’t gentle.

	“We have to get moving, Mr Vice President. This location is no longer secure.”

	His attention moved blearily between the phone vibrating and ringing in his hand, and the two Secret Service men bustling across the room towards him. He had a moment of vertiginous confusion, with no idea of where he was, what time it was, or what the hell was happening. He was able to get to his feet before suffering the indignity of being hauled from his chair and hustled out of the suite by his personal security detail.

	He was about to demand they tell him what was going on, but he saw the incoming call was from Mike Judge. He had been expecting Mike’s wife, Karen Halabi. It was well after midnight. Karen had left a couple of hours earlier, and had no doubt been doing as she promised: banging heads together at Boeing to get him his satellite cover. The call from her husband, Supreme Allied Commander of Europe, could not be coincidence. And it would not be good news. Not at this time of night.

	As the Secret Service hurried him out the doors‌—‌not giving him time to pack or collect any personal items‌—‌he took the call.

	“Mike, it’s me. What’s going on? I’m getting railroaded out of my hotel room like it’s the end of the world.”

	“Mr Vice President,” said Judge, his tone formal, his voice strained, no time for pleasantries with an old friend, “We just got hit. Fifth Army has been targeted by an orbital weapons platform‌—‌at least that’s what it looks like. It wasn’t a nuclear attack, but it might as well have been. The Soviet Eighth Guards Army is rolling. Right now. The Second and Third Shock Armies in southern Europe are on one-hour standby to move. We believe it is a pre-emptive attack, sir.”

	No shit, thought Kolhammer. It explained the phalanx of Secret Service agents which had solidified around him as he exited the hotel room. There had to be a dozen of them now, the full detail. They formed a flying wedge that drove down the long, wide corridor of the hotel, pushing aside any resistance they met.

	“Have you spoken to Karen?” Kolhammer asked. “She was organizing—”

	Judge rode in over the top of him, time too short for protocol.

	“She called me right after she left you earlier this evening. She was going to put those Combat Optics birds into the game for you, but she had to check all the boxes back stateside first. I haven’t heard from her since, but I don’t doubt she’s kicking ass to get it done. Especially now.”

	Kolhammer’s Secret Service pack reached the end of the corridor and hit the fire escape, rejecting the elevators. He moved with them, hurrying down the stairwell as quickly as he could. It was difficult to hear Mike over so many pairs of shoes scuffing and slapping on bare concrete in the enclosed space.

	“I’m on the move, Mike. But you would have guessed that. Where do we stand right now?”

	“DEFCON 2 back home. Defense Readiness Condition One here, for what it’s worth, which isn’t much. All of the ready reaction forces just got their asses vaporized. The best of the rest are probably on two or three days standby.”

	Kolhammer almost missed his footing as the fast-moving, dark-suited pod of Secret Service agents swept him around another landing.

	“Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “Okay, I’ll do what I can to get everything jumpstarted straightaway. I’ll call the White House, but that won’t do much good. They’ve probably already got Ike scrambled out of there. Joint chiefs and NatSec will be online, but they don’t need me getting up in their grill. You know my role in all of this.”

	“Designated survivor,” Judge said grimly.

	“Well, let’s see if I can be a little more useful than that. You will have your own clusterfuck to sort out, let me chase down Karen and see what she’s got for us, if anything.”

	“Thanks, man,” said Mike Judge, his voice finally sounding more like the man with whom Kolhammer had been friends through so many years. Across so much time.

	They signed off the call as the security wedge hit the basement carpark. There was no signal down here, not even hotel wi-fi. There was a convoy waiting, however. Five black SUVs. Contemporary copies of uptime models fitted out with the best augmented technology and a smattering of original uptime kit, mostly the communications suite. His head clearer, his footing more certain, he hauled ass into the back of the vehicle indicated by the lead agent, Mulhearn, that potato-headed Irishman.

	The burly Mick and another agent, an even burlier African-American, climbed in after him, communicating the whole time with the rest of the team via their earpieces. Kolhammer barely had his seatbelt on before the driver stepped on the gas and they were away, heading for the streets of Paris. He had no idea where they were taking him, but it was a fair chance to be outside the city and not at a major military base. They wouldn’t want him getting atomized in a counterforce strike.

	The streets of the French capital showed no sign that anybody knew the apocalypse was upon them. Bars and restaurants traded late into the night. The footpaths were thronged with strolling couples and groups of friends and revelers. The rain had cleared, leaving the streets slicked with moisture, which reflected back a brightly colored riot of neon and electric light.

	He wondered how long it would take.

	Maybe the city authorities would sound air-raid sirens. More likely they would begin by pushing out alerts on all of the local and national radio stations. Radio‌—‌old fashioned AM radio‌—‌was still vastly more powerful than the nascent Internet here. However it happened, he had no doubt there would be panic. His motorcade was already contributing to the first emergence of chaos on the streets by accelerating through every intersection it hit. They had an escort of six police officers on motorcycles, their sirens blaring and lights turning, but Paris did not enjoy the advanced traffic management systems which would have shot his convoy through the city like a bullet up in the 21st century.

	“You have communications clearance, Mr Vice President,” Mulhearn told him.

	“Thank you,” said Kolhammer, taking a thick, military-grade data pad from the Secret Service man, and plugging a set of Sennheisers into the headphone port.

	They still made the old-fashioned ports and plugs here. It was one of the few things about the past he genuinely liked. The fingerprint reader identified him as the only person authorized to use this device. The pad’s onboard systems sought out and made a secure connection to a military communications satellite hundreds of miles overhead‌—‌a link he hadn’t been entirely sure he would be able to make. And Vice President Philip Kolhammer was able to access the encrypted real-time broadband network which had evolved out of Fleetnet.

	His personal alert cache lit up with hundreds of messages, all of them sent within the last hour. He ordered the onboard Intelligence to filter the messages, reducing the tsunami to a smaller, more manageable flood.

	Priority one was an email from the president.


	
		Phil, looks like you were right. I will apologize now for not heeding your counsel, and then move on to dealing with this mess. You are in Europe, in the middle of this thing. I’m going to use you there, rather than bringing you home to hide behind the couch. The National Signals Agency will be in contact presently about a secure, real-time channel, me to you, we two only. You will speak with my voice there, and I will have from you your unvarnished reading of whatever develops on the continent over the next days and weeks. Assuming we have that long. Get to the safehold. Will talk soon.

	

	
	He had initialed the quick note, “DE”. The next message under it was from the deputy director of the National Signals Agency with instructions and attachments for creating a secure point-to-point connection with the president. Kolhammer skipped over that for now. There would be time to deal with it later.

	There were two secure messages from Karen Halabi, the first simply informing him that she had taken action to transfer temporary operational control of Boeing’s two experimental Combat Optics platforms directly to the joint chiefs. The second, which was only fifteen minutes old, was flagged as high priority flash traffic. It had been routed into his official system from a private network, an unusual pathway. His network was designed to be impermeable to outside communications. But of course it was based on the original Fleetnet architecture, to which Karen Halabi had enjoyed top-level access. In her role at Boeing she had also hired some of Fleetnet’s best systems operators and administrators. Kolhammer wasn’t surprised to see her message at the top of his inbox.

	It was terse.


	
		Civilian comm system compromised. Confirm Soviet malware intrusion.

	

	
	That explained why she hadn’t simply rung him.


	
		Authorized transfer of CO assets to JCS. Both platforms attacked and disabled within thirty minutes. Some data collected. Package attached. Can confirm mobilization of Soviet-only high readiness forces, theatres north and south. Warsaw Pact forces now mobilizing but only Soviet elements deployed so far. Seeking detachment of further company assets to JCS. Your invoice for my satellites is in the mail.

	

	
	He smiled at that. In spite of the horror, Karen had found it within herself to make a joke. Just a small one, but enough to promise that maybe, just maybe, they would survive this. He quickly recapped what he knew now.

	She had effected the transfer of Boeing’s experimental Combat Optics satellites to the Joint Chiefs of Staff. They had almost certainly detailed either NSA or NRO to throw the birds into the breach as quickly as possible. As soon as the Soviets had detected the satellites on that orbital track, they took them down too. But not before Boeing’s advanced sensor packages had sucked up a significant store of data confirming the pre-emptive attack. He had no idea what Karen had loaded on to those birds, but he presumed it was super-augmented signals intercept gear and advanced optics technologies. It was probably all just debris now, plunging back down the gravity well, burning up on re-entry. But it had afforded them a quick peek into the enemy’s capabilities and probable intentions.

	The city around him fell away as he dialed down into the data. It looked like a two-pronged attack, the main spearhead pushing in through the Fulda Gap‌—‌the nightmare scenario of the mid-20th century; and for now a largely airborne assault out of the Soviet-controlled areas of southern Europe. If you projected the lines of advance forward, they met in Paris.

	In his own time he might have wasted a few minutes checking social media at this point, just to see whether or not knowledge of the invasion had reached the public yet. But although some of the infrastructure for a rudimentary Internet had been built out in the last few years, much of it was still privately owned by companies like Boeing or Davidson. It reminded him of the earliest days of the web, with most of the action confined inside walled gardens like CompuServe or that terrible Apple one: E-world or iWorld or something.

	People would not be tweeting the end of the world here.

	He fired off a quick reply to Eisenhower. A thank you note to Karen, and a request that she get in contact with him via a secure real-time conference link as soon as possible.

	There was a lot to get done and he didn’t know how long he had.

	“What’s our first ETA,” he asked Mulhearn.

	Now that they were safely in transit, the Secret Service agent felt comfortable sharing the information.

	“The Office of Strategic Services runs a small airfield about thirty miles northeast of the city,” he said. “We should be there in forty minutes, depending on traffic. From there you’re crossing the channel.”

	“London?”

	“No, sir. We evaluate that as a high risk site. There is a Ministry of Defence facility in Scotland. A mountain bunker. It has full communications links, it’s deep underground and it’s off the map.”

	Kolhammer knew it was pointless arguing. And as long as he had access to communications he could make do.

	But how long would he have that?

	As they blew through another intersection, sirens blaring, his pad chimed with an incoming message. An alert from the National Signals Agency. They had lost three more satellites.

	Stalin was raking their eyes out, blinding NATO’s commanders before driving home the killing blow, and there was nothing the Allies could do about it.

	But there was something Kolhammer could do.

	He took his phone out of his pocket and dialed the number from memory. The call routed through the same hardened network as the data from the pad on his lap, the matrix which had evolved from the Combat Intelligences on board the ships of the Multinational Force. This call, however, diverted through a series of black holes, before reemerging scrubbed of all its metadata and armored in quantum encryption. The handset it reached out to was likewise protected. There would be no record of this conversation, no matter how brief. There never was when they spoke within the invisible walls of the Quiet Room.

	A woman answered.

	“It’s time,” he said. “You have a go.”






	
CHAPTER THIRTEEN



	“How many drinks have you had, Jimbo?”

	Slim Jim swirled the olive around in his martini with the aid of a tiny silver toothpick.

	“Hard to say, baby,” he said, sipping at the drink. It was superb. “My ma used to give us fermented grape juice to get us to go to sleep. So you could say I been drinkin’ a long while and—”

	“And it’s probably time to give it a rest,” said O’Brien, as she gently took the crystal stemware from his hand. Slim Jim would have protested, but part of him was too tired, and part of him knew she was right. This Russian asshole would be turning up any moment now and he had to have his wits about him. And there was that cocktail waitress too.

	Had she told him when she was getting off her shift? Where had he seen her again? Was it that dinner with Karen what’s-her-name? Or down in the bar, downstairs…?

	Oh, Emily Dickinson. He’d almost forgotten her too. Maybe he could put them together and make a pussy sandwich.

	Man. He was a little drunk. He could admit that. When you had as much experience of being drunk as Slim Jim Davidson, you got to know these things.

	“Baby, maybe you should handle this meeting,” he said, his speech slurring.

	“Maybe I should,” said O’Brien. He’d seen her drink, like, half a glass of fizzy water all night. And a coffee. That’s right. She had lashed out and had a coffee earlier. With sugar.

	Wild times.

	“You think I could get some coffee up here?” Slim Jim said. They were still in the private business lounge, awaiting the arrival of the Russian guy and… He searched for the name of the other guy… But… but… O’Brien had told him she had sent their security guy… Their special security guy…

	She appeared as if by magic out of his peripheral vision with a ham and cheese croissant and a cup of coffee. He greedily ate the croissant, getting crumbs all over himself, before washing it down with the big mug of java.

	He’d lost track of time. They had been in here for a while, O’Brien taking him through a lot of impenetrable, difficult and frankly fucking dull business stuff that she wanted him to deal with. Mostly he just nodded along and agreed and said things like, “Yeah, let’s action that.”

	He had a lot of uptimers working for him, and that’s how they spoke. They actioned shit and they descoped the problem and they got the motherfucker done.

	“Let’s just get the motherfucker done,” he added, just in case there was some motherfucker somewhere that he’d forgotten about between the beers and the whisky and the vodka martini.

	“Yes, let’s,” said O’Brien in that tone of voice. “They’re here.”

	He looked up from the remains of his croissant, surprised to find two men standing in the room. He vaguely recognized one of them, a Mexican-looking motherfucker. Probably not the Russian then. That would be the enormous slab of frozen mammoth meat staring at him as though Slim Jim was some bum who’d wandered in here by mistake, which was a hell of a thing, wasn’t it, because Slim Jim Davidson was only the king of the fucking world, who owned this motherfucking hotel and all who sailed in her.

	He almost sniggered at that, but got a hold of himself before he started laughing. He felt as though he was teetering on the edge of drunken hysteria and if he fell over now it would be a long, long way down.

	“Fellas,” he said,surprised at how steady and sober he sounded. Maybe this was gonna work out after all.

	If he could remember what the fuck it was he was supposed to be doing here.


	###


	This fool was drunk. Ivanov was Russian. He knew drunk. Davidson was covered in food and his shirt was stained with at least one drink spill. He did not stand up when they entered the room, and seemed a little surprised to find them there. Rogas apparently thought nothing of it, however.

	“Ms O’Brien. Mr Davidson,” he said, as though everything were perfectly in order.

	Ivanov nodded curtly at them both. The woman, Maria O’Brien, advanced on him with her hand out. They shook and he noted that her grip was strong, and her hands were slightly calloused. She had the military bearing of a former Marine‌—‌even if she had been a lawyer‌—‌and she had obviously worked hard at maintaining her fitness after leaving the service. Her bearing was erect, her shoulders straight, and she looked very competent beneath her expensive business suit.

	“Thank you for coming, Pavel,” she said. “We appreciate your time. We know it’s valuable. You did such good work for us last year on the Uzbekistan pipeline.”

	He dipped his head again. “Thank you. I am always happy to be of service.”

	“Yeah, thanks for that buddy,” said Davidson. He looked as if he was about to get up, but he fell back into his chair when the effort appeared too great.

	“Please, sit down,” said the woman, ushering them to a couple of lounge chairs placed in a cozy arrangement around a large coffee table. Fresh sandwiches, pots of tea and coffee, and tiny pastries had been laid out. Davidson leaned forward and took one of the pastries. He reversed his slow collapse back into the armchair to scoop up another four of them.

	“Vincente says I may be of service to you again,” said Ivanov.

	“You may,” the lawyer woman confirmed. She sat back in her own armchair, folding her long legs. “Are you aware that the Soviets have been shooting down satellites?”

	His facial expression gave him away.

	“Okay,” she said. “I can see that you’re not.”

	He looked across at Rogas, but the American’s expression was unreadable.

	“When did they do this?” Ivanov asked. “How many satellites?”

	“Took them down in the last twenty-four hours. Two that we know of,” said Maria O’Brien. “Both USAF birds.”

	“But this is an act of war,” Ivanov protested. “It is madness.”

	“Only if you get caught,” said Davidson. He was grinning sloppily, and his voice was slurred, but it was the first contribution he had made which was of any real value.

	“And have they been caught? Have they made declarations? Taken responsibility?”

	They were questions which answered themselves. “Well, we ain’t at war yet, are we?” said Davidson. “So that’d be a no.”

	“Of course,” Ivanov conceded, embarrassed to have been shown up by this drunken idiot. If Stalin had finally lost what was left of his mind to syphilis and dissolution, if he had launched a pre-emptive strike, they would not be sitting in this hotel eating pastries and chatting. The world would be at war and they would more than likely be dead. The nuclear arsenals of East and West were small, but growing rapidly. Mankind already had the wherewithal to destroy himself and the planet many times over. Once would be enough.

	Pavel Ivanov determined the most advisable course of action for the next few minutes was to keep his mouth shut and learn what he could of developments that had been unknown to him until just now. He would also learn what role these people expected him to play. He imagined it to be entirely self-interested on their part.

	Maria O’Brien consulted a mid-sized handheld device, a new data slate from the look of it, almost certainly ripped off a late model iPad design. Her face lit by the glowing screen, she went on, “Washington has made no statements, yet. The loss of the satellites isn’t public knowledge, although that won’t last long. I was able to confirm the rumors with our sources within an hour. I don’t imagine it will take long for the information to leak out into the public sphere. With no allegations to respond to, Moscow has said nothing.”

	“But what are they doing?” Ivanov asked. “Have they mobilized? Are the ready reaction forces on standby? Has the Eighth Guards Army suddenly leapt up out of bed for unscheduled war games on the north German plain?”

	Both of the other men looked to the woman to answer the question. There was an interesting dynamic at work here, Ivanov thought. Rogas was a high-level functionary, undoubtedly competent and trusted with access to the most senior personnel and information. He was not simply a cabdriver tasked with delivering Ivanov to this meeting. He had some role to play, but what?

	Davidson, on the other hand, seemed to be neither competent nor trustworthy, but what did it matter? He was the tsar of this empire. His courtiers and boyars would serve his interests even in the absence of Davidson having the slightest fucking clue what those interests might be. The man had a reputation as an incurable debaucher, but Ivanov wondered how long it would be before O’Brien‌—‌his advisor, his Rasputin‌—‌convinced him to marry and establish a line of succession by blood.

	Perhaps she had designs on the crown herself. He could see that Davidson’s renown as a dealmaker and strategist of uncommon rat-like cunning‌—‌a legacy of his former life as a criminal mastermind it was said‌—‌was in fact most likely to be the work of this woman. Rogas had said something to that effect, had he not?

	Still, it was all fascinating, but irrelevant.

	“You’re asking all the right questions, Pavel,” said Maria O’Brien. “And we are seeking answers, but for now I can’t tell what, if any, other moves the Kremlin has made. However, I can tell you that there has been no general mobilization of NATO forces. Some intelligence channels have been turned to full gain, but that’s it for now.”

	“I see,” said Ivanov, but he did not. Not really. “And this is why you have asked me here? Why you are already paying for my time?”

	Maria O’Brien nodded.

	“Your time is valuable. It should be paid for. We understand you spent some time recently behind the Wall. We also wonder if the work you undertook there might have anything to do with these current developments.”

	Another man might have shifted uncomfortably under her gaze. Ivanov set his face to stone.

	“As you pointed out, the last work I did for you was in Uzbekistan, out of Turkey. That was last year. I have not discussed that work with anybody. I will never discuss that work with anybody but you. This is a guarantee I give you. This is a guarantee I give all my clients.”

	She smiled, quite sweetly.

	“But of course. This is why your time is so valuable. But if I might be permitted to change your mind, at least in this instance, we already know your clients in Rome were the British and American secret services, working in tandem. We know they sent you, because you are a deniable asset. The only way we could know this, Pavel, is via your clients.”

	She smiled, not in victory, but as though she was telling him something she knew he wanted to know. Ivanov remained unmoved.

	“I cannot confirm who I may or may not have worked for at any time. If a client should choose to reveal that information that is a matter for them, not me.”

	Davidson was blinking at him blearily, as though he was having trouble following the conversation. Rogas seemed relaxed and content to sit on a coffee as though he really were nothing more than a taxi driver.

	Maria O’Brien seemed not at all upset to be denied again.

	“That is what we would hope you would say if circumstances were different and you were being asked about work you had done for us. But, Pavel, allow me to explain why you should trust us in this instance. You are right to surmise that we may be on the eve of war. If so, everything changes. The imperatives which demand you protect the confidentiality of your clients can hardly apply in a situation where the world may cease to exist in twenty-four hours. I put it to you, Pavel, that by breaking confidentiality, by telling us what you know of what happened in Rome, or at least as much of what happened as we need to deduce what Stalin is up to, I put it to you that you are actually helping your clients, advancing their interests. And I remind you, we’re only having this conversation because they allowed me to learn something of the role you played behind the Wall, and the fact that whatever you did there is related to whatever is happening now.”

	He almost smiled. This woman was very good. She had slipped, however. Just a little. She had been quite careful to use the collective “we” when discussing the arrangement she wished to come to. But she had said “they allowed me to learn” of his mission in the Soviet sector of Rome. That spoke to much greater autonomy than would be enjoyed by a mere factotum. He needed time to think this through. Specifically, he needed time to contact Section Six or the OSS.

	“You tell me all of these things happened. Satellites shot out of space. Intelligence alerts. Possible mobilizations. Perhaps whole armies moving around in the dark where we cannot see them. But I know nothing of this.”

	The O’Brien woman raised her palms in a gesture of feigned helplessness.

	“We understand your concern. And again, we approve of your caution. If you have the resources or contacts to verify any of this, we are more than happy to seek confirmation. But, Pavel, I would remind you that events are moving quickly. All we’re looking for is actionable information.”

	He narrowed his eyes.

	“Actionable? How? Do you wish to short certain options on the stock market? Is this all we are discussing?”

	O’Brien looked almost disappointed in him.

	“Pavel, we would be more than happy to talk you through the options we see as reasonable going forward but we cannot have those discussions if we have no information upon which to base them. We do not need to know the operational details of your mission in Rome, merely understanding the context of what would—”

	Davidson interrupted her.

	“You want to kill this Skarov asshole or what?” he said.

	For the first time since Ivanov had met her, Ms O’Brien seemed at a complete loss for words. Rogas too was suddenly alert and attentive to proceedings, but he looked just as confused and surprised as the lawyer.

	“What did you say?” Ivanov asked. His voice was low and dangerous. Davidson was still drunk. But he appeared to have focused his drunken intensity on this conversation, like a man trying to convince a bartender that he is good for one last shot.

	“This asshole you been chasing for‌—‌what? Ten or fifteen years? This fuckin’ Skarov or Scarface or whatever his fucking name is? You want to kill him?”

	Ivanov honestly did not know what to say. He had been rendered just as speechless as the others in the room. Everyone but Davidson.

	“Because that’s what I hear. The only thing gives you a boner these days is the idea of putting a bullet into this motherfucker. Tell us what we want to know, and he’s yours.”

	“What do you mean he is mine?”

	“I mean we know where this cunt is, right now. You tell us what we need to know. I put you on a fast jet, I got a fuckin’ fleet of them. You take all the money and guns you need. And you put his fuckin’ lights out. From what I hear of this prick, you’d be doing the world a favor. But first, you tell the lady what she wants to know.”

	He told them everything.






	
CHAPTER FOURTEEN



	Julia broke to her right, charging at a cabin door and hitting it with her shoulder. The shots had come from somewhere up towards the bow and she had been covering their six, which remained clear, at least for now. She heard Harry and Charlotte open up with their weapons‌—‌the Metal Storm and the Thompson submachine gun. The gunfire was horrendously loud in the confined space of the passageway, but it did the job of suppressing the Russians’ fire long enough for them to get out of the killing zone.

	The cabin door gave way under the impact of Julia’s shoulder charge, the flimsy lock exploding with a report almost as loud as the gunshots. She stumbled into a space perhaps twice as large as the cabin in which they had been held prisoner. It was much more comfortably appointed; a comparatively bright place, the bulkheads painted in a light off-white, three incandescent globes casting a warm glow over the relatively luxurious fitout. Two bunkbeds, two armchairs, a small table.

	Professor Bremmer’s children were crouched behind the armchairs, presumably cowering from the uproar in the passageway.

	That’s how she thought of them: as Bremmer’s children.

	In the free-falling rush and adrenaline surge of combat, exhausted not just by captivity and torture, but by the events of the last two days, she reacted with the natural protective impulse of any adult confronted by terrified children. Even one like her, without much in the way of a maternal instinct.

	“Get down and stay down,” she shouted at them. “I’ll look after you, but stay down.”

	She took up a firing position by the broken cabin door. It afforded her a view towards the stern of the ship, covering an arc of the passageway she had just left. Anybody wanting to surprise them from that direction would have to get past her. She could only hope that Harry and Ninja Barbie could assault forward and…

	The blade was a stiletto, five inches long and no thicker at its base than her little finger. It entered her body three inches to the right of her spine, just above the line of her hip. She did not feel it immediately, and when she did it was not as a gross, potentially lethal penetration of her body, but as a dull sensation, less painful than the aching throb of her fractured cheekbone.

	That changed quickly enough as her nervous system finally woke up to a new sensation‌—‌the alien presence of sharpened steel inside her.

	She cried out and the cry became a scream‌—‌of surprise, of outrage, of violation. All thoughts of safeguarding the corridor, Harry, these children, vanished as she half-turned towards the source of this new, exquisite pain, at the same time as she tried to rear away from it. She met the cold visage of the Bremmer girl snarling silently as she tried to drive the blade in deeper. Her face was contorted in a rictus of killing fury, but her eyes were as flat and empty as a blackboard scrubbed clean.

	Julia lashed back with her elbow, hitting the girl square on the nose. She felt cartilage crumple under the strike, and the girl’s head snapped back, a few spots of blood spraying out of her nostrils. But she simply bent to her task with even more vigor, her shoulders hunching as she tried to push the knife in further. The pain came for real then, a great blooming rose of black and red fire that burned the entire side of Julia’s body.

	She was going to die at the hands of this child killer… No, this killer… child.

	As her vision dimmed and grayed out the edges, and as black ink spots spread everywhere else she finally remembered who had brought the gun to this knife fight, and jammed the muzzle of the Makarov up under the jawline of this little psycho.

	Even then, a normal person, man or woman, might not have been able to do what was needed. Some dying, fluttering remnant of a deep-seated need to continue the species might have stayed their hand. But Julia Duffy was not normal. Julia Duffy had traveled through time from one seemingly endless, futile and savage war into a world consumed by an even greater and more brutal conflagration. Julia Duffy had not just survived this transition, but flourished within it. Death had come for her many times, and death had failed. She would be damned if she was letting it win today.

	“I fucking hate children,” she snarled.

	And pulled the trigger.

	Fräulein Bremmer’s little brother came at her then, his tiny fingers hooked into claws as his sister slid down the bulkhead, leaving a bright red smear against the off-white paintwork.

	She pulled the trigger again and again as darkness welled up around her.


	###


	Charlotte also broke right, but as she was facing forward, towards the bow of the ship, this put her on the starboard side, in a small closet-like stowage space similar to the one in which they’d stashed the body on the deck below. This one was crowded with stores; cardboard boxes, some of them sagging and split, spilling out tins of food and packets of freeze-dried rations underfoot.

	She saw Wales break left, smashing through a flimsy cabin door like a human battering ram. She was peripherally aware of the struggle that immediately broke out across the passageway from her, Harry shooting one man in the cabin and grappling with another. There was nothing she could do to help. The Tommy gun was a crude weapon for the circumstance. She couldn’t just hose down the room even though she had a clear line of sight. She could, however, use it to push forward with fire and movement.

	She was certain Bremmer was being held in one of the cabins she could see just up the corridor. The volume of fire coming at them from that direction spoke to some vital asset the Russians wanted to protect. She poked her machine gun out into the passageway, staying well inside cover herself, and squeezed off a couple of short bursts. It dampened the return fire enough to give her some confidence. She removed the drum magazine with some difficulty‌—‌it was not a mechanism with which she was familiar‌—‌and checked the load. It was heavy, possibly more than three quarters full.

	“Good enough,” she said to herself, before taking a few breaths to steady her nerves and committing to what must come next. It would be easy to just give up, to slide to the deck and wait for the end, or even to escape. To cover her own retreat with a few long bursts of automatic fire as she ran aft, heading for the nearest exit to the ship’s promenade deck. There was a lateral corridor bisecting this long passageway not ten or fifteen meters back. She was a strong swimmer and under the cover of night she was confident she could make good an escape by water.

	She snapped the heavy drum magazine back into the old machine gun.

	She wouldn’t be doing any of that.

	She had already died once. The little girl who had gone into prison Camp 5 of the Cabanatuan complex in 1942 was Charlotte-Grace Mulvaney. Her daddy was an officer under General Douglas MacArthur. Her mother was an army wife and homemaker. They were gone. Her mother and father were dead by the time little Charlotte-Grace was captured and imprisoned, and Charlotte-Grace Mulvaney herself had become something else by the time she was liberated by the ghost soldiers. She too was a ghost now, and a soldier, and she would do what was expected of her.

	She would fight to the end.

	She whipped the machine gun out into the corridor again, clearing a space to move with a series of short, randomly timed bursts of automatic fire. When she judged she had a good chance to move forward, she leapt from her cover, leaving the uptime prince and his partner behind. Harry was still struggling with one of the men he had surprised in the other stateroom. Viv had spoken highly of his former commanding officer. Her old boss had enjoyed complete confidence in his old boss, and she would trust that confidence now.

	Duffy, too, she would have to leave behind. She had made it to cover across the passageway and could secure their rear while Charlotte moved forward. Duffy had been there on the day the ghost soldiers had come to Camp 5. She had written stories about it, and Charlotte still had the clippings of those stories pasted into a scrapbook in her apartment back in London. She had not told the woman they shared that small connection. It had not been relevant to the job. Maybe if they survived this day she would have a chance to discuss it.

	Most likely, however, they would not. All the more reason then, that the mission must succeed.

	She charged forward, passing two doors that remained closed, shooting the lock off the third when the Russians recovered from the surprise of her assault, and started to coordinate their defense, concentrating their fire on her. She ran through the stateroom door, which splintered with a crash as she hit it. There were people in the room, men, and she fired two short bursts at them, attempting to clear the room with the last of her ammunition. She cut down one man, but missed the second who came at her with a cargo hook. He was a sailor, not one of the NKVD agents. It did not make him a poor fighter, just an untrained one. He came at her with animal ferocity, screaming obscenities, raising the wicked-looking hook just above his shoulder, but not so high that it might catch overhead.

	Charlotte had no space to move outside the line of his attack, so she stepped inside it and swung the butt of her empty machine gun in a short, savage jab. The heavy wooden butt of the Thompson smashed into his mouth, shredding his lips and shattering half of his teeth. With a deft flick, she deflected the cruel steel tip of the cargo hook, pirouetting inside the man’s fighting arc, such as it was, to place herself behind him, where she kicked out the back of his knee and caved in his skull with the empty weapon.

	The machine gun hit the deck at the same time as the dead body. She already had Frau Bremmer’s handgun out as she advanced on the stateroom door again, intent on resuming her forward progress. A figure appeared, framed by the open doorway, and she fired without hesitation.

	It could have been Duffy or Wales, but that was not likely. The man had appeared from the left. He had been forward, where the Russians were hunkered down. Charlotte put three bullets into his center mass before he could squeeze off a single round. He dropped to the deck-plating with a thud‌—‌a thickset man in a blood-spattered gray suit.

	She fired out into the passageway, emptying the magazine of her pistol, giving her just enough time to grab the dead man’s weapon, a sort of miniaturized Kalashnikov. The main body of the weapon felt like crudely stamped sheet metal, but she did not doubt that it would be a hardy, reliable firearm. Even now, more than a decade after the Transition, the Sovs did not go in for wasteful techno fetishism. Their shit was simple and cheap and it worked.

	Firing and moving forward again, she cleared another two cabins before having to take cover in a third. The Russian submachine gun in her hands snarled with a deep, intimidating roar, and the magazine was loaded with penetrators and tracer rounds. She was close enough to her quarry to hear the cries of distress and fear occasioned by her latest assault, but her attack faltered when she ran out of ammunition for the Kalashnikov.

	Holed up in a small cabin, which looked as though it housed one of the ship’s officers, she was pinned down by the ferocious defense layered around that last stateroom.

	Bremmer had to be in there.


	###


	Harry broke left, firing off the last of the Metal Storm ammo. He got a sight picture of the passageway ahead of them a split second before he hit the dark, thin wood of a stateroom door. There was a sort of crossroads formed by a meeting of two passageways fifty meters or so ahead of him, just beyond the next hatchway leading down to the lower deck. He estimated there to be seven or eight shooters up there, some of them Skarov’s men, some dressed in the mismatched coveralls, dungarees and work shirts of the Bulgakov’s crew. Merchant marine or not, they were no fucking slackers with a gun.

	What they lacked in accuracy and fire control they more than made up for in volume. The old Russian standby. Quantity with a quality all of its own.

	He didn’t think they’d had time to set their ambush. He wouldn’t have had the opportunity to ponder the question if they had. He’d be dead. Most likely Skarov or one of his offsiders, maybe even an officer of the ship, had thrown together a fire team and headed straight for Bremmer, racing the enemy they knew was also moving to take him.

	And then his shoulder hit the door, and he was through the obstacle with a rending explosion of splinters and the crashing thunder of impact and there was no time to contemplate the how’s and why’s because two men were trying to kill him. He shot the first with the Grach while he was still on the move, pulling the trigger three times, and hitting the man twice before his mate slammed into Harry from the side, driving most of the air from him, cracking a rib, and sending his gun flying out of his hand as they both encountered the unyielding barrier of a thick metal bulkhead at high speed.

	Harry managed to take the blow on his side, turning his shoulder towards the wall just before they hit. He was still crushed between the bulk of the man and the mass of the ship, but at least he did not crack his skull open. He was winded and off balance, but he had his wits and his fists. The Russian, a sailor in drab canvas cargo pants and a filthy striped T-shirt, pounded at him with his own fists, a brawler, not a combat adept. Harry locked one hand behind the man’s head, accepting the blows in exchange for the time they gave him. His other hand he drove up into the man’s bristled chin and he pulled the Russian’s head sharply around to the side, feeling the spine shatter somewhere above the shoulder blades. All of the fight ran out of the man. All of the life. The body dropped to the deck, thumping down on a thin Persian carpet.

	The uproar from the fight outside the cabin grew worse. Harry heard the rabid bark of a Thompson submachine gun, fired in the short bursts of somebody trained to work with automatic weapons. Charlotte. She was pressing the attack, intent on getting to Bremmer, but not to save him.

	The only thing she would be saving was a last bullet to put into the German scientist so that she could deny him to Skarov and Stalin. And if she ran out of bullets, Ernst Bremmer would probably die with her hands around his throat.

	In another time and another place there might be a fuck that Harry could give about that, but right now what he cared about was living through the next few moments and making sure Julia did too. Everything else was negotiable. Bremmer was a long way from Moscow. Even if they didn’t stop him leaving Cairo, Harry knew the chances of him working on Stalin’s orbital bombardment system were close to zero.

	He picked up his gun and checked the magazine. Five bullets left in the fifteen-round mag.

	He timed his run to sync with Charlotte’s cover fire. When next she poured fire down on the Russians sheltering at the intersection of the two passageways, he dived out into the corridor and ran back towards Duffy. He found her bleeding out on the floor of the cabin where she had sheltered.

	Harry was battle hardened. He had fought in Afghanistan and again in Syria back up in the 21st. With the rest of Kolhammer’s Multinational Force he had emerged into the middle of the Pacific War, fought his way home, and then across western Europe to put down the Third Reich. He had seen his fill of horrors and then some. The slaughterhouse scene he stumbled on now was all the more distressing for its discreet, unexpected nature. Julia was down, propped against an internal bulkhead, her hand clamped on the deep wound in her back. Blood was pooling beneath her legs from that, but there was more blood painting the walls and the floor, painting everything in the room. And two bodies, tiny little corpses she had made of…

	In a moment of conscious doublethink he edited out of this horror story the idea that she had murdered Bremmer’s children. She hadn’t. His lover had been set upon by a pair of underage psychopaths, recruited and trained as deceivers and killers by experts in the field. All these thoughts shot through him in a fraction of a second, like an arrow passing through gossamer.

	“Jesus Christ,” he muttered as he knelt down beside her.

	“Harry,” she croaked, coughing up a thick, dark dollop of blood with it.

	“Lie still,” he ordered, frantically casting about the room for something to stem the bleeding, aware the whole time that he could not afford to lose focus on the battle outside by tending to Julia in here. There was no first-aid kit, no clean bindings to be had. In the end he settled on stripping the bedsheets from the upper bunk, because it looked slightly cleaner, tearing it into strips, and packing the wound with them. He hardened his heart and tried to unsee the ruin she had made of the children. They’d obviously had a decent crack at making dead meat of her.

	“You hang on,” he said. “I’m getting you out of this. We’re going home.”

	“You really wouldn’t want to be after a second date,” she said weakly, coughing up some more blood. Her eyes rolled back in her head and she slumped against him.

	He cursed, once, savagely.

	There was only one thing for it. Only one way off the ship.

	He took her pistol and checked the load. It was the Makarov. Smaller than his.

	Two shots.

	Seven all up.

	He would have to make do.






	
CHAPTER FIFTEEN



	O’Brien shook Slim Jim awake on the couch. He’d fallen asleep in the goddamned business lounge. That cocktail waitress hadn’t worked out after all and the oilman’s hooker was gone. Slim Jim couldn’t be fucked dragging himself all the way back to that snooty restaurant where he’d had dinner with Halabi. He supposed he could have sent a car for the girl, but by the time they were finished with the Russian and the beaner he was too tired and, to be honest, too fucking drunk to be bothered chasing pussy. Besides, he was the world’s richest man. The pussy should be chasing him. And so, while O’Brien fussed around doing all those things she did for him, he’d stretched out on the big blue three-seater lounge with an iPad meaning to watch a video of the Yankees–Red Sox game he’d saved to his personal cloud. But he’d fallen asleep in the third innings.

	“Wake up. Time to move. We have to get you to the jet.”

	He blinked the crust from his eyes, his head spinning with a hangover.

	“I thought we gave the Russian the jet?”

	“You’ve got a few to spare,” said O’Brien. “But you don’t have any time. Come on, move, now.”

	He had no idea what was happening. She was a bossy bitch, for sure, but not usually like this. There was something more than urgency in her voice. It wasn’t panic, but you could mistake it for that. Her grip on his bicep as she pulled him up was almost painful.

	“Hey,” he protested.

	“You want to be gently woken with a hummer and a hot chocolate, or do you want to live? Get the fuck up right now if it’s box number two.”

	He did climb groggily to his feet then, taking in the security team which was waiting for him. Four anonymous heavyweights in expensive tailored suits. They all wore sunglasses. Inside. At night. It was weird. But then Slim Jim started to gather his wits and he realized they were all wearing slimline HUDs, stripped-down versions of the old WarPig combat goggles which had been standard issue to the special operators who came through the Transition.

	“What’s going on?” he asked, sounding and feeling stupid. Getting a little of his own panic on.

	“You know how we bullshitted that Russian guy about the Third World War starting tomorrow?” O’Brien said as she handed him his shoes and jacket. Slim Jim felt his heart beginning to beat a little faster, worsening his headache.

	“Yeah?”

	“Yeah, well it’s tomorrow today and it wasn’t bullshit. The Sovs have hit the Fifth Army, and they’re jumping out of southern France and northern Italy, landing airborne forces at all the major transport nodes.”

	He was awake now. Drunk, tired, but terrified. It was amazing how quickly you could throw the switch from groggy and drunk to balls-out terrified.

	“Did they fucking nuke us or something?”

	“Or something,” O’Brien said, unhelpfully.

	He was in his shoes by then, not bothering to do up the laces. He tried to get into his jacket, but kept fumbling with the arms, eventually throwing it away in frustration and heading for the door, assuming everybody would follow. They did.

	“If they had nuked us, we wouldn’t be here,” O’Brien explained, her voice sounding steadier than before, but just as urgent.

	They hit the mezzanine level above the grand foyer of the Dupleix, moving quickly. The revelers had all disappeared. The band was gone. The joint wasn’t deserted, however. There were a couple of dozen people pissing about downstairs, running around like headless chickens. That’s what his ma used to say. He could see now just how apt a phrase it was. These people were panicking. They would hurry one way, remember something, possibly forget something, stop, and head off in another completely random direction. He expected them to start bouncing off each other like ping-pong balls.

	“Your jet is fueled up and waiting for us,” said O’Brien.

	She grabbed the collar of his shirt as he started to head down the wide sweeping staircase to the ground floor entrance, jerking him back, nearly strangling him.

	“Yo, bitch!”

	“No,” she said. “Up to the roof. To the helipad. We have clearance for the chopper, and you don’t want to be trying to drive out of the city now. Word just went out on the radio.”

	“What word?” he asked.

	“The Warsaw Pact has declared war. Which really just means that Stalin has finally gone insane and has declared war. He’s claiming the mandate of history. Saying the Transition happened because the forces of history were misaligned or broken or some crazy bullshit. It doesn’t matter. What matters is getting up to the roof and out of the city. Now!”

	He couldn’t disagree with that. They moved in formation to the elevators. His bodyguards elbowed aside a couple of anxious-looking house guests, telling them to “fuck off” when they protested.

	The ride up to the helipad‌—‌an architectural feature which could only be incorporated into the redesign and rebuild of the Dupleix because of the massive structural damage done to the building during the war‌—‌took less than a minute. Slim Jim could hear the thump of the rotor blades before the doors opened. He squeezed his eyes shut as the down blast whipped grit into his face. One of the bodyguards pressed a hard, calloused hand into the back of his neck, bending him over as they hurried towards the chopper. Good thing, too. He would have probably walked right into the blades.

	The helicopter, like a lot of his technology, was a close facsimile of an uptime model‌—‌a luxury eight-seater based on a Eurocopter design. His engineers had copied the plans from a troop carrier on one of the Australian ships in the Multinational Force. There was a suit waiting for him in the back seat, carrying an oversized briefcase.

	Slim Jim and Maria climbed in beside the man. The security detail piled into the seats up front.

	“Who is this guy?” Davidson shouted over the roar of the rotors and engine.

	“Your launch codes, sir,” the man said, ignoring the question and handing Slim Jim the briefcase.

	“What the hell do I do with this?”

	The last door slammed closed, and the aircraft took off, banking away as it climbed. Slim Jim had a great view out of the window as they powered away, the acceleration pressing him back into the soft leather of the seat. The suitcase was heavy, oversized and awkward to hold onto under the press of G force. O’Brien took it from his hands, and told him to strap in. She took out a phone and entered a code number, before passing it across to him.

	“It needs your thumbprint,” she said.

	He clicked his harness into place and did as he was told, laying his thumb on the screen.

	“Is this it? Is this the satellite thing?” he asked.

	“It is,” she confirmed, as the locks on the briefcase snapped open with an audible click. She was seated across from him, but at an angle that allowed Slim Jim to see the contents of the case. It looked like somebody had crammed the innards of a couple of computers in there. He started to get nervous. The guy in the suit, the one who had brought the briefcase, who had presumably arrived in the helicopter with it, remained silent.

	“Hey, Maria, can we really do this? Is it such a great idea?”

	The look she gave him was withering.

	“The Russians are invading. They are shooting everything out of the sky. They take down the satellites. They blind us. Then they kill us. They are hitting the military birds first, but they will take out all of the civilian space infrastructure as well, especially anything that has dual use capability. All of your satellites are dual use. The Russians know that. They’ve always known it. What they don’t know is that we designed a couple of them to be a little more aggressive than usual.”

	He knew all this. They had briefed him on it at the start of the project three or four years ago, and he had agreed. Signed off, as the uptimers said. He had never thought it would come to this, though.

	The helicopter had leveled out and was hammering over the lights of the city, leaving the old center behind them, racing north. It was not flying high. He could still make out individual people on the streets below. He saw the flashing lights of emergency vehicles here and there, but no more than you would expect in a city the size of Paris. There was no other sign that anything unusual was happening down there.

	It was like something out of one of the science fiction movies his studios made so much money on. The ones with all the computer-generated explosions and stuff. But it was happening. O’Brien had turned the briefcase around and pushed it back towards him. Placing it firmly on his lap.

	She took a chain from around her neck and handed it to him. A small silver key dangled from one end.

	“You need to put your thumb on the touch sensor, down there, bottom left corner, and turn the key two full revolutions. Clockwise. It’ll click into place.”

	He hesitated.

	“But what happens if… Will I get in trouble?”

	Her lips quirked and her face rearranged itself into an unfamiliar expression. It took him a second to realize she was about to laugh at him. Or maybe at the situation.

	“No,” she said, and her voice was surprisingly gentle. “You won’t get in trouble. In fact, if you live, you’ll probably get a medal.”

	He watched her, weighing his options. Not that he seemed to have any. Not really. The commies were coming, and they were coming in hard. Guys like him were going to end up swinging by their heels from meat hooks.

	“Why won’t I get in trouble?” he asked. His thumb was resting on the touchpad, but he hadn’t yet turned the key. “How do I know I’ll be protected?”

	“You’re about to save the world, Jimbo. The only protection you’re gonna need is from the long line of kneeling down dick-sucking motherfuckers coming to pay their regards when this is all over. Turn the fucking key.”

	Slim Jim Davidson did as he was told.


	###


	Davidson Aerospace had launched thirteen of its own satellites over the previous four years, as well as boosting loads into orbit for customers, and even for competitors‌—‌at a very unreasonable profit. It was a challenging schedule. Karen Halabi had not been blowing smoke up his ass. He had grabbed what the uptimers called the “first mover advantage” in launch platforms and orbital technologies. Howard Hughes was intent on giving him a run for his money, but he had moved too slowly and, just as importantly, Howard Hughes was as crazy as a shithouse rat. He simply could not compete at scale with Davidson Aerospace.

	Slim Jim’s rocket scientists were the best in the world. He paid them two or three times what they could get from the government. It meant he could securely invest in building out the infrastructure of the high frontier. That’s what his press people called it, the high frontier. He’d always liked that.

	The thing about frontiers? They were dangerous places. Things were not settled on the frontier. Law, power, order and precedence? None of the established realities have anything more than a toehold in the realm of the frontier. On the frontier, when individuals and empires meet and contend with each other, there will be blood.

	This was the reality of the high frontier, not the fine words and shiny dreams that his press people were so good at packaging up. Slim Jim hadn’t needed much convincing about the truth of it. A career criminal‌—‌even now he would admit to that in his more private, honest moments‌—‌he didn’t need a postgraduate degree in Asshole Studies to know that most people were basically assholes. If Slim Jim Davidson was going to push out into the high frontier, Slim Jim Davidson would be going armed.

	Of the thirteen satellites launched by Davidson Aerospace, four had been weaponized. Some very smart guys had explained the whole thing to him at a bunch of meetings in his headquarters back in LA, but most of the technical detail was lost on him. What he understood was all he needed to understand. These four satellites would do perfectly well at collecting weather data or making maps or whatever the hell it was they did for him.They would continue to provide benign and reliable service for as long as they were up there. There were only two reasons this happy state of affairs might change.

	The first was time. Space was a harsh environment, as his eggheads never tired of explaining to him. It was hard on men and equipment. Eventually both failed. Eventually all of the satellites he had launched would fail. But they would do so gracefully, their orbits decaying at a planned time and place, the now useless equipment burning up as it re-entered the atmosphere.

	The second reason those four satellites could cease operations was less benign. In the event of Slim Jim Davidson authorizing the activation of the satellites’ secondary protocols, new instructions would arrive in encrypted, compressed data packages. The unusually large and heavy spacecraft would dump whatever data they had collected under the auspices of their original mission, before re-tasking themselves for their secondary assignment, one that would ensure they did not gracefully re-enter the earth’s atmosphere in a spectacular, but entirely harmless display of fireworks.

	Within seconds of Slim Jim completing the turn of his key, a signal pulsed out of the dark, dense machinery packed into that briefcase. It was strong enough to interfere, just momentarily, with the flight instruments of the helicopter. Static crackled over the intercom, and their forward flight seemed to stutter as though they had hit turbulence. The instant passed, however, and they flew on. The signal, meanwhile, flew skywards, seeking and finding the nearest satellite within the thirteen-strong Davidson Aerospace network‌—‌one of the later models, a comms unit solely devoted to handling traffic within Slim Jim’s corporate empire. Subroutines deeply buried inside the onboard systems decrypted the message and passed it on to its intended receivers: two mapmakers, a GPS station and a mineral exploration unit.

	The transformation was not instantaneous, but it was close enough. Within seconds, normal operations ceased. Each of the birds fired off its last data packet, and then they transformed themselves from satellites to anti-satellite weapons. During the briefings, Slim Jim had always imagined this process as looking something like one of those uptime Transformer movies. He liked those movies. He’d even made one himself, or rather his studios had. It didn’t do very well though. The critics said it was because people weren’t yet dumb enough to appreciate them.

	The actual transformation looked nothing like the movies. The most important change took place within the satellite’s software. The old system shut itself down as new code unpacked itself and took over the hardware. Sensor suites‌—‌some of them repurposed from their original function, others waking up for the first time‌—‌began scanning inner space, sweeping the heavens along predetermined tracks, looking for others just like themselves. For killers.

	They were not long in finding their prey.

	Small thrusters fired, reorienting the birds. Recessed doors silently folded open and the dark secrets held within finally revealed themselves.

	The missiles initially detached and deployed with short bursts of hydrazine rockets. When they were a safe distance from the launch platform they fired their main boosters and raced away. The science behind their flights was very advanced; the technology within their onboard systems even more so. They were such dangerous, destructive weapons that their development had been banned. A ban ignored by the Soviet Union. And Davidson Aerospace.

	Slim Jim was not simply being paranoid. He assumed, as did many observers and analysts, some of them employed by him, that the US would resume testing and deployment of an anti-satellite system as soon as President Eisenhower left office. Not only had Slim Jim been looking to protect his own birds, he wanted to steal a march on his competition. To seize that first mover advantage again. It now made him the lone guardian of the high frontier.

	The first targets serviced were the Red Army Air Force ASAT platforms which had taken down NATO’s low orbit surveillance assets. Slim Jim had no idea how the missiles knew what to look for, but O’Brien kept him updated on their progress as the chopper raced over the outer suburbs of Paris. He had hoped there might be a little video or a cartoon or something cool for him to watch. But the small screen glowing inside the briefcase was full of numbers. It looked like one of the spreadsheets his accountants knew not to bother him with.

	“Kill one,” O’Brien said. He wasn’t sure she was talking to him. She had fitted a headset and her attention seemed elsewhere.

	Thousands of miles away, and hundreds of miles above them, the first of Joseph Stalin’s satellites died in a silent white explosion that flared in the night sky like a distant supernova.

	More followed.

	“Kill two. Kill three. Kill four confirmed,” O’Brien announced over the next few minutes. There was no passion in her voice, almost no emotion on her face at all. He was reminded of how strange these people had seemed when they arrived from the future, the way they killed and laid waste all around them with arctic detachment.

	The only sign that she might be feeling anything came when she announced they were “now servicing the secondary targets”.

	He had no idea what those were, but it seemed that they were an even bigger deal than the primaries. Why the fuck hadn’t she gone for them first then? Nobody else spoke as they flew through the night. Maria’s lips were pressed into a thin line as she followed the readout on the small screen.

	“Kill five,” she announced at last, obviously relieved.

	He could see her jaw working as she followed the progress of whatever was happening. She looked like a card player who’d bet the farm on a pair of threes.

	There was nothing to indicate anything wrong, except for the way her shoulders slumped just before she announced, “No kill six. Repeat, no kill six.”






	
CHAPTER SIXTEEN



	Once again, Harry timed his run to coincide with Charlotte’s next assault, charging out of the cabin as she laid down fire, darting across the narrow passageway, and bouncing off the internal bulkhead to propel himself back towards the stern of the ship. More than a few stray rounds zipped past his head, clanging off the solid steel framework of the Bulgakov, punching through the flimsy fiberboard that did for cabin walls.

	He hit the crossing of the ship’s main passageway and a smaller corridor providing access to the starboard and portside weather decks. A crew member, seemingly just standing there, not knowing what to do, barred Harry’s way with a grappling hook, but the man looked terrified, and dived over the side of the ship when Harry raised one of the guns at him. The sailor’s scream as he fell between the ship and the dock sounded like the dying cry of a wounded animal.

	Harry didn’t hesitate.

	As he sprinted past the porthole that peered into the cabin in which Julia lay dying, he spared her a brief glance, but did not slow down. He was fully visible to everybody on the dock. Loading operations had ceased; either because the cargo had been stowed away, or because of the gunfire which had broken out. It didn’t matter. There were still men on the dock, pointing at him, shouting, one of them raising a rifle and firing. His aim wasn’t even close. The sound of the bullet hitting home, assuming the idiot could actually hit the side of the ship, was lost in the general uproar.

	Harry’s shoes pounded along the deck-plating, his expensive loafers a poor choice for this sort of work. He slipped at one point and almost joined the unfortunate crewman smeared between the ship and a pylon. The storm of gunfire did not abate as he drew closer. Whatever Charlotte was doing inside, it was pissing them off mightily.

	Where the hell had Viv found her? She was a terminator, and possibly a little psychotic. She had escaped the dockside ambush and had a clear run out of the killing zone. She could have withdrawn, made contact with Six, or whatever cut-out they were using, and sought new orders, reinforcements. Instead she had dived into the heart of the furnace. It was not a rational choice.

	A man emerged from a hatchway just a few yards ahead. He seemed shocked to find a berserk, blood-covered Englishman coming at him with murderous intent. Unlike his comrade who had jumped overboard, however, this kulak was made of sterner stuff. He snarled defiance and set himself to charge, lowering his head and shoulders like a bull. Unfortunately for him, that merely offered Harry the tempting target of his bright red, shaved head, which he blew apart with a well-placed round. He was close enough to be splattered by the blowback.

	The corpse dropped to the deck, almost tripping Harry in his forward flight. He leapt over the obstacle, landing lightly on the other side and slowing himself as he approached the next opening in the side of the vessel’s superstructure. It gave onto another lateral passageway, the intersection where the Russians had hunkered down to exchange fire with Charlotte. The noise of battle was huge. He didn’t stop because he couldn’t stop, not with Julia bleeding out back in that cabin.

	One pistol in each hand, he swung around and into the passageway, firing methodically at anything that moved. He dropped three of the bastards straightaway, taking them in the flank, where they had not expected to be hit. The angles did not work for him, however. He could not get all of them with his opening shots, and soon enough he was forced to dive for cover when they switched their aim from Charlotte to him. Harry hit the deck, quite literally, launching himself back outside, and dislocating his shoulder as he slammed into some heavy steel deck fitting, draped with a thick hawser. He screamed in pain and rage.

	He was going to die. Julia was going to die.

	He spun around onto his back, trying to lift his weapons to fire on anybody who came out to finish him off. But only one hand was working.

	A head appeared around the corner and he squeezed the trigger.

	The hammer fell on an empty chamber.


	###


	The ageing royal was not completely useless after all, Charlotte thought, as Harry’s unexpected attack on the Russian flank drew fire from her. She had written off the uptimers. Duffy was probably dead. And she assumed Harry had got himself jammed up somewhere behind her.

	But then there he was, charging into the side of the Russian position, shooting wildly, but to good effect, taking down two, then three of Skarov’s men. She prepared to launch herself out of the stowage space in which she’d taken cover, and shoulder-charge the door of the cabin in which she was certain she would find Professor Bremmer. There would be no rescuing him now, of course. But the Russians would not be getting him either.

	The murderous torrent of gunfire in the passageway eased off for just a moment, before returning with full fury. It was like the breathing of a dragon, and she timed her assault to move at just that moment between the serpent’s scorching exhalations.

	Hot rounds zipped past her. Bright green tracers which left white afterimages burned into her retinas. She hit the cabin door, resigned to dying if it held fast. It did not. The flimsy lock, designed to give a minimum of privacy to some ship’s officer, gave way under the impact with a splintering crash. She sprayed down the room with half a clip, not caring who was in there, hoping it was Bremmer and his Russian captor.

	But the room was empty.

	Charlotte did not scream in exasperation. She roared. It was all she could do to stop herself firing off the rest of her ammunition in fury. She was going to lose. She was going to fail. Skarov had probably moved the scientist off the ship already, leaving his henchmen behind as a rearguard.

	She checked her load out. She was running dangerously low on ammunition, and even lower on options. The chatter and snarl of automatic weapons fire cycled up, becoming deafening in its intensity. They had to be moving on her. Some hero of the people had finally had enough of all the pissing about and had decided to fall back on that reliable Russian tactic: crushing the enemy with sheer weight of numbers.

	Roaring her frustration again, so savagely it seemed to tear the muscles in her throat, she pulled down the bunkbed which stood against one wall, creating an imperfect barricade to block entrance to the room. If the Russians were smart they would just toss a hand grenade in here. But maybe they weren’t that smart. Maybe they would come at her in ones and twos and she could pick them off. Resume her pursuit of Bremmer in the unlikely event that she got out of here.

	Charlotte-Grace François took cover behind her flimsy barricade and trained the iron sights of her weapon on the open door. The tenor of the battle changed, building to a crescendo. She heard the thick, sonic booms of a combat shotgun echoing down the passageway. Clearing a path. She waited. Just as she had waited for the ghosts to enter that jungle camp a lifetime ago.


	###


	Julia Duffy was dying. She had seen enough men and women give up their hold on life that she knew the time had come for her. Harry was gone. He had been here, but he was gone. Probably dead already. The crazy Ninja Barbie, last survivor of Viv’s pirate crew, was also gone. Either dead or fled the scene of this battle for her next one. Julia had seen all that before as well. Charlotte was not the first killer angel she had encountered.

	You did not see them often among the temps however. Where had that girl come from? She was too young to be an uptimer, even though she presented as an almost perfect harbinger of the future. A herald from a time of war without end.

	Julia shivered, and the shiver turned into deep body convulsions. She was cold but burned with a raging fever, all at the same time. One leg was numb.

	She saw the bodies of the children she had killed. The children who had tried to kill her, and she knew then that there was nothing special about this time or the future she had come from. All of human history was madness, murder and despair.

	Her head spinning and her vision graying out, she used her good leg to push herself away from the tiny bodies. They didn’t look like killers now. They looked like what they were. Two children who’d had everything taken from them.

	She was dying and with her death came regret.

	Regret that she had not had a chance to make it work with Harry. Sorrow for everyone she had lost. Her family back up when. Rosanna. That guy Rosanna had liked. What was his name?

	The dark blooms grew deeper, blotting out more and more of the room.

	And Dan, of course. Her Dan. And the baby she could have had with him, if she hadn’t terminated that pregnancy, without even asking him.

	If she hadn’t killed that child like she had killed these two.

	She took a breath, struggling to draw in her last few sips of air. It felt like barbed wire in her lungs. The sounds of battle grew remote. Irrelevant.

	She was moving beyond such things now, letting go in her last moments on this world; the second world in which she had lived.

	Wasn’t that something, though?

	What a privilege it had been, to travel between worlds.

	The sound of guns was so far away now, she could not hear them. Something seemed to tear inside her. It hurt, but strangely enough it helped her breathe a little easier. She was grateful for the mercy.

	Julia Duffy stopped fighting. She gave up trying to drag herself away from the bodies, from what she had done.

	She would just lie here, she decided. She would close her eyes, and let everything drift away while she thought not about what she had lost, but what she had been given. A longer life than many; greater loves; a grand adventure. As she slipped away, she said goodbye. To Harry. To Rosanna. To Dan.

	She saw them all in her last moments.

	But it was Dan she saw last.

	Captain Dan Black. Her lover, her friend, the greatest adventure of all. She smiled at him, as he stood, framed by the cabin door, looking older, and a little heavier, and infinitely sad.

	She closed her eyes and whispered, “I loved you, Dan. I’m sorry.”




	
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



	Ivanov was too late. For such a dishonorable, untrustworthy little zalupa, the businessman Davidson had been good to his word. Having heard from Ivanov all he needed to hear about Rome, and how the Communists had been developing a space-based weapons system, Davidson had delivered on his promise. A car took them to a small, private airfield, north of the city, where a sleek business jet waited for Ivanov and Rogas.

	The American, it seemed, was to accompany him to Cairo to secure the services of Herr Professor Ernst Bremmer for Davidson Enterprises. And, Ivanov did not doubt, to secure further intelligence about Stalin’s orbital weapons project. James Davidson, or more likely, his executive officer, Ms O’Brien, was not one to ignore an opportunity or a threat when one arose.

	But it did not matter. For again, he was too late. The jet left Paris just after midnight and landed in Cairo as the sunrise washed over the broken peaks of the pyramids. Ivanov dozed fitfully in transit. Rogas spent much of his time on a headset and laptop, in communication with various sources, operators, contacts, whoever might clear their path and speed their progress; perhaps with the resourceful Maria O’Brien herself. For when they landed at Cairo, and quickly cleared passport control at a private hangar, there was a car and a local factotum waiting for them.

	“I am al Nouri,” the man said. “Do not even show me your passports. We do not have time for such inconsequential trifling.”

	He did not bother with any of their papers, which Rogas had expedited in flight. Nor did he care to inspect the black carry-all the American hefted out of a luggage compartment.

	“My man will carry your weapons,” said al Nouri.

	Rogas did not object.

	The Egyptian identified himself as “an assistant to the palace”, but Ivanov recognized the type. He was a security man, almost certainly a spy, probably a torturer and executioner with it.

	“It is provident you have come to us,” said al Nouri, when they were settled in the rear compartment of his vehicle. It resembled nothing so much as a London taxi. “This Russian you seek, he has done much ill to my city, to my clan. I am al Nouri. You are Russian, yes?”

	“I am Ivanov,” said Ivanov. “And I am here to kill your Russian.”

	This al Nouri clapped, as though in appreciation of an especially energetic belly dancing routine. “Then you are the most excellent sort of Russian and we will be the very best of friends,” he said.

	They did not drive through the city. Davidson’s jet had landed near Port Said, at an airstrip reserved for cargo flights. They sped through warehouse districts and many miles of light industrial development, all of it quiet at the moment, so early in the day. Their man from the palace explained that regardless of what had been happening in Europe, he had endured a most tumultuous time the last day or so, and it was almost entirely the fault of “this Russian dog, Skarov”.

	“My cousin, who was al Nouri, is dead by this man’s hand. I would take his hand before I took his life from him, but he is gone and I am told you are the man most likely to find him and kill him,” said al Nouri. “Much grief has he caused in Cairo, to my sovereign, and to me, personally. It is only by the grace of Allah and the strong hand of my brother-in-law, General al Nouri, and our friends in Washington and London that the house of al Nouri still stands.”

	Rogas consulted a flexipad as they drove into the port, speeding past armed guards who waved them through, somewhat redundantly, thought Ivanov. He was sure al Nouri’s driver would have run them down had they barred the way.

	“Looks like they had a rolling series of coups and counter coups here last night,” said the American. “It looks like fucking Turkey all over again.”

	“Yes!” cried al Nouri. “It is just like the Turks. And they shall pay for this, or I am not al Nouri.”

	Both men stared at him as the car thumped over a speed bump.

	“And I assure you,” said al Nouri, “that I am most assuredly al Nouri.”

	The port complex was huge. It took half an hour to drive around the waterfront to the wharf where a Russian ship, the Mikhail Bulgakov, was tied up. It had been burning, and smoke still poured from the superstructure here and there. There seemed to be three different branches of the police force attempting to control the scene, but mostly pushing and shoving each other around. The arrival of al Nouri did bring a minimum semblance of order to the confusion, if only because the ranking officers of the rival police factions abandoned arguing with each other in favor of seeking his approval.

	The man from the palace did not shout or even raise his voice in the face of so much shouting and arm waving, all of it for his benefit. He took each man aside in turn and whispered something in their ears. They all fell silent, and pale. One of the police officers was visibly shaking as Ivanov and Rogas walked past.

	They followed al Nouri up a gangplank onto the ship. The superstructure of the Bulgakov was pockmarked with bullet holes and blackened here and there with scorch marks. The bodies had been taken somewhere, but the deck was sticky underfoot with dried blood that had not been mopped up or hosed away. al Nouri gave them a tour of the ship, showing them where the German scientist had been held, and the rope ladder down which Skarov had climbed with him to escape in a motorboat.

	They inspected the small, empty cabin where Harry Wales and the American reporter woman had been held prisoner and interrogated. Tortured too, presumably. Ivanov searched the cargo hold through which the mercenary operator, the woman called François, had infiltrated the ship.

	He found nothing of any use. The name François meant something to him, he was sure, but its significance remained just out of reach. He had met many Frenchmen during the war and afterwards. And it was a common name. Perhaps he was simply reaching for a connection where none existed.

	Finally, they returned to the upper deck where an American tactical unit had fought their way on board and put down the last resistance by Skarov’s rearguard.

	“And you have no idea who these guys were?” said Rogas.

	“Only that they were American,” said al Nouri. “Or at least their leader and his senior men were. They intervened decisively, secured the wounded, and left. That is all I know. I am sorry.”

	“Really?” Rogas muttered to himself. “I thought you were al Nouri.”

	“Where are the wounded now?” asked Ivanov, ignoring the dull barb.

	“At the American University Hospital in the old town center. We shall go there,” said al Nouri.

	The drive into the city did not take nearly as long as Ivanov expected. There was very little traffic. Only military and a few government vehicles were allowed on the roads. They passed through a dozen roadblocks, slowing but never stopping at any of them. At each barricade or intersection al Nouri would wind down the window and speak softly to whichever junior officer was in charge. Like the policemen back at the port they all wilted under his gaze and waved him through.


	###


	Harry was sedated, but not so heavily that he slept, and he was groggy and disoriented when the three men arrived. They were not the first to visit him or to question him in his hospital bed, but they were the first that he recognized, the uptimers, anyway.

	He had met Pavel Ivanov on a couple of occasions during the war, and once or twice afterwards. But not recently. Vincente Rogas he vaguely recalled as a special operator attached to Lonesome Jones’ Marine Expeditionary Unit. Special Operations was a small village. People knew each other. He thought he recalled Rogas as a Navy SEAL, who had stayed in the Pacific when Harry had returned home.

	Not that any of them could truly go home.

	The third man, the Egyptian, he thought he recognized, at first anyway, until the man introduced himself and Harry understood it was just a family resemblance.

	Harry wasn’t sure how the man would feel about him, but he needn’t have worried. The latest al Nouri in his life took Harry’s hand in both of his and raised it to his lips.

	“Your Highness,” he whispered. “My family bleeds with you. Your enemies are forever enemies to us. My cousin, who was also al Nouri, spoke so highly of you and your betrothed and the kind words you would have for al Nouri when you spoke to His Majesty King Farouk. We thank you for this and I promise that together our families will lay vengeance upon all who have wronged us.”

	It may have been the drugs, but Harry was convinced this latest al Nouri half-expected Princess Elizabeth herself to take up sword and shield in what was now a very personal blood feud‌—‌at least to him, and all the other al Nouris who were legion.

	The Russian pulled over a chair, the rubber tips on the legs squeaking on the tiled floor of the hospital room.

	“You need to tell me all that you know about Skarov,” he said. “And I will tell what I know.”

	“He got away?” Harry asked. His throat was dry and his voice cracked.

	“In a fucking cigarette boat,” said Rogas. “With the German.”

	“Not that it matters now, I suppose.” Harry sighed. Not with the Sovs rolling on Europe.

	“It matters,” said Ivanov. “Tell me about Rome. I was there too. On the other side of the Wall.”

	Even as fucked up on trauma, shock, pain and painkillers as he was, Harry instinctively clammed up, looking at Rogas and al Nouri, neither of whom were cleared to discuss Rome.

	Hell, he had no idea whether this big Russian Charlie was in on that operation or not.

	“I’m afraid they’ll have to go, and you will have to talk first,” he said to Ivanov.

	The Russian turned to the others.

	“Leave us,” he said.

	Harry waved weakly to get Rogas’s attention before he could exit the room. “Vince. Could you check on my girlfriend for me? Julia. She’s in intensive care and they won’t tell me how she’s doing.”

	The one-time Navy SEAL looked as though he was considering an argument with Ivanov about being dismissed from the room, but he seemed to decide it wasn’t a fight worth having.

	“Sure,” he said. “Duffy. I remember her.”

	Rogas and al Nouri left Harry with Ivanov.

	“Did Six send you?” he asked when they were alone.

	“Only to Rome. I came here of my own choice.”

	“But not on your own. What’s Rogas doing? Is he OSS now?”

	Ivanov laughed. It sounded like the bark of a wolfhound.

	“No,” he said. “He works for Davidson company.”

	The words made no sense to Harry. He recognized them as words that you could put one after the other, but not in any way that was remotely comprehensible.

	“Rogas is not important,” said the Russian. “He’s just a man for hire. Like me. Like you. I was hired to meet with the woman of a Russian businessman. Sobeskaia. You will know him. You helped him escape from Rome. I made that escape possible, despite the interference of Alexandr Skarov. I will tell you how. And then we will discuss what happened here in Cairo.”

	We’ll see about that, thought Harry.

	But he settled back into his pillows to hear the man’s story.


	###


	Ivanov spent nearly two hours with the English prince. Harry Wales was reluctant to share information at first, but as he learned of Ivanov’s own role and more of what was happening at that moment in Europe, he let go of his disinclination to speak.

	He had no intelligence about Skarov that could be of much help. But he did provide one useful piece of information about Bremmer.

	Ivanov was not much interested in the German rocket scientist. If he was afforded the chance to prevent him falling into the clutches of Joseph Stalin, he would take it. Better the man die than that he help the dictator kill millions of others. Ivanov was very much interested to learn, however, that Bremmer carried an uptime tracking device under his skin. It was not a perfect solution to finding the man, and with him, presumably, the devil Skarov. Like any transmitter it could be blocked, or discovered and shut down. But as far as the Englishman knew, it was still functional, and if Ivanov was able to get a lock on the signal, it would surely lead him to Bremmer and thence to Skarov.

	He would need the cooperation of MI6 or the Office of Strategic Services to access that signal, but he did not imagine such cooperation would be difficult to obtain. More than ever now, they would want the man found.

	When he was finished with Harry, Ivanov sought out the women. The reporter, Duffy, and the surviving mercenary. But the hireling soldier was gone and the reporter was deeply sedated. The doctors were unsure she would live.

	“Who brought her here?” Ivanov asked the physician in charge of her care.

	“An American. He did not leave his name.”


	###


	Julia dreamed, and for a while her dreams were nightmarish. She was back in the Ardennes. Standing with a dozen or so captured American soldiers, looking down into the mass grave where they would soon lie. She had been shot. She was in the earth, choking on soil made wet with blood.

	A hand reached down and pulled her out.

	It was Harry.

	No, it was Dan. Her beautiful Dan. Always there for her, no matter how much she disappointed him.

	“He was a great guy,” she told Karen Halabi. She was still dreaming. She was in a hospital bed and dreaming. She had been pulled out of the mass grave in the Ardennes. She was talking to Captain Halabi on board the Trident.

	“It didn’t work out between Dan and me,” she said.

	“I heard.”

	“Yeah, it was my fault.”

	“Now, Jules, don’t—”

	“No, it was. He was a great guy and I totally fucked it up with him. Jesus. What a fucking mess I made.”

	And in her dream, Karen told her it would be okay, and it was, because Dan was standing there at the foot of her bed telling her it would be okay. That she would be better and he would return and everything would be fine.

	He looked older. Not old, as such. But his hair had a few streaks of gray in it, and he looked thicker through the upper body. He hadn’t run to fat. He had just thickened up with age, as men do.

	He told her everything would be all right. Then he left.

	Julia was three days under sedation before they finally dialed back her dosage.

	When she clawed her way back to the world of real things, Harry was sitting at the foot of her bed, in pyjamas and a dressing-gown, smiling at her. His face was swollen and bruised and she assumed her own would be too.

	“You’re back,” he said. “I’m so glad you’re back.”

	“Me too,” she said, smiling weakly.

	They spoke of nothing for a few minutes, just of how happy they were to see each other. How lucky they were to have survived. She eventually asked what had happened to Charlotte.

	Harry said that she had moved on.

	“Hardly a bloody scratch on her. She checked in on you, and she left. Things to do. People to kill.”

	He remembered something, pulling a piece of paper from the pocket of his dressing-gown. It was a photocopy of a newspaper article. She wondered how many photocopiers there could be in Cairo.

	“I wrote this,” she said, a little confused. It was a report on the liberation of a series of prison camps in the Philippines. There was a picture of a woman in full combat gear carrying a small child. She recognized the woman. Dr Margie François. At least half of the story was devoted to the efforts of Dr François to save the women of the camp, who were in a terrible state after months of captivity.

	Julia had written about them being used as sex slaves by the Japanese, but the Times had cut that part of her story. She had not written about the good doctor’s summary execution of the camp commandant and half-a-dozen of his men.

	Sanction Four.

	There was a neat, handwritten note in the white space of the photograph.

	I always meant to thank you for this. So thanks.‌—‌Charlotte F.

	Her wits still dulled by the drugs and her trauma, Julia looked to Harry for an explanation.

	“She told me she was an orphan,” he said. “Her parents were killed before she ended up in that camp. Dr François adopted her.”

	“And Viv… How did she end up with him?”

	“She joined the Marines,” Harry explained. “She’d always wanted to, you know, after the camp. But for whatever reason, it didn’t take. She liked the work, but not the job, if that makes sense. So she ended up working with Viv. I wouldn’t be surprised if he took her on as a favor. He never said anything about it to me, but that was the sort of thing he would do for one of us.”

	He meant “for an uptimer”.

	For one of the lost.

	She was tiring. Everything catching up with her again. Before she fell back into sleep, however, she needed to know just one more thing.

	“How did we escape? Why are we even alive? Was it her?”

	Harry furrowed his brow.

	He did not so much look troubled as… dissatisfied.

	Shaking his head, as if he didn’t quite believe his own explanation, he said, “Another freelance team hit the Russians. Americans, she told me. Charlotte, I mean. I don’t recall much of it. They came over the side of the ship. I think I got kicked in the head. I have little bits and pieces of memory, little jigsaw pieces really, of being carried off the ship, and driven to a hospital. This one, I suppose,” he said, looking around them. “Charlotte told me they were running backup on Viv’s operation. That’s what they told her.”

	He shook his head.

	“But Viv would have told me that, and he didn’t. She thought it was bullshit too.”

	He shrugged, unable to explain the mystery.

	“I can’t say that I care much. This city is full of spies and operators and penny-a-dozen villains. Maybe it was just another crew after Bremmer. God knows there are plenty of them around. Could have been more Israelis. I’m lucky they didn’t slot me.” He sighed. “We’ll probably never know. And in the end, does it matter?”

	“I suppose not,” she conceded, before falling silent. “I’m tired,” she said after a while, and she closed her eyes.

	But it did matter.

	Because Julia was certain the man who had saved them, who had saved her, had died in a plane crash nearly fifteen years ago. And his name was Dan Black.






	
EPILOGUE



	“No kill six,” said Maria O’Brien. “Breaking contact.”

	Damn it, thought Kolhammer. But in reply, he spoke without urgency.

	“Acknowledged,” he said, and cut the link to the Quiet Room’s senior operator as his car pulled onto the tarmac a short distance from the plane that would take him across the Channel to England, and then on to Scotland.

	The Room‌—‌as its few, highly cleared and privileged occupants referred to it‌—‌was largely empty these days. It had played its role most energetically in the years after the Transition, and most significantly in that strange, unsettled time after the Special Administration Zone had reverted to contemporary jurisdiction. Its small number of well-placed operatives had worked tirelessly and secretly in those early years to secure the interests of the ten thousand plus uptimers who had arrived through Pope’s wormhole.

	And by using Davidson’s secretly weaponized satellites Kolhammer may have just opened the Room, built under his direction, to the world. But what choice did he have? He did not relish the inquisition which would now come into how a small, closed 21st century cabal had actively plotted to rework the culture of mid-20th century America into something resembling their own, preferred time. And how they had all but taken over the world’s largest corporation in doing so.

	But an asset you can never use because you fear revealing it, is not an asset. It’s a failure waiting to happen.

	He put aside what he could not change and directed his thoughts to the next few hours. The small civilian aerodrome had been used by the Allies during the war to stage long-range bombing raids into Germany. It was normally quiet these days, but tonight it was alive with the activity of a hundred or more US military and government personnel. They hastened to ready his flight out of France, which had become a battleground again, a mere decade after it had last been fought over.

	He was not taking Air Force Two. The converted passenger jet had filed flight plans from Paris to New York and would take off after them, escorted by F5 Freedom Fighters and a refueler. As far as anybody knew, and especially as far as the Red Army Air Force knew, Vice President Philip Kolhammer was on that flight.

	He wondered whether it would be targeted, and he felt a nauseating guilt for the men and women who were risking their lives in a rudimentary diversion. The car came to a halt and Kolhammer climbed out of the rear cabin, still surrounded by his Secret Service detail. They hurried across the wet concrete tarmac to his waiting flight, a small business jet. It would also be escorted by USAF fighters, but a hell of a lot more discreetly.

	It was an unseasonably chilly night, with low cloud cover, and the ground glistening with puddles from the earlier showers. He hurried up the stairs in through the forward door, where an air force lieutenant, a young woman, saluted him smartly. He returned the salute.

	They were not long delayed in preflight. After strapping in, he had only to wait for clearance from the tower before they taxied out to the runway. The engines spooled up from a low whine to a powerful roar and a few minutes later they were airborne and turning north for the British Isles. He had no advisors with him. He preferred to travel light and the American presidency had not yet evolved into its full Imperial state. A lousy Veep could still get around with a surprisingly small entourage.

	Kolhammer had a small nest of four seats to himself. His security detail and the flight crew were strapped in behind him. Three thick manila folders, all of them stamped TOP SECRET awaited his perusal. Initial reports from US and Allied intelligence agencies on the surprise Soviet attack.

	Not that it had been much of a surprise to him. He had been expecting something like this for years. And warning against it.

	When he could not goad the Administration into action‌—‌not even from the vice president’s office‌—‌he had taken action himself, telling O’Brien that Davidson Aerospace was going into the arms trade. But quietly.

	So quietly that Slim Jim Davidson himself did not exactly know, or entirely understand what his own company was doing. It was not a coincidence that the Dual Use Orbital Platforms Program at Davidson Aerospace was a small team, staffed overwhelmingly with specialists who had come through the wormhole.

	People would question him for what he had done. Hell, they’d probably impeach him.

	But he’d had his reasons.

	Before turning to the intelligence reports that awaited him, Kolhammer took out a flexipad and started to list those reasons in an email to President Eisenhower.






	
STALIN’S HAMMER HAS FALLEN.

	THE AXIS OF TIME WILL RETURN

	IN WORLD WAR 3.1


	But you know what would be awesome first? A nice review! I read them all and try to learn from each of them. It also really helps to sell the books, which helps me write more of them for you.

	Finally, if you would like a free book, and early warning of discounted releases in future, join me at my book club.

	www.jbismymasternow.com
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