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THE HERE OF THIS NOW










I have been thinking about this story for quite a while; the places I have ridden out on Exmoor lend themselves to constant dreaming, awake or asleep. I see old, derelict stone houses in misty valleys where quiet ghosts still walk the rooms. The horse stops sometimes and watches someone I can't see amble in front of her. She doesn't mind, so why should I?

Time, according to Einstein, 'is only a stubborn persistent illusion.' And somewhen, we all need another now.

Also, I have always wanted to put a body in a muck heap!

The song I associate with this story is, Moon River, sung by Patricia Gilpin. Because each note is a memory in time and string theory is music played by the cosmic orchestra.





My boss was looking at something on the holo screen that I couldn't see, which was odd, as I'm covered for highly secret documents. Even more shocking was the expression on his face, it was almost fearful. The man is usually only every afraid of his mother and quite rightly so, I have seen her pick up and throw a Europa sea-crab at an adversary. Even in low gravity those things are heavy and really nasty. It made a terrible mess of the subject we were pursuing, but the bounty was good and they didn't seem to mind that he arrived a little squishy when we turned him in. I was working with her at the time, which was how I met my current boss.

Baaz Webber is tall and very slim; he'd been born on Mars before the settlement domes had got proper gravity and become cities. His name means eagle in Punjabi so he mostly goes by his nickname, Eagle-eye, unless you're in trouble and then it's 'Boss.'

His dark eyes flicked from the hidden privacy holo screen, to me and back again and he was now far too pale for his usual skin tone.

I waited. Looking around, his office reflected the slightly too tidy and organised of the in-charge personality he exuded. There were old and therefore very expensive actual paper books on the shelves, some holos of famous people he was shaking hands with and a few of his family. The huge windows looked out over a bustling scene. Commercial submersibles docked and discharged their cargos. Tiny, power assisted, suited figures worked the deep, doing one of the most dangerous jobs in the port.

Mid Pacific underwater city was one of my favourite places to be. I have two associates who won't set foot in it or Mid Atlantic, citing a fear of drowning if it ever had a breach. But I point out, in what I consider to be a helpful way, that they'd be a jellied mess from the massive pressure at this depth, long before they would drown. I thought it was funny, though it never seemed to get a laugh. And considering both of them work on deep space freighters, I think it's a bit hypocritical of them, after all vacuum can be just as problematic, when it's sudden.

Eagle-eye turned the holo off without showing it to me and then leaned back in his chair and sighed. Grabbing a crystal information file, he slid it across the desk.

"Do you want me to look at this?" I was puzzled, he could have input it into the holo computer in front of him.

"Single connection, your eyes only, Ariadne," he said abruptly.

I winced, things must be bad, because he usually called me Ari like the rest of the team. Pressing on the comm attached to the side of my face, I saw a head-up display flickering into life. I don't like using them, which is why mine is detachable. I need my privacy, though most of the people I know have a permanent implant, including Eagle-eye. I tapped the crystal information cube and they connected.

The personal file scrolled in front of my eyes of a man I thought I vaguely recognised, who'd had a job similar to the one I had done when I worked for Eagle-eye's mum. But much better paid and only just slightly inside the legal lines. I shrugged, there was nothing unusual about it, rich people paid to have their problems sorted out for them without using the proper authorities. We all knew it happened and there was a regular, well publicised sweep to deal with it. So, I couldn't see what the issue was, as long as you didn't invite the man to dinner and give him a really sharp knife to cut up his food.

I paused the file and removed it, then looked at Eagle-eye for an explanation. He passed me another crystal, this one was an evil version of the first one, with pictures and diagrams. It was all horrible.

The deviant personality had undergone several illegal, physical identity changes, all of them very professionally done. He also seemed to have an endless amount of unspecified financial backing and a get out of gaol free card.

I finished with a grimace of disgust and disconnected the second file. I waited again. Eagle-eye said nothing. The crystal sat on the desk between us, making me nervous.

"I don't get it, who is he, where is he and what's it got to do with me?"

Eagle-eye sighed. "He managed to get a trip back and it's caused a blip in the system."

I went with the formal title, because it felt as if this was appropriate. "Boss, I'm strictly animal trafficking, I don't do people any more!"

"He's not a bounty, he just needs to be, er, returned." He was being evasive, and his usual piercing gaze, the one that had earned him the nickname, wasn't in evidence as he looked carefully down at the desk in front of him.

"How is he not in reprogramming, or been incarcerated and what sort of blip?"

I sighed with exasperation and went through the first file again of the mercenary, the one I recognised, checking the details. A name attached to his client list pinged up and a bell rang somewhere in the sludge of my memory. "You have got to be kidding me, he's worked for⁠—"

"Don't say it!" Eagle-eye looked round. Even though his door was closed, the office had clear walls, and most of us, as part of our training, could lip read really well. The unit was nothing if not efficient when it came to communication and psychology.

"I still don't understand why you want me to do this?" I really didn't. My current role was strictly extinct species related. You wouldn't believe the number of people who would pay for a living velociraptor. The fact that the last one I'd rescued was a juvenile and only the size of an average crow, didn't stop it from being a nasty theropod, elaborately feathered, with sharp teeth and a vicious claw. It wasn't a bit grateful to be going back to its own now, I had only just survived the trip. I rubbed the scar on my arm where it had left me with a parting gift.

"Call it a favour." Eagle-eye was watching my micro expressions.

I thought carefully. "Is this Misha's doing?"

Eagle-eye's mother was always messing around with my life. I was working in the unit because of her; she had also taken an inconvenient interest in my partnership status. I found myself constantly bumping into 'suitable' prospects. It was my turn to sigh as I saw his lips twitch in a barely discernible wince. Eagle-eye was obviously dodging the mum thing himself.

"To whom am I doing this favour?" I was leaning back in my chair with a more evident level of body language, because it felt like an important question.

"The core flow, the unit and my mum," he smiled winningly, adding, "and not necessarily in that order."

The charm wasn't working on me and I decided to see exactly how high the stakes were. "If I do this, I get to make it my last job with the unit."

"Done!" Eagle-eye agreed much too quickly.

We looked at each other, both of us uneasy with the bargain we had just made.

"What's the first man got to do with the second?" I asked.

"Proximity," Eagle-eye replied tartly.

I gaped. "You're joking, why aren't you asking him to sort it out?"

Eagle-eye paused before he spoke, which seemed overly dramatic. "He's off the books."

I think all that came out of my mouth was a rather unimpressive, "Huh!" And then I eventually managed, "Is that actually possible?"

There was a silence that stretched and no answer. I waited, but it was clear I wasn't going to get one.

"Can I look at both of the crystals again?" I asked.

He nodded. "But you can't take either of them out of this room."

I was puzzled, some files were never removed from the unit office as it existed outside of the core flow, but I couldn't see why either of these should fall into that category. This was something else to add to the unusual status of the job.

The review didn't contribute any more information, but I was careful to give myself key thoughts to remember the details and memorised the facial expressions and bio mechanics of the 'job.' It's easy to change your looks and disguise your voice but the intonation and cadence when you speak and the way you walk are usually something no one remembers to do anything about. I'd had success in catching several bounties that way.

Apart from the murder and mutilation, which seemed to be his first choice for income, he was also a prolific smuggler of extinct species, I assumed it was why I had been asked. I'd never come across him before which confused me more than the favour I was apparently considering.

"How has he been covering up the animal trafficking?" I paused the crystal connection.

Eagle-eye gave made a very expressive shrug and huffed. I tried not to grind my teeth with frustration.

"Is this the way we're going to proceed; I ask you a question and try and work out if I'm right from your non-committal grunts?" I started up the file again. "You could just tell me what you know," I muttered.

I'm pretty sure I heard him say, "Where's the fun in that?"
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* * *



I sat in a café on the top level of hydroponics. The gardens spiralled down through the levels in the centre of the dome, mature trees were in full leaf and open flowers covered the ground with narrow paths between that led to seating areas. Natural sunlight was channelled down from the surface using a series of massive reflectors. We all needed our green, even in the deep blue.

Birds and insects cheeped and buzzed, doing the job of pollination and maintaining the precious biome. There were gardeners and biologists, but the farming was done outside the dome; mostly algae and seaweed at a shallower depth.

The fuel that kept the systems running was the usual cyanobacteria that we used on the land in cities for industry and domestically in every house, but instead of geothermal heating, the domes got theirs from deep sea vents.

The coffee was good, loads of milk and sugar and a plate of interesting chocolates to go with it. The proprietor, Hao, no longer asked me for my preferences, just grinned whenever he saw me sitting down. I paid with my still in situ, comm link and he waved his thanks when he saw it on his more permanent version. He made everything himself and often tested new chocolate recipes on me. His partner, Sarah, worked in the gardens. I envied them the quiet confidence in their choices and each other.

Leaning back, I looked up through the transparent graphene ceiling and watched a lazy whale spinning above me in the dark blue water over the dome. I sighed with contentment, for about as long as it took to rethink the job I had been offered.

The personal file had seemed thin on background information for a such a successful mercenary, which was what I would class him as. No, it just didn't seem right. I tried again. Thinking about the conversation with Eagle-eye, I wondered how you were able to go back and be off the books at the same time, and whether it was something to do with his associations. Our paths had never crossed workwise. My bounty role was strictly government related and therefore not so well paid.

As for the job, I couldn't understand why Eagle-eye had asked me. It felt so completely wrong that I was leaning towards refusing when I saw Svana coming towards me. She was obviously looking for a quiet place to eat her lunch and she hesitated when she realised who I was. Slim with plaited brown hair and bright intelligent eyes, she worked at the main core flow console and was a quiet voice during tense departures and fraught arrivals.

The unit actively sought out people on the spectrum, in fact anyone who had the ability to analyse emergency situations and find creative solutions. My intuitive skills stemmed from dyslexia, synaesthesia and the ability to see patterns and connections. Apparently, I didn't speak much when I was a small child, my mum said it was because I was thinking.

Going with instinct I asked, "Svana, do you know when Eagle-eye was last out of the unit?"

She thought carefully about her answer before speaking, which was part of her emotional makeup, a trait I very much wished was more common.

"Not for several days," she said eventually.

I nodded and she walked on to find a more solitary area of the garden.
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* * *



My folks live on the Cornish coast and farm seaweed for commercial and domestic use. The house has been in the family for generations and my brother Jago is set to take over the business when they retire, which would be never. They all get on; his partner Cadan and their children live with them. I had left home in the middle of the night the minute I turned sixteen and there was no danger of the local sheriff coming after me. No one actually minded me not being there.

There's only so much seaweed a girl can cope with and I wanted to see the worlds… all of them.

I didn't get very far on savings and as my folks felt it was important for me to understand life lessons, it wasn't long before I had to find paid employment, reality having set in rather abruptly. Something my brother never seemed to have to worry about.

To my family’s stunned surprise (and mine) I had managed to reach Mars main dome and was working in a club in the seediest area, when I met Misha Webber. Or rather, I was using the illegal stun stick that was kept behind the bar on two warring tool pushers, who had both taken an interest in the same dancer. It was that sort of place.

As they were completely oblivious, due to a considerable amount of stimulant, the stunning wasn't having the effect I had hoped and things were getting interesting, which was when Misha stepped in.

The woman has an intimidating gaze and she's taller than her son, which meant a head and shoulders higher than the two Earth born men. Plus, there was the very large, only slightly more legal, bounty hunter stunner and things were quieter in an instant.

We talked a lot that night and for several days afterwards and eventually I agreed to be her apprentice. And I got to see the worlds after all.
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* * *



Reflecting on my past wasn't getting me any closer to the answers. I stood up and wandered back to my accommodation three floors down, a small studio on the very expensive ninth level, with a large, and even more costly, graphene window to the outside. The corridor was quiet, most people were working and I didn't really know my neighbours. The couple next door were marine biologists who usually argued all the time about plankton and marine snow. We just nodded good morning and evening if our paths crossed.

Lights reflected the water movement through windows set into the walls between the apartment doorways, making soothing patterns on the flooring. There were plants in flowerbeds nearby, which was to give you the illusion you were walking down a path in a housing block landside. Personally, I preferred the view through the windows.

I tapped in my door code and sighed with relief as I set my things down. I don't carry much for work, just the essentials in a small backpack.

I sat down in front of the view and watched the port activity winding down between shifts. Not everyone likes to see the outside. I loved it. Curious, deep-sea fish came towards the light in hopes of an easy meal and watched me watching them. The distant underwater freighters looked just the same design as their space cousins and did a similar job, food distribution, industrial and commercial goods; though the people carriers in space had fewer windows.

My personal comm pinged and I waited for the ID before answering.

"Ariadne!" Eagle-eye was looking harassed. There it was again, the first name thing.

"Hey boss," I went along with the more official address in the hopes that it would lead me somewhere.

"You left without formally committing to the job," he smiled as he spoke, which was, quite frankly, unnerving.

I waited, when nothing else was forthcoming I sighed, "Okay, I'll do it." The look of relief on Eagle-eye's face would have been comical if I hadn't worked out just exactly how much trouble he was in. Which, I thought, was hardly a blip as he'd described it, basically it meant him being stuck in the unit until I sorted things out.

"When is departure?" I got up to make a drink and settled back on the chair by the window while he fiddled with crystal information files.

"Tomorrow, nineteen-hundred West Coast Pacific time, we need you to arrive at three am GMT." His voice was back to being clipped and efficient.

I spluttered hot liquid over myself and the furniture, I think there was even some on the window. He waited patiently while I got the resultant choking under control.

"Are you out of your mind? I can't do a beat up in, "I looked at my comm clock, "twenty-four hours!"

He tried for a patient tone but his exasperation and apprehension got in the way. "You're going back home, the differential is not that much, people, language, geography, it's all the same, you'll be fine!" I wondered who he was trying to convince.

"I come from Cornwall, not Somerset and it's just after the first Covid pandemic, there are whole countries back in that now that no longer exist in this forward, of course there will be a noticeable degree of difference!" I was trying to clean up the mess I'd made.

His voice was oily. "You could use the box."

I stopped what I was doing and turned round. "I am never going to use the box and you know it, that thing is dangerous. Linking up to the mainframe computer and asking it to download straight into your brain, how is that ever a good idea?"

"You are fully aware that there is no empirical evidence that it's bad for you." Eagle-eye had the grace to look away while he said it.

"Tell that to Simon Wetheridge's partner," I replied waspishly, as I sat down.

He shuffled a bit and the rather odd look of discomfort on Eagle-eye's face made me pause for a moment of thought, though I didn't know why.

I added, "I'll cram tonight, I could use the history lesson and hopefully I'll get some help from Ash when I get there."

"We don't contact him; you'll have to do that yourself when you arrive." Eagle-eye disconnected abruptly.

I sighed and paused to think about how that would feel, to be completely detached from your own now. I shuddered; after a shower and some more of Hao's chocolates to keep me awake, I set up the non comm holographic computer in the living area and got to work.
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* * *



Not knowing how long I was going to be away for meant I had to do some personal maintenance, not much, as there were no dependants or animals. My family existed in a state of blissful disinterest in my whereabouts and my job description, therefore no misinformation was needed.

Neither did they know, like most of the general public, about the secret organisation set up to track the criminal activity in smuggling extinct species forward and tourists travelling back. We also monitored the legal de-extinction programme and the rarely permitted trip, which was usually for observation purposes only. In my tenure I had only ever seen one of those.

Pearl Chanter, who worked in the recovery of ancient artifacts that had been destroyed by catastrophic events, spent months, sometimes years, providing conclusive evidence of the loss, before a highly scrutinised, single visit back could be attempted. She was small, with very dark hair and skin, and a powerful body honed from years of living in a high gravity environment. I have seen her arrive forward with a stack of books that weighed more than I do without pausing for breath and usually nothing fazed her. Except of course, for the bureaucratic shenanigans of those lacking imagination.

It was after midnight before I gave up on the history files, but it's important to do it effectively.

I didn't think for a moment that Eagle-eye would let me leave afterwards. My training must have cost a fortune and those of us who travel back and forward well are not easy to find. I have a team-mate who is nearly incapacitated by the trip on each attempt, when I asked him why he carried on, he told me that all the pain and discomfort was worth it to see other nows.

Daniel Roper was a deep time expert and had been very helpful with the velociraptor, I usually consulted him if I needed any advice or information further back than the Palaeolithic and he had seen me off on the last trip and waited for me to return. The sort of unit member you really relied on. Particularly when you're bleeding copiously from a gash; he had tutted as he slapped a gel dressing over the gaping wound and issued a directive to the medic for a specific anti-microbial nanoparticle treatment. Velociraptors from the Cretaceous period not being much known for clean nails.

I rubbed the still-visible damage on my arm, the searing pain refreshed by the memory; I hadn't had a moment to visit the doctor for some scar removal therapy.
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* * *



Sleep can be the avoidance of reality and my dreams were telling me something that I couldn't remember when I woke up.

After doing all the usual bathroom stuff and breakfast, I got back to the history and tried to use the patterns and connections that work in my brain as keys to keep the information fresh and natural.

I don't usually come into contact with the smugglers, and there is no one else around to notice the fact that I'm not 'local' on the few occasions when I've chased them through the undergrowth. The extinct species don't care, unless you look particularly tasty.

The hours passed and I wandered restlessly around, reorganising my already tidy life. It was a relief when the moment came to go into the unit offices. Svana called me on my comm as I was heading out of the door.

"On my way," I said. She nodded her agreement and closed the connection. I had always found her complete lack of extraneous conversation very restful.

The corridors were evening quiet, most people stuck to the obligatory circadian timings, essential and mandated for brain and body health. The unit, however, was busy with technicians and scientists, all doing the necessary roles for a successful trip back.

I could see Eagle-eye tapping away at a holo computer in his glass box of an office, watching everything without seeming to do so.

The medic on duty came over and ran a portable scanner over me. He nodded to Svana that I was good to go and she added it to the list on her display. My travel clothes were handed to me and I changed behind a small screen. I was used to the complete lack of real privacy. Another technician checked me for any items that I was wearing that might cause a problem. He also used a scanner. I stood patiently, with my mind fixed on the job and breathed in and out slowly.

People came and went, the list on the holo computer lengthened and the results were all reassuringly positive. My backpack, containing appropriate kit and my information brief, was handed to me and I put it on my shoulder.

A red light began to flash and the beeping informed everyone who didn't need to be there to leave.

I saw Eagle-eye standing next to the office door, his expression unusually tense, he saluted and I tapped my forehead in acknowledgement.

The small round shimmer of light formed between three zero-point energy fields and grew to become a large, upright, dark puddle, full of shapes and shadows. The green light flashed, Svana pointed at me and I stepped through the link, into the core flow. And back.
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* * *



I had never experienced any of the things my unit co-workers talk about. There is no whooshing, or tunnel of light, no strange sounds or cold, no space or stars. Just once when I was extremely tired after a particularly difficult day, I thought I felt, I don't know, something, for a brief instant, as if I was with an old friend, which was odd, because I don't really have any.

The slight step down was onto crisp grass and it was countryside quiet, comfortingly empty of people, and after the noise of the unit control room it felt stunningly silent. The low moon through the trees made interesting shapes around me and I waited for a second to listen to the wind ruffling the leaves. There was a late autumn chill in the clear air and a frost on the ground. I could hear sheep and cows in the neighbouring fields and a distant mechanical car.

It takes a moment and a lifetime to get used to being somewhen else.
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* * *



I took the brief out of the backpack and studied it with a small button-controlled torch. Written on wood-based paper, it was further instructions and the details of the house where I would be staying. It was set out as if I was on an extended holiday, looking for a change of life somewhere with a slower pace after burnout; it actually used those exact words. I snorted, and apologised to the nearby oaks for the paper. I looked around, over by a clump of trees I could see a small stone dwelling surrounded by fencing with an open wooden gate.

We never, ever, arrive back inside a building. The possibility for ending up enclosed in a wall was too high. Always outside. This of course can lead to problems of its own.

The crepuscular light lent itself to atmospheric shadows and I realised a small black and white border collie was watching me from the fence line. It looked interested and as it came to investigate, I realised it was a puppy, no more than six months old. My parents had given one to my brother when I was growing up. He worked the farm with Jago, I remembered being told off for cuddling him and giving him treats.

The dog sat down in front of me looking up, though it was dark under the trees the field was moonlit and I could see that he had a blue eye and a brown one, his head tipped to the side and he grinned with joy at meeting me. An odd sensation thumped in my chest, I knelt and we eyed each other. He leaned in and a wet cold tongue swept across my face. I laughed.

"Badger, that'll do," a quiet voice said.

I freaked and grabbed the nearest stone, ready to either throw or use as a bludgeon. Badger was instantly embarrassed for both of us. His strategy was to roll onto his back and offer his rather tubby, puppy tummy for inspection. When I wasn't instantly delighted, he whined, then yipped.

The man was tall for this now, with a slim build and wearing the Exmoor country uniform of waterproofs and muddy wellingtons. He pointed towards the building. "How about we talk inside, it's freezing cold."

"Ash Grey," I said, "I was thinking I would have to come and find you." I got to my feet and tried not to let my shaky voice betray me. Badger did his best to make me feel more comfortable by trying to launch himself into my arms.

Ash picked up his wriggling, delighted dog and we walked in silence to the small cottage.

He made me nervous, I didn't know him that well, our paths hadn't crossed at all, but I felt the uneasiness, because I knew exactly how many people he had terminated. All of them were authorised, but still. I'd never done it, unless you included the creep who got eaten by a mosasaur, and I didn't.

We walked around the outside of the cottage to the front door which faced a low stone wall with a gateway, there was the shadow of a sloping track the other side and I could hear a slow river close by. It was dark inside and out and I hesitated in the doorway and waited until Ash had walked through and turned a light on. He used a switch by the kitchen counter, my brain registered that there was no voice activated system. I shook my head and did the breathing exercises and counting backwards that helped me connect to my adjustments. By the time I had reached three I was standing in the main room and had shut the door behind me.

I put my backpack down on the chair close to the fireplace and looked around. One big living area with skylight windows in the ceiling roof. The sitting room was a single chair and a small sofa set on either side of the fireplace. The kitchen was at the other end, with an oblong table acting as a room divider. Large windows looked out to the field I had arrived in and onto the track. There was a narrow set of open stairs up to a balcony bedroom which was above the kitchen.

"Bathroom?" I asked hopefully.

"Upstairs through the bedroom." Ash was lighting the fire and adding wood to bring up a blaze, which made me cringe a little for a moment. But the morning was late autumn cold and I stuck to the exercises for the mental fine tuning.

"Okay?" Ash had moved over to the kitchen and began filling a kettle with water from the sink tap. He indicated his question by pointing at his head and then me.

"I didn't have long to do much preparation, Eagle-eye was in something of a hurry." I moved my backpack and sat down in the chair. Badger had curled up in front of the warming fire and sighed with contentment. It smelt of pine needles and comfort. I have no idea why; I had never sat by one before.

"I'll just bet he was," Ash snorted, as he found cups in a cupboard without actually having to look for them.

"What?" I was puzzled.

"Eagle-eye, in a hurry," Ash clarified.

I waited, it's part of my training, the trouble was it had been essential in Ash's too. He put cups on the table, a tea pot and some biscuits. Milk from the fridge and sugar in a chicken shaped container. He indicated the chair opposite him and sat down, helping himself to three biscuits.

Sighing, I got up from my cosy place by the fire and moved over to the table. He poured me a cup.

"I don't usually drink tea," I said petulantly.

"Well get used to it, it's Exmoor!" He grinned.

After some rummaging around in one of his coat pockets he pulled out a large envelope and emptied the contents onto the table. Mobile phone, credit cards, driving licence and passport all in my own name, Ariadne Bickerstaff. I wasn't sure how usual or wise this was, it didn't feel very much of either.

"Your bank details are on the phone under 'personal stuff,' the contract for rental is there too."

"Who am I renting from?" I drank the tea, it was strong with an underlying smoky flavour. Rather nice. I took a biscuit and bit into it, chocolate ginger, my favourite. Instantly I was apprehensive again.

"Me, I bought several hundred acres and the two derelict buildings from the local farmer on the promise that I would renovate the dwellings and give him the grazing rights to the land." Ash was sitting back, relaxed, the greying hair now matched his dark grey eyes. He looked at home, something that made me oddly envious for a moment.

I turned on the phone and scrolled through the information. It was set up with great attention to detail. Looking around the cottage, I could see interesting books on the shelves by the windows and framed photographs that were both appealing and thought provoking. The décor was simple and expensive, white walls, wood flooring, nice furniture, green kitchen cupboards, clever lighting. I glanced back to Ash who was watching me, his face expressionless, grey by name and nature.

"Exactly how long have you been here in this now?"

"You got there really fast!" He snorted.
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* * *



"What's going on?" I don't like being manipulated. The tea was bitter on my tongue, fear stimulates adrenaline production which tastes of metal. My ignorance was making me angry.

"I can't do this on my own, you're better at putting things together. And you have a certain attitude to dealing with problems that I can work with."

"What do you mean?" I squeaked, causing Badger to get up and worry his way over to me. A cold tongue rasped over my hand for moral support.

"Throwing that man to the mosasaur." He grunted his satisfaction.

I was incredulous, first it had been a unit action and highly secret, and secondly it was technically inaccurate. "I didn't throw him in, he fell!" He had; I just didn't pull him out. "The creep had provided an extinct aquatic reptile for some equally awful business people, who had paid astronomical amounts for the privilege of the sport; and he was baiting the water with—" I stopped abruptly and looked at Badger who was smiling up at me with puppy adoration. Hiding my finger from him with my other hand, I pointed down.

"I read the statement." Ash's tone made the dog look at him in alarm.

I didn't ask him how he had been able to read a secret unit report and took another biscuit ignoring the whine of interest. Ash offered Badger a chewy treat from a bottomless pocket as compensation and he took it over to the fire and began making a spectacular mess. My tiredness swept over me. It happens when you go back, as if all that core flow is full of the energy you spent along the way.

"It's early, have a bath, get some sleep and I'll talk to you later on this morning. I'm about fifteen minutes' walk along the riverbank. Follow it upstream." He pointed out of the dark window, where I could see precisely nothing. "People will be starting work soon," he added helpfully, as he went through the doorway. Badger followed him out, pausing to look back at me, he seemed to be wondering why I wasn't coming too.

"It's good to have you here Ari," Ash's voice was so quiet I wasn't sure I had actually heard him.
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* * *



It took precisely three seconds after I had secured the door with an actual key, to register the word 'bath,' excessive water use being really frowned upon forward. Despite the fact that most of the facilities are powered by the massive pressure of the ocean depth and desalination is a part of everyday life landside, underwater, dome and space living. And there's plenty of it.

I ran up the stairs, threw my backpack on the bed, opened the bathroom door and stopped. If there had been a crescendo of music to announce the spectacle, it couldn't have been more wonderful. Shower, basin, loo… and a freestanding bath. I whooped.

Hot water up to my neck, the window open to the cold air, I listened to the outside, the wind in the trees, an owl, a creaking of wood fencing or a gate, the water in the river over stones. Then oddly a noise that didn't belong. I sat up. Water and bubbles slopped over the side. It sounded like a big cat calling. It was so unlikely that when it stopped, I just lay back and dismissed it as part of the adaptation process. If you go back and forward, you pick up memories that don't quite belong to the now that you are in.

The bed was firm and warm and I could see the embers of the fire through the balcony. I'm not sentimental but it felt as if a part of me was home. Sleep came quickly, but the dreams were full of unanswered questions.
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* * *



The scratching woke me and I sat up, dizzy for a second or two. I had never spent more than a few hours somewhen else. This was different. A whine had me out of bed and down the stairs. The house was warm though the fire had gone out. I could feel the heat through the wood floor on my bare toes. Ash really had gone for all the best ecological fittings.

I unlocked the door and opened it slowly. Badger looked up at me, a huge grin on his face, I moved it far enough so he could get in and then checked behind him. Nope, he was alone.

"Are you allowed out by yourself?" I asked him. He wagged his tail and assured me he was. "Really?" His head went down and he looked sheepish which I thought was clever considering his profession.

He watched as I did my morning routine and followed me around the kitchen. We shared some breakfast, me coffee, fruit and cheese, him doggie treats which had been conveniently left on the table from the previous evening. I felt different, as if everything was the same, except me.

The cupboards in the bedroom were full of appropriate country wear. In my size. Not perfect but still, creepily close enough. I could feel the apprehension rising again as I dressed in suitable layers, underwear, trousers and a long sleeve t-shirt, jumper and thick wool socks. A scarf and some gloves were in a drawer.

Everything was natural fibres and a good brand, and fell into the practical and not decorative area of design, which made it only slightly less weird. An interesting combination of walking, riding and farm related clothing. I examined the trousers, jodhpurs really, and wondered what part of the cover story would include horses. The mobile phone started ringing as I pulled my hair into loose plaits. It was windy out and I don't like it in my eyes when I need to see clearly.

I picked up the phone and accepted the call, fully expecting Ash to be asking where his dog was.

"Badger's here," I stated helpfully.

"Er, well, that's good, I'm Roberta Tippet. Ash gave me your number; I hope you don't mind that I'm calling so early?"

I checked the time on the kitchen clock, missing my comm version, eight-fifteen. The noise coming from the phone was incredible. "Are you at a football match?" I asked, holding it away from my ear.

"No, I'm at breakfast!" She snorted. "Just a second." There was the sound of doors opening and closing and the racket faded slightly, but not much. "Sorry, they're off to school and it's always chaotic first thing. Better?" she asked me.

"Much," I said, wondering at the number of children she had. "How can I help?"

"Well Harley usually lives in your field in the winter, he gets really tired and needs a break from us and I thought I'd check before I got someone to bring him over?"

"One of your children lives in the field all winter?" I re-examined the briefing information in my mind and couldn't find anything that would be helpful, except possibly a reference to child social services.

There was a stunned silence, then a shout of laughter. "Ash said you had an odd sense of humour. Harley's a pony!"

"Oh, sorry, I er⁠—"

She interrupted me, "That's okay, he said you were suffering from burnout and it was affecting you in lots of different ways—" she swore. "He also said not to tell you I knew!"

I was about to ask what else Ash had said when the football game passed her on their way to school and there followed a verbal waterfall. "Have you got your PE kit, well it was washed last night, go and get it, if you don't brush your teeth they will fall out and I will have to call you gummy for the rest of your life, homework over there!" This last instruction was yelled. I winced.

Badger waited patiently by the door and I mouthed an apology, he sank dramatically down and sighed. A dog with people problems.

"I'm back, is it okay?" she said.

"Um, is what?" It felt as if the conversation was going to get me into trouble and I was wary.

"If I bring Harley down later this morning, he won't be any bother, he likes a bit of alone time, do you see?"

"I don't think it's me you need to be asking, Ash is probably the person to deal with as it's his field."

"He told me to ask you!" she sounded exasperated, and really busy.

"In that case I would be delighted to share," I tried for light hearted as practical wasn't working and I had no idea what Ash was up to.

"Thank you!" She sounded relieved, as if she had expected to produce more evidence for her case and had won on a technicality.

I found myself listening to air and I looked at Badger. He sighed. "What was that about?" I asked him. He sat up, head on one side, his eyebrows raised. "And what are the chances of me getting some more information from Ash?" Badger didn't think they were very good, it was my turn to sigh. "Eagle-eye is going to owe me one."

There was a selection of boots by the door in a low-down cupboard that looked as if it had been designed for the purpose. From a choice of three, I picked the ones that seemed to be waterproof.

Outside was something of a surprise, as the cottage had looked rather overshadowed by trees when I had first seen it. Actually, there were none really close to the building, with plenty of space between it and several groups of mature foliage scattered around, providing shelter from the wind and rain.

The low wall to the front had been cleared and restored and a small garden planted to the right side, with three miniliths, common to Exmoor. I fished about in my memory; it was something to do with the scarcity of large stones available to the neolithic and bronze age communities.

Both the house and garden were fenced off from the field, the gate I had come through at the back was still open. Badger watched me with puppy impatience and yipped to get my attention. I followed him to the river, it flowed peacefully downstream, whispering gently, but there was evidence in the undulating banks to either side and the memory on stones of a violent torrent in the colder months. A small wooden bridge went over to a sloping dirt road and more fields. Badger led me across, which explained how he had arrived relatively dry, then on up the incline to a gated field on the right of the road.

The wooden five bar gate was not padlocked but instead of opening it, I clambered over the top. The dog slid easily through the gaps and we set off.

The field had sheep on the upper level enjoying the clear autumn morning, or they seemed to be anyway. All of them looked up to watch us pass by, then went back to eating, they were small and grey with shaggy coats. I wasn't sure of the breed but my information suggested Herdwicks, which I knew was unusual for the area. It was boggy in places and Badger led the way along a safe route only he could see.

On the other side of the river it was dense with trees and foliage. I could see why the dog had chosen this path. The walk was warming me up and I removed the scarf and gloves and put them in my pocket. Further up the slope I could see a dirt and grass road curving off the moor and down between the fields. There was a moss and lichen-covered stone bank on one side and fencing on the other. I stopped for a second but Badger wasn't pleased and barked to get my attention.

Two wooden barriers were spaced out over the river, presumably to stop debris but allow the higher water levels to flow easily through. It was well organised and gave me a good sense of someone looking after the land and the animals with thought.

I was on the wrong side of the river. The farmhouse, if you could call it that, was a messy wade across and there was no handy bridge. Badger splashed through the shallow water. "Fine!" I said, hoping my assessment of the boots was correct. They were waterproofed, but the water sloshed over the top and into my socks, and I swore, using the same word I had heard Roberta Tippet say, as it seemed appropriate.

Badger waited for me and then shook himself thoroughly, my coat, I discovered, unlike my face and hair, was also waterproof.

He trotted off up the incline and through the open gate to the left of a stony moss-covered path, just wide enough for a horse or a quad bike. I stood on one leg and emptied my boot, then did the other one before following him.

Ash was leaning on the wood balcony that surrounded the house on three sides, drinking a cup of tea or coffee, the swirl of steam curled up and dissipated into the cold air. Looking comfortable and at home in wool shirt and cord trousers, with his feet covered in thick stripy socks and no boots. I was instantly envious and also wary.

He held up a hand in greeting and I paused, watching the thoughts that came suddenly into my mind coalesce into words, "Ash, I really need to know, how long have you been back in this now?"

"Nearly three years." He grinned. "Coffee?"




[image: Section break]




* * *



We danced around watchful words for the duration of the coffee making. The kitchen/living area was one long room on the front balcony facing part of the house. Actual other rooms could be seen through half open doors. It looked like two bedrooms with bathrooms. There was plenty of light coming in through ceiling glass tubes as the whole back of the house was built into the hill behind. A layer of insulating earth and moss covered the roof. I was guessing it had the same ecological profile as the cottage.

"Nice," I waved an admiring hand around. "Who designed this?"

"I did," he said. "I brought in some expensive Scandinavian builders, who flat packed it and shipped it over."

"Of course," I muttered sarcastically into my very tasty coffee, full of heated frothy milk and sugar, which is just how I like it.

"Do you have a file on me?" I asked him, indicating my clothes.

"Yes," he said, adding, "your hair and eyes are a darker brown than your ID."

There was silence. I slurped hot liquid and looked around as he went over to a desk with a lid and opening it, set out a very small computer with a flat screen. Tapping actual keys, he turned to me.

"This is what I've got," he pointed to the scroll of information that appeared in a hologram.

I did a quick search in my information. "Is that allowed?"

"It's technically possible but not in wide use yet," he replied.

I pulled a wooden kitchen chair from the table and sat next to him. The man in question was turning around on the holo as if for inspection. "Is this what he looks like?"

"I have no idea and it cost the life of an associate to get it." Ash was grim. "I'm guessing, but I think it's unlikely."

"Is the computer secure?" I was worried. People had died in my previous occupation and the current one, but not often and it was always a blow as we were a limited group.

"It's what is called air gapped, so yes." Ash waved his hand in the timeless signal for 'sort of.'

"Terrific!" I read the scroll of words; it was pretty thin. "Eagle-eye said he's causing a 'blip in the system.'" I wasn't looking at Ash but I heard the slight sniff of derision.

I leaned back in the chair and drank the rest of my coffee. The house was warm and I stood, rolling up the sleeves of the jumper and the t-shirt, my wet boots had been removed when I came in and were gently steaming on the heated flooring, the jacket hung on a stand by the door. Growing up on a farm, I was well house trained. Walking about, I started thinking. Ash watched me as did Badger, who was curled up by the fireplace, one eye open, the blue one. Small flames flickered enticingly. I was tired, but sometimes that was when I did my best connecting.

"How are you speaking to the unit?" I turned to look at him.

"I put a message into the dark web and it stays in an encrypted file and can only be opened with a date sensitive key."

"It appears forward at an appropriate moment?" I'd had a rough idea.

"You've never been back for long anywhen have you?" Ash had obviously read a very extensive file on me, he knew the answer, but we were having a conversation for some reason.

"No, I've been returning extinct species to their rightful location and the odd pursuit of smugglers in inappropriate places." I wandered around the room picking up personal items and collecting more information.

In the end I went with, "Three years? I'm going to throttle Eagle-eye!"

He smiled. "You're good at this, which is just as well."

I huffed. Badger could feel the tension and was now up following me as I continued my meandering and contemplation.

"What's the plan?" I said eventually, pausing long enough to hug the anxious puppy.

"You're going to have to stop doing that, it looks creepy." He waved a finger around his temple.

"Thinking is creepy?" I snorted.

"It is when you do it," he said, crossing his eyes.

I laughed, despite my best efforts not to. I really didn't know if Ash was on my side, or how important the stuff he was keeping to himself was. It made me nervous, which meant I looked for more information. This time I concentrated on not losing focus.

"Better," he said.

The phone pinged. I had left it in my coat pocket but I went to check it. "Roberta Tippett, says she's ten minutes away."

"Is she bringing Harley?" He closed the computer down and was finding boots and a coat.

"You set it up!" I tried not to sound paranoid.

"It's a good way to make friends around here." He handed me a pair of socks that were huge, I looked down at his feet, they matched in size.

"I didn't know I needed to," I muttered, removing my wet socks and putting them in the pocket of my coat along with the phone. The dry version was wonderful, like a warm foot hug.

"That's one of farming life's special feelings." Ash grinned at me and when I looked puzzled, he pointed at my feet. When I didn't react, he added sarcastically, "Ease yourself into it then, but don't take too long."

I tapped keys on the phone to say I was on my way back from Ash's house and would be there as soon as I could.

"You'll need this." He handed me a watch. I remembered my grandfather wearing a similar item, but most people forward relied on their comm. "You can't count on a phone connection and no one in this now knows exactly what the time is all the time without it."

I did up the strap, it felt odd for a moment or two but something about seeing the numbers and the moving hands was comforting, as if I had finally made a connection, though to what I didn't know.

"I'll give you a lift back on the quad bike. It'll be quicker." He was dressed and out of the door while I was putting on my boots, one of them still slightly squishy inside.

Badger decided to join us and sat himself firmly in front of Ash with his paws on the middle of the handlebars. It looked as if he was driving. The trip back through the river was wet but fast and the bike raced along the field. I held on behind Ash, Badger yipped in delight, his nose down, ears flat against the wind.

We arrived at the field gate and I hopped off to open it. "I'll leave you here." Ash turned the quad bike around as he spoke, gunning the engine. He looked at me, then down, patting the dog's head. "You weren't supposed to be activated yet, but it wasn't my call." It seemed to be some sort of apology.

"What does that mean?" I couldn't find anything in my briefing information or anywhere else that used the word and it filled me with disquiet, though I was betting I knew whose decision it had been. There were clearly knowledge gaps, either by chance, or more likely, design.

"Do you think you could manage one of these?" he asked me, indicating the squat, muddy vehicle and avoiding the question. I nodded. "I'll bring my spare over later, it's the easiest way to get around." He left, Badger still in the driving seat.

I was just about to open the gate when I heard the clip-clop and whinny of horses on the slope. I climbed over, walked across the bridge and waited by the river.

Four horses and two riders came into view. My first impression on seeing both of the women was shock. I leaned down and splashed my hands in the cold water, it helped to distract me.

The reason I was here was staring me right in the face.
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* * *



"You have good herbage, plus Ash checks for the usual problems, like ragwort and foxglove, the oak leaves and acorns are out of their reach." She paused, looking at me, as did the young woman standing patiently holding one of the saddled horses. The ponies had head collars and lead ropes.

Harley examined my outstretched fingers with polite interest, even to the point of an investigative nibble. "Manners!" Roberta said sharply.

He wandered off up the lane and through the cottage gate, stopped at the standing stones and the garden to check for possible threats, then into the field. His companion trotted after him without a backward glance for any of us.

Both horses were an unusual mix of Exmoor and something else. Harley was the bigger of the two but not by much. They had glossy, honey-coloured coats and light manes which gave them an exotic air compared to the actual Exmoor breed; and were small in comparison to the two saddled horses.

The one Roberta had been riding was a huge dark bay with an enormous head and meltingly beautiful brown eyes. He came over, stared for several seconds, sniffed my hair and the air around, then blew snot in my face. I took it as a great compliment and stroked his nose.

The women laughed. "His name is Bertie," Roberta said, with an expression of undiluted love and affection.

"Does anyone call you Bertie too?" I grinned.

"Not if they expect me to answer!" She said with a sniff.

I liked her immediately, but then I was also very fond of her descendant Daniel Roper, whom she so closely resembled. Tall and slim with red-gold hair and blue eyes, she could have been his sister, they were so alike. Even her voice had the same intonation. DNA is always amazing, but this was something more.

"It's Tippi, when you get to know her, but the farmers round here call her 'Tippi-teethi, because she's the local equine dentist." The younger woman was smiling at me after much the same level of scrutiny as Bertie, though I was hoping there would be no snot this time. "Hannah," she said, pointing at herself. She spoke with a lyrical European accent. Stunningly attractive with several bits of hay stuck in her long, dark, shiny hair and also holding the reins of a large horse, though it was not as big as Bertie. She patted its neck and then hopped back on with impressive skill. "I'll go back and get the stables mucked out, while you settle them in."

We stood looking at the horses in the field. Bertie had joined Harley and the companion, who was called Ernest.

"Do you ride?" Roberta was watching me, not the horses.

"What did Ash tell you?" I was genuinely interested in the answer.

"That you grew up on a farm in Cornwall, you had horses but they were used for work not recreation and you could ride when you were a child but hadn't done any since then."

I nodded; it was accurate. I had not been encouraged to develop any affection for the horses, but I couldn't resist spending time with them in the stables, it was always warm with that comforting smell of equine sweat and sweet hay. They were my companions and my consolation in a difficult home environment.

"What do you know about the miniliths in the garden?" I leaned forward as Ernest came up to me and asked for a stroke, I obliged, scratching his neck and smoothing his mane.

"They're called the Alger sisters, after a long-ago Saxon land owner. There's a convoluted story about a war between settlements, the tribe being massacred and the sisters enslaved, so their mother had the stones erected. She would come every evening to look at the stars and see her 'children.'"

"Oh, that is really sad!" I hugged Ernest and he didn't seem to mind.

"Or… it could be the local farmers just having some fun at the expense of the walkers who are here in the summer!"

I laughed out loud and she joined in. Harley came over and so did Bertie, because horses are highly sensitive to emotion and light hearts is one of their favourites.

"Is there anything else you need me to do?" I asked her.

"Just check they haven't got themselves into trouble and talk to them, they like good easy company, which is just not us at the moment, they're worn out with people sadness."

"Is that why you have them?" I was curious.

"Didn't Ash tell you I run a therapy centre?" She looked at me with that piercing blue gaze.

"No, it seems the personal stuff was strictly one way!" I said drily.

"I look after damaged horses principally, but it seems it works for people too—" she interrupted herself, "what are they doing?"

Harley and Ernest were standing stock still and looking at the place where I had come through the link in wary curiosity. I know horses are acutely aware of places where alteration occurs, they often follow things with their eyes that we can't see. The smaller pony lifted his upper lip and tasted the air for information.

"Flehmen response," I said helpfully.

"Yes, but to what?" Roberta speculated. Turning to me she did her own version of sensory perception that all good teachers have and most parents when they know something is wrong, but not what, and they are absolutely going to get to the bottom of it eventually.

I tried to distract her. "How far along are you?"

"Five months," she patted her small bump.

We removed their head collars and the lead ropes and I hooked them over my shoulder.

"I'll keep these here, just in case," I said, as I walked away from the horses, who had lost interest in the link area for now and were peacefully cropping grass. Roberta had one more look around then followed me.

"Do you have other children?" I asked her. Reminding myself not to mention the challenges of a licence and testing in my forward now.

"Three and a half, Alphie is seventeen, Toby fourteen and Abbigail is nine, then the bump," she pointed at it, smiling.

"Seventeen, how old were you?" I stopped talking, incredulous.

She laughed, "thank you, but I'm forty so it was legal!"

Not forward it isn't, I thought, then dismissed it, be in the here of this now or lose yourself.

"Alphie and Abbigail are all mine, Toby is from Luke's first partner, and the bump is both of ours," she explained.

"How well does that work?" I was curious.

"It's not too bad, Alphie is a teenager, he lives in the attic room subsisting on cheese flavoured noodles and doesn't speak, just grunts. Toby loves the moor and anything wildlife, is always rescuing small furry things and Abbi is a genius and frightens Luke by asking him questions about quantum mechanics."

It sounded awful but I was no judge of happy families. "It's complicated then," I said pragmatically.

"Christmas can be something of a trial, but we manage," she snorted. "I've been given strict instructions by Abbi that this must be a girl!"

She was making a joke, but I nearly tripped myself up by making a comment about genetic decisions and I had never met anyone who had four children. I covered with a question. "Tea?"

We arrived at the cottage door, and Bertie, who had wandered out of the field and was standing waiting patiently in the lane, seemed to be watching something across from the building on our side of the river. The trees and impenetrable autumn gold foliage were thick and came right down to the bank. A cold wind rustled in the leaves and bushes and it made me shiver for a moment. I really felt as if we were being watched. The horse whinnied his nervousness and both of the ponies in the field looked up, alert for possible predators.

"I have to get home, another time though." Roberta climbed onto the wall and slid across to the saddle, Bertie stood completely still until she was comfortable. I didn't say anything about her riding while pregnant and with no helmet, the horse looked smart enough to keep her safe. And it was clear the trust went both ways. Plus, she was obviously not someone you told to take it easy.

"Come up to the stables tomorrow Ari and meet the family, coffee and cake provided!"

I indicated that I would without actually saying anything. Bertie turned once after he splashed through the river, as if to say goodbye. But I don't think he was speaking to me; both of the other horses in the field lifted their heads for a moment of silent communication.
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* * *



The noise of the quad bike interrupted a lunch of cheese and buttered oatcakes that I had found in the fridge and cupboard respectively. I waited until I heard the scratching at the door and a demanding bark for attention.

"Well," I said, looking down. Badger responded by launching himself at me as if we hadn't seen each other for some time instead of a few hours. Ash was parking the vehicle behind the cottage.

Badger asked politely for a treat and I took one from the bag on the table and offered it to him, he waited for a moment, then lifted a paw for me to shake.

"Did you teach him that?" I asked Ash, when he came in and interrupted the handing over ceremony.

"I think the training is the other way round," Ash said dryly.

He pointed at the kettle and I nodded. While he was at the sink filling it, I got the cups out and added milk and sugar to the picnic on the table, and another plate and some jam to go with the oatcakes.

I waited until he sat down and the tea was poured before I said it. "Why didn't you tell me?" It came out with a certain level of quiet fury that I hadn't been aware of. Badger disappeared under the sofa by the fire.

Ash scrubbed his face, leaned back in his chair and looked at the ceiling. "I wanted you to see for yourself."

"Give me a—" I stopped before I swore, then was silent, waiting.

"Are you okay?" he said eventually.

"Because this conversation is going so much better than you thought it would?" I enquired politely.

"Well, yes," he said with a grin.

"How genetically direct is the connection?" I said, trying not to fall for the Ash Grey charm and nearly succeeding. He didn't answer me but buttered an oatcake and added a thick layer of jam.

I thought about it, sifting information and came to a horrifying conclusion. "How many?" I whispered.

He snorted, "you're really good at this, I can see why Eagle-eye— there are two direct and another two, possibly three, indirect."

It takes a lot to render me speechless, but this was it. I drank the aromatic tea and ate a piece of cheese. Badger came out from his hiding place and checked our faces. Satisfied, he went back to his favourite spot by the unlit fireplace and began making a mess with the chew treat.

I sighed. "I am from the forward of this now. It doesn't make me smarter; it just means I have some knowledge."

We both watched Badger devouring the scattered crumbs with a pink tongue. Ash pointed to the visible scar on my arm. "You tried to cuddle a velociraptor?"

"It's a long story," I said dryly. Word had travelled, literally. And it confirmed again that he had the file on my individual, highly secret project details. He was grinning again. I explained. "You already know that it was stolen as a juvenile and it looked tiny and a little, I don't know, lost when I returned it to its appropriate now moment." If anything, his grin was wider.

"I don't trust you," I said, after another pause when tea was drunk and he had crunched another laden oatcake.

"I don't blame you; I wouldn't trust me either," he sounded exasperated, and oddly sad.
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* * *



Ash checked me out on the quad bike. I looked carefully before I got on, it was similar to the version my family used, but without a bio fuel cell. Turning the engine key switch to make sure it was in neutral and pressing the starter button, the noise was wincingly loud. I released the parking brake and held onto the rear one, kicking the gear into first and moving off slowly. Ash watched me in the field along with Harley, Ernest and Badger, who all gave me their approval, then I ran it up and down the steep lane in front of the cottage. This time Badger decided he wanted to come too and he scrambled up, sitting between me and the handlebars. I cuddled him, he licked my face and then we were off again.

I struggled with the clutch and gears a few times, making Ash cringe as they grated in protest, until I got the hang of changing up and down with my right hand and left foot. He was leaning on the stone wall by the gate to the lane as I put the parking brake on and turned the engine off.

"How long do we have to sort this out?" I asked him. The trees rustled overhead and a few leaves scattered around us, like the golden reminder of a sleeping winter on the way.

"Days," he said eventually, watching my face for a reaction.

"No wonder Eagle-eye was frightened, he must realise that he could disappear at any moment if he stepped out of the protection field, never mind the unit and the effect on the core flow." This was shockingly honest, something I had done deliberately. Ash's face didn't change, so he knew about that too.

"Let me park it behind the cottage, it's a bit narrow and it's best if you don't leave it too exposed, there are gangs around here who steal to order and this is one of their favourite items." He got back on the quad bike and started it up. "You don't look surprised?"

"I'm not, I come from a now where people steal baby dinosaurs if they get the opportunity."
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* * *



"There's a helmet and goggles in the boot cupboard, if you're going further than my farm and onto the roads, I suggest you use them. Most of the young farmers around here don't bother, but I think it's important to respect the fragility of your cranium!" Ash opened one of the cupboard doors and pointed out the safety items.

"Thank you," I said politely. "Tea?"

He removed his coat and boots, filling the kettle while I sat down at the table. I was suddenly exhausted again. I usually got a few days off after I'd been back and forward. This was something new.

"It takes a bit of getting used to Ari," he muttered sympathetically, patting my shoulder.

My phone pinged and I checked it. There was a message, 'coffee tomorrow, ten-ish, come and have a look at the stables.' Followed by a tiny yellow circle with eyes and a grin. Ash snorted with laughter at my expression. I tapped a few keys to confirm that I would be there.

"What did you say to her?"

"That you worked for a charity that deals with animal trafficking and you'd had several really bad experiences with awful people that she mustn't ask you about, you were emotionally shattered and in need of a break, and I was an old family friend with a cottage."

I nodded, it was as close to the truth as possible and therefore easier to remember, as long as I didn't mention the type of creatures I had helped back to their natural environment.

"Why am I so tired?" I yawned and so did Badger in sympathy.

"It's the time differential between back and forward," Ash explained.

"It's not that much surely?" I said, puzzled.

"It is if you spend more than a few hours back," Ash clearly thought I knew, which I didn't. I was stunned.

"What's the difference if you've been here three years?" I was suddenly full of fear again.

He sighed, "It's slower here so I've been away nearly six years forward."

I tried not to look too shocked, but didn't succeed.

"You understand the three zero-point energy fields?"

I tried to recall the information and I know my expression must have been squinty because he snorted and rolled his eyes. "Quantum systems constantly fluctuating, even at absolute zero, matter fields, as in leptons and quarks and force fields as in photons and gluons, these are two of the transmission mediums or aether and the third is dark energy."

"So, no?" he grinned.

I laughed, "Svana says the vacuum holds the key to the link."

"She's right, but the problem has always been the time dilation field that begins to develop when we go back and forward. As you know, the universe is speeding up, that's caused by dark energy and the longer you're back it really makes it impossible to—" he interrupted himself, "you know you do look worn-out why don't you have a bath and go to bed?"

The suggestion made me yawn even more, and I let my mind lose the thread of what he had been saying because the ripple of apprehension was crawling up my back again.
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* * *



I lay in the bath. Badger had decided to stay and Ash had said he would find his own way home in the morning if he wanted to. The puppy had listened to the wind rattling the windows and the rain battering the roof and made a decision that he would be fine with me. I felt almost guilty when Ash had left to trudge back to his farmhouse alone. We had eaten a meal that had been made from the seemingly endless kitchen contents, a vegetable rice dish that had been precooked and just needed reheating; I was too weary to actually taste it.

Ash had produced a bag of dog food from his coat pocket, which made me realise it was a set-up, though I didn't mind.

After a quick visit outside, and a wipe down with a towel, Badger hopped onto the bottom of the bed and turned around before settling down to sleep.

It was midnight dark and the rain had stopped, a bright half-moon was peering through the skylights of the roof. I sat bolt upright and so did Badger. Whatever had woken me was silent, but the horses were whinnying nervously in the back field and Badger's closed mouth growl added to the obligatory breath holding.

I slid back the covers and went over to the window looking onto the field. Standing carefully to one side I peered out, hoping not to be seen. A silhouette flitted through the trees and bent down, lifting up something bulky in each hand. It was difficult to focus, there was so much shadow in between the patches of moonlight, like a sinister chiaroscuro photograph inside my head. I watched but the figure had disappeared into the trees by the river. The horses waited and then eventually went back to sleeping upright, though they had moved nearer the fence by the cottage.

I turned round, Badger was settling down and snuffling grumpily. I got back into bed and he sidled up and curled close to me while I stroked his ears. Who was comforting whom, I wasn't sure.
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* * *



I was up early and out, much to the puppy's delight. Badger sniffed the horses and in return they blew gently into his face as a greeting. The treeline looked benign in the cold, frosty light, and the clear blue sky and light winds made the day look easy and uncomplicated.

With my coffee cup resting carefully on a fence post as I didn't want to spill any and it was too hot to gulp down, I scrambled over to examine the mulch surrounding the trunks for any sign of disturbance.

Badger's happy yelp alerted me and I stood up. Ash wandered over and so did Harley and Ernest, they trailed after him with Badger, looking like a group on a mission. It made me laugh out loud, I sounded a bit rusty and it startled all of them.

"What are you doing? his voice was worried, not curious.

"I had company last night," I explained, going back to checking the ground.

Ash hopped dextrously over the fence, his long legs making it look easy. I snorted in annoyance. My height was considered to be short compared to my family and indeed most of the people at the unit. At least in this now I looked comparatively normal.

"Anything?" Ash saw my cup and helped himself to a swallow, then grimaced.

"What's wrong with the coffee?" I was really irritated.

"I can assure you," he said with asperity, "this is not caffeine, it seems to be a milky sugary sludge that might have seen a coffee bean in a past life!"

He handed me what was left, which was not much and then started casting around. I drank absent-mindedly as I tried to recall exactly where I had seen the figure.

It was Badger of course who sniffed out the evidence. He yelped to get our attention and then plopped his back end down, looking pleased.

"Well," I said, when I could finally speak.

"Do you have any idea what that is?" Ash was squatting by the tracks and he held a hand out carefully to measure the paw print.

"I do." I was struggling with the feeling of being suffocated. At least they were very, very small. I had studied them for a return trip back a few assignments ago. I spoke my thoughts out loud, "Daniel Roper is always really helpful with research, his expertise doesn't just cover deep time, he's also interested in the early Pleistocene epoch, more commonly referred to as the 'Ice Age⁠—'"

Ash cut in, "Ari, get it together!"

"Smilodon," I said.
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* * *



"Are you sure?" Ash was white with worry and Badger began to whine. "I thought all cats had retractable claws?"

"Not this one, kittens, two of them." I felt as if the grown-ups had left the room and I was completely alone.

"I'm out of my depth," Ash said, disconcertingly tapping into my thoughts.

I was muttering to myself as I tried to catch up with the information that was flooding my brain, "How did they get through, and why?"

Ash walked up and down looking for more tracks. He stopped. "Someone must have picked them up here." He pointed at a footprint. Then lined his own up against it to measure the size.

I snorted, "Give me a break, your feet are the same size as a stegosaurus!" I laughed as he looked affronted.

"They're not that bad," he muttered, relinquishing his place.

I did the same thing using my own foot as a comparison. "So, maybe a woman?"

"Hmm," he said, "or possibly a teenage boy."

"Do you know who this might be?"

He sighed. "It would make sense."

"Not to me it doesn't." I was cross again, with that feeling of not being able to quite catch up.

"Why would the kittens be here, I don't mean here in this now, I think I understand that part, but in this actual field… unless⁠—"

"What?" Ash was sharp.

"It's possible that the scent receptors in the breed give them an enhanced view of the world. And they might have been able to detect the core flow." I pointed to where I had come through the link from forward. "Daniel did some research on evolutionary change due to back forward activity, but I haven't read the results."

Ash rolled his eyes and then sat down abruptly on the ground, causing Badger to leap around in misplaced delight. "And the reason why they're here?"

"It adds another layer of disruption to forward." I shrugged. It was not really my area of expertise and I was just speculating, but it seemed likely. Whoever had brought them forward from their own now had clearly been aware of the possibilities.

"Well, there's one good thing at least," I said, sounding oddly positive.

"What?" Ash wasn't convinced.

"Their mum isn't around."

"How do you know?" He was stroking Badger who had discovered treats in his pocket and was helping himself with an investigative nose.

"Because you'd have found great big versions of that!" I pointed to the kitten paw print.




[image: Section break]




* * *



"Let me guess, you prefer that I should see for myself and work it out rather than you tell me?" I was sitting on the quad bike ready to go.

Ash was standing by the gate, he nodded and sighed. "It's better if you do." He held out the safety helmet.

"For whom?" I said sarcastically, putting it on. I had checked the online map using my phone, the stables were helpfully marked with a blue horseshoe.

I left in a cloud of high dudgeon and engine oil smoke. Badger watched me depart with a wagging tail and lolling tongue, Ash not so much.
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* * *



The river had risen from the night's rain, but I sped through it and up the hill, along the bumpy track leaving spurts of washed down stones in my wake. I was glad I'd decided on wearing the helmet, as it felt precarious. I found myself standing up and leaning over to one side or the other depending on the camber, in the hope that would be slightly safer.

It levelled out at the top and there were fields on either side with sheep and cows. The sky was clear with a thin layer of high cloud. I shivered in the creeping autumn cold. A farmhouse, complete with a cheerful lady farmer checking on her animals, appeared on the left and she waved. I returned the gesture. The house was a single story, plain and neat with large barns to one side.

The track ended at a gate which I hopped off to open and then closed behind me. A tarmac road felt much smoother and safer and it curved around and down towards the village. A smaller dirt lane meandered off to the right and I stopped, orientating myself. The signpost said Cheriton and Furzehill, checking my phone map and the view I realised it would lead out onto the moor and then over to the right of the trail would eventually get back down to Ash's farmhouse. The other way was the village and Scoresdown.

Houses and farms were scattered along the downward steep hill road, which had me dropping a gear. I turned into the small village centre, really only a dozen cottages, several people waved from windows and gardens. It felt odd, and comforting at the same time, as if I had arrived in a now that made sense. I shook my head to clear the thought and changed gear again to go uphill.

Crossing the main road, the narrow lane opposite had grass growing down the middle. Hedges to either side made it difficult to see, but I could hear horses calling to each other, and a curious face peeping over a gap in the hawthorn confirmed that I was in the right place. I turned onto another bumpy track, then through an open gate and up to a large farmhouse, tucked carefully below the curve of yet another hill.

To my left there were barns and farm buildings. I decided to try them first. The quad bike was so noisy that by the time I got to a second, this time, closed gate, Roberta was already there. She grinned and waited until I had turned off the engine before she spoke, "Great, I'm gasping for a cup of tea!"

"Good morning to you too!" I laughed.

The farmhouse was enormous with high ceilinged rooms and big windows. She led me in through the back door into a utility room, where clothes and dirty boots were divested, and onto the kitchen.

Two terrier dogs looked up from their place by the warm range and didn't bother to move. One of them huffed an almost bark but closed his eyes immediately and went back to sleep.

"We live in here come the winter; the rest of the place is a pain to heat." Roberta filled the kettle and put it on the top of the range.

I sat down at the huge wooden table. It was covered in files and the usual unidentifiable detritus of farming with animals and having children. It was somehow reassuring that she was comfortable with herself and didn't excuse the mess or try and clear it away.

Alongside the more prosaic variety required to run a successful enterprise, as in actual paperwork, there were signs of technology, a laptop computer and a mobile phone that pinged messages alerts constantly. On one wall was a very large year planner with an eye-watering number of reminders in various colours. I found myself studying it with fascination. If ever a person needed an integrated communication device with a head up display, it was this woman.

"You should be here when we do the family meetings," she said wryly, as she made tea for herself and coffee for me and put a pile of wonky homemade biscuits on the table. "We're lucky enough to have good broadband, but that's down to Ash, he paid to put a tower on his land that we can all access. There are people around here trying to run their own businesses who worship him like a god, and I'm one of them!" She snorted with laughter at my expression.

"I hope the coffee's okay, I don't usually drink it, even without the peanut," she pointed at her bump, then added, "The biscuits are a moving in present from Abbigail."

"Thank you." I took one.

"Don't thank me until you've tasted them!" Roberta laughed. "Abbigail has many fine skills and is brighter than all of us put together, but she can't cook!"

The pale green walls were decorated with the most amazing two-dimensional photographs of local wildlife, birds of prey and hares caught in their perfect moment, and several of the Exmoor ponies marking the seasons with colts and shaggy coats.

Roberta saw me admiring them. "They're done by Toby."

"He has a real talent," I said, beginning to work out the possibilities 'for myself,' as Ash intended.

A knock at the back door and someone came through the utility room. I was instantly on alert, but Roberta looked as if this was the usual form of entry.

The young man, really no more than a teenager, came into the kitchen. I tried not to gasp, but did a bad job of disguising it. He smiled.

"Gethin Roper!" Roberta said suspiciously. "What brings you here at this time of the morning?"

"Well Ms Tippett, I was wondering if Alfie had overslept?" He spoke quietly and with a reasonable and calming voice, as if to an unpredictable animal.

He was right to do so. Roberta's face went white and then very pink. Slowly, she got up from the table, and both Gethin and I held our breath. Every inch of her was 'mother on the warpath.’ The two terriers sleeping by the range were abruptly on alert and out of their basket, slithering, ears down, into the utility room.

She disappeared into the main hallway out of sight. Suddenly, and in a voice several sizes too big for her, "Alfie, get down here, right now!"

Gethin grinned at me, looking so much like his descendant, Eagle-eye, I felt as if my expression would give me away. He must have misinterpreted my feelings of apprehension because he whispered, "Don't worry, her bark is worse than her bite."

"Good to know!" I said, as quietly as I could manage.

Alfie appeared after thundering down several sets of stairs. He was tangled up in his clothes, so he must have dressed on the way. Red-gold hair like his mum's, but spiked and face pillow marked.

Roberta followed him into the kitchen. Her reasonable countenance didn't fool anyone.

"If you mess up this apprenticeship, there will be consequences of epic proportions." Her voice had a thread of menace. We all nodded our understanding.

The two young men prepared to leave and as Roberta was filling a flask and handing over thick, healthy-looking packed sandwiches, enough to feed an entire unit team, or one teenager, Alfie managed to give me a small scrap of paper without his mum seeing. He looked at my puzzled face and put a warning finger to his lips. I pocketed it. Gethin, with what must have been long practice, did a good job of not noticing.

I heard Alfie say as they left, "That didn't go as badly as I thought it would."

Then just as they were nearly out of my hearing, Gethin asked, "Are you going to tell me what it was about?"

And the even fainter reply, "Little brother stuff."

His mum's hearing was clearly as good as mine. "Have you any idea what my eldest son was up to?" her expression was sharp, with an edge of worry.

I shrugged. "As a survivor of sibling conflict, I'm wishing he was my big brother!" I felt, for a moment, as if I had neatly dodged the possibilities for a problem.

"Hmm," she said, and left it at that, but her face was not in agreement.

Roberta sat down as the sound of the car faded into the distance. She shook her head in exasperation. "They both work at the boat yard in the harbour, Alfie is boat-building and Gethin is doing a marine mechanics apprenticeship. His mum is the local lifeboat coxswain." She sighed, "I'm really hoping all that positive influence is going to rub off on Alfie."

"I'm sure it will," I said, grinning at her scowling face, aware that the whole thing had been planned to deliver the screwed-up bit of paper I had in my pocket. I couldn't think why, there must have been easier ways to get me a message. But I remembered being fourteen. Everything is complicated.

Into the next pause, Hannah bounded through the utility room, leaned into the kitchen with her dirty boots right on the point of crossing the invisible line between the two. "I have a slight problem with Rudy, can you come and have a look?"

"Would you like to see the stables and horses?" Roberta was already on her feet.

Hannah looked at me and then at the coffee cup and there was an imperceptible shake of her head and raised eyebrows.

"Yes please!" Puzzled, I gulped my coffee down and tried not to choke, it was awful. Hannah grinned mischievously.

"What?" Roberta was checking the pinging phone.

I dissembled, "Nothing, the drink was a bit hot." Then grabbed a handful of biscuits, which I shared with the smiling Hannah on the way to the yard. We walked up a small incline and around some massive old trees growing between the house and the stables, almost in a full circle from where I had come up the lane and parked. There was an alternative entrance to the buildings down another short steep hill, that led off from the main road across the moor.

The sliding doors were open and a wonderful smell of warm horses and dry haylage greeted me. It was as if the best bits of my childhood had returned, without all the misplaced feelings of not belonging.

The barn was several individual stalls on either side of a wide central space, with a large floor to roof opening at each end. The horses leaned over the hinged doors with bright inquisitive looks. I could see the tack room full of labelled bridles and saddles to one side of the main entrance, and a feed storage area on the other. There was a big chart on the wall with the horses' names and the list of feed supplements and special treatment schedules. Some of them with a warning highlighted in red marker pen.

Rudy was not looking over at me, he stood quietly, head down, breathing slowly. Roberta stopped abruptly, the soft words she spoke made the horse prick up its ears and as she went through into the stall, he lifted his head and sighed.

My throat caught, I could see the ugly, oozing, sarcoid growth on his hind leg close to the hoof and where there was one, there would be more. "Do you have any calendula ointment?" I asked Hannah.

"There's some in the feed store in the medicine cabinet." Roberta said, without looking away from Rudy, who was now leaning his considerably large nose on her shoulder. She staggered a bit, but didn't seem to mind.

"What about milk thistle, mistletoe and if you have it, comfrey and horsetail supplements?" I said, thinking back to the herbal remedies my aunt Rosie, the single relative of whom I was inordinately fond, had used on our horses.

"Same place," Roberta said to Hannah, as the young woman left to find the items. "Is this something you know about?"

"Not really," I spoke carefully, trying not to give too much away, which considering what had happened after the third global pandemic, was a lot, "my aunt Rosie was an herbalist, this was a treatment for our horses to help them with autoimmune conditions." I didn't add that in my forward now, we had medical nanobots for the more difficult illnesses.

"How is it that you have all this available?" I said, as Hannah came back with the various containers. I was expecting her to have to order most of it from an online site.

"My grandfather had an interest in herbal medicine too," Roberta said. "I don't have any knowledge myself but a lot of the farmers around here use a variety of these remedies along with the more conventional medicine. Where do you stand on Liverpool cream?" she asked me curiously.

My alarmed expression made her laugh. "It's toxic, so just make sure you wear gloves before you slather it on, otherwise your baby is going to be born with two heads!"

We three stood watching Rudy. He sighed and blew gently down his long soft nose, ruffling Roberta's tousled hair. There was a silent, expressive moment, when the beautiful bay made a decision to try and live for the love of the person standing next to him. The lump in my throat for the memories of my forward past came back to me in quantities that were difficult to swallow.

I turned suddenly, breaking the emotional quiet and said, "How many horses do you have here?"

"Go and introduce yourself!" Roberta was smiling as I began wandering up one side towards the back entrance to the barn. Hannah handed me some treats and then went into the feed store.

Eight stalls to each side, and a variety of horses from small Exmoor ponies to a Clydesdale of epic proportions. I've seen smaller mammoths. A wipe clean chart on each stall marked the issues and treatment for each horse.

They all had problems and some of them were people related. On one was written in red marker, 'don't go near Ethel with anything that looks like a stick or whip!' I held out my hand with a treat and a soft nose reached out carefully and with delicate lips nibbled gently. I patted her neck and talked to her; the strawberry roan seemed delighted by the attention. I have always been amazed at how forgiving animals are. Sometimes we get the love we don't deserve.

Through the large double back barn doors, I could see an enormous muck heap near the lane gate and some huge covered bales of haylage stacked to one side. The still fields spread out towards the coastline and into the sea beyond in layers of green and misty blue. I took in a deep breath and found myself with the odd misplaced sensation in my chest again, of belonging in another now.

"It gets to me every time and I was born here," Roberta said, making me jump. "Sorry, I could see you were lost in thought."

"Impressive muck heap," I countered, pointing.

"It goes tomorrow, the local farmers put in requests, and we let them have it for their fields," she sounded proud.

"Premium horse shit!" I laughed.

"Exactly!"

"What does Hannah do here?" I was curious. We walked back towards the main entrance, and I handed out treats and shared warm breath with the horses on the other side of the barn.

"She's a physio, and works mainly with the people who come here, but she has amazing horse skills too, I will miss her when she goes home. There are two other therapists, but they're local and come on an individual basis, that is, horse therapy for one and person client for the other!"

"You really have it organised," I was impressed.

"I'm glad you think so, it's actually a logistical nightmare and bill paying panic, both I and my partner have to work other jobs to keep the lights on!" Roberta sounded stressed and a bit tearful.

"I'm sorry," I couldn't think of anything else to say.

"It's okay, I'm pregnant and full of very inconsistent hormones." She smiled, but the worry was still there. "I have horse teeth to clean and file on one of the neighbour's farms, do you want to come with me?"

"I'd better get back, I have some work to do of my own and I can't put it off any longer, but if you want company another day I'd love to come and watch. Or help if you need me to, er, hold anything?" I finished lamely. She grinned and I felt awful, my intentions weren't exactly altruistic, it was the best way to get a good look at as many people as possible, I really needed to find the deviant personality.

I heard a shout and several of the horses pricked up their ears. "That's Luke, my partner, I was hoping you'd be able to meet him before you left this morning."

Luke arrived with several carrier bags in each hand. I tried not to wince, first there was the paper, now the plastic.

"Hello," he introduced himself. Tall and slim with green eyes and lots of dark hair, the genetic resemblance to another one of my unit team members was gaspingly worrying. Though their skin colour was different and the build, due to her high gravity dome living, he and Pearl were clearly related.

"What's in the bags?" Roberta asked him suspiciously.

He sighed, "Paperwork." He looked at me. "I run an online office management business, several of the local farmers are my clients." He opened one of the bags and we peered inside.

"Is that marmalade?" Roberta spoke after careful scrutiny.

"Yes," Luke frowned, "and coffee and I think that might be calving fluids." He sounded pragmatic.

"Eeuw!" I said helpfully.

"Yep," Luke agreed, shrugging. "I'm off down to the house. Don't worry, I'll peel them apart in the study, not on the kitchen table."

He left after shaking my hand again and I inspected my fingers once he'd gone as surreptitiously as possible. I don't mind marmalade and coffee, but there are limits.

"If you want you can meet some of his clients, when he goes out again next week? Roberta was being incongruously helpful. She added abruptly, "I can't find anything about you on social media?" Then, as if the thought had just occurred to her, "Is that because you were undercover and people are after you for the animal trafficking investigative work you do?"

"What did Ash say?" my mouth was a bit dry with nerves but I had already intuited the answer.

She squinted and then repeated what must have been verbatim, "That you needed a distraction from your experiences, if I could get you involved in the local area and introduce you to as many people as possible, you might not have another meltdown. Oh, and you weren't a danger to us."

I gasped, "Well, er, thank you for your honesty!"

"I'm always honest." Roberta looked shocked.

"Yes, you are!" Came Hannah's laughing voice from one of the stalls.
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* * *



The ride back to the cottage was peaceful and I waved again at the folk going about their busy farming and country working day. I stopped three times for different vehicles to pass on the narrow lane through the village, coughing and spluttering on a shocking level of petrol fumes.

Ash was standing by the river with an ecstatic Badger, who waited no more than a second after I turned the engine off before jumping onto me and trying to clean my face with his pink tongue. I squeezed him until he yelped with delight, wriggling and yipping as if we hadn't seen each other a few hours ago.

"Well?" Ash said, he was washing his muddy wellington boots by sloshing his feet back and forward in the fast flowing water.

"That is a lot of genetics in one place!" I shook my head, incredulous. "The biological reality is, I can see more than four direct connections."

Ash swore. "How could this get any worse?"

"He knows we know?" I said helpfully.

"There's that."

Badger stood still, watching us both and feeling the uneasiness, but not understanding why and then we all turned to look at the river, as if the answers were there.

"Why is this so," I hunted for the right word, "meandering?" I examined the banks again and the gated barriers to collect debris when the water level was high, this time with more careful eyes.

"I'm rewinding it." He explained, "The area is prone to flooding and the old ways work best here."

Ash grabbed the worried puppy and walked over the bridge; I got back on the bike and made my way carefully through and up to the cottage. I left the quad bike outside for Ash to park round the back and went to check on Harley and Ernest in the field. The ponies were pleased to see me, it wasn't quite in Badger's league but they came up to me and hunted for the treats that I had saved. Happy munching followed and I texted Roberta by sending her a photo of them. The reply pinged back almost immediately with a thumbs up picture, in the obligatory yellow. I snorted.

Lunch was the usual table picnic, but Ash didn't seem to mind and I don't care as long as it has food value and tastes nice. He indicated the small freezer and when I opened the door, I could see it was full of precooked meals, all helpfully labelled.

"One of the local farmers makes them as another income stream, he bakes the best cakes and biscuits too. I put some in the cupboard."

"Does everyone around here have more than one job?" I was buttering fresh crusty bread and slicing a really nice smelly blue cheese. Ash boiled the kettle and made the tea; we sat down.

"Yes, it's difficult to live on what the farms make in this now." Ash sounded sad.

"How is he going back and forward?" I asked Ash, wondering if he would tell me.

"My guess is he isn't," Ash said ominously.

I stopped eating.

The connections lined up in front of my eyes, like a synaesthesia of thought and shape and I tried not to look too creepy while I studied it. "Then this isn't just about someone seeing an opportunity tied to those stables to get rid of the unit's collective past for money or power." He understood, because he nodded but he waited for me to speak. "It could be revenge," I said, still working on my process.

"What do you make of the massive number of antecedents in one place?" he asked me eventually.

"We have a genetic bottleneck occurring forward after the next global pandemic, and the one after that, it's possible that an anomalous number survived in this area."

He ate his food and let me think. I watched Badger sliding surreptitiously up onto one of the chairs, where, with one single sigh of contentment, he settled down to immediate sleep, in true puppy fashion.

"Why are you here in this now? I mean, you know what's coming and I wouldn't have thought it would require your usual skill set." Then, because he didn't, I answered my own question, "Maybe that's why you're here, because you don't fit the profile."

"It's a confluence of continued events and people." He sat back, teacup in one hand and sighed, "which won't happen if I can't fix this."

"We," I snapped.

"What?"

"If we can't fix it." I was suddenly angry. "That's why I'm here, isn't it?"

"Yes," he said, looking uncomfortable. He hunted for the right words. "I am aware that if you work things out for yourself, you're more likely to believe it."

I had read his profile, but clearly, the one he had on me was more extensive.

"What next?" He finished his tea; it was as if we were talking about crop rotations or the seasonal worming of stock. He really looked the part of a local farmer. Comfortable in this now. I pondered the thought, but decided to peruse it when I was alone.

I took the crumpled note out of my pocket and flattened it out on the table so I could read it.
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* * *



"Where did you get that? Ash said warily.

"Toby; he persuaded his big brother Alfie to pull a ruse of oversleeping, so he could hand it to me behind his mum's back." I grinned.

"Why, it's a bit complicated?" his face was incredulous.

"He's fourteen," I explained.

"Ah, okay," Ash said, with not a whit of understanding.

I read the note, in a neat hand were the words, 'Please help, midnight in your field, come alone.' Short and to the point.

"Why midnight?" Ash was really being dense.

"Fourteen!" I said again, exasperated.

"Right," he drawled the word, then added unhelpfully, "His mum would be really worried if she knew."

"I imagine the idea is she doesn't know." I thought about it. "How dangerous is it around here?"

"Well, normally I would say not very, a bit of sheep stealing and the odd rave, and we've had some nasty dog attacks recently, but with the deviant," he finished on a high note, rather like someone asking a question.

I pondered, then came to a conclusion. "Tracking er, subjects," I delicately avoided the word target, "is your skill set, so, you'd better follow him from as close to the stables as you can get, to here."

He snorted, "He'd probably spot me in the first five minutes!"

"Then be more careful!" I snapped unhelpfully.

He sighed, "Sure, why not. I'll go back to the farm and get some work done. See you later."

After Ash left with a reluctant and sleepy Badger in tow, I wandered around the cottage, looking at pictures and photographs, flicking through interesting books and opening drawers and cupboards. It was as if I had written a list of requirements. But there were also things I found that were, the word that came to mind was 'pleasing,' as if I had spent time browsing for art and collectables and  had been making a home for myself. The thought was increasingly disturbing; it had a longevity about it.

I lit the fire and made another cup of tea, adding the farmer's homemade biscuits to a tray. Opening an old book, I sat and read until the evening made a lamp necessary to see the words on the page. My drink had a cold skin over it and the plate of biscuits were uneaten. I couldn't remember the last time I had done nothing but lose myself in a good story.
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* * *



Worrying about Toby started soon after the sun had set, so I went for a hot bath and contemplated the possibilities for child endangerment. I comforted myself with sandalwood, scented bubbles and the fact that he probably knew the area better than a poacher. Several of the photographs on the walls of the farmhouse kitchen were of crepuscular or nocturnal animals. His mum must have known he was wandering the moor in the dark when he took them.

I waited until a few minutes before midnight, then went out into the field. Ernest came over to me immediately and asked for treats. I found one in the pocket of the warm jacket I had been wearing on the bike. He munched with delight then asked for a neck scratch and a nose rub, which I did. Harley, not wishing to be left out, came over and I repeated the process. They then stood there looking, clearly wondering what I was doing.

He made no noise, just a slight scrabble behind me and I was whirling around in trepidation.

"Toby!" I whispered, once my blood pressure had gone back to near normal levels. "It's nice to meet you."

"Hi," he said gruffly, adding incongruously, "Um, thank you for being here."

Really, he had impeccable manners, Roberta would be proud. I made a mental note not to tell her just where and when I had come to that conclusion.

"How can I help?" I said, sounding ridiculous, as if I was at a meeting with prospective unit clients.

"Mum said you work with illegally trafficked species?"

"Yes, or actually I did." I knew where we were going but it still felt much too close to the truth to be comfortable.

"Can you get something I've found, back to where they belong?" He was cautious.

"I'd do my best," I tried to sound positive, but not too definitive.

The horses were watching us, each time we spoke they looked at the speaker, as if waiting politely for their turn in the conversation, but not wanting to interrupt as it would be rude. The moon came from behind the clouds and I could see him clearly where there had just been shadows before. My breath came at a gasp and he spun on a heel, checking the trees for danger.

"Sorry," I said, "I'm cold and there was a sharp, er, gust of wind," I finished lamely.

Toby looked so much like Pearl, with his dark eyes, skin colour and the even patrician features. Luke's first partner must be genetically direct. The expression on his face was very familiar as well, she had often used it when I was going on too much about nothing.

He spoke in a loud whisper. "You can come out now!"

Ash moved quietly from the treeline and sauntered over to join us. The horses were overcome with curiosity and delight in equal measure. "When did you pick me up?" he asked the teenager.

"Just after I reached the edge of the first field," Toby sounded apologetic.

"Good spot," Ash was genuinely impressed, which really helped.

I got back to the important things. "My toes are freezing and I can't feel my fingers. Can we move this along a bit?"

Toby was quiet, his face in the moonlight a myriad of youthful anxiety and indecision. He sighed. "This way." Taking us to the outer edge of the field opposite the cottage and away from the riverbank and treeline, he hopped over the fence and beckoned us onwards.

We walked silently onto part of what I'd identified as Shortacombe Common. The ground was rough and I tripped a few times, we hadn't gone very far when I heard the noise, a sort of chuffing.

Tucked away from prying eyes in amongst some prickly gorse bushes was a hide, a carefully built nursery of twigs and branches, full of soft haylage.

"I think they're some sort of species throwback, they look like Smilodon, you know, prehistoric, but they can't be, they're extinct." Toby was middle of the night helpful and informative.

The kittens were very young and cute, with short stout legs, round ears and a spotted coat like a snow leopard. The fact that they were Smilodon gracilis, the smaller of the species, and their upper canines hadn't yet developed, was something to be thankful for, but not much, they would be hunting soon. Native to North and South America and extinct for around ten thousand years in this now, they would make quick work of the flocks of sheep in the area once they had grown. Usually, they stayed with their mother for much longer than other big cats, but instinct can sometimes be stronger than learned behaviour.

Ash picked them up after putting gloves on and tucked one of them under each arm. They made the chuffing sound as if asking for help, disconcertingly they were calling to Toby. The teenager was showing signs of distress, so I marched him ahead and back to the cottage, while Ash put the kittens into a container that he had secreted close to the fence line between the cottage and the field.

I sat Toby down with a milky drink by the glowing embers of the fire. Badger had appeared from under the kitchen table, so Ash must have put him in the cottage on his way into the field following Toby. He was very annoyed to have been left out of the proceedings, but as usual, forgiving. Toby stroked his ears and head in mutual comfort. Clearly, he had bonded with the kittens.

He sighed, much too sad a sound from a young person. Which is what he was, on the cusp of being older, but not yet. "Will you be able to help them?" His expression was as penetrating as Pearl's had always been when faced with the impossible.

"Yes, I really think I can." It would take a bit of effort, but I had done it before, of course not from back to forward and then further back, but I was already working out the process.

His relief was visceral, I wished I didn't have to say the next thing.

"It might be best if you didn't go into detail with your parents, I wouldn't want them to worry."

"Huh! I'm not going to tell them anything; I'd be grounded forever!" The look on his face made me laugh out loud.

I thought that Roberta would be well aware that something was going on, but maybe I could allay her fears without causing a problem. She struck me as the type of mum who only interfered if actual blood was spilt, and her children would grow into independent resourceful people because of it.

Ash came in and patted Toby on the shoulder in the male ritual of solidarity in adversity. I envied them the simplicity of the emotion.

I yawned and it became catching, farming life was mostly an early morning one and this was really late. Ash helped himself to hot chocolate and sat down next to me for a moment, he hadn't taken his coat off. Badger had wisely gone back to sleep as close as possible to what was left of the fire. He only opened one eye and then snorted with approval when I got up to put on more wood to burn so the flames caught again.

Toby was beginning to lose hold of the mug in his hand and his head was bobbing forward. "Come on lad, let's get you home," Ash said quietly. "I'll take the quad and bring it back before I walk along the river," he told me.

As they were going to the door I asked casually, "Toby, have you seen anyone around who doesn't belong to the area?"

"You mean the sort of person who could be trafficking endangered species?" he said, with far too much cynicism for someone his age.

"Yes, or really, just a new face?"

"Apart from you, no." He yawned again, this time it was a full body action. If he made it to school the next day it would be fuelled on willpower alone. Stopping in the doorway, he added, "You're weird, but in a good way."

Ash shrugged and they left, Badger stayed by the fire and hoped not to be noticed.

I made myself another cup of tea and went up to the bedroom, after the usual ablutions and some thinking, I got into bed. Badger was already curled up at the bottom, he opened one eye and, reassured that he wasn't going to be tipped off, went back to sleep, dreaming puppy dreams that made his paws and nose twitch. If Ash wanted his dog he would have to come back in the morning.

The sound of the quad bike filtered through my own night-time wanderings, but it didn't wake me. What did, was the connections my brain made.
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* * *



I must have gone back to sleep because Badger alerted me to his own clean up requirements by licking my nose until I woke, and then pawing at the covers until I got up. It was early morning and full of dawn shadows, the mist from the river swirled around the field and garden making ghosts of the horses. I turned on the bedside light.

"You are very annoying!" I grumbled at him and he yipped his thanks at the compliment. Then ran downstairs, his stubby puppy tail sweeping as he went.

I followed him and unlocked the door; Ash was standing the other side. I gasped and stepped back abruptly, one hand making an involuntary fist and the other grabbing the nearest weapon, a boot, which I threw.

"Good reflexes!" Ash dodged the missile and came in bringing the cold with him. Badger, with a brief hello, left to do his business.

After hopping outside in the cold and retrieving the boot, I pointed at the kettle. Ash made the tea and I lit the fire.

"How much sleep have you had?" I looked at the clock, my circadian one didn't seem to work in this now and I missed my comm. It was seven.

"Er, about three hours, I needed to check some of the sheep." He made a full pot and drank two cups in quick succession.

"Was Toby able to get into the house undetected?" I was curious.

"He climbed in through a window at the back using some badly sited trellis." He grinned.

"Do you think she knows?" I poured myself a cup and put out the makings of breakfast.

"Oh yes!" He said, snorting with laughter.

I sat at the table and drank my tea. Ash was slathering butter on bread, followed by an impressive layer of marmalade.

I spoke quietly, "He doesn't stand out as new to the area, because he isn't, he's been here a while, possibly, like you, for years."

Ash dropped the bread on the floor the wrong side down, it splattered spectacularly.

I added, "And when those kittens are no longer around, it will confirm that we are aware of him, because he will know, to lessen the damage, we would send them forward to be returned back to their own now."

It was quiet for a moment. I could hear Badger scratching to come in, so I went over and opened the door.

Having retrieved the bread and made an effort to scrape up some of the mess, Ash pointed to the remainder and Badger obliged.

"So, we just rang the bell?" He sighed, looking really tired.

"If you like," it was a good analogy. "I can't understand why he doesn't stick out like a⁠—"

"Smilodon?" Ash helpfully finished the sentence for me. "How did he get them here, if he's been stuck back in this now?" He looked at my face and leaned back in his chair. "He's not just getting information from forward; it's help too." He sounded desperate.

"Eagle-eye will have to be told in a separate communication. I might not like his decision making, but I trust him to sort it out."

I decided to take my tea and do the bathroom stuff as I was still in my pyjamas. When I came down, Ash was asleep with Badger by his side on the sofa. I tiptoed about, putting things away and tidying up, my connections scattering in different directions but coming back to the same conclusion.

"He would want to be close by, he gets an emotional charge from watching them," I spoke my thoughts.

"Is that your intuitive thinking process?" Ash hadn't opened his eyes. When I didn't reply he sat up and looked at the fire, not at me. "I haven't terminated anyone since I've been here."

I think my mouth dropped open; I was confused. "I thought we were getting this deviant and returning him to forward?"

Ash didn't speak. I wanted to kick something but the wood furniture looked resilient. "This is Eagle-eye again?"

"I sent the coded message on the dark web last night when I got in Ari, requesting that they open a three zero-point energy field link at exactly twenty-one hundred this now."

"Has it ever not been done when you asked?" I was curious.

"No." Ash was adamant which was reassuring, as it was meant to be. We both needed to know they were still there, and listening.

A part of me silently added, 'Until they are not.' But I shrugged it off as a stray anomalous thought, and not part of my connections.

"I need to do some looking around. I'm going with Roberta, in her other guise as Tippi-teethi, to see if I can find out anything."

"You don't think his arrogance will bring him to us?" Ash was stretching, he was so gangly he looked like he'd grown up under the low gravity dome on Ganymede. I smiled.

"What?" he said.

"Nothing. Are you going to check in on the kittens, or shall I?"

"Are you likely to bond with cute small furry creatures, or is it just velociraptors that you try and cuddle?"

"I did it once!" I tried to sound annoyed but I was laughing.

He snorted, "I'll see to them."

I sent a text message to Roberta, who seemed happy to have the company. She asked if I could get to the stables in half an hour as she needed to start early. I sent one of the yellow faces with a smile and hoped it meant what I thought it did. "These phones are addictive!" I grumbled. "I'm going to need a reset when I go forward, never mind squandering paper and fossil fuels, I can't believe they give devices that cause a deterioration in developmental abilities to children, I can feel it affecting my  own cognitive skills by the second⁠—"

"You wait until you see someone smoking actual tobacco!" Ash cut in on my complaining as he went through the front door.

"Wait, what?"

I could still hear the laugher as he made his way round the back of the cottage, over to where he had stashed the kittens in the hedge. I watched through the large windows in the living area. It was almost imperceptible, but I could hear the chuffing sound Toby had made to reassure them.

I was sarcastic, "Of course you're not bonding with the cute small furry things!"
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* * *



The journey through the village was becoming disconcertingly familiar, I waved to the same people and paused at the main road for several farm vehicles to pass by.

It was cold and clear with a frost on the ground and the beginning of the season for resting some of the fields; that's if you weren't wheat drilling them or ploughing in preparation for planting in the spring; then there was the harvesting of potato and sugar beet crops, bringing in the last of the winter feed to storage and bedding down cattle and sheep that didn't stay out. I knew from my childhood that winter for farmers was exhausting with dark, cold and often wet, early mornings and sometimes late evenings.

Ash had disappeared off with Badger, still laughing at me. Even the puppy looked amused, he wagged his tail and grinned until the desired effect was achieved and I hugged him.

Before I left, I took a photo of a contented Ernest who was gazing over the hedge, a puzzled expression on his face. Scratching his neck until his eyes started to roll with contentment, I explained carefully that the kittens would be gone by the evening. Satisfied, he went back to cropping at the grass with a completely disinterested Harley. I examined the field and tried to work out if they would need haylage soon.

My learned information didn't run to crop values and I couldn't remember from my own farming childhood what the levels of nutrition should be. Both of the horses had some hardy Exmoor DNA, but it was another question for Roberta.

The stables were quiet when I arrived and I parked the quad bike over to one side of the yard. A few of the inmates were shuffling and munching, their curious heads eventually coming over the stalls when they heard me enter. There didn't seem to be anyone else around. I could see the remains of the muck heap through the large barn doors at the end of the stables, it was still impressive and so was the view beyond.

"Hey, you're early, excellent!" Roberta said, coming up behind me. "Can you give me a hand to get the equipment into the car?" She held several implements that looked worryingly like something a giant would use to floss after a really chewy meal.

The tools were stored neatly in the office in labelled containers and the car was parked in the stable yard. It didn't take long to transfer it all across to the boot of the large utility vehicle.

"If you don't mind me asking, how much does all this apparatus cost?" I was curious.

"About ten thousand pounds and it's more to service than my car!" She grinned at my stunned expression. "Nothing too difficult today, just some basic maintenance."

The vehicle had two comfortable seats in the front and a grill between them and the back, which was all storage and no seating. Roberta drove like a woman who had the ability to see round corners.

"Toby says you don't have a television?"

"I don't," I said, after checking my information with what I hoped was not too much of a creepy look. It seemed to be a flat version of the story-vision I was used to. I added, "It was important to have a break from the real world." I glanced at the side of her face; at least she was now looking at the road.

"What else did Toby say?" I asked warily.

"That you helped him with some illegally trafficked, endangered animals and not to worry, because although you are really weird, his words not mine, you are very kind and good at your job."

I snorted; she had the interrogation skills of a unit professional. "Are you worried?"

"He's fourteen," she said simply, "so, yes."

Our arrival at the first farm was announced with a screech of tyres and an inspiring, sideways, mud induced, shimmy. A burly farmer leaned out of a nearby barn, his frown turned to a grin and he waved in recognition. I exhaled, as my eyes were beginning to blur from the slight lack of oxygen to the brain due to the breath holding.

"Roberta, is there anyone around here whose behaviour you think is, I don't know," I paused, hunting for a non-threatening but accurate description, I went with, "somewhat eccentric?"

Her expression was bemused. "It's Exmoor, that pretty much describes everyone!"
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* * *



The farmer quipped about Roberta's driving skills, which I thought was very brave of him. He introduced himself to me. "Martin Cooper, incomer to the moor, my family have only been here since the nineteen sixties." He was the same height as Roberta but muscular, with dark hair and eyes, he shook my hand and I told him my name. "Ari Bickerstaff, it's an unusual name, are you by any chance related to the family that runs a small seaweed farm on the north Cornwall coast?"

"I er," was all I could manage. My family were farming there, but not in this now. I tried to remember what my aunt Rosie had told me about our history, and only came up with the vaguest of memories, it was as if I was looking through clouds of dust. Fortunately, Martin was more interested in his own recollections.

"My dad grew up there, my grandad came further up country as there was land available, but he used to talk about his neighbours with great fondness. I hear they're running into trouble financially, it's a shame, because seaweed is such a good crop, animal feed, fertilizer, biomaterials," he was really enthusiastic, "never mind the fact that it can store carbon better than trees!"

I must have looked stunned because Roberta interrupted, "We need to see Wellington, Martin?"

"Of course!" Martin led us into the large barn where a variety of farm vehicles were stored. Bales of wrapped hay were stacked neatly and a collie sheep dog was snoozing on some old sacks.

There were three stalls down one side. Two horses peered over the doors and eyed me curiously, a very large bay with a white streak down its nose and a piebald with one blue eye and one brown. The third stall looked empty, but that was where we were headed.

"Bit of advice, as it's your first time, don't turn your back on him." Martin smiled cheerfully and then strode hastily towards the barn entrance. "I can't stand the rasp noise," he shuddered, "so text me if you need anything. Rodger and I are off to check the sheep."

"I'll just get my gear out of the car," Roberta raised her eyebrows as she watched him leave.

I looked over the stall door. A small, shaggy, golden-brown Shetland, with the most malevolent expression stared back at me, as if checking for weakness.

"Don't be fooled by his size," Roberta said, "he's my most difficult client."

"I believe you." I helped her set out her tools. "What's the plan here?"

"Not to get teeth marks on my bum this time," she huffed.

"Oh joy," I muttered.
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* * *



Roberta strapped a battery-powered electrical base unit around her waist and I went to fetch some water. There was a bucket on the floor with various bit of kit including a huge syringe. My role was handing her anything she pointed to.

Wellington already had a head collar on, which was gratifying, because when he saw the equine speculum, basically a mouth gag with expanding jaws, his face took on an aspect of challenge that was really quite worrying.

I watched as Roberta skilfully manoeuvred the speculum into place, it was done before Wellington could think of a plan. Oddly he didn't seem to mind it once she had fixed his mouth open. Kneeling down in what looked to be the most uncomfortable position if you weren't pregnant, never mind if you were, she began examining his back teeth with a bright head torch. I held his collar, ready to pick up the requested tools, and waited for signs of possible rebellion.

She put a mask over her nose and mouth and pointing at her face said, "tooth dust and debris." Then she used the huge syringe to clean out the detritus from his tongue and teeth and attached a tool to the base unit. Before I could ask, she added, "This is a float, and filing down the sharp edges or hooks and ramps on the teeth, is called floating."

The sound of the file made me wince, but oddly Wellington didn't seem to mind, in fact he rolled his eyes as if tasting something interesting.

Roberta kept up with the commentary pointing at various things in the bucket, which I handed her. "Eighteen years ago, farmers did this for themselves with a non-electric rasp, you pulled the tongue over on one side and did the teeth on the other."

I snorted, "Not that farmer!" Indicating the barn doors where Martin had been.

She leaned back and felt inside Wellington's mouth with her hand, I saw the gleam in his eye and tightened my hold on the head collar. Not that he could have done anything with the mouth gag in.

"You look and then feel with your hand too, and don't blindly work on a tooth," Roberta explained. I nodded; it made sense.

We paused between treatments and Roberta let the speculum down so Wellington could rest his jaw.

"Do you ever sedate them?" I asked curiously.

"A drooping head is very heavy," she shrugged. "And if I'm doing my job properly then I shouldn't need to. A tooth extraction is of course, very different, and a tongue infection. I would say what I see but there's no crossover with the vet who will do the actual diagnosis and operate if necessary."

We carried on after Roberta straightened herself for a moment. I wondered how far into the pregnancy she would work. As if reading my mind she said, "I'm going to try and keep going for as long as I can because we need the money and my clients need me, but my back is going to require a deep tissue massage when I get home!"

Wellington was all done and chewing his haylage when Martin came back into the barn. "Great

Tippi-teethi, let me know what I owe you?"

Roberta didn't comment on the title, but handed over a copy of the work done and used her phone to send him a bill which he paid while she was packing up her tools. It was impressively efficient.

The day got away from me in a sea of faces and farms, we stopped on the top of a hill with a view of the Welsh coastline in the misty distance, the wind was cold but the air felt wonderfully clear and there were patches of blue in between scudding clouds. Small scraps of frost clung to the deeper folds of the moor where the meagre warmth hadn't managed to penetrate.

A packed lunch appeared and a flask of strong tea with loads of sugar made its way down my dusty throat. We sat in comfortable silence for a while and I contemplated the fact that not a single person had stood out as interesting in the way I needed them to be.

Once again, as if hearing me speak, Roberta said quietly, "Exmoor is a good place to hide."
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* * *



We got back to the stables at four in the afternoon. Sitting in the car I considered my physical state. I was filthy, covered in straw, mud, dust and probably horse muck as the last 'client' hadn't been so amenable. The grumpy cob had given me a massive shove when Roberta had finished, showing his contempt at the awful treatment he'd received. Offering me a hand and hauling me up off the stable floor, the farmer was belatedly helpful. "Our Eddie's never liked the dentist."

The car was quiet for a moment. "Tea?" Roberta said eventually.

"Please," I managed.

We pulled off jackets and scarfs and divested ourselves of dirty boots in the utility room. Roberta washed her hands; I brushed my clothes dirtier with mine before scrubbing them and shook my hair upside down to remove some of the debris. Nothing but a hot shower was going to fix the problem.

The kitchen was tidy and clean, all the paperwork was somewhere else. A sleepy cat spread out on the sofa opened one eye and the two dogs, who hadn't even bothered to bark, didn't stir in their place by the range. It was quiet too.

"We have twenty minutes before a horde of hungry children come through that door for some low-level looting of anything food related," Roberta said wryly.

The tea and buttered fruit cake was the best tasting feast I could remember. "Who made this?" I asked when I could speak without a mouthful.

"Toby. He loves to bake, thank goodness!" Roberta acknowledged the kitchen deity with an appropriate gesture.

I heard the arguing just before the door sprung open, it was an assault attack of epic proportions. I have seen less forceful entries from a unit shock team.

"Hey!" Roberta yelled, "Boots off, guests in the house!"

Toby slung his footwear and a bulging backpack in the corner of the utility room and headed straight for the fridge. "Hi, Ari, when's supper mum, I had double maths today and geography, I'm starving!"

I wasn't sure if the two subjects together had caused the drop in his blood sugar, but he took an enormous trifle out of the fridge.

"Put that back right now, you can have a sandwich, supper will be at six as it always is, which gives you enough time to do some homework!" Roberta rescued her pudding.

A small blonde girl stood in the doorway and examined me, much as the team psychologist did just before a departure. I would have recognised the face anywhere; it was as familiar to me as my own.

The unit had a holographic hall of fame for certain scientists, detailing their contributions, and her features hadn't changed much from a child to the woman. I felt the dots forming in my thoughts and linking up to an identifiable pattern.

"Abbigail," she pointed at herself. "Did you really help Toby with some trafficked, endangered species he found on the moor?"

"Have you been eavesdropping again?" Toby rolled his eyes and snorted with frustration.

"I wouldn't need to if you told me what was going on," Abbigail said reasonably, which seemed a valid point.

She put her shoes carefully on the shelf designated for them in the utility room and removed her coat, hanging it up precisely where it should be, then came over to me. "Toby says you're very smart, can you help me with my science project?" Behind her back both her mother and brother were shaking their heads in warning.

"I'd need to know the subject matter first," I prevaricated.

She plonked herself down next to me and fished around in a pack not much smaller than she was. I wondered at the damage it would be doing to her still-growing vertebrae and at the lack of common sense in an education system expecting young people to carry actual books around with them.

The next hour was taken up with watching a family unfold their busy day into early evening. Roberta started making supper. Luke arrived, cold and tired with more files of work, he took a lump of cake and some tea and left for a shower and his study, closely followed by Alfie who made himself a sandwich after saying, "Hi again," and also went upstairs to wash off the day. Toby set his own books out on the table and began writing, every now and then looking at Abbigail with an indulgent grin.

I pointed out suggestions in a stunningly advanced assignment on genetics, trying to avoid the pitfalls of what I knew and what I should know.

Eventually I asked, "Who suggested this as a topic?" thinking she would say one of her teachers.

"Nathen did," she said, correcting a tricky bit of coding.

"He's the kid's driver," Roberta explained, moving back to the table and doing something interesting with the ingredients for a vegetable stew. "And you should call him Mr Wingate, Abbigail."

Something about this set off an alarm in my head. "He picks up all the children from the farms around the area?"

Luke came back into the room and pointed upstairs to Roberta. "Go and have a bath, I'll finish supper." The fixings for the meal were passed seamlessly between them, with what looked like long practice. He carried on speaking and chopping. "Nathen's been taking them for the last two years, the previous driver disappeared without so much as a letter of resignation!"

I'll just bet he did, I thought.

My eyes returned to the page Abbigail was working on and I saw a small hieroglyph in the top corner, it was in a different hand, hers was childishly clear and precise, this was a scattered scrawl.

"Who did that?" I asked her, a bit too sharply.

She looked up at me, slightly apprehensive, "Nathen, he said it was for luck?" she explained.

I stood suddenly, making everyone stop what they were doing. "Sorry," I said, smiling, "I really need to go and get a shower, I seem to be wearing the inside of a mucky stable."

"Yeah, that happens when you go out with mum," Toby muttered.

"Toby!" Luke was trying not to laugh, so I did it for him.

"Can you come back and help me?" Abbigail looked serious.

"Abbigail!" Her father was equally exasperated with her.

"Only if it's okay with your mum and dad," I went for diplomatic.

"You'd be welcome to have a shower here and stay for supper if you would like?" Luke offered.

"That is a wonderful prospect, but I must get back; I have an appointment this evening and I can't be late." I headed out of the kitchen door. "Tell Roberta, thank you for today, it was very, interesting."

"Hah!" I heard Toby say, he added, "Bye Ari, see you soon!"

Abbigail waved at me. Then said to Toby, "she's probably off to help more animals?"

It was a stunning bit of prescience, something that in forward she would be well known for.
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* * *



Luke put on his boots and coat and despite my protestations, saw me safely off on the quad bike and down the lane to the village. I shouted my thanks and heard his faint reply.

The dark was comforting, a sky full of early stars made a wonderful canopy overhead and I could hear the last of the evening tasks being done in the various farms I passed along the way. I ploughed through the river and up the other side. My cottage light was on in the kitchen, so I wasn't surprised to see Ash when I opened the door, though there was a disconcerting moment when we were both on our guard, just in case it was someone else.

I took off my dirty coat and hung it up, much as Abbigail had done, in the 'right' place, my boots followed. Badger came over from his warm nest by the lit fire and wagged a puppy tail, I leaned down and hugged him, he licked my face then looked disconcerted about the taste.

"Sorry, Badger, I'm covered in horse muck and dental debris," I explained.

"Do you want to eat first or shower?" Ash asked, he was toasting something and the smell from the cooker made my mouth water.

"It's the children's driver and it's not just them he's after. Think about it, he doesn't have to kill a local, well known and popular family who would be missed, just two people who can get them all through what happens next, and he's influencing Abbigail. He set a trap, we walked into it. He must know how the unit works intimately."

Ash stood completely still, a spoon poised and dripping dramatically over the pan of soup he was stirring, which bubbled dangerously.

"Shower first," I said, pointing upstairs.
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* * *



"And another thing." I was clean, though it had taken a lot of soap and shampoo to remove the evidence of the day. Ash's grey eyes went from tired to wary as he put down the buttery knife. We were sitting at the kitchen table and I was gratefully eating hot soup, fresh bread and cheese. It tasted wonderful. Badger sat on my foot under the table in the hopes of leftovers, sighing theatrically every now and then to remind me.

"He must have actually been in  the unit offices," I said eventually, full enough to share a lump of bread and butter with Badger.

Why?" Ash was leaning back in his chair.

"This." I handed him the scrap of paper that I had palmed from Abbigail's assignment. I am good at prestidigitation; working in a bar on Mars with tool pushers, it was amazing what you learned that became useful later in life. I showed him the hieroglyph. "Do you recognise it?" I asked him.

His face was expressionless, but being around people who are prone to violence means you see hidden emotion quickly, or suffer the consequences of not doing so.

"It's the sign above the entrance to the travel area," he said, adding "it roughly translates as 'time.'"

I had always thought it looked like a crudely drawn standard lamp, but I could appreciate the sentiment and I smiled, as it confirmed his own close connection to the unit not evident in the file I had read.

"We'd already come to the conclusion that he was getting help." Ash was really worried.

"Now I think it must be someone who's from the unit," I said simply, then whispered sadly, "and Eagle-eye knows."

We were quiet, Badger was still clearing up the mess he'd made under the table, his tongue rasping on the wood flooring. I reached down and stroked his soft head and got a buttery lick for my troubles.

"How long until the link opens?" I asked.

Ash looked at his watch and I remembered I was also wearing one. Half an hour. We cleared up the evening meal and I began putting on layers by the front door. Badger was waiting to be let out.

"Sorry puppy, not just yet," I explained, giving him a hug.

He huffed his annoyance then for some reason he was suddenly on high alert, ears pricked, a slight curl of his lips in a mini growl.

Ash turned off the lights and looked out of the window to the back field. I waited. He shook his head. The puppy listened. Ash shrugged, nothing. But he moved silently over to the kitchen, opened a drawer and took out a small stubby pistol and a magazine. My mouth dropped open; I was absolutely certain it hadn't been there before, as I had done a thorough search for anything interesting on two previous occasions. I really don't do guns, it's not that I can't, my training included every conceivable type of weapon and they hadn't changed that much from back to forward.

I observed Badger as he stood down his inner watch dog to disinterested puppy. Whatever it was had gone. Hopefully.

The ponies were up in the corner of the field and I took them treats; they also seemed to be a bit wary and shuffled about, keeping away from the area where the link would be made, which was helpful. Neither of them was keen to wear a head collar again but I put them on and added a lead rope to each, then loosely tied them to the fencing. They were both completely disgusted.

"Sorry," I whispered, "it won't take long." Ernest was unforgiving. Harley had found a smidgen of beech leaves still edible to occupy him.

I could feel the build-up of energy buzzing inside my head and I went over to where Ash was waiting with the box containing the kittens. He would have to remove them and push them through as the container would probably be rejected. I was confident that Daniel Roper would have set up a control field at the other end. They would be safe.

The spark of the first zero point was quickly followed by the other two and then the growing puddle of dark nothing. It stopped and my ears were finally able to hear the normal night noises again, like the steady rustle of the wind in the tops of the trees and the hurry of the water over stones in the river. The horses whinnied their bewilderment at the activity and began a nervous shuffle.

I helped Ash with the kittens, we both wore gloves and I gave the first one an encouraging shove, it disappeared through to forward, the other kitten was making a fuss, hissing, spitting and yowling, the noise made the two ponies look over in alarm.

Badger was barking inside the cottage which added to the level of collective apprehension; I leaned down ready to 'assist' the furious bundle of fur. Out of the corner of my eye I saw shadowy movement, something about it made my atavistic DNA respond in fear. I turned to see a huge shape bounding towards us. Instinctively I tossed in the kitten and threw myself at an astonished Ash, he fell with me on top of him, just as a fully grown female Smilodon launched herself at us. She went over and into the core flow to forward, just as the link closed.
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* * *



We lay there in the cold, both in shock. The noise I had heard on my first night now made sense, it had been an actual large cat howling and not my problems with misplaced back, forward, memories. Both Ernest and Harley had pulled free and were huddled up close to the far boundary of the field.

Eventually, when Ash said nothing and didn't move for several minutes, I started to feel mildly uncomfortable about our relative positions and I sat up. Badger was still barking, but it wasn't a cautionary clamour, more a 'being left out of the fun' type of commotion.

"You're going to have to send a timed coded communication on the dark web to warn them," I said.

Ash became unusually garrulous. "Did you see its canine teeth? The size of railroad spikes!"

"How big is that?" I was inappropriately curious about the comparison as I staggered to my feet, still shaking with adrenaline.

"Huge!" Ash announced helpfully, pushing himself up. He sighed, "I can't do the message."

"Why not?" I waited until Ernest came over to me, rather than approaching the spooked pony. He blew equal parts snot, fear and resentment into my face. I patted him carefully and he eventually settled down a little, letting me scratch his neck.

"Something happens when we open the link more than once in the same exact here, it becomes now in both back and forward." He got up slowly.

I was stunned, it didn't make scientific sense. But then I had only ever been through the link to return trafficked animals. "I've always wondered why they kept it open for me instead of reopening it, when you think of the power required to make the zero-point energy fields."

It actually took an ocean of power, which was why it was situated inside a dome under one. I didn't bother to say that to Ash because he clearly knew a lot more about the unit than I had originally surmised.

"Then that also means there's no longer a time dilation field between this now and forward." I knew that this indicated something really worrying, but I couldn't make the connections. "And Eagle-eye would have known, so he must think it's worth the risk." Ash shrugged; it was very irritating.

We checked the ponies and removed their head collars and lead ropes, which I hooked over my arm as I watched Ash carefully examining the other side of the boundary fence with his head torch for clues as to the mother Smilodon's sudden appearance.

"Do you have any idea what you're looking for?" I asked wryly, I knew I didn't, even though Daniel Roper, who was going to be as mad as a hornet when we met again, had taught me the basics, because returning species to their rightful now came with its own set of hazards.

"Nope!" Ash replied.
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* * *



I got ready for bed by taking a boiling hot bath, the pre-Smilodon quick shower having done nothing for my aches and pains, or the subsequent effect of the adrenaline spike on my nerve endings.

Ash left with a sleepy Badger tucked into his shoulder, the sound of his quad bike disappearing into the darkness made me feel suddenly lonely. Which was odd, as aloneness had been my default state for most of my life. Our brief 'post link' conversation had consisted of leaving the plans until the early morning. It felt as if we could do so and we were both really tired, Ash because he actually was running a moorland farm and working on several innovative projects, and I had been standing in draughty barns and stables holding the heads of reluctant horses all day.

A hot drink seemed a good idea and I puttered around in thick pyjamas and warm slippers, just using the small light over the stove, leaving the chiaroscuro dance on the floor from the moon and clouds through the windows, to lull me into calm. The kettle on the stove boiled and I got a mug from the cupboard and made a cup of tea.

The cottage was beginning to feel dangerously like home. Leaving would be difficult. I looked out into the quiet moonlit field and saw Ernest and Harley resting gently in the half sleep of watchful prey animals. Something, I thought wryly, I could identify with.

The phone pinged and I picked it up, expecting a message from Ash to say something helpful about the size of the big cat's teeth again.

It was from Toby. 'Please help me, come to the stables now.'

I knew he hadn't written it.
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* * *



The scramble to get dressed and round the back of the cottage to the quad bike in the middle of the night darkness, was accompanied by a level of swearing that would have seriously impressed the tool pushers in the main dome bar on Mars.

I messaged Ash as I left. His answer was almost immediate, 'wait for me!'

Texting while steering over the much deeper river and up a dark track was clearly not in my skill set, but the adrenaline was back in waves and though I wobbled about, several times missing the appropriate synchronisation of clutch changes and gears, I managed to send, 'already left.'

I kept up a constant whispered recrimination to myself, "How could I have misjudged the situation, he can't have felt that  threatened by our progress, surely, the man had had years to plan, what had spooked him?" I just couldn't work it out.

There were still a few lights on in the houses and barns that I passed in the village, farming didn't stop because the day had ended for some of us. I drove across the main road, then turned off the engine and risked leaving the bike in the hedge. It wasn't as if he didn't know I was coming, but there was some sporadic traffic to cover my arrival and I wanted to see how close I could get.

I wished for a moment I had the gun Ash had taken from my kitchen drawer, but it wasn't there when I checked. Misha, Eagle-eye's mum, had taught me that going into a negotiation armed took something away from the possibility of a peaceful outcome. Though, to be accurate, the woman never went anywhere without her sonic stunner and at least one set of sedative spiked knuckles. What I was really hoping for was a compromise of some sort.

I crept up the back lane entrance towards the stables, hopped over the field gate to the left and cut across past the depleted muck heap. Standing quietly to one side of the bales of haylage heaped in vast stacks, I listened. The big doors in front of me were slightly ajar and a safety light in the stable office at the other end glowed dimly. Nervous whinnying noises from the few horses inside as they moved about restlessly, turned up my own sense of foreboding.

Nothing, no indication as to where this man might be, or Toby for that matter, and I didn't doubt that he was here, they both were. The sharp needle to the side of my neck was a big giveaway and a clear 'no' for the possibility of any negotiation.
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* * *



I felt the tickle of straw on my face and a steady murmur of a single voice. The change in my breathing must have alerted him to the fact that I was awake.

"You can sit up," he said calmly. The voice sounded disconcertingly familiar.

My head swam with a ferocious shimmy but I wasn't sick which was a bonus. The drug must have been quick acting or, I touched the side of my neck and there was another small lump and a spot of blood, an antidote had been administered.

"You were a chemist as I remember?" I said, looking at him. His appearance was totally different, I knew of people who had undergone some serious surgical alteration for a variety of reasons, but his process must have been genetic level and excruciating for it to be so extreme. And, I thought, it would definitely have added to his altered mental state. Because he was, completely unhinged.

He sat on a small bale of haylage, calmly threading a piece of harness through his fingers, tall like most of the forward population in comparison to this now, with bright blue eyes and wispy blonde hair. His hands were particularly beautiful, slim and supple like those of a pianist. He was dressed in the 'local farmer on a night check of the stock' outfit, thick shirt, waterproof jacket, warm trousers and boots.

I made myself more comfortable by moving back a little and leaning against the side of the empty stall we were in. It was tidy and clean, with fresh straw and the pre-prepared nutritional feed bucket waiting for its morning horse.

Toby was lying on the opposite side, he looked like a rag doll abandoned by a bored child, I watched for a moment until I saw his chest rise and fall and relief washed over me, making my eyes sting.

I sighed, "I remember Simon Wetheridge, what happened to him was awful." It sounded like a platitude, which it was. I hadn't really known him that well, he'd had a reputation for bad temper, arrogance and impatience. But no wonder Eagle-eye had flinched when I had mentioned his name a few days ago, he knew who was here.

"Where is Ash Grey?" He kept his voice low, but there was an edge of unreason that made my nerve endings prickle with a warning.

"Why the Smilodon kittens?" I was curious and deflecting.

"It would have triggered a nice warning alert on the unit system." He stood up suddenly making me flinch, something that caused a smile to cross his wax-like expression. "And it got your attention; the adult female was an accidental bonus!"

I wondered why the dogs weren't barking. Although we were apart from the farmhouse and the other side of the lane, they would have heard something and Roberta struck me as a person who checked on her horses at the least sign of trouble.

"Are they okay?" I managed to keep the tone of my voice even but I was ashamed of my underlying fear.

He pointed to Toby. "I came over to give Abbigail a book she had unfortunately  left in my taxi, so of course they invited me to stay for dinner." He walked over to the boy and leaned down.

I shuffled as if I was about to stand up and he swung round coming back towards me. "So," I said, "you drugged them." He stopped.

"It's possible to synthesise quite an effective sedative from a combination of plants including deadly nightshade, they just grow all over the place in this now." His voice was disturbingly conversational, "I put it into the soup," then adding, with another abnormal grin, "Everyone went to bed very tired."

I tried not to show my feelings, and just nodded. "Did we cause this?" I pointed to Toby.

His expression was impossible to read, so much had been altered he was unable to move the facial muscles naturally, though they rippled creepily as if he was underwater pushing against a strong tide. It must have taken a monumental physical effort to appear normal.

"I needed the link to be the same now back and forward and it's done."

"Why?" I was hoping for an answer that would make sense of all this.

"Because I want to go home," he said simply. "Unlike you," he added with a rickety grin, "I can still do that."

I was puzzled and he laughed, it was an awful sound, squeaky and rasping. "You don't know?" He raised his voice a little, "You'd better come out here and tell her, Ash!"

Ash appeared from the shadows, he glanced in my direction, then at Toby and back at the man. He leaned casually in the stall doorway. I was hoping he was carrying around something more than an air of capable menace.

"May I introduce Bart Asquith," I said formally, "he was Simon Wetheridge's partner."

Ash tipped his fingers to his forehead.

The situation seemed ridiculous and weird in equal measure. I was used to levels of surreal; dealing with extinct species made for an interesting working day, but this was something else entirely.

"So, now what?" Ash said evenly.

"We go to the cottage she's living in; you contact the unit, they open a link and I go through," Bart was equally calm, he produced a nasty looking weapon and used it to indicate. "Move, so I can see you and turn around."

Ash obliged, stepping no more than a pace or two inside the stall, he lifted his jacket and emptied his pockets, nothing.

There was no doubt in my mind that Bart would try and kill both of us before he left this now and I was equally aware of his intentions once he arrived forward. The personnel standing nearest the link would be dead from whatever he decided to concoct to take with him. The man was nothing if not resourceful, the same 'useful' plant species existed in both nows, identifiable DNA for the core flow and therefore able to travel through. And whatever the resulting blip from our deaths, would follow as soon as the link closed.

"You're going for it belt and braces then!" I said dryly. "Why would we ever consent to doing that?"

Before I could blink, he pointed the wicked looking pistol and fired off a round so close to Toby's head that I saw his hair flutter. The weapon had a small silencer attached to it and the sound was muted and menacing.

"I will kill all of them," Bart said simply, "starting with him." His face was contorted with hatred, an expression it seemed he could manage.

The sense of fury was overpowering, I launched myself at him and so did Ash. The gun went off again. I felt a sharp sting in my left arm. Bart screamed his own rage and tried to fire another round, but the shovel that Ash had leaned on the outside of the doorway connected with his head, and there was a sickening thunk of meat on metal.

Sharp whinnying noises of fear pierced the momentary silence, the horses were upset and moving around in their distress at the smell of blood and cordite.

I pressed the wound on my arm which bled profusely. Ash was leaning down, checking for Bart's pulse. He stood up and shook his head. The body lay in the straw, limbs splayed at impossible angles. I picked up the gun. "What did he mean, when he said I can't go forward again?" I asked Ash in my most reasonable voice as he came towards me, hand outstretched to inspect the wound on my arm. And raising the gun, I fired.
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* * *



We stood still, frozen in place. Ash actually looked down at his own body to see if he had any damage before he turned round. Bart now had a bullet hole in his forehead to go with the massive dint in the back.

"The gene therapy he used to change his appearance, although effective, can cause a type of acromegaly and hyperkeratosis. The bones and skin thicken, which is why his facial expressions were so difficult for me to read and it's impossible to get an accurate pulse." I am nothing if not thorough. I spoke with no intonation in my voice. My hand shook and Ash, with great care, reached out and gently took the weapon from my clawed fingers. He removed the magazine, pulled the slide back then let it go forward, ejecting the chambered round, then unscrewed the silencer. Putting the round in the magazine, the gun went in one of his pockets, the magazine and silencer in the other.

I waited while he used a large and surprisingly clean hankie to tie over the bullet graze in my arm, which was still bleeding. I pointed towards the feed room. "Roberta has a medical kit in there." I stepped over Bart, left the stall and walked into the shadowed gloom of the stables.
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* * *



"What do we do with the dead body?" I was examining Toby, he seemed to be sleeping peacefully, though technically he was drugged and his pupils when I gently lifted a lid were huge and dark. For a seriously psychotic personality, Bart was clearly a good chemist. But I turned the boy carefully onto his side and placed him in the recovery position anyway, just in case.

"We need to clean up this stall and dispose of it." Ash was going through Bart's pockets, removing his identification and wallet. "That means taking it on the quad bikes and burying it on the farm or out on the moor. What do you think?"

I snorted, "My knowledge in getting rid of human remains is sadly lacking a little something, like, for example, experience!" I was going through the second stage of shock and babbling and I could hear the note of suppressed hysteria in my voice. "But I do know the ground's frozen solid and predation can be an issue if the body is not deep enough." I stood up and looked out of the back of the double stable doors towards the newly formed muck heap. "I've got an idea."

Ash followed my gaze and eventually after careful thought, he shrugged his agreement. "It could work."

"It's heaving with microbes which generate a lot of heat, it should break down in a few weeks and be completely disintegrated into er, compost, by the time the muck's removed next autumn." I was getting lost in the science, literally.

Ash looked at me, his expression unreadable. He sighed, then came to check my vet wrap bandage which I had put over the top of the hankie to add some pressure. It was starting to sting, and I was getting so cold that my teeth chattered. For some reason he hugged me.

We went back to clearing up the mess. The straw had soaked up the blood and we put it in a wheelbarrow conveniently positioned by the back doors.

I began digging in the newly formed heap. The muck eventually gave way to a semi solid and very strong smelling gloop. I could feel the heat rising and was oddly grateful as it warmed me, and I soon found a layer of evil soup.

Ash wheeled the body over. He had stripped Bart of his clothes and temporarily re-covered most of him with the man's coat. In the shadowed light coming from the stables, I could see the changes in the bone structure of his legs caused by the genetic treatment, as they flopped up and down with the rhythm of the barrow's movement.

Ash removed the coat and heaved the body out and into the sludge. Bart slowly sank and disappeared under the hot black slurry, his white limbs flailing in an attempt to attract our attention for one last bitter remark.

I stood still, trying to find a place inside my head to hide this haunting memory, while Ash went back into the stable and began filling the area where the man had been with the blood-soaked straw.

"There didn't seem to be an appropriate moment to ask him about his accomplice," I spoke thoughtfully.

Ash looked bemused, as well he might. "That is Eagle-eye's problem now. But what about Toby?" His exhaustion showed on his face in the half-light coming through the stable doors.

"We could take him into the house, the issue is I don't know if Bart lured him out here or if he took the boy from his bed after drugging them all." I went into the stables and checked the stall we had been in. Toby was no longer lying in the recovery position, but curled into a ball like a wintering dormouse, his cheek pillowed on a hand. I backed out warily, pushing Ash in front of me, my finger on my lips when he went to ask a question.

"He's asleep," I whispered, "not unconscious."

After carefully and quietly examining the floor and walls for any sign of blood and our activities, we left via the muck heap. The safety light in the office was just enough to see by and my eyes had become accustomed to the gloom, as I studied the general shape of it and concluded that if you weren't looking for a difference, you wouldn't know.

I staggered down the lane to where the quad bike had been abandoned, waited while Ash started it, and got on behind him. It sounded loud in the darkness but as the farmers were often out to check for stock problems, we wouldn't rouse any curious sleepers.

He had left his own transport several fields away and run the remaining distance. It would have been impressive if I hadn't been so angry with him.
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* * *



It was still dark when we got back to the cottage. Ash came in after me. He walked over to the kitchen area and removed a first aid kit from a cupboard. Unpacking the contents, he indicated that I should take off my coat and jumper.

"Activated, that was the word you used when I arrived." I peeled away the bandage and the hankie and then took off my jacket. The jumper was a little difficult as the dried blood had stuck it to my arm and I couldn't raise either of them to pull it over my head. Ash solved this by getting a pair of scissors out and cutting it off.

When I flinched, he said, "It was ruined anyway, you can't wear a jumper with a bullet hole." Ash was deliberately misconstruing my reaction. We both knew I wasn't bothered about the clothing.

He cleaned and glued the wound and put on a waterproof dressing.

"We need to talk," he said eventually, looking at my expression. His face seemed sad. "Can we do it tomorrow? Quite frankly I stink of blood and horse manure and so do you, I need a shower and some sleep."

I looked at him, then sighed. The traumatic flashes over what we had done and the kitchen first aid was making me feel dizzy and sick. I nodded.

Ash picked up the bloody evidence and put it into a rubbish bag. A small part of my brain registered with some disgust that it was obviously made of petroleum by-products. He went towards the door and turned as if he was about to say something, then changed his mind and left, taking the gory evidence with him.

I stood there listening to the noisy silence.
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* * *



The ponies in the field were my first conscious thought, as the grey light of a cold morning slowly crept over me and I sat carefully up in bed. My arms and legs ached with a post drug and violent activity reaction and I had damp and tangled hair. A restless half-sleep full of questions, bursts of disordered feelings and the pain in my arm had made for a miserable night.

After showering and washing my hair again, I padded downstairs and made coffee and a breakfast of fruit, cheese and oatcakes. The view from the back window showed Ernest and Harley leaning over the fence looking curiously in. I picked up another jacket from the collection by the door and added my boots after inspecting them for signs of blood. They were covered in muck, so it was difficult to tell.

Sharing the oatcakes with the horses and leaning my face on thick manes while they munched gave me a little peace. I remembered doing the same thing when I was a child on the farm. Somehow, even in this now, it was still comforting.
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* * *



When Ash arrived with Badger, I was drinking my second coffee. The puppy was delighted to see me, he yelped until I picked him up and gave him a squeeze. It helped me to centre on something tangible, everything else seemed to be floating slightly. Ash looked dreadful, tired and drained. He had a large plastic file folder filled with paper pages in one hand, it made me wince on so many levels.

The breakfast things were still on the table and he began buttering an oatcake. "Sorry about last night, I'm out of practice."

I know my mouth dropped open. "I'm actually  glad to hear that!" He looked uncomfortable which was somehow reassuring.

Ash slid the file towards me and I paused before I opened it, then began reading. In the background I could hear him making more coffee and adding a lot of hot milk and sugar to mine. He waited patiently while I felt my anger rise and fall and my hands shake with desperation as I turned the pages.

Eventually I stopped. Pointing to one section I said, "How do I have all this money?"

Ash seemed surprised at where I had decided to start the conversation. "It's a back forward investment thing." He sat down.

"What does NKR stand for?" I had worked it out, but I wanted to hear him say it.

"No known relatives," he whispered.

"So, I was taken from this now to forward and," I checked the page in front of me for the exact word, "seeded with a family?" He nodded. "Isn't that kidnapping?" I asked mildly. Something in my tone made him look wary, as well it might. "Hence the word activated?" I added.

Ash spoke after a suitable pause, "You know I didn't get a say."

"Is it about the grandfather paradox, we keep our forward by making this now happen the way they want it to?"

"With some of the observer effect, which is Schrodinger's cat, I think," he prevaricated.

"Schrodinger's grandfather then," I said dryly. He was going to laugh but my expression stopped him. I was furious, picking up my cup which was full of hot liquid I threw it at the floor. It smashed in a spectacular fountain of milky coffee, sending Badger under the table, whimpering with fear.

We were silent for a moment, then Ash said, with just a dash of irony, "You're taking this well." He stood up and began cleaning the mess, while I got my breathing under control and patted Badger who wasn’t coming out from under the table.

"I was supposed to terminate him, not you, I'm sorry," he whispered.

"Why?" I was puzzled about the apology.

"Because it's what I do." The words were simple and said with a great deal of real regret.

"No, it isn't, you're a sheep farmer." I didn't know why I was being kind; I was still furious.

He seemed oddly grateful. "Thank you."

I sat for a while watching him as he tidied. After making me another cup of coffee, he said, "Just in case you feel you need to throw something again."

"Well, I guess there's not a teenager alive who doesn't think they've been brought up by the wrong family, only in my case, it was true." I drank the coffee instead of throwing it and Badger came out from under the table to sit by me in solidarity. I rubbed his ears for my own comfort, but he was happy to help. "Misha finding me in Mars main dome was no accident, I assume." I was talking to myself and adding things up, Ash just left me to it. "The extensive job training she did and the recommendation for the unit, it all makes sense now."

I tried not to cry but it felt like such a betrayal. "Did everyone know but me?"

Ash looked devastated. "Just Eagle-eye, it's handed down to every head of the unit, and for what it's worth, he tried to keep you there."

I couldn't stop the tears, they rolled down my face. Badger was distraught and clambered onto my lap, licking the drops as they fell. Ash wanted to come over to my side of the table, but he wisely stayed put. "Was Bart right, I can't go forward again?"

He was quiet for more than a moment. "Yes," he said simply.

The water closed over my head, but in there somewhere was a calm, I think I'd always had a sense that I didn't belong in forward. I sat back in my chair and Badger settled down, puppy long legs dangling one side and nose in the crook of my arm.

"Does anyone know why?" I was curious.

"Ash laughed, "Eagle-eye bet me that you would get to the science really fast!"

"How much?" I spoke sarcastically.

"Quite a lot if you consider the accumulated interest on the debt!" Ash felt able to be funny.

"I know from Daniel Roper that adult trafficked extinct species don't survive very long forward, which is why we identify exactly when they came from as soon as possible. I always understood there was a DNA issue, I think I thought it was easier to transport juvenile versions because they were small and therefore less trouble,  but it must be that the very young have a unique embryonic stem cell profile the core flow can recognise."

"The physicist who talked to me about it said something about up quarks, down quarks, fermion particles and," he hunted for the words, "er, photons and gluons recognising their place in the universe."

I huffed, "Basically, I was able to go forward when I was a baby but as an adult my stem cells are less adaptive and therefore not acceptable."

Ash was back to the not amusing stuff. "What I don't understand is how Bart was able to stay here for so long, he's from forward? It's one of the questions Eagle-eye wanted an answer to."

"More confirmation that Eagle-eye knew exactly who was here." I glared at Ash.

"To be fair, I don't think he was sure, there were several possibilities, and it was along the lines of, 'If he is from forward, then find out how he's done it!'" Ash sounded reasonable; I still wasn't convinced.

"If it's genetic, how do the smugglers manage?" I paused, adding eventually, "and the tourists?"

"They take their chances because it's worth the risk and er, the statistics of a successful return through the core flow are, let's just say grossly exaggerated to the tourists."

I was stunned. Then quiet, as I thought through my unit experiences. It was true, I had never actually interviewed a returned sightseer who had been back to another now for more than a few hours. I let my mind wander to try and make the connections.

"This is what I think, not what I know, so you might want to start with that when you leave a message with the unit. Despite the fact that most of humanity has learned not to mess with its own DNA coding, he had obviously undergone radical and highly illegal genetic alteration to change his appearance. He must have added a scientifically questionable embryonic therapy using his own stem cells, which he would have had to continue in this now, because he thought that would get him back through the core flow and both clearly contributed to the paranoia and destabilisation!" For some reason my anger was simmering again which made Badger look up anxiously.

This time Ash did move, coming over to my side of the table and squatting down, his worried face almost on a level with mine. He took my hand. "I am very, very sorry."

I leaned my head down on his shoulder and all three of us stayed like that for a while.
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* * *



Badger and I were sitting by the lit fire and I had moved on to hot chocolate and biscuits, the open file next to me on the small sofa. Ash had taken the chair, his long legs stretched out, a hazard to the unwary.

"I can't believe Eagle-eye would take such a big risk in losing the protection of the time dilation field between back and forward, it's going to be so much more dangerous to have us running on the same now. Unless..." I thought about it while Ash let me. "What do you think the chances are that there are others?"
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