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TIME LINES


TIME LINE ONE:


History diverged from our own around 200–250 BCE in Time Line One. Judaism, Christianity, and Islam are all absent and the collapse of the Roman empire into dark ages was complete rather than just partial. Since then, civilization in Europe re-emerged and quasi-medieval colony kingdoms sprang up on the eastern seaboard of North America. (The western seaboard was settled by Chinese traders.)


The Gruinmarkt, one such kingdom, was home to the Clan—rich merchant-traders with the ability to cross between time lines. As world-walkers, they made a good living as the only people who could send a message coast-to-coast in a day in time line one. They could also guarantee a heroin shipment would arrive without fear of interception in time line two. But all good things come to an end, and the vicious civil war that broke out in 2003 (by time line two reckoning) led to the Clan’s discovery by the US Government. Their escalating cycle of retaliation ended in a nuclear inferno.


TIME LINE TWO:


This is a world almost identical to your time line, as the reader of this book—right up to a key date in 2003. Here, world-walkers from the Clan’s conservative faction detonated a stolen nuclear weapon in the White House. They assassinated the President and forced the government to reveal the existence of parallel universes and the technology for reaching them.


Our story starts in time line two.


TIME LINE THREE:


This time line was discovered by Miriam Beckstein. In this alternate world, England was invaded by France in 1760 and the British Crown in Exile was established in the New England colonies. There was no American War of Independence and no French or Russian Revolutions. Therefore the Ancien Regime—despotism by absolute monarchy—shaped the world order until the Revolution of 2003. Here, the New British Empire’s Radical Party overthrew the government and declared a democratic commonwealth. The country is now known as the New American Commonwealth.


The French invasion of England stifled the Industrial Revolution in its crib, so industrialization began a century later than in time line two. But economics and science have their own imperatives. And even before Miriam led the survivors of the Clan into exile in the Commonwealth, the pace of technological innovation was beginning to pick up.


TIME LINE FOUR:


Currently uninhabited, this time line is in the grip of an ice age—with an ice sheet covering much of Europe, Canada, and the northern states of the US.


But it hasn’t been uninhabited forever. The enigmatic Forerunner ruins pose both a threat and a promise . . .









MAIN CHARACTER PROFILES


ERIC SMITH


Born in 1964 in time line two, Colonel Smith, USAF (retired) has been a government man all his life. He worked for the United States’ National Security Agency, then inside a top secret unit within Homeland Security. It was tasked with defending the States against threats from other time lines; these included world-walkers, those who could cross between these alternative worlds and his own time line. Many might consider this easy—after all, most known time lines are uninhabited, or populated by stone age tribes at best. However, the exceptions are the problem. The notorious Clan and their world-walkers came from time line one. And contact with this secretive organization resulted in a national trauma—dwarfing both 9/11 and the war on terror.


Smith knows that there are other inhabited time lines out there—and they’re hostile. At least one vanished civilization left relics far ahead of the United States’ technology levels, evidence that they’d been fighting—and losing—a para-time war against parties unknown. And then there’s the BLACK RAIN time line, where reconnaissance drones and human spies go missing and air samples contain traces of radioactive fallout.


Defending the nation is easier said than done, when you can’t even be sure what you’re defending it from. But you can make a good guess . . .


KURT DOUGLAS


Born in 1941 in time line two, Kurt Douglas grew up in the German Democratic Republic—East Germany—during the Cold War. Drafted at eighteen, he ended up in the Border Guards. Then, in late 1968, he escaped over the Berlin Wall to the West, and emigrated to the United States. Marrying Greta, another East German defector, he made a new life for himself. Kurt raised a family, and lived quietly with his son, daughter-in-law, and their adopted children—Rita and River.


The East German foreign intelligence service didn’t send Kurt to the West to spy on the United States. For a defector to infiltrate their host nation’s intelligence agencies was considered impossible. But they had longer-term objectives in mind: to have children who would be US citizens by birth, raised and trained as loyal agents of the worker’s state. They’d have the perfect backgrounds to infiltrate the NSA, the CIA, and the government. But the Cold War ended and East Germany reunified with the West before the plan could be carried out. Old skills don’t fade easily, and Kurt has given Rita the best training he could for living in a police state. And she knows, if she ever gets in over her head, that she can count on Grandpa Kurt—and his friends—for help.


MIRIAM BURGESON


Born in 1968 in time line two, Miriam grew up in Boston, Massachusetts. She worked as a tech sector journalist before discovering, in her early thirties, that her mother had been lying to her for most of her life; mother and daughter were fugitives from the Gruinmarkt—a small kingdom in time line one, which had reached medieval levels of technology. They were women of noble birth, whose designated role was to produce more world-walkers and to serve the Clan. Miriam world-walked ‘home’ by accident and was expected to conform. But that had never been Miriam’s style. So, in short order, she discovered a route to a new inhabited time line and built a business start-up—using it to import high-tech innovations into this new territory. This triggered a crisis within the Clan, reviving a dormant blood feud and causing civil war.


Now seventeen years have passed since the Clan and the Gruinmarkt were both destroyed. Clan reactionaries made a disastrous miscalculation that led to a very brief war with the United States—ending when the US nuked the Gruinmarkt. Miriam saw the writing on the wall and led anti-Clan survivors into exile in the new world she’d discovered. But here she found a revolution in progress—and a new vocation.


Miriam is now older and wiser, and a minister in government. She works for the New American Commonwealth, the ascendant democratic superpower of time line three. She’d taken part in the revolution that overthrew the absolute monarchy of the New British Empire, now defunct. And ever since, she’s been warning the new government, “the USA is coming”. For seventeen years, she’s been working feverishly to ensure that when the US drones arrive overhead, the Commonwealth will be ready to meet them on equal terms. But she wasn’t expecting them to be expecting her—and to have made plans accordingly.


RITA DOUGLAS


Born in 1995 in time line two, and adopted at birth by Franz and Emily Douglas, Rita was eight when Clan renegades from time line one nuked the White House. Growing up in President Rumsfeld’s America, she has learned to keep her head down and her nose clean. But there’s only so much you can do to avoid attention in a national security state when the government has you under constant surveillance in case the woman who gave you up for adoption (or her relatives) takes a renewed interest in you.


Rita has a history and drama studies degree, a pile of student loans, and no great employment prospects. At twenty-five years of age she doesn’t really know where she’s going. But that’s okay. Because the government has big plans for Rita.


ELIZABETH HANOVER


Born in 2002, just before the revolution that overturned the New British Empire and sent the crown into exile in St Petersburg, Elizabeth Hanover is the only child of his Royal Majesty John Frederick the Fourth, Emperor in Exile of the New British Empire. Unmarried, she’s a pawn in her father’s dynastic plans, which will come to fruition on the death of Adam Burroughs, First Man of the Commonwealth. But her father’s plans revolve around a royal marriage into the Bourbon dynasty, to a prince twice her own age (who possesses a mistress and, according to rumor, the pox). She’s supposed to be the Queen of a restored British Empire of the Americas. But Elizabeth isn’t stupid. She’s been watching the Commonwealth’s technological progress from afar, and laying plans of her own. Plans which will bring two nuclear-armed superpowers to the brink of war . . .









PRINCIPAL CAST LIST


UNITED STATES OF AMERICA


RITA DOUGLAS, struggling thespian


FRANZ DOUGLAS, Rita’s father


EMILY DOUGLAS, Rita’s mother


RIVER DOUGLAS, Rita’s brother


KURT DOUGLAS, Franz’s father, retiree


GRETA DOUGLAS, Kurt’s wife (deceased)


SONIA GOMEZ, DHS agent


ANGIE HAGEN, electrical contractor, childhood friend


JACK MERCER, DHS agent


PAULETTE MILAN, a spy


PATRICK O’NEILL, Rita’s supervisor


DR. EILEEN SCRANTON, deputy assistant to Secretary of State for Homeland Security, Smith’s boss


COLONEL ERIC SMITH, DHS, head of the Unit


DR. JULIE STRAKER, Colleague of Rita’s


NEW AMERICAN COMMONWEALTH (AND FRENCH EMPIRE)


MARGARET BISHOP, Party Commissioner


MIRIAM BURGESON (previously Miriam Beckstein), Minister for economic development and inter-timeline industrial espionage, Commonwealth Government


ERASMUS BURGESON (Miriam’s husband), Minister for Propaganda, Commonwealth Government


SIR ADAM BURROUGHS, First Man (head of state)


THE DAUPHIN, Heir to the throne of the French Empire


PRINCESS ELIZABETH HANOVER, heir to John Frederick


JOHN FREDERICK HANOVER, the Pretender, King in Exile of the New British Empire


MAJOR HULIUS HJORTH (YUL), Brilliana’s brother-in-law, world-walker spy


ELENA HJORTH, Huw Hjorth’s wife


HUW HJORTH, Explorer-General


BRILLIANA HJORTH (Huw’s wife), DPR (espionage agency) director


ADRIAN HOLMES, Party Secretary


ALICE MORGAN, Commonwealth Transport Police officer


OLGA THOROLD, Miriam’s director of counter-espionage
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Drowning in Berlin


BERLIN, TIME LINE TWO, AUGUST 2020


Elizabeth Hanover scuttled along the grimy sidewalk, her shoulders hunched and eyes downcast, running away from the sour fear-stink of a rendezvous gone wrong.


She was two blocks away from the ground-floor apartment where the Major lay, bleeding and unconscious in the care of questionable strangers, when a thud that reverberated through her rib cage set her heart pounding. Was that a bomb? she wondered. It sounded like a bomb. She’d heard too many of them for comfort in her short adult life. She increased her pace as distant sirens began to rise and fall.


The streetscape of this other-world Berlin was disorienting and unfamiliar. Her Berlin was the fusty regional capital of the French Imperial province of East Prussia. This Berlin was apparently the capital of a united federation of all the Germanies, in a looking-glass world where France was a Republic and the Russias were splintered separate nations. And there was no respite, in any direction she looked, from the reminders of her exile. The people around her went hatless and it seemed both men and women wore trousers. But that was the least of the strangeness. There are no horses, she realized dizzily. No ever-present road apples with their sweet-sick smell of equine droppings, no boys with brooms waiting to sweep the crossings. Did they eat all the horses? Is there a famine? But there were no obvious signs of starvation around her. Indeed, there were signs of outrageous wealth: street-corner grocery stores boasted outrageous expanses of plate glass. Some of the pedestrians talked to themselves, muttering or mumbling as if they were mad, while others walked heedlessly, eyes downcast at small, glowing tablets like the one she’d taken from Major Hjorth.


She’d imagined a future of melted-looking automobiles and streetcars, of flying machines and towers, but the small differences were far more disturbing. An infant pranced by in shoes with soles that flashed blue at every step, its hand held by a mother dressed in a Hussar’s jacket and tight trousers. A brightly lit advertising sign on a passing tram flared an incomprehensible message at her, then dissolved before her eyes into a picture of toothily smiling people. The unfamiliarity everywhere she turned her gaze was exhausting.


Liz gripped the torn messenger bag under her arm and moderated her pace to avoid attention. Her heart hammered as a green-striped vehicle roared past, blue beacons flashing from its roofline and siren wailing like a damned soul. Through its windows she glimpsed hard-faced men (or women) in uniform. It was heading towards the block she’d left behind. Major Hjorth’s scheme had clearly failed, attracting the worst kind of attention this world had to offer, and now she was stranded without any idea where to turn for help. Her unease veered towards suffocating panic. The Major’s proposal had looked so excitingly promising when she awakened this morning! But now it seemed like a snare into which she had thrust her head, and from which she could not withdraw.


Major Hjorth’s plan had gone off the rails when he’d been shot by Elizabeth’s guards. His body armor hadn’t quite stopped the bullet he took during her extraction. He’d brought her to his apartment and collapsed so she’d taken the glowing slab of glass he called a phone, but it stopped working for her, demanding that she look at it or enter some sort of code. A stranger called Fox turned up, then called a medic, and then the doorbell rang again. Scared, Liz had grabbed the Major’s bag with his holdout pistol and bolted through the back door. A minute later there had been an explosion, then the gendarmes converging behind her like black-uniformed wasps . . .


She came to a platform beside a streetcar stop. It had a rain shelter and some uncomfortable looking furniture. Liz paused and leaned gingerly against the unfamiliar plastic rails of the seat. The cumulative sense of strangeness, relentless and disturbing, threatened to drown her but she made herself take deep, measured breaths, and fought back the urge to panic while she took stock of her situation. What should I do now? she wondered.


She remembered the Major’s words: “We’re safe from Captain Bertrand, but this is not your world. There are other hazards. We’d best get you to a place of safety as fast as possible.” Bertrand had been her chief bodyguard—a polite word for jailer. There are other hazards. This was the world the Commonwealth’s exiled world-walkers had angered. The one that had hunted them back to their original home and cauterized it with corpuscular weapons, if her father’s intelligence briefings were to be believed.


A peculiar flat chime like a recording of real bells announced the arrival of a sleek, glass-walled streetcar. Liz watched, careful to keep her face expressionless, as doors rippled open along its length. She saw no sign of a ticket booth or conductor before the doors hissed closed and the machine whined away. It was eerily quiet for a tram. An illuminated sign on the shelter wall flickered: OSTBAHNHOFF 4Km. Were there two main stations in this Berlin? She shook her head, the tight scarf tugging at her hair. The other people she saw wore very different costumes but paid her little attention, as if she was a servant. Maybe it was her skin color, not just the outfit the Major had provided? She hunched up a little then forced herself to straighten, irrationally angry with herself.


Take stock: she had a nasty-looking pistol she hadn’t trained with, a magic mirror that didn’t work, and a wallet containing some paper money and plastic wafers the size of playing cards (value: unknown). She also had a number of solid gold guineas she’d stitched into her underwear over the past three nights, not trusting the Major entirely, but turning them into local cash required some understanding of how things worked here. She could get by in German and Russian, as well as being fluent in French and English. Stacked against her were: the Major’s posited enemies, whoever they were. (Presumably, they were the ones responsible for the explosion). Whoever Fox had been afraid of—possibly the grim-faced gendarmes in their trucks? And the difficulty of making contact with the Major’s backers. How can I—


An angry hornet buzzed in her bag. Liz squeaked and clamped her elbow tight on it, panicking. The buzzing stopped: moments later it buzzed again. She exhaled, realizing it was a mechanism of some sort. She opened the bag and looked inside. The Major’s phone was vibrating, and it lit up the interior of the bag like a magician’s cave, flashing a cryptic message: INTERNATIONAL CALL, NUMBER WITHHELD. Relief and worry twisted her mind in knots as she fumbled the device out of the bag and held it to her cheek.


“Hello? Is that Elizabeth?”


It was a woman’s voice, tinny and tentative. She spoke English, oddly-accented.


“Who is this?” She asked nervously.


“Hello? I can’t hear you—”


Liz turned the device around, upside down, and tried again. “Who is this?”


“Are you Elizabeth? If so, can you tell me the date when you were born?”


Tumblers spun in her head as sleepy summer lessons from Dr. Henkel, her father’s chief of security, slotted into place. “Only if you tell me whose phone this is, first,” she challenged. “Don’t use their name, just identify them.”


“Why? Oh. This phone belongs to the Major, of course.”


Elizabeth’s shoulders trembled with relief and she recited her birthdate.


“Thank you, Elizabeth. I work for Control—we direct the Major. I understand something has gone wrong—”


“Tell me something I don’t know!” she said crossly. “I’m not with the Major right now. Too many people came. I stepped outside and a minute later there was an explosion.” She glanced around furtively, but nobody waited within earshot. “The gendarmes came running. I think it’s too dangerous to go back.”


“You’re absolutely right.” Control fell silent for a second or two. “Elizabeth, you should assume that the Major is dead or captured. We will honor the agreement he made with you if that is agreeable, but it will take us a few hours—possibly a couple of days—to get you out of there. Meanwhile we’re going to make alternative arrangements on the fly. First things first: this phone is your lifeline. But it is probably going to need charging up in a couple of hours, and if its battery goes flat you won’t be able to use it.”


“I can’t use it anyway; it doesn’t recognize my face and it keeps asking for a password—”


“Not a problem if you can memorize this number?” Control recited a six-digit code. “That will get you in. But you absolutely must obtain a booster battery as fast as possible. Did the Major give you any money?”


Elizabeth chewed her lip. “Before I left, I took his wallet,” she admitted.


“Excellent!” To her chagrin, Control sounded approving. “You think quickly: this might just work. Listen, you need to go to one of the S-Bahn or DB—main railway—stations. Use the Major’s transit pass—it’s a plastic card labelled BVG, you tap it on the ticket machine as you board a tram or catch the subway—then when you get to the station you must look for a kiosk. Ask the kiosk owner for a booster battery and get them to show you how to connect it to the phone. Younger ones, under fifty, they mostly speak enough English—”


“I can get by in German.” I hope. “How much will this cost? I don’t know how much money is worth here.”


“Somewhere between five and twenty-five euros is about right. How much do you have?”


Liz rummaged through the Major’s wallet. “Three notes that say one-hundred euros. And two fifties.” Also some small change. She rummaged some more. “I found the BVG card.” I think.


“You can buy a cheap restaurant meal and a drink for ten to twenty. Find a kiosk, get a phone charger, take yourself somewhere to eat, and I’ll call you back within the hour with directions to somewhere you can stay the night. Can you do that?”


Liz looked around uncertainly. Another tram was approaching, its electronic chime sounding slightly flat. The moving sign on the front of the streetcar agreed with the sign on the shelter. “I think so,” she said, setting her shoulders. “I’ll try.”


“Take care, then! Control out.” The phone went dark as the tram drew up beside her. Liz slid it in her bag and stepped aboard. Moments later the doors sighed closed and the tram lurched into motion, bearing her away into the streets of East Berlin.


TEMPELHOF AIR FORCE BASE, BERLIN, TIME LINE TWO, AUGUST 2020


“This isn’t public yet—we don’t want a panic—but we just lost time line four. The Dome, the Bridge, and Camp Singularity: they’re all gone.”


Colonel Smith, formerly of the US Air Force and then the NSA, now led a shadowy unit within the para-temporal division of Homeland Security tasked with countering intruders from other time lines. He stared at his boss’s face on his tablet screen. He’d started the conference call expecting to share some good news for once—a captured enemy agent, just one loose end left to collect—with her. The change of track was jarring. “Damn! How? What’s the impact assessment? Is my side of operations intact or do I need to re-plan?”


His boss, Dr. Eileen Scranton, cut across him. Their conversation was time-lagged by the satellite link across the Atlantic. “It impacts everything, Eric. Over a thousand people got out of the research facility at Camp Singularity—just in time, luckily—but now several thousand more people know what happened there. It’s going to leak, there’s no way to keep an alien invasion secret—”


“—A what? Excuse me, but I could swear you just said the words alien invasion?” Eileen Scranton didn’t play games. At least, not with her core staff: “What?”


Dr. Scranton glared through the video link. Smith shut up, chagrined at his lapse. After a couple of seconds she resumed. “I was supervising an operation at Camp Singularity.” The camp, in time line four, was an archaeological dig site of military significance. The dig was excavating the high-tech ruins of a destroyed para-time fortress. These included a still-functioning gate to a time line where the Earth had been destroyed—compressed down to a planetary-mass black hole—by an as-yet unidentified enemy. “I was there in person. We dropped a space probe through the Gate on a flyby of the hole. It was a reconnaissance mission, but it woke up some kind of weapons platform.”


“A space probe? Which one?” There were at least three probe projects Smith had heard of, all with different goals and factions promoting them. None had been green-lit for launch before now, and he was mildly irritated to find himself on the outside.


“ERGO-1.” A joint Space Command project, with lots of interest from the Air Force. “They were testing the black hole as a tool for gravitational slingshot maneuvers. It case they needed to launch a first strike against the Commonwealth, sending warheads through para-time.” Dr. Scranton looked mildly disgusted at the scheme’s lack of subtlety. “The head-bangers on the National Security Council want a bigger club. As you have to liaise with the Commonwealth directly, you were kept in the dark for plausible deniability.”


ERGO-1 was a modified maneuvering bus from a Minuteman ICBM, the platform that aimed and released the nuclear warheads the missile carried. Loaded with instruments instead of bombs, they’d sent it through the Gate as a test. It had been built in a hurry on a budget of mere hundreds of millions of dollars, peanuts for a nuclear weapons program. The objective had been to prove it was feasible to place missile warheads in close orbit around the planetary-mass black hole in the uninhabited time line. If so, they’d be available to carry out a para-time nuclear strike, arriving over their targets without any warning. So the Camp Singularity crew had pushed the test-bed through the Gate between worlds, letting it fall on an orbit passing close to the planetary-mass black hole that had replaced the Earth in that time line.


Viewed with 20/20 hindsight, perhaps it hadn’t been such a good idea after all.


“We accidentally tickled a dragon’s tail, and the dragon woke up.” Dr. Scranton looked as if she’d bitten a chili pepper by mistake instead of a plum tomato.


“What kind of dragon?” Smith asked, fascinated. The alien relics they’d found in the Dome at Camp Singularity had been junk, corroded into inactivity by two thousand years of exposure to the elements. Nobody had expected anything but trash to survive in the high radiation environment close to a black hole.


“It launched some kind of interceptors. They destroyed ERGO-1, then invaded through the Gate. Current consensus is that there was some kind of dormant alien weapons platform down there in the gravity well. In hindsight—we should have anticipated this. I mean, it was on the other side of a gate leading from a multi-dimensional fortress that was destroyed centuries ago. But it was asleep until we accidentally woke it up.”


Crap, crap, Smith swore silently. Eileen’s increasingly rattled delivery suggested that she was really worried: last time he’d seen her like this . . . “What do you want me to do?” he asked.


“For now? Be aware of it, while continuing with the operations in Berlin and New York. The media blackout is holding, but I think it’ll leak to the public within days at the outside and then we’ll have to re-plan everything. We’re desperately short of information right now, although steps are being taken to remedy that on the ground. Meanwhile, the potential for embarrassment in front of the Commonwealth is extensive. I’m bringing it up because we showed Rita Camp Singularity.” The corners of Eileen’s mouth turned down. Smith had recruited and trained Rita Douglas as a world-walking agent of Homeland Security. She was currently assigned to a diplomatic mission in the Commonwealth. There she’d met her birth mother, Miriam, who was high up in the Commonwealth government and also, for unrelated reasons, at the top of the FBI’s Most Wanted list. Her psych profile said she was loyal and she’d been carefully primed to mistrust Miriam—and the Unit had her on a leash via her family and girlfriend—but Smith knew better than to trust anyone unconditionally.


“Do we have reason to believe the Commonwealth know about time line four?” Eric asked cautiously.


“It’s not impossible. There were signs that world-walkers from the Commonwealth visited the Dome before we discovered it. But the mess could have been made by their people—or by someone else. Maybe there were survivors from the Dome’s garrison?” (She clearly assumed that the archaeological evidence suggesting the Dome was a para-time fortress was correct.) “Or it could have been our fault. The initial survey team’s first reaction was to block the Gate—it was venting air from time line four directly into the vacuum on the black hole’s side—and they didn’t realize how sensitive the site was until later.”


“Ouch.” Smith winced. “Okay, thanks for the heads-up. Meanwhile I’ve got an update for you.”


“Oh good. And how are things going in Berlin?” Scranton asked pensively.


Smith smiled like a shark. “Ms. Milan is cooperating, and the dominos are falling into place. NSA identified her time line two contact. As we suspected, it was Major Hjorth. They then handed us his lamplighter—” the local assistant, tasked with preparing safe locations and supplies for an agent in the field—“codename FOX. FOX turned out to be a local fixer for drug smugglers. He didn’t know the safe house he was preparing was for world-walkers. Our NSA friends had tabs on him already, so we hauled him in and he sang like a canary. Hjorth had spun him a story about industrial espionage—the Indonesian biosynthetic rubber trade—and used him to buy a light plane, lease an apartment in a very specific area of East Berlin, and buy weapons, body armor, and second-grade identity documents—not watertight, there were no biometrics—for an Elizabeth Hanover. Hjorth then turned up at the apartment, shot with a large-caliber pistol and in the company of an unknown woman.”


Scranton’s eyes widened. “Hanover: isn’t that the name of . . .”


“Yep: if it’s the same Elizabeth Hanover who’s mentioned in Rita’s reports, she’s the heir to the royal family that the Commonwealth kicked out during their revolution. And the only heir at that. A princess.”


“Please tell me you’ve got them both in custody?”


“Ah.” Smith’s smile slipped. “We caught Major Hjorth. He’s stable in hospital under guard. But the woman gave us the slip right before we arrived—she can’t have been gone even two minutes, we were that close. We’ve got fingerprints and DNA samples that don’t match anybody on record, the federal and local cops have an all-points out, but we haven’t picked her up yet. The good news is, she didn’t have Hjorth’s fake ID. If she’s just come over from the Commonwealth time line she’s bound to be utterly disoriented. So it’s basically a waiting game: hours, a day or two at most until we reel her in. It’ll be interesting to hear what the world-walkers were doing with her, won’t it?”


Dr. Scranton’s face was still, but the Colonel could see her mind whirling. “With the Commonwealth in crisis, this could be all the leverage we need to nail the world-walkers.”


“Yup. Best case, we might be able to roll up all their espionage operations over here and implicate them in a conspiracy to seize control over the Commonwealth by reinstalling the monarchy. Or we hold the heir, who is presumably of value or they wouldn’t have set up such an elaborate overseas operation. Either way, we gain freedom of action, and they lose it.” Eileen cracked a tense smile. “Get me the girl, Eric—alive—and I’ll have the lever I need to move worlds.”


“Yes ma’am.” Speaking of worlds, a parting thought struck him: “Are you thinking of arranging a game of ‘let’s you and him fight’ between the aliens and the Commonwealth? As a Plan B, in case the Commonwealth doesn’t manage to shoot itself in both feet when you hand them the ammunition?”


Dr. Scranton’s cheek twitched. “While it’s interesting that you might think that, I couldn’t possibly comment. That kind of caper is way above your pay grade—or mine.” As Scranton reported to the Secretary for Homeland Security, who in turn answered directly to the President, it was obvious who she meant. The Commonwealth had zero friends in the US Administration, not least because they’d absorbed the Clan of world-walkers who had nuked the White House seventeen years earlier. Never forgive, never forget. “Let’s just say I’m juggling live hand grenades right now, and I’m relying on you to keep this particular one from exploding in my face.”


BOSTON, UNITED STATES, TIME LINE TWO, AUGUST 2020


Rita’s contacts had chosen her grandmother’s grave in Boston for the rendezvous. Very fitting, Kurt thought. It was his second visit to his wife Greta’s headstone this month. He wondered if he’d ever see it again.


Don’t be silly. Rita wouldn’t have agreed to contact you if she didn’t trust them to keep their end of a bargain. Whoever they are. His adoptive granddaughter was nothing if not sensible, and she’d grown up with tradecraft in her veins, a third-generation spy raised on US soil. She knew better than to take anything at face value. A canny girl, even though she’d fallen so deep into the turbid waters of intrigue that she’d need sonar to see the surface.


The message had come via Angie, Rita’s girlfriend (who was playing the part of her controller in the informal but deadly-serious Game of Spies Kurt was running). Decrypted, it read: HER MOTHER’S PEOPLE WANT YOU TO VISIT THEM. SAY IT’S URGENT. IF YOU AGREE, RDV DETAILS ARE . . .


Her mother’s people. The Clan: World-walkers from a backwards, quasi-mediaeval time line, who had grown wealthy running a major narcotics trafficking operation. They had been discovered by the US government and reacted to their exposure with devastating, deadly force, provoking an even more violent response. (Action and reaction both involved multiple nuclear explosions.) The survivors were now living in exile in another parallel North America, having thrown in their lot with the revolutionaries of the Commonwealth—in a world where history had taken a wildly different path.


If you’re going to dine with the devil, bring a long spoon to the table. It wasn’t as if there were many alternatives, in Kurt’s opinion. He was certain that Rita’s employers in Homeland Security didn’t have her best interests at heart: they were handling her like a disposable asset. And if they had even an inkling about who and what he was—or the way he’d seen to Rita’s training, much less how she’d first met Angie—then the best he could hope for was exile in a foreign country at best: more likely, life in a supermax facility run by Homeland Security.


Besides, Rita’s birth mother wouldn’t have asked to meet with Rita’s elderly adoptive grandfather if Rita—or someone else—hadn’t told her birth mother altogether too much about him for comfort. Cover: blown.


Last time he’d visited Greta’s graveside it had been raining. Today the weather was colder but drier, with a chilly wind from the east. Autumnal, that was the word. He left his wheels at the motel car park and caught the T, then walked from the nearest stop. He didn’t bother to dodge cameras or disguise his approach, or cut the radio frequency labels out of his underwear: the best concealment was not to be caught doing anything strange in the first place. Visiting his wife’s grave was—


If they could pull you in and interrogate you for visiting your wife’s grave, then it was already too late.


“Hi, Gramps!”


He’d been expecting her, but it still made his chest lurch. “Rita.”


Rita stepped out from behind a tree only a few feet away. She closed the gap between them and hugged him, hard enough that his old bones creaked. It had only been a few days since he’d last seen her, but it felt longer. Kurt’s twenty-five-year-old adoptive granddaughter didn’t look anything like him. Her hair was long and dark and straight, her eyes brown and her skin the color of latte—her birth father’s sole bequest. She was dressed oddly, in some kind of tailored tunic-and-trousers outfit. “Let’s see if you can ride me piggy-back? We need to make this quick.”


“Ha! All right, let’s try that.” She’d ridden on his shoulders often enough when she’d been a toddler that turnaround was fair play. She crouched before him and Kurt laboriously wrapped his arms around her. Then she stood, wheezing under his weight, head bowed, shoulders hunched—


Kurt’s ears popped slightly and everything changed.


There was no graveyard here, just a woodland hillside. It was covered with young trees that grew so thickly that it was impossible to see for any distance. The trees seemed to be of uniform age, which was curious because there was no sign of husbandry—the spacing was uneven, the undergrowth wild. It was warmer and cloudier than the graveyard, too. “Can’t stay.” Rita wheezed as he slid off her back. “Wait, don’t move. And try not to touch anything. There’s still fallout.”


The skin on the back of Kurt’s neck crawled. “Fallout? You mean, this is the . . .”


“Yeah, this is what’s left of the Gruinmarkt.” A mediaevalesque kingdom in the time line the Clan originally came from, before their reactionary faction picked a fight with the United States. “The trees and plants have grown back but the surface soil is lousy with Cesium-131. You wouldn’t want to eat anything that grows here. Also, the DHS does regular drone overflights so we shouldn’t hang about. Let me see . . .” Rita checked a boxy device like an old-time PDA. “We’re on target. Okay, one more jaunt.”


Another heave, and the world changed again, even more confusingly.


“Downtown Boston, Commonwealth remix. Grandpa, I’d like to introduce you to Inspector Morgan. She’s my minder. Inspector, this is my grandfather.”


Kurt nodded and smiled vacuously at the woman in the unfamiliar uniform, trying hard to look like a harmless old geezer. The Inspector was in her thirties, old enough to know what she was about, and she had the stony expression and constant sidelong scan of a cop. Sure enough, she wasn’t buying his act.


“Mr. Douglas.” (At least she started out politely.) “Thank you for agreeing to meet the Party Commissioner. Please come this way, there’s a car waiting outside. You too, Rita.”


They’d landed in a back yard surrounded by crumbling brick walls, half-overrun by a patch of raspberry canes suffocating in a tangle of bindweed. The house that the garden backed onto gazed down at them blankly, its windows covered with wooden boards. Going by the peeling paint and skewed tiles, it had seen better days. The Inspector was not the only uniform in their reception committee. She came with a side-order of mus cle: two troopers in green wool greatcoats, unfamiliar-looking guns slung across their chests.


Rita stretched her arms overhead, clearly creaky from lifting her grandfather. She followed the Inspector along an overgrown path around the side of the house. Kurt trailed behind them, heart thudding as the two armed police guards took up the rear.


At first it had been just barely possible for Kurt to imagine they were in a regular New England town. But once the other houses on the street came into view—not to mention the vehicles—the illusion was shattered. The street was paved in cobblestones, with embedded metal rails and overhead wires for a streetcar system. The buildings were smoke-stained cinderblock row houses with shared walls, climbing three, four, or even five stories above the sidewalk. What had been a graveyard in Cambridge was now, it seemed, suburban sprawl. And as for the automobiles—


“Yeah, I had that reaction the first time, too,” Rita said disarmingly. She slid across the bench-seat in the back of the limousine to make space for him. It stank of leather wax, gasoline, and stale cigarettes.


“It reminds me of . . .” Kurt shook his head. In his youth he once rode up-front in a VIP’s Soviet-built ZiL limousine, wearing his dress uniform as part of the VIP’s bodyguard. This time, the Inspector took the front passenger seat while he got to play the part of that long-dead Stasi official. “This takes me back,” he said, taking his place beside Rita and groping for the seat-belt. He was half-surprised to find one in such an old-fashioned car. When the driver turned the engine over it wheezed and clattered for a few seconds then caught with a snarl, followed by the gurgle of fuel draining through archaic carburetors. “Where are we to go?”


“An aviation field,” the Inspector cut in ahead of Rita. “Then we will continue by gyrodyne.” Whatever one of those was. The Inspector sat stiffly: from behind, Kurt saw her hair was scraped back into a bun with military severity, pinned down like a beetle impaled in a naturalist’s display case.


Kurt stared through the windows of the gas-guzzling behemoth as it roared through unfamiliar streets, past odd-looking vehicles and people in odder clothing. It was almost, but not quite, a reprise of his arrival in the United States, a year after he went over the wall and claimed asylum in West Germany. He’d made his run via a stretch of the border defenses where the landmines lacked detonators and the magazines in the border guards’ guns fired blanks at his back, under orders from the Foreign Intelligence Directorate. (Richard Nixon had been president then, Elvis was still alive, and buzz-cut aviators played golf on the Moon.)


This time line’s Boston seemed drab, grey, and lacking in vibrancy. It took him a while to realize what he was noticing was simply the absence of garish video hoardings. Nobody was light-bombing the roads with advertising. Other differences gradually emerged. There weren’t enough cars. The omnipresent Stars and Stripes flags flying over every federal and state building were absent. The police wore green. And there were a lot more streetcars. It felt oddly homely. All these tiny cues were alien, but the sum of the parts took him back to his youth. This looking-glass America resembled the GDR in so many tiny ways that it was felt more familiar than the home time line he’d just left. He wondered then if the resemblance ran deeper, echoed in the politics: or whether the superficial similarities concealed something even more alien than echoes of Communist East Germany, thirty years after the wall came down. But for now, the strange sense of déjà vu was almost comforting. He felt a small hand slide into his. “It’ll be all right,” his granddaughter reassured him: “you’ll see.”


NEW LONDON, MANHATTAN ISLAND, TIME LINE THREE, AUGUST 2020


The news that Adam Burroughs had finally breathed his last detonated under the bureaucracy of the New American Commonwealth’s government like a torpedo beneath the keel of a battleship. Normal business was cancelled or postponed. Flags were lowered to half-mast, contingency plans activated, communiques released, and all-hands meetings called at which black armbands were issued and speeches made.


Adam, the First Man, had been many things: minor gentry, official in the Land Registry, political philosopher, dissident, revolutionary, and finally the father of the Commonwealth. In life he’d been its head of state. In death he became an abstract symbol, a rallying cry. Truthfully, he hadn’t been significantly involved in the day to day business of governance since the cancer entered its final stages six months ago. But his followers were determined that his death would not be a joyful occasion for the enemies of this time line’s first democratic republic.


And in some particularly zealous circles, where it had been decided that his death would serve as a mandate for change, long-laid plans were put into action.


An emergency committee was in session in a marble-fronted ministerial building, inside the fortified palace walls of New London, the government canton at the south end of Manhattan Island. It wasn’t a large committee, but it was top-heavy with departmental heads from the Ministry of Intertemporal Technological Intelligence, MITI—the government agency responsible for using industrial espionage against parallel universes to speedily modernize the Commonwealth.


Sitting in on this meeting was Huw Hjorth, the Explorer-General, whose responsibility included the opening up of uninhabited time lines. Also present was Brilliana Hjorth, the Director of the Department for Para-time Research, the chief spymaster targeting the United States of America in Time Line Two. And chairing the meeting was Miriam Burgeson, the People’s Commissioner in charge of MITI.


“Huw.” Miriam stared down the length of the polished mahogany table: “How soon can you fly JUGGERNAUT?”


Huw stared right back at her. “Seriously?” Huw Hjorth—mid-forties, still somewhat gawky despite the assurance that came with age, seniority, and knowing damn well that he was right about most things—looked momentarily apprehensive. “The plans call for a two-month launch campaign, but . . . do you need me to give you a risk assessment for fastest-possible launch to orbit? Or just a guess?”


“I need to know how soon it can fly—the absolute fastest we can launch. Short answer first, then the details.” Sitting to Miriam’s left, the Director of the DPR, Huw’s wife Brilliana, cast him a warning look. Don’t push your luck. Miriam was all but twitching from the coffee she’d consumed during the meeting so far.


“Well then.” Huw crossed his fingers under the table.: “In principle JUGGERNAUT can fly now, but there’s about a twenty percent probability of a severity one failure. And ‘now’ means ‘maybe this week, if we hit the ground running, work around the clock, and absolutely everything goes perfectly.’ If anything at all goes wrong, you can add at least a month. If we detect any major hardware snags, add three.”


“Ah.” Miriam froze. “Severity one failure is the worst, isn’t it?”


“It’s a fatal in-flight accident, yes. Loss of vehicle and crew.” A couple of faces around the table looked uncertain: directors from departments who hadn’t been fully briefed on JUGGERNAUT yet. Huw cleared his throat. “JUGGERNAUT is a pulse-detonation powered deep space ship. Not just another rocket, like the ones our colleagues in the regular space program are working on. It drops atomic bombs . . . sorry, corpses—” he translated into the Commonwealth’s older, pre-MITI vernacular—“and detonates them behind a huge, armored pusher-plate. The vehicle can make orbit on roughly eight hundred propulsion charges. That’s eight hundred nuclear explosions. Once it’s in orbit it’s fairly reliable—the main risks are as it ascends through the lower atmosphere. Our computers just aren’t good enough to model the dynamics with the precision we need to guarantee a successful launch.” He paused. “We put an unmanned prototype into orbit eight months ago, but the production vehicle is bigger, heavier, and way more complex. JUGGERNAUT has a crew of twenty astronauts, including at least four world-walkers. If you want to deliver a thousand tons of cargo to the surface of Mars? We can probably scale up to that with the next vehicle. But this one isn’t designed for deep space—it’s intended to go on a twelve-month orbital exploration tour of parallel Earths, mapping time lines from space. In one year it can open up as many new worlds as we’ve explored in the past decade.”


Several faces turned pale. “But—if there’s a severity one failure on take-off, does that mean—”


“Yes, it means exactly what you think. We’d lose the launch site, vehicle factory, and quite possibly everybody on the ground too. It’d spray fallout—including forty tons of weapons-grade plutonium—everywhere. That’s why we launch from an uninhabited time line—time line twelve, for this shot. The only people on the ground will be in a deep bunker—the launch control team. Once it’s in orbit, the world-walkers aboard will jaunt it to whichever time line we want it to explore, taking it with them, so in that respect it’s clean. In fact, the whole project is un-workable without world-walkers; if JUGGERNAUT fired up its main drive in low Earth orbit, it would fry our satellite communications and navigation infrastructure. To maneuver, it jaunts into an uninhabited time line. It navigates by making a cross-time line knight’s move, basically.”


“Assuming it works.” This from the deputy director of the Institute for Tutelary Transfer: he looked unhappy with the whole idea.


“The components are flight-proven.” Huw shrugged. “We based the test article on the American ORION study from the 1960s. The un-crewed prototype worked. So launch is feasible. It’s the rest of the mission that worries me.”


Getting up into orbit just involved detonating a few tonnes of plutonium: getting down again afterwards was the hard bit. They’d built a crew reentry capsule and tested it on top of an ICBM, but nobody had ever ridden one down from orbit before. And explaining all these risk factors to outsiders, and giving them a realistic perspective, was hard.


“This is a huge gamble,” said the ITT deputy; he seemed to have a compulsive urge to cover his ass. “Is it really necessary, or is a more gradual test program acceptable?”


Brill met Huw’s eyes across the table. She shook her head minutely, then glanced at Miriam. “We are approaching a critical decision point,” she said. “I don’t know how closely you’ve been following developments with the United States, but it may be necessary to make a display of ‘technical competence’—”


Miriam snorted. “It’s time to park a battleship on the White House lawn.” Not that the White House National Monument had much of a lawn: it had been at ground zero of one of the nukes on 7/16. “Pay a friendly visit to the International Space Station. Something showy to grab the TV news cycle and signal that messing with us is a bad idea, like the Soviets used to do with their May Day parades.”


Miriam slowly rolled a pen between her fingers. “Our intel assessments show that the current US administration is almost certainly underestimating us. They know in the abstract that they’re dealing with a nuclear-armed superpower from another time line. But unless we show them something they can’t match, they’ll assume we’re just a regular opponent. Another ‘Upper Volta with nuclear missiles,’ as one of their presidents called the Soviet Union.” Those of her audience who’d studied the history of the other time line nodded.


“They’re a planetary hegemonic power with a very aggressive foreign policy, a tendency to project their own worst intentions onto others, and a system that makes it really difficult to back down from a fight. Any leader who shows weakness hemorrhages support with the electorate, and the foreign affairs hierarchy is structured to systematically filter out doves and promote hawks,” she explained. “If they look at us and think we’re weak they’ll try to manipulate us, and if they look at us and see their own mirror-image—a nuclear-armed superpower with para-time capability and a revolutionary ideology—they may panic and attack. Possibly with a nuclear first strike. Those are their ingrained responses, and we’ve got to find a way to bypass that, a way to shock them into sanity. The Ministry of Propaganda thinks the best way to do that is to present them with a display of competence so far beyond their reach that their usual methods are obviously inappropriate. But it has to be a non-violent one, otherwise we risk triggering an automatic retaliation.”


“We don’t want to nuke them, either,” Brill added helpfully, glancing around the table: “Speaking from experience, that never ends well.”


“Do you want me to get JUGGERNAUT ready to orbit and transition to time line two?” Huw asked. “As a propaganda mission, rather than the exploration flight currently scheduled?”


“If necessary, yes, but to throw a diplomatic punch we don’t need to actually step on their territory. An overflight of New London during Sir Adam’s funeral should do it, as long as they’ve got observers on the ground and we can get video into their news cycle. And we’re making damned sure that’s the case—not just relying on Rita,” she added. Low-key negotiations with the US State Department had been in progress for weeks: an actual diplomatic mission was expected to arrive any day now.


“Time scale?”


“The sooner the better. The First Man’s funeral gives us a timetable, and is a good excuse to put negotiations with the United States on hold for a week. After we bury Sir Adam, they’ll expect us to be paralyzed while factions jockey to fill the power vacuum. Their fingers will be tightening on the trigger, just in case the new First Citizen is unreasonable. That’s the period of greatest risk: it would be the perfect time for someone to hold a coup d’etat. But showing off JUGGERNAUT during the funeral parade will certainly not hurt our credibility here, and ought to give the Americans cause to pause. If they don’t back down, then we need to double down and send JUGGERNAUT to visit their own time line. If JUGGERNAUT doesn’t fly and we get through the inauguration of the new First Citizen without any extradimensional crises, then—“she paused—“it means the Americans are being unexpectedly reasonable and you can stop worrying about an emergency launch. But I wouldn’t bet on it.”


Huw scribbled notes on the pad atop his blotter. “Anything else?” He asked tensely.


“Yes. You’d better tell the commissary at Camp Bastion and the launch site to expect an influx of visitors. MiniProp isn’t going to let an opportunity like this slip through its fingers, so JUGGERNAUT is going to go public sooner rather than later. You’re going to have journalists, correspondents, and visiting dignitaries coming out of your ears during the countdown. It’s going to be a circus, and you’re the ring-master.”


“Oh joy.” Huw rolled his eyes. “You know, that’s almost enough to make me want to ride the thing myself.” Or watch the launch from the bleachers overlooking the pad, without benefit of factor one million sun block.


“Don’t be silly.” Brill glared at her husband. “You’ve already assigned the flight crew!”


“Yes, and Rudi’s due to take the helm. It would help if Hulius was around, though: I’m backup for the flight director’s desk in mission control, but we need backups for everyone on the crew, and you stole my main candidate for the captain’s slot. Consequently, I’ve been shadowing Rudi as well, and although there’s some overlap between flight director and captain, holding down both chairs has been eating my life.”


Brilliana’s face froze. “Well, there’s a problem with Yul.” At his raised eyebrow she added, “nothing you can help with, I’m afraid. Nothing we can fix right now.” She paused. “Hopefully we’ll get him back soon, but probably not in time for JUGGERNAUT.”


Miriam cleared her throat. “We’ll just have to hope nothing happens to Rudi in the next few days, won’t we?”


Brill snorted. “Nothing can possibly go wrong now. You’ll see.”
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“It’ll be all right,” Rita had told her grandfather, with a degree of certainty that she didn’t quite feel. “You’ll see.” Kurt raised a tangled eyebrow from the other side of the back seat: abashed, she subsided into silence.


It was best not to say anything: the car from the Commonwealth Ministry was almost certainly bugged. While snooping devices built in this time line were still relatively crude, the Ministry of Intertemporal Technological Intelligence had access to just about anything that could be bought off-the-shelf in time line two. And they’d have absolutely no compunction about using imported tools to bug the Minister’s long-lost daughter—who was also a foreign agent of influence—and her adoptive grandfather.


Kurt had a momentary flashback to a rainy afternoon fifteen years ago. He’d been baby-sitting Rita for her parents. To keep her entertained, he’d played a series of classic cold war spy shows, pointing out along the way how implausible the secret agents’ gizmos all were. (Rita had demanded a secret elevator in the hallway closet, presumably to take her down to the command bunker in the basement. He recalled that she was very upset when he explained about dead ends and killing zones.)


Years later she’d told him that what stuck with her, even then, was the clunkiness of everything. The toe-crushing weight of Maxwell Smart’s shoe-phone, the size of the microphones and reel-to-reel tape decks in the original Mission:Impossible. So then Kurt had shown her a German website maintained by a guy who was into old Stasi bugging devices. The Stasi and their Soviet opposite numbers, the KGB, believed the gadgets in Bond movies were real. They’d set up factories dedicated to copying Bond’s toys and making them work in the real world. They had little success: film props were not required to comply with the laws of physics, and in the end, the real world disappointed them just as badly as real human beings had disappointed the social theoreticians of the Communist Party.


When Rita was sixteen, as part of her ongoing education in covert ops, Kurt had laid Rita’s phone on the kitchen table. Then he’d made her write down a list of all the ways in which it resembled an implausible sixties movie spy gadget. Encrypted radio. Encrypted email. Gyroscopes and accelerometers and satellite navigation (itself an exotic multi-billion-dollar fantasy, until long after the last Sean Connery Bond film). Cameras—a color video camera with stereophonic audio and zoom—cameras in the plural! The ability to remotely control a small quadrotor drone with its own remote camera! A computer that could run hacking tools! All it lacked was a concealed gun barrel loaded with .22 hollow-point cartridges (although if you really needed one you could buy it from a Chinese factory, at least until they criminalized bitcoin). “You must assume that everyone you meet these days has the wiretap and bugging resources of George Smiley,” he told her. Which was emphatically true, even back in 2010—and even more so today. What was one to make of a world in which every two-bit small town sheriff could field an infantry fighting vehicle, and every college frat boy carried spy gadgets beyond the artifice of Bond’s Q Division?


They rode in silence until they came to a gate set in a brick wall with a razor wire hairdo. There was a checkpoint at the gate, staffed by men and women in oddly functional comic opera uniforms. Documents were examined, faces scrutinized—briefly, with unnerving deference. Then they drove out onto a concrete taxiway that led past a series of aircraft hangars. Military aviation installations seemed to converge on the same basic architecture everywhere. The aircraft they approached was of a kind unfamiliar to Kurt—a hybrid vehicle with stubby wings bearing pusher propellers, capped by a huge overhead rotor, the blades of which ended in tiny jet pods—but evidently it served the same function as an Osprey tiltrotor. Men in uniform strapped them into seats and handed them headsets, then the overhead blades spun up with a banshee shriek. The gyrodyne was impressively loud even by military standards, but faster than a regular helicopter. Boston to Manhattan was two hundred miles, but the rotorcraft tore down the coast and began to descend only an hour after departure.


They alighted on a helipad in the middle of a plantation of neoclassical-looking government buildings. Another car was waiting for them. Kurt kept an eye on Rita: he worried that she seemed to be acquiring a dangerous insouciance about this level of VIP transport, as if it was the natural order of things in this world. It was clear that her birth mother was an important person here, but the degree to which the machinery of state tilted towards her alarmed him. This was Politburo-level servility, the trappings of imperial power assumed by the functionaries who had risen to the top after the people’s revolution. Kurt had met a few such people during his youth, and while some of them were good men and women trying to do a thankless job, others were the same sociopaths who bloated corporate boardrooms these days—only with fewer brakes on their depravity. He desperately hoped that Miriam Burgeson wasn’t one of that kind.


Some things seemed constant across time lines. Government buildings came with uniformed guards on reception, junior officials scurrying round busily, and senior functionaries pacing out measured steps. There was more marble and statuary than he could count, gilt-framed paintings of significant events and famous people lining the corridors, and at least one flag in every room. But the flag was unfamiliar to him. Neither the Stars and Stripes nor the Bundesdienstflagge Tricoleur of his youth existed in this time line: the flag of the Commonwealth featured a superposition of red diagonals on a gold field, its symbolism opaque.


They came to a pair of doors flanked by soldiers in dress uniform. They opened for Inspector Morgan, and Rita followed her as if it was her right. Kurt slouched in behind them, glancing sidelong at the guards. The red tunics and gold braid were fancy but the guns held across their chests were jarringly functional, and ceremonial duty didn’t stop them from staring back at him, unblinking. There are real threats here, Kurt pondered. I wonder what they are?


“Hello! You must be Kurt? Rita has told me so much—I’ve been looking forward to meeting you!”


Rita’s birth mother had a twinkling smile, and Kurt returned her greeting, reminding himself that it meant nothing. Stalin was said to have been friendly and avuncular, with an impish sense of humor, and collected jokes about himself—he had several prison camps’ full of them. But Miriam seemed genuinely pleased to meet him, as if she’d been worried that he wouldn’t accept her invitation. Looking past the strange clothes, he saw a tall woman in middle age, her hair silvering and the skin on the back of her hands loosening. She held her back straight, but her manner was open and friendly. And, yes, there was something of Rita about her: the bone structure, perhaps, if not the skin hue. “I’m pleased to see you, too,” he said gravely. “I don’t believe we met, but I knew your mother. I gather she passed away?”


Mrs. Burgeson nodded, her smile fading slightly. “Yes, about ten years ago. She had multiple sclerosis. The medical treatments here lag those back home, although we’re getting better every year.”


Back home, Kurt noted, was still the United States to Mrs. Burgeson. “I am sorry.” Kurt reined himself in. He took in Rita’s body language towards her birth mother. It spoke of growing familiarity. “It would have been good for Rita to know her.”


Mrs. Burgeson’s expression was peculiar. “Not really.” She shrugged. “My mother was Machiavellian; she wouldn’t have been a good influence. For example, my uncle, her half-brother Angbard, ran the Clan’s internal security force for decades. He kept files on everyone, and she contributed to them. And after his death she saw to it that those files that could be salvaged followed us here.”


“Files,” Kurt said flatly.


“Perhaps we could discuss this over tea or coffee, Lieutenant?” Mrs. Burgeson gestured at an overly baroque sofa and two armchairs flanking a low table at the side of the room nearest the big bay window. “It’s going to take some time to explain. Rita?”


“Yes?” Rita raised an insouciant eyebrow.


“Would you mind waiting outside?” Mrs. Burgeson had the good grace to look abashed: “I need to talk to your grandfather in private.”


“Is this because—” Rita stopped. “I’ll wait outside,” she said tightly, and left.


Mrs. Burgeson nodded to herself. “Quick on the uptake,” she said aloud. “She’ll make a good diplomat one day.”


“Thank you for not forcing her to compromise her loyalties. At least, not on the spur of the moment.”


Mrs Burgeson’s forehead wrinkled. “Oh, please: I’ve only just met her, I’m in no hurry to drive her away!” She met his eyes. “And I’m sure you could tell me more about where her loyalties lie than she’ll ever tell me—at least while she’s playing the part of a loyal Homeland Security officer. At your behest, I assume,” she added coolly.


Kurt struggled for calm. “I have no idea what you’re suggesting,” he said stiffly. A cold flush of sweat chilled the small of his back. It had been decades since anyone addressed Kurt by that rank. It was the one he’d held in the Hauptverwaltung Aufklärung, the foreign intelligence service of the Ministerium für Staatssicherheit, the National Security Agency of East Germany—otherwise known as the Stasi. How much did she know? Far too much for comfort. What did she want?


“Please call me Miriam, and I can call you Kurt? I want to set your mind at rest: I have no intention of blackmailing you.” He interpreted it cynically: I considered it, and decided it was too risky. “But I think we can be of use to one another.” Translation: Here’s what I want from you. “It should be obvious that it’s in nobody’s interests for the impending confrontation between the North American Commonwealth and the United States of America to turn into a new cold war, much less to go nuclear. But some factions in the US government seem to think that they can meddle in the NAC’s internal politics without risk of consequences.” Translation: New time line, same old CIA assholes playing games. “Unfortunately they’ve started by running a counter-op against an operation that some of my people set up, with potentially destabilizing consequences.” Translation: My ass is in a sling. “You are in a position to help resolve this affair without it turning hot. In return, well, I’m prepared to offer whatever you want, within reason. Asylum and a pension for your entire ring, if they want it.” Two possible translations: Either, the stakes at this table are so high that I’m prepared to tip handsomely; or, you are not expected to survive. (Kurt’s money was on the former, but he was uncomfortably aware that he was an optimist.) “We know what it’s like to be exiles in a foreign land.” Translation: Meaningless reassuring sound-bite. “And that’s before we begin to consider the huge debt I owe you for looking after Rita so well for so many years.” (Which was plausible, and with an extra four bucks would buy him a coffee.)


Kurt picked up his cup and took a sip. “Thank you for your consideration. But I have been content, hitherto, to live a quiet life.” A little white lie. “I am an old man and the upheaval of moving to another country would be unwelcome.” Also, you haven’t told me anything about what’s going on.


“Well, then.” Mrs. Burgeson picked up her own cup and held it in front of her face, either unconscious deflection or a deliberate attempt to signal anxiety.


Kurt couldn’t help but admire her professionalism as the silence stretched out. But they were wasting time: so after a minute, he cleared his throat. “I do not actively require asylum,” he said. “But certain friends of mine might, and Rita will be among them if my suspicions about her employer’s intentions are correct. My suspicions about their intentions towards her, I mean. That is my price.”


Mrs. Burgeson took a sip of coffee and put her cup down. “Herr Lieutenant, if Rita wants asylum here, it’s hers for the taking—as long as I have anything to say on the matter. Her friends and family, yourself included, also. There are no strings attached—you’re not beholden to me in any way for this offer. However, if the matter I’m asking for your help in isn’t resolved within the next week, it’s quite possible that I won’t be around to help. It really is that serious.”


Kurt forced himself not to twitch. In his experience, politicians as smooth as Miriam weren’t prone to melodramatic overstatement. “Are you sure?” he asked. “What is this job, exactly?”


Miriam glanced away. “Until the revolution seventeen years ago, this country, the Commonwealth, was an empire ruled by a king-emperor. Then . . . we had a revolution, but as I said, that was seventeen years ago. The First Man, Adam Burroughs—the Lenin of our revolution, if you like—died a bit over a week ago. His funeral is due to happen very soon. Our local hostile superpower, the French Empire—who gave the heir to the crown-in-exile a home after the revolution: unlike the Romanovs, they were allowed to leave peacefully—are trying to stir trouble. The Pretender to the throne is a handy lever. Some of my people”—Miriam rolled her eyes—“hatched a scheme to separate him from his sole direct-line heir. She was to be seen to be in New London at the funeral, to swear an oath of citizenship to the Commonwealth and disrupt the French plans. Willingly, I might add: we’re not kidnappers. Unfortunately—” She shrugged—“we lost her in your time line’s Berlin, where we currently have no significant assets,” she added, her tone almost inhumanly controlled.


“The agent my people sent over, and his support team, were captured by Rita’s controllers in the DHS. Elizabeth made contact by phone, but her battery is draining and the DHS is hunting her. We’ve got about five days to go until the funeral. So, Lieutenant. How much do you want for the use of the last operational Stasi spy ring—the Wolf Orchestra?”


TEMPELHOF AIR FORCE BASE, BERLIN, TIME LINE TWO, AUGUST 2020


Hulius slowly became aware that he was awake: and with awareness came pain.


The pain was dull and somewhat distant, like an awareness of thundery weather pressing on one’s skull, a coppery taste in the mouth and an aching in the joints. His eyes were closed and he was lying on his back in bed. When his throat itched he tried to cough, but gagged violently as he felt a tube where no tube had any right to be. Something was clipped to his nose. Then his chest joined in the cacophony of pain. There was a livid, fiery ache in his ribs, as if he’d been kicked by a horse.


“Major Hjorth? Can you hear me? If you can hear me, squeeze my hand—”


Hulius felt fingers against his right palm, small and feminine. He tried to squeeze, weak as a half-drowned kitten.


“—That’s good. You’re in a hospital ward and you’re going to be all right, but you were badly injured—”


He squeezed the fingers again.


“Yes?” The speaker paused. “You’re awake now, so I think they’re going to try to take the feeding tube out. Please don’t try to dislodge the oxygen mask or the cannula in your left wrist: you need them. And the catheter. You’re on a morphine pump, so if the pain gets too much you can self-dose. The button is under your right hand. If you can open your eyes, we’ll get you a bit more comfortable . . .”


He tried to say “water,” but the tube down his throat wasn’t helping. He was gradually working it out. He’d taken the brunt of a cavalry pistol at point blank range. Cavalry pistols were designed to knock down horses, not men: the bullet had lost energy going through his ballistic vest but had penetrated, breaking his ribs, piercing the pleural cavity and collapsing one lung. Pneumothorax. A killer if you didn’t get attention within some tens of minutes to a couple of hours. Obviously he had. Equally obviously, the only people in position to help him were his enemies.


His memories were a jumble. He’d carried the girl out of the ambush zone, brought her over to time line one, then here, to time line two. He’d got her into the car, tried to drive to the airfield, realized he wasn’t going to make it, and diverted to, to . . . the safe house? A hospital? How had he gotten here? How do they know my name?


He opened his eyes in a moment of pain and brightness and saw a woman’s face leaning over him, worry lines on her forehead. Her lips were pinched in a bloodless line behind her disposable medical mask. He’d known her for years, it seemed, almost half his life: her name was at the tip of his tongue—


The sudden sense of betrayal hurt even more than his oxy-mask dried throat or the shattered rib. “Paulie,” he tried to say. What are you doing here? Did you sell me out?


It came out as a grunt, but she seemed to get the message. Shoulders shrugged in a gesture of studied helplessness. “The DHS snatched me last month, right out of my bed. It was Colonel Smith—you remember him? He’s still hunting the Clan.” She waited for a flicker of recognition in his eyes. He kept her waiting almost a minute: he was in pain, distracted, and finding it hard to focus. More to the point, he was anxious to figure out where this was going, how much of what Paulette was telling him was true, or whether she’d finally cracked and done a deal with the devil. The consequences of believing her if she’d been turned could be absolutely horrendous. “He brought me here,” she said, her expression desperate. “He knew about, about you being in the other Berlin to bring back ‘a person of interest to the enemy regime,’ as he put it. He wants to negotiate. But she wasn’t there when they raided your safe house. Do you have any idea where she may have gone?”


“She?” He blinked, tried to mumble around the tube.


“I’ll get the nurse.” Paulie receded from his face. He heard her talking to someone behind his head board. There was a handheld device with a button close by his right hand, on a cable. He pushed the button, heard the beep as the morphine pump released a measured dose. A red light began to pulse on, counting down the time remaining until it would let him release another dose to dull the pain. Hulius closed his eyes. Maybe if he kept pushing the button until he lost consciousness—


Fussing. Hands on his face, instructions to relax and lie still. A really skin-crawlingly wrong sensation in his throat, like throwing up but not, a few seconds of breathlessness leading to near-panic—then the tube was gone.


“Better?”


It was Paulie. He opened his eyes. “Better,” he agreed. His throat was burning and sore, and he still wanted to cough, but it was good to have the tube out. Paulette looked concerned, but he couldn’t read anything more specific into her expression. “We’re under guard?”


“You’re not going anywhere, except on a trolley: I’m under guard. Colonel Smith wanted you to see me.” Now he got it. She wore the haunted expression of an involuntary verbal tightrope-walker. It went without saying that their conversation was bugged. Quite possibly the Colonel’s people were monitoring his skin conductivity, pupillary dilation, and pulse as well, the polygraph leads concealed among the trappings of an intensive care bed. “He’s got us both, Yul. He bugged our last rendezvous, they’re trying to roll up the entire network in the USA. They’ve got enough on me to shove me in a supermax cell for the rest of my life. Or worse. As for you, you’re a world-walker from the Commonwealth. You know what that means.”


He would have nodded if his head wasn’t packed with cotton wool and lead weights. To say that the Clan’s world-walkers were persona non grata in the United States was a massive understatement. They’d taken the position of Nazi war criminals and Communist spies as bogeymen in the public eye, one step up from Al Qaida members with box-cutters now that the latter were all dead.


“The Colonel has decided he needs Elizabeth Hanover. He says he’s willing to negotiate a prisoner exchange and hand us over to the Commonwealth if we can find her for him.” She gave him a sidelong glance: You don’t believe him, do you? he inferred. “She wasn’t in the safe house when he raided it.”


The kid ran and hid, he inferred. Good for her. But now she was alone in a strange country where she knew nothing about how things worked. Not exactly safe.


“It’s a mess,” he rasped.


“You can say that again.” Paulie sniffed, morose. “I think he—or his bosses—have some idea about using Miss Hanover as a bargaining chip with factions inside the Commonwealth government.”


Shit, meet fan. So the United States of America had discovered the New American Commonwealth. That was bad enough, albeit not entirely unexpected: plausibly, it could have happened years ago and been kept under wraps by both sides to prevent panic. But the DHS would have to be crazy to meddle in the politics of a nuclear-armed revolutionary superpower in the middle of its first ever succession crisis! Haven’t these people read their history books? “Chest hurts,” Hulius husked, playing for time. “Can’t think.” He squeezed the morphine pump button again. “Took her from, from the Schloss Britz. ’S a finishing school. Took her . . . to the safe house. Can’t remember anything after.” He closed his eyes and squeezed the pump trigger once more. Nothing happened. It was too soon. Breathing hurt, and the soft hissing stream of oxygen was drying his sinuses out. It felt as if there were shards of sharp-edged glass growing inside his nose. “If she’s missing, I don’t know where.”


“Was she hurt?” Paulette asked gently.


“Shaken. Not physically,” he added. Squeeze: the pump motor buzzed. “Did you find my bag in the flat?”


“Your bag? What kind? What was in it?”


“Messenger . . . messenger bag. Gun.” He was giving too much away: was there a tongue-loosening drug in his infusion bag? Or was it the morphine? He’d seen injured men out of their head on morphine before, burbling happy nonsense as they bled out. Hulius tried to yawn. “Too tired.”


“Bag. With gun. Okay, I’ll tell him.” Paulie squeezed his hand. “We’ll get out of this, Yul. You’ll see.” But he could tell from her voice that she didn’t believe her own lies.


NEW LONDON, MANHATTAN ISLAND, TIME LINE THREE, AUGUST 2020


Adrian Holmes, Secretary to the Central Commission of the Inner Party, had been unhappy for some time: and now he was growing more displeased by the minute. He sprawled in the wing-backed chair behind the desk in his private office, frowning at the briefing paper in his hand as if it were a court summons. Harrison Baker, his chief of staff, stood by at parade rest—an old habit, acquired during his head-banging days on the barricades during the revolutionary struggle, ingrained over subsequent years as an officer in the Commonwealth Guard—and waited patiently. He recognized the signs. Holmes was not one to rant and rave or take his resentment out on subordinates when thwarted. He was far too professional for that. Don’t get angry, get even was his motto. And there was a lot of groundwork to prepare if he was going to get there.


Eventually, Adrian looked up. “Sit down, Harry. I don’t need to worry about your knees as well as . . . as well as this.” He dropped the papers in the middle of his desk, not bothering to tap them into tidiness: a sure sign of severe distress. “Are you absolutely certain about this report?” he asked.


“I think we can be as certain of it as we can be about anything that’s happening in there. The source is golden: everything the American emissary says has survived independent confirmation.” Baker was no happier than his chief executive. “The rumor about Mrs. Burgeson’s alleged—claimed—daughter by a previous marriage arriving here as some sort of envoy from a rival US government agency is confirmed. An announcement is due to be recorded by MiniProp tomorrow, for television broadcast whenever the Burgesons are ready. Our source’s accuracy has now been verified on one important issue, which means we should seriously consider his other allegations. Just how they’ve come by this intelligence is worrying enough, but I’ve set the matter aside until we have time for a full counter-espionage sweep. The really incriminating stuff is the business about a certain Major going missing in Berlin on a mission for Mrs. Hjorth. If true, it’s too much of a coincidence. It took place on the same morning that the Pretender’s heir was abducted from her finishing school, under the very eyes of her guards—”


“Yes, but what does it mean?” Holmes asked waspishly. He sighed. “I’m sorry, Harry. This damnable puzzle supports multiple interpretations.” He took a deep breath before he continued. “It might be a coup directed against the Pretender: I am sure if I was to ask Mrs. Burgeson directly, that is what she would tell me. Produce the princess, have her swear fealty to the Commonwealth and foreswear her claim to the crown—it would take the wind out of the sails of the reactionary faction, wouldn’t it? Pay no attention to the sacks of gold hidden under her skirts, it signifies nothing—especially after a few years—except that she’s beholden to us. But there are other possible interpretations . . .”


“You mean a different kind of coup? Against the Party, I mean.”


“Yes. An arranged defection might be a pretext to spirit the heir to the throne into the Commonwealth—just as it lies headless. It would be 1660 all over again: with Oliver Cromwell dead and his heir ineffectual, it was easy for the royalists to install Charles II in the name of restoring stability. And our own monarchists would deal with us just as harshly as their predecessors dealt with Cromwell’s associates. Many would welcome a pretty young queen, her powers suitably reduced from those of her grandfather, don’t you think? Her dissatisfaction with the match her father arranged for her is widely known, and she’d make an excellent figurehead—a solid rallying banner against the French. Unlike her whimpering playboy father she would be popular, and you know where that leads. Demagogues and flatterers and knights of the bedchamber playing favorites, shadowy manipulators lurking behind the throne.”


The logic of counterrevolution and restoration was inexorable. Within weeks of Elizabeth Hanover’s arrival and restoration there’d be a purge, followed shortly by a crop of gibbets sprouting along Ministry Road. The revolution would fade into history. Perhaps the trappings of democracy would persist for a while, but sooner or later the strain of the confrontation with France would tell and the new regime would revert to the old ways.


“We would be back to the rule of kings, common people bowing to their betters clad in ermine and silk, our blood and silver squandered on the petty arguments of princes, the rights of man trampled underfoot.” His face slackened into a mask of near-despair: “Have we lived and fought in vain?”


Baker’s expression hardened. “I have taken the liberty of preparing some options, sir. Nothing in writing,” he added hastily, in response to a pointed look. “Just talking around the options.”


Holmes inclined his head. “I have a little list, too. Let’s compare them, shall we? Tell me if I’ve missed anything.” He began counting off fingers.


“One. If it’s a genuine defection, we let it run—it strengthens MITI and the Burgesons but it removes a greater threat to the Commonwealth. I can live with that.


“Two: it’s a genuine defection but something has gone wrong and the princess is dead or detained. In which case, we can safely leave the entire mess in Mrs. Burgeson’s lap. I see no downside to that option, it weakens the Pretender and the world-walkers. In neither of these cases are we compelled to act.


“Three—this is where we get to the coup—our American source hints that they believe the world-walkers intend to place Elizabeth on the throne as Queen. If the princess is at liberty on Commonwealth soil for any significant length of time without publicly renouncing her claim to the throne, we can conclude that this is the real plan. In which case we need to put a stop to the conspiracy. This assumes that the American diplomats are acting in good faith. For our part, we can act covertly, or with overt force, via the Commonwealth Guard: option four.


“Option four is a counter-coup. The covert one first: we’d have to assassinate the princess, ideally making it look like an accident, and mop up MITI’s intelligence heads. I think we should try to avoid taking that route. A war of assassination creates an unsettlingly level playing field, and world-walkers have an unfair advantage. That leaves the overt option, option five: a coup by the Commonwealth Guard in defense of the revolution.”


He paused and crossed his arms. “Have I missed anything?”


“Ah, um, that is to say . . .” Baker shook his head. “I can think of another, sir, but it’s just a sub-type of counter-strike: instead of the Guard, we could exercise control via the judiciary. Bring charges of treason against the Burgesons and Elizabeth Hanover. Speedy trial and rapid execution, then resumption of normal government under a caretaker administration . . .” He trailed off. “What?”


“Too risky,” Holmes muttered. Louder: “I’ve read the briefing the DPR prepared for Sir Adam—on the dismal history of failures of democracy, that is, of revolution, in the other time line. I’m not going there. Let me repeat that, Harry: I’m not going to put myself forward to be the new First Man and I’m not going to allow any show trials to take place. I do not intend to be a, what was he called, a Stalin. I think I can bring myself to applaud if Mrs. Burgeson’s people have in fact managed to bring a Hanover to the revolution’s side: I see no reason to rejoice in unnecessary deaths.


“But you’ve missed one angle, Harry. This is a para-time crisis. And our source is, not to be too blunt about it, a meddling agency of the United States government. Their State Department. What will they do? What do they want? They have world-walking machines and thermonuclear weapons, just as we have air wings with world-walking bombardiers. They are watching us deal with a convulsive crisis of legitimacy, one that we have no experience of. The temptation to stab us in the back with a so-called ‘first strike’ while we are weak and leaderless is unavoidable. So I think we can’t afford to lose any time in presenting a strong front to our enemies. Get me Brigadier Stevens. I want to see him here, as soon as possible, this evening at the latest.” Holmes frowned. “Just so we aren’t caught on the hop if option five proves to be necessary.”


NEAR CAMP SINGULARITY, TIME LINE FOUR, AUGUST 2020


The quiet of a boreal forest in the chilly Appalachians of time line four was broken by footsteps and voices, a sudden infusion of humanity who appeared out of nowhere beneath the spreading branches of spruce and larch.


A quiet command: then eight soldiers sought cover among the trees. They were kitted out as an understrength rifle squad, with helmets and body armor as well as backpacks and weapons, but their movements were uncoordinated, as if this was all very new to them. Their leader knew what he was about, but Staff Sergeant Jackson had his work cut out keeping his raw recruits on track with hand signals they frequently misunderstood or failed to observe. He counted heads. All seven had made the transfer between time lines using the single-destination tattoos he’d issued them with earlier. (Jackson himself couldn’t jaunt, or transfer between time lines, at will. Instead, he had a one-man ARMBAND device. It did the same job, but it cost twenty thousand bucks and burned out after a handful of uses.) At least they’d all made it this far: he chose to interpret that as a hopeful sign.


The recruits moved uncertainly, like teenagers who’d signed up for a holiday camp paintball game, only to be handed M4s and live ammunition and sent to a war zone. Which was alarmingly close the truth. There were four boys and three girls, none of them old enough to buy a beer, and most of them barely met the minimal physical standard for service. They’d been swept up by the Selective Service System and conscripted into the secret training program for DRAGON’S TEETH: and they were, in Staff Sergeant Jackson’s professional opinion, the worst clusterfuck of raw recruits it had ever been his displeasure to lead.


They were resentful, lazy, and uninterested in a career in the military, like a throwback to the bad old days of the Vietnam war, before the Pentagon pivoted towards professionalism and Congress ended conscription. If they’d arrived as normal recruits he’d have washed them out before the end of their first week in boot camp, and he wouldn’t have lost any sleep over the decision. But he wasn’t allowed to shitcan their sorry asses. These were DRAGON’S TEETH, and he was supposed to turn them into soldiers by any means necessary, because this shower of sullen Generation Z losers were, God help them all, world-walkers.


In Jackson’s opinion the only place they were ready for deployment was behind the window of a MacDonald’s drive-through. Even if they’d been regular recruits—biddable volunteers who actually wanted to be there—they’d have needed another four months working up, then additional specialist courses before a first tour under the guidance of a couple of experienced fire team leaders. But there were no world-walking E-5s, no experienced NCOs, and no small-unit para-time tactics to train them in. If they survived and shaped up, maybe one of them would eventually get to write the rule book for the next generation. But it didn’t seem likely right now, because none of them were volunteers.


The US army had given up on conscripting the unwilling before Jackson and his fellow training sergeants were even born. His CO, Captain Briggs, had been working on a plan to train and motivate them, hitting the historic archives for obsolete training manuals. Jackson had been cautiously hopeful they’d get somewhere before the end of the second year. But when the shit hit the fan, the training schedule had gone out the window. Briggs had called him into his office the previous day and briefed him: take the kids to this time line and do this thing, come back with your shield or on it . . . so here he was, leading seven untrained world-walking teenagers on a children’s crusade to shove a pointy stick up the ass of a suspected alien invasion.


Walk in the park, right? Nothing could possibly go wrong. Except half the army brass had a hate-on for anything world-walker related—these kids being a case in point, considered unreliable and suspected of holding treasonous sympathies because of their ancestry. The other half wanted to mold them into some kind of elite para-time death squad, and Jackson could tell already that just wasn’t an option, if anybody had asked for his opinion. Most of the kids weren’t up to minimum standards for walking and chewing gum, never mind qualifying for Ranger training and special forces.


Jackson scanned his surroundings carefully, barely drawing breath. The kids were mostly still, some of them maybe even doing what he’d told them to do: observe and orient, but leave the decide and act bits to their squad leader. The rest . . . as long as they kept their heads down, that was as much as he could hope for.


“Zuck,” he called quietly. “Go left three meters—about ten feet—and take cover.”


“Where—oh, gotcha.” Zuck was a pudgy kid from Brooklyn, still round-faced behind his glasses despite the PT that was beginning to build up muscles under the puppy fat. He held the squad high score on Fortnite, but in real life he could just barely hit a water tower a hundred yards away. His scrambling slither through the undergrowth sounded like a stampede of elephants to Jackson, but at least he didn’t drop his M-4 this time. And finally he was in position to cover Mikka and Jensen, without exposing himself to anything coming over the top of the ridge line on the other side of the valley, because he had all the woodland situational awareness of a blind hippo.


Mikka seemed to know what she was doing—she’d been in the Girl Scouts—and Jensen wasn’t too terrible, but D’honelle tried too hard to live up to her parents desire for a princess, and as for the others . . . don’t start. Sally was a classic mean girl cheerleader stereotype, Barry—J. Barrington Weiss III—was some kind of preppy freak with delusions of tactical genius from playing too many games, and Neckbeard Gary hung out on creepy websites and had eye-fucked all the girls continuously until they dragged him round the back of a classroom and gave him a good schooling (to which Jackson had turned a blind eye).


Half the problem with DRAGON’S TEETH was that they were conscripts. The other half was that they were all children of privilege. Their parents had paid a high end fertility clinic/surrogacy service for perfect and well-formed designer babies. They’d all been born loaded, and none of them had a clue that they were getting the secret special sauce for free with their donor DNA until Uncle Sam came calling. There had been howls and threats of lawsuits, but gagging orders from the FISA courts had shut the parents down hard. However, the kids simply weren’t promising enlistment material. Raised in leafy suburban McMansions, expensively educated and driving fancy cars—at least two of them had rolled up for induction in Porsches—until a couple of months ago, they’d been expecting to go to Ivy League schools or make the kind of marriages that were listed in the society pages. Getting drafted into the army had come as a rude shock to them, and they were still mostly not over themselves. Spoiled was the word that sprang to Jackson’s mind, followed immediately by brats. Except Mikka, who had been planning to join the Peace Corps and do good works overseas because she was a Girl Scout at heart, and maybe D’honelle if she pulled her head out of her ass. But the rest . . .


“Team one, up and forward fifty. Don’t bunch, don’t get distracted, use cover, and keep the chatter down. Second team, prepare to follow me.”


The first four kids rose and moved forward without tripping over their own bootlaces or starting a forest fire. So far so good.


“Weiss, you and the Cheerleader take point. Neckbeard, stick to my nine. Move, now.” No way was Jackson letting Neckbeard Gary out of his sight. He’d put him on team two for a reason. He was the kid most likely to go full trench coat mafia at the drop of a white supremacist tract: and also the one most likely, in Jackson’s opinion, to lose his shit on contact with the enemy. He was not merely unsuitable for service but an actual hazard and a liability—but Jackson needed more evidence before he could petition Briggs to shitcan Neckbeard from the program, because the brass were deadly serious about there being no washouts from DRAGON’S TEETH.


“Sarge, why cain’t they just send a drone?” Gary whined as they picked their way past a deadfall.


Jackson gritted his teeth. “They did. Drone didn’t come back.”


“But why do we hafta—”


Jackson silenced him with a gesture, then froze in place.


“Listen up, everyone,” he called quietly after a few seconds. “I told you this already, but if any of you didn’t leave your phone behind, and especially if you didn’t pull the battery, do it now.”


“But why—”


There was no birdsong. Jackson had been warned about that, about the oddly specific mass extinction that had hit this time line a couple of thousand years ago, but it still spooked him. Birdsong was a useful warning sign: the silence of the songbirds meant trouble everywhere he’d been. The lack of noise had his skin crawling with subliminal dread even though he knew it didn’t signify.


“Anti-radiation missiles, right, Sarge?” Zuck piped up, right on cue. Teacher’s pet, too fucking smart for this job—he’d been tapped for MIT. Again: he didn’t belong here, he belonged in some SIGINT hut where he could be useful without tripping over his own toes. “That’s why our headsets are off too, isn’t it?”


Jackson gritted his teeth again. You couldn’t just tell these kids, you had to explain everything. Including how to wipe their noses. “We don’t know. Maybe. Maybe not. But if you couldn’t bear to leave your phone in your locker then you’re carrying a radio transmitter, and if the bugs have anti-radiation missiles you just dialed in a strike on your location. So this is your last call to turn ’em off and I’ll pretend you heard me back before we moved out.”


Nearly half his squad furtively fiddled with gadgets that they shouldn’t have had in the first place. “Weiss, collect all those batteries and bag ’em.” Once bagged, Jackson intended to dump them: like all phone batteries these days they contained cheap bugging devices, and he was serious about emissions control. Meanwhile he scanned the ridge-line ahead, nostrils flaring as he strained every nerve for any sign that they weren’t alone in the valley. He got nothing, which was alarming enough in its own right. The valley with Camp Singularity and the Dome lay only five kilometers away, across a couple more ridge-lines. It was mid-morning, and they would be there by early afternoon if they didn’t stumble across hostiles.


“Listen up, everybody. We’re going to move forward by teams. Keep a lid on it and pay attention to what’s in front of you. If you see any sign of bugs, go quiet and signal me. I’ll check it out. If you make hard contact, duck out immediately, tag your location, retreat to the staging point to pick up your return ticket, and report to the Captain. You’re not here to fight so I want your fingers clear of the what have I fucking told you about trigger discipline Gary, I’ve told you a thousand times if I’ve told you once—if any of you even think about lighting up the landscape I will kick you in the ass so hard you won’t shit for a week—your job is to observe, orient, and run the fuck away if we’re attacked by bugs so that somebody back home can work out how far they’ve gotten. Paint cans? Show me your fucking paint cans!” Much fumbling, then seven left hands rose as one, clutching their spray cans. “Excellent! Now put them away again and get ready. Okay, team one—”


It’s a fucking children’s crusade, Jackson swore to himself as he got the kids moving forward in roughly the right direction and with a minimum of mishaps. But nothing can possibly go wrong . . .
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Depend upon it Sir, when a man knowshe sto be hanged
ina fortnight, it concentrates his mind wonderfull.
—Samuet Jonnson, September 19, 1777






