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(Sunday: Mainline New York)

“Good morning, Miss Peric,” the chauffeur said, as he opened the front door for her.

Louise turned away from her study of Central Park’s elm forest drowsing in the warmth of the early morning sun, just beyond the long, graveled driveway that led down from the house to the Avenue that ran along the side of the park. “Rolf, what are you doing opening doors? Shouldn’t you be polishing the Rolls or something?”

“This is one of those ‘somethings’,” he explained with a smile and closed the door against the screech of a tram turning into Fifth Avenue from its route down Seventy-seventh.

“Are they in the dining room?” she asked, starting for the open French-doors on the far side of the main hall, and ignoring the massive granite staircase that rose three stories from the floor.

“They are.”

 “Don’t bother announcing me,” she said over her shoulder.

“Morning, Markus,” she said, as she breezed into the room. She inspected the spread laid out on the sideboard for breakfast, wondering if she’d have time for a danish. “What are you doing here? I thought you were still in Naisre.”

Markus looked up from the coloring book Jessie, his eight-year-old daughter, was working on from his lap. Given that the table was large enough to seat twenty-four, and they were the only two in the room, the room appeared, to say the least, underutilized. She wondered why they weren’t using the smaller dining room. The answer, she suspected, was Mrs. Mack. The diminutive housekeeper had a powerful sense of propriety.

Markus blinked at Louise’s appearance. Despite the earliness of her arrival, she was wearing a long black beaded net evening dress. “I got back last night,” he said. “It’s a bit early for you, though, isn’t it?” He glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece that still showed eight. “Or is it late?”

“The dress? I have the day off, so I thought I’d take Margaret shopping. And as it’s such a beautiful day, I thought it deserved a beautiful dress.” She glanced at the windows, where the silk brocade curtains had been pulled back and the windows opened to let in the early morning breeze. The dining room’s polished oak floor glowed gold in the sunlight.

Jessie gave Louise an enormous smile. “Have you seen the kittens yet, Miss Peric?”

“Not yet, sweetheart. I hope you’ll show them to me before I leave.”

Jessie nodded and returned to her coloring.

“So, is Mags up?” Louise asked.

“I haven’t seen her yet.” He frowned. “I would have expected her to be up by now, though.”

“No problems. I’ll wake her.”

At the top of the stairs, she rapped smartly on the door to her sister’s third floor bedroom. “Margaret, come out, come out, wherever you are.”

Her call was met with dead silence. After thirty seconds, she knocked again. “Mags?”

When there was still no response, she tried the door, only to find it locked. Her hands suddenly felt cold. “Margaret!” she called, rattling the door. “It’s Louise, let me in.”

“Louise?” It was Markus at the foot of the staircase. “Is everything all right?” Jessie clutched his hand as she stared up at Louise with wide, concerned eyes.

“No,” Louise said. “The door’s locked.” She was aware of how stupid that sounded, but to put into words what she was afraid of . . . 

Markus hurried up the stairs. “Margaret. Miss Peric?” he called, trying the door.

Louise bent to look through the lock, but the key was in it, blocking her view. Damn! Backing away, she looked over her shoulder to the ground floor where one of the ImpSec officers who’d been stationed at the house since the mail bomb attempt on her sister’s life was looking up at them.

“You!”

The officer started.

“I need you up here,” she told him. “Now!”

Behind her, Markus was rattling the door handle, presumably trying to force it open by sheer willpower.

The ImpSec officer took the stairs two at a time, talking into his radio as he did so.

“My sister’s not responding,” Louise said, as he arrived, slightly out of breath. “You need to break the door down.”

“Are you sure?” Markus asked uncertainly.

“Yes — something’s wrong.”

Markus gave a nod and stood back from the door.

The officer lifted his foot and kicked at the solid, wood-joined door, causing the plate to splinter away from the jamb. Another kick and the wood around the plate and its reinforcement shattered, and the door slammed open.

Louise was through the door before it even had time to bounce back. Inside, she gagged at the stink of stale vomit. “Margaret!” she whispered at the sight of her sister lying in the large four-poster bed. Her sister’s face was white, and vomit stained the bed-sheets.

She didn’t remember moving, but somehow, she was across the room and checking her sister.

“She’s still breathing,” she said, relieved to feel the soft flutter of her sister’s breath on the side of her cheek.

Markus had picked up the empty medicine bottle from the bedside table. “Sleeping pills,” he said. He sniffed at the glass on the bedside table. “And vodka.” He shook his head. “Oh, Margaret,” he said, tenderly brushing a lock of her limp black hair away from her face.

“We need the doctor,” Louise told the ImpSec officer, who had just returned from checking the en suite.

The officer nodded and headed downstairs at the run, calling loudly. But Louise was too busy trying to roll her sister onto her side to make out what it was he was saying.

“Jessie, out,” Markus snapped to his daughter, and Louise looked up to see Jessie watching them from the doorway.

“Is Miss Peric going to be all right?” Jessie asked.

“I hope so,” Louise said. “But you need to wait outside.”

Jessie nodded reluctantly.

Louise and Markus shared a worried look.

“Miss Peric?” It was James, the butler, hovering in the doorway as he tried to take in what he was seeing.

“Tell one of the maids to get some fresh linen, and we need some light in here,” Louise said, gesturing at the heavily curtained windows.

The butler nodded.

As soon as he’d gone, Markus looked at her.

“What?” Louise demanded.

“You don’t seem very surprised by all this,” Markus said.

Louise shrugged, unwilling to say anything.

Markus looked at her steadily, then nodded. “I’ll get a cloth,” he said, turning for the en suite.

He was still tenderly wiping Margaret’s face when there was the sound of voices from downstairs. “That would be Doctor Castles,” Markus said, a moment before the doctor with his bushy ginger sideburns bustled in.

Doctor Castles nodded curtly at them before pulling out his stethoscope to check on Margaret’s breathing and heart. Apparently satisfied with what he heard he picked the medicine bottle up to check on its label. “Barbiturates,” he said, making it sound like some sort of swear word. “Yes, that would do it.” He peered at the vomit still staining the sheets. One finger prodded the remains of what looked like half-digested tablets. “Lucky she vomited, and lucky she didn’t suck it back in.”

“And who are you?” he asked, turning on Louise.

“Her sister.”

“And has Miss Peric attempted suicide before?” he asked.

Louise hesitated for a moment, then shrugged. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I know something happened at the end of the war that involved her in some sort of breakdown. But I was on the Mainline at the time, and Mama and Papa never talked about it.”

“The war.” He frowned, then shrugged. “Right, well, there’s nothing more I can do for her at the moment. You’ll need to have someone with her at all times. I’ll arrange for a nurse to be sent round. She’ll need to stay on the premises — I presume that won’t be a problem, Mrs. Mack?” he asked the diminutive housekeeper, who had followed the butler back into the room.

“Of course not,” Mrs. Mack said.

“Shouldn’t you pump her stomach, or something?” Louise asked.

“There wouldn’t be anything left in there to pump,” he said. “This occurred when . . .” he poked at the stains again “ . . . sometime last night. If you want to make yourself useful, get her into a clean bed and air this room. It stinks.”

Louise watched him re-pack his bag sourly. As he closed the latch on his bag, he looked up.

“Assuming there’s been no permanent damage, you may want to get your sister into see Doctor Helen Rubenstein. She’s a psychiatrist who’s done a lot of work with returned soldiers. I can give you a referral if you want one.”

“Thank you, that would be helpful,” Louise said. She frowned, working through what he’d just said. “Permanent damage?”

“I don’t think there will be, but we can’t dismiss the possibility until she wakes up.”

“And when might that be?” Markus asked worriedly.

“Hard to say. It might be tonight or it might not be for a couple of days. The nurse will monitor her for me and will call me if there’s any change.” And then he bustled out again.

Louise scowled after him. “Oh crap,” she said. “I’ll need to tell Donald and get a message to my parents.”

The piercing ring of the downstairs telephone interrupted her. “I’ll see about moving her into one of the spare bedrooms while we get this one cleaned up,” Mrs. Mack said.

Louise nodded, not really listening. 

“Miss Peric?”

Louise looked to see one of the underhousemaids standing uncertainly by the door. “Yes?”

“It’s your cousin, ma’am, the First Leader. He wants to speak to you.”

“I’ll keep an eye on her,” Markus assured her.

“Thanks,” Louise said, getting to her feet, wondering at the relationship between Markus and her sister. He had been staying at the house for six weeks now. Well, well, the ice princess had an admirer.

Downstairs, she took a deep breath before taking the telephone from James. She watched the butler leave the room, pulling the door closed behind him as he did so.

“Hello Donald.”

“How is she?” her cousin and, for the last three years, First Leader of the Cross-Temporal Empire, demanded.

“Still asleep,” she said, wondering why only bad news traveled so quickly. “The doctor said we won’t know if there’s any permanent damage until she wakes up, and that might not be for a couple of days.”

“Do you know why? Was there a note?”

“I didn’t see any note. And no, I don’t know why.”

“She didn’t seem depressed?”

“No. I had tea with her a couple of days ago and she seemed fine.”

There was silence for a moment. “You’ll let me know as soon as something happens?” Donald asked. “I just can’t get away at the moment. The Council of Leaders is debating rescinding the Edict on contact with advanced lines this week. And numbers are much too close for my comfort.”

“That’s fine. There’s nothing you could do here even if you could,” Louise said honestly. Having Donald here would probably make it easier to deal with her mother, but it would be unfair on him.

“Well, take care. And Louise — thank you.”

Louise hung up the phone. Then, after staring at it for a moment, she picked it up again. “Notway embassy, Naisre,” she told the operator. The sooner she let their parents know, the better.


WELCOME TO BEAUTIFUL PESH
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(Wednesday: Sultan, Pesh)

The hotel bedroom smelled of rosewater and sandalwood. Jade considered the telephone on the side table nervously. “Are you sure this is going to work?” she asked in Arabic. “I mean, the number is almost four years old. Anything could have happened. He could have changed houses, or desks. Why would he still have the same number?”

Colonel Ferai considered her for a moment before shrugging his massive shoulders. “Apparently phone numbers are mobile here and stay with the individual. But we certainly won’t find out if you don’t try it.”

His Arabic was atrocious, Jade thought as she nibbled her bottom lip. Jade knew the Colonel’s first language was Phoenician, which Ferai claimed was quite close to Arabic, but Jade couldn’t detect any similarity, and she’d understood Arabic was a pre-requisite for this mission. Ferai’s home-line was the Mmbuto é, where the Phoenician civilization had escaped destruction during the third Punic war by establishing a colony in South Africa, but she had no idea why Imperial Intelligence had insisted on pairing her with him. She liked the man, but the one-eyed former colonel in the Mmbuto é Imperial Marines hardly merged into the background. His dark, almost blue-black skin was covered in intricate white tattoos and his height and sheer size made him stand out in any crowd. Though perhaps that was why — he intimidated people. Jade had watched with interest how much effort people went to in pretending he wasn’t there.

Taking a deep breath, she picked the phone up and dialed the number she’d memorized.

A cultured voice answered. “Yes?”

“Emre Binbasi?” she asked uncertainly.

“Emre Kaymakam,” he corrected her.

“My apologies, Kaymakam,” she said. His new title of Kaymakam would make him the equivalent of what . . . a Corps Leader? “We were not aware of your promotion.”

“Who is this?” Emre asked. “And how did you get this number?”

“My name is Jade Carvello. Donald Clemhorn asked me to phone you.”

There was a moment’s stunned silence, then — “Where are you?” Emre asked.

“I’m at the Ayasofya Hotel — room 503.”

“Are you alone?”

“I have one companion.”

There was a pause, and Jade could hear Emre talking to someone in the background. “I’m in the car,” he said finally, “just picking my sister up from her school. I can be there in thirty minutes. How do I recognize you?”

“We’ll be in the foyer. You’ll recognize my companion. A large gentleman with white tattoos.” She grinned at Ferai, who looked at her impassively.

“Don’t move. I’ll be there in thirty.”

“Well?” Ferai said, as she replaced the phone.

“He’ll be here in thirty minutes.” She stopped, suddenly wondering how he’d answered the phone from his car.

“So, we’re got time for a coffee,” Ferai said.

“Why not?” After exchanging four diamonds for the local currency at a jeweler a couple of hours ago, they could certainly afford it. She smiled at the memory of Ferai simply standing in the doorway, arms folded, as she negotiated a price. His presence had disconcerted the buyer so much that the whole haggling process had moved with commendable speed.

After purchasing their coffees, they took a window table in the hotel foyer which overlooked the street and the Danube just beyond it. They’d come through the portal a short distance outside Pesh that morning and had walked into the city. Jade had been too nervous to pay much attention to their surroundings, although she couldn’t avoid noticing the damage from the last war. Now, with nothing to do but wait until the Kaymakam arrived, she had the time to properly consider the city.

It looked . . . sullen. The sky was leaden, and the Danube, gray-skinned and sodden, ran morosely between high embankments just beyond the street. On the other side of the river, Pesh’s massive parliamentary building stretched itself along the water, while beyond it the Great Mosque was missing half its dome, an ugly reminder of the last war. At least the scaffolding erected around it promised some hope for the future. For some reason it made her wonder how Carlos was faring on Chikyù.

“There is no joy here,” Ferai said quietly.

Jade nodded, tearing her mind away from her concern over Carlos, and back to her own worries. There were few cars on the road, and what people were out hurried past, heads down, their pinched faces drained of color. A squad of eight soldiers in tired looking fatigues trotted grimly past.

She had just taken her last swallow of coffee when a large silver vehicle pulled up in front of the hotel and a young man in a silk, dust-orange uniform stepped out. He was wearing pince-nez spectacles, a Cossack style cap, and a serious expression. Two motorcycles pulled in behind the vehicle, and at a nod from the young man, their two riders dismounted, unslung their assault rifles and came into the hotel. After a quick look around, one returned outside to report while the other took up position by the hotel’s front door, his back against the wall.

Outside, the young man gazed at the hotel for a moment before bending down and helping a young girl out of the car. The girl was wearing trousers under a white ankle-length skirt and as she emerged, she adjusted her red fringed headscarf. She had short boots under her trousers. A dark felt sleeveless jacket decorated with golden embroidery covered her long white blouse and completed the ensemble.

Putting a protective arm over her shoulders, the young man ushered her toward the hotel.

“Looks like our contact has arrived,” Jade said, rising to her feet, recognizing Emre from the description the First Leader had given them.

Ferai hoisted himself to his feet as Emre, now Kaymakam, entered the hotel lobby. As he noticed Ferai, Jade saw Emre’s eyes widen momentarily. Then, seeing Jade, he came across, holding out his right hand. “Salaam,” he said. “Jade Carvello, I presume?”

Jade nodded. “Emre Kaymakam?”

“The same. May I introduce my sister, Darda.”

Jade took her hand. “I’m glad to meet you, Darda. Donald asked me to inquire as to your health.”

Darda looked wide eyed at her, and Jade couldn’t help a pang of jealousy at her gloriously large eyes set in a model’s face.

“You may tell Donald she is well,” Emre said on her behalf. “Her school was outside the main target area so avoided any significant damage. And how is Donald?”

“The First Leader is well. I understand he and Defella are expecting their first child.”

The only sign of surprise Emre offered at the news that the penniless adventurer he had known less than four years ago was now First Leader of the C-T E, was a slight twitch to his left eye.

“Please pass my personal congratulations on to the two of them when you see them,” Emre said, recovering quickly.

“And we should congratulate you on your promotion,” Jade said. “May I ask what your new command entails?”

“My brother commands the entire Janissaries Corps,” Darda said proudly.

Emre looked embarrassed.

“A significant posting indeed,” Ferai said. Jade nodded. The Janissaries served as the elite units of the Ottoman Empire and, given their primary base was in Pesh, also served as an equivalent to the Roman Empire’s Praetorian Guard, with the power of hire and fire over the Sultan.

At Emre’s puzzled glance at Ferai, Jade realized she had not introduced him yet.

“My apologies,” Jade said quickly. “Can I introduce you to my companion, Colonel Ferai.”

“Of the Mmbuto é line?” Emre asked.

Ferai nodded, surprised at being recognized. “Imperial Marines,” he confirmed.

Emre salaamed shallowly. “I am pleased to meet you. Donald spoke highly of your ability.” He looked around. “Do you have any bags?” he asked.

“Backpacks in our room,” Ferai said.

“Would it be presumptuous of me to offer you rooms at our house? It’s on the base and it would be more secure than here.”

Jade looked at Ferai, who nodded. “I’ll get them,” he said.

“So, how badly was the city hit?” Jade asked as they waited. “It looked pretty bad as we were walking in.”

“Ah, I was going to ask where your portal was,” Emre said with a smile, before turning serious again. “Bad enough. We avoided getting hit by any biological or chemical weapons but got plastered by the kinetic weapons. The death toll wasn’t quite up there with the Great War against the United Christian States, but it was close.”

“That was what, thirty million people killed?”

“You know our history,” Emre said, surprised.

Jade shrugged. “It was required reading during the war.”

“We avoided those sorts of figures this time, but I suspect it was more by luck than good management.”

“It still looks pretty bad,” Jade said.

“If you think this looks bad, you should see the other guy. Cadiz was destroyed.”

“So, what happened? We’ve always thought your war destroyed the line.”

“About two hours after the destruction of our Moon Base, there was a coup in the United Tribes of the Great Plains which pulled them out of the war. There was some talk about a negotiated truce, but then those idiots on our esteemed High Command decided to ramp up the pressure and launched a raid on Cadiz. They detonated five thermobaric bombs over the city.”

Jade frowned uncertainly. “Thermobaric?”

“It’s a fuel-air bomb,” Emre explained. “They were developed after the Great War as an alternative to nuclear weapons. As it turns out, it’s a particularly effective weapon, so no more Cadiz. Spain immediately declared itself neutral, and the Angevin Empire followed suit.”

Jade looked puzzled.

“England and France,” he explained. “With the Angevins gone, the Etehad Sho’mali panicked and responded by pasting Prague and Berlin. Fortunately, we managed to hit them hard enough that their central command structure collapsed, and the war just sort of petered out. We certainly took a lot of damage, pretty significant damage,” he admitted. “But at least we avoided the use of nuclear weapons this time.” He broke off as Ferai reappeared, carrying the two backpacks. “Come on,” he said, “let’s go.”

As they emerged from the hotel, the armed guard who rode shotgun in the front passenger seat opened the doors for them, then popped the hood on the back storage for the bags Ferai carried. Jade climbed into the car as the door closed behind them with a heavy thud. As she settled back into her seat, the car slowly pulled out from the curb. Jade was not entirely unsurprised at its lack of speed, given the amount of armor it was probably carrying.

As a thick panel of darkened glass rose to close the passenger compartment from the front of the vehicle, Emre adjusted his pince-nez. “So,” he said, sitting back into the thick leather upholstery of the seat facing them. “Why are you here?”

Jade looked uncertainly at Ferai, who made a ‘tell him’ gesture with his shoulders.

Unfastening her jacket, she reached into her breast pocket and produced the small glass vial ImpSec had given her.

“What’s this?” he asked, eyeing it uncertainly as she held it out to him.

“It’s a particularly virulent potato virus,” Jade said.

“And you give it to me, why?” Emre asked, making no effort to take it from her.

“Because we think it came from Sultan,” Ferai said, his deep voice echoing around the back of the vehicle. “Ms. Carvello recovered it from some local terrorists, but intelligence indicates it came from Sultan. And given its particular . . . efficacy, we believe it may have been genetically modified. If so, the First Leader is hoping you can identify who might have produced it, and if there is an antidote. We simply don’t have the technology.”

“The tech any more,” Jade corrected him. “The Hraffor from the Nayarit line who established the Empire could undertake quite sophisticated genetic manipulations. That was a hundred years ago, though.”

Emre accepted the vial reluctantly, holding it up against the light to examine the dried dust it contained. “I can run some checks, but I may not be able to identify the source,” he warned.

“That’s all we can ask,” Ferai said.

“There is another thing,” Jade said.

“Oh?”

“The First Leader is interested in establishing diplomatic relations with Sultan.”

Emre looked interested.

“The question, of course, is with who?” she continued.

“I see, I think.”

“Our job is to establish where that embassy should be situated,” Ferai said.

Emre’s expression cleared. “Welcome to beautiful Pesh,” he said, airily waving a hand at the ruined city outside the grayed windows. “Capital of the much reduced Ottoman Empire, the Northern Caliphate, and former member of the Etehad Junoobil.”


VIGNETTE – A BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO SULTAN (1)
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The Sultan Line’s history diverged from the Mainline’s in 735 CE when the Franks, who on the Mainline had successfully checked the Arabs at Tours only two years previously, were crushed at the battle of Bourges, giving the Arabs control over France.

In 841, Abu’l-Abbas Muhammad I ibn al-Aghlab, the fifth emir of the Aghlabid dynasty, and one of the greatest champions of the harb, captured Rome. Accepting the protection of the Holy Roman Emperor the Pope reestablished his papacy in Ingelheim and turned his attention to converting the north. The conversion of Harold Bluetooth, the King of Denmark in 965 to Christianity, ensured that Christian missionaries accompanied Leif Erikson to North America in 999, leading in turn to the establishment of the first European colonies in America.

In 1066 the British King (Stephen III) accepted Islam in exchange for aid against the Vikings. Stephen’s conversion subsequently restricted Christianity to the very fringes of Europe and ensured that Christian missionaries focused their efforts on the new North American colonies.

Cyclopedia of the Cross-Temporal Empire
Gazetteer
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(Sunday: Chikyù)

Sweat ran down the back of Carlos’s neck, the coarsely woven linen shirt he was wearing sticking to the skin of his back under the heavy weight of his pack. Just how had he let himself get talked into this, Carlos thought, pausing for a moment to uncork his water flask. The leather had given the lukewarm water an unpleasant taste, and he had to force himself to swallow it. Recorking the flask he discovered that the heat had even softened the outer coating of the bees wax on the flask. Enough that came off on his fingers, and without anything else he could use, he had to wipe it off on his kilt.

He didn’t even have the energy left to curse the weather, he thought, taking a moment to catch his breath in the shade of the nearest tree – or what remained of it. A fire had gone through since he was last here four weeks ago, clearing the undergrowth out and leaving the few trees still standing charred and blackened from the fire. The drought was obviously hitting hard, and the Mississippi was now impossible to navigate due to the lack of water in the river, forcing him to take the train, regardless of the threat that posed. At least the kilt was cooler than trousers. He smiled at that thought, wondering if that meant he was starting to get used to it.

But then he remembered what he was doing there, and shook his head – just what had he been thinking? He was a pâtissier, not some sort of James Fleming super spy. But when the head of Imperial Intelligence personally requests your assistance what else can you do? ‘Nice and simple’, she’d said. All he had to do was turn up at the Anarchist’s base, go through their portal and activate the pinger ImpInt had given him. At which time the Empire should be able to get a fix on the line the Anarchists were using as the hub for their portal network. His eyes flicked to the watch on his left arm. “Yep, nice and simple,” he muttered.

Taking a breath, he started up the road again. Not that it was much of a road, he thought sourly. It was barely more than a badly rutted track that meandered from tree to tree.

As he approached the top of the hill he checked his watch — quarter to six, good. ImpInt had stressed the need to only activate the pinger between six and half six. He squinted up at the setting sun and the small building nestled between the red maples that crowned the top of the hill. Unlike the white-washed picket fence and small flagstone path that had wound its way up the hill on the Mainline, the path on the Chikyù line defiantly remained a simple dirt track running beside a haphazardly erected split-rail fence in front of a small, gray stone building. A lone figure sat on the edge of the front porch, smoking a long-stemmed corncob pipe. The stink of mooter drifting down from the porch made Carlos wrinkle his nose.

Great – he thought sourly. He wasn’t a big fan of the smell of cannabis at the best of times, and this one smelled like a weird combination of hoppy-beer and cabbage.

Still onwards and upwards. All he had to do was get through the portal and trigger the tachyon beacon so ImpInt could triangulate the line, and try not to get killed while he did so.

The figure on the porch raised his hand in greeting, and returning the wave, Carlos opened the gate and started up the track.

“Herman,” Carlos said, surprised when he got to the top of the hill and recognized the tall anarchist with the carrot-colored hair he’d last seen in Mainline Pittsburgh.

“Carlos,” Herman said, tapping his pipe out on the edge of the porch and standing up to take his hand. “We were starting to worry about you when you didn’t turn up in Genessee. What happened?”

“Jade Carvello happened,” Carlos said with a sigh, deciding now was as good a time as any to practice the story he’d agreed with ImpInt to explain his disappearance. “I’d met her a couple of times last month in New York and stumbled across her on the train. Turns out she works for the Rucker’s Agency, and had managed to get hold of some of the potato virus. I liberated her of it, but it took me ages to lose her. I’ve got the box in my pack.”

Herman raised his eyebrows. “I better get you through, then.”

“I’m surprised to find you here though, Herman,” Carlos said as the young anarchist opened the front door to the house and waved him in.

“Pittsburgh had become too hot for us,” Herman said. “Sandy got transferred to New York, but they decided I was up for a promotion, so here I am.”

Carlos looked round at the building’s single room, sleeping bag unrolled in the far corner of the roughhewn wooden floor, wood-burning stove in another. He considered the low table with two cushions in the center of the room, and held back his comments. Herman might consider it a promotion, but personally he would have preferred the comfort of running a safe house on the Mainline, to this.

Herman crossed to unlock the back door. “Come through,” he said, bending over to insert the rod of clear plastic attached to a chain around his neck into the lock, and waving him through.

Inside the backroom, the heat from the portal struck Carlos like a blow. The windowless room was smaller than the one on the Mainline, but just as dominated by the shimmering soap bubble of light suspended between its frame against a sidewall.

“Shouldn’t there be a guard here?” Carlos asked, looking around the bare room.

“There should be, but there’s a bad flu doing the rounds, so we’re short staffed at the moment. Here,” Herman said, handing him a blindfold. “You know the drill.”

Carlos nodded and slid the blindfold over his eyes. He hated how defenseless it made him feel. Herman took his arm, a gentle pressure on his elbow, the stink of the mooter he’d been smoking almost overwhelming in the confined space, and together they stepped through the portal. Despite the blindfold, his eyes flooded with light. Once again, time hiccuped, then the chaos of the portal spat him back out again and he stumbled at the slight difference in the floor level.

His watch was noticeably warmer, and he hoped there wasn’t anything wrong with it. The techs hadn’t said anything about any sort of heat discharge.

There was a moment of uneasy silence.

“What’s wrong?” Carlos asked finally.

“Just waiting for the guard,” Herman replied.

“I thought there was a permanent one here.”

“We don’t have that many resources,” Herman said with a laugh. “There’s permanent CCTV coverage though, and enough explosives in the floor to take out the portal and both rooms. All remotely managed from the control room.”

That was way too much information when you were actually standing on the floor filled with all that explosive, Carlos thought.

Time seemed to pass extremely slowly without light, but finally Carlos heard approaching footsteps.

“Herman,” a voice said. “Who have you got?”

“Hermandez?” Carlos said, surprised, recognizing the voice of his flatmate, and active member of the Anarchist’s Armed Action Wing.

“Carlos? No, keep the blindfold on,” Hermandez said quickly as Carlos started to lift the corner of his blindfold.

Carlos sighed but dropped his hands.

“What are you doing here, Carlos?” Hermandez asked. “You were supposed to meet me at Genessee.”

“Jade Carvello happened,” Carlos said, repeating his cover story. “You met her when she dropped by the flat once. It turns out she works for the Rucker’s Agency. She recognized me on the train and tried to arrest me. I got away with her backpack, and when I went through it later I found a sample of the potato virus.”

“You’ve got it with you?”

Carlos hefted his bag. “In here.”

Hermandez sighed. “I wish you hadn’t done that?”

“Why?” Carlos asked, wishing he could see Hermandez’ face. It was maddening playing poker without being able to see any of the cards.

“We’d set her up. The authorities were to arrest her and find the virus. It would have got them off us, and got her out of the way.”

“Well, I wish someone had told me that. It would have made things a lot easier. It took me ages to get her off my trail.”

“I apologize for that. We weren’t expecting you to be quite so . . . effective.”

Carlos gave a depreciative shrug.

“I better debrief you properly before we send you through then,” Hermandez said. “I’ll take him from here, Herman.”

“See you around, Carlos,” the young orange-top said, letting go of his arm.

“This way,” Hermandez said, leading Carlos outside. Carlos could hear the cry of birds in the distance and smell pine trees on the breeze. Unlike last time, and the mud and rain that had greeted him, the ground felt dry and firm under the thin leather soles of his moccasins.

They didn’t have to walk far, only twenty steps or so, until Hermandez guided him over the doorstep.

“Stay here,” Hermandez told him. “I’ll be back in a couple of minutes. You can take the blindfold off and make yourself a cup of tea while you’re waiting.”

When Carlos heard the door close, he lifted the blindfold cautiously, to find himself in a small, metallic, half-cylindrical building, about sixteen feet wide and eighteen in length. The walls were made of corrugated iron that curved overhead before settling onto the room’s pressed earth floor. The building reminded him of the Nissen huts developed by the English during the War of Prussian Succession against the Russians. It even had the clap-board walls which filled in the end of each cylinder.

The building had a single door and two windows built into each end. The windows were covered with blue and white checked curtains. The room itself was sparsely furnished with a sink, a small gas stove, and a formica table with four metal-legged chairs placed around it in the center of the room.

His eyes flicked over the windows, making sure the curtains were all closed, before he slid his watch off and turned it over. The five major zodiac signs engraved into the back of the case stared back him. Pressing them in the order ImpInt had drilled into him he was reassured by an almost inaudible buzz from the watch.

Mission accomplished, he thought as he slipped the watch back on. And in a couple of days, an assault team of ImpSec’s finest would descend on the base with all the subtlety of a baseball bat.

With that out of the way he headed for the basin, and the small cupboard under it to make that cup of tea Hernandez had suggested. Instant milk, sugar, and a variety of teabags rewarded his search. The first teabag he pulled out was Earl Gray, and he remembered Jade telling him Bergamot made her sick. He found himself smiling inanely as he remembered Jade’s promise of a night of unbridled debauchery if he didn’t do anything that got him killed.

He frowned, surprised by the fact that he was still staring at the teabag – what? It took a moment to realize that the label was in English – which meant they’d got it from the Mainline. If it was from the Sultan line it would have been in Arabic, or maybe Mandarin, he’d heard the Han Empire was a significant player on the line.

There was a knock on the door, and Hernandez poked his head around it. “Carlos, I need to introduce you to someone. Bring your pack.”

Carlos sighed and replaced the teabag in its container. As Hermandez hadn’t said anything about the blindfold, he wasn’t sure if that meant his security rating had improved, or it no longer mattered what he saw as they planned on killing him. ‘Don’t panic’, he told himself, ‘remember unbridled debauchery’. A memory of Jade burst from his memory, eyes flashing, her lips thinned as she rounded on him after discovering he had been an undercover agent for the Agence Nationale de la Sécurité (the French Secret Service). Given her temper, ending up dead would probably be the least of his problems – for some reason, that served to calm him.

“This is quite a setup,” Carlos said, as he stepped outside and got his first look at the base proper.

Directly in front of him was a row of three buildings of the same size and construction as the one behind him. All the buildings were skinned in corrugated iron, which presumably had made it easier to bring through the portal. Flat pack housing.

“It is,” Hermandez agreed. “Unfortunately, I can’t take any responsibility for it. But if you come this way, I’ll introduce you to the person who can.”

“So where are we?” Carlos asked as they headed back toward the sandbagged bunker that he presumed housed the portals.

“I’m not sure,” Hermandez admitted, as they detoured around the bunker. “But it’s definitely not part of the C-T E. There’s been no sign of any human activity on the river while I’ve been here. Come through here,” he said, holding the door open to the building on the far side of the bunker.

“Sayyid ibn Ali,” Hermandez said politely, as he knocked on the open door just off from the short corridor inside. “I’d like to introduce you to Carlos Babineaux.”

A small dapper man with a thin mustache came to his feet and gave Carlos a short, perfectly measured bow of his head. Carlos was not surprised to see he was wearing the dark-blue, almost black uniform of a General in one of the Etehad Sho’mali’s guard regiments.

“Sayyid,” Carlos said, returning the bow deeply enough to bend from the waist.

“Mr. Babineaux, you will drink tea with us — no?”

“Thank you,” Carlos said, taking the seat offered, as Hermandez took the chair next to him.

“Corporal, three teas please,” the Sayyid called, before turning his attention back to Carlos. “Mr. Cortez has informed me you recovered some of our property. May I see it?”

“Of course,” Carlos said, opening his pack and pulling out the package about the size of a small box of cigars. He placed the plain, brown-paper on the desk in front of the Sayyid.

“You have opened it?” the Sayyid picking the package up.

“Yes,” Carlos said.

As the Sayyid carefully unwrapped the paper the corporal appeared with three cups of fine bone china.

“Thank you,” Carlos said, as he took a sip. He almost giggled at the thought it wasn’t Earl Grey.

The Sayyid opened the simple wooden case, and all three leaned forward to consider the two glass phials, carefully stopped, sealed, and cushioned in cotton wool inside the box. One of the seals was broken and carefully the Sayyid lifted the phial out of the box. “Its been opened,” he said suspiciously.

Carlos nodded. “I think Jade, Miss Carvello, did it before I recovered it.” In reality, ImpInt had done it to obtain a sample. He hadn’t been told what they intended to do with the sample, and he hadn’t asked.

The Sayyid nodded, and carefully replaced the phial in its bed of protective cotton wool.

“It is unfortunate that you obtained the virus, but I am impressed by the fact that you were able to do so. Mr. Cortez has informed me that given the situation in New York at the moment, it might be better if you didn’t return immediately.”

“Oh?” Carlos looked at Hermandez questioningly.

Hermandez shrugged. “There was an attempt to kidnap the daughter of Markus Ackov. It resulted in the death of two ImpSec officers and ImpSec have been breaking down doors and busting heads ever since. If you went back, you’d be in custody within twenty-four hours. And you’re too useful to the cause for that.”

Carlos tried to hide his relief that apparently he was getting promoted and not killed. “And the kidnapping. How did it turn out?” he asked, already knowing the answer.

Hermandez looked embarrassed. “The child was recovered by a joint ImpSec — Rucker Agency operation, about a week ago.”

Carlos nodded. “So, what do you suggest?”

“We have need of an agent for an operation on our own line,” the Sayyid said.

“On Sultan?” Carlos could not hide his surprise.

“On Sultan,” the Sayyid confirmed.

Carlos raised an eyebrow. Sultan’s cold war had turned hot about five years ago, in an orgy of mutual self-destruction between the two major military alliances. The consensus on the Mainline, until recently, had been that it had become a dead line. That view had recently changed, not least because of intelligence he’d provided. But it was reassuring to have that intelligence confirmed.

“Where precisely?” Carlos asked.

“I will need the permission of my superiors on Sultan before I can tell you, but I thought I should explain why you’ll be staying here for a couple of days, so you didn’t start to worry.” The Sayyid checked his watch. “I am due to return to Sultan later today. I will inform you as soon as a decision has been made.”

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
“THE HONOR TRILOGY"
——2—_
ANDREW . HARVEY

=g






OEBPS/Simple_vignette_590x270.jpg
——





OEBPS/DoubleHeadedMayanEagle.jpg





