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AUTHOR’S NOTE


World War 3.3

This book continues the series that began with Weapons of Choice. Including novellas and ebooks, it is the eighth title in that series, but you can safely start with World War 3.1 if you want. Just take a deep breath, close your eyes, and imagine a multinational battle group from the twenty-first century, falling backasswards through a wormhole and popping out into the Pacific on the eve of the Battle of Midway. That would mess up your high school history texts, wouldn’t it?

Or, you could just go read Weapons of Choice. There’s sure to be a dog-eared copy lying around your local library. Either way, I wrote this book, and the many to follow, because I loved this series, the premise and the characters. It was written at the turn of the century when things were, let’s face it, simpler. Returning to this alternate history has been a little like escaping a timeline that went badly wrong. I suspect that’s why so many readers have asked me to get back to it for so many years.

I had intended to finish this story with World War 3.3, but halfway through writing the last book, I realised there was zero chance I’d be able to do that. To give this world and these characters their due regard, I’m gonna have to write at least another five or six books. So that’s what I’ll do. But I promise I won’t take twenty years to do it this time.


PROLOGUE


The bus smells the same as always. Cheap smokes, rank sweat thick as soup, and the bitter taint of diesel coating the back of his throat. Kerouac sits three rows from the back, his bag down on the floor because the racks are jammed with soldier boys’ gear, green duffels crammed in like body sacks overhead. Every second guy on this Greyhound is halfway to a uniform or swallowed inside of one already. Every guy except him, of course. Louisiana slides by outside in deep green streaks of cane and iron grey lean-to shacks sinking into the shadows of first light. Then the factories, the big chimneys and chemical towers jutting up like syringes, flaming skyward. Six weeks into the war, and the whole damn world looks like it’s burning down.

That’s the bite of it, gnawing at his gut down the back of this bus. He has money stacked now, fat enough for a Caddy with chrome fins and some wide-eyed college kid behind the wheel, grinning for the story he’ll tell the dorm girls later. He could fly, sure, if he trusts the planes not to drop out of the sky thanks to the space cannons the commies have up there. But that isn’t the deal he swore. If he’s gonna live the truth of his pages, he has to burn them into being the only way he knows how. Jack promised himself the straight wire, no crooked angles or cheat code for the real thing. But he’s already running the con. This bus is a con. This trip, too. He’s famous without a word down. Inkless prophet, dollar-drunk, paid for pages he hasn’t written.

The soldier across from him is maybe nineteen. Sleeping with his head against the window, mouth open, looking like somebody’s kid brother. Which he probably is. They’re all somebody’s kid brother now, heading to staging areas in Texas or Florida or straight to the docks for Europe.

Kerouac lights a Lucky Strike, and nobody tells him not to.

The city rises up suddenly, first the graveyards, then the shotgun shacks, then the bigger buildings downtown. New Orleans at dawn in late July, which means the heat is already crushing, and it’s not even six AM. Through the window, he can see things have changed. An electric truck at a stoplight, silent and strange. Sandbags piled around the Federal Building. A rocket installation on a rooftop, the radar dish turning slowly like a blind man feeling for threats.

The war’s everywhere, man, stitched into the cracks, the corners, the breakfast eggs, the honks and cusswords over parking spots, the tick-tock of clocks nobody’s got time to listen to. The grind waits for no man, not even the reaper coming for them all. They pull into Union Terminal, a Romanesque mausoleum, built to shrink a man down to bug-size, Kafkaville. Jack Kerouac heaves his bag onto his shoulder and walks into the main hall. He swings his grip up and barges through this big, echoing cavern, all the black boards screaming: DELAYED—CANCELED—FUEL SHORTAGE. Half the country crossed out in chalk lines, like the head teacher flunked the whole damn class.

The crowd is young. Kids everywhere, some in uniform, some clearly gonna be. Draft notices are going out daily now. Civilian kids in cartoon rebellion costumes, black rollnecks dripping sweat, berets cocked and bongos ready. Jack thinks them pantomime beatniks playing at freedom. Their performance of dissent is thin, poignant even, given they too will soon be taken up by the machine.

Outside, the taxi queue coils like a dead snake. He thinks about bribing the dispatcher, but even having the idea betrays his compact with himself. He chooses to wait, watching as a Red Cross worker approaches with a clipboard, moving methodically down the line, soliciting blood.

“The hospitals in Baton Rouge are running low. Please, if you can spare twenty minutes⁠—“

She gets to our man Jack. “Sir?”

“I’ve been drinking.”

“When did you stop?”

“I haven’t.”

She moves on. He’s not lying. He had three whiskeys on the bus, spaced out carefully so he’d arrive with a level buzz. If he’s being honest, it’s getting harder to space them out like that, but he tells himself it’s hard because it’s worth doing. He does not want to end up like Neal.

The cab is a ’47 Plymouth. The driver is Black, maybe fifty, with grey at his temples and a little wooden cross hanging from the rearview mirror next to a Saint Christopher medal and a picture of a young man in an Army uniform.

“Where to, buddy?”

“Rue Dauphine, off Toulouse.”

“You here for the music? You look like you may be some kinda guitar cat.”

Jack lets out a laugh, just air really.

“Nah, man. Doing a Skywire thing. Wednesday night.”

The taxi rolls into the river of morning traffic, where it’s already all horns and fumes. “Huh. My boy listens to those. Says it’s the future. But I like the radio still. The news and the ball scores, maybe some of my man Fats Domino when they spin him up.”

This guy’s a talker. Jack glances at the photograph hanging from the mirror. “That’s my kid. He’s on his way to Germany now. Second Armoured. We pray he makes it home to hear some more wire sky.”

Kerouac doesn’t have words for that, only a soft, “I hope he does, too.”

“Hope don’t kill Russians,” the driver says. But I appreciate your thought, sir. Send a prayer for my boy if you’re inclined. I’m sure the Lord won’t be too busy.”

Jack doesn’t tell the driver he doesn’t pray any more. He’s not inclined. That’d be a jerk move, and he’s trying not to do that these days.

“Sure,” is all he says.

They roll through New Orleans streets, and man, the future’s everywhere, electric rides humming past, low-slung silent cars and boxy white trucks painted up with business decals. Satellite dishes bloom like tumours on rooftops, sucking down signals from orbit. But beneath all that, the same old swamp city, heat thick as gumbo, a chicory bite and fried dough sugar-dust on the drift, river breath and rot all stewing together. The forever lines drawn in stone and skin, black and white, the true map of the city burned deeper than any transition could reach.

The cab rattles down Canal, Jack hunched in the back with his grip at his feet when the driver throws him a line, “What you doing on the wire, then? You a performer for sure. I can always tell. We get ‘em all through here.”

“Something like that,” Jack smiles.

“Man o’ mystery, huh? I dig it. My boy, he wants to be a writer when he returns. Says the Army is giving him all sorts of material.”

Jack squirms a little, not wanting to play that card. The driver’s fingers drum a beat on the wheel.

“I told him I’d rather he came home with nothing to write about. Ain’t no such thing as a good war story, ‘cept for he went and he come home safe.”

“Amen to that, brother,” Jack says, and the words slip out soft, drifting like smoke. But then the guilt creeps in, a little needling voice, what if he is being a jerk here, holding himself back, hiding his name? It’s not like this cab driver’s gonna whip out a manuscript from under the seat, shove it at him to read before the next stop. Cos that’s happened before, and this doesn’t feel like that. This man is different. He has dignity, and his concerns are focused elsewhere. The boy, Second Armoured, heading straight into the grinder, will almost certainly not survive to send poems or stories into the world, let alone into Jack’s keeping. No, man. That’s not happening either. Still, he feels porous and exposed, the world leaking in through his seams, demanding to know, Where do you fit, Jack? Who are you pretending to be?

Feels as though everything shakes him up now, a low, constant hum in his bones. Can’t pin himself down, Jack’s here-but-not-here, face reflected in the taxi window slipping away. Obligations? Smoke in a world of quicksand. Neal said as much, didn’t he? That was a piss poor ending between them, so fucking jagged and sharp. And so hard, man, so hard to keep it to three shots of rye, to soften the edges.

The cab noses up outside a crammed alley where a bookshop crouches between a jazz joint and a fortune-teller’s den. The sign says Livres & Lumière. Books & Light. On the roof, a Skywire dish angles up like some chrome gargoyle, tasting the air for whispers from the future.

Jack flips the driver too much, five on top of the fare. The dude’s face twitches in quick panic, fingers scrabbling to return the change.

“No, keep it,” Jack says, soft but steady.

He couldn’t hand over the real thing, the balm, the prayer, but he could spare a five.

“God bless you,” the driver says. “And pray for my boy if you would.”

“Amen,” Kerouac says, surprising himself.

A bell clangs, and Jack slips into the book cave. Behind the counter, a string-bean fella, glasses wired tight, pushing forty, snaps his eyes up and blinks twice.

“Mr Kerouac.” There’s no question mark, just the straight statement. “We’ve been expecting you.”

Of course they have, man. They always do. The place stretches larger than it promised on the street, three arched rooms rolling into one another like waves intersecting at the beach. Stacks of books everywhere, but it’s an orderly sort of chaos. And then the familiar horror. His face replicated, cloned across cover after cover: On the Road, Dharma Bums, Subterraneans. Stories unwritten, lives unlived. His counterfeit selves on sale.

One whole shelf with the gang grinning out at him. Ginsberg, Burroughs, Corso. And Thompson, of course. They love that fucking kid. All of them conscripted into fame for crimes not yet committed.

“For the broadcast,” the bookshop guy says. “We’ve cleared the back room. A hundred and forty chairs, maybe fifty if we squeeze. You’ll have a clear line to all the hubs. San Francisco, New York, Chicago. Assuming the satellite links hold. We’ve had some problems since the war started.”

“They’re jamming Skywire?” Jack says

“Trying to. Doesn’t always work. But Wednesday might get choppy if they hit our transmission window.”

Kerouac sets down his grip. “Can I see it?”

He’s trying to be a professional about these things nowadays.

Back room’s long and narrow, ceiling high, like a church nave squashed sideways. Chairs pulled in a semi-circle around a stage that ain’t a stage at all, just a pile of pallets with a rug tossed on top. Behind it, the machinery crouches, the Skywire rig, arrays blinking, a board with sliders, the mic hanging on a boom. It looks sharp, money sharp. Would’ve cost plenty, but Davidson’s always got generous terms for the dreamers.

“Mr Burroughs has confirmed for seven,” the proprietor says.

And Jack’s mind skips again, struggling for the man’s name. He almost had it, then it slipped away entirely. And now, of course, it’s too late to ask. He’d look like an asshole.

“We’ve got a full house. Pre-sold most of the seats and there’s always walk-ins. There’s some people coming from Atlanta, and one couple from Toronto.”

“In July? That’s a long way,” Jack says, feeling like an idiot for saying something so damned obvious.

“They’re big fans of Mr Burroughs’ work.”

Work he hasn’t done yet.

“Who isn’t?” is what he says, though.

Jack wonders if Burroughs feels the same stomach-dropping wrongness of these things. Probably not. Bill always had a healthy appetite for the absurd.

“Is there⁠—”

Three kids come tumbling in, a college-age whirl, two cats in black rollnecks and the heat be damned. One beret girl, animated and heedless. The proprietor mumbles names, some line about helping Wednesday, but they’re already on him, all hands and voices.

“Oh my God, it’s really you.”

And then it’s a storm.

“Did you mean it? Jazz being the only honest American art? Have you listened to rap?”

“What’s it like, knowing all your tomorrows?”

“Can you sign my Visions of Cody?” The book shoved, pen ready over the dedication page already crowded with Allen’s looping sprawl, Corso’s crazy riffs. That book’s seen some shit.

And the whisper, hot breath in ear: “Is it true about Cassady?”

Jack scrawls something without thought, one of his canned specials.

Keep moving, brother, the road is yours.

Follow the music, it will not lie.

Some bullshit like that.

“Neal’s a very private person,” he says, voice flat.

“But Dean is Neal, right? And your royalties? He asked for half?”

Cassady never asks for anything, is what Jack thinks. But what he says is, “You boys enlisting?”

Why the hell does he say that? It’s none of his business if they want to go get themselves killed for Kolhammer. Before he can figure out why he’d ask such a damned fool thing, everything stops.

“I got a deferment,” says one of the turtlenecks. Awkwardly. “Lit major.”

“Me too,” says the other. Even more awkward. “Philosophy.”

The girl looks down, her voice soft. “My brother’s in France already. Eighty-second Airborne.”

Jack closes the book, hands it back. “I hope he makes it home.”

She nods, and just like that, their fire gutters. They drift out, slow tendrils of smoke where three flames had burned.

The proprietor clears his throat. “The sound check is scheduled for Tuesday afternoon, if you’re available⁠—“

“I need some air, man.”

Out on Rue Dauphine, the heat smacks him, heavy, a wall you shoulder through. Jack drifts downriver toward Esplanade, no plan, just legs moving. Bars open but empty, little grocery stores on the corner, an art gallery dying in the sun. The Quarter in wartime, neon gone cold, music leaking out into the day but sickly thin, no wild tourists, only the crazy and the too-stupid-to-care, hanging in a port city marked for an A-Bomb on some Russian map.

On Kerlerec Street, three cats setting up, middle-aged, black, careful as priests unpacking the holy vessels. Sax looks like he’s seen combat. Bass is all nicked and scarred but still loved, upright heart thumping quiet in its case.

“Hey,” one of them nods.

“Hey man,” Jacks says

He fits the reed to his sax. “You playing Wednesday, ain’t you. The Skywire gig.”

It seems an innocent question coming from a sax player.

“How’d you know?” Jack asks.

“Man, everybody knows. Mister Jack Kerouac and Professor Will I Am Burroughs live on the wire in N’Orleans? Biggest gig in the Quarter since the sky fell on Germany.” He adjusts his embouchure, plays a quick run with perfect tone. “We’re playing the club next door. Hoping some of your crowd wanders over to spend money. A dollar’s gettin’ hard to find.”

“I’ll send them when I’m done,” Jack grins. He likes this man’s honesty.

“Y’all are welcome too. Cover charge is fifty cents.”

“I got fifty cents,” Jack says.

“Then you are in luck, my man. Cos we got the tunes for you.”

Jack thanks them, feeling lighter, and keeps on, over Esplanade towards Canal, where the houses shrink and the rent drops, but every third roof sprouts a dish, metal flowers climbing like kudzu. At a corner grocery, he buys cigarettes and a Coke. The woman behind the counter looks Asian, but not Chinese.

“Hot day,” she says, making change.

“They’re all hot down here.”

She hands him the money, and he sees the tattoos on her arm, under her shirt sleeve as it rides up. They look like runes, marks of the other world, and he thinks… She’s one of them. She’s from the future. People looked different up there. Different faces and bodies, definitely some odd tattoos. He supposes some of them must be normal people, too, though. Not presidents and royalty and stuff. Some of them just ended up here, bagging groceries, living quiet.

It gnaws at him, and he can’t say why, maybe doesn’t even want to look too close. Irritation itches under the skin, source unknown. Better to keep moving, feet carrying him down to the river. Mississippi rolling broad and slow, timeless, careless of clocks, of futures, of uptimes and downtimes. Across the water, everything shimmers in the hot blur, ferry dock squatting there like always, and beyond that the cranes and yards, the big steel bellies of ships swallowing crates and tanks and the new style shipping containers while the river just rolls on, unbothered.

The ferry’s free, been that way since the twenties, one thing that never flipped in all the cosmic switcheroos. Jack climbs aboard with a dozen souls, deck buzzing under his boots, diesel rumble in his bones, old echoes from his Merchant Marine days.

Ten minutes and he’s over, stepping into Algiers where the world tilts. These are poor streets, mostly Black faces. Small, weather-beaten houses crowd in close. No Skywire dishes or electric cars. No signs of the future.

He walks toward the address Burroughs gave him. Past churches and corner bars and houses with sagging porches. Kids playing stickball in the street. They ignore him, which is fine.

The address is at the end of a dead-end street, where the land slopes down toward the levee. He expected the house from the books, a ramshackle Victorian with peeling paint and swamp rot creeping up the pilings.

But nope. Here, the yard is green and clean, set in order. Raised beds boxed neat with old lumber, edibles climbing, carrots in rows. He recognises a prison pull-up bar welded out of pipe, a sort of heavy sled loaded with thick iron plates for who knows what purpose. Steel balls with thick handles stand in a wooden rack like ordnance, ranked by size.

And through the window, someone bent double, ass to the sky, stretching like a dog in the middle of the room.

Jack wonders if Burroughs has moved out.

On the porch, a hand-lettered sign: The body is the only true anarchist state. - Prof W.S.B.

What the fuck?

He climbs the steps, knocks, and the door swings wide. And there’s Bill, only it’s not Bill the way Jack remembers him. He’s lean as a rail, gaunt but cut, muscle strung tight under the white tee, eyes clear and predator bright. No tremor in the hands, but ropey veins everywhere. He looks forty, going on twenty-five, clawing his way backward through time.

“Jack,” he says. “You look terrible.”

“Bill. You look⁠—”

“Healthy? Clean? A betrayal of the legend?” His smile is crooked and sly. “Come in. I’ll make you a green smoothie.”

“I don’t want a smoothie.”

“I know, but I’ll make you one anyway. I got some kick ass kale delivered just this morning, and a whole crate of apples, fresh from Tasmania.”
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General J. Lonesome Jones hunched over the map table, fists pressed down on the coast of France, as if he could pull the continent back from the brink all by himself. The Allied line, marked in blue, still held against the crimson tide. Germany was nearly lost, but somehow, southern France held on. And Marseille! Marseille remained the stronghold of the Russians in the south, but their warships would not sail from that port again. The ruined hulks of the Red Navy’s Mediterranean Fleet lay at the bottom of the harbour, covered in oil slicks from Allied air raids at the start of the war. He at least had freedom of manoeuvre in the Med.

Jones straightened slowly, ducking his head in an unconscious bow to the low, barrelled ceiling that curved just above his shaved scalp. The underground chamber, a relic of Napoleonic engineering, was now threaded with a modern nervous system of fibre-optic cables and screens. Staffers crowded the space, some standing, most hunched over their terminals, eyeballs flickering with reflected data, skin leeched pale by a soft chromatic wash of screenlight. The air reeked of unwashed bodies.

The wooden map table stood at the heart of the room. The senior staff around the table were all quiet, not just with exhaustion but also with the strain of those who knew what it meant to hold a nation’s fate in their hands and feel it slipping, inch by inch, through their fingers.

The senior French officer, General Marcel Bouchier, stood as though history itself were watching him, spine straight as a rifle barrel, refusing to yield even an inch to the cold press of the low vaulted stone. Field Marshal Harding, by contrast, seemed diminished, his shoulders sloping beneath a uniform that no longer quite fit him. Bob Grieve, Lonesome’s chief of staff, stood quietly at Jones’ side, eyes flitting over the other officers. The Italian, who looked like he might bolt; the sharp-eyed Belgian, perspiring quietly; and Generalmajorin Eva Richter, the German representative, upright and unreadable. On the map table, the correlation of forces, to borrow an old commie fave, was dire, but not entirely lost. Grieve touched his earpiece lightly, “Connection’s live, sir. President Kolhammer is waiting.”

Jones lifted his gaze to the massive screen array. The video feed wavered, then locked into place. Kolhammer’s face, familiar and furrowed, but looking older now and harder, stared back in flat, weirdly lifeless colour.

“Gentlemen, Generalmajorin,” he said, “where are we at?”

Before Jones could reply, a klaxon split the air. Someone, Jones couldn’t say who, called out, “Missiles inbound. Multiple launches. Bearing two-one-five. Submarine launch probable.”

Overhead, a new screen flared to life, its feed drawn from the coastal radar net. Threat vector arcs slashed across the grid. Dozens of them.

“How many?” Jones asked, his voice flat and controlled.

“More than thirty, General… Confirming thirty-nine. No terminal climb yet. They’re staying low. Masking.”

Kolhammer’s voice cut in.

“You need to get somewhere secure?”

Jones allowed himself a snort.

“This is as good as it gets, Mr President.”

He heard the low, percussive thoom-thoom-thoom of Aegis batteries engaging. The walls shook from the raw force of outbound missiles knifing skyward.

A second alarm sounded. It was sharper and clipped, in a different register.

“Point defence is online,” someone reported, voice strained.

Jones said nothing. The machines had taken over now.

A faint mechanical growl rose from somewhere above, followed by the unmistakable brrrrrt of close-in weapons firing up. The overhead lights wavered, and above them, the fortress shook with the strain of modern war engines welded to old stone.

Jones didn’t move from his position at the head of the map table. Nobody left their positions. But every head turned just a little. Even Bouchier briefly lifted his eyes, then brought them back down, jaw tight.

Movement on the screen drew his eyes to Kolhammer, who was waiting patiently, his face a mask.

Jones spoke up for the benefit of his commander-in-chief and friend: “Missiles are hitting the defences, Mister President. We’ve taken out at least a dozen. Leakers confirmed. Impacts north and west of Paris.”

“Mont-Valérien?”

A beat. Then the answer came: “Still green. We’re in the clear for now.”

A minute passed before the klaxon ceased, like someone had cut a wire. The CIWS wound down with a tapering whine. The air stilled, but it felt charged, and too quiet. Dozens of heartbeats thudded in the silence.

“Threat boards are green, sir,” Jones said at last, voice low.

“Understood,” Kolhammer replied through the speaker array. “Now, where were we?”

He knew exactly where they were, of course. Kolhammer’s God’s-eye view of the war gave him better real-time insight than Jones himself enjoyed. That wasn’t the point. Kolhammer was setting the play, lobbing up a slow underarm pitch for Jones to smash out of the park, just like they’d planned, quietly, an hour earlier, with no one listening in.

Jones raised his head slightly, eyes fixed on the screen as he spoke.

“Our latest intelligence has the 3rd Shock Army pulling off the northern front and heading hard into Ukraine. They’re not going alone. NKVD paramilitaries are with them, and OMON troops are approaching from the east. Those are Beria’s hammer squads. Suppression specialists. They don’t fight wars, they smash rebellions flat.”

A clipped French voice rose from across the table.

“Pardon me, mon general, but you should be precise. We have indications of this movement, but it is not verified. We’ve been misled before by seemingly proven Russian deployments that proved to be fabrications. Volumes of intelligence, painfully detailed, that were not only wrong but intentionally deceptive.”

Jones clenched his jaw, forcing down the instinct to respond. Bouchier’s interruption was both discourteous and calculated. A breach of protocol, for sure, but more than that, a personal provocation. He was looking for a reaction, hoping for Jones to overreach.

He said nothing. He didn’t need to. Kolhammer’s voice snapped from the screens above, sharper and louder than before.

“General Bouchier, I do not believe I was talking to you. SACEUR had the floor. Allow him to finish his report, and then I will take your input, sir.”

The pause that followed was exquisitely uncomfortable. Jones doubted Bouchier had been dressed down like that since his academy days, if ever. A glance at the junior officers confirmed it: lowered eyes and stiff shoulders. The French contingent looked particularly stricken.

“But of course,” Bouchier said, crisp as a rifle crack. If there was any contrition, it was buried deep.

“General Jones,” Kolhammer said. “If you would.”

“Thank you, sir. Encrypted traffic between the 3rd Shock Army headquarters and STAVKA references a ‘stabilisation of rear-area political situation.’ That chatter stopped forty-eight hours ago. Since then, their forward network has gone dark, replaced by low-power, short-range signals. Rear echelon units, not frontline. Placeholders.”

On the screen, Kolhammer’s brow ticked up, just once. Around the map table, heads had begun to tilt forward. A faint pop from the overhead screens punctuated Jones’ next words.

“Meanwhile, satellite imagery shows vehicle columns heading east, away from the German front. Thermal sweeps of rail hubs behind their lines confirm mass transfers of troops and armour. Taken together, SIGINT and IMINT tell the same story. We are confident this is happening.”

“Thank you, General,” Kolhammer said. “That aligns with the latest intelligence I have. But I will hear the counterpoint from General Bouchier.”

Bouchier’s face betrayed nothing beyond a meticulous scepticism, an expression he had practised long and worn well. “Mr President,” he said carefully, “General Jones lays out a tidy display of shadows. I do not quarrel with the raw data. I quarrel with the inference. We are dealing with an adversary whose doctrine is built on maskirovka, deliberate, institutional deception. To commit precious reserves, to disturb our alignment on the basis of electronic phantoms, with no human corroboration, is a wager of the first order. If General Jones is right,” he allowed, inclining his head in Jones’s direction, “then the window is real and the opportunity immediate. But we do not know. We have no assets in the area.”

Field Marshal Harding stepped in, his tone smooth, conciliatory. “There may be a middle course. If the intelligence gap lies in human assets, then logically, we acquire or deploy them.”

His eyes moved between the two generals. It was meant to be even-handed, but there was no mistaking the quiet alignment with Bouchier.

Jones responded before the thought fully formed. “All our special operations units are committed, Michael. There’s no one left to task.”

“That’s correct,” Kolhammer said from the overhead screen.

Bouchier folded his arms and offered a thin smile. “Then perhaps it’s time to employ some of those… unofficial American units. Your freelance corporate forces.”

Kolhammer frowned slightly. “Freelance forces?”

But Jones knew exactly what he meant. Private military corporations. Mercenaries. He meant Slim Jim Davidson’s outfit, and the British firms Harding had on speed dial. Bouchier, who’d spent the last fortnight railing against the unreliability of PMCs, was now suggesting their deployment. It was an old soldier’s trick: obstruction dressed as cooperation. Jones felt heat bloom behind his carefully neutral expression.

Before Kolhammer could reply, Jones spoke, his voice a low growl. “We do not control those units. We do not have insight into their full capability or current disposition. And I don’t know why you would be so keen to call on forces you have so strenuously objected to in the past.”

Bouchier shrugged. “As you English say, needs must when the devil drives.”

“I’m not English,” Jones growled.

“Indeed,” remarked General Sir Michael Harding, his tone dry as dust.

“Gentlemen,” Kolhammer’s voice cut through the rising tension. “This is getting us nowhere. I will order the National Satellite Agency to retask whatever it can spare. I will also use the Defence Production Act to repurpose such private satellite facilities as might help. But I can assure you that from where I sit, and based on the intelligence I’ve seen, I’m inclined to agree with General Jones.”

“Of course you are,” Bouchier murmured, just loud enough to be heard.

Kolhammer had perfected a skill most uptimers picked up early, the subtle manipulation of the camera’s eye. He spoke into the lens where so many temps still stared at the projected image, making their gaze seem distracted or off-kilter. Kolhammer’s practised gaze now burned out of the screen in Mont-Valérien, directly at General Bouchier. The result was intimidating.

“Auriez-vous l’amabilité de vous expliquer, Général?” Kolhammer said in perfect French between clenched teeth.

Would you care to explain yourself, General?

There was a split-second tell, almost nothing. A faint pulse in the Frenchman’s jaw, a momentary glance downward before he gathered himself and recovered his poise. But Jones had seen him crack. They all had.

“I was merely agreeing, Monsieur le Président,” Bouchier said, “that you would indeed have further and better real-time intelligence than we do here.”

Jones suppressed a smile. Kolhammer would have better intelligence, but not by much. Maybe a two-hour lead, some of that simply because he’d ordered a less-refined product to get it faster. Everything the President knew made its way to SACEUR in very short order.

General Harding leaned forward with the olive branch again. “Perhaps I might impose on my ministry to work with a suitable private contractor. There are several top British firms we’ve been using. I am sure we could organise the right sort of chaps to drop into the Ukraine and have a bit of a look around.”

It was delivered so casually that Jones wanted to put his fist through the map table. They didn’t have time for the right sort of chaps to sally forth from some London gentleman’s club to make a few polite inquiries. If the Russian redeployment was real—and he was all but certain it was—the window to strike was already closing.

Jones didn’t expect a clean operation. But he knew one thing: if he waited, Beria wouldn’t. And in a month, Russian tanks would be parked in the gardens at Versailles.

They all looked to Kolhammer for his decision.

“That would be appreciated, General Harding,” the President said. “Why don’t you go ahead and do that? You can never have too much intelligence from trusted people on the ground.”

Both Bouchier and Harding looked very pleased with that, but not nearly so pleased with what Kolhammer said next.

“Meanwhile, General Jones, you will execute a mission to attack deep into the exposed Russian flank and exploit the withdrawal of the 3rd Shock Army.”
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Jane Willet carefully pressed the ground coffee. The kitchen was dark except for a cone of lamplight, shadows pooling in the corners. She liked it that way. The apartment’s beautiful Deco finish was half-hidden, a secret she kept to herself as she moved through her morning ritual. The same routine every winter’s day, twin alarms like sparrows calling one after the other, her phone at 05:50 and then the alarm clock at 05:51. She silenced the phone first, then the little Sony, trilling its warning against the temptation of crawling back under the covers. Next came the shock of bare feet on cool floorboards. Her robe tugged tight against the window’s draft.

The ocean, hidden in Bondi’s dark curve outside the window, sent the steady crunch and hissing crash of big winter sets to her, a pulse she’d lived by for a decade now, like a second heartbeat. With two light taps on the bench, she settled the grounds and checked the rim for any stray grit that could channel the hot water and ruin the shot. She twisted the handle until it sat snugly, then watched the machine’s pressure gauge lift its needle as the boiler prepared a whisper of steam. The kitchen air was cold enough to cloud her breath.

A moment of stillness, then … listening. Not to the waves this time, but to the machine, a low hum, the soft hiss as water pressed into compacted coffee, the first viscous drips gathering and then thickening to a caramel rope.

“Lookit you, Willet,” she murmured happily to herself. “Getting your Olive and Lexus on at zero dark thirty.”

She warmed the cup with her hands and rolled the shot to bloom the crema, tiger-striped and deep gold. She let the extraction run short to avoid any bitterness. Next came the milk, spun into a gleaming white whirlpool. She poured carefully, to unfurl a leaf across the foam. Perfect. Standing at the bench, she closed her eyes for that first sip, the warmth rising through her chest, the flavour reminding her that a life well-lived lay in the small perfections.

Half an hour later, she was out in perfect surf. It was still gloomy, but dawn was near. As she rode the swell, each lift toward a wave crest revealed the soft, pearly-grey line of the horizon. The sea in midwinter was icy cold, but a modern wetsuit kept her warm enough. Seven or eight other riders shared the North Bondi line-up. When she had first lived here seventy years from now, the southern end of the beach would have been packed with surfers, all vying for the same wave. Back here and now, though, the best waves peeled off the northern point, the break from Ben Buckler offering long, elegant lefts for hours.

The ocean kept its own count, sending in sets of three and four, with the second or third always the one to watch. Twice already she’d taken the best of them, running a long left across the face, carrying her from the granite fang of Ben Buckler to a slow fade into the rip near the Pavilion, the distance of several city blocks thrumming beneath her board. It was a long ride, three or four hundred metres of muscle and spray. She recognised every face in the line-up, and they recognised hers. This morning, everyone gave each other plenty of space. There was plenty to spare. Besides the two Thompson brothers loitering off the rocks, their noisy chatter carrying over the water, everyone kept to themselves, drifting in friendly solitude, choosing their waves at leisure. She found her thoughts rising and falling with the swell.

It was weird how eerily familiar and yet utterly different it all was. She had first lived in Bondi back up in the 1990s, sharing a two-bedroom unit with a couple of friends from the base at Potts Point. The missing third room they conjured out of a camp bed in the dining space, and a flimsy office partition pretending to offer privacy. On ensigns’ pay, it was the only way to make the rent. She managed a year and a half in that arrangement, clinging to the rhythms of beach and base until the summons came for submariner’s school in the west.

She sat astride her board, caught between times, thirty years later, seventy-five years too soon, and studied the shore. Familiar outlines half-erased, other shapes newly imposed, some never to be. Willet remembered the ranks of 1920s and 1930s apartment blocks in dark brick, tile-roofed, two or three storeys, stoic and unpretentious. They weren’t soulless rent slabs like her first place. They had period charm, if not grandeur, sunrooms with leadlight panes, narrow balconies with wrought iron, stairwells that smelled of damp wool and polish. Those buildings still lined the beach and the backstreets, familiar to her because she’d spent so many mornings bobbing just south of here, studying them between sets. But now, threaded among them, at least a third of the new-builds in the suburb boasted strikingly futuristic designs. Slim towers with exoskeletal frames and glimmering skin, low-slung pavilions of cantilevered glass and carbon fibre that seemed to hover above dune grasses, a crescent of terraced villas with living green walls, and a pair of sculptural forms near the Pavilion, mirrored shells that caught the sunrise and fractured it into a thousand silver shards across the sand.

The squat seventies block she’d once called home, concrete and graceless, but hers, was gone. In its place rose a dazzling confection of glass and light, raised above the sands by Conrad Grey, her XO on the Havoc, and now head of Imagineering Technologies. His success, along with that of her other shipmates, curved around the bay.

From those ventures and dozens more had come a tide of wealth unlike anything Sydney had ever known. Literally. Willet remembered a history she’d once read, published the year the Olympics came to town, which noted that before 1939, the city had produced only four millionaires in total. Now, rising and falling on her short board, she could count twenty-three of them within a five-minute walk along this beach. Four were billionaires, men and women she’d once sailed and fought beside.

She frowned, though not at her comrade’s success. She had chosen public service. They had chosen to serve the country by enriching it, and themselves. Yet there was no denying that their work had left Australia wealthier and stronger.

No, her frown was meant for the figure on the sand before Conrad’s new palace. Detective Sergeant Tom Drummond. He’d been at her elbow for a month now, since the start of the war, a shadow loaned from the state Special Branch to the Federal Police until someone said otherwise. Jane couldn’t see the use of it, not for the country and not for her. She doubted the necessity and doubted him. What she didn’t doubt was the absurdity of his appearance this morning. Three-piece suit, homburg shading his eyes, shoes and socks abandoned on the steps, trouser cuffs rolled with the care of a man thinking only of his leather uppers, never of the sand itself.

“Come on, mate. Get a life,” she muttered, the sigh lost to the wind as her board lifted beneath her. Another set was rolling in. She twisted at the waist, casting her gaze back over one shoulder, and grunted at the sight. What was coming for the beach, and for them, was no routine swell. The other riders had seen it too, their posture stiffening. Not a tsunami wave train or anything, nothing apocalyptic, but larger by a third than anything that morning. And the third wave, the closer, was already rising, twice the height of anything she’d taken so far.

She put Drummond out of mind and swung her board toward the horizon. If she lingered where she’d caught the earlier sets, she’d be chewed up; this one would break far outside. At first, the calculation steadied her. Her focus narrowed, her breath drawn taut. Then she caught sight of the others: veterans, most of them, heads low, shoulders driving, each stroke flinging white water as they gathered speed. She was behind. The first flicker of unease needled at her. At fifty-one, she was too old, too slow for this. And the third wave, once a splendid promise, rose now as a threat, dark through and through, coming on with a growl that rolled straight at her.

She drove forward, choosing not to yield but to charge. The first wave gathered itself, handsome and immense, a sheer incline of water. She angled up at forty-five degrees, spray shearing off the rails of her board, cold against her cheeks. More spray lashed her eyes as she crested, then she pitched down the far side, momentum and the suck hurling her toward the next wall. It was bigger still. She attacked with the same grim resolve, arms and legs burning, lungs ragged with effort. Hauling herself over the second crest, she paused for a heartbeat, uncertain what the sea held beyond, and steeled her soul for whatever that might be.

“Omifuckinggod.”

What bore down on her now was a beast. The third wave grew, green and dark, its crown torn into flying ribbons by the wind. The air shook with a low, rolling thunder. The surface feathered where the sandbank shaped it, the bottom falling away to reveal a line she might follow, if she was good enough. Willet felt the old familiar pull of fear, but she felt her purpose clarify, too. She would take this motherfucker, or get smashed trying.

She hurled herself into it, every stroke a hammer blow, driving straight at the wall. At the last instant, she swung the nose, caught the line, then plunged in deep, elbows pressing, her weight feathering the tail. The wave rose to meet her, seized her, and the board surged forward. Three deliberate strokes, a kick, and she rose, back foot anchored, front foot poised. She crouched low, her balance angled toward the line, her eyes fixed on the narrowing run ahead. The wave gathered itself, steepened to the vertical; she trimmed, then fell into the arc. The lip curled overhead. And in that instant, the world became neither ocean nor air, but a void of roaring water, an impossible maelstrom, and she within it.

Jane Willet was riding the green dragon.

Time stretched thin, every hurt falling away before the immensity of what she was doing. The chill in her limbs, the fire in her chest, all receded before the wave’s exquisite menace. She was deep in the barrel now, the lip pitching over in a sheet that seemed slowed by magic, the hollow roaring hard enough to shake her bones. Inside, dawn light splintered into emerald and gold. The board sang beneath her, the rail biting true so long as she moved just right; ankle, knee, hip, each correction small enough to keep her in the pocket, close to the fall but never ahead of it. She could smell the clean bite of salt and hear the ocean’s pulse. It was ancient and immense, utterly indifferent to her existence, yet for these few seconds willing to make a space for her.

A breath, careful and measured, then a tiny trim higher, a feather of adjustment on the front foot to maintain speed. The barrel held like a promise, and then, at the edge of it, it began to soften. She let the board run, slid out onto a thinning shoulder, and kicked clear to the lip, heel-turning into the edge of the rip. Momentum carried her across the froth, giving her the glide she needed to skim across the channel.

Drummond was waiting at the waterline, his face mottled with rage, hands planted on his hips, head moving in slow disbelief. His lips worked furiously, though the surf drowned the words. Willet laughed, not at him but at the radiant aftershock of the ride, the capture of the wave, the brief mastery of it, the audacity of surviving that thing. She knew well enough that on another day, another ride, Poseidon would have his due. But she was at peace with that.

“Yo! Bitchin ride, lady.”

“Yeah, you smoked it.”

The brothers Thompson jogged past, carrying their boards, looking half-drowned but ecstatic.

“Thanks, boys,” she said, ignoring Drummond’s fury.

She felt the soft sand under her feet and the cold suck of the water trying to drag her back out into the bay. But she was done for the morning. Mission accomplished. She grinned like a fool coming up out of the foam, and at the expression on Drummond’s face.

“What the hell did you think you were doing?” He barked. Her smile faltered, not from his rebuke, which she had learned to ignore, but at another sound rising beneath the percussion of the surf. She turned, frowning, as two jet fighters speared up from the south, their engines building from a murmur to a low roar. The waves still spoke to her, but now so did the war. The jets were F-5s, the workhorse of the free world. Black silhouettes against the paling sky, they traced their circuit above the city.

She dropped her board on the sand and reached behind her back to pull the tag on her wetsuit to release the zipper.

“Good morning to you, too, Tom.”
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The cab pulled up before La Casino Barcelona, its facade ablaze in a riot of neon. The hotel-casino, rumoured to belong to Franco’s son-in-law, had only last year emerged from the shattered chrysalis of some vast Gothic ruin, a cathedral half-wrecked by the Civil War. The city here bore the unmistakable shimmer of Marshall Plan money, less an aid scheme than a force of nature, even though Spain had sat out the war, called it neutrality, and winked at the Nazis all the while. Standing on the pavement, posing as a tourist, Dan Black felt the weight of it, the corruption and compromise, the bargain struck with fascism.

Barcelona’s night hit him like a furnace door flung wide, the air thick with jasmine and the greasy-sweet breath of chorizo sizzle-popping in the pans of a hundred vendors. La Casino opened onto a grand square where the city staged its spectacle six nights a week, brightly lit cafés and nightclubs as the wings, the vast crowd playing both cast and audience. The exhilaration was undeniable, almost irresistible, a giddy abundance that carried its own anxiety, the brittle gaiety he had known in other cities on the eve of destruction. From every doorway blared competing strains of music, drums against guitars against horns, forties swing grappling with eighties hip-hop. Across the plaza, crowds ringed dancers, some practised professionals, others only pretending, cheering as they spun and stamped in a blur, bodies moving hard and fast, passion and fury knotted together.

For all the music and colour, however, the streets still belonged to the strongmen. Spain remained a dictatorship, however festive the lights or amenable the Generalissimo to the flood of US aid. The Policía Armada lingered at the corners, their grey coats turned pastel by the neon wash. The Guardia Civil, patent-leather tricorns tilted just so, surveyed the crowd with the weary disdain of men who knew they could not be challenged. Among them stood young conscripts, rifles clutched to their chests like lifebelts, drafted here less to defend than to decorate. And always, behind the laughter and the music, were the plainclothes men, the secret police, sifting through celebration for the faintest whisper of dissent.

In his sharp white dinner jacket with polished shoes gleaming like a black mirror, certainly good enough to pass muster at Annapolis, Dan moved through the crowd like a breath through lace. As he climbed the steps, every one still radiating heat, he welcomed the cool air at the threshold of the pleasure palace. He counted at least three teams watching as he came in. Felt them before he saw them, eyes snagging on him like burrs. The Falangist pair were the easiest, heavy-set men in suits that didn’t fit; they loitered by a marble column, not bothering with cover, radiating the air of magistrates bored by their own authority.

The Soviet residentura were no subtler. Two thick slabs of men, faces closed like fists, their heavy Slavic brows carved into scowls that never lifted. Nor did they bother with the pretence of discretion; their gaze settled on Dan the moment he entered.

Dan gave no sign of noticing their attention, allowing his gaze to idle across the foyer. It was a spectacle of vulgar grandeur, a mediaeval curio redecorated by someone with the soul of a ringmaster and an emperor’s treasury. Carpets the colour of fresh blood whispered to the tread of handmade shoes and the buzz of half a dozen languages. Cherubs in gilt held onto chandeliers large enough to house families of four. Glasses clinked and money changed hands. Dan slipped among oil men, gunrunners, and fallen nobility, shadowed now by a Falangist and an NKVD man, both trailing him with the blind devotion of pilot fish to a hammerhead.

He entered the main room, an enormous vault filled with smoke and noise where light glinted off even larger crystal chandeliers. Cards flicked briskly, dice skittered across felt, and voices rose in every key of triumph and despair just before the roulette wheel stopped. He walked toward the mezzanine, where a plush velvet rope cut the world in two. A pair of guards, tuxedos pulling at the seams, stood planted like trees.

“I’m here to meet Mr Siregar,” Dan said.

The rope vanished at once, and the guards stepped aside and waved him through into the baccarat room, a smaller, more intimate space, like the nave of a cathedral devoted to chance.

At the bar, he ordered bourbon and received a glass that immediately started sweating in his hand.

He rested an elbow on the bar, eyes drifting over the three baccarat tables. Up here, the din of the casino was muted by some trick of architecture, the greedy roar below replaced with the soft slide of cards and the laughter of those who could afford to lose. The air was heavy and sweet with perfume, thick with tobacco. Men in formal dress presided at their tables as if by right, while their escorts shimmered beside them, jewels sparking cold fire in the low light. Waiters glided past, trays raised high with complementary champagne flutes and martinis. Dan’s bourbon had cost him nothing either; up here, the price was hidden in the presumption that fortunes would be lost without complaint. Up here, they expected you to bleed money. The drink was just the needle to make it easier.

A complimentary tapas plate arrived with his bourbon, saltfish in chilli cream on a sliver of toast, and three neat potato cubes dressed in garlic sauce. The flavours were clean, not the briny chaser bait from the corner dives he knew so well. Barely a minute after the snacks arrived, so did the shadows. The Falangist and the NKVD man stationed themselves at opposite ends of the mezzanine, their eyes sweeping the room with all the subtlety of searchlights. And then, as though he’d missed his cue, a third figure slipped into place, a guy in a black dinner jacket and a ruffled blue dress shirt, the sort of outfit that seemed to insist on being remembered. Dan couldn’t yet say whose leash he was on, but he could hazard a guess.

Nothing would happen here. Not in the baccarat room. He worked through the fried potatoes and bourbon, slowly tuning into the soundscape around him. A crooner by the grand piano gave out a passable Sinatra, though the phrasing was off; then he caught the trick of it. The songs were from a future that would never arrive, now dressed with a salsa lilt for local taste. A small absurdity, but the Transition often announced itself like this, not only in vast cataclysms but in small curiosities too, such as the incessant electronic bleating and blooping of the new-fangled poker machines on the main floor below. Dan disliked them instinctively and intensely. If a man was gonna lose his shirt, better to do it at the card table, where he could watch his folly mirrored in the eyes of the man who took his money.

His doubts about the man in the ruffled shirt ended when the guy caught his eye, offered the briefest nod, and slipped away. Less than a minute later, Siregar appeared. The Indonesian was dressed like Dan in a white dinner jacket, but he’d added a jaunty red fez.

Nobody was looking at the fez.

All eyes were on her. She was the show.

Siregar had called her a Catalan spy. She towered over him, her height exaggerated by the liquid fall of a midnight-blue silk dress that hugged her body and split high along one thigh. The fabric shimmered like a river under a new moon. As they crossed the room, men turned to look and didn’t bother to pretend otherwise; their women seethed beside them. Siregar preened, delighted in the spectacle, but she spared him not a single sideways glance. Her gaze had already settled on Dan. And once she found him, she did not let go.

Dan Black deliberately told himself that it meant nothing. This woman could make anyone believe they were alone in her world. Dan’s gaze flicked to his shadows. The Spaniard and the Russian both stood transfixed, discipline gone, mouths slack. Siregar’s advance man, the one in the ruffled shirt, had retreated into a corner, conspicuous for having the only set of eyes not fixed on her.

“Mr Dan,” Siregar intoned grandly. “May I introduce my local associate, Miss Elena Fortiana?”

Dan offered a nod, spare but courteous. “Siri. Miss Fortiana.”

He expected a courtly gesture, a hand offered for his lips. Instead, she extended hers straight out, the grip dry and stronger than required. For a second, it was only the pressure he registered; then the details sharpened. The faint calluses across her knuckles. The hardened ridge along the knife hand edge, the way her arm stayed tucked close to her ribs, her body angled slightly away from his fighting arc. Small signals, easily missed, unless you’d spent a life watching for them.

“I’m absolutely charmed, Mr Black,” she said, her voice low and as smooth as dark honey. “Siri has told me so much about you.”

“And yet you still came?” Dan smiled. He couldn’t help it. “Did he explain why I needed your help. You could be biting off more than you can chew.”

“I like to think I can chew rather a lot,” Elena said, returning his smile.

“That sounds like it could be uncomfortable.”

“It depends on whether one is doing the chewing or being chewed,” she replied.

It unsettled him how quickly he felt himself undone by her gaze. It wasn’t her beauty alone, though she had that in dangerous abundance. It was the ferocity he sensed beneath it. Standing this close to her felt like getting too close to a panther. Dan told himself again that it meant nothing, that she could cast this spell on anyone, but the thought rang hollow even as he tried to force it to be real.

The spell broke when the Falangist made his move.

Siregar had turned away and was ordering drinks at the bar when the Spanish security man approached. Dan was surprised to find him at Elena’s elbow, murmuring something meant only for her. Without turning her head, Elena opened her clutch, drew out a heavy gaming chip stamped in gold with the fascist eagle of the regime, and pressed it lightly into his palm. The man didn’t move at first, just stared down at the token, his jaw grinding as though he might spit the thing back at her. Dan’s pulse thudded. Then, with a slow, reluctant nod, he pocketed the chip.

Dan blinked.

“Was that a payoff, Miss Fortiana?”

“You might very well think so, Mister Black, but a lady could not possibly comment.”

At that moment, Siregar turned back, a martini balanced in each hand, smiling as if he had returned to the stage in the nick of time.

“That was the coin for your passage,” he said. “Now all you need are the papers.”

“I have the paper you need,” Elena said, her hand moving again to her clutch, unhurried. She drew a note from the same hidden fold, small enough to disappear against her palm. She brushed it into the hand of a passing waiter, the only one not burdened with a tray. Without breaking stride, he carried it across to the Russian. The big man received it with both hands, his expression unreadable. For a long moment, he didn’t move, just folded the slip into his jacket and fixed Siregar with a stare heavy enough to crush another man. The Indonesian ignored it. The Russian fetched out the note again, read it closely, frowning, but then made his exit reluctantly.

“They shall not bother us again,” she said. “Not tonight, at least.”

Dan wanted to believe her. But influence like that came with a price, and she’d just spent it in front of him without blinking. If she could buy off Falangists and Russians in the space of a minute, what else, and who else, was she prepared to trade?

“Why not tonight?” he asked.

She laughed off the question, the sound bright and careless.

“Because tonight we have so much to do, Daniel.” She pronounced it ‘Danielle’. “First, this drink. Then perhaps another. Then, if Siri agrees to let me have you all to myself, we shall go dancing.”

“What?” Dan said, not understanding.

“If you want my help, Danielle, you will take me dancing and drinking, and I will decide whether I trust you enough to help you.”

The way she said it, twisting his name like that, made him feel like a boy being teased by an older girl who already knew too much, both about the world and about him.

Dan looked at Siregar, who shrugged helplessly.

“Barcelona belongs to her, Mr Dan. We are just visiting.”

He found himself unmoored, unable to tell if she was mocking him.

He drew off the last of his bourbon.

“Fine,” he said, more roughly than intended.

“Another drink,” she beamed as the crooner started a new number. Some uptime thing about teen spirit. “Another song,” she continued, clinking her martini against his empty bourbon glass. “Another bar, a dance, and we shall see.”


4




The line to Washington went dead, but General Bouchier had already cut his connection. He stood, not waiting for formalities, and sure as hell not offering any courtesies. He withdrew from the command group without asking Jones for acknowledgement or permission. As the ranking French officer at NATO, he could do so without consequence, and to be clear, it would have been petty of Jones to stand on formality. Bouchier understood this and used it to afford himself what measure of protest he could.

If Bouchier were just some shit-eating lieutenant, Jones would’ve made something of it. But the man had just been sandbagged by the President of the United States. Probably better to let him retreat and lick his butthurt better.

The other senior commanders, including Bouchier’s co-conspirator, Field Marshal Michael Harding, waited on Jones. Softening the blow, Jones addressed the English officer without rancour. He hated the idea of calling on the PMCs. But they were already packed and paid for.

“Michael, if you’re gonna move on those freelancers, do it quickly. Send the best you got and keep me in the loop. They do not need to know why they’re going. Just assign them, brief them, and send them. If they get captured, I don’t want them knowing anything that could help the Russians.”

Harding smiled, a thin, knowing expression. “It is not beyond the talents of British military intelligence to sell a couple of freebooters a likely story. One which might even serve our purposes should they fall into the wrong hands and start blabbing.”

“Yeah, I figured as much,” Jones said. “Keep me informed. The rest of you, I need your contributions to this mission plan back with me in six hours.”

The order sent a ripple around the table but received no pushback.

“Thank you, everybody,” Jones said. “We will meet back here again at 0900.”

He didn’t say “dismissed,” but everyone knew they had been. He turned to his Chief of Staff. “What’s the damage, Colonel?”

Bob Grieve consulted the flexi-pad he was carrying. It was an original uptime Samsung, and if it was still working well enough for Grieve to use here, it had to have been booted up for the first time only recently. “We took no major damage, sir,” Grieve reported, “but nineteen of those cruisers landed across the inner-western suburbs of Paris. Nanterre and Rueil Mailmaison are a mess.”

Jones nodded. They would be. “I’ll go topside. I want to have a look and talk to one of the battery crews.”

Grieve didn’t bother telling him he didn’t have time for that. His job was to make things happen, not to tell Jones when they couldn’t.

They stepped away from the old map table that anchored the command centre, Jones ever mindful of scraping his head on the curve of the vaulted stone ceiling. Around them, banks of blue-lit consoles marked the dividing line between centuries. Uniformed personnel and a handful of civilian analysts analysed the strike’s aftermath, while others worked the long, dense algorithms of continental war.

Leaving the chamber behind, they climbed through the fortress’s interior, ascending through narrowing granite and recycled air. Jones brushed his hand along the inner wall, slick with condensation, cold as old bone. The staircase wound tight and clockwise, its defensive design instantly familiar from War College courses on military architecture.

Medieval stairwells weren’t built just to connect floors. They were built to kill.

Old castles and later stonework forts like Mont Valérien favoured spirals like this, not to save space but to hand every advantage to the defender. An attacker coming up the steps would find his sword arm or bayonet thrust cramped against the central column, boxed in by the spiral. The defender above? He had reach, momentum, and gravity on his side.

Narrow treads, uneven risers, low ceilings, every detail was meant to slow, disorient, and punish the assailant.

Jones could almost hear the clang of armour on stone, the skittering slide of a dropped blade vanishing into shadow. Yet Mont Valerian hadn’t forgotten its original purpose. It had simply evolved. Fibre-optic lines clung to the damp walls like ivy, feeding the war rooms below.

He didn’t mind the climb. He understood the message written into the stone. Fight your way up if you must, but you’ll pay for every step. He ducked beneath a low arch and stepped into a small corridor with a series of slitted windows, each wide enough to shoot from, but too narrow to climb in through. A few moments later, they reached the final door. Jones pushed it open and stepped onto the battlements, where the hot wind caught at his battle dress.

He looked out over the city’s western suburbs. Below, fires burned all over the commune of Suresnes. The wreckage of the cruise missiles they’d shot down was scattered across a wide arc. Some pieces had fallen harmlessly in a dark patch of parkland a few kilometres away, but most had rained down upon a densely developed band of homes and businesses. From this height, the destruction was a series of angry, glowing wounds in the darkness. Jones’s jaw tightened. He looked back over his shoulder, towards the heart of Paris, and saw more fires burning where a few of the missiles had overshot the defensive screen.

The two men were silent for a moment, surveying the damage.

“Hell of a thing, General,” Grieve said at last.

“It always is, Bob,” Jones said, his voice flat. “Anywhere, anytime. It’s always hell. Let’s go see this battery.”

“Yes, sir.”

They descended into the guts of the fortress again. At length, they stepped onto an elevated platform of recent construction, where a battery of missile launchers sat hunched and silent. The platform was all poured concrete and exposed rebar rather than old stone and mortar. The air defence unit looked almost familiar, like a SAMP/T battery seen through a cracked mirror. Jones was grimly relieved they weren’t relying on it to bring down twenty-first-century Chinese swarm systems.

As they approached, he saw the crew was French, the national tricolour visible on their shoulder tabs. They snapped to attention behind their battery commander, a captain whose name tape read ‘DUPREY’.

Jones couldn’t help but notice the crew’s diversity: a young woman stood stiffly behind a chunky, ruggedised laptop, and one of the missileers was a black man, undoubtedly from one of the country’s former African colonies. So, French Foreign Legion at some point in the past. He was most likely doing a tour of duty, hoping for a ticket to citizenship.

“At ease, Captain,” he said, extending a hand. “Thank you. You and your crew did good work tonight.”

Duprey hesitated, just long enough for Jones to glimpse the doubt, then clasped his hand firmly, said, “Thank you, sir,” released it, and returned to attention.

“At ease,” Jones repeated, softer. “All of you.”

He caught a flicker of something in their eyes—relief, perhaps, or guilt—and wondered how many had loved ones in the neighbourhoods now burning, casualties of the very missiles they had just brought down.

“I’m not gonna pretend that what’s happening out there is good,” he continued, his voice low but carrying in the quiet. “It’s not. Just know that it would be a hell of a lot worse if it weren’t for you. Those houses aren’t burning because of you. Those people who died, and let’s be honest, people died out there tonight, that’s not on you. It’s on some Russian submarine captain who launched at your city. And he launched those missiles because a dictator told him to. This shit is gonna keep happening until we stop them. Until we kill them all, if that’s what it takes.”

A subtle change rippled through the group. Shoulders squared, faces lifted. The smudges of smoke and strain were still there, but pride had begun to show through, like brass beneath grime.

“Thank you, sir,” Duprey said. His voice was unsteady, but the small bow he gave was deliberate and heartfelt.

“I won’t reach every battery,” Jones said. “But if you’d pass my thanks to the others, I’d be obliged.”

A few voices answered, quiet but firm. Jones caught the look in the eyes of the woman and the African soldier. They held his gaze a moment longer than the others.

He gave them a final nod and turned back toward the fortress with Grieve. But before they reached the stone archway, a flicker of motion in the courtyard below caught his attention. In the spill of lamplight from the surrounding windows and doorways, Jones caught sight of General Bouchier locked in a low, urgent exchange with Generalmajorin Eva Richter. Her stance rigid, she was planted directly between Bouchier and a waiting Renault staff car, engine idling, door ajar. The fury in Richter’s bearing was unmistakable. She wasn’t budging. And between them, Field Marshal Harding, arms partly raised, looked like a man trying to hold back a storm.

From a hundred metres up, Jones couldn’t hear the words, but the harsh, cutting tone of Richter’s voice carried faintly on the night air. He watched as her gestures grew sharper. She was lacing into Bouchier. Harding made placating motions, but Richter was having none of it. Finally, she spun on her heel, offered no salute or formality, and climbed into her jeep. With a sharp gesture to her driver, the vehicle sped away, leaving Bouchier beside his car.

Jones turned to his chief of staff. “Bob, I think I’d like to talk to Eva as soon as possible.”
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Slim Jim Davidson was all alone in his high castle. He paced from one side of his office to the other, the length of a city block up here on level sixty-nine. The number amused him, which had been reason enough to claim it, but it wasn’t the top floor. The very top floors of Davidson Tower were full of HVAC plant and a fucking helipad. He liked quiet when he worked a grift, and all of life was a grift. Plus, the view from sixty-nine was plenty high enough to look down on those assholes who had it coming. He was fine with sixty-nine, as he never tired of telling people. But he was tired of waiting for Moose this morning, however. Slim Jim hated being alone with his thoughts, which had a way of talking back.

He bounced up and down on tiptoe, looking out of the full-length windows across the downtown area at the final form of Tower 2 rising a block away. Maria swore it’d be ready in two months. The whole thing was wrapped in some shiny blue solar voodoo that sucked down sunlight and burped up power. Slim Jim didn’t know how it worked, only that it did, and it meant he didn’t have to pay Getty a fucking dime for his power thanks to all that magical blue glass and the giant concrete drop blocks sliding up the side of the tower in the day, and dropping down again at night, falling through the dark, spinning turbines, keeping the lights on. The engineers called it an ‘elegant solution’. Slim Jim called it freedom. Free from the power company, free from John Paul Getty, and from writing any more checks to a bunch of assholes who wouldn’t cross the street to piss on him if he caught fire. That, to him, was elegance.

The city shimmered under the late morning heat haze, the sky so blue it looked fake. To the west, downtown bristled with new glass towers, sharp as knives against the sky. Some wore dark solar skin like his own; others grew these crazy gardens straight up the goddamned walls. For a few square miles, it looked like Tomorrow World. Then you looked past it, and there was the real thing again, heat-sick palms, a carpet of tile and stucco fading out toward the smoky edge of the Santa Monicas.

His gaze drifted back to Tower 2, where the drop blocks had crawled halfway up the eighty-one storeys. He frowned. He did wonder why they were bothering with these things, since the fucking Aussies had just uncapped a fusion reactor down in Sydney. Two years before his pointy-heads had assured him anyone could. So why not just build little suns in a shoebox everywhere? Maria assured him it wasn’t a problem. Their own ‘magnetic bottle’ fusion program was ‘proceeding apace’, whatever the fuck that meant, and she said they’d have the critical mass to beat the Australians in the market, even if they didn’t beat them to market. He shrugged. That was her problem to deal with, he supposed.

Slim Jim checked his watch. A little past noon. He was about to yell for Vonda when Moose came barreling through the big double doors, grinning like a fool. Davidson Enterprises Senior Vice President for the Promotion of a Fantastic Lifestyle was excited, and he was holding up the reason why.

“You got it?” Slim Jim cried out.

Moose rumbled out a laugh that shook the air, “I fucking got it, boss. And it’s awesome. Just you wait.”

Moose hurried across to the lounge pit where Jimbo took most of his meetings. He slipped the gold master out of its cardboard sleeve and placed it carefully on the turntable as Slim Jim hurried over.

“You listened to it already?” he said. “I thought we were going to listen to it together.”

“No, boss, not like this,” Moose said, shaking his head as he centred the album. “I was over at the studio when they were cutting the tracks, so I heard some of the songs. And I’m telling you, this is going to be huge. The biggest thing this year.”

Slim Jim didn’t point out that the biggest thing this year was probably the end of the world if this war with the commies went nuclear. But that was one of the things he most enjoyed about Moose’s company. The Moose was all about good vibes.

“This is gonna be so fucking cool,” Slim Jim said, bouncing like a kid on a snoot full of Christmas coke. “Fuck yeah. First new Elvis album… in… like…”

He stopped. He couldn’t work it out, because of all the time travel bullshit. Did all the years that hadn’t passed since Elvis hadn’t re-released’ A Little Less Conversation twenty years after he died, up in…

Oh man, it was hard.

Moose Molloy, with the IQ of a warm ham sandwich, was less troubled by the paradox.

“In like forever, boss.”

“Forever? Moose, we been dropping Elvis albums for, what, three years now?”

“Yeah, but those were old-new. This is new-new.”

“His old stuff was new when we dropped it,” Slim Jim said.

“No, it was old, boss. Like leftovers that ain’t been cooked yet. This is the first really new one, ever.”

Slim Jim blinked. “That doesn’t even make sense.”

They’d been dropping pre-records of Presley’s catalogue for three years (and destroying anyone who broke the IP embargo). But he supposed Moose was right. That was all the stuff that came down from upwhen. This was… the first completely ‘new’ Elvis product in…

Fuck it.

Whatever.

“So… not the old-new. The new-new,” Slim Jim decided.

“You’re getting it.”

“No,” Slim Jim said. “I’m not.”

They both nodded like they’d solved something.

“Just play the damn thing,” he said.

Moose, big as a truck but careful as a heart surgeon, lowered the needle into the groove. He said he didn’t trust a machine to get it right, cos they didn’t have any soul. Slim Jim let him. The man did have the touch. A hiss, a pop, then BOOM the sound hit: not that old fairground twang, but something even rougher and meaner. But huge. The guitar came at them hard, the bass right behind it, like it meant to knock the walls down.

It wasn’t the polite rockabilly of the kid’s earlier work. The stuff they’d been carefully doling out to the market to build his brand. This was something else. The guitar was manic now, the bass homicidal. And that voice – Holy hell! Elvis, but not as they knew him. Dude sang like he’d already seen the end of the world and knew he could do better on his own. He sounded nineteen going on immortal, spitting blood on the mic after a barfight with destiny. A fight he’d won.
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“They told me I was nothin’,

Just a boy with shaky knees,

But I got lightning in a bottle,

A hurricane in the breeze!”
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Moose let out a whoop. Slim Jim’s grin spread till his cheeks hurt. This wasn’t just music. It was a bomb in a blue-suede wrapper. It was sex. And it was money. The sound of all the money in the world coming at them like a fucking freight train.

The song didn’t fade like normal. It crashed to a stop. So excited he couldn’t stand it, Slim Jim brushed the button to lift the needle. Moose looked like someone had shot his dog.

“Why’d you do that?” he asked.

“Because we need the King, right? Kid probably hasn’t even heard his own miracle yet. We need Elvis in the room for this, man.” He paused. “Where is he?”

Moose thought about it. You could see the thought trying to find a way through. His big dumb face moved slowly, like whole continents in motion. “Beats me,” he said.

To be fair, there was no reason why he would know. Moose wasn’t the keeper of the King. That was the Colonel’s circus. Hopefully, he’d stashed him somewhere safe, preferably at Slim Jim’s hotel on Ventura, and ideally alone. Not that Slim Jim cared about Elvis getting laid. He just wished the kid didn’t make it so complicated every damn time. Because, despite the thousands of women throwing themselves at him, even their goddamned panties, right out on the street, Elvis Presley was one of these romantic idiot savant types who unfuckingfailingly fell in love with every waitress, every secretary, every doe-eyed bimbo who so much as looked at him sideways.

Odds were the kid was holed up in his suite with some fan girl. Fine. Except, if the Colonel wasn’t watching, Elvis might’ve married her by now. And that’d screw everything up, the tour, the marketing, the whole money machine. Not that Slim Jim needed the money, but, damn it, this was his thing. Not the board’s. Not the company’s. Not Maria’s.

This was the only thing, really, that they let him look after. And it was so fucking hard because Elvis was a fool for love. Didn’t matter how many times Slim Jim told him, “You gotta be single to sell singles,” the kid just couldn’t help himself.

Slim Jim frowned. “Well, he’s probably getting laid.”

“That’s what I’d be doing, for sure,” Moose agreed.

“But do you think the Colonel’s keeping him out of the chapel?”

Moose thought about it. You could almost hear the gears turning. “Guess we should go check.”

“Fuck, yeah. Let’s go get Elvis,” Slim Jim said, his excitement returning. “Let’s bring him back here and we can play the album for him. He can listen to it all the way through for the first time. We’ll get some chicky babes up here. We’ll have a party. It’ll be great.”

“Yeah, great idea, boss. I’ll get Vonda to call us a car.”

“Oh hell no,” Slim Jim said. “She’ll take half an hour and a background check. We’ll use your wheels. You parked downstairs?”

“My usual spot.”

“Cool. Let’s roll.”

They slipped out of the office into the vast reception area. Four girls tapping at keyboards, Vonda watching them like a pussy warden. The high priestess of ‘Don’t You Dare.’

“Heading down for lunch, Vonda,” Slim Jim said, all charm and sunlight, steering Moose toward the elevators.

“Okey-dokey,” she said, not buying a word of it.

They moved fast through the typing pool, so focused they didn’t even check out the talent. That alone musta made Vonda suspicious. As the elevator doors slid shut, they saw her pick up her phone, her brow furrowed. Both men saw it. Both knew what it meant. She was calling his security detail.

The car dropped sixty-nine floors without a sound. In the lobby, eight guards gave them the nod. The head guard, an old cop with his instincts still working, frowned.

“You going out, Mr Davidson? Should I get your detail?”

“I don’t need a detail, man. I got the Moose with me,” Slim Jim called back over his shoulder. “We’re just grabbing some beer and tacos. We’ll be back!”

He waved. The old hack was already on his phone as they shot out the main doors and across the wide, sunbaked plaza.

Moose’s cherry-red convertible sat in a loading zone like it owned the block. Which, technically, Slim Jim did. The chrome was dazzling in the bright sun. A cop stood beside the car, writing a ticket. Slim Jim saw her first, and she was a knockout. All Moose could see was the ticket.

“Hey! This is his building! My spot!”

“It’s a loading zone, sir,” the officer said, not looking up.

“Yeah, his loading zone. Do you know who he is, lady?”

She looked up then and smiled. “Yeah. I do.”

She took a thick envelope from her back pocket and handed it to Slim Jim.

“James Davidson,” she said, her voice clear and steady, “you’ve been served.”
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Siri’s limo idled in the one-minute drop-off zone, ignoring the private security men, who tried to move him on with brusque gestures and growling threats. Ever the performer, he gave a small, almost courtly bow, doffed his fez, and then vanished behind the blacked-out glass, motoring away.

It was well past midnight in the height of a Spanish summer, and the heat still rose through the stones of the plaza in front of La Casino de Barcelona. The air was thick with competing smells of diesel fumes, roasting meat, spilled beer, and the tang of the nearby sea. The noise was formidable. From a dozen different open-air bars, uptime electronica battled with the brass of old-world mambo bands. Crowds of beautiful young people, their fashions a chaotic mix of fifties chic and uptime styles, moved through the sprawling square, their laughter and shouts echoing off the grand old buildings. Somewhere, someone screamed with joy or fear or both. It didn’t matter. Nobody cared. It was the hour when excitement teetered into menace, and no one quite wanted to go home.

Elena linked her arm through Dan’s, and he felt a small electric tingle run up his arm. It’d been a while. He almost recoiled, his threat detectors blaring that this woman, who so clearly made a weapon of her beauty, was laying a trap for him. He considered, for a second too long, pulling away, then remembered he needed her far more than she needed him, and instead allowed himself to be drawn down the steps into the roiling mass of the crowd.

The press of humanity was uncomfortable. Body heat pulsed off the seething organic mass. To Dan, it seemed a carnival inside a cage. Everywhere, uniforms pressed in. The leaden grey of the Guardia Civil, their leather tricorn hats contrasting absurdly with modern body armour and assault rifles, the dusty blues of the Policía Armada, their eyes hidden behind reflecting aviator glasses. And of course, the real watchers, men in black with no name, just omnipresence. Franco’s invisible hand made flesh.

“Come, Danielle,” Elena said, her voice a low murmur against the noise. “Barcelona is a city you cannot truly know until you have known her all night.”

“Do I need to know Barcelona?” Dan asked. “I’m heading to Marseille.”

“You are not going to Marseille unless I help you,” she countered, her grip tightening on his arm. “And the price for that is this one night in Barcelona. With me.”

There was no telling her he had a team to get back to in their squalid two-room safe house. He suspected there was no denying this woman anything. She pulled him across the square towards a nightclub blasting out a discordant marriage of mambo and uptime electronic beats. The queue outside stretched away with improbable civility. Dan found it baffling. In his experience, the Spanish, like their Italian cousins, regarded any expectation that they might queue for anything as a riotous provocation.

But queue they did.

Everyone except Elena.

She strode to the head of the line, kissed the doorman twice, one cheek, then the other, and slipped past the checkpoint as if she were walking into her own apartment. Dan followed sheepishly. The place was a fever dream, a cavern of pulsing light and shadow, packed with the young and anonymously beautiful. A bassline vibrated deep inside his teeth, a frantic percussion at the root of each molar, making him feel even more ancient. But Elena, surely older than most of the kids here, moved through them like someone untouched by time.

A waiter, materialising out of the crush, led them to a secluded booth, perhaps the best table in the house, certainly the quietest, hushed by some architectural trick or uptime gadgetry that tamed the roaring of the club into a manageable din. He was even able to hear Elena ask their waiter for a bottle of cava and two glasses. A jug of water, crammed full of fruit and ice cubes, arrived moments after they sat down. It was followed half a beat later by a silver bucket cradling a bottle of sparkling wine and two crystal flutes. She pulled the bottle free, condensation running down her wrist, and poured for them both, the bubbles rising in long threads as the glasses filled.

Dan raised his glass carefully, the rim kissing hers with a small chime. He took a sip. Elena reached across the table, a single finger guiding the base of his glass upward. He drank to avoid spilling the contents over his tuxedo.

“Come now, Danielle,” she said softly, eyes gleaming in the half-light. “Loosen that tie. Drink a little more. And tell me her name.”

He blinked. “Whose name?”

“The woman who left you like this,” she said. “You are so charmingly tragic. Handsome, brooding, and the silence! It deranges me. You are quite the most fascinating man I have met in at least two or three days. What did she take from you, exactly? Besides your gift for small talk? And her name, too. We’ll start there.”

Dan tilted his head. Elena wasn’t the problem he’d thought. She might be something else entirely. “What was her name?” he repeated, putting everything into the past tense.

She unfurled her smile slowly, like a tape measure, gauging just how much she could get away with. “You have no ring on your finger and have not worn one for many years. But I can see that once upon a time, you did. You hold yourself like a man split open and stitched back together too carelessly ever to be whole. Whatever happened, it’s no longer recent, yet you wear it still. You’re not one of those lovely boys who love other boys. So it must be a woman. This one who broke you. And you’re too proud, or too cowardly, to let yourself heal.”

She topped up his glass, then leaned back, clearly satisfied with her diagnosis.

“Or prove me wrong,” she said lightly. “Tell me you’re queer, or married, or simply dull.”

The provocation landed. He felt the heat rise up his neck, prickling his scalp, and he wanted to push back at her. But he knew that was the trap. To speak in protest was to speak the truth. He swallowed hard, both the wine and the impulse.

He shook his head. “It was a long time ago,” he said. “It doesn’t matter anymore.”

She laughed, full-throated and unexpected, cutting cleanly through the music and the roar of the crowd. Heads turned toward them, but Elena didn’t notice or didn’t care.

Leaning in, her smile gleamed, bright and calculated. “If it didn’t matter, Danielle, you wouldn’t be here. You would be living a very different life. So indulge me. Tell me her name. Then tell me everything. Make me understand why she is worth it.”

He frowned. “Worth what?”

“Worth dragging around the weight of whatever she did to you,” she said, her gaze unwavering. “Worth dragging it around for, what? Five years? Ten? How long has it been?”

He gave a small, humourless smile and deflected. “I might just be married.”

She laughed again, softer this time. “Then your wife must be very lonely.”

Her smile thinned as her eyes narrowed, recalibrating him. “You’re not married,” she said. “Married men carry themselves differently. There’s a posture, a hunch to them. They’ve agreed to their own confinement.”

Dan said nothing.

“Do you know what they fear, Danielle?” she asked.

He shook his head.

“Themselves. And that single look from someone who reminds them of who they were before.”

She leaned closer. “But that’s not you. You are free and have been for a long time now. Yet you look like a man who misses his captivity. You crave the cage so much you’ve made one of your own. In here,” she tapped two fingers to her head. “And here.” She laid a hand over her heart.

Needing a moment to think, Dan let his eyes scan across the room. He took in the crush of bodies on the dance floor. A girl’s smile sparked briefly, vanishing into the blur. The music pulsed like blood. Yet despite all of the spectacle, his attention fell back to her, to the bare arc of one shoulder and the unsettling brightness in her gaze, the keen, feral light behind her eyes. She looked like someone who already knew every word he was about to say.

He wasn’t sure why he decided to tell her. But having made the decision, it felt easier just to let it out. Or at least, everything that mattered.

“Her name was Julia.”

“I knew it!” she said.

Dan frowned. “That her name was Julia?”

“No,” Elena said. “That she belonged to your past, not your present. And certainly not your future.”

Her head tilted, and her voice dropped. “Oh. But you imagine her there, don’t you?”

It was not a question.

He shook his head. “No. There is no future between us. There can’t be.”

“Why not?” Elena asked, her voice losing its playful edge. “Because she is with someone else now?”

He shook his head again. “No.”

She reached across the table, her thumb moving slowly across his knuckles. The spark of contact flickered up his arm.

“You lie. What did she do, Daniel?” she asked softly. “You absolutely must tell me.”

He met her gaze, his voice stripped of warmth. “She killed our child.”

He watched for the jolt, the break in her smile, but none came. Her eyes never left his. She consumed the information as though it were a tiny morsel that could never satisfy her great hunger. She nodded slowly, as if revelling in the taste of it.

“And you have not forgiven her,” she said. “Or forgotten her.” She reclined slightly and raised her glass. “Perhaps, Daniel, you ought to try one. Or the other. Because if you don’t, she will be the end of you.”

He exhaled through his nose.

“I doubt it,” he said. “I haven’t seen her in…” He paused. He’d been about to say ten years, but there’d been Cairo. Twice. No, three times, including that glimpse aboard the Bulgakov.

He shrugged. “It’s been over for a long time.”

She tilted her head. “No, Danielle. The past lets none of us go. We must choose to leave it, or it becomes our grave.”

“Why are you asking me this?” Dan said. His voice had cooled, the mood tilting toward brittle. “We’ve got a job. I’m here for Sirega. And you’re part of it. That’s all.”

She made a face, pretending to be hurt.

“Life is not the sum of our deals and duties. You ask much of me, Danielle, this thing we must do. But I ask only one thing of you. And it has nothing to do with our deal. Or your duty. I ask after your heart because I do not know you. Siregar, I know. But you are the fog at night.”

He studied her. “You don’t trust me.”

She smiled. “Nobody should trust anybody in our game, Mr Black, because nobody can ever really know another. But what I can know of you, I would know before we go to Marseille.”

Dan frowned. “Before we go to Marseille? I thought you were just arranging passage. That’s what Sirega told me.”

“Then Siri must’ve told you what you needed to hear. Are you going to be tiresome about that?”

He shook his head. “Where you go and what you do is up to you, Elena. If you want to get yourself killed in Marseille, who am I to deny you?”

“Who indeed?” she agreed, her eyes sparkling.
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With the surfboard clamped under one arm and seawater still dripping from her nose, she climbed the gentle rise of the beach, sand crusting cold and granular against her bare feet. Drummond matched her stride, silent and unreadable, exhaling the sour smoke of another cigarette. She wondered how long he’d stood there, arms folded, watching her carve up the waves.

“You know,” she said, “if you’re going to make a habit of lurking while I surf, you might try joining in. Get yourself a little shark biscuit, work on your cardio instead of your grumpy Jane Austen manfellow routine.”

“What?” he said.

“I’m just saying. You could at least get some aerobic benefit from all the freezing and brooding.”

“I’m not here to mess about in the water,” he said, the words ironed flat with disapproval. “I didn’t choose this. There’s a real threat to your safety, and that’s why I’m here.”

His tone was so insufferable, so clipped and cocksure, that she couldn’t resist the jab. “Which enemies, Tom? The Australian Socialist Party? Or is it the Socialist Party of Australia this week? I do lose track of all my little friends. Even with all five of them camped outside my office in town every day. But not here, Tom. Because the fresh air and sunshine would probably kill them and⁠—”

He didn’t bite. He snapped, cutting her off sharply. “You know perfectly well who I mean, Miss Willet.”

The name snagged on her diminishing patience like a fishhook.

Miss Willet.

Not Jane, as she’d invited him to call her. Not Ms. and certainly not Admiral, which she did not care about. Her commission in the Volunteer Naval Reserve was a formality insisted on by London if she was to head up AUKUS South.

She didn’t claim any right to command Drummond, nor did she need to be patronised. Then again, she’d just taken a shot at him, hadn’t she? So perhaps she deserved it. She rolled her shoulders as if to shake off the moment. There were bigger fights in the world. She didn’t need to pick another one with Detective Sergeant Drummond. Not today.

They reached the concrete ramp leading to the promenade. Two local girls passed by them, boards under their arms, sun-tanned and laughing.

“Looking gnarly out there, Jane!” one called over.

She gave a quick nod. “It is, Beth. Rogue set rolled through. Nearly caught me inside.”

“We saw,” said the other, eyes bright with admiration. “That ride? Fuckin’ smoked it, girl.”

She let a smile flicker across her face. “If you slide into the rip just north of the kiddie pool, it’ll shoot you out there. Good setup out the back, but that last set broke a hundred metres past the normal bank.”

They thanked her offhandedly, already angling for the water’s edge. She could tell they’d file her warning under ‘advice for oldies.’ It made her ache with the memory of being that age, when the world was one big dare. What were your twenties for if not for ignoring dull wisdom and prudence?

Beside her, Drummond’s gaze sharpened, not at the surf but at them. He had one expression for everything he disliked. Television, tattoos, sandy socks, socialism. Disapproval clung to his face now like salt on damp skin, and she couldn’t tell if it was the boards, their wetsuits, or just their gender that annoyed him. Maybe all three.

She watched them head off, barefoot and laughing into the breakers.

Resentment at being saddled with this glowering shadow coiled inside her.

“I’m going to shower, hose off my board, and change at home,” she said, “If that works for you, Tom,” making a subtle performance of his name. If he couldn’t offer her even scant respect, then he wouldn’t get the consideration of formality either.

He checked his watch, one hand still gripping his shoes, socks rolled up and tucked inside them. A moment’s pause. Then the frown again, as he set eyes on the horizon, as though the sea had wronged him.

But he said nothing. They had time. Peak hour was still far enough away that the roads wouldn’t make things worse. That was her job, apparently.

Rush hour, as such, hadn’t quite materialised by 1955 anyway. Few residents had taken up the romance, or expense, of private cars, and the new light rail, gliding from Central to Bondi Pavilion, was cheap, clean and punctual. Despite all the changes to Sydney in the years since the Transition, certain ground truths would never change. The city still moved to the rhythms of sun, sea, and the paths that got you there.

The city’s bones had been set in those uncertain hours after the First Fleet dropped anchor in Sydney Cove. The officers looked east, toward the green hills that rose gently into the distance, and found them preferable to the hard rock and jagged headland west of the harbour. Their choice was swift, if not subtle: the east would belong to the elite, the west to those they’d brought in chains. They took the easiest ridgelines, skirting the marshes, preferring those contours where the soil held firm. Their paths became tracks, then roads, then thoroughfares. And still the city followed those old trails, winding and unexpected, like tree roots through the sandstone. It made for some long and winding drives.

‘So, we’re taking your car again?’ she sighed as they reached the outdoor showers. A couple of body surfers were already sluicing off the sand and salt of their early morning dip.

Willet didn’t wait for Drummond’s reply. She pressed the button on the rust-streaked concrete pillar and stepped into the hiss of cold water. Still warmer than the sea she’d just fought her way out of, though. In silence, she lifted the board, tilting it under the spray to rinse off the salt crust.

The shortboard, just under six feet, looked deceptively plain. But it was the product of a boutique venture spun out of Imagineering’s advanced materials division, the latest indulgence from her old friend and former XO, Conrad Grey. Diamond-strong and impossibly light, it balanced on the bleeding edge of physics and art. He’d poured some of his top R&D talent into a line of premium surf gear, because of course he had. Some people meditated. Conrad surfed.

A stiffening wind tugged at the board. Even feather-light, it took strength and agility to manage, especially for a woman of fifty-one. She still had both, though most mornings her back begged to differ.

The onshore breeze kicked up hard, snatching at the board. She held steady, adjusting her grip and sinking slightly through her hips, muscles flaring in her arms and belly. Just then, she caught Drummond glancing her way. He turned sharply, as though caught out, and ambled a few paces to a bench. With exaggerated decorum, he began brushing the sand from his feet and pulling on his socks and shoes, his face arranged into a portrait of mild disgust. She watched this performance with a flicker of amusement, idly curious how he managed to sit down like that with a giant pole shoved so far up his arse.

She didn’t need to guess. She knew exactly what she was seeing. She’d watched him watch her long enough to know when he started shrinking behind his own eyes. A month or so of being shadowed by Tom Drummond had taught her his tics, his shifts, the way he folded in on himself when he felt out of place.

As the morning crowd thickened, young locals jogging to the surf, laughing, headphones in, boards underarm, he turned inward. This was the self-consciousness of a man too rigid to bend, the awkwardness of someone who had no idea how to move in a world like this.

She understood. Kind of. And she couldn’t blame him. Bondi had always been a place of in-betweens. Sea and land, old and new. A few of her friends, her old crewmates, had put down roots here after the Transition, close to each other and the water. Nested like seabirds on familiar rocks. They’d changed the place. And the kids (because that’s what they were to her) had changed most of all. Young. Fast. Agile in mind and body. Most had been children when the world cracked open. Just the right age for wonder to become wiring. And with every year of breakneck change that followed, they grew into something else entirely.

To Drummond, they might as well have arrived by spaceship.

One of the things she enjoyed most about living here was imagining, some days, that the Transition had not happened and that she was back in the happy place of her early twenties. She’d walk the same beach she had at twenty-one, hear the same gulls overhead, feel the same salt-laced wind on her skin. Bondi could hold her memories like shells in a tidepool, glittering just below the surface. On certain mornings, if the light hit the surf just right and the air smelled of coconut sunscreen and brine, she could almost believe it.

But for Detective Sergeant Tom Drummond, those same mornings would be endurance trials. The place was too bright, too alive, too full of accelerated change. It rubbed against him like the sand in his shoes.

As he knelt to tie his laces, eyes fixed angrily on those shoes, she saw the truth of it. The kids’ beachwear had unsettled him. With his head down and his jaw tight, he went at it like the act of getting dressed could save him from everything he didn’t understand. Not just the women, with their bare limbs and careless ease, but the men too, exuding a kind of effortless belonging he could never quite summon.

She wondered, briefly, if it was a question of sexuality. But no. There was nothing coded about him, no subtext to read. Just a man weighed down by the bullshit of his time. His discomfort wasn’t desire repressed; it was order disrupted. Every toned body, every unashamed laugh, every collision of flesh and freedom pressed against the brittle architecture of his worldview. Every moment here chipped away at something inside him.

The other thing she understood was that he couldn’t do his fucking job until he let go of this.

“Drummond,” she said.

He looked up, squinting into the morning light. She’d finished rinsing off. The wetsuit hung loose around her hips, cool water tracing paths down her torso. She shifted her weight, one hip cocked, her board cradled under one arm. She flicked her head back, sending a fine arc of water through the air. Her stomach muscles rippled as she shifted her weight.

“You need to get over this,” she said, her voice even. Her tone wasn’t harsh, but it was not optional either.

He gave a small, involuntary shake of the head and blinked, disoriented, or pretending to be. “Get over what?”

“Your bullshit,” she said evenly. She shifted her board under her arm, letting the pause stretch a beat too long. “I don’t want you here. You don’t want to be here. But someone with more stars on their collar thinks otherwise, and we’re both stuck with it.”

She stepped closer and planted her feet, lowering her voice. “So if you’re going to follow me around, you’d better get over whatever’s chewing your arse. Because if someone like Lavrentiy Beria or Comrade Yamada sent a hitter after me, you wouldn’t even see them coming. Not from that bench. Not from deep in the corner of the awesome little pity party you’ve been throwing yourself.”

She paused long enough to make it even more awkward. “I don’t want to tell you how to do your job, but I’m going to.”

Her tone was even, but the hard edge beneath it was sharpened by years of combat command.

“Seems to me you’ve got two choices. Either you can be who you are and accept that most other people are not you and never will be. Or you can grind yourself up, pushing back against that. People will behave in ways that offend you. That doesn’t make them the enemy. Unless I woke up in Moscow this morning, that’s their right. And our job is to protect them while they exercise that right. Whether you like it or not.”

She brushed a damp strand of hair from her brow. “So you can keep sweating in your suit, looking faintly outraged by the ocean breeze, or you can dial that nonsense back and maybe give yourself enough wiggle room to get the fuck over yourself and do your fucking job. Try to blend in. If you’re worried about me drowning out there, then grab some floaties or a life belt and dog-paddle out after me. But don’t cut in on my wave, and try not to get caught in a rip. If you look like you belong here, whatever wet-work squad they send to get me won’t be thinking about putting a bullet through your brainstem first. They’ll just think you’re some old fat guy hanging around waiting for the café to open so he can hook into his avocado toast.”

He bristled, but not for the reason she expected. “I’m not fat,” he said.

She stared at him. Said nothing. After a moment, she blushed.

“Sorry,” she said. “That was shitty of me. No, you’re not fat. But the suit’s not very flattering, Tom. It makes you look like a weaponised dumpling. Even worse, it makes you look like a bodyguard. It might scare off some lentil-eaters from the Fabian Action Collective, but it makes you a target before me if anybody serious has been given the job. It’s a matter for you, but we’re stuck with each other for the duration. It’d be better if we didn’t spend every spare minute sniping at each other. What do you say?”

He finished with his laces and stood, stamping his feet into the brogues. His jaw moved slightly, a mechanical expression of forced restraint. He had to know she was right, and that was the problem. She hadn’t merely challenged his authority; she’d struck at the rivets of the armour he wore. He’d been dressed down, in public, by a woman half-naked and half his size, who somehow still had all the authority in the room, even if the room was made of sky and salt air.

His eyes lingered on her feet just for a moment before speeding up past the taper of her waist and rising to meet her gaze. She saw a flicker of resistance, a glint of self-awareness, and finally, something like acceptance. When he spoke, the word came out narrow, clipped, like a forced confession through a locked jaw.

“Acknowledged.”

She wasn’t sure what to do with that, so she picked up her board and started walking north towards her apartment. He fell in beside her, saying nothing, scanning left and right and up ahead. Doing his job, and doing it well, she had to admit, now that they were on his track. He paused every twenty or thirty metres, turned to ensure they hadn’t picked up a tail, and resumed the march north.

The silence between them was worse than awkward, and she wondered if she had reason to apologise to him when his hand closed gently but firmly on her arm.

“What?” she said.

He wasn’t looking at her. Her gaze followed his, sweeping up the hill through the little park in front of her apartment.

Two jeeps had pulled up in front of her block, and four soldiers were hurrying down the front steps. One of them pointed when he saw her.

“Let me go check this out,” Drummond said.

“No need,” Willet said, feeling suddenly tired. “I know what this is. The Emperor MacArthur’s court awaits.”
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Barcelona, at last, had settled the hell down. The streets, still damp from a brief shower, were quiet. The city had surrendered, not to dawn, which remained a few hours away, but to exhaustion. It slept like a child, utterly spent and lost in dreams it would not remember. Dan was glad of it. He was exhausted, too, and just wanted to get back to the safe house and his team.

He watched Elena from the corner of his eye. She’d said earlier, bluntly and without apology, that Siregar obviously trusted him, but she did not. At least not yet. Dan understood that, because he didn’t trust her either. Siregar’s word could open doors all over the world, but couldn’t guarantee what lay behind them.

He turned up his collar against the wind, a thin thread of cold needling through the narrow alleys as they stepped out of what he hoped would be the last stop of the evening, a small, all-night joint called Els Quatre Gats. Inside, the air had been dense with smoke, the narrow room lit by giant candles and crowded with tiny tables beneath a crazy maze of sepia photographs on the walls. He’d recognised Hemingway in one, brooding, and Picasso in another, grinning mischievously.

Elena had gestured to a simple line drawing hanging askew near the bar. “He sketched that in exchange for his coffee and cake,” she’d said.

Stepping out, Dan felt the change in the city. The streets weren’t completely deserted, but the wild pulse of the night was gone, leaving only a faint, tired beat.

“At some point, I gotta sleep, Elena,” he said.

She slipped her arm through his and pressed into him just slightly. “I made no promises about sleep,” she purred. “We may go to bed tonight. But I can assure you, you will not be sleeping if we do.”

For all the ease she had cultivated between them, the casual intimacies and subtle provocations, Dan still found himself disarmed by the sudden voltage of her proximity. As a younger, more foolish man, he would’ve just given in, drawn her close, and kissed her in the warm wash of the streetlamp just ahead. But he was no longer young, and he was, he hoped, less of a damned fool. If Elena wanted him to take her, it would not be on a whim or out of mere longing. There would be calculations, contingencies. And desire, if there at all, would be a bonus.

Something was expected, naturally. So he offered her the kindest dodge he could manage, a brief, decorous kiss on the forehead, more fraternal than romantic, like an older brother seeing her off to school.

“You’re very sure of yourself,” he said.

That made her laugh, not coyly, but with genuine delight, her head thrown back as the sound rippled up into the balconies and across the cobbled square.

“Yes,” she said, after catching her breath. “Yes, I am. And now I believe I can be sure of you, Danielle.”

She used the name deliberately, with just enough emphasis to remind him of the game they were playing. Her fingers curled lightly around his arm again, a suggestion to come with her rather than a command. At her gentle pull, he allowed himself to be led.

They walked on in silence, threading through the quiet of Barcelona’s oldest streets. The hour had slipped well past two, maybe three. The clamour of the night had receded entirely, leaving behind only the occasional yowl of a cat and the far-off groan of a garbage truck or maybe a delivery van negotiating the narrow lanes.

The heavy blanket of security he’d noted earlier had thinned almost to nothing. Only two uniformed policemen lingered at a five-way junction, sharing a cigarette. Their eyes found Elena first and lingered there. Not with suspicion, but something closer to envy. To them, he was simply a man on his way to bed with a beautiful woman. And maybe he was. Who could say? Certainly not Dan Black.

They came to a modest wooden door set discreetly within an old stone wall. The stones, roughly the size of a man’s skull, were worn smooth in places, the mortar between them crumbling away. The wall stood nearly twice his height, and up top, jagged slivers of broken glass glittered in the dark. The rough surface would make it easy to climb; the glass would make it dangerous to get over. Elena produced a big old iron key from her clutch. She turned it in the lock, which yielded with a slow, clanking series of clicks, the door groaning open on hinges that screamed or rust and age. He smiled. It would be no matter to oil those hinges, but then you wouldn’t hear someone coming through the gate.

Inside the courtyard, a single orange tree rose from an enormous terracotta pot, its glossy leaves gently stirring in the sea breeze. No fruit, of course, not in July. But other details caught his attention. He saw discreet motion sensors tucked under the tiled eaves. A faint line, a tripwire, he thought, running just above the flagstones near a section of wall overlooked by a neighbour’s roofline. And there, cleverly disguised as a rainwater fixture, a miniaturised Doppler unit.

He watched Elena lock the heavy door behind them, her own eyes sweeping the area just as his had. She didn’t trust the gadgets any more than he did.

She led him to the rear of the building, where an iron security gate guarded a set of French doors. A second, smaller key opened the gate and a fob on her keychain, the inner doors. They stepped inside, and the centuries fell away. He was in a kitchen straight out of the 21st century; gleaming stainless-steel appliances, an induction cooktop, and minimalist cabinetry. For a second, he was hit with a terrible pang of memory. It reminded him of Julia’s kitchen in her New York apartment. He stood there for a moment, a little unsteady on his feet. It was a different space for sure, but so familiar. It felt like a stage set. Elena, who seemed not to notice his sudden pause, led him through into a larger, open-plan living area, where modernism gave way to a more lived-in shabbiness. Dark wooden beams above, roughly textured walls, old books and older chairs, nothing arranged for effect, and all the more affecting because of it.

Any renovations here had enjoyed a much lighter touch, respecting the architecture of the centuries-old building. But there were signs of ongoing work. Two fittings for chandeliers hung from the high, wood-beamed ceiling, but only one was in place. Wires capped with safety tape dangled from the other. Beneath it, a painter’s drop sheet lay on the gleaming floorboards, surrounded by the signs of unfinished labour, paint cans, brushes, and a roller still crusted with dried primer. The story told itself. A tradesman and a small job, not yet finished.

“I’m sorry for the mess,” she said with an offhand wave. “The wiring in this old place. I fear that a rat or something has chewed through it. Pretend you did not see it and pour us both a champagne, Daniel,” she said, already heading for a side room, her tone making it clear she expected to be obeyed.

He looked around. A well-stocked cocktail bar stood against one wall.

“Champagne? Again? You sure you don’t want something a little more… nightcap adjacent?”

She stopped and turned, a smile curving across her lips. “ I sincerely hope you’re not suggesting warm milk. Have you not read your Winston Churchill? Champagne is appropriate under all circumstances. And we will both have champagne.”

He crouched by the small fridge and drew out a bottle of Veuve Clicquot, the glass quickly beading with condensation. He worked the cork until it came free with a soft pop. The sparkling wine was lively, almost agitated, and he focused intently on pouring it, coaxing the liquid into two flutes without letting the fizz of tiny bubbles spill over the rim. It was that focus, that small, engaging task, that kept him from noticing Elena’s return.

When he looked up, she was standing with two men. And Dan knew them. Or one of them, at least. He’d clocked him at the casino earlier, pegged him as Russian. Both men now held Makarovs, arms steady, eyes flat. The guns pointed directly at him.

He was not struck dumb. He was not paralysed. He was just a man holding two glasses of champagne while two other men held guns on him. An option occurred to him, less a thought than an instinct to throw the glasses. He rejected it. They’d put three, maybe four bullets into him before the stemware hit their faces.

Instead, he took a deliberate sip from one flute. Then, holding Elena’s gaze, he said. “I don’t reckon you’ll be needing this.” And he poured the contents of the other glass onto her floor.

Elena’s expression tightened with genuine annoyance. “I am disappointed, Daniel. Very disappointed. That is the behaviour of a man-child, not a professional. I will have you clean that up before you leave.”

“Oh, I’ll be allowed to leave?” he asked, forcing a smile.

“With us,” one of the Russians growled.

“Then you can mop it up, pal.”

“I do not think so,” the Russian said.

Dan snorted. “What are you going to do about it? Shoot me?”

He saw the cogs turning inside the Russian’s head, the man’s confusion writ large on his face. He would, of course, happily shoot Dan, but for now, they obviously wanted him alive.

Elena made an exasperated sound and threw up her hands. “I will clean it up,” she said. “It always falls to the women, doesn’t it!”

All three men shrugged and nodded.

“You, Daniel, should sit down,” she continued. “You can finish your drink if you wish.”

“Oh, thanks,” he said. “I was really worried I wouldn’t get to do that.”

“It will be your last one,” the other Russian said.

Dan rolled his eyes. “Yeah, I got the subtext, Dostoyevsky.”

The shorter, stockier of the two Russians, moving slowly and deliberately, lifted a chair from the antique writing desk and placed it at the centre of the plastic sheeting, directly beneath the loose, taped wires drooping from the ceiling. The arrangement spoke for itself, telling a very different story from the one Dan had told himself earlier. A chair, a tarp, electric wires.

Recently reprimanded for his lack of professionalism, Dan took another sip of champagne. Then, without prompting, he walked toward the chair.

“No, no, no,” Elena said smoothly. “Set the champagne down, Daniel. I’d rather not be cleaning up broken glass and Russian blood tonight, thank you.”

He paused, his eyes narrowing. She’d read his mind. He sighed and set the glass back on the cabinet. It gave a soft clink as it settled. Then he turned and walked toward the waiting chair, one step at a time, his body heavier than it had been a moment before.

It wasn’t over yet, though. There were still things he could do. And right now, what he could do was orient, observe and decide. He took in the scene again, sharpening the image in his mind. Elena, still in that deep blue dress, but barefoot now. Why? Because if she’d had to move fast, the high heels she’d been wearing would’ve screwed that up. Probably why she’d been alive to the idea of broken glass, too.

Then the Russians. The shorter one—thick through the torso, slow on the pivot—favoured his right leg. Dan had caught it earlier, as the man moved the chair, uneven wear on the heel of his right shoe. A limp, slight but exploitable. A detail to file away. The taller one had the complexion of a committed drinker, spider veins across the nose, a faint tremor in the hands. Unreliable under pressure, maybe? Maybe.

Perhaps this was information that might make the difference between life and death in the next few moments. More likely, he knew, it was useless. The last desperate play of a man without options, taking refuge in inventory. They’d get what they came for. Then they’d cut his throat and roll him into the plastic. An unmarked van was probably waiting outside.

As he sat, one Russian bound his hands behind the chair while the other kept the pistol trained on him. Once he was secure, they relaxed.

“Can I ask why?” Dan said, addressing Elena.

“It is just business, Daniel,” Elena explained. “Our business. Surely you’ve done things in your time, unpleasant things, because they were necessary… for the business.”

“So you’re not proud of this?”

She gave a wistful smile. “No, not at all. I imagine I’ll regret this for some time. Two, maybe three days.”

“Why the Russians?” he asked. “Is it because they’re coming? You expect them to take the city in a month?”

She shrugged. “Whether the city is under Russian control or the fascist jackboot, it means nothing to me. My interests abide. You would be better asking them why you are here.”

He looked at the Russians.

“Cairo,” the taller one said.

Dan nodded. Of course. “So, we’re doing the torture and dismemberment here, or is there gonna be a change of venue? I did a lot of walking tonight. You know. If you don’t mind, I’d just as soon stay here.”

“Some questions here,” said the taller Russian. “Then we go.”

Elena spoke before Dan could answer. “I don’t need to be here for that.” Her voice was firm, her back already turned to him. “In truth, I would prefer not to watch what comes next. We’re still agreed?”

The Russians exchanged a look. They were muscle, he figured. They didn’t make policy. But the taller one grunted, “You have your deal.”

“Then we should drink on it,” she said, moving to the sideboard and holding up a bottle of Stolichnaya. Dan saw the eyebrows of the taller Russian climb in surprise, and perhaps a little delight. He imagined they didn’t get the good stuff in whatever sub-basement of the Lubyanka they called home.

She broke the seal on the new bottle with a crisp crack, poured two shots, and carried the glasses carefully over to the Russians, stepping carefully as she navigated the patch of spilled champagne on the floor. She returned, poured a third for herself, and raised her glass. They toasted in Russian and threw the shots back in one go.

The taller man looked into the bottom of his empty glass with regret, as if hoping for a refill. Elena put her glass down. “Spasibo, gospoda,” she said, her Russian crisp. “Thank you, gentlemen. I will be in contact with your superior for the review. This has gone well so far. Five stars.” She glanced at Dan and smirked. “Would betray again.”

The leader managed a small smile at the uptime joke. But then it twisted, locking into a rictus. His eyes went wide. Beside him, the shorter man gasped, a strangled, wet sound, and his hands flew to his throat. Both men convulsed, their bodies seizing as the toxin did its work. Within seconds, they collapsed, twitching once on the floorboards before falling still. Dead.

Dan stared at the bodies, then turned his gaze to Elena. She was looking at him as if to scold him.

“That was very nice champagne, Daniel,” she said. “Did you have to pour it on the floor?”

He blinked. He still wasn’t sure what was happening. His mouth was dry and his thoughts racing, but nowhere good.

“What the hell was this, Elena?”

“I suppose the alternative was smashing the glasses and trying to jam the broken stems into their throats,” she continued with a shrug. “But honestly, you should have trusted me. The nerve toxin was in the shot glass, not the bottle. That’s why I insisted on champagne.”

He laughed, a sound with a slightly manic edge. “Maybe you could’ve just trusted me. You coulda got killed here.”

She smiled. “Yes. Of course. That’s how this was going to end. You were going to kill us all with your quips while you were tied up in that chair, being tortured.”

He shook his head.

None of it made any sense. He looked at the dead Russians.

“Why, Elena? Was this just business, too?”

She smiled helplessly. “What can I say… Danielle? Bringing people together,” she gestured at the corpses on her floor, “that is what I am all about. These men very much wanted to meet you. And by happy coincidence, I very much wanted them out of my affairs. So now, if you are ready… Come. Your men are waiting. So is my pilot. We leave for Marseille within the hour. Do not worry about this mess. I have a cleaner.”
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Even down here, Jones thought, he could smell Paris burning. General J. Lonesome Jones was alone in his office, a converted powder magazine, far below ground, though whether buried deep enough to stop a Russian bunker-buster, he couldn’t say. The air scrubbers hummed, working overtime to clear the chemical haze that had seeped into the ventilation system during the missile attack. His desk, a massive antique inlaid with a map of the known world circa 1600, was covered in printouts and satellite imagery, but he wasn’t studying any of it.

He was thinking about Generalmajorin Eva Richter.

She’d been glaring at Bouchier during the video conference with Kolhammer, then he’d seen her tearing the bark of the Frenchman after the staff meeting. He wasn’t sure he needed to know what’d set her off. Dollars to fucking doughnuts, he could take a guess. But he was sure that he respected her even more for doing it, and Richter was just about the best G3 he’d found in Europe.

He raised his head to a knock at the door. Bob Grieve’s voice came through, “General, Generalmajorin Richter is here, sir.”

“Come on in, Bob.”

Grieve opened the door. Richter entered behind him, spine so straight it looked like she was nursing an injury. She was a handsome woman in her early fifties, with hair cut short and a face that gave nothing away. She stopped two paces from his desk and came to attention with a precision that would’ve made a Prussian drill sergeant weep with pride.

“Chill out,” Jones said, rising. “Bob, close the door. And grab a seat, both of you.”

Grieve took the camp chair by the corner of the antique desk. Richter remained standing until Jones gestured more firmly at the armchair across from him. She sat, but not comfortably.

“Fancy a belt, Eva?” Jones asked.

“Nein, I mean… no, thank you, Herr General.”

Jones opened his desk drawer and pulled out a bottle of schnapps.

“This came from a castle in Bavaria, back in ’44. The Red Army was three hours from grabbing up the place when our boys got there first. A young Lieutenant Grieve liberated it on behalf of the free world.”

Grieve snorted. “Liberated. That’s one word for it.”

Richter’s mouth twitched, almost a smile. Jones poured three glasses—heavy crystal tumblers, also liberated—and slid both across the desk. Grieve leaned forward and took his, savouring a slow pull on the fiery liquid gold.

“I don’t—” she began to protest.

“It’s good schnapps, Generalmajorin. And we just got shot at by submarines. That might even be a first for a German army general.”

She sighed and took the glass. They all drank. The schnapps was exceptional, smooth and warming. Richter’s shoulders dropped half an inch.

“What did you want to see me about, General?” Her English was precise, each word sounding as though it had been carefully chosen.

Jones set down his glass. “I want you to plan this flanking attack.”

Silence. Richter blinked once, the only sign of surprise she allowed herself.

“Sir?”

“The President has authorised the counter-offensive into the exposed Russian flank.” He leaned forward. “I need an operational concept. Fast. You have a gold pass to take whatever forces you need, provided you don’t collapse the whole fucking front doing it.”

Richter set her glass down very carefully. “General, the line is… it is very thin.”

“I know.”

“Reinforcements are still at sea.”

“I know that, too.”

“The Soviets outnumber us three to one in most sectors. In some places, five to one.” Her voice remained level, professional, but he could hear the strain underneath. “To pull enough forces for a meaningful offensive⁠—”

“Will be difficult,” Jones finished for her. “That’s why I’m asking you to do it”

She studied him for a long moment.

“May I see the latest intelligence assessments?” she asked finally.

“Bob.”

Grieve rose and handed over a folder. Richter opened it, began reading. Jones watched her eyes move across the pages. She read quickly, thoroughly, absorbing the essential data and skimming the rest.

“This is compelling,” she said, “but General Bouchier was correct that we still lack hard human data to confirm the redeployment to Ukraine. SIGINT can be faked. The Russians make an art form of it.”

“Yeah, they make an art form of paranoid delusions and crimes against humanity, too. They’re not supermen, Eva.”

Richter’s mouth tightened, but she didn’t respond. Instead, she went back to reading.

“If we strike here,” she said, tapping a point on one map, “the salient is vulnerable, but our supply lines would be extended dangerously far. The Red Air Force would⁠—”

“We’ll have air superiority. I’ve already talked to the Brits… In London”, he added. “They’ll pull five squadrons, with tanker assets, and AWACs off home defence to cover this op.”

“That will leave the convoy routes exposed on their final approach.”

“We have options to handle that, too,” he said, leaning forward. “Look, I’m aware this is a calculated risk, Generalmajorin. I need someone who can run the calculations, not just tell me it can’t be done.”

Richter looked up at him. Her eyes were pale grey and red rimmed with sleeplessness. “And if I calculate that it cannot be done?”

“Then you tell me. But I don’t think you will.”

“Why not?”

“Because I can see you sitting there doing the fucking math already.”

She almost smiled again. “You seem overly confident, General, if you don’t mind me saying so.”

“I have confidence in you, Eva. And our men and women in the fight.”

Richter frowned and returned to the folder, then stood up as though distracted, before moving to the map table on the far side of the room where Grieve had spread out the battlespace overlays. Jones followed. They stood together over the main map, studying the blue and red markers that represented hundreds of thousands of men.

“We would need heavy armour,” Richter said, thinking aloud now. “The 3rd Panzer is our strongest surviving formation, but they’re holding at Wuppertal. If we pull them⁠—”

“The Belgians can backfill with artillery.”

“The Belgians are barely holding as it is.”

“Then we give them air support. Keep mathing.”

She traced a route on the map with one finger. “An approach from here, through the Saarland, would give us the best ground for tanks. But we would need mechanised infantry to secure the flanks, and artillery to suppress any countermoves on our flanks.”

“The British have a mechanised brigade at Le Havre,” Jones said. “They got in yesterday, and they’re still getting their shit in one sock, waiting for the First Armoured to arrive from home. I’ll authorise an early redeployment to you. The artillery will be there.”

Richter’s head came up sharply. “The British armour at Le Havre? General, that is⁠—”

“Yours, if you want it. I’ll call Harding as soon as we’re done here.”

“He will not like that.”

“Harding doesn’t have to like it. He just has to do as he’s fucking told.” Jones tapped the map. “Can you make this work with the British and the 3rd Panzer?”

Richter studied the map again. He could see her mind working, assembling the pieces, testing the plan against a dozen different contingencies. When she finally nodded, she said. “It will be difficult, and the casualties will be…” She stopped, chose different words. “It will cost us dearly, I fear. But yes, General. I believe it can work.”

“Good. Get me a preliminary concept by tomorrow morning. Full operational plan in forty-eight hours.”

“Jawohl.” The German slipped out automatically. She caught herself, straightened slightly. “My apologies. Yes, sir.”

Jones returned to his desk and poured another finger of schnapps for each of them. Richter accepted hers without hesitation this time.

“One last thing,” he said, his voice casual. “I saw you and General Bouchier going at it. Is that something I need to know about?”

The change in Richter was immediate. Her spine went rigid again, her expression closing like a blast door. “No, sir. It was nothing.”

“Didn’t look like nothing.”

“A professional disagreement, General. It has been resolved.”

Jones sipped his schnapps. “Generalmajorin, I need my senior staff working together, not mauling each other. If there’s a problem…”

“There is no problem, sir.”

“Really?” he said, giving her a look that said he knew otherwise.

She said nothing.

Jones kept waiting.

“The… the operational assessment,” Richter blurted out at last. “General Bouchier… he felt⁠—”

“Richter.” Jones’s voice was quiet, but it stopped her mid-sentence. “I’m from the future. I’ve been lied to all my goddamned life by subject matter experts, in ways you cannot imagine. You’re not one of them. So what was the real problem?”

She looked down at her glass, then up at him. The pale grey eyes held something that might have been shame, or anger, or both. “He questioned the wisdom of your plan to strike the Russian flank.”

“Yeah, I know that. I was in the room.”

Silence stretched between them. Grieve, still by the map table, studied his glass with intense interest.

“Generalmajorin,” Jones said, “I need to know if there’s anything between you and Bouchier that’s going to compromise this mission.”

“It will not compromise anything, sir.”

“Then tell me why.”

Richter’s jaw tightened. “He merely expressed his opinion of your plan in terms that were… inappropriate.”

“Inappropriate?”

“General, I would prefer not to⁠—”

“Eva?”

She met his eyes. “In terms related to your race, sir.”

Grieve’s head came around slowly. Jones took another sip of schnapps, his expression unchanged.

“I see.”

Richter’s face had gone pale. “General Jones, I am a German officer. My country just… I cannot… I will not repeat these words.”

“Okay, I understand.” Jones cut her off gently.

She looked stricken. “Sir, I apologise. I should have⁠—”

“You should have done exactly what you did. You called him on it, and then you left. That’s the right response. “The standards we walk past are the standards we accept.” He raised his glass to her. “Now forget about it.”

“General?”

“The only thing that matters to me, Generalmajorin, is results. If I thought General Bouchier could deliver them, his bony ass would be in that chair right now working on this operation. Obviously, I don’t, and he’s not.” Jones’s voice was matter-of-fact. “You’re here because I know you can do this. Clear?”

“Yes, sir.” Richter nodded slowly. Some of the tension bled out of her shoulders.

“Now,” Jones said, settling back into his chair, “operational commander. You’ll need someone who knows how to drive heavy metal, who can think fast, and who won’t shit the bed the first time things go sideways. Which they will. You got a recommendation?”

Richter hesitated. “I would need to consider⁠—”

“You already have someone in mind. I can see it on your face.”

She took a breath, then another sip of schnapps. “There is an officer. He is very capable. His record in the field is exceptional.”

“In the field, eh? Name?”

Another pause. Longer this time. “Major Joachim Boosfeld.”

Jones closed his eyes and tried to remember the name from his memory. “Boosfeld. The guy who held the line at Arnsberg?” He looked up. “And what’s the problem with him?”

“In the last war, Major Boosfeld served in the Waffen-SS.”

Jones nodded. Grieve had gone very still.

“I see, which unit?”

“First SS Panzer Division. Leibstandarte.” Richter’s voice was careful, clinical. “He was a company commander. A tanker. He fought on the Eastern Front from 1942 until the surrender. His record was… clean. He was vetted thoroughly during the denazification process.” She looked up from her drink and met his eyes. “He is the best armoured officer we have available for this operation. And after General Bouchier, I realise this may seem⁠—”

She trailed off.

“A little fucking weird?” Jones said.

“Somewhat, yes, sir. I am aware of the optics, General.”

“Optics.” Jones snorted. “Yeah. I remember those from back upwhen.”

He turned to Grieve.

“Bob, can you pull his stats?”

Grieve nodded and flipped open a laptop. His fingers flew across the keys with a soft, clacking noise. After a moment, he said, “Boosfeld’s got good numbers, general. This Kill-loss ratio at Arnsberg was outstanding, especially considering what he was up against. He got a shiny medal and a new command group.”

“He is the best we have, sir,” Richter reiterated.

“You’re sure?”

“I am certain he is the man for this operation. If you give him a regiment, the Reds will feel like a division’s attacked them.”

Jones closed the folder he’d been holding. “Good enough. Where is he now?”

“His Kampfgruppe is resting and regrouping outside of Witten. This is their first time off the front line.”

Jones looked over at Grieve.

“I’ll send a chopper for him,” his aide said, anticipating the order. “He can be here in time for breakfast.”

“Great. Eva, you can join us at 0600 with your preliminary concept.”

Richter stood, came to attention. “Thank you, General. In that case, I must be on my way.”
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Free at last, Julia thought, unable to believe it. Free at last. Thank fuck for advanced peptide therapies, I am free at last.

The wheelchair jolted slightly beneath her. A male nurse, gentle and silent, pushed her through a corridor she no longer hated. How long had it been? Six weeks? Eight? Cairo already felt like a broken film reel, spinning with flashes she couldn’t quite piece together. The memory of the freighter sometimes reared up like a rogue wave, and with it the two children, Beria’s tiny, murderous ghouls. Julia caught herself trembling at the thought of them, and she exhaled slowly. She was going to be a few years in therapy dealing with that shit.

For now, though, her only real desire was to leave. The clinic, gleaming, hushed and oddly reverent, had worked its miracles, and she was sensible enough to be grateful. She’d known real kindness here. She wasn’t blind to that. She could walk again, more or less. She could almost think in straight lines. But where she came from, of course, kindness came with an invoice. She’d had two months of treatments that would’ve bankrupted a hedge fund boss, back upwhen. She didn’t know who’d picked up the tab. Harry, or one of the ciphers from his world, maybe. She let the thought drift, uncomfortable with it but unable to let it go.

It was a comfort, however, that she was not back up in the twenty-first century.

No. She was here.

Where?

Julia paused mid-thought, unsettled by the abrupt blankness that opened in her mind. A small, cold fear took root. A mild panic, not madness, she assured herself. Just trauma’s debris field.

Then it returned. 1955.

The number, the shape of it, brought real relief. June, perhaps. Or July. No, August, now, surely.

The corridor was windowless, its light clinical and flat, but ahead, through the open doors of reception, she glimpsed summer.

“Is it nice out?” she asked the nurse, pushing her.

Even the wheelchair was a sweet ride. It was impossibly light, some kind of advanced composite covered in smart fabric that moulded to her body. It was obviously augmented technology, not one of the creaking, squeaking horror shows from the public hospitals of this era.

“It’s a lovely day outside, Miss Duffy,” the nurse told her. “Be just the sort of day for punting along the river or a pint at the cricket, if it weren’t for… you know. Everything.”

They’d shielded her from the outside world during those first weeks, cut her off deliberately. Understandable, she supposed. The first weeks were a fog of sedation and incomprehension, and they’d made the obvious call: no newsfeed, no stressors. Consciousness had come and gone like the English weather; even when she was awake, she wasn’t always present. But as her recovery took shape—tentatively at first, then more surely under Dr Collins’ care—so too did her curiosity. She began to wonder what lay beyond these hushed corridors.

Mostly, she thought about Harry and whether he was safe. But of course he wasn’t. He couldn’t be. There was the war. And Harry was somewhere inside it as a spy, a soldier, or something in between.

A memory flickered, elusive. She tried to grasp it, but couldn’t. She pressed a hand to her forehead, annoyed by the gap. The thought had been there, bright and whole, and now it was gone.

Fuck it, she cursed quietly. She couldn’t seem to keep a thought in her head. The effort left her groggy.

Her body, at least, was beginning to feel like her own again. The constant pain had lessened; most movement no longer felt like a difficult negotiation. The peptide therapy had been astonishing, bioengineering at its most elegant and life-transforming. It had worked a small miracle on her.

They’d even indulged in a few borderline protocols, trialling red light therapy, to which Dr. Collins had responded with barely concealed scepticism. Julia, however, remembered it fondly from the gym she’d used back in the 21st. A fad, maybe.

But she remembered liking the warmth.

Before Manning Pope rewrote history.

She instinctively tensed as the wheelchair bumped through the soft resistance of the translucent vinyl flaps at the end of the corridor. On the other side, the reception area might have belonged to a private spa, or perhaps a discreet, expensive hotel, its polished stone floors gleamed beneath high ceilings, and low, sculptural armchairs sat grouped in gentle conversation. There were plants everywhere. Tall, leafy ones in ceramic urns, smaller bursts of colour nestled beside tables. The air was warm with scent: cut flowers, roasted coffee beans, and a trace of antiseptic beneath it. Only the soft glow of the console behind the reception desk and a man signing his discharge on a thin, luminous flexi-pad suggested that this was still, technically, a hospital. But not for everyone.

The nurse wheeled her over to the desk, where she was mildly surprised to find both Dr. Collins and Agent Plunkett waiting. Collins gave her a warm smile and gestured for her to remain in the chair.

“Harry’s friend from the Foreign Office is here,” she said cheerfully. “They’ve arranged transport to take you home. That’s good news, isn’t it?”

Plunkett, naturally, was not from the Foreign Office, and Collins knew it. But Julia managed a polite nod.

“Better than having to stick my thumb out and hitch a ride, I guess,” she said dryly, offering Plunkett a look edged with faint mistrust.

He responded, as ever, with effortless courtesy. “We’d rather not have Harry distracted,” he replied, smoothing his voice like a silk tie. “It’s important he focus on the job.”

And, she thought, I’m too unpredictable to be left unsupervised, which is fair. I still can’t hold a fucking thought in my head for more than five minutes. So they can’t have me off the leash, talking to strangers. Or forgetting not to talk.

A second nurse emerged with a flexi-pad and stylus, and Julia accepted them without comment.

“Oh, is that the bill?” Plunkett asked.

“No, just the standard release forms,” Collins told him. “I understand the chargeback arrangement is for your office to pick up the tab? Is that right?”

“Indeed,” Plunkett said. “She’s covered under Harry’s health plan. Next of kin, you see.”

Julia was a very wealthy woman these days, but she had been here a long time. The bill would be significant.

“Thank you,” she said quietly to Plunkett, who shrugged.

“Office policy,” he said. “Now, do you need a wheel out to the car, or are you ready for a walk?”

Julia looked to Yasmeen Collins, who smiled. “I need you to take it easy, but yes, you can walk out to the car. In fact, I’d prefer it. Gentle movement, nothing more. If I hear you’ve been squatting, deadlifting, or attempting CrossFit in the next fortnight, I will not be happy.”

“Not gonna be a problem, Doc,” Julia assured her.

She rose slowly and steadily from the chair, the nurse’s hands ready behind her. Plunkett, precise as ever, extended his arm, and she accepted it, using her free hand to clasp Dr Collins’s in parting.

“I don’t know how to thank you,” she said.

Collins gave a little laugh. “Oh, I’ve got ideas. For starters, your fiancé can front our charity drive when he’s back from the war.”

“He’ll do it,” Julia promised.

She thanked the nurse, the women at the reception desk, and even managed a smile for two other patients nearby

And then: the doors. The world beyond.

Free at last, she thought. The words felt both true and insufficient.

Plunkett escorted her toward a car she didn’t recognise. It had the angular form of a 1970s Renault coupe, perhaps a Fuego, though sleeker and quietly menacing. It was petrol-driven, not electric, and she half-expected it to sprout gadgets or to pop open some secret compartment for weapons and whiskey.

He opened the passenger door and waited, courtly as ever, while she eased herself into the low, leather-clad seat. After stowing her bags in the boot, he took his place behind the wheel. The engine responded with a purring growl, and they slipped forward down a drive lined with ancient oaks and clipped hedgerows. The grounds stretched endlessly around them, lawns combed to perfection, gardens that seemed to bloom on command.

This was the England of storybooks, preserved for the few.

Eventually, they passed through high wrought-iron gates and merged onto the A-road beyond.

Is there any word from Harry?” she asked.

“I’m afraid not,” Plunkett said, a touch too lightly. “But that’s not unusual, as you would know, Julia. He’s in the field. It could be weeks before we hear from him.”

“It could be weeks before you find out he’s been killed or captured,” she said, more sharply than she had intended.

Plunkett kept his eyes on the road, his tone smoothing over the moment. “I’m sure he’s all right. He’s skilled, experienced. And so are his companions.”

“Charlotte and Pavel Ivanov,” she said, a small, defiant pleasure blooming inside her. Her mind had held on to something.

Plunkett neither confirmed nor denied. There was no blink, no correction, just the road ahead. The car rolled on, the moment unacknowledged but not unnoticed.

The hum of the engine, her fatigue and the sun’s warmth through the windscreen were a potent mix. Julia’s head lolled against the headrest, and she dozed. When she opened her eyes again, the countryside had slipped away, replaced now by the grey sprawl of outer London. She closed her eyes once more, lulled by movement and memory. The next time she surfaced, they were gliding through the wide, gracious streets of the City proper, the stone facades sliding past in quiet procession.

She was still so tired. Not merely weary, but exhausted.

When she opened her eyes again, the car was slowing.

They had arrived. The street was quiet, a sweep of tall Georgian townhouses, white-fronted and symmetrical, their doors black and glossy, their brass fittings glinting in the afternoon sun. Plunkett was already outside, retrieving her bags. He opened her door and offered a steadying hand as she stepped out, then carried her things up to the black-lacquered front door of the house she and Harry called home.

“If you don’t mind, ma’am,” he said, suddenly reverting to a clipped, formal tone, “just protocol. I need you to wait here a moment.”

“What, you think there’s a KGB wet-work team inside?”

“I rather hope not,” he said. “Besides, it wouldn’t be KGB here. Still NKVD.”

He reached into his jacket and withdrew a discrete little pistol, nothing theatrical. He turned the key in the door and stepped into the hallway.

Julia didn’t follow.

There had been a time, months ago, a lifetime ago, when she’d have followed him in without hesitation. Brushed past him, even. But not now. Her recovery had been near miraculous, yes, but she remained, in moments like this, unavoidably diminished. She stood, hand resting on the warm iron of the balustrade as a summer breeze caught the edge of her coat. She didn’t resent the precaution, and she was way too tired to pretend it wasn’t necessary.

Kensington was beautiful in the way only certain corners of London could be, restrained but impossibly expensive, wearing its long history lightly, like an old silk scarf. But the war had pressed its grubby fingerprints even here. Sandbags girded the lower windows of the house opposite, neatly aligned as if by a butler’s hand. A little further on, the silhouette of an anti-aircraft gun rose from among the rhododendrons at the edge of a pristine square, a heavy metal truth amid soft floral fiction.

Plunkett returned, his posture looser, the edge gone from his voice.

“All clear,” he said. “The cleaners have been through.”

She wondered for a second whether he meant conventional cleaners or some kind of sweeper squad from the Secret Intelligence Service, and then she realised she didn’t care. She just wanted to get inside her home. To make a cup of coffee and put her feet up on the couch. She wanted Harry back. She wanted the war to be over. She wanted the world to quiet itself so she might have a life again, modest and undisturbed.

Julia followed Plunkett through the narrow hallway into the main lounge. It was exactly as she remembered it. The light, the angles, the spatial memory of the place caught her unprepared. Sunlight poured through tall sash windows, gilding the pale walls and catching in the corners of the high ceiling. The contemporary art still hung where she’d last seen it, bright, geometric and unsettling. A modern sofa, low-slung and inviting, faced the marble fireplace. Above the mantelpiece, rather than a mirror or painting, the flat black surface of a TV screen hung like a portal to another time. The bookshelves still bowed under the weight of two sensibilities: Harry’s regimented histories, her literary novels, their spines soft with rereading. On the coffee table in front of the couch lay a dog-eared copy of Elena Ferrante’s My Brilliant Friend.

Julia stared at it for a long moment.

Ferrante had written about this very time. Julia felt as though she could open the pages and fall into yet another 1954. But Ferrante herself might not be born now. Or if she was, she might not become a writer, or not write this.

Julia felt the room tilt ever so slightly, and she felt faintly dizzy, like she was standing next to two versions of herself and Harry all at once. This was their home, and the uncertain reality of it made her head spin and her throat tighten, not just for what was here, but for what might not be again.

“I’ll take your bag upstairs,” Plunkett said. She gave a nod, grateful not to have to ask. The suitcase, like the sports bag, had materialised without her involvement. He had packed it, or arranged for someone to. Two weeks of life, pre-assembled.

She made no attempt to follow. The stairs felt ambitious, and she could already hear Dr Collins’s voice cautioning her. Instead, Julia eased down onto the couch and breathed out. She sat there for a while, unsure of what would come next. When Plunkett returned, he hesitated. “Would you like a cup of tea?”

She blinked, registering the question.

“You know what, yeah,” she said, surprised to mean it.

She’d never been a tea person. That was Harry’s thing. But here she was, wanting it. Even with him gone, unreachable, his habits stayed with her. Plunkett returned a few minutes later with a single cup of tea—white, no sugar—and two shortbread cookies perched on the saucer. Scotch Finger biscuits, Harry called them, sometimes with an absurd formality that made her laugh.

She wasn’t laughing now.

She was home, safe. But his absence touched each object. Every chair, every book, every polished surface seemed to press painfully on her senses. Something swelled inside her, unwieldy and tangled with dread. The angled books, the ugly cushion he always complained about, the faint scent from a long-forgotten candle, they were all both comfort and perdition.

“You’re not staying?” she asked, more quickly than she intended. “You’re very welcome to.”

He gave a regretful smile. “I wish I could. It feels rather ungallant to leave so abruptly, but duty calls.”

“Chasing Russians,” she said, attempting levity.

“More or less.”

He reached into his jacket and passed her a card. “If you need anything, call this number.”

She glanced down. It was for an import-export firm. His name was nowhere on it.

“Thanks,” she murmured.

He motioned for her to stay seated, and as he withdrew, she did. The front door clicked shut behind him, surprisingly quiet for how final it sounded.

Julia Duffy sipped at her tea, ate one of her shortbread cookies, and wondered what to do next. The room was quiet, and for a moment she simply sat, feeling its silence settle around her. Her bag lay at the far end of the sofa. She reached for it, wincing at a twinge of stomach pain, unzipped it, and took out her phone. She held it in both hands, unsure what she wanted from it. She stared at it for a moment, then set it down again. Time passed with a few more sips of tea. She drank and listened to the hum of the city outside. The ticking of a clock she couldn’t see.

Then she picked up the phone, her face expressionless as the sensors scanned her features to unlock the device. She thumbed through the contacts, found Maria O’Brien and tapped out a single line.

We need to talk.
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Harry’s prison cell was a small coffin for a tall man. He pushed himself up from the concrete bench, immediately bowing his head like an unforgiven penitent, lest he scrape his scalp against the flagstone ceiling. The stone walls, sweating with mould and damp, were so close he could easily lay a palm on each one at the same time, while the floor pitched slightly towards a rust-black drain that never quite drained. A single light shone overhead, wired into a broken porcelain base, its filament trembling and alive, buzzing with the mindless persistence of an insect that should have died many summers ago. It glowed with the colour of weak tea.

The door had a little porthole. No glass, just a mesh of iron rods so closely plaited that his fingers could pass no further than their tips. Through it, the visible world amounted to a meagre slice of dungeon hallway. All he knew of the world came to him by way of what he could hear - boots dragging, keys jingling against a belt, the soft thump of a truncheon against a uniformed leg. By their groans and protests, he counted the other cells—five, six, perhaps more—and to the left, the muttering of a guard post. Steel gates gave themselves away with the clatter of locks and the screech of unoiled hinges.

From his cell, he sometimes heard women’s voices down here. Some of them quiet, some of them, most of them, made quiet eventually. Sedated, or beaten. Sedation arrived as a slur in their voices: barbiturate syrup forced down throats until speech turned thick and they drifted into a cotton-wool twilight. God only knew what became of them there. One woman had come raging, spitting fire, her voice rising on the verses of La Marseillaise. There were no drugs for her. They dealt with her defiance in the old way. By the end, she was a child again, whimpering three words over and over, losing them one by one. Harry tried not to think about Charlotte. Better to steer his thoughts where he might still command them.

The crying made that difficult. It persisted from his neighbours with no beginning and no end, nothing to suggest relief might ever come. It drew him back to other places like this, to the basements of the Gestapo, the bamboo cages of the Japanese, and the human abattoirs of Baghdad. Despite all the trappings of bureaucratised cruelty, this felt closer, he thought, to the madness of jihad. He understood why the Georgians and Ukrainians had called the Russians ‘orcs’. There was something bestial about them. There was…

No, Harry corrected himself, frowning as he sat on his bench. No. Ivanov was Russian. Crimean tartar on his maternal grandmother’s side, but Russian nonetheless. And he was no animal. A hard man, but not a beast like some of their captors.

Skarov’s men had done it neatly. He’d give them that. One moment, he was with Charlotte and Ivanov, surrounded by goons and gunmen in the warehouse, half his mafia contacts dead at the hands of the other half. Ronsard dying, before he could get a shot off, the next he was being pressed into the dark mouth of a plain van. There had been no interval for whispered counsel or half-formed escape plans, not even time for a glance between them. Three bruisers rode with him in the dark, their fists quick to remind him of his place every time he turned his head, as if looking anywhere but at his shoes was an intolerable resistance. They dragged a hood over his head. It smelled of damp canvas and other men’s breath. Within minutes, he lost the thread of direction. They did the usual long loop to nowhere, doubling back to salt the trail, idling here and there before a transfer in a car park that stank of diesel and dog piss. That exchange came with a cursory beating, not savage so much as administrative, the fists and elbows landing the way you’d stamp a document. Routinely and without feeling

It had all been quite familiar. He’d trained for this—with the Regiment, then Six—the full course on resistance to interrogation. Keep the mind occupied, the body reduced, the face unreadable. He’d sat on a concrete bench, teaching his heart to slow like a watch winding down. For the white noise of endless crying, carve it into a shape and listen to your own music inside the hollow. For sleepless nights, count the breaths. For twisted joints, move the pain around to visit with companion aches and agonies, keep the party walking so it never settles. To forestall the beatings that came with his name, rank and serial number, he’d practised answering questions that never ended with answers that circled endlessly and landed nowhere.

Compared to some of that, his cell here was a doddle so far. Not pleasant by any means. But manageable. They hadn’t even waterboarded him yet.

Perhaps because there was no bucket. Only that rust-furred drain into which he might relieve himself.

The concrete bench jutting from the wall served as a bed, a pew, and a dock for the accused.

Unable to stretch to his full height, he found room enough for kata, assuming the horse straddle stance, thighs alight almost immediately, filing away the tremors as if shelving an old tax return. With his heels scraping the base of his stone bench and the wall in front of him less than two feet away, Harry ratcheted down his atemi waza to millimetre increments. The small movements performed slowly until they became large movements in the mind: wrists circling, knife hand cutting, feet planted, elbows tucked in. The body’s fretful system could always be persuaded into calm, the muscles schooled despite the constraints.

When he wished to travel without stirring an inch, he conjured a sky beyond the low stone ceiling, bright and immense, and beneath it an oak—an English oak of Balmoral—its bark familiar to the touch, its roots sure beneath the soil. He drew his breath down from the open sky through the lush green leaves, into sturdy branches, through the trunk to the roots, then pulled it back again; from soil to root, from root to branch, from leaf to light. It was mid-breath, in this sanctuary, that the cell door shrieked open and the world reclaimed him.

Harry had not heard them approach, which pleased him. It meant he had been lost in his meditations. He stayed within them now, seated on his fine stone bench, eyes lowered, as they barked at him in Russian. He understood every word but did not respond.

One grabbed him under the arm and hauled him off the slab. Three days in, even as diminished as he was, it would have been a simple matter to break the man’s arm and then his neck and then to crush the second guard’s throat with a shuto strike. Simple, but stupid. Harry envisioned the sequence with unsettling ease. All of it possible, all of it pointless. Killing these two would buy him but a few seconds of freedom before more guards came. Killing them would not open the steel gates at the guard station or provide him with a path through the dungeons and away to freedom.

So he let go. He went slack, letting them have only his deadweight, borrowing from Gandhi the insight that withdrawing cooperation was to force the mechanism to bear you forward, revealing its clumsy workings. This pair of uniformed goons revealed themselves to be much less practised in the punitive arts than his NKVD captors. The first man was a right-hander, the second a lefty, and he wheezed a little as he hauled Harry up.

Good to know.
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They cursed him without conviction, the way men curse out of habit, while their fists and boots found the soft places in his body. Harry curled into the pain but gave them nothing. At length, weary of their efforts, they let him crumple, one guard planting a final kick that folded him like paper. A coarse black hood slipped over his head, smelling of mildew and other men’s fear. The guards hoisted him up, hooking their arms beneath his and carrying him out. He supposed they’d had a bit of practice at this because they managed it quite easily.

They hauled him into the corridor. He kept his head bowed, counting the seconds, the turns, the sound of bootsteps on stone. The sack over his head pressed close with the warmth and musk of a neglected stable, and the air beneath it grew increasingly stale with every breath. Still, Harry noted what he could: the clatter of locks receding behind him, measuring the distance between one iron gate and the next. With every step, he tried to stitch together a mental map, a thread of sound and touch in place of sight.

At every gate, they paused for an exchange of confidences, the shuffle of keys, the plaintive cry of iron yielding to iron. “Up to the Commandant’s office, level three,” one of his carriers muttered, as if reminding himself. The gate slammed home behind them, and the march resumed.

He had been cleverer than was useful, with his pantomime Gandhi act. They had relieved him of his shoes when they’d first locked him away, so his stockinged feet now trailed over the stone. One sock slipped free, the bare skin rasping and stinging against the flagstones with every step. He tried his best to ignore the discomfort and catalogue the rest. Eight seconds past the gates before the right-hand turn, three seconds further to the stairs. On the steps, pride yielded to pain, and he lent them his strength to spare his toes the battering. By the time they reached the second landing of the staircase, he was walking between them, and one guard gave a short, mean laugh at the change.

“That’s the end of his games,” he said with a chuckle.

The other muttered back, “Fucking Romanovs. We should just shoot them all on principle.”

“There will be time for shooting later,” the other man said, and they mounted the next flight in silence. The stairs ended in a left turn and a ten-second walk down a corridor laid in cheap linoleum. The guards halted, swung him left, and one knocked on a door. A woman’s voice called from within, instructing them to bring the prisoner in; the comrade colonel was waiting. Underfoot, the linoleum gave way to carpet: still cheap, but rough and scratchy against his soles.

With the hood still on, the world shrank to smell, sound, and touch. The air in the outer office was warmer, dry, and thick with old cigarette smoke baked into curtains, the sour edge of furniture polish, and the metallic tang of a samovar that had been boiling too long. Paper whispered, a pencil scratched somewhere to his right. A telephone bell pinged once, muffled. A chair creaked—someone shifting—and then the soft thud of files being stacked. The carpet rasped at his bare toes: thin-piled, not yet threadbare, with grit caught in it, sand or salt pressing sharp into his skin.

They carried him through a second door, turning him sideways so the three of them could pass together. The carpet here was thicker and softer against his bare toes. They maneuvered him before a wooden chair and lowered him into it.

The voice reached him through the hood, muffled but unmistakable.

“Release his bindings. Surely we can rely on the good graces of a prince of the realm. Is that not so, Your Royal Highness?”

The hood came away. Light struck his eyes, and he blinked until the room resolved: tall windows admitting a flood of daylight, beyond them a canopy of deep green forest, and roofs of ochre tile pitched steeply against the sky. Alexei Skarov sat at a plain desk, impeccably dressed in a black suit, dark blue shirt, and a tie of cardinal red. He might have come straight from a casting call for a Chechen mafia lieutenant—the sort of man John Wick would dispatch in the final act. One eye was swollen and red, but otherwise, he looked far better than Harry felt.

On the desk stood an elaborate Russian tea service. A squat samovar hissed softly, its brass belly breathing steam, with a small teapot warming on its crown. Two thin porcelain cups and saucers, their floral rings faded, waited beside a sugar bowl of rough-cut lumps and a dish of cherry jam that caught the light like stained glass. A plate of pale-gold blinis was stacked next to a bowl of cool crème fraîche and an open tin of glossy black caviar. Little spoons, bone-handled, not metal, were laid out for the roe.

“I must apologise for the accommodations, Your Highness,” Skarov said, leaning sardonically into the honorific. “We are somewhat removed from the metropolitan amenities here. But I hope you will accept my hospitality as a form of recompense.”

Harry’s mouth watered at the spread before him.

“I don’t suppose that’s English Breakfast tea?” he asked.

Skarov smiled. “Russian Caravan, of course.”

“Of course,” Harry said, leaning toward the pot. “Shall I be mother?”

One of the guards slammed a hand onto his shoulder and forced him back into the chair.

Skarov smiled again. “I do not think so. I shall manage the hot liquid and the sharp cutlery, if you do not mind.”

“Oh, it’s no bother,” Harry said.

“It would be,” Skarov replied, “if you threw the pot of tea into my face and dispatched these two idiots, as I’ve no doubt you contemplated the moment your hood came off, perhaps until you saw the generous arrangements I had made for your reception.”

Harry shrugged. “One does what one can, Comrade.”

Skarov poured the tea, thin and smoky as campfire ash—two cups first—then spread a spoonful of crème fraîche and a scatter of caviar across three blinis. He set them out not on porcelain, but on paper plates, the sort one might expect at a picnic. Harry gave the precaution a measure of professional respect. A china plate could be a weapon: thumb braced, edge to the throat, shards for the eyes. He pictured it so vividly, his fingers twitched. But Skarov had anticipated all of it. Nothing fragile within reach, nothing with weight, and the guards close enough to kill the thought before it became movement.

Harry reached for his cup of tea, dark as ink, then for the flimsy plate of blinis. He ate without hesitation, aware of the bargain in every bite. In ten minutes, perhaps fifteen, his appetite would be roaring, the hunger making him easier to control, open to whatever treacherous kindness might be offered. Knowing that let him brace himself. Food was fuel: fat, protein, every hard-won calorie too precious to refuse.

He raised the first blini, its warmth lingering against his fingers. The crème fraîche gave way to a lactic richness, the caviar releasing in small, briny detonations. The pancake itself was tender, touched with sweetness enough to carry the fat. Hunger lent the flavours a dazzling clarity and amplified it all—jaw aching, stomach tight, ears ringing with the body’s demand. He swallowed too eagerly and chased it with black tea that scalded his throat.

“Careful, Highness,” Skarov said with a smirk. “The tea is hot.”

Harry did, fleetingly, consider throwing what was left into his face. But there hadn’t been much to start with, and there was less now. Besides, a decent cup of tea, Russian or otherwise, was a luxury too fine to waste on a tantrum. Clearly, Skarov wanted something, and for the moment, was prepared to bargain for it rather than peel it from him one fingernail at a time.

“Delightful cuppa,” Harry said, setting the flimsy cup back on the scarred desk.

The Russian poured more tea without being asked, but left the plates untouched. Harry’s mouth watered; his stomach betrayed him with a growl. Skarov plucked three of the dainty blinis, dispatched them in a single mouthful, and delicately drew a trace of cream and caviar from the corner of his lip, which he cleaned with a contemplative suck of his finger.

“Just us?” Harry asked. “I was rather hoping my friends might be along.”

Skarov gave a dry smile. “Anything is possible, Highness. But first, a few questions.”

“By all means,” Harry said. “Though I can promise you no answers.”

“We shall see.”

Harry braced himself, already anticipating the lines of questioning Skarov would embark upon, first, to the supposed understanding between MI6 and Le Milieu in Marseille. There was none, of course. Skarov himself had put paid to that before Harry could so much as open the conversation. But he’d still want to know what the British meant to do. And soon enough, the conversation would turn to Professor Bremmer and Harry’s attempts to secure him, first in Cairo, and then Sardinia. Once more, Harry had failed there; Skarov had not. Yet even the contours of Allied planning in this case—their preparations, their execution—would grant the Russians a useful glimpse into future designs. That was reason enough for Harry to dig in his heels and give them nothing. Less than nothing, if he could manage it.

He had been trained for this, not the dull recital of name, rank, and number, but the invention of a world he could afford to betray. They’d taught him to build a false life, dense with detail, so he’d have something worthless to defend when the hard questions came, something to yield piece by piece as the pressure mounted. And when he broke—as he knew he would, because everyone did—what he surrendered might still be taken for truth.

Naturally, once the immediate aims of torture and interrogation were satisfied, the scope would widen. The questions would shift from particulars to generalities: the organisation of MI6, its ties to other branches of state, its dealings with the Allied services abroad. For that stage, too, Harry had prepared volumes of invention, each page contrived with a novelist’s care, every word as solid as smoke.

None of which prepared him for Skarov’s turn.

“Oh, I think you will have answers, Highness,” Skarov said. “I care little for your bungled chase after Professor Bremmer. On that, you have nothing to offer me.” He smiled, wide and carnivorous. “After all, I am seated here, and you are seated there. The matter of the professor has been resolved to my satisfaction.”

Harry groped for some witty rejoinder, but nothing came. His gaze drifted, almost longingly, to the small plate of Russian cakes.

Skarov fixed his eyes on the guards. “You two. Out.”

Harry felt their reluctance, an active pause heavy with doubt, but obedience ran deeper, hammered into bone.

“Out!” Skarov barked, the word delivered with such force that it all but propelled them into the hall as their hesitation broke. The door closed so hard behind them that the impact rattled up through the legs of Harry’s chair.

Skarov leaned back, raising the tiny cup to his lips. He drank slowly, eyes closing as if in prayer. Harry began to wonder if his host had nodded off, and toyed with the prospect of edging forward to pilfer another blini. Then Skarov’s eyes opened. He drained the last of the tea and said, almost pleasantly, “I should like you to tell me about the future.”
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Maria O’Brien was furious. Slim Jim could tell because of that hunchback thing she did. Shoulders up, chin down, whole body compressing into a tightly tangled knot of rage. When O’Brien went like that, the hurricane was still building. She sorta… condensed. He’d seen it enough to recognise when it was really bad and when he was bigly in trouble. And man, he was deep in the shit today. She looked like she was ready to bite a steering wheel in half.

The subpoena she was holding, from the so-called traffic cop, didn’t so much as quiver. Not even a tiny tremble. Slim Jim watched the edge of the paper, eerily fucking steady it was, as she read over the contents again. When she got angry in her normal way, the paper would shake like a leaf in a hard wind. But they were a thousand fucking miles from normal here. She’d moved past anger into some higher jurisdiction. The paper was utterly still as her eyes swept over it repeatedly, doing target acquisition, like one of those auto-cannons they sold to the navy.

Moose and Slim Jim stood in front of her desk, a regular-sized desk, unlike the polished oak aircraft carrier in his ridiculous office that took up an entire floor. Her crib was just your average kinda office too; other than the booming view, you couldn’t tell she was a boss, or at least not a boss who was any more important than any of the others scattered all over the executive floor. The only real tell was the view through the big, curvy windows. In this part of the tower, the corner of the building sort of shimmied around to give you this amazing fuck-off view that swept in from the Santa Monicas all the way out to the Pacific in the west. It made the room feel like it was leaning out over the world’s edge, daring you to step too close. Moose was already inching toward that curve, trying to stay out of her reach.

Without looking up from the subpoena, without even moving her lips much, Maria said in a voice that could sand wood, “You stay the fuck where you are, Molloy. I blame you as much as him for this, and I blame him for everything.”

“But I didn’t even get the blowjob,” Moose said, much aggrieved. “He got the blowjob.”

She looked up from the page with axes in her eyes. “That’s what it means to be a leader, Moose. You may not get the blowjob, but you’re gonna get the blame for it.”

“But I ain’t no kind of leader⁠—”

“Oh, I am so tempted to agree,” she said, slicing him off mid-word, “but last time I checked, the crayola sign on your door still said Senior Vice President.”

He jabbed a thumb at his chest. “For the Promotion of a Fantastic Lifestyle,” he said. “Not for cleaning up blowjob problems. And it’s a brass plaque, not⁠—”

She shut him up by slamming a fist into the hand holding the letter, scrunching it up with enough violence to make both men jump back a little ways from her desk. “What the fuck did you think you were doing, going out for tacos and beer in the middle of the fucking work day?”

“Well, Maria, the middle of the day is traditionally when I have lunch,” Slim Jim started, smooth as a greasy shit, then stopped when she set him on fire with a laser-powered death stare.

“We have an in-house restaurant for that,” she said, her voice low and cold. He could feel the chill creeping up his spine with every word. “And we have it for a reason. You,” she said, flicking a finger at Slim Jim like one of those ninja stars, “are the chief executive officer and majority shareholder of the largest, richest, most powerful corporation in the fucking world. You don’t go out for tacos and beer just because you feel like it.”

“But it wasn’t just tacos,” Moose said. “We were looking for Elvis, too. We were going to get Elvis and tacos, and beer. That’s three good reasons, not just one.”

“Tacos and beer is two, Moose,” Slim Jim said.

Maria shut her eyes. Slim Jim watched the muscles around them tighten, like she was holding her skull together from the inside. He could almost feel the headache that musta have been pounding inside there.

“Moose,” Slim Jim whispered, “stop talking.”

“Why the fuck were you—” Maria began, then pulled it back, sucking breath in through her teeth. “No. I don’t want to know. It’s not important.”

“Oh, it’s plenty important,” Slim Jim said, relieved to have something to say that might help. “We lost Elvis. We don’t know where he is.”

She looked up at him. “No,” she said. “Not. Important.”

Feeling more confident now, Slim Jim stood a little straighter. “Maria, it’s really important. He’s just finished the album, and he starts the tour next week. And I’m going on the tour.”

“You’re not going anywhere,” she said, cutting him off with a scalpel slash. “Except Legal. To deal with this septic mess.” She snatched up the crumpled subpoena and hurled it at him.

“But the album’s really good,” Slim Jim protested.

“It is, Maria,” Moose chimed in, loyal to the last. “You should listen to it. You’ll see.”

She shuddered, as if the words had hit her with a live current. “Get this through your Cro Magnon skulls,” she said, voice thick with anger. “I don’t care about Elvis. I don’t care about the album. I care about the fucking freight train bearing down on this company, and that you two idiots just tied yourselves to the goddamned tracks in front of it.”

She was winding up for an epic rant, and Slim Jim was ready for it this time. Because, frankly, he was getting a little tired of Ms O’Brien’s rants, particularly the ones about his blowjobs. And he was going to remind her of something she’d just told him: he was the boss of this place. It was his name on the building, not hers.

Then the door opened, and Ryan Reed leaned in.

“Maria,” he said, and then seeing Slim Jim, “Mr Davidson, Moose. You asked to see me?”

The change that came over Maria was kind of impressive. The shift was instant. The anger vanished, just gone. Slim Jim, who’d been on the business end of a fair number of teardowns from chief petty officers, district court judges, cops and gaolers over his long and winding path through life, had been expecting an absolute barn burner. But with Reed’s appearance, it was like Maria had switched channels on a TV remote, and he was looking at the same actress in a different show.

“Thank you, Ryan. Could you please come in and shut the door? We’ve got a situation to deal with here.”

Reed let himself all the way in and closed the door behind him.

“Moose, would you please get that and give it to Ryan?” Maria said, pointing at the crumpled subpoena on the carpet.

Moose bent down with a grunt and picked up the ball of legal paper, attempting without much success to flatten it out before he gave it to the company’s chief legal counsel.

“Thank you, Moose,” Reed said. He was one of those guys who had that gift of sounding calm and being polite, no matter how deep in the shitter life jammed them.

Slim Jim assumed he was a pretty good lawyer, the money they were paying him, but figured this guy really made bank because he never, ever lost his cool, not like Maria. He took the crumpled subpoena from Moose and smoothed it out just enough to read. Slim Jim had known plenty of lawyers, of course. But Reed was nothing like them. He read that paper like a doctor checking a pulse. No noise, no sighs, nothing.

This was what half a million bucks a year bought you: a guy who could look at the end of your world on a piece of paper and draw a line through it like crossing off a grocery list.

He raised an eyebrow. Not at Maria. Not at Slim Jim. Not even at Moose. It was the kind of look a man gives the universe when it throws yet another curveball made entirely of shit, and he’s ready to lean back and knock it out of the park.

“Risk assessment,” Maria said.

“As always,” Reed replied, “that depends.” He turned toward Slim Jim, calm as an undertaker. “Mr Davidson. Are the allegations in this⁠—”

Slim Jim jumped in before he could land the question. “Yeah, man. I got the blowjob. It was good, too, but I didn’t know she was sixteen, honest. She was wearing this cocktail dress when she came up to me and, you know, it was a cocktail party, man. Sixteen-year-olds shouldn’t even a-been there. Not with bazongas falling out everywhere like she had. And honest to God, Ryan, hand on my heart, Bible in my hands, I’d a sworn she was seventeen if she was a day. Maybe eighteen.”

Reed nodded as if that was a major concession. Maria just shook her head.

“Seventeen is still statutory rape.”

“It was just a blowjob, and she offered it to me. I didn’t even ask,” Slim Jim said.

“How the fuck did she even get to ask?” Maria snapped. “This was at the Met Ball in New York, right? Unlike today’s beer and taco fiasco, I know you were there with your detail, because I was there, too. How the fuck did she get past your security guys?”

Slim Jim shifted a little uncomfortably. “Well, you see…”

Maria closed her eyes. “Did you send them away? Because they had orders not to leave you alone. Not for one second.”

The office was quiet except for the hum of the air system and the city a thousand feet below.

“Yeah, well, I told them that… I thought there was a guy across the room, he looked kind of Russian to me, I thought he might’ve had a gun or something, and anyway, now we got this blowjob situation.”

Reed nodded, as though that was a perfectly reasonable answer. Maria closed her eyes, as if a whole family of migraines had taken up residence on top of her brainstem.

“How long were you alone?”

“Well, you know, she was, uh… she was a pretty good cocksucker, so⁠—”

Maria looked sick. “I didn’t ask how long the fucking blowjob took. I want to know how long you were alone at the Met Gala. Because if it’s long enough, I’m firing your entire detail.”

“Oh, don’t do that!” Slim Jim said faintly, scandalised. “This wasn’t their fault. I convinced them. That guy looked like one of Beria’s hitmen, and he had some other guys there, and I said they had to go check him out.”

Maria held up her hand like a traffic cop. “Okay, fine, whatever. I keep forgetting, sometimes, that you are a convicted confidence man and bullshitting people into doing the wrong thing isn’t just your special gift, it’s your natural state of being.”

Slim Jim felt the tension uncoil a little. When she rinsed him this thoroughly, it usually meant she was coming down from whatever supernova of rage had just detonated. His eyes caught the tiny tremor in her fingers, a good sign, in its way.

“So, Ryan,” he said. “How we gonna handle this blowjob thing? Can we pay this bitch off? Like, if she was only sixteen, maybe, you know, we could pay for college tuition or get her an apartment or something. Whatever McCarthy is paying her, we can double it, triple it. Ah, fuck it, let’s pay her ten times what he paid her, send a fuckin’ message, and get her to say that she gave McCarthy a blowjob first. In fact, we can say there was no blowie for Slim Jim. It was all for that fat fuck Joe McCarthy.”

Ryan Reed smiled like an indulgent teacher correcting a bright kid who’d missed the point, or maybe eaten a pot of glue by accident. “Senator McCarthy did not pay Miss Fonseca, Mr Davidson. I doubt we will find Senator McCarthy’s fingerprints anywhere near this egregious instance of entrapment.”

“Yeah, entrapment, that’s what it was,” Slim Jim cried, leaping for the escape hatch when he saw it. “But it was McCarthy for sure. It’s his fucking committee that subpoenaed me. He sent that schoolgirl to blow me, and now he’s gonna try make me eat it.”

“Oh, he’s not going to try,” Maria said, her voice starting to shake. “You’ve given him everything he needs. He is going to haul you in front of that committee. He’s going to make you testify. And if you bullshit him, he’ll charge you with perjury. If you tell the truth, he’s got you on statutory rape.”

Slim Jim’s throat went dry. “So what are we gonna do?”

He didn’t like the whining tone in his voice. It sounded like the old Slim Jim, the one who was forever trapped between what he’d done and how he’d lied about it.

“Well, we have options,” Reed said. “Some legal, some political.” He glanced at Maria. “Some not.”

She nodded at that as though she had just remembered something and would rather she hadn’t. And then Slim Jim remembered, too.

“We can send Buster!” he said. “Cherry can fix this.”

Reed didn’t even glance at him. “My understanding,” he said to Maria, “is that Mr Cherry is already engaged on another matter. One involving Senator McCarthy.”

She nodded grimly.

“Great,” Slim Jim said. “Then he’s already halfway there. Throw the blowjob in, call it a bundle deal.”

Maria pinched the top of her nose. Before she could speak, there was a knock on the door, and raised voices outside. Someone trying to keep somebody else out.

The knock turned into pounding. Maria’s PA was out there, voice rising, tight with panic.

“Sir, you can’t go in there—sir⁠—”

The door burst open anyway, and a short, heavy man in a white suit and a face like a bunched fist piled on through, brushing her off like a feather from his shoulder.

“Jesus, Tom,” Slim Jim said. “You could’ve just called.”

“We were coming to see you, Colonel,” Moose added.

Maria blinked, obviously trying to place him.

“Colonel Tom Parker?” she said.

The Colonel pulled himself up, swept off his hat, and bowed theatrically.

“At your service, ma’am.” He straightened, spreading his hands, distress and showmanship in equal parts. “As the fates allow, and today, I am afraid, they most assuredly do not.”

Slim Jim felt something curdling in his guts.

“Where’s Elvis, Tom?” he said.

Colonel Tom Parker shook his head and held his hat over his heart.

“Parris Island,” he said. “The damn fool’s done gone and joined the Marines.”
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MacArthur was waiting for her. He hadn’t sat in her chair, but he might as well have. His entourage filled her office. Army, mostly, but with one token envoy from each of the other services, too, Navy, Marines and Air Force, as if by some unwritten rite. They stood at angles that implied permanence. An absurd performance of power that was still faintly menacing. She paused in the doorway. It felt like a coup that had yet to roll tanks into the streets. Her bodyguard, Tom, twitched beside her.

Not the day you were expecting, mate, she thought.

“That’s fine, Tom,” she said. He didn’t move. She added, “We’re already short on chairs. Why don’t you go get your…” Willet stopped herself from saying coffee. He was a tea drinker, like most of the old temps in Sydney in 1955. The Special Branch sergeant gave the Americans a once-over, then muttered something like, “As you wish, ma’am,” and withdrew.

“Well, make yourself at home, Doug,” she said, pushing through the crush and circling around to put her desk between herself and MacArthur’s human shields. An old trick, but a reliable one.

Her office wasn’t small, as cramped as it felt right now. The CEO of Project AUKUS rated a corner suite in the Imagineering Tower, sixty storeys above Circular Quay.

Beyond the glass, Sydney unfolded in two registers. The remnant dream of colonial architects, all those sandstone walls and red-tile roofs, clung to the earth like a reminder of Pompeii, half-excavated. But around the quay, where a thousand convicts had first pitched camp about a hundred and seventy years earlier, a different city had erupted. Towers of glass and alloy climbed skyward in a delirium of accelerated growth. The Big Twelve had claimed that view and the ground beneath it. The harbour remained sublime, ancient and impassive, watching it all without comment. But the skyline was written with names she knew as friends and comrades. Their towers burned with the light of certainty, reflecting the emerald waters with an almost cruel intensity, turning sunlight into geometry, and history into capital.

The bridge was there, of course, still strangely new to her eye. The paint shimmered under the sun like wet enamel. Its stone pylons had not yet surrendered to time; they wore the pale shine of fresh quarried stone, untouched by soot or entropy. Trains crossed the span at irregular intervals, not the rattling red carriages of old, nor the fat silver cigars she remembered from a vanished future, but a newer generation, compressed, angular machines in blue and gold, whispering along the rails like ideas sliding into place. The North Shore curled into familiar forms, terracotta ridges, federation rooftops, streets that writhed in tightly packed loops, but the skyline was amputated. No mirrored towers jutted from the ridge line. No central business district announced its dominion with geometry and glass. The air above the ridge was empty. The absence registered like a frequency she alone could hear. It was a ghost limb of a city that had not yet been built and a daily reminder that this was not her place, but something else.

“Admiral Willet,” MacArthur said, imbuing the title with faint reproach.

She knew he hated the egalitarian manner of Australians, the almost defensive habit of everyone up and down the social register, using each other’s first names. So she made sure to do it every time. She almost reminded him she was only a Naval Reserve admiral, serving as a civilian, but caught herself before the word salad spilled out. She’d tapped him with “Doug,” and he’d countered with “Admiral Willet,” forcing her into a reaction before she’d even realised.

Willet breathed out and let her mind return to the surf, onto the face of the giant wave she’d ridden just an hour ago. A Godzilla set, massive, hungry and wild. A thing that could have eaten her alive. She smiled. These men were nothing compared to that.

“So, you guys need breakfast or something?”

The Air Force colonel suppressed a grin. Not an ally, maybe, but a chink in the shield wall.

“We’re not here for breakfast,” MacArthur said. “We’re here to address the catastrophe your Prime Minister has decided to involve us in.”

Willet shook her head as though she didn’t understand, even though she knew perfectly well he meant the redeployment of HMAS Adelaide to the North Atlantic. Half a world away. It was telling, she thought, that he framed it in terms of Menzies’ decision, not Kolhammer’s request. He almost certainly wanted her to take that bait.

And so, of course, she refused.

“I’m sorry,” she said mildly, easing in behind her desk and triggering a round of musical chairs as everyone but MacArthur scrambled for seats. Three of the Americans were left standing like first-day recruits, awkward and exposed.

The Air Force colonel was one of them. He seemed the least bothered.

“Let’s not play games, Jane,” MacArthur said, pressing her name like a thumb against a bruise. “You know exactly what this is about.”

She let her eyes sweep the room, checking faces, insignia, the cut of uniforms, all the fruit salad and polished brass. He cut her off.

“Don’t play that game either. They’re all cleared. They all know what I’m talking about. Your Prime Minister has removed the plug bottling up the Russian Pacific Fleet behind the first island chain.”

One of her eyebrows climbed. “Technically, General, it’s the first island chain itself doing most of the bottling work,” she said, tone just shy of sweet. “Our two AUKUS boats make the net tighter, but they’re not the whole net.” She flicked a look at the Marine Corps guy. “You have two Marine Corps littoral missile regiments up there, holding the Russians back.”

“We are barely holding them back,” MacArthur complained. “It’s the same old story. All of the attention and all of the resources are going towards Reforger in Europe. I doubt they’ll even get there in time. Most of General Jones’s forces will be stranded on the high seas when Beria seizes those French ports.”

The rant was always the same, louder when he was tired, slower when he’d slept. She watched his lips move. They were pale and a little cracked. She recognised its cadence as much as the content, the grim litany of institutional betrayal, rationed resources, and strategic delusion. It was a performance, yes, but not without sincerity. She let it wash over her, tuning her ear not to the content, familiar as that was, but to the minor variations in tempo, in emphasis. There was more to be learned from them than from what he said.

“The UK still has ports,” she said at last. “Even if you don’t have much faith in your European colleagues, the Sovs aren’t taking the British Isles any time soon.”

“Maybe not those home islands,” MacArthur growled back, “but we will lose the Japanese islands unless you do something about this ridiculous decision. You must see that. What’s your view? What do you think of it all?”

She smiled in a way that didn’t reach her eyes. “It doesn’t matter what I think. Or you. We execute policy under civilian direction.”

A silence followed, dense and embarrassed. A few of the officers turned toward the harbour, suddenly entranced by its beauty. If MacArthur registered the rebuke, if it stirred memories of past insubordination and the cost it had exacted, he concealed it well enough. Better than his underlings, at least. But she saw the pause, barely perceptible. Enough to know it had reached him.

“Obviously, I can do nothing about foolishness passed. The damage is done,” MacArthur said, his tone measured but unmistakably accusing. “Those ships are likely halfway to the subcontinent by now. What concerns me is how you plan to compensate for the gap they’ve left in our line.”

Willet resisted the urge to correct him. They were boats, not ships. Instead, she drew her awareness inward, anchoring it to the feeling of air passing the tip of her nose as she breathed.

She knew what he wanted and that she couldn’t afford to be wrong-footed or rushed.

“We’re doing this again?” she said, allowing herself to sound tired.

“We’re doing it for the last time,” he countered, leaning in. “You need to get the sharks out of the tank and into the water, specifically, the Sea of Japan. You’ve had all the time and money in the world to make good on your promises. I want them in the water. I want results.”

He was baiting her, of course. He always did. She’d learned the rhythms of it, the mounting patrician impatience, the born-to-rule certainty, the way he arranged people like little chess pieces and assumed the board would obey. She swivelled slightly in her chair as if to consider his request, or demand or whatever it was. In the window glass, she watched his reflection occupy her office as if it were his, elbows planted, shoulders forward, courtiers around him the way iron filings find a magnet. She felt the old reflex, the urge to square up and meet the challenge with force, felt it rise and fall, and let it go. She’d won more fights by pivoting and unbalancing her opponent than by punching. Nagashi, the Japanese called it in jujitsu. Outside, a train slid across the bridge, bright and quick. Her old boat chief, Roy Flemming, owned the company that built those trains. And other things. She watched its passing and steadied herself.

“The Ghost Shark program is not ready for operational deployment,” she said, quietly but firmly. “I’m not taking refuge in peacetime scheduling. We accelerated the program. We have three shifts working around the clock. I wish I could release a hundred Ghost Sharks today, General. But I’m responsible for risk management on this project, and the risk isn’t simply that they fail when you push the big red button. It’s that they’re captured. And the enemy reverse engineers everything we’ve built into them.”

MacArthur wasn’t listening, or at least he wasn’t listening to the parts he didn’t want to hear.

“Let me talk to you about managing risk, Admiral Willet,” he said. “I am managing the risk that the enemy’s hordes will break through in Korea, break through in Japan, and pour into Southeast Asia. I am managing the risk that simple strategic gravity will drag them down through the Indonesian archipelago and see them pouring into this country. Your country. And nobody… not you, not your Prime Minister, not the⁠—”

She thought he was winding up for an assault on Kolhammer, but at the last moment, and to her quiet surprise, MacArthur checked himself. The effort showed. His jawline bunched as he ground his teeth together, and he made a fist with one hand, which he quickly uncurled when he realised what he was doing.

The officers who’d come with him revealed almost as much. Some mirrored his fury, eyes narrowed and jaws set. Others looked distinctly uncomfortable, as if they’d wandered into a family argument they’d rather not witness. She caught the Air Force colonel’s eye, and he looked away, as though embarrassed to be in the room. Curious, she thought. What paths had led him here? Was being on MacArthur’s staff some sort of punishment detail for him? Probably not, but it looked like one from the distaste in his expression. Perhaps she should put Drummond on his case? Give him a real job to do.

Still, she said nothing, allowing MacArthur to choke on his own rage. She waited him out, meeting his glare with blank equanimity, like a weary parent watching a child scream in the cereal aisle.

He wrestled with the anger, his jaw tight and his breathing heavy in the silent room. For a moment, he seemed to shrink, consumed by the fury. Then, something inside him snapped back into place. Or maybe just snapped off. He pulled himself upright like a marionette, remembering it had strings. The general returned, the tantrum banished.

“When can you have the ghost sharks ready for deployment?” he asked, his tone so level it implied none of the unpleasantness of the last few minutes had passed between them.

“A month,” she said. “They were originally scheduled for deployment in October, but I can have them ready, with reduced capabilities,” she emphasised, “in late August.”

“Reduced by how much?”

Her own temper got the better of her. “Would you like a briefing on the program, General?” she snapped. “Perhaps you would understand it better if you did.”

“I don’t need one of your infamous powered point shows, Admiral. I just need to know when I can have my ghost sharks.”

She huffed out a little laugh at that. “They’re not yours, Doug. But you can have twenty-five, maybe thirty, in one month. And they won’t be nearly as capable as they would’ve been if we’d stuck to the original schedule.”

“Well,” MacArthur said, “unfortunately, the enemy has updated the original schedule, hasn’t he? Can you put them in the water in a month to replace the two lost submarines?”

“No,” she said flatly. “They won’t replace the submarines because they are not AUKUS-class boats. They are a different program, smaller autonomous underwater vehicles. They have their own capabilities and limitations. And you are increasing the scope of those limitations by pulling deployment forward.”

“I understand that,” MacArthur said. “But pull them forward, I will. I want them in the water next week.”

“Oh, don’t be ridiculous,” Willet shot back, speaking so fiercely that a couple of the officers in his entourage flinched. “I said one month and warned you that they won’t be fully ready. They will be limited in what they can do. If you want to sink a few enemy ships or surveil hostile waters, sure, they can do that. But they cannot do the sort of things that two fully crewed, nuclear-powered submarines can do. And not in a week.”

“In two weeks, then,” MacArthur barked.

“We’re not doing a deal over a used car,” she pushed back angrily.

“No,” MacArthur said, his voice dropping but gaining intensity. “We’re fighting a war. And in war, people take risks. I understand we are taking a risk pushing forward with deployment. But you must understand we are taking a bigger risk by not getting them in the water as quickly as possible. I do not need to attend a briefing on your project, Admiral Willet. But perhaps you need to attend a briefing on the world you live in.” He swept his hand towards the window and the city beyond, adding, “…in which all of your countrymen live. Your cozy little world down here is a damned war zone. You should start acting like it.”

He fixed his gaze on her. “What can you give me in two weeks?”

She stared at him. Her face didn’t move, but inside, everything twisted and burned.

For a few seconds, a silent war was waged behind her eyes. Her hand drifted to a stylus lying flat on the desk. She thumbed it once. The smooth plastic felt oddly cold. Beneath the surface, something gave. The resistance broke. Not the anger, but her need to always win. He was an arrogant bastard, but he was right. The anger did not subside, but a cold pragmatism rose to meet it. Finally, through gritted teeth, she gave in. “I can give you a dozen sharks in ten days. They will be severely limited in what they can do compared to a month’s time.”

“We don’t have that time, Admiral,” MacArthur said, his tone softening almost imperceptibly. “All we have is this war, and the demands it makes of us.”
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The four-wheel drive kicked up a plume of red dust that hung in the still air long after they’d passed. Philby rode in the passenger seat, one hand braced against the door frame as the vehicle bounced over corrugations that hadn’t seen a heavy roller in a long time.

Burgess drove with one hand, the other resting on the open window, fingers drumming against sun-hot metal. He’d been banging on for the last twenty minutes about some bar in Perth. Or maybe it was Singapore? Philby had stopped listening somewhere around the part about the Dutch girls and the card game.

“You’re not paying attention,” Burgess complained.

“I’m paying attention to the road. Somebody has to.”

“There is no road out here, old boy. Just a vast bloody emptiness full of things that want to kill you.”

Philby looked at him properly for the first time since they’d left the coast. Twelve months in the Australian sun had cooked Burgess brown as a local nignog. His khaki shirt was worn at the seams, sleeves shoved to the elbow, and collar gaping for air. A thin gold chain winked at his throat. He looked like a man who’d made a small, disreputable kingdom of exile.

“You’re drunk,” Philby said.

“Not nearly enough, old boy.”

“But you’re driving.”

“That’s why I’m drunk. Have you seen this wretched country?”

The track ahead bent around a low rise topped with spinifex and wind-carved sandstone. Burgess took the turn without slowing. The 4WD’s suspension compressed, metal groaning, then they were through and climbing again, the engine’s note dropping as it labored up the grade.

At the crest, the landscape opened into a shallow basin maybe five miles across. And there, in the middle distance, the bones of a dead town.

“Tarcoola Siding,” Burgess announced, like a tour guide indicating a monument. “Population: zero. Local attractions: bugger all beyond a few fetching ruins and…” he accelerated down the slope, “nobody to ask a lot of awkward bloody questions.”

The town revealed itself in fragments as they approached. A thin grid of streets that had never been paved, just packed earth gone hard as concrete. Single-storey sandstone buildings sagged under the weight of years, their roofs collapsed or vanished altogether. A church kept its bell tower but had long ago lost the bell. In the centre of the ghost town, a broad, weary structure, almost certainly a former pub, still held its verandah posts upright, refusing to collapse.

Three large trucks were parked in what had once been the main street. Road trains, the locals called them. Massive articulated things that could haul a hundred and forty tons of cargo across distances that would kill a normal lorry. Two were empty, their flatbed trailers gleaming dull in the afternoon light. The third sagged under its mysterious load, heavy enough to bow the gigantic lorry like a weary animal.

Philby stepped down out of the 4WD before it had fully stopped. His legs were stiff and his arse numb from hours of rough riding over corrugated track, and he took a moment to work the kinks out while scanning the site. Four men drifted out from the shade of the ruined pub. He recognised none of them, which was only as it should be. One was a veritable colossus, well over six feet and built like a gladiator. Another, slim and dark, carried a suggestion of the Mediterranean in his posture and colouring. The remaining two were the sort who could disappear in a crowd of three, unremarkable faces, forgettable builds, the kind of men who made a career of being overlooked.

Burgess made the introductions with a kind of ramshackle gusto. “The tiny fellow,” he said, pointing at the giant, “is Angus Kearney. A staunch republican of the Emerald Isle, and a comrade in good standing with the CPNI.” Kearney stepped forward and offered a hand. The palm was hard as old leather, and his grin showed teeth that had rarely, if ever, known a dentist’s drill.

“Good to meet you, comrade. Heard a lot about you.”

“That’s a pity,” Philby said. “I was rather hoping everyone might have forgotten me by now.”

“Good comrades don’t forget,” Kearney said. “And Comrade Burgess tells me you are the man with our plan.”

“I am.”

“And grand that’d be, because I’ve grown old waiting for your man here to tell me what it is that we’re doing.”

Burgess gestured to the slim, dark man. “Next to him, Andrejs Bērziņš, Estonian by way of Latvia by way of Sweden by way of Christ knows where else. He’s our expert in things that go boom.” Bērziņš possessed that flat, unblinking stare particular to men who had witnessed far too much and internalised almost none of it. He would be a very competent psychopath.

“The quiet fellow simmering away with all that murderous intensity is Werner Schmidt, East German Stasi and our communications Johnny, although he’s also quite good with the whizzbangs, aren’t you, Werner.”

Schmidt grinned shyly. A few moments earlier, he’d given Philby that same boyish expression, the sort that softened even the hardest face. Yet his posture and the faint tension in his jaw hinted at old grievances tucked neatly behind his civility, waiting for the right spark to burst out.

“And finally, Pyotr Volkov, who despite the Russian name has a perfectly serviceable Czech accent and German papers that say he’s from Bratislava. He and Schmidty have been establishing their bona fides on the Snowy Mountains dig. Angus has been here since the end of the war. Hopped off a tramp steamer in Sydney and decided to stay.”

“Because the war never ends,” Kearney said. “It just moves around.”

Philby turned to Burgess. “How much have you told them?”

“That we’re striking at the imperialist machine. That success will significantly damage the running dogs and lackeys of American capitalism. That usual sort of thing.”

“A lot of gobshite then,” Kearney said. “What’s the truth of it, comrade?”

Philby looked at each man in turn, reading them. Kearney bore the unmistakable aura of conviction, the kind that buoyed men through darkness but occasionally tipped them into it as well. And Volkov… Volkov, the whole while, was observing Philby with the same cool, measured interest Philby afforded him. One professional taking another’s measure.

“Show me the equipment,” Philby said. “And I’ll tell you what we’re going to do with it.”
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The road train dominated the centre of the town, like a stranded leviathan. As Philby approached, the stink met him. Diesel, livestock and rot. Flies pulsed around the trailer in a thick, humming cloud.

Burgess led him up the steel steps bolted to the side. “Pay no mind to the aroma, Kim. It’s simply the price of authenticity.”

Inside, the trailer’s dual levels were arranged in the usual fashion for livestock. The lower deck stood empty, recently swept, though not entirely spared the lingering traces of its former occupants. The upper level still contained perhaps fifteen cattle, pressed tight, their wide eyes showing crescents of white. They’d been watered, evidently, but not fed; their ribs drew sharp lines beneath hide.

“Good Lord,” Philby said.

“Believability, old boy,” Burgess said brightly. “Any bored constable will take one sniff, one glance, and wave it through. Cattle in front of his nose, dung under his boots, nothing to see here, Mister Plod.”

“And underneath? On the lower level.”

Philby, no stranger to concealment and maskirovka, could tell there was something off about the lines of the deck. Burgess’s expression brightened with a craftsman’s pride. He tapped the floor with the toe of his boot. “Down below. That’s where the magic happens.”

With that, Burgess swept aside a mat of fouled straw and dropped through the hatch hidden beneath it. Philby followed, lowering himself into a well of diesel-tainted dark. Someone had strung battery work lights along the space, their harsh white glare dividing the gloom into small, illuminated islands. The space was no more than four feet high, running the length of the trailer, just enough to crouch, never enough to stand. And occupying every available inch, secured to steel rails assembled from what looked like an impressively creative assortment of salvaged parts, were the rockets. They were not quite Katyushas, though their ancestry was unmistakable. These were broader in the barrel—one might estimate 150mm rather than the classic 132—and the warheads appeared decidedly more robust. There were dozens of them, arranged with military neatness in three long batteries.

Bērziņš descended after them, his hand trailing along a launch rail with something bordering on tenderness. “Is good work, yes? Very old design, but with new science. Better propellant chemistry. More explosive in warhead. Guidance system,” he tapped a small housing mounted on the rail, “not perfect, but better than dumb fire. Maybe improve accuracy by thirty per cent.”

“Range?” Philby asked.

“Original Katyusha, eight to nine kilometer. These? Twelve, maybe thirteen. We fire from ten to be safe. You want numbers?”

“I want to know if they’ll work.”

“They work. I test one already, out in desert. Flies straight, hits hard.” The Estonian’s smile was thin and cold. “Will make big mess.”

Philby counted launch rails. Sixteen per truck, three trucks. “Forty-eight rockets total?”

“Forty-six. We test one, remember? And one launcher, the tube is fucked. Cannot fix with what we have.”

“Forty-six it is then.” Philby edged along the cramped run of space, taking in the workmanship. Crude, certainly, but not incompetent. The launch rails perched upon home-made pivots, permitting a modest elevation and a gentle sweep from side to side. Main elevation by way of car jacks welded to the frame. Azimuth control by physically swinging the trailer on the truck’s articulation. Primitive, he thought, but serviceable.

At the far end, Schmidt and Volkov crouched over what appeared to be a radio-trigger assembly: three stout boxes lashed together with cable, an independent battery pack humming beside them. Fail-safes, redundancies, the usual hedging against catastrophe.

“Remote activation?” Philby asked.

Schmidt answered without looking up from his work, his voice flat with certainty. “Radio trigger on three separate frequencies. Range, maybe fifteen kilometers with clear line of sight. Less if terrain blocks signal. But we’ll have eyes on it.”

“Visual confirmation? How?”

Volkov gestured to a small camera mounted near one of the warheads. “Wireless feed. Very short range, maybe two hundred meters, but enough that we can position a transmitter to relay the launch. Know if first launch successful before we send second.”

Philby nodded. The attention to detail was admirable. These men knew their work.

He climbed back up through the hatch, blinking in the sudden brightness. Kearney was waiting, arms folded across his chest like a bouncer outside a pub.

“Well?” the Irishman asked. “We ready to strike a blow for the cause?”

“Almost, but not quite,” Philby said. He looked to Burgess, the note of command unmistakable.

“You and I need to talk. Alone.”

They made their way to the old general store. Its roof had surrendered on one side, but the remaining half offered a scrap of shade. Philby lowered himself onto a stone windowsill polished smooth by a century of weary customers’ backsides. Burgess stayed upright, producing a cigarette with the resigned flair of a man contemplating an old and familiar marital ritual.

“You’ve done well,” Philby said.

“Marvellous. I’ll have a plaque commissioned.”

“I’m serious. The setup is professional. The men are competent. The kit’s better than I expected.”

“But?”

“But you’re drunk.”

Burgess took a long drag, held it, let it out slow. “And you’re tiresome, but tomorrow I’ll be sober.”

“I doubt it. How many?”

Burgess tapped ash from his cigarette with a little too much care, as if it might betray him. “Enough to take the edge off. Not enough to bugger anything up. You said yourself, I’ve done well.”

“I was speaking collectively. You had professional help.”

Burgess took another drag, sharper this time.

“Christ, Kim, I can handle my liquor.”

Philby stood. “Can you handle this?”

“What’s ‘this’ exactly?”

“Tomorrow we move three road trains packed with modified Katyushas from here to a firing position eight kilometres from the most heavily defended installation in the southern hemisphere. We unload, assemble, programme the firing tables, and loose forty-six warheads at a target we will never lay eyes on. Then we pack up, split up, and try to get away while thousands of allied soldiers hunt us.”

Philby let the words settle.

“Does that strike you as something you can manage halfway down a bottle?”

Burgess flicked ash into the dirt.

“I’ve managed worse all the way down a bottle. Or have you forgotten who got us out of London after the Emergence?”

“Not all of us,” Philby reminded him.

“Fortunes of war,” Burgess shrugged.

Philby frowned. He was getting nowhere.

“We leave at midnight. Three hours to reach the firing position. Four hours to set up the arrays. As soon as we launch, we have maybe ten or fifteen minutes before the first helicopters arrive. Less if they’re any good.”

“They won’t be. You’re in the colonies now, old boy. Not Moscow.”

“Their technology is years ahead of Moscow’s.”

Burgess dropped the cigarette and ground it under his boot heel. “All right. Fine. Just to prove that I can, no more until this is done.”

He drew a small steel flask from his back pocket, unscrewed the lid with almost ceremonial care, and inverted it. A ribbon of amber liquor spilled out, catching a single shaft of sunlight before darkening the earth at their feet.

“Moscow is serious about this,” Philby said quietly. “They need this production line shut down. If we fail⁠—“

“We won’t fail.”

“If we fail, it will mean Siberia for our families.”

They stood there at the arse end of the world, in the ruins of the dead town, two Cambridge men a very long way from home, and the weight of it settled between them.

Finally, Burgess nodded. “Right then. No more drinks. Professional conduct from here on out. Happy?”

Philby didn’t smile. “Happiness in the workers’ struggle is, of course, always the correct ideological posture.”
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Moose Molloy thundered across the office like a freight train in sneakers, basketball hammering off hardwood and polished concrete. At the far hoop, roughly a football field away, he launched himself, dunked, hit the floor hard, and came dribbling back without missing a beat.

Thunk. Thunk. Thunk.

The sound carried all the way to where Slim Jim and the Colonel were trying to untangle the mess Elvis had made of their plans. They were alone in the office—alone together—Maria and Ryan Reed having left them to deal with Elvis while they attended to the blowjob situation.

“I just don’t understand it,” Parker said. As his temper frayed, the muddy vowels of his original Dutch accent bubbled up through the fake Georgia syrup like gas bubbles in a bayou.

“That boy had everything done for him. By me. You. Everyone. I cannot fathom why he would throw that all away and join the goddamn Marines. It is a momentary lapse of reason, I tell y’all.”

Colonel Tom Parker had been born Andreas Cornelis van Kuijk in 1909 in the Netherlands, and his attempted y’all sounded like a mush-mouthed yawn from a clog maker with a face full of pickled herring. Slim Jim was this close to kicking this clown to the kerb, perhaps from all the way up here, but instead he chewed at his lip, staring out through the solar glass at the sprawl below where the freeways stretched out like a bad idea that’d got away from him. He used to be able to read the city, to find the angle no one else could see. Now all he saw was the hot blur. He knew the Santa Monicas were out there somewhere, smudged by heat and distance, but they had effectively vanished since the last time he’d looked. Like Elvis.

He liked to think he and the kid weren’t so different. A coupla broke-ass white boys who caught a break and made good. What pleased him most was knowing he’d been Presley’s break. Signed him. Locked down the catalogue, fair and legal, paid top dollar for it too, before anyone else had even had the thought. A long time before this pickle-chewing carnie fucknut van Kuijk had realised he was Presley’s Colonel Tom Parker.

“Heads!” Moose cried out a half-second after the ball bounced off the back of Slim Jim’s head.

“Knock it off, man,” Slim Jim said, rubbing the spot. “Can’t you see we’re trying to work here?”

“I’m working too,” Moose said. “I’m thinking on this Elvis situation.”

Parker glowered. “Yes, we can hear the thunk, thunk, thunk of your plywood brain turning over like a broken wheel.”

Moose stopped dribbling. He hadn’t been spoken to that way in a long time.

“That’s just the ball,” he said. “Gets my thoughts moving.”

“Good,” Parker said. “Move them to the other end of the room while we fix the Elvis mess.”

“What we’re gonna do,” Slim Jim said, keeping his tone steady, “is get him the hell out of there. My legal guys are on it. They’ll find something. That’s what legal guys do—find things and make ’em go away.”

Parker leaned on the desk, jaw tight. “And what if they can’t? The boy’s eighteen. He’s reached his majority.”

Moose squinted. “Why you gotta talk like that?”

“Because, unlike you,” Parker said, “I have an education.”

Moose grinned. “You got a bunko rap and two months in the cuckoo house. I read your Wikipedia.”

Parker’s hand twitched, and his face went red, his accent slipping back to Rotterdam by way of Dixie. “No, you didn’t,” he said. “You can’t read.”

Moose lunged, and Parker snatched up a heavy ashtray, a solid glass slab with murder in its weight if you were angry enough to do it. Slim Jim vaulted up from his chair and got between them before Moose tore off one of Parker’s limbs. The ashtray didn’t bother Moose. The Colonel did.

“Sit down,” Slim Jim said, shoulders squared, palms out to both of them. “Sit down, both of you. We got a simple situation with a complicated solution. That’s the problem. Elvis enlisted one week before the national tour. We can’t just roll in there, whack him on the head, and tell him to come to his senses.”

“But the venues we’ve booked,” Parker said, resuming his seat, but keeping a wary eye on Molloy. “The million records we pressed. The three movies we shot. He must come to his senses.”

“I know, I know,” Slim Jim said.

The hell of it was, he genuinely liked the kid’s music. The album was a fucking barn burner. It was gonna be huge. It was gonna give people something to enjoy when they needed it most. He wasn’t good with his words, but he knew what he felt. This album mattered, and Elvis was supposed to matter.

Slim Jim might not understand one tenth of one per cent about all the shit going on inside of his own company. That’s why he had people like O’Brien and all those pointy heads out in the valley, turning his little Christmas toys into flying deathbots or something. But a poor white boy, coming good? He got that. And Elvis, he understood it too. And more important, although Slim Jim would never let on to anyone, he fucking needed it. Not the money. That was chump change.

He needed to feel… that he wasn’t just a rich, useless asshole.

“Don’t y’all got yourself a line to the President’s office or something?” Parker said. His southern drawl was firmly back in place. “That’s what the rumours all say. Couldn’t y’all just call up the Hammer and have him do you a solid?”

Slim Jim shook his head. “That’s not me, man. That’s Maria. And it’s not even her. She knows people in D.C. for sure. She can work the favour bank as much as anybody. But she’s not gonna do it for this because she doesn’t think it’s important. And I don’t want her doing it. This is my thing, and I want to make it good myself.”

Moose frowned, juggling the ball from hand to hand. “I guess I could join up,” he said. “Go in and make sure he had, like, a training accident or something.”

They both stared at him.

“That’s a mighty fine idea, boy,” Parker said, eyes glittering mean. “Why don’t you join up today and⁠—”

“Don’t,” Slim Jim cut him off. “You’re too old, Moose. They won’t take you. And I want Elvis out so he can tour the album. If you go in there and break an arm or a leg, he’s not gonna be able to do that, is he?”

Moose’s face fell. “I guess not,” he said. “But lots of guys wash out. Maybe he’ll wash out.”

“Maybe,” Slim Jim said, with no confidence.

“What about his trainers?” Parker said. “I’m sure the Marines don’t pay their fellows top dollar. Maybe one of them could help us, for due consideration. Surely, in the whole of Parris Island, we could find one instructor broke enough, to stick a foot out and trip our boy as he runs the obstacle course?”

“That’s all I was gonna do,” Moose said softly.

“Moose,” Slim Jim said, gentler now, “you’re thirty-six. They’re not taking you. You turn up at a Marine recruiting centre, and they’ll send you down the line to the Army or the National Guard. And they’ll laugh at you. It’s a tick-the-box thing, buddy. You don’t tick their boxes.”

Moose looked wounded.

“I didn’t say I’d laugh at you,” Slim Jim added quickly. “I just said some other assholes would.” He blew out a breath. “So what are we gonna do?”

Thunk. Thunk. Thunk.

Moose bounced the ball, each hit softer than the last.

On the third thunk came a knock at the main door. Then the intercom buzzed on Slim Jim’s desk.

“It’s Mr Reed,” the secretary’s voice rasped. She’d been old when phones had cords.

The lawyer was already stepping through the door, manila folder in hand. Slim Jim saw it was too thin to be full of answers.

Reed nodded at Parker and Moose, and more formally acknowledged Slim Jim’s presence.

“Mr Davidson,” Reed said. “Any thoughts on your Elvis problem?”

“We was all hoping you’d have something for us, boy,” Colonel Parker said.

Reed glanced at Slim Jim, seeming pained.

Slim Jim spread his hands. “I’ll take anything, man.”

Reed stayed standing, folder in hand. He started to speak, still standing there like he was in court. It gave Slim Jim flashbacks to principals, parole boards, and judges in bad moods.

“Sit down, dude,” he said. “Please.”

Reed thanked him and took one of the empty chairs in front of Slim Jim’s desk. It wasn’t his power flex desk, the one as big as an aircraft carrier; it was the smaller one he used when he needed to get stuff done. Moose drifted closer, ball in hand, giving it the occasional thunk until Slim Jim’s glare stopped him.

Reed opened the file, took out a single piece of paper and scanned it briefly. “I can confirm,” he said, “that Mr Presley has indeed joined the Marine Corps as a recruit. He signed on at the recruiting station just off Ventura Boulevard here in LA. I can confirm he did so within an hour of cutting the final track for his latest album.”

Thunk.

“New album,” Moose said.

Reed looked up.

“Yeah,” Moose said. “Brand new.”

“And it’s marvellous, I’m sure,” the lawyer said. “To continue. Mr Presley signed on to the Corps but requested that he do his recruit training at Parris Island, not at the West Coast depot in San Diego.”

Slim Jim shook his head. He didn’t understand it at all.

“If you gotta be a Marine,” he said, thinking out loud, “Why wouldn’t you be a Hollywood Marine? They’re right here. With starlets and shit. Why sign up to be a fucking redneck marine on some swamp ass island? Why would you do that?” Slim Jim asked.

Reed shook his head. “I can’t speak to his reasons, sir, only to what he did. He chose Parris Island for his training. That was his decision.”

Parker snapped. “That fool boy never made a decision in his life. I made every damn choice for him the last ten years. That’s how we got here. Record finished,” he jerked his chin toward Molloy, “tour about to start. That boy didn’t even have the sense to wipe his own ass after squeezing one out.”

Moose barked a laugh. Reed’s mouth tightened. Slim Jim waved it all off like a fly.

“Yeah, fine, we don’t know what was going through his head. But I do know what I don’t want going through it. A fucking Russian bullet any time in the next few weeks.”

Reed shook his head again. “Mr Presley has been taken into the standard recruit program. He will be at Parris Island for at least twelve weeks. Unless he fails the course.”

Slim Jim looked up. “How’s he gonna fail? It’s running round, yelling ‘oorah,’ and eating pork and beans, right?”

Reed’s smile went a little sideways. Slim Jim remembered then. His lawyer had been a Marine.

“Ah, sorry, man,” he said. “I didn’t mean you.”

Reed brushed it off with a small wave. “I was an officer. A baby lieutenant. OCS was tough enough. But what they put the grunts through down there…” He shook his head. “You wouldn’t believe it.”

Molloy bristled. “Hey, boss. The Navy wasn’t no bowl of beans. And you jarheads couldn’t get anywhere without us.”

“Indeed,” Reed said, bowing slightly in an acknowledgement that Slim Jim was pretty sure was a well-mannered ‘fuck you’.

“So, how many flunk out?” he cut in.

“Ten to fifteen per cent,” Reed said. “About a third of them are due to medical issues. Stress fractures, respiratory failure and so on. A quarter through performance failure. Some through disciplinary action. And some just… fail. The drill instructors want everyone to make it, but so do the recruits. They all volunteered. But some find out it’s not what they wanted after all.” He glanced toward Moose. “A Marine isn’t the same as a soldier. Or,” another courteous fuck-you nod, “a sailor.”

Moose scowled. “Oh, they think they’re so special.”

Reed smiled. “That’s because they are, Mr Molloy.”

Parker slapped the edge of Slim Jim’s desk hard enough to make the little toys jump. The drinking bird that hadn’t moved in days started nodding again, agreeing with no one.

“I suggest y’all put away your tape measures and save this dick-measuring festival for the happy day when we have our boy back, touring, selling records, doing what he’s supposed to do. Making us rich.”

Slim Jim gave him his stone face.

“I’m already rich… Cornelius.”

Parker shut up at the use of his original name. One of them, at least.

Slim Jim looked at Reed.

“So how are we gonna do that?”

“You’re not,” Reed said. “Not unless Recruit Presley washes out or quits.” He paused, glancing at Parker. “And from what I understand, he’s been planning this, preparing for it, for seven, maybe eight weeks.”

Slim Jim and Molloy turned toward Parker. He looked back, baffled.

“How can y’all say that? The boy’s been in the studio, doing his songs.”

Reed’s tone was mild, but unforgiving. “Indeed. But did you wonder why he insisted on having a personal trainer with him in the studio? And a personal chef?”

Parker barked a laugh. “Because he’s famous, counsellor! That’s what famous people do. And whatever it takes to get that record made, I’d a made it happen. If he’d tol’ me he was in need of a conga line of dick-sucking nuns to motivate his ass, I’d a lined up every Sister of Perpetual Fellatio from the convent of never-ending dick suckers, one after the other. As it happened, that’s not what he asked for. He said he needed to get in shape for the tour, and that meant salads and workouts, not fried chicken pancakes.”

Slim Jim dropped his head into his hands and groaned. He’d heard about the trainer and the chef. Hell, he’d even stopped by the studio once and seen the gear he’d paid for. The chrome dumbbells, the oversized running machine that looked like a tractor mechanic had designed it.

“Goddamn it,” Slim Jim said. “I thought that was weird. It’s just not natural. Doing all that lifting and running and panting and sweating. It’s not right.” He stopped and looked at Reed, who nodded.

“Unless you have a drill instructor shouting at you,” the lawyer said. “And Mr Presley’s personal trainer, Mr Tony Mangioni, was, indeed, himself a graduate of Parris Island. He would have known exactly how to prepare Mr Presley for the recruit course. I wouldn’t count on him washing out or giving up.”

Slim Jim felt his temper rising. Reed’s calm made it worse, like the man wasn’t even trying to fix this, and maybe he even admired Presley for blowing up their plans. Ten years ago, Slim Jim would’ve let it rip. But he’d changed. He told himself he had, anyway. Yelling at Ryan Reed wouldn’t change a thing. The lawyer would do what he could, play it straight, stay inside the lines. He could ask that of the man.

What he couldn’t ask for was for Reed to change his feelings about the situation. And it was pretty obvious that Ryan Reed didn’t have any mixed feelings about Elvis Presley signing up as a Marine. None at all.

Slim Jim did the little thing Maria had taught him. He took a deep breath. He held it. He let it go slowly. Then he took another breath. He closed his eyes while he did so and clasped his hands in front of him. Halfway through the second round, he remembered that Maria O’Brien had been a Marine too. And a lawyer, like Reed. And that pissed him off so much he had to go through the whole stupid breathing and relaxing thing again.

“Okay,” he said at last. “We gotta have options. What options do we got, man?”

Reed nodded, as though Slim Jim were a struggling pupil who’d finally got something right.

“There are no options for reaching into Parris Island and extracting him,” Reed said. “He is there, and for the moment, he is safe and well.”

“I don’t know how you can say that,” Slim Jim said. “You’re kidding, right?”

Reed answered him promptly. “I’m not, no. As tough as the recruit course is, particularly at Parris Island, the Marines look after their own. They will look after him because they want him. Not because he’s Elvis Presley, not because he has a national tour or a new album, but because he put his hand up and said, ‘I want to be a United States Marine.’ They will give him every chance to succeed at that. At the end of twelve weeks, however, he will be assigned to a unit. And that,” he held his hands up as if to forestall any excitement, “that is a process which might be amenable to outside influence.”

“That’s my favourite kinda influence,” Tom Parker declared. “What are we gonna do then?”

Reed sighed, as though delivering up information he would rather not share.

“The Marine Corps, like all branches of the armed forces, has a small public affairs section. It might be possible to have Mr Presley assigned to public affairs and then to come to an arrangement with the Corps where, in the interests of driving recruitment, Mr Presley is allowed to proceed with his tour.” He shrugged, “With a few changes here and there to the content.”

“What changes? What changes?” Parker demanded.

Slim Jim shushed him with a patting gesture. “Like what, Ryan?”

“He would be a Marine. He would be in uniform. He would be performing in such a fashion as to bring credit and honour to the Corps, and new recruits to the island.”

Slim Jim made a face. “I don’t even know what any of that means. Is he gonna be able to tour? Am I gonna be able to tour with him?”

“I can’t say that, sir,” he said. “But I can say the only way you get Elvis Presley touring the country, selling his album, is as a Private First Class working for the Marine Corps Public Affairs Division. Or perhaps with their recruiting office.”

“But what if he doesn’t want to?” Molloy said.

They all looked at him.

“Dude joined up to fight,” Moose said. “What if he volunteers for a combat unit?”

They all looked back to Reed.

“Marines have to follow orders,” he said. “Those orders come down from on high. And in the end, the highest office in the Corps is the Commander-in-Chief.”

“Kolhammer!” Colonel Tom Parker cried out triumphantly, but he sounded a lot more like Andreas Cornelis van Kuijk.
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Elvis sat five rows back from the front of the bus, next to some farm kid from Iowa who couldn’t stop jigging his knee, and across the aisle from a wiry little Puerto Ricky from the Bronx who hadn’t said boo since Jacksonville. Pine trees blurred past under a hot, bleached sky. Nobody talked much now. They’d had plenty to say during that first leg, Jacksonville to Beaufort, swapping all manner of lies about girlfriends and boasting big about why they’d joined up, unless they’d been drafted, of course. Some were running from the law or a pregnant girlfriend. A few claimed to burn with patriotic fire.

Elvis said nothing to no one.

He’d kept his head down, ball cap pulled low over his shaved head, and tried to sleep. Two guys had looked at him sideways during the layover, squinting like they were trying to place him, but that passed. Out here, stripped of the stage clothes and the hundred-dollar haircut, he was just another po’ boy on a bus to the Island.

And that’s all he wanted to be.

The Colonel would be shitting bricks by now. JimBob, too. The tour was comin’ any day. Advance tickets was already sold out, bigger’n anything they’d imagined. The album, his album, the first one he’d done for real, was due to drop day one.

Elvis tugged his cap down tighter and squeezed his eyes shut.

To heck with the tour.

And the album.

And Elvis Presley.

The bus lurched right, tyres crunching over gravel, and the driver cleared his throat into the PA system.

“Parris Island,” he announced, voice flat as hammered tin. “Good luck to y’all, boys.”

Nobody said anything. The farm kid stopped bouncing his knee.

Through the windshield, Elvis saw the gate just ahead. A wooden arch, white paint, and a guard shack the size of a tool shed. Nothing grand, but it felt like the mouth of something vast and hungry that would swallow him whole. The bus sighed to a stop, brakes squealing, and the driver passed some papers to one of the guards, who checked them and quickly waved him through. The bus lurched forward.

Beyond the main gatehouse, mudflats and scrubby grass stretched away in a heat haze. The bus rumbled over a low weir, flanked by swampy wetlands and drove on for another minute, the tires thudding like a heartbeat, before making a few turns left and right through a sprawl of Quonset huts and barracks, every one of them baked the same dull colour by the sun, each building fronted by a blinding white ‘lawn’ of raked gravel. Flags hung limp in the faint breeze off the bay, too tired to move. The bus wheezed to a halt for the second time, and for a moment, nobody moved. The engine ticked, cooling.

For five seconds, nothing.

Then the door hissed open, and Hell climbed aboard.

He came up the steps like something bolted together from nightmares and scar tissue, a staff sergeant in a Smokey Bear hat big enough to blot out God. His khaki uniform was starched to razor sharpness, and the air itself tightened around him. He didn’t need to say a word to terrify everybody. So he didn’t say anything. He just screamed, “GET OFF MY GODDAMN BUS YOU WORTHLESS FUCKING WASTE OF SKIN!”

The roar was so loud, so sudden, that Elvis felt it under his ribs. Half the boys jumped. The farm kid made a slight whimpering sound like whipped cur.

“I SAID GET OFF MY FUCKING BUS, MAGGOTS! MOVE MOVE MOVE MOVE MOVE!”

Chaos. Instant and total. The aisle became a trench. Packs, elbows, knees, curses, everyone clawing for escape. Elvis felt himself shoved forward, hip-checked a seat, and felt the bruise start to bloom. He caught himself, grabbed his bag, and stumbled toward the exit. And all the time that voice kept roaring, pure hate with a pulse.

“YOU FAGGOTS THINK THIS IS A FUCKING VACATION? MOVE FASTER! MY SAINTED FUCKIN’ GRANDMOTHER MOVES FASTER THAN YOU AND SHE’S BEEN DEAD TWELVE YEARS GOD REST HER SOUL!”

Elvis hit the steps and nearly fell. Somebody behind him fixed that by shoving him into the sunlight. The heat slammed him in a wave just as another voice, somehow, impossibly, louder, exploded from his right.

“YELLOW FOOTPRINTS! FIND THE YELLOW FOOTPRINTS AND PUT YOUR FUCKING FEET ON ‘EM RIGHT NOW!”

He looked down. Rows of yellow shapes, stencilled on the asphalt, as neat as tombstones. He stumbled into one pair and froze. Around him, other boys did the same, the mob sorting itself into a sad parody of order.

Three drill instructors stalked up and down the ranks, like wolves stalking sheep.

“HANDS FLAT AGAINST YOUR LEGS! CHIN UP! EYES FRONT! YOU LOOK LIKE A PILE OF SHIT, BOY!”

Elvis stared straight ahead, jaw locked, sweat crawling down his neck.

This is what you wanted, he told himself. This is what you wanted.

The sergeant from the bus pulled up in front of him, but roared at everyone.

“My name is Staff Sergeant Wickers, and you have made a terrible mistake in coming here. You are mine, now. Your soul belongs to God, but for the next thirteen weeks, your ass belongs to me. You will not speak unless spoken to. You will not move unless ordered to. You do not think, you act. On my orders. You are not free here. This is not America. This is the United States Marine Corps, and it is a dictatorship of one. Do you understand me?”

Silence. Confused silence. Nobody breathed. Nobody moved.

“I SAID, DO YOU UNDERSTAND ME?”

The response was ragged, half-shouted, uncoordinated.

“Yes, sir!”

It came out as a broken, overlapping, single word made of sixty different kinds of babbling fear and shock.

Wickers smiled. It was the worst thing Elvis had ever seen.

“Wrong answer. The correct response is ‘SIR, YES SIR!’ Let me hear you say it. DO YOU UNDERSTAND ME?”

“SIR, YES SIR!”

“I CAN’T HEAR YOU!”

“SIR, YES SIR!”

“YOU SOUND LIKE A BUNCH OF FUCKING GIRL SCOUTS!”

“SIR, YES SIR!”

Wickers shook his head and spoke in a normal voice, but even his normal voice travelled as far as a rifle shot.

“Pathetic.” Wickers stepped back and clasped his hands behind his back. “You are now standing in the position of attention. Heels together. Legs straight. Weight balanced. Stomach in. Chest out. Shoulders back. Arms hanging naturally at your sides. Fingers along the seam of your trousers. Pinch them now, between your dainty fuckin’ fingers so you know where to find them. Chin up. Eyes front. You do not look around. You do not scratch your ass. You do not move. IS THAT CLEAR?”

“SIR, YES SIR!”

“Show me.”

For thirty seconds that felt like weeks, they stood. Elvis tried to get it right. Feet apart. Stomach in. But his shoulders kept wanting to hunch, and the sun was in his eyes, and he could feel sweat dripping down his face, and he wanted to wipe it away more than he’d ever wanted anything.

“YOU!”

His blood froze. But the sergeant was pointing at the recruit three men to his left, a poor skinny kid with acne scars and thick glasses.

“Did I tell you to move, recruit?”

“Sir, yes, sir! I mean no, sir, I mean…”

“Shut the fuck up! Why did you scratch your nose, recruit?”

“Sir, I didn’t mean to, sir!”

“You didn’t mean to?” Wickers leaned in close, his face an inch from the kid’s. “DROP AND GIVE ME TWENTY!”

The kid looked confused.

“ON THE DECK! PUSH UPS! TWENTY.”

The kid dropped and sprawled on the hot asphalt. He did something that looked like a push-up, but his arms were already shaking.

“That is the sorriest excuse for a front-leaning rest I have ever seen. Hands under your shoulders. Back straight. Now push. DOWN. UP. That’s one. DOWN. UP. That’s two. Count them off!”

“Three, sir! Four, sir!”

“LOUDER!”

“FIVE, SIR! SIX, SIR!”

The kid made it to twelve before his arms gave out. He collapsed face-first onto the asphalt.

“DID I TELL YOU TO STOP!”

The kid struggled to answer, gasping, face red.

“Sir, no, sir.”

Wickers leaned forward and said in a dangerously soft and quiet voice.

“Then keep going because we’re not leaving till you gimme twenty. And if you’re so goddamn weak you can’t, every one of your girl friends here will do two hundred.”

Elvis felt his stomach turning.

He was sure he could do twenty push-ups. He’d been getting ready for this for weeks, telling JimBob he needed to get in shape for the tour.

But two hundred? No way.

He didn’t dare look down at the kid, who was gasping and wheezing as he tried to get to twenty. The kid pushed, failed. Tried again. Failed again. A silence spread through the line, pure dread. One arm buckled, then the other. His face hit the ground. A sound escaped him, half sob, half plea, and somehow, he forced himself through the last rep.

“Back in formation. Next time anyone moves without permission, it’s fifty for everyone. Are we clear on that?”

“SIR, YES SIR!”

“I sincerely fucking doubt it. Sergeant Harden is going to teach you maggots how to march like Marines.”

A second instructor stepped forward and started shouting at them.

“The command for forward march is ‘Forward, march!’ On the command ‘Forward,’ you will shift your weight slightly to your right leg. On the command ‘March,’ you will step off with your left foot. All movement begins with the left foot. Your left arm swings forward naturally as you step, and your right arm swings back. Six to the front, and three to the rear, that’s the way we swing ‘em here. Arms straight, no chicken wings. You will march in step. You will maintain proper intervals. You will not ass fuck the man in front of you. You will not fall behind. You will maintain your bearing. IS THAT CLEAR?”

“SIR, YES SIR!”

“Platoon… FORWARD… MARCH!”

They moved. Sort of. Some guys stepped off with the right foot. Some didn’t swing their arms. Others swung them too much, windmilling like they were trying to take off and fly away. The Puerto Rican kid immediately stepped on the heel of the man in front of him. Two guys in the back rank crashed into each other.

“HALT!” Harden shouted. “That was the worst fucking thing I have ever witnessed in twenty years of service. You move like pregnant fucking moo cows! BACK TO YOUR FOOTPRINTS! MOVE!”

The scramble back was even more panicked and disorganised.

“When I give the command ‘Halt,’ your left foot hits the deck, your right foot takes one more step, and then you bring your left foot up sharply next to your right and freeze in the position of attention. IS THAT CLEAR?”

“SIR, YES SIR!”

It was not, but they did their best, which was pretty bad. Elvis focused on the man in front of him, some big redheaded kid with a neck like a fire hydrant, and tried to match his steps. Left, right, left, right. Don’t think. Just move. Arms swinging.

“HALT!… ABOUT… FACE!”

Half the platoon turned right. Half turned left. Three guys spun all the way around twice. One kid just stood there, frozen in terror. It was crazy.

The drill instructors went to work. The noise was deafening. Orders, insults, and boots slamming the deck. They swarmed the frozen kid, made him drop for push-ups, sit-ups, mountain climbers, jumping jacks, all of it. He vomited on the asphalt. Drill instructors descended, a chorus of rage, screaming at him to clean it up with his bare hands, making him “secure that puke” in his pockets.

Elvis stood at attention, the sun boring into his skull. His legs shook. His mouth was dry enough to crack.

Don’t move. Don’t flinch. Don’t be noticed.

“YOU IN THE THIRD RANK!”

Elvis’s stomach dropped through the pavement.

“Yes, you, retard. What’s your name?”

“Sir, Presley, sir.”

“Presley what?”

“Sir, Recruit Presley, sir!”

“Do you think this is funny, Recruit Presley?”

“Sir, no sir!”

“Then why are you smiling like someone is suckin’ yo’ dick?”

Elvis’s face froze in a rictus of horror, and he realised he was grinning, like a skull stripped of flesh. Some nervous habit, maybe, the performer’s reflex, to make people like him. It was death here.

“Sir, I’m not smiling, sir!”

“DON’T YOU FUCKING LIE TO ME!” Wickers was in his face now, so close Elvis could see the pores in his nose. “You think this is a joke? You think my drill instructors are here for your amusement, boy?”

His voice was shaking. “S-sir, no sir!”

“Drop and give me twenty. Now.”

Elvis dropped, grateful to escape even though the asphalt was hot enough to fry eggs. He got into position and started pushing.

By the time he was allowed to stand up, Wickers had moved on to his next victim.

It went on forever. Attention. Parade rest. About-face. Right-face. Left-face. Forward march. Halt. Again. Again. Again.

Every mistake drew fire. Every correction was a scream.

The sun climbed higher, and the heat grew Biblical. Two kids fainted, and nobody moved to help, and no one dared. The DIs dragged them to the edge of the formation and tossed buckets of water on them. Elvis’s legs trembled. His lower back knotted, and his vision narrowed to a tunnel. He kept his eyes forward and endured. Finally, mercifully, Wickers called them to a halt.

“Congratulations, ladies. You have successfully completed thirty minutes of instruction without any of you dying. We will now proceed to Supply for uniform issue. You will move in formation. You will move with purpose. The first rank will follow me. FORWARD… MARCH!”

They marched. Elvis found himself in the middle of the formation. Left, right, left, right. Don’t think. Just move. Be nobody.
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“You what, mate?” Harry said.

“I would like very much to know about the world from which you came, Harry.”

Harry shook his head, confused. He hadn’t been expecting this line of questioning, and because it had wrong-footed him so badly, he assumed it was a ploy by Skarov to get him talking. So he did not talk. He said nothing. Harry’s eyes tracked the curl of steam from the samovar. It rose in a slow helix before vanishing against the bare concrete ceiling.

Skarov smiled and sat back, taking another sip from his cup of tea. “You are wondering why I am asking you this, of course. You have been trained in counter-interrogation, in resistance to torture. This I understand. You are wondering whether I ask you this because it is a gentle way to get you to start talking, which, as we both know, is a more reliable method for beginning the extraction process from captive enemies.”

Another sip of the tea.

“You can rest assured, your highness,” he smiled briefly at Harry’s title, which was not even his title anymore, as they both undoubtedly knew. “That is not my intention here. We are both professionals. We both understand how this will go. You will either engage in this conversation, or you will sit there, standing on your honour, relying on your training and saying nothing. After an uncomfortable interregnum, I will finish my tea. I will probably eat another blini, because they are excellent. And I will have you returned to your cell, and then the torture will begin.”

Skarov tapped the saucer three times, then four, a menacing metronome, then lifted his cup and sipped as if to punctuate his monologue.

“You will resist the torture,” he went on. Harry felt the words land like a hand on the back of his neck as Skarov continued. “You will do well to resist, of this I have no doubt; I have studied your record. But eventually, we both understand that you will break. When you break, you will begin to talk, but you will not tell me the truth at this point. You will simply divulge the first of the many layers of lies you have prepared for just such a situation as this. The torture will continue. You will reluctantly reveal more of these lies. Perhaps, depending on the whim of your interrogator, the torture at this point will ease off, encouraging you to speak more freely. Perhaps you will, perhaps you won’t. I cannot say.” A single crumb clung to the rim of Skarov’s plate; he brushed it away with the same casual deliberation as a man discarding an old loyalty. “But eventually, the torture will recommence, because we will establish that everything you have said is a lie. You will resist again, and you will break again. Perhaps you will fall back to a second line of defence. Perhaps this next series of lies that you tell will be salted with grains of truth, which will take us some time to verify. But they will be truthful enough that verification will not be simple.”

He set the cup of tea down and leaned forward, linking his fingers together on top of his desk as though he were a bank manager explaining why Harry had not qualified for a loan. The desk between them gleamed with the polish of decades, not wax but the slow varnish of human touch, skin oil, sweat, perhaps fear, rubbed into the grain until the wood remembered everyone who’d sat there. How many thousands of such conversations had this desk hosted, Harry wondered, each ending in paperwork and ash?

Skarov, deaf to Harry’s thoughts, pressed ahead.

“We both know, Your Highness, that you will break again. Perhaps on the fourth or the fifth break, you will break for good. And then the truth will come out. And once it comes,” he paused, seeming to search for the correct words, “the relief at having broken will be such a merciful release for you that you will not be able to stop talking. You will not be able to stop telling the truth.”

Harry’s hands remained folded in his lap; he tightened them once, deliberately, as if to show he could still gather his muscles into a fist if it suited him.

“That may be a week from now,” Skarov said. “It may be six months. I cannot say, nor can you. This is a journey we can embark upon together. An arduous journey of unknown length.

“Or,” Skarov continued, “I could pour you more tea. You could take another blini, because,” he smiled, “I can tell you very much enjoyed them, and why not? As I said, they are excellent. And you can simply converse with me. We can chat, as two gentlemen might have, before all of this unpleasantness began.”

He was right, of course, Harry knew. He was right about everything. Especially the blini. Now that Skarov had drawn his attention to his own cravings, they roared up with an animal intensity. He swallowed awkwardly as saliva jetted into his mouth. But still, he said nothing.

Skarov nodded and poured two cups of tea anyway. “Perhaps it will help if I explain that no matter the course of our conversation together, you will be tortured. The beatings will begin very shortly because this is the way. You have information we need. You will not willingly concede it, and so it will be extracted from you by force. Our conversation today cannot prevent this from happening. It can, however, deliver to you a few more cups of tea and a pleasant interlude in which you may eat as you see fit.”

He leaned back and swept his hand across the table, indicating the food he had brought in. “I calculate there are at least two thousand calories on this table, which is more than you have eaten in the past three days.” Skarov shrugged. “I would imagine that since deprivation, sleep deprivation, hunger and so on, will quite naturally form part of your torture, you would want to store up such calories as you could.”

Harry didn’t consciously decide to give in. He suddenly found himself stuffing a handful of tiny pancakes smeared with crème fraîche and caviar into his mouth, chewing and swallowing as rapidly as possible, lest Skarov retract the offer.

The Russian smiled. “What is it you people say? Solid choice, your highness.”

“I keep telling you,” Harry said around a mouthful of food. “They don’t call me that anymore. I’m just Colonel Windsor.”

“Colonel Windsor it is, then. So, Colonel Windsor, or Harry? Do you object to me calling you Harry? That is your name, after all.”

Harry shrugged. “Fill your boots, Governor.”

Skarov threw his head back and barked a laugh, a great, booming laugh that seemed too large for the room, echoing off the bare walls. It was a surprisingly genuine sound, devoid of the malice Harry had expected.

“I learned my English at the Academy in Moscow,” Skarov said. “It is, I hope you would agree, serviceable. But my accent, not so much. And these little… what do you call them? Colloquialisms. These are what bring true verisimilitude to the performance of a second language, no?”

“Verisimilitude,” Harry repeated, using his thumb to wipe a smear of crème fraîche from the corner of his mouth. He sucked the tip clean. “Big word. I’d wager you could drop the whole act and pass for a BBC announcer if you put your mind to it.”

Skarov smiled. “You are too kind, Your Highness,” he said, his Russian accent thickening.

Harry bit back a retort, giving up on trying to make the man drop the honorific.

Skarov pushed the delicate china cup and saucer, now filled to the brim with steaming black tea, towards him with the tips of his fingers. “Please, drink. And if you would indulge my simple curiosity.”

“Why?” Harry said.

“Good manners?” Skarov phrased it as a question.

“No,” Harry said. “I mean, why do you need to know about the future? You have access to all the same historical information we did. You know what happens, or what would have happened. You know about Yeltsin and Gorbachev, the fall of the Wall, and the splintering of the USSR. You know about the rise of Putin. You know about the wars in Georgia and Ukraine. Or do you not believe the archive? Wikipedia is quite good, you know, but I also understand that a full copy of the Encyclopedia Britannica came through. Or is that a source not to be trusted as well?”

“It is not for me to say which sources should be trusted, Colonel Windsor,” Skarov said. “Such decisions are made elsewhere in the apparatus. I am merely curious. You would concede, I would hope, that curiosity is a virtue in a man in my profession. Yours too, these days, having given up the honourable pursuit of soldiering for the more complicated subtleties of the Great Game.”

Harry shrugged. “One does what one can, comrade.”

Skarov laughed again. It seemed a natural thing, not forced at all. “Yes, as a good socialist, I understand this. What is to be done? What one can, of course! Very good, Harry, very good. So, let us do what we can, while we can, for the apparatus will soon take you and put you to its own ends. For this, I apologise. For this, there is nothing to be done.”

Harry sipped at his tea and took another blini. His taste buds were getting used to them. The same mad explosion of flavour and texture—the popping of the individual caviar bubbles, the unctuous creaminess of the crème fraîche, the soft, pillowy chewiness of the tiny pancakes—did not erupt across his senses with the same urgency as it had on the first bite.

“I still don’t know what you want to know about the future,” Harry said. “Perhaps you could tell me why you want to know. As I understand it, your theoreticians have decreed that my future was impossible according to the law of the dialectic, and thus the dialectic sort of, I dunno, rebooted the operating system.”

Skarov seemed to ponder that last phrase, but eventually he nodded. “You have a reasonable appreciation of the theory of dialectical materialism as it relates to the events of the Emergence.”

“The Transition, you mean,” Harry said. Somewhere in the back of his mind, a small, detached voice wondered at the theatre of two intelligent men arguing metaphysics in a place where screams were part of the plumbing.

“Potato, tomato,” Skarov shrugged, smirking at his own bilingual wit. Harry wasn’t sure if the Russian had mangled the quip on purpose.

“Do you believe that theory?” Harry asked. “That history was so offended at how it turned out, it threw a little hissy fit and tossed the multinational force back here to reset everything? Surely if that were so, we would have landed in Gorky Park or perhaps Dzerzhinsky Square, so that we might have been conducted from our ships directly to the cells of the Lubyanka, there to provide all of the instructions needed for the Soviet to set things right using the tools we had delivered.”

Skarov seemed to find that hugely amusing. “I believe nothing, Colonel Windsor. Belief is not necessary. Unquestioning obedience is all that is required of a loyal servant of the people.”

“Well, I’m no theoretician,” Harry said, warming to the role, “but I would have thought that if the dialectic was going to flex, it should have flexed the Black Sea Fleet back here.”

“Who can say?” Skarov shrugged. “We are, as you point out, neither of us theoreticians. And from what little understanding I have of the… Transition,” he conceded after a pause, “the immediate causation was malfunctioning technology aboard a civilian research vessel. The Japanese Research Vessel Nagoya, yes?

“That’s the origin story,” Harry nodded, “and true, as far as I know. I’m not sure anybody who survived the Transition understood what Manning Pope was doing on that ship. It joined the multinational force seeking protection when the Chinese attacked Indonesia, so it is unlikely that even Admiral Kolhammer was fully briefed on its mission.”

“President Kolhammer, you mean?”

“He was an admiral then,” Harry pointed out.

“Ah, quite so,” Skarov conceded. “So, Harry, this is going well. I think I may even order some sandwiches. Blinis are fine, but they are not filling, are they? Would you like a sandwich, Harry? Thick white bread, freshly cut roast beef and mustard, perhaps? You Englishmen and your mustard. Not so easily separated, no?”

Harry shrugged. “Sure,” he said. Perhaps some dopey kulak in the kitchen would absent-mindedly leave a steak knife on the plate, and Harry could stab Skarov in the neck with it.

He almost certainly wasn’t getting out of here alive, but he might at least get a little payback for Viv.

“Excellent,” Skarov said, smacking the desk and causing a small amount of tea to jump over the edge of his delicate china cup. He picked up the old, heavy-handled phone on his desk and issued orders in Russian, presumably to somebody in the office outside, to bring in sandwiches and a few sweet treats.

Harry understood it all. His Russian was excellent, but he did nothing to give that away. The sandwiches arrived on a wooden tray carried by a young woman in a severe grey uniform. She set it down without meeting Harry’s eyes. Skarov thanked her in Russian, a courtesy that seemed genuine, and Harry filed away the data point. Soviet apparatchiks were not known for their manners. Perhaps she was a weak point, a lover, a protege? The young woman withdrew as silently as she’d entered. The smell hit Harry hard. Fresh bread, still warm, the sharp tang of mustard, and thick slices of beef that looked like they’d been carved from a roast within the last few minutes. Almost as though everything had been prepared just so. Another data point. Skarov lifted the top sandwich, examined it with apparent satisfaction, and slid the tray toward Harry with the same fingertip precision he’d used for the tea.

No steak knife, unfortunately.

“So, the future, Harry.”

Harry took a large bite from the sandwich and chewed to give himself time.

Skarov allowed it. But as soon as Harry was done chewing, he spoke again.

“There was a period, was there not, where it appeared our two countries, or perhaps my country and the wider west, might have reconciled their historical differences, and aligned, if not allied, on common goals.”

Mindful that he might not eat this well again in a long time, possibly ever, Harry pantomimed thinking over the question while taking another bite and chewing slowly.

Finally, he said, “Well, that… the dialectic could not allow.”

“How so?”

Harry smiled. He’d had almost enough to eat.

“Hmm. Long story short,” he said, chewing around his words. “The wreckage of your country was quickly captured by the same gangster apparatus that had, for most of the previous century, disguised itself as the proletarian engineers of both the human soul and society by brutalising hundreds of millions of peasants and workers and refashioning that unrelenting punishment as a natural state of being. The discontinuity of glasnost and perestroika effectively lobotomised both oppressor and oppressed, leaving them only the spastic twitch reflexes written into their DNA by generations of oppression beforehand. In a sense, the dialectic didn’t fail. Russia did.”

Skarov’s cup had stopped halfway to his lips. He held it there, while something moved behind his eyes. His jaw tightened almost imperceptibly, a muscle jumping beneath the skin. For a long moment, the only sound in the room was the faint clink of china against a saucer as Skarov set the cup down with exaggerated care.

“An interesting theory, Colonel Windsor.” His voice had gone flat, stripped of its earlier warmth. “Though I wonder if such…reductionist analysis serves you well in your current circumstances.”

He folded his hands on the desk again, but this time the fingers interlaced with visible pressure, knuckles whitening.

“Perhaps we should discuss something less theoretical. Something more…immediate.”

“Should we just get on with the torture?” Harry asked.

“Oh, do not worry yourself about that, Your Highness. There is plenty of torture to come. But first, let us discuss your companions. Specifically, Major Ivanov. A Ukrainian, I understand.”
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It was late in the day in London when Maria called her from LA, sunset catching the dust motes drifting through the hall as the phone rang. Having completed a slow reconnaissance of her home, Julia had been debating where to sleep, although ‘sleep’ might be too generous a word for what she had coming. She’d been up and down the stairs twice and, well, up was fine. Down pulled at her, a nagging in her gut like fishing line threaded through soft meat.

There was a perfectly comfortable guest room on the ground floor. She’d be happy and comfortable enough until she could move more freely. She could disappear in there, pretend to be a quiet guest in her own life. That felt more doable, somehow, than returning to the bed she shared with Harry. It still held his shape, and she wasn’t sure she was ready to lie beside that absence.

The call came through while she was mentally cataloguing what else she might need to bring down if she was going to camp on the ground floor for the next week or two: books, chargers, a robe, perhaps her citrus pillow spray. The screen lit up with Maria O’Brien’s headshot and name, and Julia glanced in the mirror, the one over the liquor cart. She looked like shit, of course, but there wasn’t much she could do about that. It was too late to fix it, and she was too tired to care. She lowered herself, gingerly, into the armchair she could manage without wincing. Every move now had to be judged for its consequences.

She accepted the call, and Maria’s live image resolved crisply on the screen, composed but faintly harried. She was in her office. Julia had never been there, but the bookshelves behind her friend, orderly and tastefully sparse, she recognised from previous calls. She could also see Los Angeles’s altered skyline through the floor-to-ceiling windows. A handful of immense towers rose over a city that otherwise remained suspended in mid-century form. The effect was subtly disorienting, reminding her of some quote about the future being unevenly distributed.

“Hey Jules,” Maria smiled. “You’re home, that’s great. I didn’t know you were getting out so soon.”

“Thanks, Maria,” Julia said. “I got lucky. They sent me to a proper clinic, Yasmeen Collins’ place outside of London.”

Maria nodded. “I know it well. We’ve got a piece of that action. That’s how I knew you were there. Did you get the flowers we sent?”

“I did, thank you. They were lovely.”

“And I can see you’re home,” Maria said. “That must feel good.”

“Weird, actually,” Julia said, but she trailed off.

“Because Harry’s not there,” Maria finished for her.

Julia nodded. “Yeah. It’s lonely.”

“I’m sorry,” Maria said. “I hope he gets back soon.”

“Me too.” Julia felt as though she had been so long out of normal company that she had forgotten how to have one of these calls, that her social instincts had atrophied. Spontaneous, reciprocal conversations felt like something she’d once learned and forgotten. So she did what she always did when she wasn’t sure what to do: bulldozed forward.

“Maria, I needed to talk to you about something that happened in Cairo. I’ve been thinking about it since I got back.”

She saw a shadow pass over Maria’s face. “Is everything okay?”

Julia shrugged. “Well, I was almost murdered by a couple of these freaky, Stephen King corn-fed murder munchkins and I… I had to kill them.” She trailed off again.

“Take your time,” Maria said.

Julia shook her head, trying to shake off the memory. “I think I saw…” She stopped and frowned, wondering if Maria would even know who she was talking about. “Do you remember Dan Black? My boyfriend back in the war, just after we got here?”

Maria nodded. “He died, didn’t he? In a plane crash in Hawaii?”

“Yeah, that’s what we thought. That’s what they told us.”

Maria tilted her head, looking bemused. “What do you mean, ‘that’s what they told us’?”

Julia steadied herself before speaking. “Maria, I think it was Dan in Cairo. The mercenaries who came on board the Russian freighter where Harry and I were being held prisoner… I think it was some kind of freelance squad, and I’m pretty sure Dan Black was leading them.”

Maria didn’t reject the idea, not outright. But her expression, while composed, gave very little away. “Why do you think that? Did you see him?”

Julia exhaled, the breath leaving her with a tremor. She wanted to say yes. She craved certainty. But it wasn’t there. The impulse to nod dissolved mid-motion, and she was caught in a slight, awkward shrug. “I just… I can’t remember. Even now, I’m struggling to remember much of what happened.”

“That’s not surprising, Jules,” Maria said gently. “You’ve suffered real trauma; you were captured. Tortured. Your mind’s doing what it has to.”

Julia nodded. This time, there was no ambiguity in the gesture. Her next breath came easier. “I know,” she agreed. “And I could be hallucinating the whole thing. I’m gonna be getting pretty heavy psychiatric help. But I have this powerful memory of Dan Black coming into that cabin and visiting me at the hospital in Cairo, maybe a day or so later.”

She was about to mention the matchbook from the Cairo nightclub she’d found in her purse at the hospital, but she stopped. She couldn’t remember if it’d been in her purse, on the bedside table, or in the bag with her other personal effects. If she couldn’t remember that, why would she even raise it? The imprecision disturbed her. It probably meant nothing, even though it felt like a vital clue at the time.

Maria’s voice pulled her gently back. “So what are you saying, Jules? You think he’s alive? I mean, I suppose it’s possible. Stranger things have happened in war. And that war was stranger than most, thanks to us.” Maria’s tone was lighter, but she wasn’t rejecting the idea, for which Julia was very grateful.

“I don’t know, Maria. I just… I’d feel better if I knew for sure. Is there any way we could find out who those guys were on…” She tried to remember the name of the Russian freighter and couldn’t. Her jaw tightened against the embarrassment of the lapse, the way her memory slipped just when she needed to trust it most. She swallowed the silence.

Maria frowned. “I’ll tell you what, Jules, I’m going to call you back. This line is secure, but we probably need proper encryption for this conversation. You got Skywire, right? Do you have any of your old correspondent gear there?”

“Yes, to the wire, and I’ve got my Oakleys,” Julia said, her eyes finding them on the bookshelf across the room. It was a handsome piece of furniture, filled not just with books but with keepsakes from the last war. Harry’s commando dagger lay next to her old combat goggles, a pair of Oakleys that were incredibly light and slim for a heads-up display as capable as an old Apple Vision Pro.

“Good. I’ve got the address here somewhere. Power them up, put them on, and I’ll call you on a secure link. Are they likely to have power?”

“No,” Julia said, “but I can plug them in and use terminal mode. And my phone’s fully charged.”

Maria nodded, and the call ended.

Julia eased herself out of the armchair with a faint grimace, careful not to rush the movement. She crossed the lounge room, her progress slow and deliberate, and retrieved the combat goggles. The power cable was neatly wrapped around one of the arms. She unwound it and plugged the jack into her phone. For twenty or thirty seconds, nothing happened. Then, the tiny device vibrated, like a bird fluttering in her hand. She returned to the chair and lowered herself in a series of small calculations, each designed to manage pain. Then she slipped the goggles over her eyes.

Maria appeared at once, not metaphorically, but with such fidelity that it was briefly disorienting. Her presence was uncanny in its completeness, like she’d walked in through the front door and stood, anchored in the room by hard gravity, not software.

Julia knew she would appear as a stored avatar on Maria’s end, not the wretched, wounded woman she was now. She was weirdly grateful for that.

“Sorry,” Maria said. “We just couldn’t have that conversation on a normal cell network.”

“Understood,” Julia said. “I’m sorry, I’m a bit slow at the moment.”

Maria’s expression softened. “You don’t need to apologise, Julia. So, let me recap. You think your boyfriend from the early days of the war is alive. That, for whatever reason, he didn’t die in the air crash in Hawaii, and he’s been living some kind of secret life that led him to the MV Bulgakov in Cairo two months ago, where he rescued you and Harry from the NKVD.”

Julia felt her face burn. “Jesus. Yeah. When you say it like that, it sounds… nuts.”

Maria smiled. “As crazy as an aircraft carrier battle group coming back into the Second World War through a wormhole?”

Julia frowned. “No. No, probably not that crazy.”

“Good,” Maria said. “We’ve all had to redo our checklist for bugshit craziness these last ten years, Jules. Look at me, working for Slim Jim.”

Julia huffed out a little laugh, which made her wince. “How’s that going?”

Maria shook her head. “Oh my fucking God, don’t get me started. But now that we are on a properly encrypted channel… is this your theory of the case? That Dan did not die? He faked his death, or someone faked his death, or he used the plane crash to fake his death? That’s what you’re saying?” She held up her hands, the holographic image shimmering for a fraction of a second, to show she had nothing more.

“Something like that, yeah,” Julia said. “I know how it sounds. It’s just… It’s bugging me, Maria. I feel like I’m spiralling, and frankly, I have plenty of legitimate reasons to unravel right now. I’d like to take this particular delusion off my list.”

Maria’s smile was big and genuine. “Okay. I can help with that,” she said. “And I got legit reasons, too. Not just because we’re friends. Leave it with me for twenty-four hours. I’ll make some inquiries. If I find something, you’ll hear from me. If I don’t, you’ll still hear from me. You cool with that?”

Julia nodded, feeling a great weight slipping from her chest. “Thanks, Maria,” she said.

“No problemo,” Maria O’Brien replied. “We roomies got to stick together.”
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Over ten thousand C-47s were built in the war, and as far as Dan knew, most of them were still hauling ass through the sky. The future had come early, for sure, but it hadn’t arrived everywhere all at once. Certainly not the places he’d been working the last ten years. There, the Dakota still ruled. It was a rugged, reliable working machine that forgave rough handling like a loyal, dim-witted mule. You could starve it of care, knock pieces off it, ask for more than was decent, and a Dakota would still grind its way up into the clouds for you. Elena Fortiana owned two of them.

One was droning low over southern France, painted in the livery of a Bulgarian freight company. Inside, apart from a few begrudging comforts, it was exactly what it claimed to be, a bargain-basement cargo handler. The forward third of the plane had been curtained off and outfitted with woven cane chairs, bolted through thick rubber matting onto the ribbed aluminum deck. Overhead bins and storage lockers were tucked behind a canvas curtain on the starboard side. To port, a narrow shelf ran the length of the cabin, holding a wheezing tea-and-coffee rig, a scatter of battered tin mugs, and a first-aid kit. There, Dan assumed, for anyone foolish enough to attempt pouring boiling water while the aircraft bucked through turbulence. A string of low-wattage bulbs hung overhead, each one caged like a guilty thought, casting a dim amber light across the cabin and suggesting warmth without ever quite delivering.

Aft of the curtains: commerce. Canvas-wrapped bales and wooden crates secured with that new plastic strapping, nasty, sharp-edged stuff that could open you up like a flick knife if you weren’t careful; oilcloth sacks stuffed with contraband boasting the high price-to-weight ratio any good smuggler would seek out. American cigarettes, denim jeans, coffee pressed into bricks as dense and unyielding as old Serbian grievances. Smaller pallets carried spices and penicillin, razor blades and nylons. The sort of goods that could turn an inconvenient checkpoint into a fruitful negotiation.

They had lifted out of Barcelona and were angling north-northeast toward Marseille, the Pyrenees already fading into memory to the west. Those mountains had done their worst, but they’d been left behind. The danger now lay ahead, in the untidy folds of the Massif Central and the dry, stony backs of the Alpilles and Luberon, ranges too small to inspire awe, yet tall enough to cause trouble when ocean winds slammed into the heat rising off the sunbaked rock. Christos, their talkative Greek pilot, had warned them about the weather building over the southern reaches.

Nobody was strapped in yet. Dan’s team—Soneski, Johnny Merrill, Carter—lounged in their cane armchairs, smoking and taking measured pulls from a hip flask Merrill passed around. Blair Soneski smoked in silence. Merrill was friendly by habit. He made a rule of being nice to everyone, even the ones you might have to kill later. Carter, not so much. He’d been ready to bug out of Barcelona the moment Dan failed to make the agreed lay-up point after meeting Siregar.

When Dan finally climbed the safe house stairs, he found them packed and ready to go, having already written him off, probably grabbed by the police, the paramilitaries, Franco’s goons, maybe even the NKVD. Dan apologised for being late, introduced Elena, and framed the delay as a blessing: Good thing you’re packed, because we’re leaving now. An hour later, they were wheels-up from a private strip north of the city. Carter hadn’t said much, which, for Carter, said plenty. He regarded Elena with a cold, appraising stare before asking her three questions, very directly.

Who were those Russians?

What business did she have with them?

Why did she kill them?

He didn’t bother asking why she’d used Dan as bait. That part was obvious. Dan was the kind of lure they couldn’t resist.

Elena didn’t blink. “Because they would have killed me,” she said evenly. “They weren’t rezidentura from the embassy. Those, I deal with all the time. These two were new. They’d been sent in to prepare the ground for occupation, and removing them gave me freedom to act for a few more weeks. The station chief won’t miss them. They were reporting on him to Moscow.”

Elena had changed out of the cocktail dress. She now looked like a war photographer: drill pants, boots, and a canvas jacket, with a press pass issued by the French authorities in Marseille, the collaborators. A bandolier of small canvas pouches crossed her chest. To a casual eye, they might have held film cartridges. In reality, they contained small favours and hard currency. Tobacco and chocolate first, then Swiss francs, then Krugerrands. She’d slipped a couple of knives into hidden sheaths and a compact automatic pistol into a shoulder rig under her jacket.

Carter kept staring at Elena like she was a crossword puzzle where the final clue refused to fall.

“Great, so what business did they think they had with you?” he said.

“Betrayal,” she smiled, gesturing at Dan.

Before Elena could elaborate, the intercom crackled, and Christos’s strained voice cut through the white noise. “I would suggest you to strap in now, Misstress Elena. This weather, Christos does not like. Please, to be strapping in, yes?”

They strapped in. The cane chairs were fitted with lap belts and shoulder harnesses, cobbled together from parachute webbing. Merrill gave his belt an extra tug and went quiet, hip flask capped and stowed. Soneski rolled another cigarette. Dan had flown through worse and left his belt loose until Christos came back over the wire.

“Attention to me, please. The wind ahead, it is making very ugly. We have the wall of clouds, the thunder, the jumps. You will feel some… eh… falling. Do not be alarm. Christos is flying.”

A minute later, the storm took them.

The first jolt was a sideways punch, a gust that knocked the Dakota off course and made the fuselage groan like a wounded animal. The second hit came as a sudden vertical drop, a clean loss of lift that left his stomach suspended somewhere far above. Rain lashed the windows. Wind shrieked, testing every compromise ever made in the aircraft’s design and upkeep. The cockpit door swung loose, thudding in rhythm with the turbulence. Lightning flashed, white and sudden, followed by a brutal crash of thunder, turning the cabin into a ghostly negative before plunging it back into a bruised, airless twilight.

They rode a rollercoaster of downdraft and shear. The nose bobbed, then pitched. The propellers bit the air and spat noise. A bang, sharp and close, made Dan flinch. His hands were slick with sweat. He clutched the armrests, pretending it was a choice. The Dakota lurched again, dropping as if the floor had been yanked from beneath it. Soneski’s ashtray jumped, scattering ash across the rubber mat. When the aircraft caught lift again, the straps bit into Dan’s collarbones.

Christos was speaking over the intercom, high and fast in Greek, possibly praying. Hailstones clattered against the fuselage. The plane shuddered but pressed on, like an old boxer who’d built a career on absorbing punishment. Another lightning fork, another white flare. For a moment, Elena’s face was bleached and unfamiliar, all sunken shadows and a greasy sheen of fear. This went on for a long time. Then, the storm broke, the rain thinning to a scattered spray. The rattling eased, and Dan realised his armpits were soaked, his shirt clinging to his back, and his jaw sore from clenching.

They were close to their destination, but the final approach wasn’t pretty. They came in low, the wind occasionally turning feral as they dropped. Christos felt his way toward a runway that was really just the memory of one, a Second World War field, abandoned and resurrected. Its concrete slabs were cracked and choked with weeds, the hangars collapsed into rusted ribs.

The tyres hit hard, bounced once, then settled. The brakes complained, then obeyed. They taxied past the carcass of an old glider and stopped near a low shed that might once have been an ops room. The engines wound down, coughing… and then, silence.

The intercom popped once.

“So here we are. I am Christos. Thank you for flying with me.”

“So where are we?” Dan asked, peering through the cloudy window at the flat fields, the distant tree line, and the not-quite-mountains sulking under the horizon.

Elena unstrapped her harness and replied, “We’re forty-two kilometres northwest of the city, at a facility I maintain with some colleagues.”

“And how do we get to Marseille?” Dan asked.

“Well, I’m not going to have you stick your thumb out and hope for the best,” she said. “I’ll get you into Marseille, as promised.”

“And after we get there?” Dan asked. The best information he had was from Siregar: Professor Bremmer was being held by the NKVD… somewhere in the city.

“Do we even have a layup point?” Carter asked, cutting in before Elena could answer Dan.

“Of course,” she said. “That was in the package, yes?”

Dan nodded. But there was one more thing he needed to know.

“And what are you doing here, Elena?”

She smiled like a cat discovering an injured bird. “I have my own interests, Daniel,” she said. “And as it happens, they cross with yours.”

“Really? As it happens?” he said.

She nodded, slowly. “You’re seeking the German rocket scientist, Professor Bremmer, correct?”

The four Americans exchanged a look they hadn’t meant to share. She wasn’t supposed to know Bremmer’s name. She was only meant to know they needed insertion. Carter narrowed his eyes further, as if he could pinch the truth out of her by squinting at it. Dan didn’t bother asking how she knew. After a day and a bit, he was already convinced she had a better handle on his business than he did.“What do you want, Elena?” he said. “Why’d you come here? What do you want from us?”

She unrolled her smile like a tape measure, testing just how far she could go.

“The Soviet facility, holding Bremmer? There are others held captive there. Three of them. I’ve been asked to free them. On rather short notice. And, frankly, I could use your help.”

“And in return?” Dan sighed, already knowing the answer.

“In return,” she said, “I’ll take you directly to this facility. To Professor Bremmer.”
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And so we get down to it, Harry thought as he felt the sudden tightening of comprehension, the moment when the mist thins and a hard truth shows through underneath. Skarov wasn’t especially interested in him or what he’d been doing in Marseille. He’d said as much, and Harry believed him for what that was worth. The NKVD had demonstrably taken over a faction of Le Milieu, the city’s mafia, and what Harry knew of the Service’s overtures to the underworld was mere surface froth.

No, what stirred the Russians wasn’t Harry at all. It was Ivanov. Once upon another time, many years in the future, a Spetsnaz major, now a soldier without a flag, burning with an old hatred, first for Stalin, then for Beria, and by extension for every man who served them.

Harry took another bite of the sandwich. Skarov didn’t stop him, despite the changed atmosphere in the room. Gone was the pleasant façade of a tête-à-tête between gentlemen. They were very much back in interrogation mode. Nonetheless, Skarov hadn’t summoned the guards yet, and he didn’t stop Harry from eating.

The Russian kept talking, and Harry let him. It gave him a chance to chew and swallow.

“We understand that Major Ivanov has operated frequently and widely throughout the Soviet Union since the… Emergence,” Skarov said, leaning into the term the old Axis powers had adopted for the Transition. “We understand he is directly responsible for a number of outrages against the people’s interest in Kamchatka, Chechnya, Georgia, and the Ukraine.”

Harry kept chewing and said nothing. If Skarov wanted to lay out all the intelligence they already had on Ivanov, Harry wasn’t inclined to interrupt. Also, the beef sandwich was very good, and the hot English mustard was indeed English, not some ersatz Russian muck subbed in at the last moment.

“You will tell us what you know of the traitor Ivanov’s activities within the Soviet Union,” Skarov said. His voice had the texture of sandpaper. “And we will not waste time pantomiming reluctance or resistance. You will tell me now, or you will tell me in two or three hours, once we have beaten the information out of you.”

Harry nodded slowly, as if he were considering the wine list. He went on chewing, eyes half-lidded.

“The first thing I will do,” Skarov continued, “is instruct the guards to kick you hard enough in the gut that you vomit up all of the food you have just eaten.”

“Oh dear,” Harry said, looking at the cheap carpet on either side of him. “But that will make quite a mess, won’t it?”

“No,” Skarov said. “Because I will have you lick up the mess you make. So if you are quite finished dining, Your Highness, you will tell me what you know of Major Ivanov’s activities.”

Harry wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and smiled faintly. “Nothing,” he said.

The answer did not play. A vein pulsed in Skarov’s neck. He exhaled, the sound long and theatrical and smelling of tobacco.

“That will not do, Colonel Windsor,” he said quietly, almost wearily. “You have been working closely with Ivanov since Rome. You do not have to confirm or deny this. I was in Rome. You know I was there. We have played this game with each other for three months now, and at every turn, you have had him at your side.”

He leaned forward, voice lowering. “You will tell me what you know of him.”

Harry shrugged. “He’s Russian, not Ukrainian.”

Skarov did not laugh. Whatever good humour he’d possessed had deserted him. “His mother was a Russian-speaking Ukrainian,” he said, each word bitten off. “His father, a Tatar of Crimea.” The genealogy emerged like an indictment, an ethnic charge sheet.

Harry shook his head, not denying, merely disengaging. “If you say so.”

“I do not say so. The records say so. Did Major Ivanov ever speak to you of his activities in the Ukraine? Did he ever visit Kiev?”

Harry leaned forward as if to impart a great secret. He checked left and right, theatrically, as though ensuring they were alone. In a low murmur, he said, “I don’t think it’s actually called ‘the’ Ukraine. It’s just Ukraine, mate. And the capital is Kyiv, not Kiev.”

He smiled, as if that closed the topic, and settled back with the composure of a man at the end of an amusing anecdote.

Skarov did not smile. “We shall see how funny you find this as we break one finger after another and begin extracting your teeth with pliers.” His words were not angry but rather carried an air of curiosity. He had, after all, earlier pronounced himself a curious man. “I ask you again, Colonel Windsor, what do you know of Major Pavel Ivanov’s activities in the Soviet Republic of the Ukraine?”

Harry met him with a blank, deliberate calm. “And I tell you, Comrade Skarov, that I haven’t got a fucking clue what Pavel did up there. But I hope he gave it to you good and hard.”

Skarov regarded him for a long beat. His eyes narrowed in something that may well have been pity. “Very well. This is how it will be.”

Skarov’s roaring bellow shattered the stillness, his orders delivered with an operatic fury such that Harry flinched before he could help himself. The door flew open, the guards entering mid-shout, eager for their part in the composition. They did not wait. The blows fell without prelude.

The first blow landed like a brick. The chair tumbled over, and he followed it to the floor. Something cracked, maybe in him, maybe in the furniture. A boot found his ribs twice. Another stomped on his hip. That leg went dead. He tasted wet iron, dust, and something like mustard.

No. No, that was mustard.

Hands lifted him by the lapels, dropped him again, the motion strangely courteous. He tried to think, to assemble his words into a defence, but thought dissolved into sensation and a great heat rose under his skin, then drained rapidly away, replaced by the numb clarity of shock. Thought skittered off the moment’s surface like oil on water. There was only the rhythm of impact, pain’s blind arithmetic until even pain started to lose meaning.

The roaring within him drowned Skarov, the guards, and the whole world. It lasted forever, or fifteen seconds. In such moments, one learns the elasticity of time.

It was probably fifteen seconds.

They hauled him upright, blood slicking his lips. He hadn’t vomited, though the heave kept rising, threatening to break. He clamped his jaw. He had zero doubt Skarov would make him lick it up.

“Taken back to his cell,” Skarov said, almost lazily. “Prepare him for questioning.”

They dragged him out of the office like a drunk tossed at closing time. One jammed his fingers under Harry’s jaw, pinching a nerve that lit his skull with sharp white pain; another yanked his arm into a brutal hammerlock while twisting his ear, a tearing threat that made his vision spark.

They dragged him through the outer office. Typewriters stopped mid-stroke; the air smelled of ink and cigarettes. The clerks watched without watching, faces smooth as marble and eyes reflecting nothing. Nobody spoke.

They took him back the way he’d come, the same three flights down. The corridors sweated under pipes dripping rust and condensation; the light bulbs were caged like prisoners, throwing small, shivering circles on the concrete floor. He tried to memorise every bend. He recalled the echoing clang of the first gate, the heavy hydraulic sigh of the second in the tunnels below, each one narrower, darker, ranker than the one before.

The air grew colder and more stale with each turn. His breath made ghosts before him. Did they chill these passages on purpose? He could feel the journey imprinting itself on him, each impact, each turn, a map drawn in bruises.

They hurled him into the cell, where darkness folded around him like a closing hand.

Boots and fists followed.

A single thought flickered in the void: Comrade Skarov, at least, was a man of his word. He had promised this and delivered. One of them drew a short truncheon, polished wood and a leather-wrapped handle, and brought it down with quick, deliberate strokes, each accented on the beat of his breathing. Harry didn’t curl this time. He rolled under a swing, caught the guard’s legs, and drove his shoulder hard into the man’s knee. Something popped. The guard dropped his truncheon and went down bellowing.

At once, the cell became a bear pit. Voices shouted; new figures crowded the doorway—four, five, six of them—all shoulders and elbows and the dull glint of belt buckles. They surged forward, extinguishing the thin light from the corridor. A boot scraped his temple; another crushed his hand; someone’s breath reeked of onions and vodka. They swarmed him, drove the air from his lungs, pressed him into the slime-cold floor until the edges of vision turned white.

He began to understand they might kill him in the next few moments.

The blows came from everywhere, too fast to count. His body was no longer his but a whole world of pain: ribs splintering, skin bursting, blood flooding his mouth like rusted water.

And then, piercing the blind darkness, came the crackle of gunfire from somewhere deep within the prison’s bowels. For an instant, the rhythm of the beating faltered. For an instant, he thought they were finishing him. But it made no sense. His thoughts were disordered. Irrational. Then the change rolled through the guards, shock first, then fear, then stillness. The blows stopped mid-swing. A ragged breath he hadn’t known he was holding tore loose from his chest. A truncheon hung in mid-air. Someone muttered a prayer.

The gunfire wasn’t in the cell.

It came from elsewhere in the prison and not in wild bursts. Nor was it the familiar bark of Kalashnikovs. The fire was measured and professional. Three-round bursts, controlled, almost polite. He recognised the discipline. He recognised, too, the cough of heavy suppressors.

It was close.
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An Oberfeldwebel shook him awake in the dark. Boosfeld came to the way he always did now, hand reaching for the Colt 45. But of course, it wasn’t there because standing orders forbade sidearms in the bivouac area. Still, old habits die hard, like old tankers.

“Herr Major. You have a movement order from Division.”

Boosfeld grunted and struggled upright. He was of an age these days where he could fall into his cot, feeling perfectly fine, or at least no worse than normal, and wake up half-crippled by mysterious strains and pains which had crept upon him in his sleep. This morning his ass hurt. Or maybe it was his leg. No, he decided, it was right where the leg met the ass. That hurt like a son-of-bitch, and he had no idea why. His ageing carcass had been no more than conventionally afflicted by the usual miasma of pain and misery when he’d passed out some hours earlier.

Around him in the converted warehouse, two hundred men slept on, their snores and breathing sounding altogether like the laboured breathing of some great, asthmatic beast.

“What is it?” Boosfeld croaked. “What is going on?”

It could not be too bad, some part of his exhausted mind insisted. Not if it was only he who had been shaken from his sleep.

“There is a helicopter inbound, Herr Major. You are to report immediately to SACEUR, sir.

Boosfeld swung his legs off the cot and reached for his boots. “In Paris?”

“I am not informed of that, Herr Major. But you will be refuelling at Aachen, so it seems likely.”

“When?”

“The chopper lands in ten minutes.”

Boosfeld pulled on his boots, stamped his feet into them as quietly as he could and stood. He almost toppled over when his stiff left leg started to buckle under him. Only a quick grab by the NCO, reaching out to steady him, kept him from falling. He quietly cursed the indignities of age. Now that he was awake, it was not just his ass that hurt. He could feel his bruised ribs again, and the badly pulled muscle in his shoulder, plus all of the general complaints and sorrows of an old man who’d spent a month living in a steel box, which was itself a wreck from everything the fucking Bolsheviks had shot at it.

Joachim Boosfeld ignored it all.

“Ten minutes? I need to fucking pack. I need my⁠—”

“Already done, sir. I have sent your duffel on to the landing zone.”

Boosfeld nodded. “Good work, Oberfeldwebel. Thank you.”

He looked around the warehouse. Would it be for the last time? His men were finally sleeping. At last, they had eaten their fill of good, hot food. Finally, they were off the line.

And he was leaving them?

He dressed quickly, which meant pulling on his field jacket and cap, and headed for the main door. Outside, the summer night was cool and clear. The stars were visible, which meant the Red Air Force might be flying come dawn, but that was someone else’s problem for the next few hours. Perhaps for a whole day?

In the last war, to be shaken awake and summoned in the dead hours almost always meant disaster of an intimately personal nature, a visit from or to the SD or Gestapo. His heart began to skip faster just to recall it. But these were not the old days, Boosfeld reminded himself. And he was not that man anymore. This must be something else. SACEUR did not summon company-grade officers in the middle of the night for show trials.

The helicopter arrived on schedule, one of the big long-range Chinooks, its twin rotors beating the air into submission with that familiar uproar that was strangely hard and soft at the same time. The American crew waved him on board without ceremony. Major Joachim Boosfeld climbed up, strapped in, and clenched his teeth as the machine lifted into the darkness.

He fucking hated flying.
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The flight west was nearly five hours, including a brief stop in Aachen to top up the fuel tanks. Boosfeld sat alone in the cargo bay, surrounded by the vibration and noise that made conversation impossible. It was, in its own way, every bit as unpleasant as riding in a tank. More so, however, because the discomfort was unfamiliar and he was not in charge of his fate here.

Through the small portal window on the far side of the cabin, he watched his beloved Fatherland pass underneath him. Fires burned in a dozen places, some of them quite massive conflagrations. Refugee columns on the roads were visible from altitude by the glow of so many headlights. He noted the occasional flash of artillery on the horizon.

His country was burning again.

There was nothing he could do about it, right now, and with hours to go before he found out what he might be asked to do, Boosfeld slumped into the webbing of his seat and tried to get back to sleep. He was not expecting to be able to, but perhaps his long familiarity with the hardships of living most of his life in another, uncomfortable metal box did him the favour of more readily adjusting to this one because he surprised himself by coming awake as the chopper banked steeply to the left and through the window he saw a city.

Paris?

Indeed, it was. The pilot’s voice crackled over the intercom. “Wheels down at Mont-Valérien, in five minutes, major. Thank you for choosing to fly with the US Air Force. We hope you enjoyed your trip and have a nice day.”

Boosfeld frowned.

He assumed that was some sort of joke.
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The fortress emerged from the dawn like a relic from a history book or perhaps even a fairy tale. Towering stone walls, massive and darkened by centuries of weather, now bristled with modern antennae and radar dishes. In places where ballistae or cannons might once have stood, sleek missile batteries had taken their place.

The helicopter circled once before settling into a courtyard lit by harsh floodlights.

A colonel waited as Boosfeld climbed out, an American with iron-grey hair and the telltale, if modest, soft belly of a man who served mainly in the rear echelon. He offered his hand.

“Major Boosfeld. Colonel Bob Grieve, SACEUR Chief of Staff. Welcome to Mont-Valérien.”

Grieve’s grip was firm, and Boosfeld felt himself being assessed by a professional gatekeeper.

“Thank you, sir.”

“If you’ll come this way, Major, I’ll take you straight to General Jones.”

Grieve led him across the courtyard as Boosfeld quietly marvelled at the revelation that he was, in fact, to meet with SACEUR, the Supreme Commander of Allied Forces in Europe. The famous Schwarzer soldier. J. Lonsome Jones.

He’d assumed, naturally, that he would be meeting with at least a general officer, perhaps Richter, the senior Bundeswehr representative at NATO headquarters. He’d further assumed that whatever had brought him here had to do with the mission of his Kampfgruppe, which was still being assembled at Witten.

He had assumed everything all wrong then.

He forced himself not to speculate as Grieve led him into the fortress. It would do precisely no good, and he would find out why he was here soon enough anyway. Instead, he noted the damage from a recent attack as they walked, a still-smoking crater, hastily-repaired masonry, a burned-out truck being hauled away by a recovery vehicle. Repair crews worked under portable lights, which were strictly no longer needed, the sun having risen fully by now. Their welding torches threw sparks into the mild morning light.

They passed through a heavy steel blast door into the fortress proper, where he found a collision of the centuries. Vaulted ceilings reinforced with steel beams, fibre optic cables snaking along stone walls, and modern computer stations crammed into chambers which might have been built for the storing of gunpowder or saddles.

They entered a sizeable room, an officer’s mess, Boosfeld saw, from the half dozen tables, and the ranks of those eating at them. But it was the smell that hit him.

“Major Boosfeld,” Grieve said. “You look like you haven’t eaten in a week. You have time to grab something before the meeting.

“I ate yesterday,” Boosfeld said, before adding, “but not this morning, no.”

Grieve gestured to a table where they could sit alone, and a mess attendant, a French corporal, appeared to take their orders. Grieve asked for black coffee.

“Eggs, scrambled and bacon, if you have it. And a white coffee with cream, two sugars,” Boosfeld told the corporal. Greive said nothing, but he felt the need to explain anyway.

“I have been eating powdered coffee direct from the packet for three weeks.”

Greive shrugged.

“We’re all a long time, dead, Major. And sooner rather than later these days. I had pancakes for breakfast, with all the maple syrup, if that makes you feel better.”

Boosfeld smiled. So that explained the man’s little pot belly.

“Perhaps I should have ordered that, too,” he said. “I have never had maple syrup.”

The attendant returned quickly with their order.

The eggs looked freshly scrambled, not reconstituted from powder and for a wonder, the bacon was not bacon but rather Keiserfleisch, the smoked pork loin sliced thick and glistening with fat. Two warm bread rolls, just out of the oven, had been torn open and generously slathered with real butter. The coffee arrived in a tall glass, topped with whipped cream and actually smelled like coffee.

Boosfeld stared at it, unsure if he could digest such a rich meal.

“Tuck in,” Grieve said, sipping from his own, much simpler coffee. Boosfeld didn’t need to be told twice. They sat in silence for another few minutes while Boosfeld inhaled his food, the finest meal he’d eaten in weeks. Months, maybe. When he was done, Grieve stood.

“Ready?”

Boosfeld nodded. Grieve led him through a command centre to a door guarded by two American MPs who came to attention as Grieve approached.

“Major Boosfeld to see General Jones.”

One of the MPs opened the door.
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Jones’s office was larger than Boosfeld had expected, likely a former magazine, with low ceilings and walls three feet thick. A large antique table dominated the centre of the room, its surface cluttered with paper maps. Generalmajorin Eva Richter stood at the table, studying them. She looked up as he entered, one eyebrow arching.

Boosfeld realised, as he came to attention and snapped out a salute, that he was a disgraceful mess. He’d slept in his uniform, hadn’t shaved, and badly needed a haircut. The negro commander rose as Boosfeld stepped inside, his physical presence filling the room. He was tall enough to stoop slightly beneath the ceiling, broad-shouldered, with a broad, flat face like something carved from obsidian. Like Boosfeld, Jones wore simple fatigues, marked only by rank insignia and a name tape.

“Major Boosfeld,” Jones said, coming around the desk and extending his hand. “Thanks for coming. You eaten?”

Boosfeld hesitated for the briefest moment.

Nein, nein, this will not do, he upbraided himself.

“Yes, sir,” he said, taking Jones’s hand. “Er, thank you.”

It was the first time he had ever touched a black man. Jones’s grip was firm and dry, his palm calloused. His expression was unreadable, but seemed courteous enough. He released the hand, his own palm tingling slightly, as if his skin had realised something his mind had not yet caught up to.

He turned toward Richter as if on a swivel, trying to preempt the awkwardness he felt creeping in. He had, of course, shaken hands with female officers before. In the modern Bundeswehr, it was impossible to avoid them. But never one who so thoroughly outranked him, and never one who looked him in the eye as if she were breaking him open, and reading through his most deeply secret thoughts.

Still, her handshake was quick and businesslike, the strength of her grip calibrated to neither challenge nor flatter. Boosfeld found himself momentarily adrift again, not because of who she was, but because of what she wasn’t. He’d heard rumours about her, naturally. Not just unmarried, but never married. An unnatural state for a woman, especially one as handsome as her. She wasn’t pretending to be a man, however. Neither, it seemed, was she deferring to them, though.

My God, what a world, he thought. We are in the hands of a Schwarzer and a Kampflesbe.

“Okay then, let’s get to work,” Jones said, entirely unheeding of Boosfeld’s momentary dislocation.

Boosfeld followed him to the map table. She was younger than he’d expected, late-forties perhaps, with short grey hair and the kind of face that he sensed she worked hard at keeping plain.

Without thinking, Boosfeld reached into his pocket for his cigarettes.

Richter cleared her throat. “Major, this is a non-smoking area.”

Jones waved it off. “It’s fine, Eva. Been a long time since this was a powder magazine.”

He picked up a polished wooden box and held it out to Boosfeld. “Cubans. Real ones, not the Dominican bullshit.”

Boosfeld took one. Jones produced a lighter, a battered Zippo just like his own, and lit both cigars. The smoke was rich and smooth. Richter shrugged and lit up a cigarette.

Jones moved to the map table. “Generalmajorin, you wanna walk him through it.”

Richter leaned over the largest map.

“This briefing is Top Secret Absolute, Herr Major,” she said, glancing at him to confirm he understood. Boosfeld nodded once, and she continued.

“Our latest electronic intelligence indicates the Soviet 3rd Shock Army is withdrawing from the Saarland sector and redeploying east into Ukraine. That leaves a temporary gap in their line—here.”

She pointed with the same hand that held her cigarette, the glowing tip hovering above the map.

For a moment, Boosfeld imagined her casually tapping the ash out onto the 3rd Shock Army, and it amused him more than it should have.

“Electronic intelligence, you said? Do we have actual eyeballs on this withdrawal?”

The other two officers exchanged a glance that was freighted with meaning.

“On the withdrawal, yes,” Jones said.

Boosfeld looked at him.

“It sounds like there is more to it, Herr General.”

Jones smiled without humour.

“In fact, there’s less to it than meets the eye, Major. SIGINT tells us the reason the 3rd Shock is pulling back is to crush a rebellion in Ukraine. We can see the movement in real-time here,” he pointed at the map. “But…”

“But you do not have confirmation of this Ukrainian uprising, no?” Boosfeld finished for him.

“We’re working on it,” Jones said. “Good catch, though.”

Boosfeld puffed on the cigar, thinking aloud. “So any gap could be deliberate, a ruse to draw us in, then close the jaws.”

“Yeah, it could be,” Jones said from the other side of the table. “

“But you are betting that Beria does have a rebellion in Ukraine and that he’s pulling his best units off the line to crush it.”

“I’m betting on the intelligence. And on you,” Jones said, looking straight at him.

Boosfeld looked up sharply. Jones met his gaze.

“On me?”

“Keep listening, Joachim. Generalmajorin?”

“We want you to lead a fast mobile battle group into the gap and attack the exposed northern flank of the enemy lines,” she said.

Richter continued, pointing to approach routes, phase lines, and objectives. Her briefing was precise, and as best he could tell, tactically sound. Boosfeld found himself leaning in, studying the details.

“This is a bold plan,” he said. “But my Kampfgruppe, it does not have the combat power needed.”

“A British mechanised brigade at Le Havre will deploy forward to join you,” Richter explained. Your group links up with them here—“ she tapped the map “—and continues north by northeast. You will also have an air task group dedicated to your mission.”

Boosfeld studied the map, running through the operation in his mind.

“It could work,” he said quietly. “If reinforced promptly, we could roll up the whole northern flank. But only if reinforced and properly supported.”

“You will be supported,” Jones said.

“How? With what?”

Jones was quiet for a moment, then he said, “I have been authorised to use tactical nuclear weapons. If I judge them needed, be assured, Major Boosfeld, that I will use them.”

Boosfeld said nothing.

The slight off-balancing, the dislocation he had experienced a few minutes earlier, returned in much greater force. He became intensely aware of small things: the hum of a computer running in the corner; Jones’s breathing; the chemical smell of the acetate map overlay. His hand was still resting on the table edge. He could feel the grain of the wood under his palm.

Tactical nuclear weapons. The words sat in his mind like spiked objects. He had, of course, trained for just this scenario, but the very idea had always felt ridiculous to him. He had been to Berlin and seen what was left of the city, even a year after Roosevelt had dropped the atomic bomb.

He looked at the map again. The blue arrows, the ocean of red, all the neat little military symbols, they all looked absurd to him now, like a child’s drawing. He thought of his men sleeping in the warehouse. Imagined them transformed into a plasma.

“I see,” Boosfeld said finally, though he didn’t. Not really. “And you wish me to command this operation.”

“Yes,” Jones said.

“Why, if I might ask?”

Richter answered. “Because you’re the best armoured commander we have in theater. Your record at Arnsberg speaks for itself.”

“I lost half my company at Arnsberg.”

“You held the line against a greatly superior force with little support and bought us the time we needed.”

Jones leaned forward, both hands on the map table, the cigar clamped between his lips. “Can you do it?”

Boosfeld looked down at the map, at the opportunity, then back up at the black man and the woman who were offering it to him.

The world had gone mad.

But this kind of madness, at least, he understood.

“Jawohl, Herr General.”

“Good.” Jones straightened. “Colonel Grieve?” So completely had Grieve faded away into the background of the discussion that Boosfeld had all but forgotten he was still in the room. “Effective immediately, Major Boosfeld is promoted to full bird colonel. Get me the papers with all the boxes to tick. Generalmajorin, Colonel Boosfeld will have his own thoughts about what he needs to make this work. Get him whatever you can without risking collapse anywhere else.”

Grieve was already on the phone, speaking quietly into the receiver.

“Timeline,” Jones continued, looking at Boosfeld. “Thirty-six hours to operational readiness. Forty-eight hours to execute. Questions?”

“Just one, Herr General. What is the strategic goal of this mission?”

Jones smiled, but not warmly. It put Boosfeld in mind of a shark.

“To kill them all. Every motherfucker who set foot in your country without invite.”

Boosfeld nodded. That was more freedom than he’d expected.

Jones extended his hand again. “May the good Lord be with you, Oberst.”

They shook. This time it felt different.
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Eva Richter took the onetime SS man away to continue working up the plan for the mission they were now calling ‘Harvester’. Grieve remained behind to handle the paperwork for Boosfeld’s promotion.

“What’d you make of him, Bob?” Jones asked, signing the fresh printouts.

“Hell of a stick up his butt, sir.”

Jones chuckled. Grieve rarely cursed, and when he did, it was mild by Corps standards, but somehow, always dead on.

“Yeah, well, the Prussians weren’t exactly known for their good vibes. But otherwise, how’d you find him? You spent more time with him than I did.”

Grieve’s features tightened as he considered it.

“Do I think he’s a Nazi, you mean?”

“Oh, we know he was a Nazi. What is he now?”

Grieve held onto a deep breath and let it go slowly.

“I don’t believe we can truly know the human heart, sir. We can only judge the actions of a man, and his actions so far have been exemplary.”

Jones nodded slowly.

“I guess that’ll have to do.”

“He was right onto that question about our signals take. So he’s no dummy, and he’s kept up with the changes in electronic warfare. Not everybody from his generation has.”

“No, they have not,” Jones sighed. “So, I want you to call this number for me. It’ll hook you up with a guy called Vincente Rogas. He came through the Transition with me. Former SEAL, now a contractor. He does a lot of work for Jim Davidson on the down low.”

Grieve frowned.

“And what do we need from him, General?”

“We need another guy who came through from upwhen. I know that Rogas has been working with him, and he might be able to solve our eyes-on problem in Ukraine. Let’s reach out to Vinnie and see if we can touch him. His name is Pavel Ivanov.”
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Julia sat at her favourite table in the corner of the cafe, the one where she and Harry had breakfast most mornings, hunched over two enormous newspapers like a conspiracist in hiding. Both The Times and The Guardian had Skywire sites she could have read on her phone, but she enjoyed the old-world feel of slowly turning the pages and the dry, crinkling sound the paper made. She loved how the newsprint smudged the tips of her fingers and left little black ghosts on her coffee cup. So much about the past distressed and unsettled her, but sitting in a cafe reading an honest-to-goddamned newspaper was one of its few mercies.

She paused, folding the paper beside her plate. An article on the war in the Pacific had caught her eye, detailing the grinding defence against the Russian-backed Democratic People’s Republic of Japan in the north of the islands. Under MacArthur’s command, Free Japan held the south, but the fighting was brutal. She pushed the thought away, determined not to let the war muscle in here. This bright, airy space was a world away from the grim, greasy spoons of 1950s London. Even ten years after the Transition, this place felt like a slice of home, an uptime Australian-style cafe overlooking a stretch of parkland in Kensington. Light streamed through the large windows, illuminating the blonde wood furniture’s clean lines and the potted plants’ vibrant green. Outside, a jeep passed, and she glimpsed the blur of olive uniforms. You could try and ignore it, but the war was always just out of frame.

Her breakfast arrived, goat’s cheese and avocado arranged with almost painterly care atop thick-cut sourdough, topped with two perfectly poached eggs. Steam curled from the coffee at her elbow. She broke one of the eggs with her fork, letting the yolk spill across the toast. The first mouthful was perfect. Salty, creamy, chewy. Real food, not hospital macros.

She set her fork down and picked up The Times. London’s, not New York’s. Kolhammer was still at war with McCarthy, the deathless ghoul. She skimmed the piece, rolling her eyes, finding it hard to believe that fucking guy was still hanging around. They should have dealt with him when they got rid of Hoover, but shoulda, woulda, coulda… None of it paid the rent.

Julia folded the paper away again as soon as she felt her temper getting off the leash.

She was wary of overdoing anything. It was only a ten-minute walk from their townhouse to the cafe, but it’d taken her at least fifteen. She hadn’t used the walking stick the physio had advised—she wasn’t a complete gimp—and she still believed that the best cure for an injury, if you survived it, was movement. So she’d limped it out, slow and stupid and proud. One foot in front of the other until the pain got bored and left.

She’d slept well. Passed out, really, as if getting home had opened the floodgates on all the sleep she hadn’t managed in the hospital. She hadn’t taken a pill or even made up the herbal mixture Harry sometimes needed. She’d resisted the urge for a bourbon nightcap, knowing it might help her get to sleep but wouldn’t help her stay there. No, she’d just crawled into bed in the guest room, pulled the single sheet up, set the climate control to mimic a cool night, and tumbled headlong into a deep, uninterrupted, glorious sleep.

There had been a missile attack on the city overnight, but she’d slept through it. That wasn’t surprising. As a combat embed, she’d learned to sleep through all sorts of chaos, and the Russian missiles had mostly landed around the docks. Lavrentiy Beria, for all his menace, was not Göring, and it seemed unlikely he’d squander a warhead on a townhouse in Kensington.

She picked up The Times again and tossed it onto the table next to hers, leaving it for someone else. Another quirk of the old days, sharing a paper in public, that’d pretty much died out before she’d started as a cadet journalist in Chicago. By the time she’d graduated to her own byline, most of the newspapers she’d grown up with were gone. Some, like the New York Times, had grown bigger and more powerful in the resource-scarce environment. It was a strange quirk of evolution she’d once read about: when an ecosystem collapsed, it often left a single apex predator to feast on the remains; the surviving Tyrannosaur growing fat and lazy after the asteroid impact, devouring everything in its path. Big. Powerful. Triumphant. And doomed.

She could have picked up her phone and gone to the Times on the internet, or on the ‘Wire’, as they called it here, even though it was all satellite-based. But she didn’t feel the same dopamine drip constantly tugging at her that she had uptime. A ten-year interruption had severed that neural loop, but more than that, the internet—she couldn’t bring herself to call it the Wire—was different here. It was much smaller, still being built out, and resembled the early days of walled gardens and proprietary protocols. Given the way the web had gone back upwhen, that wasn’t a bad thing, but she just didn’t feel the need for the feed itching under her skin.

Even so, she found the phone in her hand, lifted there by habit. Amazing how deeply rooted some shit could be. Just thinking about her personal internet history, had triggered something in her lizard brain. A scroll reflex. She’d been about to check Twitter or TikTok, neither of which, thank fuck, existed here. Just as she caught herself, the phone buzzed. A message from Maria O’Brien. And because she was holding the device and it was looking directly at her, it unlocked immediately and displayed the full text.

Are you free to talk? Not on the phone. We should meet in the room.




Julia’s eyebrows raised. She typed a reply:

I’m out at the moment, but should be back in about 15 minutes. I can meet you there. If I still have the key.




Maria texted back.

I’ve already sent you the new key. It’s good that you’re out and about, but don’t hurt yourself rushing. Let’s say 30 minutes.




Julia replied…

Ok. Thx.




Her appetite was gone. She forced herself to finish the last of her breakfast, knowing she’d need the fuel. She waved for the bill and almost tried to pay by swiping her phone before she remembered that wasn’t a thing here yet. She hauled out a handful of old British currency, paid, and left a generous tip. The locals didn’t do that, but it was expected at this cafe, one of the many customs pulled down from the 21st century.

As she stepped down from the café’s entrance, a sharp pain flared beneath her ribs, like being bitten from the inside, stealing her breath for a moment. She stopped, swallowed the noise that tried to escape, and breathed, reminding herself to take it easy. The walk home was a slow, measured effort. No point in testing herself against her own recovery.

Kensington in high summer was beautiful, the old Georgian townhouses standing proud, their white porticos shaded by ancient oaks. But the scene was threaded with the new reality. More people in uniform strolled through the parks. As she turned a corner, she passed an anti-aircraft battery nestled discreetly between two buildings. It wasn’t the old pom-pom guns of the last war; this was a modern, radar-guided missile system, its sleek launchers pointed at the sky. A young couple zipped past on electric scooters, oblivious. By the time she reached the townhouse, her head was spinning. Her shirt clung to her back. She made it inside, went straight to the kitchen, poured herself a glass of ice water with shaking hands, and dropped into the chair that didn’t punish her for sitting down.

She laid the phone on the couch beside her and plugged the Oakleys into the USB-C port. A second cable supplied power directly to the frame. A minute before the arranged time, she lifted the goggles and fitted them over her eyes. Once soft and responsive, the gel pads had stiffened slightly with age. They didn’t fit as well as ten years ago, but still formed a decent seal. Only the faintest halo of light leaked in at the edges. She reached up and tapped the touchpad at the temple. The system came alive with a soft flicker.

The world resolved into a perfect, high-definition passthrough of her lounge room. Though the bones of the townhouse were late Georgian, the renovations had brought it forward. The goggles displayed Nordic furniture in pale tones, open shelving stacked with books, and generous windows letting in the morning light. Overlaid on the scene was a message from Maria: Room Key. Her eyes tracked to it, and she blinked twice to activate it. The room disappeared in a flood of white. Not a void, exactly, but a boundless, featureless space. Light without shadow or horizon.

The Quiet Room.

A soft chime sounded, and then Maria materialised before her, not as an avatar, but in a live feed: the real Maria, across thousands of miles, dressed in a neat business suit, her hair styled in a way Julia hadn’t registered the day before. But then, she’d been barely upright, fresh from the hospital and too exhausted to observe much at all.

Maria, meanwhile, was looking at a version of her that didn’t exist anymore, ten years out of date, smoother, brighter, not fucked up inside and out.

“How are you feeling?” Maria asked. “Did you get a good night’s sleep? I saw there was another missile attack.”

“Slept like the dead,” Julia said. “I think it helped being back in my own home.”

“That’s good. You do have to give yourself the chance to get better.”

“I know. I’m not planning on running a marathon or chasing my deadlift PR anytime soon. It took me twice as long to walk to the cafe this morning.”

“Good,” Maria said. “It’s good you’re getting out, and it’s good you’re being sensible. So let’s keep it that way.”

“Yes, boss,” Julia replied, not quite suppressing the sardonic note in her voice. “What have you got for me? It must be good, because we wouldn’t be meeting here otherwise.”

“No, we wouldn’t,” Maria agreed. “Have you done any digging on your old boyfriend?”

Julia shook her head. “No. For a couple of reasons. One, it just feels weird. It’d be even weirder to start filling up the conspiracy wall with theories and red ribbon. I know what I’m like. Once I pick this up, I won’t be able to put it down, and like you said, I’ve got to get better first.”

Maria nodded. “Good to hear. What’s the other reason?”

“Your bullshit Skywire internet is terrible,” Julia said dryly.

Maria laughed, short and sharp. “God, isn’t it? Even so, I had our data mavens do a full-spectrum sweep on your guy. They got a couple of pings, but not much, about what you’d expect for somebody who died in the digital dark age. I also had some trackers out in the real world. They’ve only been at it for half a day, but one weird thing’s already popped.”

Maria paused. “The official record shows Lieutenant Commander Daniel Black died in a transport plane crash on Oahu. His death benefits were processed and paid out to his next of kin, an uncle and aunt.”

Julia nodded. “Yeah, I think his parents died during the Depression.”

Maria nodded back. “Cool, so standard procedure. But about three weeks later, a second payment, nearly three times the amount, dropped into their checking account from the Department of Agriculture. That wouldn’t normally start alarms ringing,” Maria continued. “Government waste, amirite? And they were farmers. They made more money out of subsidies than soybeans. But I had our guys gather up everything we could on his surviving relatives. They held a service for him. Got the folded flag and everything. But the next day, they’re back online, his aunt as a school librarian, and his uncle on the farm. They accepted an offer on the farm a week later. Double the market price. No mortgage, all cash.”

“Hush money?” Julia said.

Maria offered a noncommittal shrug

“Can’t say and can’t ask them. They’ve both passed on. In California, where they retired to a ranch outside of Carmel.”

“Hush money,” Julia said again, firmer this time. As though saying it made it real.

“So, I had my guys double down on stalking your dead boyfriend,” Maria said. “Cross-matched the data with everything we knew about Hoover’s operation and all the later ops, after it went private.”

“Why?” Julia asked, frowning.

Maria’s smile was difficult to parse. It was faint, and asymmetrical, something between irony and fatigue, to which she added a small shrug.

“Because we’re going through some things here that feel like J. Edgar Hoover stabbing at us from hell’s heart. And before I waste time on the really weird stuff, I want to be sure your guy isn’t somewhere in back of it.”

Julia wasn’t sure she followed the reasoning, but her brain fog was still thick. “And what did you get?”

“Two hits,” Maria said. “There was an incident in 1943 and another in 1946. Both went badly for us, and we’re sure it’s because the opposition cut us off at the knees. In both cases, there was an unidentified operator on their side. The after-action reports from our agents in charge included a physical description that precisely matches former naval commander Dan Black. It was just a line, but the AI picked it up with the right prompt architecture. So,” Maria summarised, “you remember seeing a guy who reminds you of your old boyfriend on the MV Bulgakov and later in the hospital. And two of our guys, years apart, reported a passing encounter with a suspected Bulwark operator whose description is a good match. It’s thin, but I told you I’d let you know if we found anything.”

Julia nodded. “You also told me you’d let me know if you found nothing.”

Maria’s smile was soft, but there was weight behind it. “Does this feel like nothing?”

Julia hesitated, biting her lip. “It sounds like nothing,” she said slowly. “But it doesn’t feel like it. If that makes any sense.”

The possibility gnawed at her. Dan. Alive. All this time. If he’d faked his death, gone into the shadows, lived another life… it would have been because of her. Because of what she’d done. The weight of it, a guilt she’d carried for decades and thought she’d grown used to, suddenly felt suffocating.

“I’m not the operator, Jules. You were,” Maria said gently. “If it feels like something to you, I’ll have our guys lean into it. Are you cool with that? Are you okay with what that might mean?”

“I’d like to know,” Julia said at last, her voice quiet.

Maria nodded slowly. “I’m going to suggest something. You can say no, but I’d like you to consider saying yes. I’d like to fly you back here. LA, New York, doesn’t matter. I’d like to bring you back to the States and have you work on this as a desk assignment. I don’t want you in the field, but if this is a real thing, it might intersect with some other shit we’ve got going on. And I can’t think of anyone better to work it out.”

Julia sketched a smile, but it was empty and brittle. “I’m completely compromised,” she said. “This is Dan. My ex-boyfriend.” She found it hard to say the next words, but she forced them out, her voice catching. “We got pregnant. I terminated… the child. I didn’t tell him until after.”

Hearing it spoken aloud, she felt a new shard of empathy for what Dan must have felt when she told him. Shame churned in the pit of her stomach.

“But you know all this already,” she went on in a very small voice. “We’ve been through this.”

“Yeah. We have,” Maria pushed back. “Many times. And I’m telling you now what I told you before. It was your choice to make. Nobody else’s. Don’t think of yourself as compromised,” Maria said gently. “Think of yourself as invested. You knew this guy better than anybody else alive. His family are all dead. You are the subject matter expert on Dan Black, Jules. I don’t think it’s going to cross over with my other problems, but if it does, if he was working with the Bulwark, I want you on it. Because I trust you. And because I want to keep you safe.”

Julia gave her a look. Her voice was cool. “I’m not one of your rescue projects, Maria.”

“I know,” Maria said quickly. “I’ve got enough of those already. But you are my friend, and I worry about you. Harry’s away. We all hope he’s coming back, but we need to be real. There’s a chance he won’t. And you should be with people who know you and love you if that happens. I’m sorry to be harsh, but the world is a harsh fucking place, Julia. We need to deal with it as it is, not as we’d like it to be.”

Julia sat with that, realising she had no answer. The decision had formed in her almost without her consent. It felt inevitable, like a current pulling her forward. Not just the decision, but everything that came with it; the past, the possibilities, the grief that still lurked in the margins of her life. “Okay,” she said at last. “Get me a ticket. I’ll come back. I’ll need to wrap a few things up here. I don’t want Harry coming back to find I’ve fucked off to the US without a second thought.”

It felt like saying yes to something bigger than she could hold in her head right now. But she still said it.

Maria nodded, already moving into action, half a world away. “Of course. You do what you have to do. And I’m not buying you a ticket on some shitty DC-10. We’re sending one of the jets.”

Julia nodded, absorbing that, too, with a tired half-smile. Then, after a pause, her voice softened.

“Thank you, Maria. Are you good? Is everything okay there?”

“I’m fine in myself,” Maria said. “But you know how it is. There’s always some shit going down, and it feels like an avalanche right now.”

“You look like you’re in good shape,” Julia observed. “Been working out?”

Maria laughed. “Always. And we’ve fast-tracked a lot of healthspan therapies, telomere stuff, peptides, that sort of thing. Jimbo would have Ozempic on the shelves already, but nobody needs it. Yet.”

Julia nodded. Her own recovery had been accelerated by one particular peptide, according to Dr Collins.

Maria’s face darkened. “But yeah,” she said, more quietly now, “we’ve got some other stuff going on. It’s not good, Jules. These fucking people…” She exhaled, jaw tightening. “They’re the worst.”

Julia blinked, then frowned at herself. “The Russians?” she asked, still wading through brain fog.

Maria laughed, a sharp, humourless bark. “If only. No, fuck those guys. They’re easy. You punch them in the face and keep punching until they die.” She leaned forward slightly, lowering her voice. “I’m not talking about them.”

A pause, which Julia felt stretch, unresolved.

“I’ll explain when you get here,” Maria added. She glanced to her side, distracted. “I’ve gotta run. I’m already five minutes late to a meeting.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to hold you up⁠—”

“You’re not holding me up,” Maria said, cutting across her, but gently. “You’re my friend. That’s still more important than anything.”

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

Then Maria shifted again, back into motion. “I’ll send deets within the hour. See you within a day. You’ve still got the apartment in New York, haven’t you? But why don’t you come out to LA first?

“Yeah, still got it. But it’s rented out.”

“Awesome, the city of angels it is. We’ll put you up at the Tower. You’ll be safe and comfortable. If Harry gets back, we can fly you straight to London or fly him here. It’s all good. But you do what you gotta do, and I’ll explain everything when you get here.”
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The supply warehouse was a vast metal oven. The corrugated walls shimmered with heat. Fans the size of helicopter blades hung from the ceiling, turning slowly. The air was thick with the cat-piss scent of canvas and disinfectant. Rows of tables stretched down the length of the place, each manned by sunburned Marines who looked like they’d been condemned to this post for all eternity. Their faces said they’d handed out the same boots and belts ten thousand times and would hand out ten thousand more before sweet merciful death released them.

The drill instructors herded the recruits inside, single file, the line snaking between the tables like cattle in a slaughter chute. Every few steps, another voice barked.

“Next!”

“Name!”

“Size!”

“Move it!”

They moved in a slow, miserable procession, a human conveyor belt. At each table, another piece of government property was added to their growing load: shirts, trousers, boots, belts, ponchos, gas masks, helmets, canteens. Each item seemingly heavier than the last.

The DIs hovered, circling, waiting for weakness. The line staggered under the weight. The heat pressed down. Nobody spoke.

Outside. Back under the sun, they started marching again, this time burdened by all their gear, which had to be packed just so into their lumpy duffels.

“MAINTAIN INTERVAL!”

“PICK UP THE STEP!”

“YOU IN THE BACK! DID YOUR MOMMA FUCK A BASIC THREE-TOED SLOTH OR SOME KINDA MUTANT RETARD TWO-TOED SLOTH?”

They marched down gravel roads, past other barracks where other platoons were drilling in the heat, past obstacle courses and rifle ranges and vast empty fields that waited to be filled with their suffering. Elvis’s shoulder ached from the duffel bag. His head pounded from the sun.

And it was all good.

They reached a squat building with “Medical Processing” stencilled above the door.

“PLATOON… HALT!”

They halted, raggedly.

“Inside. NOW!”

Inside the room smelled of disinfectant and fear-sweat. Long tables were arranged in a maze, each staffed by Navy corpsmen who looked at them with a mixture of pity and amusement. The drill instructors herded them through like cattle.

“DROP YOUR BAGS! STAND AT ATTENTION!”

They dropped. They stood.

“You will now proceed through medical processing. You will remove your shirts when instructed. You will answer all questions honestly. IS THAT CLEAR?”

“SIR, YES SIR!”

“Move.”

They moved through the stations. At the first table, a corpsman checked their basic information. Name, date of birth, and social security number.

“Presley, E. Aaron. That right?”

“Yes.”

“Born January 8, 1935?”

“Yes.”

The corpsman looked up. Really looked at him for the first time. His eyes narrowed.

“You look familiar. You from around N’orleans at all?”

Elvis’s throat tightened. “Tennessee.”

“Huh.” The corpsman studied him for another beat, then shrugged. “Next.”

Heart pounding, Elvis moved to the next station. They took his blood pressure. Listened to his heart. Had him read an eye chart. At the next table, a corpsman checked his ears, nose, and throat, peering into each with a penlight.

Then came the shots.

“Pull up your right sleeve.”

Elvis obeyed. The corpsman swabbed his shoulder with alcohol and picked up what looked like a small pistol, a pneumatic injection gun.

“This will hurt. But way more if you move.”

The gun hissed, and Elvis jerked as something slammed into his arm. It felt like being stabbed with a railroad spike.

“Other arm.”

Another shot. Then another. Then another. By the fifth injection, his arms were throbbing, the skin hot and swollen. Around him, other recruits were gritting their teeth, trying not to cry out.

“Blood draw. Make a fist.”

The corpsman wrapped a rubber tube around his bicep, tapped a vein, and slid a needle in. Elvis watched his blood fill three vials, dark red and somehow accusatory.

“Next.”

At the final station, they were lined up and told to strip to their skivvies. The corpsman walked down the line, checking for hernias, testicular abnormalities, hemorrhoids.

“Bend over. Spread your cheeks. Cough. Next.”

It was humiliating, but he reminded himself that he’d chosen it.

When they were finally allowed to dress and collect their bags, Elvis felt like he’d been disassembled and put back together wrong. His arms ached. His head swam. The room tilted slightly.

“OUTSIDE! MOVE!”

Back into the sun. Back into formation. But this time they didn’t march. Instead, they were herded, no other word for it, down a concrete path toward another building. This one had a sign: “BARBER.”

“Inside. Single file. Move.”

The barbershop was industrial. Six chairs, six barbers, all of them civilians, bored-looking men in white smocks who kept the line moving fast. The buzz of clippers filled the air like angry bees. They worked fast, no words, thirty seconds per head. The floor was a carpet of hair—blond, black, brown, red—all mixed together. Elvis watched the kid ahead of him sit down, a thick-headed Italian with movie-star curls. Six swipes later, the curls were history. The barber pulled off the cape, waved the next man forward.

Unsure of what to do, Elvis sat down and took off his cap.

“This a fucking joke?”

The barber stared at him, or rather at the stubble remaining from the close shave he’d paid two bits for back in LA. Withers fell on him like a bird of prey.

“THE FUCK IS GOING HERE? ARE YOU FUCKING WITH MY BARBER, RECRUIT?”

“Sir, no, sir! This recruit is…” words failed him. When they were getting ready in LA, Tony had warned him to refer to himself only as ‘this recruit’, but Elvis hadn’t asked him what he should say if anyone questioned why he’d turned up with his head already shaved close.

“… This recruit is… preshaved, sir,” he finished weakly.

“PRESHAVED? YOU MEAN LIKE A PUSSY? DID SOME ASSHOLE RECRUITER SEND ME A PRESHAVED PUSSY?”

“Sir, no, sir—” Elvis started to say, already knowing there was nothing he could say. This Tony had also warned him of.

This was the trial by absurdity.

“BECAUSE I’VE SEEN SOME BADLY SHAVED PUSSY, RECRUIT, AND YOUR HAIRY FUCKIN’ SKULL VUVLA HAS TO BE ABOUT THE WORST, UGLIEST FUCKIN’ PIECE OF PRESHAVED PUSSAY IT HAS EVER BEEN MY SEVERE DISPLEASURE TO BEHOLD.”

Then, in a completely neutral voice at a normal volume, he addressed the barber. “Fix him.”

The clippers buzzed to life, loud and insectile, and Elvis felt the steel bite into his scalp, the heat, the vibration. It didn’t matter that there wasn’t hardly any hair to cut. The man kept cutting anyway, carving invisible trenches into his stubbled scalp just to make the point.

It took less than twenty seconds. The barber spun him toward the mirror.

He hadn’t been able to look in the mirror back in LA. He’d shaved his carefully tended pomade off as a disguise, not as preparation for this moment.

The reflection showed a boy’s face, pale and narrow, ears jutting out, the skin red from the clippers. He looked like cancer. He looked like nobody.

He was perfect.

“Go,” the barber said.

Elvis stood, ran a hand over his naked scalp, felt the stubble, the strange contours of his own head, and moved. All around him, other recruits were getting the same treatment, emerging one by one as identical strangers.

Outside again. Another formation. More marching. They humped it toward a three-story concrete block labelled Receiving Barracks, one of a dozen identical hives squatting in the heat. Inside, the drill instructors monstered them up narrow stairwells that rang with boot steps. Third deck, not third floor, he reminded himself. The air got thicker as they climbed. Down a corridor. Through a metal hatch into a long bay lined with racks, sixty bunks in two perfect rows, footlockers squared like gravestones at the ends. The windows stood open to the wet heat. Mosquitoes drifted through in lazy squadrons. A single fan turned above them, slow and useless, moving the heat around but not cooling it. Elvis smelled salt, rot, metal, and fear.

They had arrived at the machine’s heart.

“DROP YOUR GEAR!”

Sixty duffel bags hit the deck in one long, ugly drum solo.

“You will now unpack and stow your gear in your footlockers. You will arrange everything according to the diagram posted on the bulkhead. You will not deviate. You will not improvise. You will not think. You will follow the instructions exactly. IS THAT CLEAR?”

“SIR, YES SIR!”

“You have fifteen minutes. Begin.”

Chaos. Sixty identical twins, two to a bunk, dumping out duffel bags, trying to figure out where things went, folding and refolding uniforms that didn’t fold right. Sixty bald-headed brothers ripping open duffels, clothes and gear exploding across the deck. The diagram on the wall looked like a mad architect had drawn it, socks rolled into perfect spheres, underwear folded into origami squares, T-shirts stacked into alien geometry.

Boots slammed. Metal footlockers banged open and shut. Nobody could make sense of it. Nobody but Recruit E. Aaron Presley.

Elvis knelt in front of his footlocker, and his hands shook a little as he attempted to recall Tony’s lessons in the gym back on Ventura.

His trainer’s voice came back to him.

“Don’t try, just do,” Tony said.

Elvis breathed out, looked once at the diagram, and let himself just do it.

He was finished in six minutes, but rather than standing to attention, he moved to help his bunkmate, the Italian kid. Franchino.

“Hey, y’all want a hand?”

Franchino looked at him with wild, frightened eyes.

“None of this makes any sense, man, none of it.”

“That’s the point,” Elvis said.

Franchino stared at him as if he was mad and Elvis repeated what Tony Mangioni had told him, “Can’t pull order out of chaos without you got the chaos first. Here, let me show you.”

Franchino stood aside as Elvis squatted down at his footlocker and started to pull it apart again.

“Shit, man, no,” Franchino protested, but Elvis waved him away.

“The DIs are just gonna do it anyway,” he said. “Now watch.”

The second time around, it was easy. No panic, no shaking hands. Without the fear of failure or the pressure of his own inspection, Elvis found he could think clearly. He showed Franchino how to roll, fold, stack, and align. Socks like bullets. T-shirts like white bricks. Everything squared away, inspection-ready. He dropped the last pair of socks into the locker just as the door crashed open.

Withers and his assistants stormed in, voices already at full volume. They moved down the bay like a demolition crew, ripping open footlockers, throwing gear onto the deck, calling them the most pitiful excuse for Marines ever birthed by the Republic. And then the storm reached Elvis and Franchino.

“The fuck is this?” Withers hissed in a quiet, almost reverential tone that was somehow way more frightening than all of the roaring bluster.

“This recruit’s footlocker, sir!” Elvis shot back, and after a second, Franchino did the same.

Withers seemed to notice him for the first time.

His eyes narrowed.

“One pre-shaved pussy,” he murmured, “is happenstance. Two, looks like a fuckin’ conspiracy. Are you a conspirator, Presley?”

“Sir, no, sir.”

Elvis waited for him to tip both footlockers out and order them to repack the contents in front of everyone. He was sure he could, but equally sure that poor Franchino would mess it up, and then what hell would they pay?

None, as it turned out.

Withers simply turned away.

“You will have dinner in thirty minutes,” he announced to the barracks. “Between now and then, you will square away your gear to standard. You will make your racks to standard. You will get your nasty unwiped asses to the head and clean yourselves to standard. You will be standing at attention beside your racks in thirty minutes. Is that clear?”

“SIR, YES SIR!”

“Anyone in need of tutoring in the correct stowage of a footlocker can make their way to Recruit Shaved Pussy, here, for instruction.”

The second Withers was gone, the recruits moved toward him, slow at first, unsure if it was a trap. Then the dam broke. They crowded in with their gear, holding up socks, shirts, and towels, asking questions over each other. Their gear spilling onto the deck, sixty versions of the same confusion.

“Hey, Presley, how’d you roll these again?”

“Is this square enough?”

“What about the skivvies, flat or folded?”

Elvis knelt beside the nearest footlocker, showing them what he’d been shown. His hands worked on instinct now, the motions automatic, the fear drained out for the moment. The fan turned above them, stirring the heat.

And in it, he felt something weird and extra, something he’d never known before.

He was useful.

Inside a quarter hour, they were stowed away and on to the head. A madhouse. Twenty sinks, twenty mirrors, all of them crowded with recruits trying to shave, brush their teeth, wash their faces. Elvis splashed cold water on his face, scrubbed at the stubble on his scalp, and tried not to think about anything. To just be here, doing this thing.

When they were called to formation, they assembled in the corridor outside the squad bay. Withers inspected them with predatory focus, finding fault with every recruit. But then, “Acceptable. Barely. Follow me.”

They marched to the chow hall, a low brick building that smelled of boiled meat. Inside, they formed into a line, moving slowly, everyone silent except for the clatter of trays and the barked orders from the serving line. The food was okay, meat, potatoes, bread, coffee or juice poured into tin mugs. It was far finer than anything he’d known before JimBob came calling all those years ago.

Seven minutes of feeding. Not eating, feeding. Then: “TRAYS UP!”

Dozens of metal trays clattered in unison.

They marched back to the barracks. The sun was finally going down, bleeding red across the South Carolina sky. Elvis’s feet were screaming in his new boots. His shoulders ached, and his arms throbbed from the shots. His scalp itched where the clippers had scraped. His head pounded.

Back in the barracks, Staff Sergeant Wickers stood at the front of the bay, Smokey Bear hat still perfectly positioned, uniform impossibly crisp despite the heat. Elvis wondered if he changed throughout the day. Perhaps he had a closet full of fresh uniforms. The recruits stood at attention beside their assigned racks, swaying slightly, dead on their feet.

“You will have ten minutes to prepare for lights out,” Wickers said. His voice was slightly hoarse from screaming all day, but he didn’t sound tired. He sounded like he could do this forever. “Your senior drill instructor will inspect this deck at 20:55 hours. If one footlocker is out of alignment, all of you will pay. If one rack is not made to standard, all of you will pay. You succeed together, or you fail together. Lights out at 2100. You have ten minutes starting NOW!”
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The lights went out at 2100, sudden and total.

“You have eight hours to sleep,” Wickers called from the hatchway. “Do not waste time pulling on your Johnson. Reveille is at 0430. If you’re not standing at attention beside your rack when I walk through that door, you’ll wish your mothers had swallowed you at birth. Sweet dreams, ladies.”

The hatch slammed shut.

Darkness. Blessed silence except for the fan overhead and the sound of sixty kids trying not to cry.

Elvis lay on his rack; he had the upper bunk and stared at the ceiling. His scalp itched where the clippers had scraped. Every muscle in his body ached.

Somewhere down the squad bay, somebody was crying. Soft hitching sobs he was trying to muffle in his pillow. Someone else was whispering prayers in Spanish. Someone else was already snoring.

Elvis closed his eyes.

For the first time in years, nobody was managing him. Nobody gave a shit about his brand or his image or his contractual obligations. He wasn’t the intellectual property of Davidson Enterprises anymore. He was nothing. He was Recruit Shaved Pussy.

The tears came quietly, and he let them. Welcomed them. He didn’t make a sound. Just let the tears roll down his cheeks while the fan turned overhead and the mosquitoes whined.

Thirteen weeks.

Ninety-one days.

He could do this. He had chosen this.

Outside, a drill instructor’s voice cut through the night.

“LIGHTS OUT MEANS SHUT YOUR FUCKING MOUTHS!”

The crying stopped.

The praying stopped.

Even the snoring seemed to quiet.

Silence settled over the squad bay like a held breath.

Elvis lay in the darkness and waited for morning.

It came much too soon.
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Christos, the pilot, became Christos the truck driver, a duly appointed functionary of the regime-approved Transport Workers’ Union of the Democratic People’s Republic of Greece. The union card in his wallet was worn at the edges, convincingly aged. Elena Fortiana, Barcelona’s second or third most fabulous hostess and It Girl, and perhaps the city’s preeminent information broker, arrived on occupied French soil as Ilya Volkova, a second-string but impeccably well-credentialled foreign correspondent with Pravda’s Kiev bureau. Her visiting press credentials, laminated and stamped with the State seal of the People’s Democratic Republic of France, hung from a lanyard around her neck. And they swapped out the Dakota C-47 for an old deuce-and-a-half wearing Bulgarian plates and registered to a trucking company owned by one of Moscow’s favoured siloviki.

The cargo bed was already piled high with wooden tea chests carrying low-value freight, the sort of thing unlikely to attract suspicion or even the attention of any guards at the many checkpoints along the way into the city; obsolete machine parts, greasy with cosmoline and bundles of soiled winter clothing destined for recycling. To this unimpressive manifest, they added a selection of premium stock from the plane, chosen by Christos as being the most likely to effect passage through any such checkpoints.

Of course, the four American mercenaries might also have raised a few questions with the local gendarmerie and the Interior Ministry troops watching over them, but they were safely tucked away in a large cavity behind at least four stacks of heavy wooden boxes. The space was tight enough that Dan’s head and shoulders hit the crate walls whenever the truck hit a pothole. Which was often. The smell in the hidden compartment was rank. Motor oil, mildew, and something vaguely organic that nobody wanted to think about.

They made themselves as comfortable as possible on the corrugated metal floor of the truck as it bounced along the road to Marseille, every jolt transmitting straight through their spines. Carter had pried open one of the crates full of old uniforms and passed around a selection of torn and bloodied greatcoats to use as padding to sit on. Dan sat with his back pressed against a crate full of tinned beets, studying the maps Elena had given them by the dim glow of a penlight. The first, a simple roadmap from Michelin, traced their route into the city with each of the likely inspection points marked in her precise handwriting. The second, more complicated, had been fashioned from four sheets of draftsman’s paper into a little booklet, a sort of architectural blueprint and waypoint guide through Fort Saint-Jean, a grim pile of medieval stonework facing directly onto the waters of the Old Port. The paper was already going soft at the creases from his repeated folding and unfolding.

Somewhere in here, Dan thought, running his finger along the maze of corridors and chambers on the blueprint, they would find Professor Bremmer. The paper felt slick under his touch, coated with wax to resist water damage. Unfortunately, they would also find at least 300 OMON and NKVD troops. Elena had promised a diversion to distract them, a rocket attack, courtesy of Christos, the pilot-turned-trucker-turned-missileer currently at the wheel. Even through the wooden crates, they could hear him singing something tuneless as he navigated the French back roads.

“Still a hell of an ask,” Johnny Merrill had cautioned back at the airfield, leaning against the Dakota’s landing gear. “Sneaking into Communist Colditz to yoink a bunch of their favourite prisoners.”

“But you’re so good at sneaking and yoinking,” Elena had teased him, pinching his cheek and making him blush. “And anyway, we will not be going around them, we will be going under.”

The third map, which Carter was studying while Dan tried to commit details of the fortress’s internals to his memory, was a schematic of the city’s stormwater and sewage system, or at least that portion which ran under Fort Saint-Jean. Carter had it spread across his knees, one hand braced to keep his balance as they rattled over a particularly rough passage of road. Carter’s map was older than the others, pre-war vintage, printed on thick paper that had yellowed at the edges. Elena had marked it up in red ink, noting access points and tunnel dimensions.

Christos dropped them in a narrow alley behind what had been a fish market, back when Marseille still belonged to Free France. Now it was one of those wastelands you found so often in conquered cities, whatever life it had once possessed, utterly leached away.

The buildings leaned together overhead, blocking out most of the late morning light. Shuttered windows watched them like dead eyes. The truck’s engine ticked as it cooled, while somewhere nearby a dog barked twice then went silent.

“Good luck, my friends,” Christos said quietly, checking his watch before addressing Elena. “I will return in three hours, Madam. To meet you at the well after I have attended to arrangements.”

Dan shook his hand. Carter just nodded. Merrill and Soneski were already at the storm drain, prying up the heavy iron grating with a crowbar Elena had provided. It came loose with a rust-grinding shriek that seemed impossibly loud in the stillness.

Christos winced, glanced both ways down the alley, then climbed back into the cab. The deuce-and-a-half rumbled away, leaving them in sudden quiet broken only by the distant sound of traffic and the gurgling of water somewhere below. Dan was struck by a sudden sense of a great weight pressing down on them. The vastness of a hostile city all around, and beyond that the impossible mass of the empire that ruled it.

“Let’s get it done,” he said.

They descended one at a time, boots finding purchase on an iron ladder bolted to the tunnel wall. The smell hit them less than a minute after entering the first tunnel, a physical assault, dense and terrible. The accumulated filth of centuries, fermenting in the dark, human waste and rotting matter and things that had crawled down here to die. Dan’s eyes watered with it.

At first, they were able to keep their feet dry, walking on a narrow ledge beside a central channel of sluggish, dark water. The tunnel was a perfect circle of ancient brickwork, slick with damp and glistening in their torch beams like the throat of some great dark beast. Dan could see the high-water marks where the entire pipe would fill during a storm, dark stains reaching almost to the crown of the arch. They walked slightly hunched over, the low ceiling forcing them into a crouch that made his thighs burn after the first hundred meters.

Then the arched roof flattened out, the ledge disappeared, and they had no choice but to drop into the channel itself.

“Oh man, I really hope this isn’t moist,” Merrill said as he dipped his toe into the water, which was waist-deep and warm, as thick and dark as motor oil.

“How is it, Johnny?” Blair Soneski asked, grinning a little.

“Moist,” he sighed.

Elena took point, navigating with a small flashlight in one hand and the underground map in the other, the beam cutting a weak cone through the fetid darkness. She stopped frequently to consult it, checking markings carved into the stone before making a decision and pushing forward. The water lapped gently against the tunnel walls as Dan followed right behind her, trying to match her footfalls, feeling for the bottom with each step in case the floor dropped away into some deeper channel. Carter slogged along in silence, his breathing steady and controlled, followed by Merrill, with Soneski bringing up the rear, moving with the deliberate care of a man carrying twenty pounds of high explosive in a waterproof backpack. Both he and Merrill would stop every now and then, turning to check their six, flashlight beams sweeping the darkness behind them.

“Where’d you get the maps?” Dan asked as they stopped at a juncture of three tunnels. The water here was deeper, chest-high on Elena, and moving faster. He could feel the current pulling at him.

Elena didn’t turn around, just held the map higher to keep it clear of the water. “The National Archives,” she said, studying it under her light. “In Paris.”

Dan shook his head. “What? Why the hell would Paris keep a map of Marseille’s toilet system?”

She almost smiled. “The French are very serious about their archives, Daniel.”

“How much further?” Merrill asked, keeping his voice low. Sound carried weirdly down here, sometimes swallowed completely by the water, sometimes bouncing off the stone in strange, contrary echoes that made it impossible to tell which direction it came from.

“About two hundred metres,” Elena said, still not looking back. “Then we’re right under the main fortress building.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I do the work, Daniel.”

She held up the map as if that were proof enough.

The tunnel widened ahead, the ceiling rising to something almost grand and vaulted, maybe five metres high. The claustrophobic press of the low passage gave way to what felt almost like a cathedral of wet stone. Dan felt the current pulling at his legs, a gentle but insistent flow towards some deep outlet he couldn’t see. He wondered if the storm they’d flown through hours earlier had swept over the city. Maybe not. If something like that came over now, there would be no way to survive it down here. The tunnels would flood in minutes, the water rising faster than they could move. He was about to ask Elena if she’d checked the local weather forecast when she stopped abruptly, raising one hand.

“There is a shelf about ten metres up ahead,” she said, consulting the map again, angling it to catch the light. “A big drop. The channel is at least three metres deep there. But we go up before we get to it.”

Dan could hear the suck of water spilling over the edge somewhere ahead in the darkness, a low, steady roar that explained the current.

“Up where?” Carter asked.

“Up there.” She pointed to the ceiling with her torch. Her beam found a dark, circular opening that Dan hadn’t noticed, a hole punched through the vaulted stone above them. The shaft was maybe a metre and a half wide, the interior walls rough-hewn and slick with moisture. Ancient mortar had crumbled away between the stones in places, leaving dark gaps.

“This chamber we are in is over four hundred years old. Before that, it was a natural reservoir, and that shaft was the well villagers once used to draw water. It was capped in the 1820s.”

“This is where Christos is meeting you?” Carter said. It sounded like an accusation.

“Yes,” she said before correcting him, “where he is meeting us.”

“And at the top?” Dan asked, craning his neck to see how far up it went. The beam didn’t reach. Just darkness swallowing the light.

“Sub-level one. The holding cells.”

“Did you get that from the archives in Paris, too?”

She smiled. “The archives are very comprehensive. But no. This information I have from a different source.”

Carter stepped forward, water sloshing around his legs as his voice echoed off the stone. “Lady, you’re asking us to assault into an NKVD facility. There’s probably a battalion company of Interior Ministry troops up there. And fuck knows how many shooters from Beria’s goon squad. Seriously. How the hell do you know what’s at the top of that shaft?”

Elena studied him as though he were a problem she was running out of ways to solve. Something shifted in her expression. It was not quite resignation, Dan thought, but it was close. She shifted her weight in the water, the current pressing against her legs.

“This information I have from the British intelligence service,” she said, her voice carefully neutral. “They are one source. I have others.”

Dan felt something click into place. He opened his mouth, then closed it again. Around them, the tunnel dripped. The sound of the waterfall ahead seemed to grow louder in the silence.

Carter had no such hesitation. “Jesus Christ,” he said softly, wiping something dark off his sleeve. “What’s in it for them? These guys we gotta spring? Who the fuck are they?”

“Nobody you would care about, Mister Carter. But, yes, my British clients care very much. That is why I am here,” Elena explained, keeping her flashlight trained on the shaft above them. “One of their agents is being held upstairs. A very important agent. And one they are more than willing to risk your lives to get back.”

“But not their own people,” Dan said, frowning.

“Their own people are busy,” Elena said. “Whereas I am available. At a suitably extortionate price. And as I have explained to them, since our friend Sirega had already hired me to get you into Marseille, you would be passing through anyway and, how do you say, able to lend a hand.”

She smiled, pleased with her revelation, expecting them to be likewise pleased. The beam of her flashlight wavered slightly as she shifted position.

“Son of a bitch,” Carter said, his voice flat and hard in the enclosed space.

Her smile didn’t waver. “To you, just a bitch. But I got you here, and I will get you to Professor Bremmer, as agreed, once we have freed the others. Shall we proceed?”

“Not yet, no,” Dan said, planting his feet more firmly against the current.

She seemed genuinely surprised. “Is there a problem, Daniel?”

“Yeah. The British were after Bremmer in Cairo. As I recall it, everybody was after Bremmer in Cairo, but the Brits sent at least two teams. So they really wanted him. How do we know you won’t sell us out?”

“If I wanted to give you to the Russians, Daniel, I would have done it in Barcelona.” She lowered the map slightly.

“That’s not what I’m talking about,” Dan said. “And you know it.”

“Yeah,” Carter cut in, moving closer, water sloshing around his legs. “The only reason we’re here is for Bremmer. We deliver him to Sirega and our job’s done. Unless the Brits get in the way.”

“Exactly how many British agents do you see down here, Mister Carter? It is just you and me. And somewhere up there,” she pointed up, “the man you have been paid to find. Professor Bremmer. You will have him. After you help me with my job,” she said, her voice growing harder. “That was our agreement.”

Johnny Merrill laughed from somewhere behind them, low and soft, the sound bouncing strangely off the vaulted stone. “Lady,” he said, “I don’t know you at all, but from what little I’ve heard so far, there’s no reason for us to trust you. Those Russians you killed in Barcelona thought they had a deal, too. How’d that work out for them?”

Elena shrugged. “This is very tiresome, gentlemen. The simplest explanation is the most obvious one. Our mutual friend, Siri, hired me to bring you to Marseille. I saw an opportunity to double my return on what was already a risky investment of my time and resources. I am not here for Bremmer. I am here for a captured British agent. The window for his extraction is growing very short. Now, we need to get through the grate blocking that shaft.” She turned away. “You are here to help with that. But it needs to happen in the next three minutes.”

Soneski stood directly under the shaft, peering up, his brows furrowed. “Yeah, there’s a grate,” he said. “Padlocked. Pretty heavy-gauge steel. Nothing we can cut through. I’ll have to blow it.”

“That’s going to be loud,” Carter said.

Soneski nodded. “Yep.”

“And that’s going to be a problem,” Dan said, looking at Elena.

“Only if you waste more time talking about your nonsense.” She checked her watch again, a man’s Rolex. “In two minutes, rockets will begin falling on the compound above. It will be very loud and very distracting for everybody on the upper levels. Mr Soneski will be able to use his demolition charges without anybody noticing.”

“Rockets?” Dan said.

“Christos,” she replied, as if that explained everything.

Nobody said anything. Dan let the silence stretch, watching her face. She didn’t move, didn’t elaborate. She simply waited him out. After an uncomfortable length of time, she said, “Tick-tock, Daniel.”

“Alright,” Dan said. “Get ready to blow it, Sonny. We wait for the fireworks. Assuming this isn’t some bullshit story, that’s when we move.”

Soneski nodded, crouched down, and slipped off his backpack. Merrill moved in, holding a small flashlight to provide illumination as Soneski started pulling out his gear.

Carter came up next to Dan. “You thinking what I’m thinking?” he asked quietly.

Dan turned to him. “That we’re not the heroes of this story? We’re the hired help?”

Carter muttered under his breath. “Something like that.”

Soneski finished preparing the charges. He looked up at the shaft, then at Dan. “There’s iron rungs set into the wall, but I’ll need help getting up there.”

Merrill laced his gloved hands together to form a step. Soneski placed a boot in his palms, and Merrill boosted him up. Soneski grunted, reaching for the first iron rung, hauling himself up. He climbed swiftly, a dark shape against the stone, and began setting the charges.

Elena stood apart from them, her attention fixed on her watch, lips moving in a silent countdown. The foul water flowed around their legs, a constant, greasy pressure. The air was dead and close.

“Thirty seconds,” she said.

Soneski dropped from the last rung, Merrill catching him in a bear hug to break his fall. A thin primer cord snaked down from the darkness above.

“I need everyone clear,” Soneski said. “Back around that corner.” He pointed to the last bend in the tunnel.

They moved back into cover, Soneski trailing the detonator wire behind him. Dan watched Elena. She was still counting, but her gaze had drifted to the roof of the tunnel, as though she could see through the tonnes of earth and stone, past the fortress hunkered down above them, and into the sky above.

“Ten seconds,” she said. The lapping of water against ancient brick was the only sound. Dan felt his heart rate kicking up.

“Five seconds.”

Carter checked the safety on his weapon. Soneski stood with his hand on the plunger, waiting for her signal.

“Three… two… one…” Elena’s face was calm.

Hell erupted.
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Tom Drummond leaned his head against the window of the small jet and stared at the red centre of the continent 30,000 feet below. The land spread out like a wounded god, dust and ochre and scars as old as creation. It looked like the surface of Mars, or how he’d thought Mars would look when he was a young lad with the time and inclination to gaze up at the stars. Pocks of spinifex peppered the land, or maybe they were rocks. Hard to know, and impossible to care. It was all a wasteland down there, but an unchanging wasteland. It had that going for it. None of the craziness of the last ten years had made a jot of difference out here in the desert. There was something comforting in that, knowing that some things never changed, because so much else did. It reminded him that the world was older than his troubles, and likely to outlast them.

“Sir?”

He surfaced from the drift of his thoughts and saw the hostess beside him, a pot of tea steaming softly, and a packet of biscuits. Scotch Finger biscuits, too. Not cookies. One of the many things he found difficult to accept was the way people had even changed how they talked. Biscuits were cookies now. The bonnet of your motor was a hood. A hood, like a hoodlum. And the young hardcases he occasionally brushed up against in Darlinghurst called each other ‘bro’ instead of mate. Short for brother, he knew, which at least had the virtue of being accurate, because they all hailed from the brotherhood of criminals.

He shook his head, grunted, and said thank you to the hostie. He preferred the term ‘hostie’ to ‘hostess’, which sounded like he was being tended to by some hundred-pound-a-night escort woman.

“Thanks,” he muttered again, though irritation crept into the edges of his voice. She decanted the tea into a flimsy paper cup and snapped a plastic lid over it like sealing evidence. A tendril of steam rose through the hole in the lid, the hole meant for drinking from. Yes, he understood it was a safety precaution. They could hit turbulence at any time, and he was likely to upend half a cup of scalding hot tea into his lap if they did. But wasn’t that his choice to make?

He sighed and unwrapped the two-pack of Scotch Fingers. At least these hadn’t changed. They were his favourite biscuits. So, of course, they would change eventually, but for now, they were a comfort. His mother, rest her soul, had made her own at Christmas, even during the worst years of the Depression. She’d somehow found enough ingredients so that he and his five brothers and sister Dolly had a shortbread finger each for breakfast on Christmas morning. There was never much in the Christmas stocking beyond an orange, if they were lucky, and a hand-carved wooden toy from his granddad. Tom always got a pistol; every year he asked for a revolver just like the ones carried by the heavy squad, and every year his granddad carved him one. Looking back, Tom wasn’t sure how the old man had done it. There were times they couldn’t afford a lump of coal for the fire, let alone a piece of good hardwood for foolishness like a kid’s toy. But like his mum, his granddad had always come through. Grit, at least, was cheap in those days, and the Drummonds spent it freely.

He snapped the biscuit clean in two. The familiar, buttery scent was a small anchor in the shifting world. He carefully removed the lid and dunked a piece into the hot tea, holding it there just long enough, pulling it out before it could fall apart and dissolve into a slurry at the bottom of the cup. He brought the softened biscuit to his mouth, and it melted on his tongue, carrying him back to the good places time hadn’t touched yet. After finishing the other half, he carefully pressed the plastic lid back into place, the click small but final. Some changes, he supposed, were necessary. He settled back into his seat. The ones next to him and in front of him were empty, but the rest of the plane was full, the seats occupied.

Not that there were too many seats. This wasn’t one of those lumbering sky-liners shuttling businessmen from coast to coast these days. It was one of those smaller run-around models that all of the higher-ups and mucky-mucks preferred to travel in. A trim little plane built for the favoured few. It belonged to the government, which irritated him more than he would care to admit. Honest working men bent double in factories and mines, so Madame Willet and her courtiers could glide around above them like visiting royalty. He didn’t see why his taxes should be spent on something like this. There were plenty of normal TAA or Qantas jets going back and forth, especially to South Australia, where the big submarine plants were located.

It wasn’t a matter of security. No. That was his line of work, and he’d have been perfectly happy buckling her into a first-class seat on a regular flight with the rest of the polished-shoe crowd. The uptimers had very particular ideas about airline security, for which he could not fault them. It meant, in his professional opinion at least, that this entire private plane thing was an absolute boondoggle.

Laughter drifted back from the nose of the aircraft; bright, careless, the sound of people who never wondered about the price of a thing because they never had to pay it. Up front, there weren’t rows of seats, just a plush little salon: four fat thrones in a creamy leather so soft it looked like it’d bruise if you backhanded it, all facing each other across a polished wooden coffee table. That was the kingdom of the important. He was content enough in his own row down the back, a minion in a perfectly comfortable seat, but a minion nonetheless. Through the gap in the two seats ahead of him, he could see Admiral Jane Willet. She was a handsome woman, fit and in her early fifties, with the sort of healthy glow that came from eating well and training hard. She’d kept to the disciplines of her time in uniform, he could see that. His gaze, too, he knew, was jaundiced. He had his opinions. And their laughter, interrupting his quiet gloom, only sharpened them.

He was annoyed and blamed himself for letting his feelings get the better of him. One thing Tom Drummond had learned early was that a man just doesn’t do that. Feelings were things you kept in your pocket, or clenched in your fists, not something you spilled across the floor like a child’s bowl of porridge, thrown away in a tantrum. His granddad taught him that, and his mother too, God rest her. They never raised a strap, but correction came swift all the same, firm hands guiding a lad toward the self-possession the world expected of him. A man kept himself in check. Anything else, and you might as well show up to life in short pants.

He didn’t know what had them laughing up there, and he made a point not to. Pride and the Drummond stubbornness kept him facing forward. Not that he could have or would’ve made heads or tails of most of it anyway. It just seemed wrong to him that people whose only real responsibility was winning the war appeared to think the whole thing was a big joke. Then he shook off the thought, knowing how foolish it was and how motivated by his ill temper. All those years of being a copper, aside from his war service, taught a man about gallows humour, about the dark little rivers that ran under a working life. And when he was being generous, he’d even admit that Willet, for all her polish, had worked in darker places than most.

She was a smart woman, of that there was no doubt. She had a way of explaining complicated things to uncomplicated people without talking down to them. Could walk a halfwit politician through the guts of a nuclear engine, never mind one humming in a steel tube a thousand feet under the sea, and make him think he’d figured it all out for himself. He’d watched her do it to parliament’s slowest minds these past weeks, steady as a surgeon. He respected that. Old Brother McGee had been like that at St. Edmunds, turning mysteries into plain daylight without making a lad feel a fool for not seeing it straight off.

And she was brave. He’d give her that, too. He didn’t much like being sealed up in this steel tube flying at 30,000 feet, but at least he could look out the window and see the world was still there. He couldn’t imagine the creeping, crawling horror of being sealed up in another tube, with no windows, spooking around thousands of feet underwater, knowing that at any moment a torpedo or a depth charge or some newfangled horror weapon could end you. She’d done that work, as he understood from her file, for the last thirty years. He shook his head at the very thought of it. How could you not go mad?

So she was brave, and she was smart. But, he shook his head as another burst of laughter reached him, she had not a lick of common sense. And that was his issue with her. This business of swimming out into the surf every morning, no matter how big it might be, no matter how many sharks might be hanging around. And he could assure you, Bondi was absolutely full of hammerheads and great whites. Yes, it was netted these days, but there were no nets out where she and the other fools took their surfboards. Only the cruel sea and hungry sharks. It was a supreme frustration to him, standing on the shore pretty much every single day, waiting for her to have enough of her foolishness, knowing he couldn’t do anything about it. He could swim well enough, but not against those waves. And if a shark took her, it wasn’t like he could take her back.

It was almost as though she did it on purpose, to annoy him. The last morning, as he’d waited to see whether she would survive her morning exercise, he could tell from the smirk on her face that it amused the woman to vex him so. And he knew, from having suggested it once and only once, that there was no talking her out of it. She’d given that idea short shrift.

So he drank his tea and waited.

“Fifteen minutes to landing, ladies and gentlemen,” the pilot’s voice crackled over the intercom.

Drummond turned back to the window. The deep, blood-red heart of the country had thinned to chalk and dust, the scrub stretching out like a worn carpet nobody bothered sweeping clean anymore. The arid plains of the outback stretched below, the sparse bushland a sign they were getting closer to the coast. The small jet banked smoothly, the boomtown of Whyalla appearing outside of his window.

As the wheels touched down with a gentle bump, Drummond was already unbuckling his belt. Before the jet had even rolled to a stop, he was on his feet and moving towards the door, eyes front, body set. He was her security man. That was the whole sermon. They’d locked horns about it once or twice, but she’d come around. In the same way he had to accept standing at the edge of the beach with sand between his toes, she had learned to accept that when they arrived, he went first. It was their unspoken truce, each to their peril, each to their place.
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They pulled the team together at sundown. All six of them sat in a rough circle in what had once been the pub’s front bar, balanced on crates and a few pieces of furniture that hadn’t gone soft with rot. Kearney hauled out a bottle of something clear, and they passed it around, each man taking his hit, even Philby, in a show of solidarity; each man except Burgess, who pushed it on with a grunt.

“Right then,” Philby said. “Listen carefully. I shouldn’t have to repeat myself. We move at midnight. Three vehicles. Kearney, you’re driving the lead road train with the main battery. Schmidt rides with you. Bērziņš, you and Volkov take the second truck. Burgess and I will follow in the last vehicle with the remote trigger and surveillance equipment.”

He spread the map over an upturned barrel, smoothing it flat with the heel of his hand. Red pencil traced their intended passage, a thin arterial line across empty country.

“We have about twelve hundred kilometres ahead of us,” he began. “Our first course takes us northeast into the Gawler Ranges. At Corunna Station we angle southeast, after which we make do with unsealed backroads. Slower, yes, but far less conspicuous. We travel by night whenever we can, and spend the days tucked out of sight. Here, here, and should misfortune insist, here.”

He touched three flyspecks on the paper.

“Checkpoints?” Volkov asked. His English was immaculate, and the accent leaned towards German rather than Russian, which Philby noted with approval. German emigrants had settled parts of this dry southern country in the late nineteenth century, and Volkov wore the traces of their accent like a well-fitting coat.

“Three possible intercepts,” Philby went on, “but not at military checkpoints. The local authorities are more worried about pest control and the movement of livestock. We have papers for a legitimate cattle transport from a property outside Esperance to an abattoir in Adelaide. The cattle are real. The bills of lading are real. The company exists. If anyone checks, they’ll find we’re exactly who we say we are.”

Bērziņš leaned over the map, tracing the route with one blunt finger. “This is a very long route. Like Paris to Moscow by way of the moon, but through much harder terrain. What if one or more of the vehicles don’t make it?”

Burgess answered that.

“Comrade Kearney is a good mechanic. Each truck carries tools and the essential spares. Two complete tyre assemblies as well.”

Schmidt cleared his throat. “Even so. Such distance. If we are stopped and searched, the rockets will be discovered.”

“Then don’t get searched,” Philby said flatly. “Guy has been moving all manner of dodgy freight through this country for a year. He knows the protocols. We avoid attention, we stay in character, and we make ourselves boring enough that no one looks twice.”

“And if they do?” Schmidt pressed.

Philby held his gaze. “Then we remove the difficulty and continue on.”

No one said a word. The bottle resumed its orbit. Philby tasted the vile spirit again, then offered it directly to Burgess with the air of a man extending an olive branch. Burgess took it with a nod. They were all in this now. Every man committed.

“Any final questions?” Philby asked.

“Just the fuckin’ obvious one,” Kearney said. “What are we hitting? What’s worth all this trouble?”

Philby folded the map. “We are going to bugger up Allied submarine production. Their so-called AUKUS boats could turn the battle for the Atlantic, and with that, the whole bloody war. The First Comrade wishes the assembly line interrupted, and we shall oblige him.”

“Submarines,” Kearney blinked. “In the middle of the fuckin’ desert, is it?”

“They build them inland from the port of Whyalla. Far enough in that they’re beyond any reasonable prospect of seaborne strikes. And here at the arse end of the world, utterly out of airborne reach as well.”

“But it’s still a fuckin’ desert, boss,” Kearney said. “And they’re still boats.”

“Quite so,” Philby replied. “Boats which emerge from their sheds atop immense trolleys and proceed toward the sea on an equally immense concrete highway. It takes them three days to make the journey.”

Volkov let out a low whistle. Schmidt shook his head once, as if trying to dislodge the absurdity.

“Christ,” Kearney muttered.

“It’s the American way,” Burgess remarked drolly. “Take a sensible idea, massively overcomplicate it with ridiculous technology and far too much money, then deliver the solution with such overwhelming force that it somehow functions in spite of it all.”

“And we’re going to blow it up,” Kearney said with obvious enthusiasm.

“We’re going to slow it down,” Philby corrected. “Nothing we do will stop production entirely. There are five main sites around the world. One here, one in the UK and four in America. But the supply chain is global, and forty-six rockets in the right place will cause everything to seize up everywhere, costing them time they don’t have.” He looked at each man in turn. “Any other questions?”

Silence.

“Then get some rest. We move at midnight.”
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The road trains advanced through the desert night with the unhurried majesty of heavy metal dinosaurs, their headlights casting long yellow cones over the red earth. Philby sat beside Burgess in the trailing vehicle, the other man steering the massive machine with the comfort of an old hand.

“You’ve driven these before,” Philby observed.

“Out here, comrade, you drive everything from ore hauliers to dirt bikes.”

They continued in silence for a while. The engine droned on with a resonance that seemed to settle into Philby’s ribs. Beyond the reach of the headlamps, the desert vanished into velvet darkness, the road unwinding before them as though conjured by their approach.

“Mind if I ask you something?” Burgess said.

“You can ask whatever you please,” Philby said. “But will you mind if I don’t tell?”

Burgess coughed out a small, dry laugh.

“At least I’ll know you’re not lying.”

Philby gave him the faintest smile. “Sometimes the biggest lie of all is silence.”

“Touché.”

The big truck ate up another half mile of road before either man spoke again. Burgess inhaled through his nose, a slow, considering breath. “Why are you doing this, Kim? And I don’t mean the official reason. I mean, really. I assume, First Comrade Beria gave you no choice in the matter.” Burgess ladled a heavy dollop of sarcasm into the title of ‘First Comrade’, before going on. “But there’s always a choice, isn’t there? You could have gone straight to the Americans and offered them a delightful bundle of disclosures. A decade as Second Desk at the Lubyanka? They’d have welcomed you with open arms and protected you from Six. So, why are you here?”

Philby could have said, “Why are you?” They both knew it, but he considered the question because it did deserve an answer.

“I saw what the machine does to people, Guy. We both saw it. Grinding up human lives to produce profits for a tiny few. The oppression. The violence of it all. The revolution promised something better. Not the Lubyanka. And not Stalin, of course. But the idea that there had to be an alternative. There just had to be. So I surrendered to conviction. What am I to do? Withdraw my convictions and surrender anew?”

“And do you still believe that? About the better promise of the revolution?”

Philby was quiet for a long time.

“I still believe the alternative is worse.”

Burgess laughed, a short bark of sound. “Well, you’re honest, I suppose. No ‘glory to revolution’ or ‘history is on our side.’ Just… the other side is worse.”

“Does that bother you? You were always more in love with the game than I. Sometimes, I think you switched sides because it was simply the boldest play.”

Burgess shrugged, “Maybe, old boy. Maybe. I do love the game. I mean, what else is there?”

They crested a rise. Ahead, the tarmac descended into a broad valley lit in silver by a moon three days past full. Philby could see the other two trucks strung out ahead of them. Everything according to plan.

“How much further to the turn off?” Philby asked.

“Another forty kilometres. We’ll hit it just before dawn. Then it’s smooth sailing for a while.”

“Or until something breaks.”

“Yes,” Burgess agreed. “Or until something breaks.”
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Something broke.

Shortly after midday on the second day, Bērziņš spotted a swelling in the rear tyre of the second truck. They pulled into a rest stop some hundred and thirty kilometres beyond Mundrabilla, a bare concrete pad beside a corrugated-iron lean-to, under which stood a single potted palm long expired. Someone’s idea of a joke, or perhaps their despairing protest. Bērziņš crouched beside the wheel and tapped the sidewall, his finger prodding at the treacherous bulge.

“Fuck,” the Estonian said with some feeling. “Is fucked.”

Philby crouched beside the tyre. It was massive, almost as tall as he was, rubber treads worn almost smooth. The bulge on the inner sidewall looked like a tumour.

“How long to change it?” he asked.

“With proper equipment? Thirty minutes. With what we have?” Bērziņš shrugged. “Two hours. Maybe three. Is big tyre. Heavy.”

Schmidt and Volkov were already hauling the spare from its cradle under the trailer. The tyre hit the ground with a dense thud that Philby felt travel up from the baked limestone into his boots. The sky was a white, endless dome; the ground, a sheet of cracked stone stretching to every horizon. Kearney and Burgess trudged back from their watchpost on the highway, faces pinched, shirts plastered to their backs. Their figures wavered slightly in the heated air like mirages wrestling themselves into shape. The desert air trembled with murderous heat, and the horizon wavered as though the entire plain were breathing.

“Well, bugger,” Burgess said, surveying the situation. “That’s unfortunate.”

“It’s just a mechanical problem,” Philby said. “We planned for it.”

Kearney and Bērziņš handled the heavy lifting, using a combination of bottle jacks and brute strength to get the damaged tyre off and the spare on. Schmidt and Volkov kept watch, one at each end of the rest area, binoculars on the highway. Burgess smoked, and Philby stood beside the road train’s cab, calculating timelines and probabilities. The operation had a window. Miss that window, and⁠—

“Vehicle approaching,” Volkov called out.

Everyone went still. The four-wheel-drive, a Landrover, Philby thought, drew near at a steady, unhurried speed, its profile unmistakably official with a light bar mounted on the roof and aerial whips trembling in the heat.

Volkov raised his binoculars, took a long look, and lowered them again.

“Cops,” he said flatly.

“Fuckin’ filth,” Kearny muttered.

The vehicle came on, slowing, but not stopping. Philby noted the crisp silhouettes of the two occupants—hats, epaulettes, the unmistakable geometry of uniforms—as they rolled past the rest stop.

He smiled.

No-problem-here-officers.

A hundred metres on, the Landrover’s brake lights flared, a sudden red bloom in the white glare of the Nullarbor.

It slowed. And stopped.

Philby walked to where Kearney and Bērziņš stood. “Let’s get working again. Just a road crew changing a tyre.”

The 4WD reversed and crunched up onto the limestone pad, coming to a halt. Two officers stepped out. Older men, both of them, the sort who’d weathered decades of human folly. One carried a little extra weight, the other was lean in that way Philby distrusted. It spoke of a man who did not indulge himself.

The tall, thin one approached first, settling his gun belt with a practised tug.

“Fellas,” he called. “Got yourselves a bit of grief, eh?”

“Just a tyre,” Philby said, gesturing at the truck. “We’ve got spares.”

“Dog of a place to blow a tyre.”

“Hasn’t blown yet,” Philby said. “Could’ve been worse. Could’ve happened in the middle of nowhere.”

The tall cop chuckled at that, but his eyes were already moving, methodical and unsentimental. He took a professional’s inventory of the three road trains, the stacked cattle visible through the slats of the trailers, the men working the tyre with the steady focus of people who didn’t want conversation.

His partner drifted to the lead truck and shaded his eyes, peering up at the animals. He stood with hands on his hips, studying the beasts as though appraising their lineage. “You blokes running these all the way to Adelaide, are you?”

“That’s the plan,” Kearney said, not pausing in his work. He was leaning hard on the wrench with credible irritation. His Irish lilt had vanished, replaced by an easy, local drawl. “Picked ’em up outside Esperance. Due in the yards the day after tomorrow.”

The first cop had moved to the second truck. “So, just the cattle?”

“Yes,” Philby said, feigning confusion. “Would you like to see the paperwork?”

“Wouldn’t hurt, mate.”

Philby had the documents in the cab of his vehicle. He led the way back, the officer falling in behind him. He could hear the man’s boots grinding across the limestone and could feel rather than see the man’s hand resting near the butt of his sidearm. Philby’s nerves jangled in time with each footstep. The documents, he knew, were impeccable. Burgess had been almost artistic in his diligence. The letterhead, the signatures, the permits, all of it assembled with a bureaucrat’s eye and a traitor’s deep paranoia.

Philby handed over the folder. The policeman opened it and paged through, brow gently creasing in concentration, lips twitching silently as he read. Philby studied his expression for the faintest flicker of doubt or curiosity, searching for that slight tightening around the eyes that meant everything was about to go wrong.

“So you’re David Wilson, the transport contractor?

“That’s right.”

“From Esperance.”

“Correct.”

“You sound like a pom.”

Philby smiled and held up his hands in mock surrender.

“Guilty.”

“You’re a long way from home, Dave.”

“It’s a big country, constable. Everyone out here’s a long way from home.”

The other cop had climbed onto the running board of the second truck. He was looking through the slats at the cattle, and Philby’s mouth went dry. If he looked too closely at the floor of the lower deck. If he noticed anything off about the trailer’s configuration⁠—

“These animals look a bit rough,” the second cop called back.

“We all look a bit rough, mate,” Kearney said. “Been on the road three days. We water ‘em at every stop, but they’ll be right once they’re unloaded.”

“You been feeding them properly?”

Philby perceived the shift with a trickle of dread. The police officer on the running board shifted his weight, preparing to climb higher for a closer inspection of the cattle. He was already leaning in toward the livestock with the diligence of a man prepared to follow procedure to its inconvenient conclusion. He would see something amiss. Something that didn’t belong.

The first cop handed the papers back. “Everything seems in order, Mr Wilson… One thing, though.” The cop’s expression hadn’t changed, but something in his voice had hardened. “I’m going to need to take a closer look at your load. Make sure the animals are being looked after.”

Philby felt time compress. Behind him, Kearney had stopped working. Off to his right, Bērziņš’s hand drifted, slow as sediment in water, toward the place Philby knew he kept a knife sheathed beneath his shirt. The second officer, still perched on the running board, remained entirely unaware of the moment tightening around him like a garroting wire.

Philby forced a smile.

“Of course. Though I should warn you, it’s fairly ripe up there.”

“I’ve smelled worse,” the officer replied, undeterred, and Philby made the call.

“Kearney,” he said quietly.

The Irishman looked up, and Philby gave a single nod.

It happened fast. Kearney straightened and crossed the space between them with startling directness. His fist drove into the officer’s kidney, a precise blow delivered with the full weight of intent. The man folded, his breath coming out in a wounded gasp. Before he could fall, Kearney caught him, securing an arm around his throat and tightening. The cop’s hands scrabbled at Kearney’s forearm. His heels kicked at the dirt.

The second man had just enough time to register what was happening before Volkov was on him. A hand closed around his belt and pulled sharply. He fell from the running board and landed with a heavy thud, coincident with a wet crack that spoke unmistakably of breaking bone. He cried out in pain and shock. Volkov dropped a knee into his back. A blade appeared, then disappeared. It went in once, just below the ribcage, angled up. The cop’s eyes went wide. Volkov counted—one, two, three—then let the man down gently, absurdly gently, like lowering a child to sleep after a long day at the fair.

Silence. A dry wind rattled the corrugated iron of the shelter.

Philby walked to where the first cop lay crumpled. Kearney stood beside him, breathing hard, staring down with an expression that was not guilt so much as resignation.

Philby removed his own folding blade for the mercy stroke, but Kearney shook his head.

“No need, boss.”


27




They could have been sisters, Julia thought, staring at their reflections in the floor-to-ceiling window, forty-one floors above Los Angeles. Two women floated over the remade city, both in their early to mid-forties. They were dark-haired, with athletic builds maintained by years of gym workouts.

Maria O’Brien wore a business suit and a white silk shirt. She looked sharp, chic, and stylish. Julia wore a dark blouse and a knee-length skirt. It was the first time she’d dressed up since Cairo, and she had thought she would feel better for it. But looking at her reflection, she didn’t. She looked half-dead.

She couldn’t be too hard on herself. The flight from London had taken nearly eighteen hours. She’d left at about eleven in the morning, landing in New York seven hours later after a reasonably hairy trip across the Atlantic, which included a hundred-nautical-mile diversion off their flight path to avoid the reported presence of Russian fighters over the North Sea. The three-hour layover in New York, she had spent in a business lounge, having a light dinner and avoiding the complimentary drinks so that she could sleep on the transcontinental flight to LA.

Her body clock was screaming that it was the middle of the night when the flight touched down on the West Coast, but it was mid-afternoon on a bright summer’s day. She was grateful for the limo and driver who ferried her downtown from the airport to Davidson Tower. Maria had organised an apartment for her on the residential levels, a sub-penthouse unit that was far too big for her, but for which she was, again, grateful. The concierge who personally showed her to the apartment informed her that in light of her injuries, surgery, and recent release from hospital, the company had organised on-call medical help. Then he’d shown her half a dozen panic buttons around the apartment, any one of which would bring a trauma team and crash cart to her door within minutes.

It was all a bit much. Julia wasn’t sure whether it was just Maria being a neurotic friend, or whether the great neurosis that had captured the American mind in the 1970s had somehow been pulled forward a couple of decades by the Transition. Either way, she was grateful. The trip on the Davidson jet had been so comfortable that she’d managed to sleep on the second leg of the flight. Although she knew she would pay a heavy toll in jet lag eventually—she wasn’t quite sure what day it was, whether she’d gone forward or backward on the calendar—her body clock was skitzing out at having stepped off the ground in London late one morning and onto the ground in LA early the next afternoon, somehow having lost eighteen hours in between.

“Jules? You still with me?”

Maria’s voice startled her out of her reverie. Looking out at the city under a night sky, she supposed it wasn’t really a daydream, was it?

“Sorry, Maria,” she apologised. “I don’t know whether it’s the jet lag or just six weeks in hospital putting the zap on my head, but my brain fog is pretty thick.”

Maria smiled. “A little from column A, a little from column B,” she suggested. “We can skip dinner if you’d like. Why don’t you just go back to the apartment, have a bath and crash out? I can make time for this tomorrow. It’s just… I haven’t seen you for a couple of years, and I wanted to catch up before we got down to work.”

Julia reached across the table and squeezed her friend’s hand. “No, no, I’m fine,” she said. “I slept on the flight over from New York. I was ready to crash out by that point; it would’ve been bedtime back home anyway, so I was very grateful for those lie-flat beds on Jimbo’s Learjet.”

“Well, it’s not really a Learjet,” Maria said. “People just call it that because that’s the model they were copying.”

“Well, I was still grateful,” Julia said. “I don’t know that I could have faced a commercial flight.”

“I would never have asked you to do that,” Maria said.

A waiter appeared, asking if they would like a drink. Maria ordered a vodka martini. Julia, after some prodding, asked for a cucumber martini, which startled the waiter and amused the hell out of Maria.

She explained it was an English thing Harry had invented for her. “A gin martini with half the gin and a measure of soda water to take the edge off the kick. Instead of a twist or an olive, a long slice of cucumber concertinaed onto a toothpick. It’s quite nice, honestly.”

The waiter did his best not to look sceptical as he took the order.

“It’s a beautiful restaurant,” Julia said, “but it seems very quiet.”

Maria looked around as if noticing for the first time. “Oh, it would be. It’s mid-evening, and it’s not open to the public. Ever.”

Julia gave her a querying look. “I don’t understand.”

“I’m sorry,” Maria said. “It’s a company restaurant. This is our canteen.”

Julia blinked. She looked around again. The room was a masterpiece of twenty-first-century minimalism, all clean lines, muted tones, and warm, indirect lighting. Polished concrete floors flowed seamlessly into walls of blonde wood. The furniture was sculptural, the tableware bespoke. It was the sort of space designed to soothe the egos of billionaires and film stars, a temple of modern gastronomy. And yet, through the vast windows, the ghostly reflection of this inner world hovered over a city that was still, in most respects, a creature of the 1950s. The dense matrix of light that Julia remembered from her own time was absent, replaced by a sparser, more scattered constellation, punctuated by the improbable sight of a few other futuristic glass-and-steel towers.

“We have all the functional head offices of each of the company’s main divisions here in the tower,” Maria explained. “So industrial espionage is a real problem for us.”

Julia smiled at her. “Practising it or defending against it?”

Maria acknowledged that with a nod. “Column A, column B. Anyway, we prefer our people, particularly when they’re working on super-sensitive projects on short timelines, to minimise their exposure. This is one way of doing it.”

Julia let her gaze drift across the other diners. At first glance, they were just well-dressed patrons in a high-end restaurant. But looking closer, she saw the subtle tells. These weren’t just lawyers and bankers. The intense conversation at one table, conducted over a tablet screen, involved a woman with the calloused hands of an engineer and a man whose wild Einstein hair screamed theoretical physicist. At another, a group argued animatedly over schematics. It was exactly as Maria had said, a corporate diner, albeit the most luxurious one imaginable, a refuelling station for the architects of a new world.

“Does your boss ever come through here?” Julia asked. What little she knew of Davidson didn’t suggest this was his kind of place.

Maria snorted. “No. You’re more likely to find him at a taco stand downstairs. But that’s all right. It gives me a place where I can get away from him for a few hours each day.”

“Tough boss?”

Maria rolled her eyes. “Tough situation, really. None of us thought it would turn out like this, but here we are. It’s like running Apple and Microsoft and BP, Samsung and Pfizer all mashed up together, but the guy who’s running it is…” She trailed off, unable to find the words.

Julia supplied them. “A small-time grifter who fell arse-backwards into the greatest fortune in human history.”

Maria nodded. “Yeah. You can imagine how that goes most days.”

“I really can’t,” Julia said. “My doctor said I had to avoid unnecessary stress.”

“Fair point,” Maria conceded as the waiter returned with their drinks.

“Would you ladies care to order some entrées?” he asked.

Maria looked at Julia, who shrugged. “I’ve been eating hospital food for the past six weeks. Well, really only for the past two. Previous to that, they were feeding me with a tube. I’m not even sure what I can eat.”

Maria intervened. “That’s okay, I do,” she said. “I told you we had a piece of Yasmeen’s clinic, so I asked them to send over a full recovery plan for you, including diet and exercise.” She turned to the waiter. “Michael, if you check with Chef, you’ll find that Ms Duffy already has her meal organised. I’ll have my usual.”

“The tri-tip steak and a bowl of minty peas. Yes, ma’am,” Michael said. He withdrew.

Julia raised an eyebrow.

“You eat meat now?”

Maria replied with a half-shrug. “And I drink milk, too. Perimenopause, hon. It makes monsters of us all.

Julia sipped at her drink, which was excellent. “I’m still not sure what I’m having for dinner,” she said.

Maria shook her head. “Neither am I, but it’s been approved by your doctor, so you can feel free to go wild.”

“I’m sure she didn’t approve this,” Julia said, holding up the drink.

“I don’t know,” Maria said. “Fizzy water and cucumber. I don’t see there’s much to object to there.”

They spent the next half hour catching up. It had been two years since Julia had last seen her friend, five since they had last worked together on a project in the Quiet Room. Maria wanted to know all about her engagement to Harry, but was mindful of the anxiety Julia felt about him being in the field. She didn’t like to think of him as missing, but the fact was she had no idea where he was or what he was doing, and she knew it was quite possible that MI6 were likewise in the dark. She doubted they would tell her if anything had gone wrong, not until many months had passed and it was too late to do anything about it.

Julia asked Maria about the rumours she had been dating Errol Flynn, rumours she was happy enough to confirm. “But that’s over now,” she said.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Julia said.

Maria shrugged it off. “It’s fine. He was a bit too Australian for me.” And then she mimed him atop her, thrusting away with his hips, going, “Mate! Mate! Oh, maaaate!”

The caricature caused Julia to snort her cucumber martini out through her nose. For a moment, the weight of the past few months lifted a little. Laughter, real and unrestrained, filled the space between them. It was a sound that carried years of shared history. They were survivors of a shipwreck that had stranded them in another time, but in that moment, they were just two best friends, finding solace in a ridiculous story.

The waiter cleared their entrees, and two more servers returned with their mains. For Julia, it was a perfectly poached chicken breast, resting on a bed of vibrant greens and quinoa, with a side of delicately roasted new potatoes. Doctor’s orders, transformed into art. Maria’s tri-tip steak arrived, seared to a dark crust with a perfectly warm, red centre, accompanied by a second vodka martini and a big bowl of peas tossed in olive oil and shredded mint leaf. The waiters withdrew, and for a few moments, they ate in companionable silence.

“So,” Maria said.

“So,” Julia replied, and they both smiled.

“I don’t suppose you’re wondering why I brought you here tonight.”

“Not just for a catch-up, then,” Julia said.

Maria sat back and took a piece of paper from her suit jacket. She passed it across to Julia. “Do you recognise this guy?”

Julia unfolded the photocopy. It was a grainy surveillance photo of a man in his early to mid-thirties, maybe later if he’d looked after himself. She knew why Maria was asking. He did bear a resemblance to Dan Black, who had possessed the sort of matinee-idol looks that were common in the 1940s. He wasn’t as impossibly handsome as an Errol Flynn, nor as ruggedly imperfect as a Robert Mitchum. He was somewhere in between, a Tyrone Power type, conventionally attractive and solidly built. But looking at the blurry image, Julia felt no jolt of recognition, no neurochemical surge. It was just a man who looked a little like someone she used to know.

“You think this is Dan?” she asked, the scepticism clear in her voice.

“I don’t think anything,” Maria said. “But what I know is that this guy was working for the Cabal when⁠—”

“Sorry,” Julia interrupted. “Who the fuck are the Cabal?”

Maria smiled. “Inside joke. That’s what I call these arseholes who are trying to cut the legs out from under us.”

“Is this the thing you wanted to talk to me about? The thing you wanted to explain when I got here?”

Maria shrugged. “There were a couple of things, but yeah, we can start with this. You remember why we opened the Quiet Room?”

“Sure,” Julia said.

“Yeah, well, we had our reasons, and other people had theirs. We knew there was going to be a lot of pushback on the stuff we wanted to get done, the changes we wanted to accelerate.”

“I remember, Maria. I was in the room.” Julia glanced around the restaurant, suddenly aware of the sensitivity of the subject.

Maria shook her head, dismissing the unspoken caution. “Don’t worry, we can speak freely here. It was never something you had to deal with, but about a year after we opened the room, we started to experience pushback on some of our…” She searched for the word.

“Operations,” Julia supplied.

“Yeah, sure,” Maria said. “We started to get operational pushback. Initially, it was from the usual suspects. Hoover, when he was still alive, and Harry Anslinger, who replaced him. He was almost as bad. We had some real issues with harassment, even entrapment of some of our people. But that eased off as the war went on. And it really dialled down after we got rid of Hoover.”

Julia’s eyes darted to the nearest table. She had been part of that operation and had never spoken of it, not even to Harry. The casual way Maria mentioned it, as if discussing a quarterly report, sent a chill through her. It was one thing to do what had to be done in the shadows; it was another to speak of it over dinner in a crowded room.

Maria seemed to recognise her discomfort. “I told you, Jules,” she said, leaning across the table and squeezing her hand. “It’s cool here. Don’t worry. If you are worried, why don’t you try and listen in on one of the tables nearby?”

“Sorry, what do you mean?”

“I mean what I say. Try and eavesdrop. You won’t be able to. We spent an enormous amount of money on the sound baffling in this place. Each table is its own little cone of silence.”

Julia frowned. “But I can hear people talking. I can hear conversation.”

Maria shook her head. “No, you can’t. That’s piped in. It’s background noise, like one of those apps we used back in the twenty-first when you were studying; cafe sounds, forest sounds. That’s what you’re hearing. You’re not hearing the actual conversations.”

Julia sat back, surprised and a little unsettled.

“Plus,” Maria added, “I told you, this is our company canteen. Everybody who works here has been positively vetted. You should be discreet, you shouldn’t make the staff uncomfortable by discussing classified matters in front of them—it’s good manners as well as good OPSEC—but you can be reasonably confident that Michael’s not taking notes of our conversation along with our drink order.”

“Okay,” Julia said, conceding the point. She ate another bite of her chicken. When she looked up, Maria was fetching another photocopy out of her jacket. She passed it across.

Julia stopped chewing.

This image was different. It had been shot with a long lens by someone who knew what they were doing. The man was caught in profile, walking down an anonymous street. He was handsome, fit, a powerful-looking mid-century American male with dark hair, dressed in a sharp suit. He wasn’t looking shifty or aware of the camera; he was just a man going about his business, frozen in time by a hidden eye. The focus was so tight on him that the background was a complete blur, making it impossible to tell where he was.

“Oh my god,” Julia said at last, after she’d managed to swallow.

“It’s him?” Maria asked.

“I… I…” Julia trailed off. Her hands were shaking. It was him. It was Dan. She was sure of it. The man she’d met in 1942. The man she had loved. The man she had… what? Betrayed. Destroyed. Done wrong. She forced herself to be cold and honest. It was the man who had impregnated her. The father of the foetus she had aborted without telling him. It was Dan Black, who had died in a plane crash in Hawaii in 1942.

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Maria said. “Is that your ghost, Jules?”

Julia looked up. “Because I have. It’s him. It’s Dan. I’m sure of it.” Her voice trailed off. “Is it… is it the same man in the other photo?”

“We think so. The operator who captured the images was the same guy in each case.”

“Why did you take the photos? What was the situation?” Julia’s words were spilling out of her, her thoughts a chaotic jumble. The brain fog she’d experienced since leaving hospital seemed to have cleared, but that clarity had left a world of mirror shards and contradictions. She could see everything clearly and understand none of it.

Maria speared a single piece of tri-tip, popped it into her mouth, chewed, and swallowed. She took a sip of her martini, then a long pull, and sat back.

“The first photo was taken in L.A. in 1948,” she said. “We were manoeuvring to purchase a large packet of land north of the downtown area.” She stared out the window and pointed. “Just over there, in fact.”

Julia looked where she was pointing, out into the night. The view was of the inner suburbs, a low-slung landscape of darkness pricked with lights. Here and there, an odd, flickering orange glow burned against the black sky, the flames of oil derricks.

“That’s the L.A. City Oil Field,” Maria said. “It was the richest oil field in the world for a while, about fifty years ago, but it would have kept producing all the way into the 2020s. I think there was one well still producing four or five barrels a day when we set out for Indonesia. Slim Jim wanted it—well, really, the company wanted it—for a battery factory. It was our first in the U.S., and for a bunch of operational and logistic reasons, that was a really good spot. We wanted the land rezoned, the drillers shut down, and our factory permits pushed through. We thought we had the votes, all ready to break ground, and then all of a sudden, we didn’t. We narrowed it down to two guys who flipped.” She pointed at the first photocopy. “That was the guy who flipped them. And that was the only image we got of him.”

Julia looked at the grainy photo again. She still couldn’t say for sure it was Dan. She looked up at Maria. “But you got your factory in the end, didn’t you?”

“Oh, sure,” Maria said. “But that guy caused us some real grief. And then, in 1950, we’re pretty sure he turns up again in Arkansas. You remember what happened in Arkansas in 1950?”

Julia shook her head, though she remembered very well. She imagined most people did. But she couldn’t believe, couldn’t accept, that Dan would have anything to do with that. “No, Maria. That couldn’t be right. That wouldn’t be him.”

“Do you think that’s your guy?” Maria said, indicating the second, clearer image.

Julia, who moments before had been adamant, now hesitated. “It couldn’t be him, Maria. He wouldn’t do something like that.”

“I’m not saying he murdered those civil rights workers, Jules. But the guy in that photo, he was the handler for the team the other side sent in.”

“The other side?”

“Fucking Hoover. Before we got rid of him, he set up his pushback operation. It migrated out of the Bureau after he killed himself and seems to have started up again about six months later with private funding from…” She trailed off, as if realising the absurdity of what she was about to say. “From the Cabal.”

“Sorry, but what?” Julia said sceptically.

Maria closed her eyes and shook her head a little. “Yeah, look, it sounds fucking crazy, I know. But that’s just my name for them. You can call them the Chamber of Commerce if you want. It’s just a bunch of old-school, old-world, heavy-industry, pre-digital business interests who realised that their interests all aligned because the future was hostile to them. And they’ve been working, both in public and behind the scenes, to either delay or deny that future for as long as possible. Mostly that takes the form of lobbying Congress. But sometimes, it takes the form of what the Russians call active measures. And Arkansas in 1950 was a hotbed of active measures. Things got out of hand. People died.”

She tapped the photograph that lay between them. “I’m not saying he killed them. But the people he was running in the field… yeah, they definitely fucking killed those kids.”

Julia sat back. She pushed her plate away, her appetite gone. “I just can’t accept that Dan would do something like that, Maria.”

“And I just told you he didn’t do it, Jules. He was there organising funding. He was there, stiffening the spines of the Arkansas governor and the legislature. He was there doing the bidding of the Cabal. That meant he worked with some pretty ugly characters and, as I said, things got out of hand. If it helps, we never saw this guy again after that. He was very good at what he did. There are half a dozen other instances over the past ten years when operations we had running came apart, and we think it’s because of him. But after Arkansas, he went dark. We never saw him again.”

He went dark. The phrase echoed in Julia’s mind. It made the impossible seem suddenly, horribly plausible. Disappearing after things got out of hand, after a line was crossed and the consequences became too ugly to face, that was Dan. It was exactly what he had done to her. He hadn’t argued or raged when she told him about the abortion. He had simply vanished from her life, leaving a void where their future was supposed to be. The thought that he might have done it again, on a larger, bloodier stage, wasn’t impossible to believe.

“I suppose,” Julia said at last. “I mean, if you think he didn’t kill those civil rights kids…”

“I know for a fact he didn’t kill them,” Maria said. “Because we know who did. And I sent somebody to settle up with them, because it was pretty fucking obvious the state authorities weren’t going to. And the Feds at that point weren’t interested. It wasn’t until Kolhammer got in that things really started to move. That’s why we were down there. That’s why the Quiet Room took an interest. We needed to move things along.”

She leaned forward. “And that’s what I want you to do, Julia. I’m going to give you access to all of our intelligence on the Bulwark and on this guy.”

“On the what?”

Maria seemed to catch herself.

“Sorry. Operation Bulwark, that’s what Hoover called his pushback plan. When it went private, the name stuck. We’ve got a lot on the Bulwark; we don’t have much on this guy at all. But if you think it’s Dan—and I can tell from the look on your face that you do—it will help us enormously to confirm that. It will also mean that if he did go dark after Arkansas… he could be the man who saved you and Harry in Cairo. And if that’s the case… If he’s still around, we can find him for you.”

Julia reached for her martini. It was empty. She almost knocked over the water glass, reaching for that instead. She used both hands to pull it to her lips and take a sip. The water was cool, and she was grateful for it.

“You don’t have to answer tonight,” Maria said softly. “You take all the time you want. If that means two weeks from now, or a month from now, you still haven’t decided, that’s fine. I want you to get better. If you think helping solve this mystery would help you get better, I will give you every resource in the world to do that. But the decision has to be yours, Jules.”

“Okay,” Julia said, her voice barely a whisper. “I’ll think about it.”
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Dan felt the first impact not as sound, but pressure in his chest, a seismic punch transmitted through stone and earth. Chipped rock and mortar grit sifted down from the vaulted ceiling in pale curtains. The water shivered in delicate rings.

“That’s no fucking rocket,” he cursed, but nobody could hear him because the second warhead arrived a split second after the first. The wet stone beneath Dan’s feet jumped. Reflexively, he grabbed the wall, gloves skidding across the damp stone. He stayed upright. Just.

Then came the third hit. And the fourth. A brutal, rolling barrage, like some demented god making a war drum of the earth above them.

Soneski didn’t wait for confirmation. His thumb found the detonator and pressed.

The charges went off with four sharp cracks, unimpressive sounds now, lost beneath the apocalyptic mayhem, like tiny firecrackers in a holocaust. The iron grate dropped, hit the edge of the shaft, and tumbled into the water with a massive splash that soaked them all.

“MOVE!” Elena’s voice, ragged with adrenaline, cut through the chaos like a whipcrack. “MOVE NOW!”

She went up first, throwing a grappling hook up into the shaft and climbing fast, boots searching for purchase on the rough stone lip of the ancient well. “We only have a few minutes!”

Carter went up the rope after her, rifle slung across his back. Then Merrill, medical pack scraping against the shaft walls. Soneski gestured for Dan to go, and Dan took the rope. It was wet. Everything was wet as he started pulling himself up.

The shaft ran maybe seven, eight meters straight up, bored clean through solid rock. Hand-cut, by the look of it, by hammer and chisels, possibly back when King Arthur was a boy. The iron rungs fixed into the wall were newer, though still ancient.

Dan climbed fast, the dull roar of the barrage now punctuated by sharper sounds, secondary explosions, ammunition cooking off, and maybe fuel stores going up.

He reached the top and hauled himself over the rim.

The chamber was circular, roughly ten meters across, and carved into a dome. The ceiling receded into darkness, lost beyond the reach of the single bulb that burned behind a wire cage, casting weak yellow light across rough stone pavers. The floor was dry where the others had not shed water on it, covered in a layer of dust through which old bootprints showed. Maintenance workers, perhaps, or guards, checking the space occasionally.

Another impact, massive, shook the fortress down to its foundation. The floor cracked beneath Dan’s feet with a sharp splintering sound, and he saw a fissure race across the flagstones, opening a gap maybe an inch wide. Dust gouted up from it in a pale jet. Dan staggered back, boot heel catching on the uneven stone, breath locked in his chest.

Soneski came up behind him, breathing hard. The team clustered near the far wall, where an archway led deeper into the fortress.

“The hell was that?” Merrill said, his usual good humour failing him. “That’s not mortars or rockets.”

Elena didn’t even look at him. Her eyes were somewhere else. Far away and calculating.

“Cruise missiles,” she said at last. “From a British submarine.”

Carter turned to her, his voice level and empty. “You said Christos was throwing a few rockets around to keep them busy.”

“No,” Elena replied. “I said Christos. That was all. One word. You assumed the rest.”

A beat followed. Not just a pause but a recalibration as something shifted between them. Dan felt it like static, crawling across his skin.

“He is aiming a laser designator at the barracks,” she continued, “where the OMON troopers and Beria’s thugs are quartered. The rockets are submunitions from a flight of British cruise missiles. I told you I would organise a distraction and I have.” Another impact, this one close enough that Dan felt his ears pop with a sick little click. Above him, the lone bulb hanging from a length of twisted cable flared, then guttered, stuttered, and steadied in a flickering pulse of yellow.

“Does it matter?” Elena’s face was pale and waxy, and for the first time, there was a tremor in her voice. “The barracks wing is gone. The troopers are gone. We have our window.”

Dan closed the distance between them in two strides. He didn’t touch her, but she stepped back anyway.

“Cruise. Fucking. Missiles,” he said, each word edged and dangerous. “Fired from a Royal Navy submarine. That’s not some local partisan tossing bottle rockets around, Elena.” His voice dropped further.

“That’s not a distraction. That’s a sanctioned tier one mission. Mediterranean fleet command. Maybe even Downing Street.”

Behind him, the team shifted, and he felt the weight of their judgment. Dan’s gaze stayed locked on Elena, waiting.

“I told you I would arrange a distraction⁠—“

“You told me Christos would create a diversion. You let us assume it was him and maybe a couple of idiots with RPGs. You didn’t say one damned word about the British military.”

Carter moved up beside him, his rifle still trained on the archway, but his attention locked on Elena. “Dan’s right. That’s the kind of detail we needed to know.”

Elena’s jaw tightened. “Would you have come if I had told you?”

“Probably,” Dan said. “If we knew why they were so hot for this guy you’re after. But you can understand why I got some trust issues with you, lady.”

Something flickered across her face, but it was gone before he could pin it down.

“Your man Bremmer is upstairs,” she said. “Mine too. The barracks wing is gone, which means we have maybe ten minutes before outside forces arrive. We can stand here and litigate your trust issues, or we can move.”

Dan held her gaze for another beat, letting her see exactly how thin the ice was. Then he looked at Carter, who barely moved as he spoke, “She goes first. Anything happens, she catches it.”

“What are you walking into, Elena?” Dan asked.

“Bodies and rubble,” she said. “Some survivors we may have to kill. And your man. He should still be alive.”

“Should be?” Dan said.

“All of life is risk, Daniel.” Her voice was flat. “You know that better than most.”

Another explosion overhead, a deep, bass rumble that Dan felt in his molars.

“Enough of this,” Elena said, glaring at Carter, “I will go first, and I will catch whatever happens” She shoved past him and used a small hand mirror to peer around the corner of the archway. She was careful, but Dan could tell she wasn’t expecting to find anyone on this level. After a moment, she gave a brief nod, the sort that closed a question rather than answered it.

“We are on sub-basement three,” she said. “This area is mostly used for file storage. There should be nobody down here. Neither your principal nor mine is anywhere near this level, so keep your wits about you and your guns up. If you see somebody, shoot them.”

With that, she moved off. The decision made for him, Dan slipped in beside her, a half step behind. She hugged the left wall; he took the right. The others fell in behind them.

They were deep in the dungeon levels of the old French fortress, and the air was cold and damp, smelling of ancient stone and decay. Bare electric bulbs ran along the ceiling on exposed cable, their light unsteady, throwing shadows that slid and re-formed as the fortress shuddered under another rocket impact. Dan kept his weapon high and ready, scanning the gloom as they advanced.

They reached a dogleg turn and paused, listening. The uproar from the attack went on above them, muted by tonnes of stone and earth but still discernible. Dan strained but could hear nothing closer. No footfalls, no voices, certainly nothing as soft as the breath of somebody pressed against the wall, waiting in ambush.

Elena took out her hand mirror again and checked the angle around the corner. “Clear,” she said, and they moved on.

This corridor was shorter than the previous one. The cells here were secured by heavy iron bars, not solid doors. Behind the bars, he could see stacks of filing cabinets. Elena had joked about how seriously the French took their national archives, but that was nothing compared to the seriousness with which the NKVD kept its files.

At the end of the corridor, they found a stone staircase, tight and circular, twisting upwards, each step worn into a shallow hollow. Before Elena could take the lead, he stepped in front of her. She gave him a look, and he gave it right back. Neither of them said a word. He met her gaze, said nothing, and lifted the submachine gun slightly, as if presenting the argument.

It was conclusive.

For a second, she considered him, then nodded once, accepting the logic of it, and let him climb first.

He began the ascent along the inner curve of the spiral, where the stairs tightened, and the stone offered some cover, such as it was. He kept the MP5 tucked in tight, the muzzle tracking upwards, sweeping the stone steps one by one. Left foot, right foot, weapon up. Cold seeped through, the chill of centuries creeping into his bones. The narrow stairwell amplified every sound. The scuff of his boots seemed loud. So did the faint brush of his webbing, the controlled tread of those behind him. He reached the next landing and flattened himself against the wall beside the archway, his weapon covering the entrance to the next level.

Sub-basement two was different. The corridor was broader, its ancient stone hidden behind plaster and painted the dull grey-green so beloved of authoritarians. The lighting, at least, was generous, fluorescent tubes humming brightly overhead, banishing shadow with hard, flat white light.

Then the smell reached him.

He recognised the stench of hopeless fear, thick with the odours of unwashed bodies, stale sweat, urine, faeces, and blood. It was the smell of human misery, an aroma he had smelled in places like this all over the world. It was always the same.

He could hear voices, too, broken and overlapping, crying and moaning.

“Heads up,” he said back over his shoulder. “We’ve got live prisoners, which means there’s gonna be guards somewhere.”

“Gotcha, boss,” Merrill said.

They moved off the stairs into the corridor in a compact arrowhead. Dan at the point, Elena on his left, Carter on his right, Merrill and Soneksi holding the rear. The pace was brisk, but controlled. From time to time, he caught the soft shuffle behind him as one of the others checked their rear.

“Bitte. Bitte.”

The voice came from a cell to his right, hoarse, exhausted, unmistakably German. For an instant, Dan wondered if it could be Bremmer. He angled toward the sound. Elena did not turn her head.

“We cannot help them,” she said. “We cannot stop.”

“I know,” Dan replied. He didn’t argue. The words came easily. Living with them, he knew, would not. He cast a glance back at Merrill, already bracing for the medic’s instinct to flare up, to peel off toward the cell, to make this a fight. But Merrill didn’t break stride. His jaw was clenched, eyes forward. Whatever was happening inside him, it stayed there.

The cell slipped past.

The voice rose again, louder and fraying. Broken fingers pushed through the small steel-mesh window set high in the thick oak door, clawing at salvation, just out of reach, as the team moved on.

As the prisoners realised that armed figures were moving through the dungeon, and that they were not Russian, everything began to come apart. Voices rose from every cell. Pleas in French and German, Russian, and languages Dan could not place, all begging for mercy. It grated on his nerves, but worse, it carried. Every shout was a signal flare, another potential warning to the Russians. Fists slammed against doors, and Dan’s pulse kicked up. The walls themselves seemed to narrow with every cell they passed. His nerves stretched taut, fingers flexing involuntarily around the grip of his weapon. They had to move faster, had to stay ahead of the noise they were dragging behind them.

As they swept towards a modern-looking stairwell at the far end of the long corridor, he heard new voices—unmistakably Russian this time—and the heavy rhythm of boots striking concrete, fast and purposeful, coming toward them.

Dan glanced at Elena and Carter. They heard it too. Carter gave a brief, grim nod. Elena was already moving, taking what cover she could in the doorway of a dungeon cell, her body angled to command the corridor. Carter mirrored her, tucking himself into a shallow indentation on the opposite wall. Dan dropped to one knee, the MP5 rising to fill his vision as he trained it on the stairwell. The moment compressed and the familiar tunnel vision closed in, narrowing everything to angles, distance and intent. The voices of the prisoners grew louder, more desperate, their cries now alerting their captors that something was not right on sub-basement level two.

He saw the boots first, black, hobnailed, striking the concrete stairs in a hard, accelerating rhythm. One pair, then another, then four men committed to the descent, charging straight into the corridor. Dan set his sights on where their bodies would be. There was no reason to wait for faces.

As soon as the centre mass of the third man cleared the stairwell, he fired. Carter fired with him. Then Elena. The corridor erupted, rounds slamming into the guards, dropping them in a storm of blood and concrete chips before they could even bring up their rifles.

“Go! Go! Go!” Elena shouted, already ahead of them, pistol up, claiming the stairs as she ran, the rest of the team surging after her.

Dan hauled himself to his feet and hurried to catch up, navigating around the fallen men; one was groaning, still moving. Carter drew a knife from somewhere and ended it in a single thrust, never breaking stride.

They reached sub-basement level one. Dan called up the layout he’d memorised: two parallel corridors, linked by three short connectors. Here, too, the cells were sealed entirely, heavy doors set into the walls, each fitted with a small, wire-meshed window.

“Which way?” he asked Elena.

She pointed left with her gun. “Follow me.”
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Harry was fighting back.

They were going to kill him. He knew it. They were going to kill him right here on the floor of this poxy little dungeon cell, and he wasn’t having it. Not a fucking bit of it, not without a fight. The urge to turtle up and endure, to collapse into a tiny, microscopic point of light in the middle of a cold, dark universe as the pain and violation tried to eat him alive, was strong. But even stronger was his rage.

Fuck these goons. Fuck Alexei Skarov.

He tasted blood again, thick now, coppery, pooling at the back of his tongue. He might not survive this. Probably wouldn’t, really. He might not even be able to take one of them with him. But somewhere between the third or fourth boot to his ribs and God knows how many slaps and punches to his head and the back of his neck, he decided he would fight back.

Heat flared behind his eyes, bright and sudden, burning away the instinct to fold inward, to shrink down to something too small to hurt, too small even to notice. Fuck this. Fuck all of them. If this was where it ended, it wasn’t going to be with him curled on the floor like something already dead.

He leaned into the next kick before it arrived, moving on instinct alone. His hands clamped around a leg, and he wrenched himself forward, ramming his shoulder into the knee with everything he had left. He was hoping to hear a satisfying crack as tendons and cartilage separated and the guard went down. Instead, he felt the floor of the cell rise up. That’s honestly what it felt like; as though a depth charge or some such thing had gone off beneath them, and they had all been tossed up and aside, this way and that. Air fled his lungs in a startled grunt as bodies lifted, weightless and flailing, boots and limbs scattering in impossible directions. For a fraction of a second, there was no pain, no sound, just the absurd sensation of hanging, of being briefly unclaimed by gravity. Then gravity came rushing back.

He heard the Russians shout—raw, startled sounds torn loose from their throats—and felt the man whose leg he had locked onto pitching backward. The grip broke, but not because of his feeble counter-attack. Something far bigger had reached in and swatted them all aside. That thought floated up, oddly calm and distant. A bombing raid. It must be a bombing raid on the city. The whole world was shaking with it. The floor bucked under him, solid concrete jumped like a struck drum skin. Steel screamed somewhere nearby, a tortured, metallic protest that set his teeth on edge. The walls of his tiny cell, hardly big enough for all of these goons to fit into to give him a proper kicking, swayed back and forth.

The kicking, at least, had stopped.

And then it seemed the goons were gone, or most of them anyway. The pressure lifted in a rush of movement and noise. Boots pounded away down the corridor. Shouts tore loose, sharp with panic now, overlapping and receding as four, maybe five, of them fled, chasing whatever nightmare was tearing at the fortress from the outside.

Harry was left with two of them.

One was still tangled with him, the man’s leg jerking violently as he tried to wrench free. The guard’s heel pistoned into Harry’s again and again, each blow landing with a dull, internal thud that drove what little air he had left out through clenched teeth. His vision greyed at the edges, stars bursting and fading in time with the impacts.

The other lunged in, aiming high, going for his head.

The kick never landed. Another detonation rolled through the world, deeper and closer, and the fortress lurched. The man’s foot slipped out from under him as the floor heaved, his balance snatched away. He windmilled, arms flailing, surprise stretching his face wide as he crashed down hard, his skull bouncing off stone.

For just the briefest moment, Harry contemplated the unlikely surprise of his freedom. He was going to get out of this, he was sure. He’d been so lost in his own beating just a few seconds ago that he hadn’t noticed the world coming apart at the seams. Gunshots, he’d forgotten the gunshots. The realisation arrived late, tripping over itself, and then another burst of automatic fire ripped through the corridor outside, cutting off the crazy, directionless ribbon of his thoughts.

Harry shook his head without thinking—an instinctive attempt to clear the noise, to line things back up—and instantly regretted it. White pain detonated behind his eyes, bright enough to wash everything else out. He froze, breath caught, afraid to move even that much again. His mind, his consciousness, was coming apart in jagged shards of disintegrated continuity. Moments didn’t follow one another so much as collide, images and sounds breaking apart, reforming incorrectly. Shouting. Dust. The metallic clatter of something falling over. His own heartbeat, too loud, too fast. The sense that pieces of him were slipping out of sequence, consciousness splintering into jagged, overlapping fragments that refused to settle. He clung to what he could. Pressure. Weight. Pain. The cold bite of stone under his fingers. Meanwhile, the rest of his mind scattered like debris in a blast wave, tumbling end over end with no clear idea of what came next, or whether there was a next at all.

He was swearing, then flinching and shuddering as more gunfire, this time much closer, echoed off the stone walls of his cell. He heard shouting, begging, pleading, and it was in Russian, which made no sense at all until two sharp cracks reverberated through his head. The man who had been kicking him in the chest stopped. Abruptly. Like a switch thrown.

The world swam. Everything smeared together, colours bleeding at the edges, a red haze floating across his vision. Blood, his own he presumed. It burned when he tried to blink it away.

Someone said his name.

A woman’s voice, close and urgent. “Harry. Harry— is that you?”

Another voice cut in, rough with disbelief, unmistakably American. “Harry? Are you fucking kidding me?”

Hands grabbed him, not roughly, but insistently. They moved him just enough to let air back into his chest without sending lightning through his ribs. A third voice, calm and steady, threading its way through the noise like a lifeline. “Hey. Take it easy, pal. Take it easy. We gotcha. I gotcha.” A pause. Closer now. “Just, can you breathe? Yeah? Okay. Good. Now… toes. Can you move your toes for me, buddy? Just… just show me you can move ’em.”

Harry didn’t answer. He couldn’t have sworn which end of his body his feet were attached to.

But somewhere far away, his toes twitched.

“Good. Good. Now, your legs. Just gimme some leg, Harry. Good. And your hands? Can you move your hands? Great. Great work, man. Okay… can you stand? Can you get up?”

The question hung there, impossibly difficult to answer.

Harry stared at the blurred shapes above him, at faces swimming in and out of focus, and tried to remember what standing felt like.

Water splashed across his face, cold and shocking, and Harry lunged toward it without thinking. His hands scrabbled uselessly, fingers clawing at air, at fabric, at something. He didn’t know if it was a cup, a canteen, or a hose brought in just for him. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was that his throat felt like it had been packed with sand and lit on fire. The ridged ring of an army canteen pressed gently against his mouth, tilting just enough, and that same steady voice stayed with him, right there, refusing to let him drift.

“Yeah, that’s good. You take a drink, man. I’m just gonna wipe some of the mess away from your eyes so you can see. Okay? You take a drink. I’m gonna do that now.”

Harry drank like it might vanish if he hesitated, gulping hard, coughing as it went down the wrong way. He barely noticed the damp cloth brushing his face, the careful pressure around his eyes, only that the burning eased a fraction and the red haze thinned.

“Easy,” the voice murmured immediately, closer now. A hand steadied the canteen. “Take it easy, pal. Take it easy.”

Harry forced himself to slow, chest hitching as he swallowed again, slower this time. The water spread through him like a thaw, reaching places he hadn’t known were locked up tight. He clung to the canteen with both hands, knuckles white.

The world came back into focus. Harry didn’t recognise the man, the medic who was now searching through his pack for… for what? Medical stuff? What the hell did it matter?

Harry tried to push himself up. The medic laid a hand on his shoulder and told him to take it easy.

“I’m gonna give you a shot,” he said. “It’s gonna make you feel a little better. It’s gonna help with the pain, but you’ll still be able to move, okay? You good with that?”

He nodded. “Thank you,” he said, his voice rough. He wasn’t sure the man heard, but he felt the smallest sting in the side of his neck a few seconds later. So small, compared to what he’d been through, it was almost laughable. It was nothing.

He blinked. Light shifted, smeared, then morphed into faces again.

“Harry? Harry. Are you okay? Can you walk? Where are the others?”

It was the woman. He blinked again. His eyes still burned, but the world sharpened a fraction. Her face hovered in front of him. He knew her. That certainty came first, detached from any useful detail.

The answer slid into place with a dull click, like a round chambering.

“Elana,” he croaked. His throat scraped the word raw. “Elana Mitchell?”

She looked embarrassed. She hesitated. Just a flicker, then something softer. “Yes,” she said gently. “It’s Elana.” A breath. “We’ve come to get you. And the others.” Her gaze searched his face, urgent now. “Miss Francois. Ivanov. Do you know where they are?”

Harry tried to shake his head, but it still hurt. His neck hurt. Everything hurt. He stopped immediately, jaw clenching, breath hissing through his teeth.

“They’re here,” he said. “I don’t… I don’t…” His thoughts snagged on something. He blinked hard. “Did Six send you?”

“Yes,” she said.

He laughed. “Good old Six.” He laughed again, and the sound skidded toward something wild, hysterical.

“Jesus, Johnny,” another voice cut in, dry and incredulous. “How much of that stuff did you give him?”

“Enough,” the medic replied.

Hands slid under Harry’s arms. They lifted him in stages, easing him upright inch by inch as the world tilted, then steadied. His knees protested, trembling, but didn’t fold.

He swayed there, held between them, breath hitching. It felt unreal.

But he was standing.

“We have to get them,” he heard Elana say.

The words came to him like sound carried through water. Her voice didn’t quite line up with the face he’d just recognised. Something off in the rhythm, the vowels bent the wrong way.

“Mitchell,” another American cut in, sharp and annoyed. “Elana Mitchell. Not Elena Fortiana.”

“What the fuck does it matter?” she snapped back.

And there she was. That exact tone. The way she bit down on a name when she was done explaining herself. “If you want Bremmer,” she went on, not slowing, “help me find Francois and Ivanov.”

The urgency in her voice pulled Harry fully back into his body for a moment.

“The guards,” he croaked. Everyone turned toward him. “The guard station,” he pushed on. “They’ll have records. Cell numbers.” A swallow. “It’s… it’s all at the guard station. I can show you.”
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Willet stepped off the business jet before the engines had finished their dying sigh, Drummond stomping off like he always did, like he’d already picked out the two worst men in the room and he was about to give them a beating on general principles. As always, he wore the dark blue three-piece with the hat—God, that stupid hat— that she privately called the Humphrey Bogart, angled just so. Was it a Homburg, maybe? He seemed to wear it less for sun protection than as a silent challenge to anyone who thought himself man enough to knock it off him.

Sun protection had taken on new meaning for her in the past year. A lifetime spent sheathed in titanium hulls and sonar shadows had not protected her from genetics. Her father, a carpenter who spent his working life beneath an open sky, had died of skin cancer in his fifties. But so had her grandfather, after decades underground in the coal mines of the Hunter Valley. Her dermatologist, Dr Wagner, had just last year found a spot on her shoulder blade she would’ve never have seen. Stage one melanoma. She’d caught it early, but the unease never fully left. She now felt the sun prick her skin like a silent hex.

Willet slung her messenger bag over that same shoulder, feeling the weight of her laptop, flexipad, and a handful of hard copy papers, annotated in her own neat scrawl. The rest of her team followed her down the steps, brisk and businesslike, each carrying little more than the essentials. No wheelies, no duffels. Years of regular travel had taught them to keep spare uniforms and clothes in lockers on site, leaving the hassle of luggage behind.

The air on the tarmac hit her like a hard shove. Gone was the jet’s cool climate seal; in its place, the parched dry warmth of a South Australian afternoon. Late winter was still hot enough that Drummond would be sweating like a wheel of cheese before they even cleared the tarmac.

Willet was struck as always by the landscape, that eternal scab of ochre and iron stretching out under a fierce sun. Less than a hundred miles to the north, the desert truly began, an irradiated crucible, silent and cruel. Here, on the arid fringe, the AUKUS joint facility sprawled across this barren terrain, broken earth stitched together by the stubborn roots of old scrub and saltbush. Submarines grew here, steel shadows dreaming of water.

The heat clawed at her skin. F-5 fighters, stubby wings glinting in the sunlight, sat alongside Chinook heavy-lift helicopters and odd, hybrid gunships, early Cobra and Apache variants, their profiles weirdly familiar but uncannily off. Unmistakably menacing nonetheless. The scent of hot rubber mingled with the tang of jet fuel and the constant whine of turbines. Jane’s skin prickled under the UV, like her body’s own Geiger counter twitching beneath the surface. She felt it as an old reminder. Her body was soft. The world was not.

Drummond strode ahead, seemingly unbothered by the heat, head on a swivel. Willet, a pace behind, suppressed a smile. Here, in the middle of a hyper-secure facility hemmed in by desert scrub and steel, the greatest danger wasn’t some assassin lurking in the shadows, but poorly applied sunscreen. She thought about the thick wool of his suit absorbing the afternoon warmth, and wondered again about that hat. She’d read somewhere that you lose a lot of heat through the top of your head. How the hell was he not passing out already?

She was glad to slip out of the harsh glare into the terminal’s shade and cool. The reception hall wasn’t grand, not like a city airport, but it radiated significance. It was one of those places—the world was full of them now—where you could feel the accelerating possibilities, a place where one version of the past touched an uncertain future.

Everything was slightly off in a way that still worked. Under high ceilings and fluorescent strips, a weird and workable collage held together. Glass brick partitions and brushed aluminium; dark timber benches buffed by a hundred thousand khaki arses. A kiosk dispensed single-origin espresso just metres from vending machines stocked with unfiltered cigarettes. Uniformed men and women queued with engineers in open-neck shirts and blue jeans, Defence bureaucrats clipped past startup kids wearing lanyards like lucky charms. The signage adhered to mid-century aesthetics, but the spatial grammar was unmistakably uptime: infograms, icon-driven, Ikea-inspired flow logic for throughput and clarity.

Willet led her team through the hall with Tom Drummond taking point. She let him have it, or at least she let him think it mattered. He cut a path through the milling crowd with a boxer’s carriage and a mid-century scowl, the sort of man who expected trouble in the way others expected weather. And people did respond to it, stepping aside, glancing down, yielding without really knowing why. She trailed him by half a step, eyes cutting through a hundred little human dramas for the person she was here to meet. Rachel Nguyen found them first. Haze grey cammies, hair squared away, grin barely contained. She stopped, spine twitching reflexively toward a salute she caught just in time, a reflex twitch, both sweet and awkward, Willet thought.
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“Rachel,” Willet said, and put out her hand, which Nguyen shook gratefully. They’d done four hard years together on HMAS Havoc, long enough to bond you to someone.

“Captain—” Rachel started, before catching herself. “Sorry. I mean, Admiral. I mean⁠—”

“Rachel,” Willet said. “I’m just me today.”

She didn’t ask her to call her Jane. That would never happen. And she wasn’t just Jane. She was here as the CEO of AUKUS, steward of a black box that churned out everything from nuclear-powered submarines to quantum bot reconnaissance swarms. Bots, boats, and beyond, as it said on her coffee mug back in Sydney. “Rachel, this is my team.”

She moved them through quick introductions.

“From DoD, you know Malik Fahd, of course. AUKUS integrations,” she said, indicating a lean, dark-skinned man who radiated encrypted bandwidth and REM cycles rationed in minutes. Rachel Nguyen nodded to the Defence Department Dep-Sec for Audit and Risk Management, a frequent visitor on-site, and not always the most popular.

“Dr Lila Carr,” Willet hurried on. A tall woman in a lightweight suit stepped forward with that way-too-wide-awake look, like she hadn’t blinked in hours, because things were happening and she wasn’t going to miss them. “Lila’s the chief operating officer for Conrad’s mob.”

“Conrad says hi,” Dr Carr said. Nguyen nodded and shook hands. She’d reported directly to Conrad Grey, the Imagineering founder, back when he was number two on the Havoc.

“Gavin Pierce. Blue Sky Robotics,” Willet continued calling forth a stocky man in work boots and black jeans. He offered Rachel a handshake, which Willet knew to be as hard as a rivet. She met his grip without flinching.

“Amara Okoye, Southern DataWorks,” and a slight woman with sharp features and a crisp bob performed a quick bow. Nguyen returned the gesture.

“And of course you know Roy from Wildfire Systems,” Willet finished with a smile. Roy Flemming, their old boat chief, pushed Rachel’s hand aside and swept her up into a bear hug.

“Come ’ere, you,” Flemming said, and the years seemed to fall away as easily as her old boat chief lifted her from the floor. Rachel laughed, freely and helplessly.

“Look at you, lifer,” he said, setting her down with paternal pride. Flemming had aged out of the Navy, unlike most of Willet’s O-Group from Havoc, who’d resigned their commissions at war’s end and taken their arcane skills straight into business. Like Willet, he had a soft spot for anyone who chose service over profit.

Rachel found her footing again, ran a hand over her jacket, and flashed her brightest grin.

“Welcome to AUKUS South. You want to swing past the big build on the way in? They’re about to start weapons fitout.”

“No,” Willet said, soft but final. “That hull’s gonna be dry for months yet. We’re here for the Ghosties. And the Silverfish. Take us there.”

Rachel nodded.

“All right then.” She led them through a side exit, bypassing the cluttered arrivals area for the secure car lot. Outside, the heat returned in full force, the antipodean sky a sheet of hammered white metal. Three black electric SUVs waited, glossy and silent. No idle growl, no oily breath. Beyond them, the car park was ordinary only if you squinted: government-issue sedans lined up alongside personal vehicles, modest shapes wearing ’50s swagger. Chrome flashes, rounded fins and sardine-tin curves. But under the retro skin, ten years of accelerated development. Hybrids, battery packs, regenerative braking.

Willet claimed the front passenger seat in the lead vehicle. Drummond didn’t love that. He objected, gently but officially. “Protocol, ma’am,” he said, but it sounded like a line, and she got in anyway.

He settled for the rear, visibly displeased, only to find Rachel Nguyen already slipping in behind him, forcing him to scoot across. She gave him a bright smile that said ‘move’ before it bounced off his frown. Drummond found the grab bar and clenched it tight, like he was bracing for impact. He refused to look at or even acknowledge Rachel, but she didn’t seem to mind and quickly settled in as though she lived in his blind spot.

The SUV glided out with an eerie, frictionless hum. The road surface was new and broad, arrowing through scrub and saltbush. Heat shimmered over pale dirt. The palette was all bleached soil, metallic greys and dusty blues, thin gum saplings nodding in the windless heat like ancient watchmen. There was no ornamental softness anywhere. Everything in view had passed some form of evolutionary stress test. They were well inside the fence line already, but the fences kept multiplying, like a place that wasn’t sure if it would ever be safe. The driver hit 140 and held it with no rattle or bounce. It was like riding a sheet of glass. Cameras blinked from every pole, smart-wired and redundantly paranoid.

“How are you finding it?” Willet asked Rachel, watching the landscape flick past. Everything was hard and quiet. “The Navy. This Navy, you know.”

Rachel’s smile softened. “I’m still here.” She shrugged. “I like a challenge.”

“You’ll get ‘em,” Willet said, still not looking back at her. The colours outside didn’t pop; they endured. The pale silvered greens of saltbush and thorny stubble, plants with the kind of root systems that could crack stone and drink the dust. She didn’t add anything more. Rachel knew what she meant.

They passed the first of the white boxes, a structure whose scale defied casual analogy, its mass and volume not football-field-sized, but functionally planetary, if you knew what lived inside. A new world. Jane Willet didn’t need to look. She carried its schematics behind her eyes. In her mind, the space opened up in cathedral scale.

Overhead cranes rode the length of the building on rails thick as thighs, their trolley blocks hanging like the altars of old Gods. Modular sections of a nuclear boat lay cradled in jigs and fixtures. Cylindrical pressure hull segments, bulkheads with ring stiffeners, curved plates that would become the armoured skin of something quiet and terrible. Welders threw blue stars against clean steel, their arcs hissing under fume hoods. Fitters moved like ants between scaffolds and gantries, torqueing, aligning, and measuring to tolerances you couldn’t feel with a fingernail. Above, the mezzanine buzzed with wall-to-wall screens, Gantt charts updating in real time, production rhythms mapped like music. Below, the logistics rail waited, a low, strong artery designed for a single, monumental birth. When it came, she knew, they would move it on twenty-wheeled transporters, their tyres broader than a man’s reach, their pace glacial. A Titan born of man.

They slid past another white block, then a third, grey this time, lower but wider. The campus broadened as they drove, more low buildings marching out across the desert plain, each with its own boxy purpose. Native plantings held the ground between them. Solar arrays flashed on roofs. The air felt thin, not from altitude, but from a kind of abstraction, or algorithmic filtration. Budgets and forecasts, and futures built in code.

The first gatehouse came up with no drama. Private security, heavily armed behind reinforced glass. A short exchange with Rachel followed, badges presented, scanners blinked green, and the barrier rose. A minute later, the second layer arrived with military police. White helmets, heavier kit, and courtesy that could turn inside out in a heartbeat. Rachel presented ID again, authorisation again, radios crackled again, and the barrier went up. Inside the heart of the facility, armoured cars did slow patrols along perimeter tracks. Big Eye drones floated above them. Never quite predictable but not quite random either. CCTV was everywhere, peering out of domes like black pearls. Part of the facility’s protection was the bottom-of-the-world isolation. Distance as a shield. The rest was more conventional. Steel, sensors, and kill chains.

They passed another white monolith, then the building that mattered came into view. Lower in profile but sprawling far wider, an expanse of steel and carbon-composite cladding that stretched too far to be anything singular. It didn’t look like one facility. It looked like a hidden continent. This was the home of the ghost shark and the silverfish.

They hit one more security checkpoint and then pulled into a car park shimmering with heat haze. The other SUVs slid in behind them.

Drummond was out first, rounding the vehicle to open Willet’s door. She had already opened it herself and stepped onto the hot asphalt. He frowned, then consoled himself by scanning the horizon for threats. So it was that he saw the rockets first, just before the alarm sounded.
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Philby looked at the two bodies. The first constable’s face had darkened like a soft plum. The second was crumpled sideways, a black stain leeching from his flank into the sandy soil. Their Land Rover sat thirty meters away, radio antenna catching the sun.

“How long before they’re missed?” Philby asked.

Burgess glanced at his wristwatch. “Shift change is probably in four or five hours. But they’ll be checking in by radio. They may have called this stop in already.”

“We need them gone. The vehicle, too.”

“Where?” Volkov gestured at the Nullarbor stretching in every direction, flat, baking emptiness broken only by scattered scrub.

Philby studied the landscape. “We’ll drive them out. Three or four kilometres. Find some low ground, cover it with spinifex. A hollow would do. From the highway, it’s nothing but scrub and sky out there.”

“That tyre’s not fixing itself while we stand here,” Kearney said, nodding toward the cattle truck’s damaged wheel.

Philby nodded. “Guy will come with me. We take the police vehicle and the bodies, find a spot, and ditch them. You lot get that tyre changed, and check all the others while you’re about it. No need to tempt fate a second time.”

They hauled the bodies to the Land Rover and dumped them in the rear. Philby climbed in behind the wheel, Burgess beside him. The keys still dangled from the ignition, and the engine turned over smoothly, thank God.

“We’re heading south. If we’re not back in an hour, assume we’re stuck and come get us,” Philby told the others, leaning out of the window.

“Don’t get stuck then,” Kearney replied, already pulling more tools from the truck.

Philby turned the wheel and guided the Land Rover off the bitumen, down onto the punishing flat. From a distance, the land appeared dreary, but up close it revealed its treachery. Shallow pans, faint ridgelines, spurs of growth signalling ancient watercourses long since gone to dust. He drove slowly, scanning for the right spot. Behind them, the cattle trucks remained visible even as the distance grew, heat shimmer making them waver like mirages. At three kilometres, they were still clearly visible on the horizon.

“There,” Burgess said, pointing ahead. “Ten o’clock. That looks like a dip, don’t you think?”

Philby saw it, a shallow bowl in the earth, perhaps twenty meters across. Dense spinifex grass ringed it, the tussocks a meter high in places. He angled toward it, the Land Rover’s suspension creaking over the rough ground. At the basin’s lowest point, the depression measured a metre and a half deep. Not much, but enough. Philby drove down into it and killed the engine, the silence falling heavily around them. Both men got out to assess.

“Not deep enough,” Burgess said. “You can still see the roof.”

“That’s what the spinifex is for.” Philby unclipped the thick working gloves hanging from his belt and pulled them on to grab a clump of the tough grass. He ripped it from the ground, root ball and all. Even through the gloves, he felt the sting of thin blades cutting at his skin. “Start pulling. We pile it on until you can’t see metal from any angle.”

Burgess rummaged through the rear of the Land Rover and retrieved a second pair of gloves, cheap ones, stiff with dried sweat. They worked fast, grabbing armfuls of spinifex and throwing them onto and around the Land Rover. The grass was vicious. It slashed at fingers and palms, clung to clothes, and left red welts along their forearms. But they didn’t pause. Every minute they were out here increased their exposure.

After twenty minutes, the vehicle’s outline started to blur. After half an hour, Philby walked fifty meters back toward the highway, then checked from two other angles. The Land Rover now resembled a modest rise of vegetation, no more remarkable than so many clumps of spinifex dotting the landscape. From where he stood, he could see the cattle trucks in the distance, wavering shapes beneath the hammer of the sun. If he could see them, they could, in theory, see him. But there was nothing here for the eye to latch onto.

“Good enough,” he called to Burgess. “Let’s go.”

They walked back toward the highway, three kilometres across open ground under the terrible sun. Philby’s hands stung from the spinifex cuts, and sweat soaked through his shirt. But the work was done. The bodies would mummify in the heat. Eventually, months or years from now, someone might stumble across the wreckage. But not today.

When they reached the rest area, Kearney was tightening the last lug nuts on the new tyre. Schmidt and Volkov had the rest of the tools already packed away. Bērziņš stood watch on the highway, which remained empty in both directions.

“Any trouble?” Kearney asked.

“None,” Philby said. “Let’s move on.”

They climbed into the trucks and pulled back onto the highway, the big vehicles gathering speed as they headed east.
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They drove on through the dying afternoon, spinifex shadows lengthening across the plain. The killing had changed things, the way it always does. Philby watched the landscape slide past, dull and endless. He thought about the men they’d killed. Almost certainly, they had people who’d wonder where they were tonight. It was likely, even now, that someone had begun to worry. Perhaps the alarm had already been raised.

Burgess said nothing. His hands on the wheel were clenched tight. His usual levity had altogether vanished.

“A bad business,” Philby said, as if apologising.

“It always is,” Burgess said.

“Your man Kearney, will he keep himself together?” Philby asked. He didn’t imagine Volkov would give the murders a second thought. But he worried about Kearney. “It’s always a hell of a thing, being that close to someone, smelling their last breath.”

“Kearney is a sound fellow,” Burgess assured him. “He’ll be fine.”

They drove on a few more miles before Philby spoke again.

“Is that the first time on this job, having to kill someone?”

“Yes,” Burgess said. “I try not to pile up the bodies. Tends to draw the wrong sort of attention.”

“What’s the right sort of attention?”

“Fair point. But you know what I mean.”

He did, and so he fell quiet again.
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The ghost town of Tarcoola Siding appeared just before midnight on the third day. Philby saw it first as a darker, singular shape against the horizon, gradually resolving into separate structures as they approached. Stone buildings pale in the moonlight. The skeleton of a community that had thrived and died before most of the men in this operation were born.

Burgess brought the road train to a stop in what had been the main street. The engine’s rumble died, leaving only the tick of cooling metal and the protests of the cattle to disturb the vast silence of the outback.

“Home sweet home,” Burgess said. “For the next few hours, anyway.”

They unloaded in stages. First, the livestock, driven down the ramps and left to wander and feed themselves from the thin pickings available. The animals scattered across the abandoned town, lowing plaintively, searching for grass that had long since died. Some of them found an old stone trough fed from a bore and drank deeply.

Schmidt watched them with something like regret. “We just let them die out here?”

“They’re cattle. They are dead from the day they are born,” Volkov said.

They took much more time with the rockets. Each warhead weighed close to fifty kilograms. They moved them one at a time, hands careful on the mounting rails, until all three launch batteries stood arranged in the lee of an old community hall, hidden under camouflage netting.

Being unfamiliar with the launch systems, Philby walked the perimeter while the others worked. The town had been built to last, made with good stone, well-fitted. The foundations were solid, even where the wooden roofs had rotted and collapsed. He stopped at a cracked lintel over the entrance to a chapel and brushed it with his fingertips. This place had been loved, once. Somewhere in all this dust, children had laughed. But a mine had played out, or the market collapsed. Perhaps the water had run dry. One day, people had lived here, raised their families, and buried their dead in the cemetery on the hill. Then they were gone, and the desert began the patient work of reclamation.

Its value now lay in its proximity to the AUKUS plant, some ten klicks to the east.

“Brooding again?” Burgess appeared at his shoulder.

“Merely thinking.”

“That’s a dangerous habit, old boy. It’ll get you killed in some places I know of.”

“And not thinking?”

“Gets you here.” Burgess gestured with a wry smile at the dead town.

“Have you been drinking?”

“Not a drop, beyond communion back at the last stop.”

Philby looked at him closely. Burgess had been handsome once, in the dissolute way that certain well-bred Englishmen managed. Now he just looked tired. Worn down by decades of lies and dissipation.

“Get some sleep,” Philby said. “We have a tough day tomorrow.”

“Aye, Captain.” Burgess sketched a mocking salute and wandered off toward where the others had set up camp in the old general store.

Philby stayed by the ruined chapel, moonlight spooling like silk through the cracked stone and shattered roof. Perhaps he should do penance here? Tomorrow, they would kill many people. How many, he didn’t know. Dozens, at least. Maybe more. Including workers, of course, the comrades he had vowed to liberate and lift up, so many years ago. He found himself troubled, not by the blood to come, but by the exhausting choices that had led him to this. He was struck, with something like grief, by the endlessness of possibility, as if life were not the narrowing path that most imagined it to be, but rather a maze that went on forever.

Kim Philby knew there were always choices. Always new paths to walk. Burgess had been right: he could have taken asylum in the United States. The Americans, ever the realists, would have studied the ledger of his worth and offered their protection, not out of mercy, but cold calculation. He had considered it because he considered everything. But he rejected the idea, of course. He hadn’t been lying when he told Burgess the capitalists were worse. One only had to read the history of the future they had made.

Philby glanced back up the street to where the men had holed up. He could hear the telltale scratch of tin against tin, metal cups clinking, cans of meat stabbed open in the dark. They took their supper in silence. No fire, not this close to the enemy. They were all professionals, save for Kearney, who was a committed amateur. Perhaps the only true believer among them.

Did Philby still think himself a believer? He was, surely, neither deluded nor irredeemably naive. He understood the flaws in the system he served. He knew his masters were but men, and because they were men, their nature also was flawed. That was as true of him as it was of anybody. In the end, there was nothing for it but to pick a path that aligned with one’s own nature and what one understood of things as a whole, and to follow that path, no matter what traps and diversions were laid for you.

Philby tilted his head to the stars and picked out the Southern Cross, the only constellation that meant anything to him in this part of the world. Funny to think that everyone they would kill tomorrow could look up into the same night and find those same stars twinkling down. It could all still go awry, of course. There were always so many points of failure, even in the most perfect plan. Sitting this close to the target, for instance. A wild gamble. But what was war if not the most dangerous of wagers?

He shook off the melancholy, which was utterly pointless and indulgent, and headed back up the street. A few of the cattle parted sluggishly, shifting just enough to let him pass, but no more. They loitered in the path like mourners who’d forgotten whom they’d come to grieve. If he didn’t know better, he would have thought them anxious not to stray too far from his presence, as though they sensed just how much trouble they were in out here.

“Not as much trouble as you’d be in if we’d delivered you to the stockyards,” he muttered to himself. One cow, pocked with flies, watched him with bovine indifference. Philby stared back for a moment but looked away first. He resumed his trek back towards cold rations and a full bottle of water to guarantee he woke in a couple of hours, even if the alarm on his watch failed. They would stay here with the rockets until three, then vanish, redeploying to overwatch a safe distance away.
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The screen blinked, pixelated noise collapsing into grainy black and white images of all three batteries seen from the camera’s elevated position. The rockets lay cold and still on their rails, their outlines soft at the edges.

Philby’s voice cut in.

“All stations, confirm.”

Bērziņš replied, “Arrays online.”

Schmidt followed with, “All channels live. No interference.”

Philby unlatched the first guard cover. The red button, bright as a head wound, waited for him. For a bad moment, he imagined pressing it by accident. Just a twitch of the finger.

“Well,” Burgess said quietly. “Here we go then.”

“Yes,” Philby agreed. “Nothing for it.”

He pressed the button.

For a moment, nothing. A pause, longer than expected. Then the feed flared with white light and dense smoke. The first rocket surged from its cradle, but silently. Then another some fraction of a second later. And another. They launched in sequence, one every half-second, climbing into the bright sky on pillars of fire.

Philby counted them off. Ten. Twenty rockets. The first wave was away. The smoke cleared slowly, revealing the empty rails. The arrays sat silent now, awaiting the next command.

“Flight time approximately ninety seconds,” Volkov said, checking his watch.

They waited. Kearney had the binoculars up, eyes fixed on a horizon that showed nothing. He wasn’t watching for the launch, of course, merely scanning the empty highway behind them, making sure they were not interrupted. Philby gave it two minutes. Long enough for confusion and terror to run wild. For emergency vehicles to start moving toward the impact sites.

Then he pressed the second button.

Another twenty rockets climbed into the air on Schmidt’s little screen farm. Philby watched them arc across the sky, trailing smoke across a single display. He thought about the firefighters running toward burning buildings and medics treating the wounded. All of them about to die.

The second wave struck, though there was no image, no confirmation. They were too far removed from the target for direct observation. He merely counted the flight time on his watch, adding a second or two for the signal delay.

“Third time’s a charm,” Burgess said.

Philby flipped open the third cover and pressed the button.

The rockets rose. The last of them.

“All batteries empty,” he said into the radio. “We’d best be on our way then.”

They did not hurry in their withdrawal. Why would they? The rockets had screamed skyward from the ruins of Tarcoola, just ten kilometres from the target, but Philby and the others were watching on screens two hundred kilometres south. By the time the enemy swarmed the smoking launch site, they would find nothing but empty rails and hungry cattle.
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She woke in a cocoon.

For one disorienting moment, Julia had no idea where she was. She’d been so long in the hospital, so long in a twilight state between consciousness and its various counterfeits, that being free felt alien. Was it two days now since her release? Three? Or only one and a half? She wasn’t awake enough to say.

She was in a king-size bed, the gel-foam mattress a cloud beneath her, in a sub-penthouse on one of the high residential floors of Davidson Tower. As her eyes blinked open, the world resolved itself into a display of impossible luxury. Sunlight, soft and indirect, illuminated a room that belonged to a future she had left behind. Minimalist furniture, clean lines, and the subtle textures of wood, metal, and stone created a serene, almost monastic air. Through floor-to-ceiling windows that wrapped around the curvilinear corner of the building, the nascent hundred-mile city of Los Angeles sprawled below, the morning haze not yet thick with the smog she remembered. It was a city from a dream, familiar and yet utterly strange. The moment of epistemic collapse lasted only for a heartbeat before memory returned: the private jet from London, the arrival in LA, the knowledge that she was here as a guest of Maria O’Brien.

She started to get up too quickly. A sharp, pulling sensation inside her abdomen made her freeze, a reminder of all the stitches holding her together. Slow the fuck down, she told herself. Take it easy. Carefully, Julia swung her feet out of bed. They touched down on a rug so deep and plush it felt like her toes were sinking into a field of warm moss.

On the bedside table sat a sleek, dark device, some kind of clock radio or AI home hub, a ghost of the Alexas and Siris that would probably never exist in this world. The face glowed with the time: 5:22 a.m. The sun had been up for nearly half an hour. Without thinking, she brushed a finger across the top, an old habit, buried deep.

The device came to life with a burst of sound that made her jump.

“…can you believe it? Britney and Leo, caught canoodling at the Brown Derby!” a man’s voice boomed.

“I always said she could do better than that Timberlake kid,” a woman added, her voice a spray of manufactured enthusiasm. “Leo’s a real movie star!”

The voices were a chaotic babble, a wall of noise peppered with sound effects and manic laughter. It was the sound of a thousand commercial FM breakfast crews yammering on like idiots, but the names were wrong, impossible. Britney Spears and Leonardo DiCaprio hadn’t been born yet. Julia squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them again. The chatter was vaguely familiar, an echo from a life she’d lived fifteen years ago and seventy years in the future, the sound of a cab radio on the way to the office in New York.

She stabbed a finger at the device, silencing it. The confusion was curdling into distress. Was she coming apart? It felt as if the timeline hadn’t just folded back on itself, but had shattered, and sharp-edged fragments of different realities were now piercing her own. She decided what she needed was a cup of tea and a shower to clear her head.

The bedroom opened into a vast living space that felt more like a modern art gallery than a home. She moved carefully through it, taking the grand tour by necessity. The apartment was an homage to 21st-century design, dropped into the middle of the 1950s. Out the window, the LA of the past was visible—mostly low-rise, not yet the sprawling megalopolis she knew—but it was punctuated by the occasional steel-and-glass tower reaching for the sky, a monument to the future that had invaded this past.

The kitchen was a chef’s dream of stainless steel and dark stone. The appliances were a mix of familiar and strange: a sleek, integrated Davidson Enterprises refrigerator, a matching oven and cooktop, but also a Sony microwave and a Blaupunkt radio, brands from a history that was and wasn’t hers. She spotted the coffee machine, bracing herself for a complex interface that could probably launch a space shuttle. To her immense relief, it was an old-fashioned Gaggia, a machine she knew how to use. Fuck tea; she needed something stronger.

She opened the fridge for milk and stopped. The interior was packed with vacuum-sealed containers, each neatly labelled. She pulled one out and read the handwritten label.

Breakfast: Poached eggs, avocado, high fibre, protein-boosted bagel. Prepared for Julia Duffy under the nutritional direction of Dr Yasmeen Collins.

There were dozens of them, at least a week’s worth of breakfasts, lunches, and dinners, all perfectly healthy, all perfectly organised.

Maria. Her friend had called the clinic in London and arranged everything before she’d even arrived. A surge of irritation, hot and completely irrational, crawled over her. It was immediately followed by a wave of shame. People were trying to help her. She got the milk, closed the fridge door a little too hard, and focused on making coffee and a simple piece of toast.

She took her cup to the living room and stood before the immense window, taking in the view. It felt like she could see everything in a hundred-mile arc. Looking west, the city give way to the coastline. The port was already transforming; she could make out the skeletal forms of container cranes lining the waterfront, a technology that had arrived two decades early. Beyond them, the Pacific Ocean stretched to the horizon, a vast sheet of hammered silver under the morning sun. The war was out there, too. Two sleek, grey warships, their silhouettes sharp and angular like the Aegis cruisers of her own time, sat on the horizon, an air-defence picket guarding the coast. And high above, so distant they were almost invisible, she saw the thin white contrails of jet fighters flying combat air patrol.

She turned away from the view and took her coffee to the lounge, a cubist arrangement of white leather that she feared might be an artwork rather than furniture. She sat down anyway, the movement a careful, stitched-together process. It wasn’t as comfortable as her chair back home in London, and she was already wondering how she was going to climb up out of it when her phone buzzed in her hand. She hadn’t even realised she was carrying the thing. The screen showed a calendar notification:

10:00 a.m. - Physiotherapy. Davidson Tower Health Centre, Level 30. By order of Dr. Yasmeen Collins.




The curated meals, the scheduled appointments, it was all too much. Julia had spent her life as an embedded combat reporter, one of the most competent people in any room she entered. But after six weeks of surgery and recovery from the wounds she’d suffered in Cairo, she felt fragile. The advanced 21st-century therapies and peptides had worked miracles on her body, but her sense of self was still in tatters. She hated feeling less than one hundred per cent. More than that, she hated the loss of agency. She was self-aware enough to know that her annoyance was a symptom of her own vulnerability, a childish reaction to being cared for. But knowing it didn’t make the feeling go away.

She finished her coffee and walked back to the bedroom, to the ensuite she knew was there. There was probably another bathroom the size of a tennis court somewhere in the apartment, but she couldn’t be bothered finding it. She stepped into the shower, letting the hot, strong spray beat down on her shoulders. The water was a balm, washing away some of the disorientation and easing the ache in her muscles.

Emerging into the steam-filled room, she opened her suitcase. A ridiculous wave of relief washed over her when she saw her own haphazardly packed clothes. No one had unpacked for her. No one had filled her closet with new outfits. She stopped.

Holy shit, I better check that.

She pulled open the closet doors. They were empty. Thank fuck for small mercies.

She dressed slowly, with care. A button-up shirt, because she still couldn’t get a t-shirt over her head without a jolt of pain. A pair of jeans. Pulling on her shoes was an exercise in gritted-teeth determination, each movement a negotiation with the internal stitching that held her abdomen together. But she did it. She was taking control. She would go to her physio appointment at ten, but the day was hers. And it would start with her own work, her own purpose. It was time to begin the research.

She returned to the bedroom and retrieved her laptop and adaptive charger from the suitcase. She was still using her beloved MacBook Pro, but she didn’t know for how much longer. As best she knew, Steve Jobs hadn’t been born yet, and her battery was this close to crapping out for good. She could usually squeeze about two hours of life out of it, but if she was gonna work now, she needed to plug in.

She hadn’t seen a suitable workspace in the main living area, but this was a huge apartment. It wouldn’t surprise her if there were an office folded away somewhere. The place was probably used by travelling executives most of the time, and they’d for sure want an office so they could get home from work and curl up with some more work.

She stopped.

Had she read that somewhere? Or heard it on a show?

She couldn’t remember, and it was so frustrating, not knowing her own mind and memories.

Exploring the rear reaches of the apartment she had ignored earlier, she found two more bedrooms and the massive bathroom she had assumed would be lurking around somewhere. It wasn’t quite the size of a tennis court, but a pickleball court might fit. There was a laundry and even a small gym next to the bathroom. And beyond that, she found the office.

It was a space conceived with brutalist confidence, a minimalist command centre suspended sixty floors above the sprawling city. A single slab of what looked like polished concrete, or perhaps a composite resin, served as a workbench, cantilevered from a wall of dark, oiled teak. It ran the full length of the room, facing a floor-to-ceiling window that framed the western sky. The view was the only art the room needed. Below the desk, the polished floorboards seemed to fall away into the blue haze of the morning, creating the dizzying sensation of working at the very edge of the world. It was the sort of architectural porn you saw on design websites, a space so perfectly realised it made you nervous about working there and somehow messing it up.

A laptop was waiting for her, flanked by two external monitors. It wasn’t a MacBook, obviously. She recognised the curved corners and retro-futurist styling of Davidson Computers immediately. She also recognised Maria’s handwriting on the note taped to the lid.

Depositing her MacBook on the workbench, she opened the note from her friend.

Hey babe, Maria had written. Apologies, presumptions, etc, etc, but I know you’ve been hauling that antique fruit company piece of crap around for years. Why don’t you give one of Jimbo’s sweet-ass machines a run? It’s not an M5, and it doesn’t have an OLED screen, but it’s still a pretty bitchin’ ride. It’s already hooked up to the in-house network, and you have an access-all-areas account on the company server. You’ll see on the home screen that there is a portal to the Room. You should be familiar with the file system in there. If you have any issues, give me a call and I’ll send one of our techs up to help you out.

Julia frowned as she put the note aside and examined the retro laptop. It wasn’t exactly a memory from the early days of mobile computing. She could see the aluminium unibody case had been based on the design that became ubiquitous back up in the 21st century. It was a fair bit thicker and chunkier than her MacBook Pro. Maybe twice as thick, she thought, before lining up her own laptop next to it. Yes, the Davidson Computers machine was about two and a half times as thick as her old Pro. But still, that was impressive.

She wondered about the specs. Davidson and all the other tech start-ups had had more than ten years now to rampage through the catalogues of the future, not to mention the tech specs, designs, and blueprints that came through the Transition with the multinational fleet. She didn’t doubt the machine was capable.

But she frowned again. She just loved her old Pro. She hadn’t deleted anything from it in twelve years, not since they’d come through the wormhole. It was one of her strongest connections to the future past. Never really trusting Skywire, she’d kept all of her photos on-device, with backups burned to CD, which meant she could dive into her personal photo collection from home any time she wanted. That wasn’t something this new machine could do. Or any machine invented here. Not unless she shared her files with them.

Every minute, every day, took them further from home. A home that was a time, not a place. To accept Maria’s invitation, to set aside her beloved, increasingly clunky laptop, felt like severing another link in that chain. She ran a hand over the smooth, worn surface of her Mac, the familiar placement of the keys a kind of muscle memory that connected her directly to the woman she used to be. To use this new machine was to admit that the past was gone, and that this strange, hybrid present was all she had left.

Julia opened the Mac laptop, and her frown deepened. The battery was down to less than ten per cent. At that rate, it wouldn’t last five minutes; she knew that from bitter experience. Better just get with the fucking program, then. With a sigh, she plugged in the Pro to charge, thinking that at least she’d have it for watching some comfort TV later. Pushing it to the far end of the workbench, Julia resigned herself to yet another change, another abandonment of the way she’d always done things.

She pulled the ergonomic chair up to the bench. The design looked like it had been stolen directly from Herman Miller, an Aeron chair before its time. It was comfy, however, and she felt an immediate sense of relief in her internal stitching as she sat down. She reached out, flipped open the Davidson laptop, and an AI agent greeted her.

“Good morning, Ms Duffy”, it said. “We have scanned your biometrics and matched them against the information held in our secure enclave. You are free to proceed. Would you like help?”

She tapped the escape key, cutting off the annoying Clippy clone. “No, I think I know how to use an antique fucking laptop, thanks,” she said to the empty room.

The machine was like some portable-sized beast from the early 2000s, but the screen was surprisingly crisp. The trackpad was another shock; it was glass, responsive, and supported multi-touch gestures. She dismissed her surprise. They would’ve had thousands, maybe tens of thousands of laptops to tear down and study after the Transition. It made sense that technologies that took decades to develop the first time around took only a couple of years here, most of that likely spent building the machine tools to make them, or a thick and clunky facsimile of them.

The interface, however, was a basic, blocky version of Windows. As a Mac person, Julia felt a reflexive wave of irritation, followed by a wry smile. She couldn’t believe they had dragged that particular culture war all the way back with them. At least it was the only one, she thought, for which she was grateful.

On the desktop was an icon labelled ‘Skywire’. It was a cartoonish planet Earth, encircled by a series of swishy rings that looked suspiciously like the Nike swoosh. She clicked it. The browser opened instantly to the home page of Davidson Enterprises, a corporate portal linking to its functional divisions. She navigated to Davidson Media and, from there, linked out to the Skywire site of The Los Angeles Times.

The experience was eerie. The layout was starker, but the typography and structure were hauntingly similar to the LA Times website from home. She found the search box and began looking for articles, columns, and reports on the 1948 rezoning battle in downtown LA, where Davidson Enterprises had wanted to build a battery factory on part of the city’s old oil field. A couple of dozen articles appeared.

She understood that the Times archive was not an independent source. Davidson had bought the paper back in 1946, almost certainly at Maria’s urging. It was not an unbiased witness to events. That mostly meant she filtered out the comment and opinion pieces, whether they were on the op-ed page or had leaked into the reporting. But she could trust the basic facts.

And the facts were pretty simple. Davidson—or really, Maria—had fought a small war with a group of oil companies, most prominent among them a subsidiary of Getty Oil, for control of the land north of the downtown area.

Julia worked old-school, taking notes by hand in a physical notebook. She’d always found it forced her to slow down, to stop and really consider the material. The story that unfolded in the digital archive was one of the first real clashes between the old world and the new. By 1948, Slim Jim Davidson was already a very wealthy and powerful man, moved by Maria and her allies into critical future-focused industries: renewable energy, bio-engineering, and the nascent information technologies that would become the Skywire. They wanted the LA plot for a grid-scale battery factory, a commercial venture with a deeper, undeclared purpose, to cut the legs out from under the fossil fuel industry before climate change could truly get going.

The battle had been fought in the city’s planning commissions. The initial reporting suggested a win for Davidson, with the commission voting to rezone the land for industrial development. Then came a surprise reversal. A month later, two commissioners flipped their votes, siding with Getty Oil. The project looked dead. But the story didn’t end there. Two months after that, one of those same commissioners resigned in disgrace amid a vaguely reported scandal. The other flipped his vote back again, just before announcing he wouldn’t be running for re-election. The final decision went to Davidson. She read between every line, scanning for a sign of Dan.

She intuited all manner of shady shit in the archive, but nothing personally tying him to the story. She stared at every photo until her eyes burned, searching for him.

Nothing.

Her watch buzzed, snapping her out of the research fugue. It was a quarter to ten. She was due downstairs at the health centre for her physio appointment. She shook off her frustration. Dr Collins had only let her out of the clinic on the assurance that she would do everything to keep her recovery on track as an outpatient. Physio was part of that.

She reminded herself she was lucky to have a friend like Maria looking out for her. Although Julia was a wealthy woman with more than enough money to pay for her own recovery, she could feel herself sliding down the spiral of this research job so quickly that she might’ve ignored her rehab, not just today, but for weeks, while she chased down the mystery.

She closed the notepad, shut down the laptop, and checked her own, which was still charging. She left it plugged in and headed for the door.

In the lift, she was a little surprised, and a little creeped out, when a disembodied voice recognised her and announced it was taking her to the Health and Wellness Clinic on Floor 30. There were certain technologies from the future she missed, some she enjoyed having recreated, and some she had hoped might have been left behind. Orwellian corporate surveillance was one of the latter. It seemed that as much as Davidson Enterprises was at the forefront of accelerating the world towards a bright new future, it was also rushing headlong toward some of its darker horizons.

The lift chimed, and the doors swished open on the 30th floor. Julia stepped out into a space that was less a gym foyer and more the lobby of a five-star spa. The air smelled of eucalyptus and cedar, and a young woman with an aggressively serene smile greeted her by name.

“Ms Duffy, welcome. We’ve been expecting you. If you’ll follow me, Phil is ready for your session.”

The greeter led her through a set of frosted glass doors into the main facility. It was a cavern of futuristic wellness. Ranks of sleek, chrome-and-black exercise machines, unrecognisable from any 1950s gymnasium, were arranged across the vast space. That guy who invented Nautilus was gonna be pissed. People in stylish athletic wear moved with quiet purpose, their workouts monitored on small screens attached to the equipment. Through another wall of glass, Julia could see a lap pool where swimmers cut silently through turquoise water. The place hummed with a low, controlled energy.

The greeter led her to a matted area where a man was stretching. He was Chinese American, maybe in his late forties, but looked incredibly fit, with the lean, defined muscles of a lifelong athlete.

“Hey Julia, I’m Phil Kwan,” he said, turning to face her. “I’ll be taking your session today. I’ve got all of your reports from Dr Collins’s clinic, so I’m just going to be executing on those protocols, if that’s okay with you. Everything should be familiar. We’ll be taking it pretty easy to start, since I haven’t worked with you before. I’ve read the reports, but I want to see for myself where you are in your recovery.”

Julia shook his hand and looked at him quizzically. “Thanks, Phil,” she said. “Can I ask, are you…?”

He smiled and nodded, his grip firming just a little. “Yeah,” he said. “Uptime. I was a corpsman on the Leyte Gulf.”

An uptimer. It wasn’t so much relief that flooded through her as the quiet comfort of shared context. Julia felt the easing of a tension she hadn’t even realised she was carrying. In this strange, remade world, meeting one of your own was like a traveller hearing their native accent in a foreign land. It was a reminder that you weren’t entirely alone, that there was someone else who understood, without explanation, the utter fucking weirdness of it all.

It’d been great to catch up with Maria the previous night, but Jules had been jet-lagged and exhausted, not quite herself. Now she felt like she was getting a restart.

Phil Kwan turned out to be a great physio. He had a way of making her feel at home, even though their home was seventy years in the future and they were standing in a place that shouldn’t exist. He even explained away the weirdness of the Britney and Leo references on the radio.

“Lulz. Generative AI,” he said. “Modelled on millions of hours of podcasts. It’s supposed to make us feel at home.”

“It made me feel insane.”

“You remember home, right?”

The session was gentle, professional, and exactly what she needed. Phil, having read Dr Collins’s notes on her accelerated recovery, was focused on assessing her range of motion and core stability. He took her through a series of light stretches and bodyweight exercises, his hands guiding her movements with an expert’s touch, always mindful of the deep internal stitching from her surgeries after Cairo. He was a big believer in red light therapy, unlike the sceptical Dr Collins, and promised to schedule her for a few sessions. For the first time in weeks, she felt a sense of professional care that reminded her of her old life back up in the 21st century.

She was about halfway through a set of gentle pelvic tilts when Kwan looked up over her shoulder, a flicker of surprise on his face.

“Maria,” he said.

Jules straightened up and turned. Her friend was there, wearing her recognisable uniform. It wasn’t the same dark suit and white silk shirt from dinner, but it was another dark suit and another white silk shirt. That was just how Maria rolled.

The expression on her face was an unreadable storm. She was anxious. She was excited. She needed to tell Julia something, but wasn’t sure how. Julia saw all of it in the wash of emotion that crossed her friend’s face.

Her heart lurched. It was Harry. It had to be Harry.

“What’s up?” she asked, her voice tight.

“It’s Harry,” Maria said.
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Dan couldn’t believe it. Harry fucking Windsor. Julia’s fiancé.

He’d seen some shit over the last ten years, missions gone sideways, sources selling him out, jobs that started as one thing and ended up as something else entirely. But this? He wasn’t ready for this. Harry hadn’t clocked him yet, but he’d definitely recognised Elena… Elana… whoever the hell she was now. Dan took her elbow in a firm C-grip and dragged her a few feet clear. Above them, the fortress groaned, a deep, bass rumble of collapsing masonry, as if the building itself were unsettled by this malign convergence.

“What the hell is going on?” he asked, voice raw. “Who the hell are you? Elena, or is it Elana?”

She raised her chin, one eyebrow lifting as her eyes dropped briefly to his hand, still clamped on her arm. “Sorry,” he muttered, letting go. “But I need to know⁠—”

“You don’t need to know anything beyond where to find Bremmer,” she said, cutting him off. Above them, something massive adjusted its weight. Metal shrieked against stone, the sound long and unhappy. “And,” she continued, as if adding an afterthought to a shopping list, “where to find my other two operators. Pavel Ivanov and Charlotte François. It’s a three-for-one deal.”

He blinked. Her voice had shifted. Not just her voice, her accent, even her posture had altered, spine straighter, shoulders set, as if some internal mechanism had locked into place. She was this other woman now: Mitchell. Harry had called her Elana Mitchell.

“Six sent you,” Dan said. “MI6.”

She inclined her head, a minimal concession.

“So you’re not Portuguese.”

She gave a short, unamused laugh. “I was born in Portugal. My father was the British consul, my mother a contessa. I am Portuguese. I am also British. British Secret Service,” she said, letting the words settle before continuing. “I have a job to do, as do you. Shall we get on with it?”

He closed his eyes. “The Russians,” he said. “In Barcelona.”

Her smile came slowly, as though she had been waiting for him to catch up. “Yes. Those two turned up from Moscow three weeks ago. I wasn’t lying about that. They’d started rolling up my networks in the city. It was a problem. You were the solution. Now we have another problem. This place will soon be flooded with NKVD security and any OMON troopers who survived. We need to gather up all our little ducklings and fly away.”

Another tremor rippled through the fortress. A fluorescent tube flickered, failed, then returned with a weary stutter. Noise from the cells rose instantly, panic spreading like a contagion.

Dan glanced back. Harry was standing under his own steam now; whatever Merrill had jabbed him with was wearing off. The guy wasn’t going to run a marathon, but he might walk out of here.

Along the corridor, prisoners were calling out in Russian, French, and German, a babel of terror and hope. Someone was screaming, words dissolving into noise. Someone else was praying loudly in Arabic. The stench had become unbearable: sweat heavy with fear, old blood, overflowing toilet buckets, and beneath it all the sickly sweetness of infection and decay, a smell that clung to the back of the throat.

“Do you even know where Bremmer is?” Dan asked.

“I expect he’ll be listed on the same guardroom manifest as Ivanov and François,” she said lightly. “Harry knows where that is. Let’s ask him.”

Dan swore under his breath. Played again. She had no real idea where the German was. He fell in behind her as she shouldered past and moved back to Harry, who was shaking Merrill’s hand like a gentleman tennis player thanking his opponent at the net.

“It’s all good,” Merrill said. “Just doing my job, pal.”

“Harry,” Elana said, her voice now unmistakably English—the shift so complete it briefly unsettled Dan until he remembered that this strawberries-and-cream lilt was just as natural to her as the Portuguese accent had been. “You said there’s a guard station nearby.”

Harry nodded. “Yes. Left, around the corner, then up some stairs. They took me through it an hour or two ago. It felt much longer.”

“What about the guards?” Carter asked.

“I think you may have killed them all,” Harry said, looking over the bodies of the dead Russians. “There was only one guarding the gate when I went through before. If there were more coming, they’d be here by now, from that station, at least. It’s really not that far. Come on, I’ll take you.”

He started for the door, stopped. “Oh. I don’t suppose anybody has a spare pair of shoes?”

Dan followed his gaze. Bare feet, blackened with grime, streaked with blood.

“We’ll find you some,” he said. “Clock’s ticking.”

Harry studied him closely. “I know you,” he said, mouth falling open slightly. “Good God, you’re Dan Black, aren’t you? You’re Julia’s⁠—”

“I was,” Dan said. “But like you guys say, that was a long time ago in a galaxy far, far away.”

Harry frowned. “I don’t say that… You were in Cairo…”

“Doesn’t matter. Yeah, it’s me. Say hi to Jules for me. First, we get out of here. Before that, we grab your pals.” He looked at Elana.

“Ivanov and François,” she said.

Harry nodded, or attempted to. It came out as a small, painful head wobble.

“Of course. Excellent. Let’s go get them. I’m not sure, but they’ll be⁠—”

“At the guard post,” Dan said. “We’ll check the manifest. Their cell numbers will be there. You told us that.”

“Yes,” Harry said, voice weakening. “Sorry. Took a bit of a kicking.” He closed his eyes briefly, gathering himself before continuing. “You were looking for someone.”

“Bremmer,” Dan said. “Professor Ernst Bremmer.”

Harry surprised him with a laugh. “Aren’t we all, mate? Aren’t we bloody all? Yeah, he’s here somewhere. Skarov told me as much not more than an hour back. He’ll probably be on the same manifest.”

“I know you were looking for him, too,” Dan said. “I can’t let you take him.” He shot Elana a hard look.

Harry clapped Dan on the shoulder, a surprisingly robust gesture. “I think I’ll let you play through,” he said. “If you find the professor, he’s yours. My role was merely to keep him out of Skarov’s hands.” He glanced around the cell. “Which, on reflection, I didn’t manage terribly well. Come on.”

He paused at the door again. “If I can’t have shoes, a pistol would be nice.”

Merrill produced one and passed it over. With the weapon in hand, Harry seemed to gather himself. He stepped into the corridor with purpose now, muzzle and eyes moving together, pain reduced to a secondary concern. They followed him and reached the guard station quickly. The passage bent left and climbed a short flight of worn stone steps, narrowing into an iron choke point. From above came the muted sounds of disorder: raised voices, boots striking stone, the steady rush of water from a ruptured pipe. Smoke seeped down the stairwell, acrid and chemical, folding into the deeper smells of the place.

The gate was a cage, its bars thick and closely set, the paint long gone to grey flakes. Beyond it, a cramped room had been forced into the masonry: a desk bolted to the wall, a stool chained to the desk, a squat filing cabinet. Everything was fixed, restrained, designed with a singular paranoia, so that nothing could be turned into a weapon or an escape route.

Dan studied the gate. Heavy steel, properly seated in stone. He sighed and turned back, already searching for any keys he might strip from the dead, when he heard the blessed sound of a lucky break: Sinoski holding up a gaoler’s giant key ring.

“Took it off the guy Carter shot back in the cell,” he said. “Thought it might come in handy.”

Elana took the keys, found the right one, and used it. The gate scraped open, metal shrieking briefly in complaint. She crossed straight to the desk, pushing aside papers. Carter and Sinoski went at the filing cabinet, drawers clattering.

“It’ll be in the bottom drawer of the desk,” Harry said, pointing. “When I came in, they assigned my cell number. I watched the bloke write it down there.”

Elana hauled the drawer open and nodded, pulling out a buff-coloured folder.

Dan took the folder and flicked through it quickly. Standard administrative stuff, cards, brass fasteners, tabs worn soft by use. The cover was stencilled in blunt Cyrillic, inventory codes and departmental stamps layered one over the other. He read Russian well enough, but he didn’t need all the details, just a couple of bodies, hopefully still breathing, matched to their box numbers.

Elana took it and worked through the pages, her finger moving steadily down a column. “Here they are,” she said. “Same level. Next bay of cells, next corridor. Seventeen C and Seventeen F.” She looked up. “Bremmer has the presidential suite. He’s over in a corner room. Twenty-three A.”

“Let’s go,” Harry said.

Elana studied the pegboard behind the desk, stripped two sets of keys, and tossed one to Dan. “Yours,” she said. “I’ll meet you back at the stairwell down to sub-basement two. Move quickly. Harry, you can come along with me and introduce me to your friends.”
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Twenty-some years ago, in a far-off future war, Jane Willet had crept through the Luzon Strait with Chinese destroyers pinging overhead, sonar seeking them for the kill. During the black operation that broke the Russian Pacific Fleet, she’d spent six days playing tag with Putin’s attack boats in the Coral Sea, trading fish at ranges so close she could hear their screws through the hull. She understood combat. She knew how to keep going when death pressed against you with the weight of a whole ocean. But her enemies then had been traces on a screen. An alarm sounded now, and she stood beside the SUV, messenger bag still on her shoulder, not moving. Not fearful either. Just stopped dead. Something had broken open within her, in the gap between a then which hadn’t happened yet and the now which was. Drummond’s sudden charging bulk filled it, grabbing her, pulling her back into motion.

Not gently either.

He seized her upper arm with a wrestler’s grip and hauled her bodily, his other hand reaching for Rachel Nguyen, who’d frozen in the act of closing the driver’s door. Roy Flemming had better instincts. He was already moving, yelling something Willet couldn’t hear over the sirens. Malik Fahd stood beside the second SUV, briefcase in hand, face tilted upward with the distracted gaze of a man unused to incoming fire.

“MOVE!” Drummond roared, shocking her out of paralysis.

She ran.

The rockets hit before they made it ten metres.

The first strike landed at the far edge of the complex, two hundred metres away, give or take. The blast wave followed almost immediately as space collapsed. She was lifted, carried, and slammed against an SUV. Then the sound, high-pitched, knife-edged, not a boom but a tearing screech at the frequency of nerve trauma and brainstem panic. Her vision flared to white. Her mouth filled with the sharp, metallic tang of blood.

The second rocket landed. More dust and blood, data and meat, and rich, rich copper on her tongue.

Then the third.

Then more. Each explosion, a violent ending and a new world born in fire. They came so fast she couldn’t count them, couldn’t separate the strikes one from another. Each blast delivered a shock of noise, light, and lethal fragmentation. The massive steel and carbon-composite structure that housed the Ghost Shark and Silverfish programs took multiple hits. Through the tears and smoke, Willet glimpsed walls buckling outward, fire punching through the seams. Metal wept from the sky in glittering sheaves, falling razors catching the light as support beams folded like paper. The ground trembled, and shockwaves rolled across the compound in chaotic sets.

A heavy lift helicopter vanished in an instant. There was no transition, only a bloom of orange fire where it had been. The blast rolled over her, superheated air that singed her arms and sent her stumbling backward. She hit the ground hard. Her shoulder struck first, the pain sharp and bright. Her bag spilled open, laptop and flexipad skittering across asphalt that had begun to melt in spots near the worst of the conflagration, tar bubbling under the heat.

Someone was screaming. For a moment, she thought it might be her.

The parking lot was on fire. Two SUVs burned unchecked, flames dancing from shattered frames, thick black smoke curling into the sky. The ground was littered with bodies. Some were horribly still, others were trying to crawl, inch by inch, away from the heat. The smoke writhed. The stench was unholy, melting plastic, burning blood. Chemicals filled her mouth and coated her teeth. She clawed her way up to hands and knees, coughing so violently she thought she’d be sick. Her stomach clenched, dry-heaving against the fumes, her ears singing with a high, steady whine that drowned out everything else. She could see people running, mouths open in shouts she couldn’t hear, and the world flickered like an old reel of film. She tried to stand. Made it to one knee before another explosion—this one closer, much closer—sent her sprawling again. A rocket had struck the reception building, the place they’d been heading for. The facade folded in on itself with a groan. Steel beams bent like taffy, all of it collapsing into the street with a deafening roar.

Dust rolled over her, thick and choking, turning everything to ash.

When it cleared enough to see, the building had simply ceased to exist.

Drummond.

Where the fuck was Tom Drummond? She’d felt him let go—no, not let go, ripped away—when the first blast wave struck. One moment his grip was there, solid, the next it was gone, torn loose. She hadn’t seen him since. He could be under that rubble. Could be anywhere.

“Rachel,” she cried out. “Roy!”

She couldn’t see any of them.

Willet forced herself upright, swaying. The world tilted, the horizon unsteady. The high whine in her head slipped away, replaced by a subaqueous filter, every sound arriving late and warped, as if she were back in the Havoc with a ruptured bulkhead. Screams reached her now, distant and distorted. Flames bellowed and alarms twisted through the smoke. Somewhere, something, ammunition maybe, was cooking off in rapid pops.

“RACHEL!” Her own voice sounded wrong, like it belonged to someone else. “ROY!”

Nothing. Just smoke and chaos.

She stumbled forward, legs unsteady, and nearly tripped over Malik Fahd.

He’d made it maybe fifteen metres from the SUV before a huge piece of shrapnel—looked like part of a rotor blade—had caught him across the chest. The wound was catastrophic. He lay on his back, briefcase still clutched in one hand, eyes open and staring at the sky. Blood pooled beneath him in a spreading lake.

Willet dropped to her knees beside him, fingers fumbling for a pulse she knew wouldn’t be there. Nothing. She pressed harder, searching for any sign of life, but his skin was already cooling.

“Fuck,” she whispered. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

A hand grabbed her shoulder, and she nearly screamed.

It was Roy Flemming. Blood sheeted down one side of his face from a scalp wound, but he was upright, moving. He was alive. His mouth kept working, but Willet couldn’t make out the words. She shook her head, pointed at her ears.

Roy nodded in understanding. He hauled her to her feet with one meaty hand and pointed. Rachel Nguyen was there too, crouched behind the remains of an SUV, also bleeding from a dozen small cuts, her uniform torn and filthy. She looked dazed but functional.

Thank Christ, they’d survived.

Roy hauled her away from Fahd’s body, toward the bunker entrance. Stradbroke 3, one of six hardened shelters embedded in this sector of the facility. Willet let him guide her. Rachel appeared on her other side, bent forward slightly, one hand pressed tight against her ribs, jaw clenched. They picked their way through flame and ruin, stepping over the dead, past machines still burning, past sky-flung debris trailing flames like falling angels.

They were so close.

Then she heard it.

A sound that punched through the residual ringing in her ears, past the fires and screaming.

The whistle of incoming rockets.

“SECOND WAVE!” Roy Flemming yelled.

The world reassembled itself, coming back clamourous and wrong. The first impacts had been massive hammer falls, hitting the big structures, manufacturing halls, administration blocks, the main testing facility. This was more dispersed, falling across the entire compound in a carpet of fire. They were targeting the connective tissue now. The spaces between. The parking areas. The access roads. The emergency response team starting to move toward her.

Willet saw the rocket that killed them.

It came in at a low angle, trailing smoke, and hit the ground twenty feet ahead of them. The explosion lifted a medic off his feet and threw him backward in a tumbling arc. He hit the ground and didn’t move. Rachel was screaming Roy Flemming’s name, trying to go to him, somewhere, nowhere, but Willet had her by the arm, dragging her sideways, away from the flames.

Willet’s head struck something solid, and she lost contact with Rachel. The impact split her vision into brief, useless sparks that had nothing to do with the fires raging all around her. She tried to keep going, discovered that her legs would not obey, and registered this fact without surprise. She heard a building behind her collapse before she saw it. A low, grinding roar that built to a shriek of tortured metal. She turned just in time to see the three-storey admin building adjacent to the test facility, fold in on itself. The geometry failed, the walls bowed, and the roof descended. The whole structure rotated, slow and enormous, a system tipping past recovery, falling toward her.

She tried to move. Tried to run. But her body wouldn’t respond fast enough. She saw it coming, this wall of concrete and steel and glass, saw it with perfect clarity, and knew that she was about to die. The world turned over and over. The impact punched the air from her lungs and extinguished the light. Consciousness returned as darkness and pain. Fire flared at the edges of her vision, painting the wreckage bright orange. The heat scorched her throat raw with every breath. Smoke filled her mouth and lungs, wrenching coughs from her that tore through her ribs like knives. She was trapped. Something massive pinned her legs from the knees down. She could feel the weight of it, crushing and immovable. Her left arm was trapped, too. Only her right arm was free, and when she tried to push against the debris covering her, pain tore through her shoulder, bright and immediate. That arm was broken, or maybe dislocated. Either way, it was useless.

The knowledge came softly, like a guiding hand laid on her shoulder. She had always thought she would die in combat. That truth had lived within her for years, familiar and almost companionable. She had imagined cold water closing in, a submarine folding under depth charges, or a torpedo’s clean finality. But not this. This was going to be neither quick nor clean.

The heat grew worse. She could hear the heart of the fire growing to consume her, a low roar punctuated by pops and crashes. Sweat ran into her eyes. Her skin prickled. In a few minutes, maybe less, the flames would add her fuel to the inferno, her screams to the uproar.

‘Rachel,’ she croaked out. ‘Roy. Help.’

No answer. Just the fire.

The inflamed edges of her vision paled, the world leaching away. Shock, she thought distantly. She was going to die in a parking lot, crushed under a building and burned alive.

“Shit,” she whispered to no one. “Shit.”
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Tom Drummond had been a younger man the first time the sky tried to kill him, a sergeant, as he was now, but a soldier, not a cop, standing on the hot sands of El Alamein under the fierce North African sun, waiting with his platoon for the order to advance on the German lines. He’d heard the shells before they arrived, a thin, sharp, needle of noise building to a banshee scream. The older men like him, the survivors, dropped instantly, as if the earth had claimed each of them by name. The younger ones, struck dumb, lingered, staring upward, even as he yelled at them to get down, before the world had erupted.

This was nothing like El Alamein, yet it felt exactly the same when the world erupted again. Drummond blinked, pushing himself up from the asphalt. The parking area was a ruin. Bodies lay where they had fallen, and vehicles burned unchecked. A fuel truck was cooking off, flames venting skyward in violent gouts.

He searched for Willet, but couldn’t see her. He tried to stand and made it to one knee before his left leg gave out. Something was wrong with it, pain shooting from ankle to hip, but it held his weight when he forced it.

“Willet!” His voice came out rough, throat already raw from smoke. “NGUYEN!”

No answer. Just screams and fire and the groan of collapsing structures.

Drummond limped around the SUV, every step a fresh lesson in pain. His shoulder throbbed but his leg felt like someone had taken a machete to it. Blood ran down his face from somewhere, probably his scalp, which was stinging and numb all at once. He scanned the wreckage, searching for any sign of the others. He took a step, then froze.

The whistle of more rockets arriving.

He dived for the only cover nearby, in the lee of a burning forklift. The second strike seemed to go on twice as long as the first, but with the same intensity. When it passed, he found Rachel Nguyen.

She was on her hands and knees behind the burning hulk of another SUV, coughing so hard she was retching. Blood covered her uniform from a dozen small cuts, but she was moving at least. She looked up when he reached her, eyes wide and glassy with shock.

“Can you stand?” he asked.

She nodded, didn’t try to speak. He hauled her upright and steadied her when she swayed. She was protecting her ribs, arm pressed tight against her side.

“Willet,” Nguyen croaked. “Where’s⁠—“

“I don’t know. Roy?”

“Don’t know.”

They stumbled forward together, Drummond supporting Nguyen’s weight, both of them picking through debris. A body lay sprawled near the second SUV. The Arab bloke. Fahd. He was clutching his briefcase, papers scattered across the asphalt, burning in little patches.

“Drummond!”

He turned. Roy Flemming appeared out of the smoke, blood streaming down his face.

Drummond limped over him. “Where’s Willet?”

Before the old sailor could answer, they both heard more rockets coming in.

Drummond covered Nguyen with his body. The blast wave pressed them down into the asphalt. Heat like an oven washed over them with the stink of burning fuel and melting plastic.

When it had passed, he rolled off her.

“Stay down,” he said. “Don’t move.”

He raised his head, looking for Willet and Flemming.

The old boat chief lay ten metres away, sprawled on his back, but moving. He saw no sign of Willet.

He pushed himself on, ignoring the protests from his leg and shoulder, and limped toward Flemming. Drummond reached him, dropped to his knees and pressed two fingers to the older man’s throat. He found a pulse.

He turned towards a sound behind him, reaching stupidly for the .38 on his hip, but it was just Nguyen stumbling toward him. “Where’s Willet?” she asked.

“I don’t… I had her, we were running, and then⁠—”

Nguyen’s voice broke through. “I lost her, too.”

Drummond stood, scanning the destruction. The admin building had collapsed, three storeys folded in on themselves like a house of cards. Fires burned everywhere, sending columns of black smoke into the sky. Bodies littered the ground, some moving, most not.

Then he saw a hand, visible through a gap in the rubble of the collapsed admin building. Pale fingers against grey concrete, not moving. The ruined suit jacket was the same colour as the one she’d been wearing. He ran in a lurching sprint, his bad leg dragging, each step sending fresh agony through his body.

The rubble was burning, flames licking up from the interior, and the metal beams were starting to glow cherry-red. Smoke poured from every gap, black and choking. He pulled his tie loose, wrapped it around his nose and mouth. It wouldn’t help much, but better than nothing. Drummond reached the rubble and started pulling debris away. A chunk of concrete, thirty kilos easy, had his back screaming at him. A twisted length of rebar, still hot from the blast. More concrete. More steel. The rubble shifted under his feet, unstable, threatening to collapse further at any moment.

“Willet!” he shouted. “Can you hear me?”

Nothing.

He kept digging, hands raw and bleeding, his suit torn to shreds. He cleared enough debris to see more, not just a hand now, but an arm, a shoulder, part of her face. She was pinned under a steel beam that had to weigh two hundred kilos. Her eyes were closed, and blood matted her hair, but she was breathing.

“Okay,” he muttered. “Okay, you’re alive.”

She’d been lucky, in a very limited sense. The building had collapsed unevenly, slabs of reinforced concrete leaning against one another to form a crude shelter that had spared her the full weight of the impact. For the moment, it held.

The beam was the death sentence, though. A massive length of structural steel lay across her legs and lower torso, not crushing but pinning, its weight absolute. It hadn’t cut her in two. It had simply claimed her. Drummond tested it with both hands, then his shoulder. It didn’t shift. What he needed was leverage, and he needed it before the unstable structure above them shifted again.

The whistle sounded again to announce another wave of rockets.

“Oh, you’ve got to be fucking joking,” Drummond said to the sky.

He took it in quickly: the beam, Willet pinned beneath it, the fire advancing with utter indifference. She had a minute and a half, at best. Much less, before the rockets arrived. The problem wasn’t the beam alone. It was the concrete resting on one end of it. He wedged his back against the broken cement block and pushed.

Pain flared along his injured leg, sharp enough to threaten collapse. His shoulder burned as if something had torn loose inside it. But nothing else changed.

“Come on,” he said, low and vicious. “Come on, you bastard.”

He forced more of himself into the lift, legs locked, back bowed, boots grinding for purchase. Something in his chest gave way with a dry, internal crack and pain exploded white across his vision. The slab shifted. It was barely enough to notice and not enough to matter.

“Come on,” he gasped. “Fucking move.”

Her eyes fluttered open, empty at first, then faintly aware.

“That’s it,” he hissed fiercely. “Stay with me. Wriggle free. I can’t hold this much longer.”

Boots skidded in rubble behind him. Hands appeared. Roy first, already shouldering in beside the slab, then Nguyen, face streaked with soot, jaw set, followed by two others he didn’t recognise. Nobody asked questions. They saw the problem and took it on. Flemming wedged a shoulder under the steel, grunted, and nodded once. Together, they lifted. The beam moved another fraction, enough to change the equation.

“Now,” Drummond said.

They pulled her free in slivers of motion—drag, slip, wrench—as another rocket strike folded the air around them. Roy Flemming heaved and grunted. Rachel Nguyen cursed and pulled. The steel screamed. It rose, protesting, as a rocket tore the world open, heat licking across their backs.

Someone grabbed Willet’s legs and pulled her free as the beam crashed down again, inches from her skull. They dragged her across the open ground, away from the wreckage. The structure behind them collapsed, and fire spread into the space she had occupied seconds earlier. Rockets shrieked overhead, but mercifully did not fall on them.

Drummond hunched over Willet, made his body a shield, and felt burning cinders on his neck. The ringing in his ears was so loud he could hear nothing else. Not the fires, not the screams. Just that ringing inside his head. He lifted her onto his shoulders in a fireman’s carry and ran for the shelter.

This time, they all made it. Roy Flemming helped lower his old skipper to the ground. Drummond looked down at his charge.

Her eyes were open. Looking at him. Recognition there, barely.

“Drummond,” she whispered.

He collapsed beside her.

“Yeah,” he said. “You’re okay. We’re okay.”

It was a lie, of course. They were fucked. But they were alive, and that would have to do for now.
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Charlotte knelt on the pitted concrete floor of her cell, moving through her reps. Fifty push-ups, the last few feeling like she was trying to crawl out of her own grave. Fifty sit-ups, her back grazing the cold floor with each descent, warming it slightly with every repetition. Fifty squats, her thighs screaming beneath the accumulating weight of fatigue. The sequence was a liturgy she enacted with her whole body, slowly, methodically, in the dull graphite light slanting through the cell’s small, grilled portal.

Her breath rasped, and her muscles quivered like an alien presence under her skin. She welcomed it. Pain was proof, a low-fidelity signal, testifying that there was still breath in the body, which, in here, wasn’t nothing. She grunted through the final squat. “Yeah, coming for you, bitches.’

The cell stank faintly of ammonia and the iron rot of old blood. She’d last heard Ivanov’s voice three nights ago. The guards had responded like hungry dogs, set off by the rustle of their food bag. She’d heard the shouting, the thud of boots, the meaty thwack of fists. The hours since had drifted like smoke that wouldn’t clear. She’d lost count of the days. Seven, or eight maybe? Time didn’t hold its shape here.

She sat with her back against the wall, sweat cooling beneath her arms and between her breasts. The Sovs gave her just enough food to keep her alive: twice a day, grey broth; a slab of black bread sometimes flecked with mould; and, if she was lucky, a gnarled lump of gristle. She ate everything, even the flaked skin around her fingernails. Food was fuel.

She flexed her hands, the skin dry and cracked. Her heart beat a little too fast. She watched the white vapour of her breath hover, then vanish, and wondered if she would too.

The cell was maybe eight feet by ten. Concrete floor, concrete walls, a bucket in the corner that was emptied once a day. A thin mattress that smelled of the many previous occupants. She stared at the tiny window, past its wire mesh grill into the corridor outside. Waiting. But for what, she couldn’t say.

Didn’t matter either. It was time to get back to work.

Hiroshi-san had taught her this. Make your mind small, he’d said. Small and still, like a stone at the bottom of a river. The current rushes past for a hundred years, but the stone remains.

She hadn’t understood then. She’d been a kid, starving and terrified, all alone in Camp 5.

But Hiroshi-san had been patient.

So. To work. She knew the drill. Get off her ass. Get back to it. She planted herself cross-legged on the mattress, wincing as her knees cracked. Her eyelids were thin screens flickering with the movies her mind played behind them.

Breathe in. Hold. Breathe out.

Hiroshi-san had taught her this. Make your mind small, he’d said. Small and still, like a stone at the bottom of a river. The current rushes past for a hundred years, but the stone remains. She hadn’t understood that when she was just a kid, half-starved and pissing herself at night from terror. She’d thought he meant “be quiet or get beaten.”

But no, he hadn’t.

In Camp 5, she’d slept with a couple of dozen orphans packed together in a hut that smelled of jungle rot. Monsoon rain turned the floor to mud, and the steam-press heat barely eased after dark. The guards barked orders and lashed out for the smallest things: a glance gone wrong, a murmur, anything, really.

But not Hiroshi-san. He was an old sergeant who insisted they speak to him in Japanese and who, unlike the other guards, took the time to teach them how. He corrected their posture, their tone. Their manners, especially Charlotte’s. But he never once raised his hand against any of them. Not that she could remember.

And he ignored them when they prayed. Every night, after the noise of the camp had fallen away, he’d stand by the door and light a cigarette. It was a signal. They could, if they chose, kneel by their beds and say their prayers. He always faced away. She knew now that Hiroshi-san was providing overwatch while she prayed for her parents, who were dead, and for the world, which had fallen into madness with their loss. Mostly, however, she prayed because Sergeant Hiroshi let them. She hadn’t believed in God by then, but she closed her eyes like the rest of the children, because it helped her imagine a world where someone, anyone, might answer back.

“Why do you let us do that?” she’d asked him once, in halting Japanese.

He’d looked at her for a long moment, his face unreadable, before answering.

“Because some things cannot be taken,” he’d said. “Only given away.”

Charlotte opened her eyes in another prison, on the far side of the world, and the cell emerged slowly from the gloom: pitted concrete streaked with rust; the steel bucket in the corner, rank with its own slow ferment; the faint drip of water behind the wall. The air hung still, heavy with damp. Not so different from Camp 5, really. Just colder and darker. She rolled onto her side, careful of her hip, which still ached from a kicking she’d taken on her first day, and pushed herself upright, shuffling to the door, where she tapped out three quick knocks with the edge of her knuckle.

You there?

Nothing.

She pressed her ear to the metal grill. There was always a chance the guards were hovering nearby, waiting for something to punish. She waited, counting heartbeats. Sometimes Ivanov didn’t respond. He might be asleep, injured, or away for questioning.

Then, three taps. Yes.

Relief flooded through her, sudden and sharp. She pressed her forehead against the cold mass of the heavy door. Not much comfort, but still.

You good? she tapped out in Morse Code.

A longer pause this time. The silence stretched and held. Then the reply: The best.

Her smile was small and tight, the kind you can manage with cracked lips. A while ago, he might have replied with something like, I am Russian. What is this good you speak of? But they had come to know each other well, and Ivanov had adapted his innately grim worldview to her sunnier, Californian ways.

With care, she tapped out a single letter.

H. For Harry. The question was implied.

They’d been through this exchange a dozen times. Harry was somewhere in this prison. They’d all been dragged down here together after their capture in the warehouse. Since then, though, nothing.

The key was not to think too far ahead, not to reach into that nothingness.

Hiroshi-san had taught her that, too, though she’d never thanked him for it.

You cannot change what will happen, he’d said, voice soft and guttural, almost lost beneath the low drone of hunger and grief. You can only choose how you will meet it.

The rice ration had been halved for three days, and even the older kids were crying quietly, their stomachs twisting with emptiness. Charlotte had been too angry to cry.

“That’s so stupid,” she’d yelled at him in English. He could’ve slapped her. She’d braced for it, as best she could remember. Perhaps she had even wanted it.

Instead, he’d knelt. Slowly—so slowly she heard his knees pop—until his face was level with hers, his eyes unreadable in the dim light.

The body can be caged, he said in Japanese. His voice wasn’t loud, and it wasn’t kind, either. He was stating a fact. The body can be hurt. It will die. All bodies do. These things— he gestured with a small chopping motion of his hand—are certain.

Then he reached up and touched his chest. Reached out and poked her shoulder.

But the spirit, he continued, and for just a second his voice caught, like cloth on a nail. The spirit stays free. Always. Unless you give it away.

She didn’t understand any of it until Hiroshi-san showed her how, the day he died.

The uptimers came in fast and heavy. The Japanese garrison barely managed to assemble before it was already over. Some of the guards who’d run the women’s and children’s barracks tried to flee, but Hiroshi-san did not run.

Charlotte saw him emerge from the guards’ hut carrying his rifle, his posture straight, his expression calm, almost bored. He did not look at her. He did not look at any of the children. He moved as he always had, with no wasted motion. He advanced toward the American Marines with a calm that felt unreal to her, raising his weapon, firing once, firing twice, then stepping forward again.

As a child, she thought he looked like someone who had misunderstood the rules of a game far too late. As an adult, she knew better.

The Marines cut him down. In her memory, it wasn’t at all dramatic, more of an… interruption to a story than a climax. Hiroshi-san dropped into the dirt maybe twenty feet from where Charlotte stood, his body folding like a tired man sitting down too fast, close enough that she could see the slackness settle into his face.

And she felt⁠—

What?

Confusion, yes, but something else she couldn’t name on that great and terrible day. Much later, she’d come to understand that it was shame. He’d been kind, in his way. He’d let them pray. He’d taught them how to make themselves small in a hellish world full of monsters forever looking for children they might eat. And then he’d walked into a firestorm as if it were harmless, as if the bullets were mere droplets of soft rain.

She understood now.

Hiroshi-san had tried to teach them this: death will not undo you, but fear will. The body will be destroyed; you have no choice in that. But you can still make choices in that moment. You can remain sovereign. The body is a slow catastrophe. It bleeds, it breaks, it soils itself, and eventually it is stilled. Nobody gets to say no to that. President or pauper, sinners and saints, the end comes for them all. But every one of them can still die as though it matters.

With Ivanov silent beyond the wall, Charlotte returned to her mattress. The chill of the concrete leached through the padding. Her hands, to her mild surprise and deep satisfaction, were not shaking. No heavy pulse beat in her throat. There was no fevered heat behind her eyes. This body, she knew, was not hers anymore. It belonged to this place, to whatever came next. But the way she met what came next? That remained hers. And she’d made her choice already.

When they came for her, she would make the fuckers work for it. She would not let them break her the way the women at Camp 5 had been broken. She would fight. She would give them no choice but to put her down.

Hiroshi-san would understand. The spirit remains free. Unless you give it away.

Charlotte Francois would give nothing away.

She was ready.

The only question was⁠—

The building shook. A dull crump, distant and deeply wrong, like thunder arriving through concrete. The floor bucked slightly beneath her feet. The heavy door shuddered, and she froze, trying to parse all of the tiny elements suddenly rushing in through her senses.

Charlotte was on her feet instantly, ears straining as another impact, closer and bigger, sucked some of the air out of the room. Flakes of mortar peppered her shoulders. She blinked but didn’t flinch. A third explosion followed immediately, and now she could hear shouting in Russian, boots pounding in corridors.

Charlotte moved fast to the wall, knuckles already striking.

What was that?

Ivanov’s response came at once.

Rocket attack.

She paused, her heart rate climbing now. Then: Who?

A breath-long silence.

The, he called out, “I don’t know. Partisans, maybe.”

Her body buzzed, not with hope, but with something much more useful. Possibility.

The explosions came in a roll now. The overhead lights flickered, and darkness dropped like a curtain. Then red emergency lamps kicked in, bathing the world outside her cell in the blood-dimmed wash of a fever dream. The cell looked smaller in that light. Less a cage, more of a gorgon’s mouth. More explosions came, a whole string of them now, and all the lights went out.

Charlotte pressed her ear to the door. Gunfire. Automatic weapons, close enough that she could distinguish the different calibres. AKs barking, something heavier returning fire. The gunfire was distant, but she could make out the weapons, AKs snarling down a hall, the deeper, cleaner bass of a shotgun hitting back. The snarling cough of an MP5. Then the secondary explosions started.

She backed away from the door and dropped into a ready stance, arms loose but ready. If the fighting reached her cell, she’d⁠—

What? What exactly are you ready for?

She had no weapons. No body armour.

For a minute or more, the gunfire fell away, or maybe it was swallowed by the uproar of the rocket attack. She was almost of a mind that nothing would come of this. Some air raid had gone off target and then⁠—

The firefight moved closer. A torrent of rounds lit up the corridor outside. Louder, sharper, too fast to sort. Her ears rang, and she swallowed hard. She heard someone screaming. Then silence again, profound and ringing.

Footsteps, maybe?

Yes!

Multiple pairs, moving fast, but not close. She closed her eyes and breathed the way Hiroshi-san had taught her: in through the nose, down to the belly, out through the mouth, slow and controlled.

The spirit remains free.

A silhouette appeared at the door, and a woman spoke.

“Get it open, go go⁠—“

The lock rattled. Metal scraping metal. Then the door swung wide, and Charlotte was already moving, launching herself at the first figure through the doorway, hands up to strike⁠—

“Charlotte! No, it’s me! Harry!”

She stopped.

He stood in the doorway, hands raised, eyes wide. Behind him, a woman in tactical gear, and behind her.

Ivanov, leaning heavily on a soldier, a medic, she thought, blood on his face but alive.

Harry lowered his hands slowly.

“It’s over,” he said. “We’re going home.”
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It had been some time since Harry had pondered his alternate existence, whatever had become of him back upwhen. He understood the theory well enough to make everything worse. As Professor Einstein had explained it, quietly, almost apologetically, during a garden party at the Palace, with the roses in full bloom and the sandwiches delightfully dainty, the future had not been emptied out by their departure from it. The universe didn’t work that way. It multiplied rather than subtracted.

Einstein, tugging faintly at his moustache, had spoken of many worlds, of divergence and infinity, as though this were the most natural thing in the world. The universe Harry had come from was still there, a singular bubble among countless others, drifting in what the old bloke had called, with faint wonder, the infinite foam of creation. The Harry he was had not replaced the Harry he remembered, but merely stepped onto another path. Harry found the idea unsettling because it meant there was, somewhere or somewhen, a man who was him in every way that mattered, except that one of them knew the labyrinth existed, while the other walked its maze without ever seeing the walls.

His bare foot came down on something sharp, a shard of concrete or broken tile, and the sudden spike of pain cut through the fog of memory and speculation. He stumbled, caught himself against the damp wall, and blinked. The corridor swam back into focus. Emergency lights glowed red as the stench of the place rushed back in through his nostrils. Charlotte, hurrying alongside him, gave him a worried look.

“Should we get you a walking frame, grandpa?” she said. “You need a hand?”

“You’ll get the back of my hand, young lady,” he muttered.

They pushed on, nobody saying much else. They couldn’t move quickly. Neither he nor Ivanov was in good shape. Harry supposed he might well be dead in that other world, but it was nice to think that everything could’ve worked out for the best by now. The War on Terror eventually won. Everyone home to shiny medals and pats on the back. He might even have married well by now, if such a thing were possible for somebody like him back there. Not a chance the family would’ve let him take up with someone like Jules. Or perhaps he’d stayed with the army and risen through the ranks on merit rather than bloodline. Life on the civil list was a bit of a horror show after all. All of those garden parties and agricultural shows and school fêtes. The fêtes worse than death, his grandmother like to joke when he was very young. He’d laughed because he knew she was telling a joke, even though at that age he didn’t really understand it.

So it was nice, sometimes, to imagine himself comfortably fat and middle-aged, and perhaps holding down a colonelcy somewhere in a Highland regiment, with a dutiful wife—suitably hot of course—possibly not someone to the liking of the family, but somebody they’d put up with because his brother was the important one. And as long as Will did the right thing, popped out a few heirs and a few spares, Harry liked to imagine he would’ve been left to suit himself.

The fluorescent tubes overhead buzzed and flickered back on, washing out the emergency lights and casting everything in a sickly grey. Every breath tasted of human misery. Harry’s bare feet slapped against the cold floor, each step sending a dull ache up through his legs and back. The prison dungarees they’d given him chafed at his neck and wrists.

He glanced sideways, a quick inventory, the way one does. Charlotte was with him still. Ivanov too. And that alone felt like a minor miracle. Ivanov had it the worst of them. That was obvious at once. His body told the story without embellishment: One eye swollen shut, the careful tilt away from his left side, the stiffness in his gait, the way his head lagged a fraction behind his shoulders when he turned. Charlotte, for her part, looked like she’d been … reduced. She had definitely lost weight and a lot of sleep, her face drawn and pale in the harsh light. The prison diet had done its work, cheekbones sharper, collarbones more prominent, her skin almost translucent, the veins showing through here and there. And yet thankfully, mercifully, it seemed she had not otherwise been touched.

That thought skidded sideways in his mind, and he tried not to follow it.

Failed.

Because if they hadn’t touched her, it was most likely compulsory restraint rather than moral code. Charlotte had been preserved. Set aside for trade. Her body remained unmolested for reasons that had nothing to do with mercy. He shook his head as they hastened through the dungeon basement. Time to ignore all of that later. Now, he told himself, was the moment for motion. For catching up with Dan Black’s cutthroats and getting the hell out of this place. The thought had barely settled when they rounded the last corner, and there was Black, herding Professor Bremmer toward the exit Elana had described. He shook his head.

Good God. Elana Mitchell. He hadn’t expected to see her again.

He’d half-known she’d been working on the Continent, but never in a million years would he have imagined she’d pop up here in Marseille, with this band of thugs and ne’er-do-wells. The corridor here was wider, the plaster walls cracked like dried mud and streaked with old water stains that looked as though the building had been weeping for years. Somewhere overhead, the entire structure groaned, an exhausted sound, as it settled into a new and fragile equilibrium after the missile strikes. A cruel smile played across his face at the idea that Skarov was dead, atomised by a cruise missile that flew in through the windows of his office, the very window Harry had been looking out of not so long ago, contemplating his sorry lot.

Oh well, fortunes of war, comrade.

Herr Bremmer, meanwhile, was not smiling at all. He dragged his feet, twisted his shoulders, muttered something sharp that Harry didn’t quite catch. The men escorting him were experienced. They adjusted their grip and kept him moving.

“Your Highness, please,” Bremmer called out, stiffening his body, pulling back, when he recognised Harry.

“Huh?” Harry said, lost in his own thoughts. God, this brain fog was getting worse, not better.

“Your Highness, please, I cannot. My family, I simply cannot do this.”

He frowned and stared at Bremmer, the reason they were all here. The reason so many of his friends were dead.

“Sorry? What do you mean, Professor?” Harry said.

He realised, belatedly, that his thoughts had scattered again. They kept doing that. Slipping their leads, bolting off in different directions. He tried to gather them up, but everything in the world felt padded and distant. It might have been the Russians’ earlier attentions, or it might have been whatever the medic had injected. His aches and pains had retreated to a low, background thrum, but there may have been a mild sedative as well, perhaps something to make him a bit more compliant. If so, Ernst Bremmer could do with taste.

“I’m sorry, I don’t understand,” he said, shaking his head.

Bremmer blinked at him, incredulous. “These men,” he said, jabbing a finger vaguely in the direction of Black’s people, “they want me to go with them.”

“Yes,” Harry said patiently. “We would all like to leave the NKVD torture dungeon. Ideally, sooner rather than later. Is there a problem with that?”

Bremmer’s reaction was immediate and theatrical. His hands rose, palms out, a gesture of protest or despair. His face had darkened with colour; his eyes, magnified and distorted by the grimy lenses of his spectacles, flashed with an intensity that suggested not confusion, but certainty. He looked like a man confronting the limits of explanation, astonished that what he perceived so clearly remained invisible to everyone else.

“My family,” Bremmer said. The words came out small, almost embarrassed. “The Russian promised me I would see my family again.”

Harry turned to Elana. She gave a small, unapologetic shrug. “Not my problem,” she said. “You were my problem, Harry. And getting these hoodlums in,” she gestured at Black and his men, “And I’ve dealt with both rather well, I think.” She checked the corridor behind them, her posture shifting subtly, one hand settling on the pistol at her hip. “We need to move.”

He saw Dan Black frowning at their exchange and wondered how they had come to be here together, what strange chain of events had intersected at this precise point beneath Marseille. He resisted the temptation to supply a story. There would be time to discuss all that over a cup of tea later on. For now, they rather needed to fuck all the way off.

Black shifted his weight. His gaze flicked to Bremmer, then away again. Harry recognised the look, a man contemplating the most direct solution, coshing the professor and hauling him away like a sack of spuds.

“We don’t have time for this shit,” one of his other men said.

A cold-eyed bugger that one, Harry thought. He had the flat affect of someone who’d done terrible things and slept just fine afterwards. Precisely the sort of serviceable villain you found in situations like this, loyal only to the contract, and incurious about the finer details so long as the money cleared.

“Carter,” Black said, not bothering to raise his voice, “go ahead and make sure the exfil route is still good.”

Carter nodded without comment, but frowned slightly, as though already irritated by whatever he might find. He moved off down the corridor, his boots splashing through a shallow puddle of something viscous and dark.

“My family,” Bremmer said again, desperation bleeding into his voice. He took a step toward Harry, hands raised in appeal. “Please. You must help me. You must understand⁠—”

Harry found that he didn’t. Or that whatever capacity he’d once had for understanding had been blunted. Because he remembered Cairo. Viv had died there, and he’d put Julia on a medevac flight because of Bremmer and his family. The recollection arrived unsoftened by time. The children they’d believed belonged to the German were not his at all. They weren’t even children in any meaningful sense. Rather, they were sparrows trained in one of Beria’s special schools. Small, lethal creatures. They had come this close to killing Julia before she killed them.

Bremmer’s hands remained outstretched, but the space between them felt immeasurable.

Harry blinked and shook his head, trying to dislodge the swarm of thoughts threatening to scatter in every direction at once. My God, he thought. She’d been forced to kill children. Tiny monsters wearing the skin of children, perhaps, but children all the same. There was no version of that one could live with.

“Ernst,” he said, keeping his voice even, “they’re gone.”

“No,” the German protested, his voice rising. “Skarov… Herr Skarov, he promised.”

Harry stared at him. The man clung to Skarov’s promise because it was the only thing between him and the abyss.

“Ernst, listen to yourself. He took your wife and children. Why would you believe him? They’re gone, Ernst. They’re just gone. I’m sorry. But we need to be gone, too. We can’t stay here any longer.”

Another groan rolled through the structure, deeper than before, followed by the sharp crack of overstressed concrete. Dust sifted down like dirty snow. Somewhere in the distance came the sound of voices shouting in Russian.

Bremmer folded his arms and jutted his chin out at them, a stubborn child refusing to leave the playground. “I refuse. I refuse to go until⁠—”

The medic who had treated Harry when they’d found him in his cell—Merrill, that was his name—stepped forward and buried a syringe in Bremmer’s neck, thumb pressing the plunger home.

The German cried out and jerked away, but it was pointless. Merrill had already delivered the full dose. Bremmer’s protest collapsed into a wet, confused sound as his eyes fluttered wildly, and his knees buckled. He slid to the floor, Merrill grabbing him at the last moment to save him from cracking his skull.

“Fuck this guy,” Black said, without emphasis. “Soneski, a little help?”

“Sure, boss,” a thin, angular man with a sharp face replied. He knelt and lifted Bremmer by the legs. The professor swung between him and the medic, unconscious, but compliant at last.

“Anybody else got a problem with getting out of here?” Dan asked.

As it happened, nobody did.
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They were a long time hiding in the tunnels under the city, the hours leaching one into the next until it seemed they might never escape the sodden underrealms of Marseille. The ubiquitous Christos, true to his word if not Elena’s, was waiting for them at the bottom of the well shaft, ready to guide them to an exfil point far removed from the stormwater drain they’d used to enter the underground world.

“Nice work on the rockets, pal,” Carter deadpanned.

Christos nodded, “I am Christos, you are welcome.”

He led them away from the old village well shaft, deep beneath the fortress.

Every so often, they heard the Russians searching. Muffled voices, boots slapping in the water. Once, a single gunshot echoed, then silence for hours. The pursuit was never close enough to cause panic, but it was persistent enough to keep everyone on edge.

Christos led them to what he called a “mechanic’s closet,” a disused maintenance room buried deep in the underground system. A scarred wooden workbench stood in one corner beneath a half-collapsed ventilation duct, and mould clung to the walls like a second skin, but compared to the sewers, it was clean and dry. Christos assured them they were safe here, and Dan could believe it. The twisted, difficult path to the room had taken them through a labyrinth of ancient tunnels and crawl spaces. Dragging Bremmer through it all, that’d been, well, a fucking drag.

Dan sat on the floor with his back against the wall, knees up, idly playing with a broken valve wheel. He watched the others take turns sleeping.

Merrill had to dose Bremmer up again when the rocket scientist refused to keep his mouth shut. It started with him murmuring a few names as he came out from under the first shot, his wife and kids Dan assumed, softly at first, but getting louder, as though he might find his family, call them to him, if only they could hear him. Dan told Johnny Merrill to hit him up again, and Merrill administered the second dose without comment. A quick jab, a sigh, and oblivion descended on the German again. Windsor was right about that at least. Bremmer’s wife and kids were gone. Dead, or as good as dead.

His gaze flicked over to Harry, the gesture almost furtive, as though he didn’t want to be caught looking at him. They hadn’t had that much to say to each other. Dan had seen Windsor checking him out a couple of times, sizing him up, he supposed. Wondering how a man comes back from the dead. There was no animosity in the glances, but there was some caution and reserve behind them. It’d only be natural to worry about the guy who’d once been your fiancé’s lover.

Until she murdered their unborn child, of course.

Dan had once believed in cause and consequence, in justice as a linear sequence. But now he understood, as the whole world did since the Transition, that time was anything but linear. And justice? That was something a man took for himself if he had the means and the will, but most didn’t.

With Julia, he’d long ago accepted that he did not.

He turned away from Harry and instead looked to Elena, or Elana, or whatever the hell cover she was using now, regarding her the way one might consider that one last drink at the end of a hard night – knowing it wouldn’t help, suspecting it might do real harm, but toying with the idea all the same. She seemed utterly unrepentant for having lied to him in Barcelona, then lied again in Marseille, easily maintaining the air of a woman who knew she’d never be held to account for any damn thing.

He tried to shrug it off. After all, how many lies had he told over the last decade or so, and for causes far less noble? It wasn’t even the nature of the work anymore, he thought. It had become his nature, and yet he couldn’t let go of it. Of her. She’d played him like a tiny violin, and he’d barely felt her fingers working the strings. He wondered idly if Siregar knew. Dan pictured the Indonesian’s amused shrug, a kretek cigarette paused mid-air, and a glint in his eyes to suggest that no betrayal was ever unexpected. Not only would Siregar be unbothered, but he might also even enjoy the idea of having a British spy on his payroll, even if she was on the payroll specifically to spy on him. Siri trafficked in both information and ironies after all.

Time passed slowly in the brick-walled quiet of the workman’s chamber. Nobody said much. In fact, they hardly spoke at all. The acoustics were treacherous. Sound behaved unpredictably in the tunnels. A whisper or a cough might find a path upward, spiralling along a drain and up through a rusted grate to reach the ear of some NKVD goon. Unlikely, perhaps, but then, so was the world they lived in.

Dan paced the small room for a few minutes every hour, stretching his legs and back, keeping the blood moving. Christos dozed in a corner. Elena read a small paperback, produced from one of the pockets of her photographer’s vest. Dan found himself staring at the bricks, each one a little different, yet all of them the same.

It was well after midnight before Christos stirred and gave the smallest of nods. He used no words, just that small movement to start rousing them. He led them up through the tunnels, emerging from a covered culvert two klicks south of the old port, water lapping around their boots, the stars above blurred by a lowering shroud of angry storm clouds.

The long exfil from the city went more smoothly and much faster than the comparatively short journey they’d had from the fortress until then. The professor was conscious, but quiet now, his spirit irreparably broken. Nonetheless, Merrill stayed close by with another shot. Carter flanked him on the other side, his fingers occasionally brushing the heavy rubber blackjack he carried at one hip. Christos led them back to the same beat-up truck that had smuggled them in. He and Elena rode up front as it rattled along the city’s back roads while Dan and the others squeezed into the hidden compartment in the rear, now enlarged by removing a row of tea chests.

They kept their guns ready and their wits about them. The escape plan, such as it was, anticipated shooting their way through any roadblocks.

There were none on the route that the old Greek communist took them.

Dan wondered if Christos was a traitor to the red cause, or just some fragment of a tiny Marxist sect broken loose from the Comintern. But none of it mattered, as long as they got out.
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They got out.

The Dakota heaved itself into the hush between darkness and dawn, chewing up the runway and belching black smoke as it clawed into the sky. It flew low over the rich, dark earth of southern France, where deeper shadows pooled between the rolling hills. Then the high wall of the Pyrenees rose before them, forcing the plane to climb, groaning in protest. Dan moved through the cabin, pausing beside each of the team, his team, trading brief, fraternal handshakes, murmured words of thanks, and hollow promises of downtime. Each man, he knew, would find a bottle, or a card game, a woman who didn’t ask questions, whatever worked for him. And when that stopped working, they’d come find him for another job.

Merrill passed the flask around, offering to share with the others as the sky grew pale. The Russian, Ivanov, gave a brief nod, declining with a smile that didn’t touch his eyes. He nursed a vodka bottle half-wrapped in cheesecloth, a medicinal remedy prescribed by Elana. She handed it to Ivanov with a folded slip of paper, murmuring something Dan couldn’t hear over the engines. Ivanov read the note, and something shifted behind his eyes. He tucked the paper into his breast pocket and uncapped the vodka, raising it a fraction of an inch to no one in particular before taking a careful pull.

“Good news?” Harry asked.

“No,” the Russian said. “I am going home.”

Francois took a long pull from Merrill’s flask, then another, jaw clenched like she was trying to bite through the neck of the small, steel bottle. Dan watched the set of her shoulders, the way she held onto the drink like a goddamned life preserver. Obviously too young to have come through the Transition, she’d gone uptime native. All the way. With short hair and callused hands, she looked like she could gut a man as easily as kiss him. He’d seen her type before, in those first weeks after the Transition.

He’d almost married one.

He wondered what Charlotte’s story was, and whether she wanted a job.

Windsor waved off the flask with a soft “Thanks, but I’m fine,” and busied himself at the makeshift tea and coffee station mounted in place of the luggage bin. Around him, the old prop-driven C-47 bucked and juddered with every unexpected gust and air pocket. The tin mug rattled faintly as he slotted it beneath the spout. Boiling water hissed, and he fussed over a teabag as though getting it just right was the only thing keeping them aloft.

Dan watched the process with something approaching contempt. He knew Windsor was desperate to talk to him, but fuck that noise. His interests and his grievances lay elsewhere. With Elana, Elena, whatever, but she was evading him, he was sure, hiding out in the cockpit with Christos. He watched their silhouettes leaning together behind the dividing curtain, caught in some exchange muted by the engine’s roar.

After a while, Harry eased back into his seat, propping his feet up onto an ammunition crate to enjoy his cup of tea. When he was done, he folded his arms across his chest, and within minutes, he was asleep, mouth slightly open, snoring. The others gradually surrendered to sleep as well, post-op exhaustion overtaking them. Dan tried to get some shut-eye, but it wouldn’t come, leaving him alone with his thoughts in the noisy cabin.

He had been a long time dead.

It’d worked for him, at first.

No, he admitted as he tried to get comfortable in the wicker chair, which never offered any real comfort, no matter how he shifted. He tried again, leaning left, but the cheap frame groaned, and something in his lower back tweaked, sending a hot wire up to his neck. Fuck it. No, being dead had worked fine for him right up until he’d seen Julia in Cairo, and he’d decided to come back to life.

There was no point pretending to himself that he didn’t have a choice, that the Russians would have killed her or put a bag on her if he hadn’t. He’d seen her, and he’d made his choice. Same way, he’d decided to take Hoover up on his offer to join the Bulwark so many years ago. Same as he’d decided to leave that behind when it went screwy after J. Edgar’s death and exposure.

His ‘outing’ the uptimers called it.

His hand curled into a fist on the armrest. He forced it open. Fingernails had left pale crescents in his palm.

God, they were such fucking hypocrites.

He stared at Harry, sleeping across the cabin from him, a figure who, in another story, might have been a king. Here, his feet were shod in a dead man’s boots, and one eye had swollen nearly shut, the lid a shiny purple-black that would look even worse tomorrow. His lips were split in two places, crusted at the corners. And of course, he was cursed with red hair. Starting to thin out, too, unless he was mistaken. Dan ran his hands through his own hair, thick and heavy, a little grey here and there, but a first-rate head of hair. You couldn’t deny it. He chewed at the same thought, over and over, the one that’d nagged at him the last few years.

Julia? And this guy?

His jaw throbbed. The muscles there ached from clenching. How long had he been doing that? Hours, probably. How the hell had Julia ended up with this guy?

Dan’s thoughts twisted on themselves. He warned himself, gently, without much conviction, not to indulge in make-believe. Just because he wanted this asshole to be some way, that didn’t make him so. Dan made himself unlock his teeth, roll his shoulders. The knots stayed. He regarded Harry again, not as a rival but a cipher he had to crack. He was a soldier, or had been. A good one, they said. But they would, wouldn’t they? Him being a fucking prince of the realm. He was a spy now, Dan supposed. But so what? That didn’t make him special on this plane. The guy had taken his licks in that prison. He was pretty badly tore up, but he hadn’t said a word about it since they busted him out. Hadn’t even asked Merrill for an aspirin. So he wasn’t a crybaby. His first thought had been for his team, too. Not himself.

Dan’s fingers drummed once against the wicker. He stopped. Listened to his own breath instead. It was coming faster than it should. He frowned, shook his head, and dismissed it all with a silent curse. Enough of this. What he needed, urgently, was to take a piss.

He hauled himself out of the wicker seat, every movement a negotiation with all of his many pains. Knees first, then the small of his back, then that bastard of a full-body ache that he couldn’t blame on any one thing other than getting older every damnned day. This line of work grew heavier each year, and the truth of it was that he didn’t need to be here at all. He had the villa on Bali, up in the mountains, overlooking the lake. There were accounts in Switzerland that no revenue collector would ever hear about. He had been happily dead, now he just felt like he was dying as he limped down the unpressurised belly of an old-ass flying cargo barge, hunting for a bucket to piss in.

At the rear of the aircraft, Christos had stationed two steel buckets, their purpose unambiguous. A drawstring curtain provided the illusion of privacy, probably for Elana.

Dan planted his boots wide, one hand braced against the fuselage as he took care of business. The aircraft dipped and bucked. He swore and corrected his aim. When he was done, he slotted the bucket back into place, sealed the lid, and stood there for a moment longer than necessary, steadying himself. Then he turned around, pulled back the curtain and jumped.

Windsor was standing there, waiting for him.

“Can we have a chat?”

“Fuck! No! And… fuck no. Can’t a guy take a leak in private?”

Harry snorted and shook his head. His mouth twitched, almost into a smile, if his split lip had allowed it.

“Not on this plane, no.”

Dan moved to push past. Windsor shifted, but not enough. Just enough to keep them toe to toe in a space barely wide enough for one man, let alone two. Dan could smell the dried blood on him and the stink of the sewers.

“We need to talk about her,” Windsor said. “About Julia.”

“No, we don’t,” Dan said, but he’d stopped moving.

“You can at least let me try to say thank you.”

“What?” Dan said. “Why?”

“Cairo,” Harry said. “On that Russian freighter. I know it was you and your men there. You saved both of us, most importantly, her.”

He held out his hand.

Dan stared at it. The knuckles were scraped raw, two fingers strapped in fresh white medical tape. The hand trembled, barely, but it was there.

“I just had a piss,” Dan said.

“I heard. I’ll wash my hands afterwards.”

“Well,” Dan started, and surprised himself. His hand moved before his brain caught up. Windsor had a surprisingly firm grip for a guy who’d been starved and beaten in a Soviet dungeon for… Dan realised he had no idea how long Harry and the others had been in there.

He let go, and his hand felt strange. He didn’t know where to put it. Ended up jamming it in his pocket, fingers curling into a fist against the seam.

“We weren’t on that ship to rescue you,” Dan said. “We were looking for Bremmer.”

“You and half of fucking Cairo,” Harry said. “Either way. We owe you. I owe you. If there’s anything you ever need, just let me know.”

“A prince of the blood royal on the hook for favour, eh?” Dan said. “Could be useful, I guess.”

“I’m not a prince anymore.”

“So you can’t wave your magic sword and turn me and my boys into knights or barons or something?”

“Not so much, no. But if you need a submarine or some cruise missiles in a pinch, I could ask around.”

Dan nodded as though he was thinking it over. The plane’s engine coughed, missed a beat, and the whole fuselage shuddered. For half a second, there was nothing but wind screaming through gaps in the riveted hull, a sound like the world coming apart at the seams.

“There is something you can do,” he said, raising his voice as the engine’s roar returned.

“Name it.”

“Don’t tell anyone.”

“I’m sorry?”

“Don’t tell anyone you met me. Don’t let them know I’m alive.”

Windsor nodded slowly as though considering it, but Dan’s chest tightened. He knew what was coming. Could see it building in the set of the other man’s jaw. “I can’t lie to Julia,” he said.

“I guess that’s why she chose you,” Dan said. The words came out a lot rougher than he’d meant. He looked away, down the length of the fuselage toward the cockpit, anywhere but at Windsor’s face.

The plane bucked, and Harry had to adjust to stay on his feet. “She can keep a secret,” he said. “She was an embed with your Marines. She had clearance.”

“They weren’t my Marines,” Dan said.

Harry ignored the petty remark.

“Dan,” he said. “She knows you’re alive. She saw you on the Bulgakov. And I know you went to the hospital. I thought you were a doctor, but no, that was you, wasn’t it? She kept saying your name while she was under.”

Dan’s vision tunnelled. The fuselage walls seemed to close in, then snap back. He heard the words, but they took a moment to reach any sense of meaning, like they had to travel through water first.

“I don’t need to put you or your men in my after-action report,” Harry said. “Elana was the agent in charge. She can take all the credit. But Julia knows. And I won’t lie to her.”

“Can we trust her?” Dan asked, deflecting. “Elana, I mean.”

Harry surprised him by laughing out loud, a rough barking sound that faltered a little when it hit his broken ribs. “Have you met Miss Fortiana?”

Despite everything, Dan felt his mouth twitch. “Fair point.”

Then Harry’s hand was on his arm, just above the elbow. Dan hadn’t seen him reach out, and the contact jolted him. “But you can trust me,” Harry said. “I’ll speak to Elana. She’ll be more than happy to put one in the favour bank.”

“Okay,” Dan said. He cleared his throat and tried again, a bit louder. “Okay then. I can live with that.”

Harry’s hand fell away from his elbow. He was holding it out to shake again.

“Deal,” he said.

“Deal,” Dan Black agreed.


EPILOGUE


The microphone’s hanging there like a stainless steel spider’s chromium egg sack. I watch him perform. Kerouac leans into it, and the room levitates. This is what they came for, so the crowd leans in, too. They love him. They always love him, which is always Jack’s problem.

“And I’m telling you, man, the whole country is cracked like a windshield somebody put a fist through, and you can still see through it, you can still drive, but you know it’s broken, you know⁠—”

He’s standing now like a puppet pulled up by the strings.

His water glass is forgotten, the ice melting, like the North Pole will be one day. Jack’s hands are cutting the hot, humid air in this place into blocks. The crowd is jacked in now. This is their Jack. The voice, their prophet, the witness to our crack-up.

“…Tulsa to Memphis to here and every truck stop every diner and every jazz joint, man, I see the future folded back on itself and on us and we’re like two movies playing on the same screen, two films overlapping…”

The Skywire rig hums. Forty-seven cities listening tonight. Half a million souls jacked into the pure signal. Nothing for it but to let him roll, so I lean back in my chair and feel my abs engage. Sixteen months clean. Sixteen months of iron and protein, and the murder of the parasite that was killing me. Watching Jack is like peeling myself open and rummaging around in the wetness and corruption because a junky is still a junky, even sixteen months clean, and we know. We always know.

“…in Amarillo, I met a waitress sixty-five years old, and she showed me a photograph from when she was twenty, and you know what, man, you know what she was wearing in that photo? Blue jeans and a T-shirt like some uptime kid because she’d seen her own future, so she just went early man, told me she jumped the timeline.”

He looks at the water glass like he’s never seen one before. Picks it up and drinks deep. The pause gives me the space I need to get this back on track.

“What Jack is describing,” I say into my mic, “is the temporal dysphoria of our age. The Transition brought us wonders. It brought you here tonight, but it also brought epistemic collapse. It broke future history into shards and splinters.”

“Yeah,” Jack says. “Yeah, exactly, man, that’s what I’m⁠—“

I cut him off before he can get rolling again. He seems surprised to find himself standing up, so he sits down again.

“But here’s the question.” I lean forward, addressing him direct. “If you’ve seen your history, Jack, if you know how the movie ends, and you didn’t care for it, why are you still running that film? Why are you on this road if you know the road goes nowhere?”

The room falls quiet. This wasn’t in the script because there is no script. That’s the point of Skycasting.

Jack looks at me, and for a second, I see it. The junky’s need.

“I dunno, Bill,” he says slowly, “but maybe if I keep moving, man, maybe if I’m fast enough it’ll go somewhere different.”

“It’s already different, Jack. The question is, what do we do with that? What can you control?”

Jack runs a hand through his hair. “But what do you control, Bill? Seriously?”

He thinks he got me there, but I smile.

“My pre-tax income and my body fat percentage.”

A few people laugh. Somebody hisses me. Someone else boos. Fuck them. Otherwise, the room is dead silent. This is what they came for, even if they don’t know it yet.

“You’ll suffer, Jack, no matter what,” I tell him. “That’s what life is. To suffer and die. But choosing your pain, the pain of commitment or the pain of regret, that’s freedom.”

I pull out the slim volume. Junky.

“Can I read you something?”

“Sure, man,” he says quietly.

I ask the crowd.

“Can I?”

They clap now. Some of them cheer because they don’t know any better.

I open the book to the marked passage, and I read, quoting the words I had not written.

“Morphine hits the backs of the legs first, then the back of the neck, a spreading wave of relaxation slackening the muscles away from the bones so that you seem to float without outlines, like lying in warm salt water.”

I go on like this, explaining that as the wave spread through my meat, it carried with it fear.

“The fear of death; the shutting off of breath; the stopping of blood.”

I put the book down.

“When I was young,” I tell them, “I lived in terror. I was laughed at. Beaten up. I was threatened every day, and I hated myself for it. Not my tormentors. Me.”

I can feel the psychic fishhooks puncturing their soft, fleshy minds and sinking in. The connection is physical now. And I start, carefully and very, very slowly, to reel them in.

“In time, I learned to hide my terror, to anesthetize myself to fear and pain and most especially to self-loathing. I made myself fit in. I dressed like my tormentors. I carried myself through their world pretending I belonged. I kept company with others of the same ilk. And when the sharp edges of that world rubbed away my skin and chafed at the exposed nerves underneath, I treated the pain with dope.”

I can see their heads nodding. The room is so quiet I can hear someone sobbing.

In the corner, two men in expensive suits sit perfectly still, except for their hands, which are taking notes. I see them. Jack doesn’t. I wonder if they’re Feds, or something else. The ones who decide what signals get through and which ones get jammed.

Not my problem, right now.

“I’m only here because I was saved,” I go on. “The Transition nearly killed me. Instant fame, then all that wealth, from books I did not write. A junky with good credit, can you imagine?”

A nervous, sick-sounding laugh tells me they can.

“I would have died if I had not found the iron to survive. And this is no metaphor. I speak of literal iron. I was in Houston, touring the books I had not written.”

I look across at young Jack, and he is nodding; the hook is in him, too.

“I was doping, of course. And it is a truth universally acknowledged that a junky in need of a score must be in want of a dealer.”

It pleases me that at least two or three of my audience recognise the allusion. It pleases even more that most do not.

“In want of my dealer, providence sent Mister Ray. I found him in a gymnasium, for if you are travelling and in want of a hook-up, you can do worse than investigate the underworld of performative medications. Mister Ray, seeing that I was in poor shape, agreed to supply me with what I wanted, but crucially, he did so only after I agreed to take what I needed. For my dime bag of smack, he made me work out.”

The laughter is disbelieving. Not a thousand miles removed from my own reaction at the time.

Mister Ray introduced me to the pain of commitment, and my friends, it was a merciful release from the ocean of pain and self-loathing in which I had been drowning up until that point. For the hour he made me suffer under the iron, I thought of nothing else but that suffering.”

Absolute silence reigns now, like the emptiness in the hole at the bottom of a one-rep max. In my mind, I grip the bar even tighter and push.

“For that one, terrible hour under the iron, I was free of all else. It was the hottest rush, the sickest plunge, the greatest trip I had ever known. I cancelled the next month of my book tour and hired Mister Ray, not as my dealer, but as my trainer, my punisher. I live today because of him and the iron. Where once I feared pain, now I welcome it because pain is not my foe, it is my teacher. Pain will not lie to me. Pain is the truth of existence, and the truth is… You. Can. Endure. You can overcome. You might suffer. You will hurt. But you can endure far more than you think possible, if only you choose. Strong things are hard to kill.”

The silence holds for three full seconds, and I count them. Three seconds is an eternity in broadcast, and every one of them belongs to me.

Then it breaks. Not with applause, but with a sound I’ve come to recognise. A collective exhalation. A woman in the third row is weeping openly. No shame in it. The man beside her, crew cut, short-sleeved shirt straining over arms that suggest he too has found the iron, sits perfectly still, his jaw clenched so tight I can see the muscles working from the stage. He’s fighting something, and winning, too, for now.

The applause, when it comes, is not polite. It’s hungry, and I do confess that the rush of it hits me in the old place where the needle used to land. I let it wash over me for as long as it’s useful, then I raise one hand. They sit. Pavlov would have wept.

Jack’s looking at me with an expression I know well. The look of a man who has just watched someone else do the thing he cannot do himself. Not the speaking. Jack can talk the paint off a Buick. But the stopping. The choosing. The deliberate application of human will to the raw shit of existence. Jack can describe the road with more beauty than any man alive, but he can not, will not, turn the goddamned wheel and get off it.

“So,” I say, and my voice is dry now, stripped of performance. “Now we shall do questions, but we will be asking them of you. First up. Who here knows their base metabolic rate?”

We talk for another forty minutes. The crowd loves it. The satellites transmit, and the emptiness listens. Afterwards, we sign our books. That always kills Jack, but I don’t mind. I sign their books, they sign mine. I get names, contacts. They’ll be hearing from my people about the real need in their lives. The need for iron and protein.

We funnel out into the night, and the crowd flows toward a jazz club, Jack leading the way.

The club fills. A trio plays. Something slow and blue while Jack is at the bar ordering bourbon. It’s not his first and won’t be his last. I order a club soda with lime, and I watch the crowd, checking the corners, because that’s where they get you.

That’s when I see them again. Corner table. Two men in dark suits. They’re drinking water, like me, but I can tell they’re not in recovery.

When Jack comes back, I lean in close.

“Don’t react. Don’t look. But you’ve got a tail.”

He starts to turn.

“I said don’t look.”

“Who?”

“Corner table. Two suits. They’re not feds.”

“Then what are they?”

“Watchers for sure. But whose, I can’t say.”

The music swells, the sax player reaching for something beyond beyond. The crowd rides the wave.

Jack drains his whiskey fast.

I grab him, a C-clamp at the elbow, before he can run back to his preferred dealer.

“This life, Jack, it will drive you out of your mind. It’s a miracle you’re not in the bug house already. Those guys over there, they’re your bug catchers.”

He looks at them.

They stare back.

I squeeze the C-clamp, getting his attention back with just a little hurting.

“The system is a junky, my friend,” I say. “It needs what it needs. It came here to score. Don’t give them what they want. Just take what you need.”

But he’s not ready yet.

He pulls away, trips a little over his own feet, and stumbles back towards the bar.

The fans who’ve been holding back, respecting our space, close in on him. Swallow him whole.

I sip my club soda.

Yeah. The system is a junky now.
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I look forward to seeing you there.
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