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Emma Cochrane hated clubs. They were always so loud and flashy. But here she was leaning against the bar in this place as her nose was assaulted with the cloying chemical sweetness of people vaping. But she still she was a professional and she kept her eyes locked on the Chinese woman across the room, who at the moment was enjoying the attention of two men. Soo-Mei, a supposed Chinese agent.

She was a retrieval specialist. At least that was what she called herself, but Emma usually retrieved objects. Usually antiques and various other historical bric-a-brac and not people. Until the call came—with a voice changer of course—asking her to catch a rogue agent. Clock and dagger shit, she had no intention of taking the job until the hundred thousand appeared in her bank account—the secret one that no one else should have known about. And the promise of an even million when the job was done, well, that was too much to resist.

A voice whispered behind her. “Hey blondie, you smell good. Like strawberries.” The unwanted suitor’s voice was right in her ear, and Emma could smell the booze on his breath. She regretted that she brought her clubbing purse which could barely accommodate her driver’s license, let alone anything that she could actually use, like a stun gun.

“Thanks, I took a bath this week,” she said, still watching the Chinese woman.

“You got a nice tight ass.” His hand found its way to her bottom.

She spun around while still trying to keep an eye on Soo-mei. “Dude! Not cool!” she shouted, loud enough to catch the bartender's eye. She pointed at her would-be suitor. “This guy’s perving on me!”

As the bartender—and the security guy that he called—started shouting at the drunk, Emma slipped away and made a beeline for the table. She stopped and the Chinese woman looked up at her and blinked a few times. Emma stared into her eyes and noticed the dilated pupils. Whatever they used on her was strong. Or she was a lightweight. This was no act, they had clearly slipped her something. Some secret agent. What kind of a foreign operative is this woman to fall for something so...pedestrian? As Emma looked at her, it hit her that Soo-mei was young, probably not far out of her teens. Who was this girl?

“Emma? Izzat you?” she mumbled.

Recognition. Definitely in Soo-mei, but Emma felt this weird sense of...not déjà vu because this moment was all new to her, but familiarity. For one brief moment the club receded and Emma could feel herself on a dusty on street in some tiny town. She could see Soo-mei there, looking at her, but she was dressed in old fashioned clothes.

As quickly as the moment came, the thumping music returned and Emma found herself standing in the middle of the club watching the two guys hustle Soo-mei out the door. She blinked. That couldn’t have been real! Probably all the vape chemicals in the air. The poor woman was apparently having second thoughts as she was struggling to get away, while the men laughed and tried to cajole and drag her along. Beneath her concerns about losing her mark, there was the basic humanity of whole thing.

Following them out into the parking lot, Emma watched the two men carrying Soo-Mei toward a van with the side door open. This was not some secret black ops spiriting people off the streets kind of deal, but just an old piece of shit van. The young woman clearly did not want to get in, but was not in much condition to resist. “OK, let’s try the direct approach,” Emma said to herself.

She ran headlong and crashed into the back of the van before stumbling around to the front to where the very surprised young men just stared at her. They didn’t look like handlers or hitters, but just a pair of garden variety creeps. So play the drunk girl. Easy prey, Emma thought, then she slurred, “Hey, whatchadoin’?”

“None of your business—!” the first started, but his friend nudged him in the side.

“Dude, she’s hot!”

“OMG, I just drank ahollotta booze and I think I’m gonna puke,” Emma mumbled, leaning her face against the van.

“Oh fuck!” the first guy said, trying to shove her away. He never saw the punch coming. He staggered away as his buddy charged but Emma took him down with a roundhouse kick. The first guy shook off the punch and had drank enough to think he still had a chance in this fight. She could only shake her head, before she knocked him down with a spin kick. As he whimpered on the ground, Emma finally turned her attention to the Chinese woman.

She grabbed her arm and hauled her out of the van. “C’mon, Soo-mei, you’re coming with me.”

Soo-mei offered no resistance and seemed to be fascinated by the word around her. She looked at the van. “Where are the horses? How does it go without horses?”

“I’ll explain all about it to you on the ride back,” she said, as Soo-mei stared at her with saucer-sized pupils. Then she found something utterly fascinating about Emma’s hair. Trying to fend her off, Emma, wondered if she had any zip ties in her purse, but didn’t think this woman was in much of a position to put up any kind of fight.

Instead, she pulled out her phone and dialed the contact number. “I got your girl.”

“Your ride will be sent shortly,” came the deep distorted voice before the line clicked.

“Good to talk to you too,” Emma said. She guessed they probably tracked her phone—which was disturbing enough—but instead she focused on the life changes she would make when the rest of the money found its way into her account.

Then Soo-mei started picking through Emma's hair. “Hey!”

“Sen büyüdün,” Soo-mei giggled and then her eyes rolled up into her head and she passed out. She would have hit the ground save for Emma’s quick reflexes, but it left her in the awkward position of having to hold the poor woman up all by herself. That girl just spoke Turkish. Emma had no idea how she knew that fact because she didn’t speak Turkish.

“OK. Let’s find a comfy spot to wait,” she said as she hefted Soo-mei along to try and find a bench. As she did, one of the guys on the ground was starting to recover.

“You bitch...!” he muttered.

“Serves you right,” Emma said, kicking gravel in his face as she walked past. She doubted he would try anything, but she kept her guard up the whole time as she found a bench in front of the club. Sure enough a pair of headlights in the distance turned into another van—this one properly anonymized like any secret organization’s should be—pulled to a stop in front fo her.

Emma hefted Soo-mei to her feet again, and wiped the drool off her mouth, but the young woman could barely stand. “Alright, super-spy, let’s go.”
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The forest was bathed in the dim light of sunset. Blood light. The ground shook underneath her as the trees crashed in the background. The monster was coming! No matter what Emma did, it still gained on her, and fast. She broke left, running for cover in the trees, but saw the massive footprints there and broke right.

“Be careful,” a voice said. “Come too close and I’ll eat your life!”

“Why do you want me?” she shouted into into the trees. “Where are you?!”

The brush around her exploded into a whirlwind and in its place the massive tooth-filled maw loomed right over her.

––––––––
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EMMA GASPED AND BLINKED as she looked around. No forests, no monsters. She sat in the passenger seat of the black van, the one that collected Soo-Mei, who was in the back still sleeping off whatever drug she had been given. The driver, in a US army desert-camo uniform, was grinning at her. She would have guessed Soo-mei was some kind of corporate espionage affair, not something that would involve the military. “Bad dream?”

“No worse than the normal ones.” Emma shrugged. She looked out over the desert, noting the old ghost town in the distance. There was something about it, just in the back of her mind. The morning light was breaking and turning the whole landscape a colorful tapestry of reds and golds. The highway ahead was the only sign of human activity. There was something comforting about the desolation out there. Something almost familiar. Emma was distracted by the beauty of the place, it took a few minutes before she realized that this was not where she wanted to be. “Wait a minute!” Emma glared at the driver. “Where are we going with Soo-Mei?”

“Fort Kairos,” the driver said.

“Aw shit,” Emma grumbled, pounding her fist on the dashboard. “What’s our ETA?”

“Just another couple minutes,” the driver said, still giving her the side-eye. “We’ve been going through the night.”

Emma leaned against the window. No point in throwing a fit now. Although she did wonder if she jumped out here, how long could she last in the desert? Not that it mattered as within a few minutes they had pulled up to the checkpoint. “ID please,” the guard said. The driver passed his over as Emma dug around in her purse. “Ma’am, please present your ID in an orderly fashion.”

“Yeah, yeah,” she muttered. “Don’t you know who my father is?”

“Ma’am?”

“It’s my clubbing purse,” Emma said, passing the card over to him. “Not exactly organized and I didn’t know I’d be coming to this shithole.” The driver looked at her wide-eyed, but the gate-guard said nothing. He scanned both ID’s before handing them back.

He glanced at the screen and then back to Emma. “Miss, uh, Cochrane, you’re expected in C building, down on the—”

“I know where it is,” Emma said, shoving her ID back into her purse. The guard and the driver shared a nervous look before the guard waved them through.

The driver was kind enough to let her off on the same street, just a short walk from C building. As Emma made her way down she passed a bunch of soldiers all crowded around reading a letter. They seemed out of place. While they wore standard issue camo uniforms, and carried M-15’s there was something off. American Indians, complete with long hair and silver jewelry. “That’s not an army haircut,” Emma muttered to herself.

The Indians gave her a cursory glance as she walked past, and Emma felt compelled to force a smile. As she did she noticed a soldier come up and hand one of them a letter. This place always felt weird. She slid her ID card through the lock and heard the door click. Stepping inside, she passed the various guards standing duty, flashing a few half-hearted salutes before she ducked into the room with the name Brigadier C. Cochrane emblazoned on the door. Of course he would be behind this, she thought.

The Brigadier stood there, gazing out the window. He looked older, the gray around his temples more pronounced and his broad shoulders slumped, as if he was carrying even more weight of the world. His pushbroom mustache was till neatly trimmed. “I suppose I should be happy that you at least saluted some of the men, Hunny-Bunny.” He pointed to the security monitor focusing on the hallway Emma had just come down.

She glowered at him. “You sent me to get Soo-mei. I’m not in the army. What’s with the cloak and dagger shit?”

“Would you have done this job if it was me hiring you?” he asked. He cocked his eyebrow. “Would you have answered the phone?”

Absolutely not, she thought. But she should at least try to be diplomatic. “For a million dollars I would—and I do expect to be paid in full.”

“You’ll get your money,” he sighed. He looked at her and there was something in his eyes, almost like he was desperate to talk to her. She had seen that expression before.

“That woman was not an invincible Chinese agent. What do you want with her, Brigadier?” she asked.

The Brigadier turned around and glared at her. Under that neatly trimmed mustache, his lips were tight. “Christ, Emma would it kill you to call me, Dad?”

Emma pursed her lips. “Don’t know. Not gonna risk it.”

“I don’t like your tone, young lady,” the Brigadier growled. And there it was, about where their interactions usually ended.

She snapped to attention and saluted. “Sir, yes sir! General Crash Cochrane has ordered me to report for duty, so Emma Wendy Cochrane, Daughter, Second Class, am reporting—”

“Knock it off, Emma,” the Brigadier said, not bothering to hide his annoyance. From pleading to anger to resignation, the cycle was nearly complete. Then Emma hoped she could get a few real answers.

“So what do you want? I apprehended your girl, super agent...” she said the last word with air quotes. “Soo-Mei, and you divert her—and me—here to this shithole for what? Daddy-daughter time? You can’t make up for years of crappy parenting with one gesture.”

The Brigadier sighed. “Much as I would like to spend some time with you, Hunny-Bunny, this visit is not entirely personal.”

“Surprise! Surprise!” She put her hands on her hips. “Then what is it?”

“Of vital importance. You and I are taking a trip together,” he said, picking up a file.

Emma rolled her eyes. “I do have a life out there.”

“A retrieval specialist, which is what you call yourself, even though your job requires you to track down—and often steal—valuable objects,” he said.

Narrowing her eyes, she asked, “Just how do you know so much about that?”

The Brigadier ducked the question and kept going. “With no friends. You haven’t even had a date in over a year—”

Emma threw up her hands and groaned. “Cut it with the surveillance-state bullshit, Brigadier! You wanted me here, you got me here! So, where are we going?”

“That’s classified until you say yes.” The Brigadier shuffled some papers on his desk.

“You can never give me a straight goddamn answer!” Emma shouted.

“Watch your language!” the Brigadier snapped.

Emma had to fight hard to suppress the urge to flip him off. Gritting her teeth, she replied. “Fine, I’ll go.”

The Brigadier was already halfway to the door. “Good. Come with me.”

Emma fell into step behind him as they wound through the endless hallways of C building, until they stepped outside into the bright sunlight. “We’re going to A building,” he said, as Emma blinked at the sudden brightness.

They passed the Native Americans again only this time they saluted the Brigadier. Their expressions softened and the Brigadier bowed his head. For him that was a gesture of respect. “Apache Jack...”

“Brigadier...” Apache Jack replied. But the whole time his eyes were on Emma. She was not disturbed, but it was a look of unfocused recognition.

Taking my measure, she thought. Once they had passed, she turned to the Brigadier. “Who are those guys, the Indians?”

“The Coyoteros,” the Brigadier said, looking over his shoulder. “They’re independent contractors.”

He continued walking and Emma knew the discussion was over. “Contractors...” she said under her breath. “...my ass.”

As soon as the doors to A building opened, soldiers snapped to attention. The Brigadier gestured to the room on the left. “You go in there.”

“This is your big secret?” Emma grumbled.

“No,” the Brigadier said smoothing his mustache. “This is just hair and makeup.”

Emma pushed through the door and sure enough, inside was a lit mirror with a pile of various objects on the counter in front of it. A rack of clothes hung against the far wall and a woman with sergeant stripes was standing at the ready next to the makeup chair.

“OK...” Emma said, sitting down. “Let’s do this.”

It was probably fifteen minutes later when she emerged from the makeup room. She had to give it to Sergeant Glass, the woman did incredible work. But she said nothing about why she was making up Emma like this. I mean, I like the capri pants and crew neck top, she thought, but what’s with the bouffant and old style makeup? Do I look groovy? Was that even the right word?

“Ready to go, Hunny-Bunny?” The Brigadier was out of uniform, wearing a simple business suit instead, although Emma noted the skinny tie and porkpie hat seemed out of place.

“So where exactly are we going?” she asked.

“You spent a lot of your childhood on this base,” the Brigadier said as he led the two of them away from the buildings and out into the desert. “Did you ever hear anyone talking about the Cheatin’?”

“Maybe. Possibly. I don’t know,” Emma said, looking at the scenery around them. They were leaving the base behind to walk out toward the road. “Why did I get all dressed up to wander around in the desert? Shouldn’t we have water...?”

“Quit your grousing, Hunny-Bunny.” The Brigadier stopped in front of little grove of mesquite trees. The branches formed a small arc above them, with some scraggly grass on the ground, it was not an impressive sight. As Emma took a step forward, she noticed the light seemed off. Like a badly photoshopped picture where the shadows did not match up in the composite.

She looked back at the Brigadier. “What is this?”

“The Cheatin’. A gateway to another time. To answer your question, it’s not where we’re going, it’s when.” He gestured for her to walk through.

She raised an eyebrow. “Seriously?”

The Brigadier leaned against the nearest mesquite. “Why do you think they put this base here? In the middle of nowhere.”

“Because it’s the Army,” Emma said. “Middle of Nowhere is just where they put bases.”

The Brigadier sighed and shook his head. “Fifty years ago, Uncle Sam paid some guy named Horace Salt III a pretty penny for this patch of desert.”

Emma rolled her eyes. “Why didn’t you put that Cheatin’ thingy inside the base?”

“We didn’t put it anywhere,” the Brigadier said, still looking at the weirdly lit trees. “It’s always been here and we built the base around it. Or we thought we did. Once the base was finished the damn Cheatin’ moved outside the perimeter to here.”

“Really?” Emma asked, crossing her arms.

The Brigadier cracked a smile. “Someone somewhere’s got a sense of humor.”

How long does he expect me to put up with this? Emma sighed and looked back toward the base. “Crash, you better not be shitting me...”

“Go ahead. See for yourself, Hunny-Bunny,” the Brigadier said, gesturing for Emma to walk under the trees.

Rolling her eyes, she started walking. One step and in a single moment, Emma’s world changed all around her.
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The air felt different. There was no other way Emma could describe how she felt when she stepped through the Cheatin’. She turned around to see the mesquite trees were much shorter and beyond that, the base was much smaller, not much more than a reduced version of A building. “Neat trick,” she muttered. Then she jumped as the Brigadier emerged from thin air. “How did you...?”

“C’mon, Hunny-Bunny, keep up,” the Brigadier said, as he walked past her. “We don’t have all day to stand out in the sun.”

“I still don’t get why I had to get so dressed up,” she said under her breath.

“You’ll see,” the Brigadier said. Emma rolled her eyes as she followed after him. 

“Wait, this was a highway,” she said, as they came down to the two lane country road. There wasn’t even any yellow lines. The Brigadier was still strolling and she rushed to catch up. Grateful, she spied the nondescript building up ahead with the sign above: Diner. “If you wanted to take me out to lunch, Crash, there’s easier ways to do it.” As they continued on, a car came rolling down the road from the diner, then slowed before stopping in the middle. A guy with side part and Buddy Holly-style glasses poked his head out the window. “Hey, buddy, it’s pretty hot out, you folks need a ride?” From inside Emma could hear a static-y radio with an old-fashioned news bulletin saying something about Cuba.

“Thanks, pal,” the Brigadier said. “But we’re copacetic. Just heading up to the diner there. I had to show my daughter something out here.”

“If you’re sure,” the driver said. The Brigadier nodded and waved him off. As the guy sped down the road, Emma noticed the fins on the back of his car. “What is that, an old ’57 Chevy?”

“It’s a ’59 Buick Electra,” the Brigadier said.

Nodding to herself, she said, “He kept it in great shape. Although I find it odd, he would pick up hitchhikers out in the desert.”

“It’s a different era, Hunny-Bunny.”

By now, they arrived at the diner. Emma followed the Brigadier inside and felt like she stepped into the Twilight Zone. There was only a handful of people in the place. An Indian with some very impressive silver jewelry sat in the corner watching the room with a dispassionate gaze. Then there was the kid, a boy of no more than fifteen who looked like he should be an old black and white movie. He was too engrossed in a book, although he did glance up when they sat down in the table next to him. “I do want to complement you on the good job catching Soo-Mei, Hunny-Bunny. Muito bom!” he said very loudly. Emma gave him the side-eye and even the Brigadier seemed surprised that he suddenly spoke another language.

A dark-haired woman in a waitress uniform passed them by. “Welcome, folks, take a seat anywhere. I’ll be right with you. What will you have young man?”

The boy looked up at her only to have an old issue of Eyeful magazine fall out of his larger book. His face flushed as the waitress pretended not to see it. The Brigadier crouched down and picked up the magazine. “Tenha cuidado, moço.” He handed it back to the boy with a wink and the boy just as quickly hid it again.

“Obrigadinho...” the boy said, blinking like he was not sure if he should be more concerned that he had been caught or that he was suddenly not speaking English.

“Why were you speaking Portuguese?” Emma asked as the Brigadier returned to his seat. “You don’t even speak Portuguese!”

“Xenoglossy,” the Brigadier sighed, looking back at the kid. “A telltale sign of a paradox.”

“Oh that Chris boy. I didn’t think they published Eyeful anymore,” the waitress said forcing a smile as she passed out menus. “But boys will be boys I guess. Anyway, good morning, Mr. Cochrane, Miss...”

“After a stint in the military, he’ll grow out of it,” the Brigadier said, then he smiled. “Veronica, this is my daughter, Emma.”
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