
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: Time Dogz book 3 title]

TIM C. TAYLOR

TimeDogz

—Book3—


TimeDogz Book 3
Time Travel in Rock: 1984

Copyright © Tim C. Taylor 2024

Cover image and logo by Vincent Sammy

Published by Human Legion Publications

All Rights Reserved

Also available in paperback

[image: Time Dogz logo]

HumanLegion.com


The author wishes to thank all those who supported the making of the TimeDogz series. In particular, Squadron Leader Boss, Melissa, Vincent for bringing the characters to visual life, Messrs Greene and King and their most excellent libations served at the Bromham Swan (especially the Abbot Reserve), the real Stiletto Caldwell for permission to borrow his name, and the loyal supporters on humanlegion.com.

Visit the Human Legion website for the latest news. You can also Join the Legion there and receive insider secrets and a downloadable free starter library of stories for all my book series.


Table of Contents

1—Backstage Ass

2—Heaven & Hell

3—Wind of Change

4—Into the Void

Stiletto’s Notes

About the author


—— 1 ——
Backstage Ass


Chapter 01

May 14, 1976. Birmingham, England.

“Birm-ing-ham! If you truly believe in rock ‘n’ roll, I want you to… shout it out loud!”

The crowd erupted in excitement as the twin guitar attack launched the next song. The agent joined in by pumping his fist into a thick atmosphere infused with sweat, testosterone, and the indomitable spirit of rock ‘n’ roll. His ill-fitting denim jacket, adorned with band patches, rode up awkwardly over his shoulder. But that was all right. That was by design, because so did everyone else’s.

Suddenly, he whipped his head around and looked up with concern at the underside of the circle area, which was shuddering alarmingly under the stomping feet. For a moment, his eyes blanked. Anyone in the know would guess that he was accessing his mission memory, checking for any historical records of the circle collapsing.

This was the Birmingham Odeon. Architecturally, it was an underground concrete bunker. Culturally, it was a single-screen cinema frequently converted to a sweat-drenched noise cavern. Its capacity was only about 2000, but it felt much larger to me. Even so, it was tiny considering this was the premier concert venue of England’s second city.

My reconnaissance outside had left me with an impression of the city’s strangeness. Step away from the center, and Brum – as the locals mumbled their city’s name – was pockmarked with bomb sites from a war that had ended thirty years earlier. Between war damage and redevelopment, entire city blocks had been leveled, to produce piles of brick rubble that left behind naked pubs standing alone like lonely dark teeth in a shattered mouth.

Birmingham was hesitating on the cusp of modernity but not quite ready to meet its future. I decided the Birmingham Odeon was the perfect symbol of the city at this time. A telling time detail as we called it in the trade.

My mind was drifting again, but embedded in the surging crowd, the agent I was watching maintained his professional focus. Despite the extreme rock ‘n’ roll noise levels, he heard an instruction in his hidden earpiece and sprang into action, hopping over the backs of unoccupied seating on his way to the stage.

On the left side of the theatre, the agent’s boss was also advancing toward the stage, but instead of seat leaping, she was pushing through an aisle. Unlike the junior agent who was getting jostled, the crowd parted for his boss as befitted her superior status in this sub-community, a cultural role detailed in the mission briefing notes as ‘rock chick’.

Her eyes were black pools of eye shadow, her lips a glossy blood red. She had big hair, big leather jacket, big boots — everything about her was big and bold except her denim skirt, which was aggressively tiny.

From my vantage point above, in the zone of calm we’d created at the front of the circle, I deployed my enhanced vision to focus on her legs.

I didn’t want to, but I couldn’t help myself. It wasn’t because they looked nice – though they certainly did – but because they stood out in the crowd and the woman those legs belonged to was also standing beside me in the circle, observing me observe the events play out below, and this – as the contemporary vernacular language update in my brain would have it – was doing my head in.

Through the seething mass of predominantly male and half-drunk humanity, the rock chick version of my boss cut like a hot knife through butter until she was facing the security line at the base of the stage.

I held my tongue as our agents proceeded to do nothing.

I glanced across at my two companions. Zudge and the boss were both looking at me, expecting me to screw up.

Well, they could both suck on the Devil’s teats, because I was following orders to the letter this time. Yes, sir. I had learned my lesson and was keeping my mouth firmly shut on my misgivings.

A minute or so ahead of their predicted arrival, four men surged to the front, clad in denim, leather, and a mass of sweaty hair that must surely be unhygienic.

Security was ready for them, grabbing the men as they clambered up the stage. But their attempts to grapple were easily kicked away by the assailants, and the security guards tottered and fell to the sticky floor, clearly tranquilized.

The band played on without missing a beat, which made them absolute troopers. I’d thought them a little ridiculous when I first read about them in the briefing – all make up, garish costumes, and irrational boots – but that was the moment when this Kiss outfit began to rise in my estimation.

They were aware of the invaders, though. Probably expecting the on-stage security to grab them any moment now.

When that moment didn’t arrive, they began backing away, still singing and playing their 1970s guitar rock.

The agents near the stage watched the spectacle and continued to heroically do nothing, other than record everything for later analysis back at the Kennel.

The invaders shot the band members.

Our agents did nothing.

They trussed up the lead guitarist with rope.

Our agents watched and did not intervene.

The crowd was screaming. Some raced for the exits, but many were rushing to the front to avenge the band who looked as if they had been shot dead. People were about to get hurt.

“To the Devil with this!” I raged. “Our people are doing nothing! Come on, let’s get down there and stop this. We know we can.”

“They are not doing nothing,” said my supervisor, the version with me in the circle being dressed more modestly in scruffy flared jeans. Her name was Athena, by the way. “The agents are observing.”

“Exactly!” I replied. “They’re doing sod all.”

Athena glared at me.

Behind her, I caught Zudge making an epic eye roll. Annoyingly, she had the smoky kind of eyes that made it look good.

Athena hadn’t finished. “Have you not listened to a word we’ve taught you?”

“Damn right I have. I’ve learned that you value corporate profits over the lives of your agents.”

Athena’s face grew cold. “We’re the fucking Time Dogz,” she declared.

I had no answer. I had been trying to work that line into a catchphrase, and it was disconcerting when someone used it on me.

“Time Dogz,” she repeated. “Not Time Emperors. Nor Time Lions, Time Avengers, or Time Lords. Even Time Dogz is a joke. It would be more accurate to call us Time Vermin, because that’s what we are, Stiletto. We don’t make the rules and I’m every bit as screwed as you.”

My name is Steven Z. Caldwell. Stiletto to friends and enemies alike. And as you might have just heard, I’m a Time Dog. More accurately, at that moment in 1976, I was a Time Puppy, still being house trained and allowed out only under supervision.

After a handful of missions with Team Delta, in which we’d snatched some partial successes out of almighty cock ups, my team lead, the Ox, had sent me in disgrace with our latest recruit to the cleanup teams.

My fellow puppy was Zuri “Zudge” Jaiden, who’d been snatched from a time period only a couple of generations after mine. She was short, smart, possessed the prettiest eyes in existence, had been a career soldier in the army that had crushed Free Europa under its jackboot, and was developing a rebelliousness against all authority (possibly on account of being led astray by a certain disreputable individual she now associated with).

I was growing to like her.

The Cleaners we had joined were the people who quietly fixed all those inconvenient time paradoxes so that normal people could enjoy playing in the past guilt free, just like the time industry advertised.

So far, my time as a Time Dog had been both terrifying and exciting, but life expectancy in this career was disastrous, and the Ox knew I had already tried to run away.

I was beginning to suspect she’d kicked me sideways to the cleanup crews to prove a point. Standard Cleaner operating procedure was to make repeated jumps to a moment in the timeline that was out of order until everything was ready to make a single surgical correction. One day, that wrinkle in time might be me trying to escape the Time Dogz by hiding in the past. I figured that the only way I could safely get away to some dark corner of history was if the Time Dogz couldn’t be bothered to come after me.

So here I was in the Birmingham Odeon learning how to be a good Cleaner by studying Case Study 1712B, the abduction of Kiss guitarist Ace Frehley from a gig in 1976. His mind would be tweaked to forget his origins before transportation to the peak of the rock revival movement of the 3220s. There he would join a supergroup of rock stars taken out of time, where he would bring his abductors a great deal of prestige and make them obscene amounts of money.

All highly illegal, of course.

The funny thing, according to Zudge – who had actually heard of Kiss in her pre-Dog life – was that Frehley called himself the spaceman and would probably be thrilled to know that he was being transported to the far future.

Pity for him that this rock god heist wasn’t being done for his benefit. Any suspicion of his true origins would be firmly blocked in his head.

It was carnage down there, bodies sprawled across the stage, PA howling with feedback.

The snatch squad and the guitarist flashed in a color that scratched my brain and disappeared.

The Time Dogz observers withdrew out of sight. Soon they too would go, returning home to the Kennel in 3343, only to return for mission 1712C.

I said this was Case Study 1712B. Well, guess what? This was the second trip to foil the Frehley snatchers. The two agents had been recording everything in enough detail to give AI recognition a chance to identify the culprits.

It would take until mission 1712F before the Cleaners eventually acted. Five recon missions to ensure the strike was a success.

Put it like that and these preparatory trips sounded like a good thing, the meticulous preparation of a highly professional organization.

I’m sure Laz Cohgun, boss of Time Dogz Incorporated, thought it was.

From the point of view of the individual dogs, not so much.

Because unlike Team Delta where I had been stationed before, the cleanup crews used a different, illegal, and very dangerous form of time travel.

Simply put, once in every hundred trips, the machine failed.

The trainers called the result time jump attrition.

I called it murder.


Chapter 02

Still in Birmingham, 1976, I led my team out of the venue and into the confused crowd of young men and the occasional woman thronging New Street. I took my ladies into one of the stubby dark alleys that dotted the north side of the street, terminating in a chain-link fence to prevent drunken idiots walking onto the tracks of New Street train station.

Speaking of which, two men pushed past us dressed in dirty jeans and black tour t-shirts: one Black Sabbath, one Deep Purple.

“Ignore them,” I muttered, and they proceeded to the darkest depths of the alley, there to relieve themselves of the pints of Banks’ Bitter on offer at the venue.

Why was I taking charge?

It came down to a sign of my employer’s desperation, one that unnerved me. In Team Delta, the experienced hands had been coy at explaining how time travel worked in theory, let alone how to work it in practice.

But with the useful operational life of Cleaners being so short, there was none of that shite here, and I’d been given the training and the implant updates to initiate the return time jump.

It wasn’t difficult. I just needed to have the focus disc nearby – I was wearing it around my neck – and be in close proximity to the others.

I had Athena stand in front of me and placed my hand on her shoulder. I felt a light pressure on my butt as Zudge got behind me and rested her hand on my hip.

Simple though it was to initiate a return trip, I performed pre-flight checks and everything. I was being a good dog.

The reason for my uncharacteristically correct performance was simple. The lives of two other people were dependent on me doing this properly, and I was damned if I would let them down.

Wrinkling her nose at the tinkling noises coming from the bladders emptying in the dark extremes of the alleyway, I considered my training team lead, Athena. Tall, statuesque and with ski slope cheek bones, she was physically a more slender version of my previously mentioned Ox.

But unlike the Ox, Athena was another piece of time flotsam scavenged by the Time Dogz.

She was a Finn who had fled to Sweden, thinking she would be safer there from the Volgans.

But when the Volgan blitzkrieg rolled over Western and Northern Europe, Athena had been badly wounded in the first few hours. Like a lot of us, she had been on the brink of death when the Time Dogz showed up and made her an offer she couldn’t refuse.

Life as a Time Dogz operative was often brutish and short, but when the alternative to signing up was certain death, it’s difficult to complain.

Yeah, the Volgan Invasion of 1999. Don’t bother looking it up in the history books because you won’t find it, although sometimes it leaks out as historical conspiracy theories or fictional stories.

Don’t mistake the Volgans for fiction, though. They were real, all right. Nasty bunch too, but they inhabit the wrong version of history.

And what makes theirs the wrong version and ours the right one?

Simple. The current version of history suits our masters and betters in the 34th century better than the Volgan one.

Maybe I had lived in a false version of history all along. It was the kind of question that led to madness. Best not to think too hard on such matters.

In the alleyway-cum-emergency toilet of 1976, when Zudge stood behind me and rested her hand on my hip, I touched the sensitive patch on my neck and activated the time transfer.

Her real name was Corporal Zuri Jaiden.

Judge and jury.

Zudge and Zuri.

Get it?

No, me neither. It wasn’t my idea of a joke, didn’t even come from my time era, but Zudge was comfortable with the name and brought it with her to the Dogz.

By my era, wave after wave of mass migration had led to what would later be known as the Great Mingling. Ethnicity became complicated, violent, but eventually stopped making sense for a lot of people. However, that wasn’t the case when you jumped to the pre-mingled past. To the Brummies of 1976, Zudge would appear to be Indian or Pakistani. Possibly the only one out of the 2000 people at the Odeon. She’d received some curious looks, but mostly admiring ones.

It was a strange thing about the rock music crowd. The testosterone was so thick you could cut it with a circular saw, and yet everybody instantly bonded as part of the same raucous rock ‘n’ roll family.

If Zudge had been a blowka, I wonder whether that family status would have been tested, what with the briefing saying that some of the time locals were attacking people who looked like her.

Zudge was small but lithe with it. She’d been in the army for several years and she had the muscles and endurance to show for it. She wasn’t a bad looking binta either, not once you got used to her. Put that all together and she had been very welcome at the gig.

All these thoughts about Zudge came swirling around me, tied up with the vortex of power that preceded a jump. Also because the lady in question had slipped her hand from my hip to my buttock and given me a good squeeze.

Now, before we get to the time crisis, the death of all my friends, the destruction of history and all that, I just want to nip in the bud any idea that there was something romantic going on between me and the Zudge. My love life was so complicated that I hadn’t even flirted with her. Zudge was in the same situation as me but even worse.

No, that butt squeeze was just her being… cheeky.

We arrived in 3343 inside the Kill Box, falling onto our right sides and collapsing into a heap, a Stiletto sandwich between two ladies.

The Kill Box was the cleanup crews’ name for the secret time travel portal buried in the bowels of the Kennel, and if the reason its name is unclear, I refer you back to my earlier comment about time travel attrition.

In case you’ve forgotten already, in roughly one in every hundred journeys, the unlucky Dogz never showed up at the other end. Where they went, nobody knew. The atmosphere was one of fatalistic gallows humor mixed with the sourness of the condemned with no hope of a reprieve.

Compared with the time hoops used by Team Delta, there were several other noticeable differences.

First, the box was like a chunky sarcophagus, its case lined with a thick slab of depleted neutronium, and its interior cold. I’m talking just a gnat’s breath of heat more than absolute zero. Unlike the other time portal, we could take equipment with us, even clothing. So when I say we arrived in a Stiletto sandwich, it wasn’t the naked Stiletto sandwich it would have been with the time hoops.

Secondly, the Time Dogz were under attack. We had ruthless competitors who’d tried to frame me for the murder of Karl Marx and were sabotaging our contracts and killing our agents. They knew where we were headed before we jumped, which all pointed to a mole in the organization, though some said our systems had been hacked.

But the existence of this alternate time travel machine was kept top secret and so far it seemed our competitors couldn’t detect our arrival points.

Finally, when you made the return journey into the Kill Box, your plane of existence tilted, typically 90 degrees clockwise. We had been standing in that dark alleyway in Birmingham, but we arrived horizontally, dropping onto our right shoulders, which is why the inside was padded like an asylum cell.

“But, Stiletto,” I hear you ask. “Surely if you lay on your left side, you would come back standing upright.”

If we pass over the wisdom of lying on our sides in an outdoor toilet-cum-garbage tip, apparently when they tried that, they arrived upside down and fell on their heads. I don’t know why. I don’t make up the laws of physics.


Chapter 03

After we had passed Decontamination, and allowed the medical techs to fuss over us until they had assured themselves we weren’t dead. The usual sense of dislocation jolted us.

We might, for example, return from a point in history that was in the early hours of a winter’s morning, only to return to a Kennel at midday in high summer. It was more than jet leg. Some said you were connected with reality at a quantum level. Ripping you out of time severed those connections and led to a strong sense of dislocation that was often exhausting.

But a perfect cure stood across the street from the Kennel, as our 3343 base of operations was known.

This was the Zone Blue-Alpha pub, open 24-7 and no questions asked.

“Drink in Blue-Alpha?” Zudge asked.

I grimaced but then shook my head.

I sensed her relief.

According to some versions of events doing the rounds, I had been kicked out of my previous team for being untrustworthy. I strenuously denied this because it was untrue. Mostly.

My old team were often found in Blue-Alpha, which meant there might be people there I wanted to catch up with, but others I was desperate to avoid. I wasn’t ready for that yet and Zudge had her own set of personal complications. As for my new team of Cleaners, they weren’t exactly welcoming. Not yet, at least.

“Walk with me, Stiletto?” Zudge asked.

She appeared unusually vulnerable, and I wanted to put an arm across her shoulder, but thought better of it. “Walk where?”

She shrugged. “Around. I haven’t explored this town. I think I need to.”

I understood. It’s important to figure out your surroundings, to at least try to make a home.

“I’ll show you the sights of Peterborough,” I replied. “It won’t exactly take long.”

We took the stairs to the upper level of the Kennel. Our 1970s costumes left in Decontam, we were back in the coveralls that were the mainstay of lower class fashion.

Although I was still a mere puppy, I began to notice something odd. It had started back in the Kill Box when Julian the duty tech had helped us out of the time coffin.

He was a little… off. Face pale. Attention distant. Speech ever so slightly slurred. When I’d suggested that maybe he’d had too many sherries for breakfast, he didn’t even get angry.

Back in the upper levels, the staff were thin on the ground, and several seemed ‘off’ like Julian.

I was beginning to wonder whether someone had accidentally brought bubonic plague back when an even worse horror befell me.

From behind us, out of sight around the corridor, a well-modulated voice called my name.

I picked up the pace.

“Caldwell!”

I ignored it.

“Mr. Stiletto, please!”

I halted, discombobulated by the unexpected politeness.

My pursuer caught me.

It was a droid. A smug, superior, irritating ball of metal on spindly limbs that had been my first point of contact when I’d been brought to 3343. I didn’t know if it had a name, but I recognized it from the dent in its shell, a dent that I had placed there.

“What do you want?” I asked it.

“I have an urgent message from Karmela Oxala. Unfortunately…” The droid appeared to notice Zudge for the first time. It dipped its body to her in what was presumably meant to be a bow.

Stupid thing had never bowed to me.

“Good afternoon, Miss Jaiden,” it oozed. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance. Miss Oxala has a message for you too and it seems to cover the same topics, so with your permission I shall play Mr Stiletto’s message to you both.

“Go ahead,” Zudge said.

I didn’t. “Why can’t the Ox tell us herself?”

“Regrettably, she is indisposed.”

Indisposed. What did that even mean? I had some vague sense that indisposed was what rich people said when they were on the toilet and didn’t want to take your call.

“Oh, just get on with it,” I told the wretched metal ball.

The droid beamed in front of us a grainy hologram recording of the Ox. She seemed distracted. Like Julian. Maybe it had been the annual team party the night before and they’d all had too many drinks.

Holo-Ox looked into the camera and gave a harassed smile. “Stiletto, I forgot to tell you that transferring to the cleanup crews means an 18% increase to your pay to account for…” She grimaced and didn’t complete the sentence.

I did it for her. “To account for your inevitable death.”

“And don’t forget, Stillo.”

“Ahh…” The droid flinched. The holo-recording pixelated and then blinked out.

“Forgive me,” said the robot. “My circuits are damaged. I cannot display the message. Interference.”

“They didn’t pick us up from the Neolithic, you dumb droid. You’ve just realized there’s something personal on there. Well, to the Devil with that. I’ve no secrets from Zudge. Just play the trubbing thing.”

“Zudge?” the droid queried.

“Yeah. The name Miss Jaiden goes by.”

It turned to Zudge. “Does he speak the truth?”

“On this occasion, yes. Do as Stiletto says. Play the damned recording.”

The droid bowed to my esteemed colleague and resumed the holo-recording. “And don’t forget, Stillo,” holo-Ox said, “to get your head in the right place and get trained. Fast. You’re no use to me until you’ve done both. Just…” She looked away from the camera. “Just don’t think I’ve forgotten you.”

The message ended.

The awkward silence began.

“What was that about?” Zudge asked when she decided I wasn’t going to volunteer any explanation. “Don’t forget about what?”

I bit my lip. “I’m not sure, Zudge. Hints. Promises. Maybe white lies. I don’t know what her agenda is, but I think I’m interested in it anyway. Come on, let’s go for that walk.”

She nodded. Zudge was smart enough to know that I wasn’t telling the whole truth, and also smart enough to know that I had my reasons.

I liked her.

The full truth was I didn’t know myself. The Ox had dropped hints and innuendo that she shared my dissatisfaction in a world where lower quints were confined behind walls guarded by soldiers, and made to work jobs with lethally short life expectancy, just to provide entertainment for the higher quints.

Vague though all these hints were, there was one reason I took them seriously.

I believed in the Ox.


Chapter 04

In the mid-34th century, the world was a messy hotchpotch of states with wildly diverse ideas about economic and social organization. Most places, however, operated the quint system.

Citizens were judged by social worth, according to that state’s philosophy on such matters, and assigned to quintiles based on their score. What kind of job you could get, your legal rights, how people interacted with you and so on depended on your quint classification.

The system was perfectly equitable (argued its supporters) because periodically the quintiles were recalculated according to the updated social ratings, and in theory the lowest could rise if they played by society’s rules and the highest topple to the bottom.

Naturally, the system was rigged.

And naturally, the frequency of that periodic re-rating was decided by the high quints. In Britannia, it took place every half decade. In some parts of the world, it was once per century, with people inheriting their quint status and passing it on to their descendants without ever experiencing a re-rating.

Five years between re-ratings? If that almost sounds reasonable, by the time of my walk with Zudge, I was already realizing that it was more because the highest quints were completely secure in their status that they allowed the lesser citizens to churn at all.

The likes of Zudge and me were officially persons displaced in time. That meant we didn’t even have the same limited rights as first quints. We were zeroth quints, with a social ranking so low it was subterranean. Legally speaking, we weren’t even people. Instead, we were the property of Time Dogz Incorporated.

In fact, pet dogs had more legal rights than we did. Athena was correct that a more accurate name would be Time Vermin.

At least the pay was good.

Outside the Kennel we wandered through broad streets lined with ten-story tenement blocks, watched by residents who sat on balconies and in the concrete aprons in front of each block.

I wondered whether we were better off than they were, but I couldn’t decide.

It was the middle of the day, so a substantial proportion of the population of this low-quint habitation zone – known as Norman Cross – had been bussed off to the commercial and industrial zones south of the city. But the place wasn’t quiet because children played noisily in the street. They were of school age, and I wondered why they were running wild… as I had done long ago in Odense in my childhood in the Nordic Cooperation Zone.

The walk ended as it usually did at the sea wall. The wind off the sea was fresh but this was a pleasant place with brightly painted food kiosks advertising tubs of traditional sea poutine.

According to the vendors, this delicacy was a messy mix of fried potatoes, fry-printed fish flakes, stock made from local herring gulls, and the ultimate secret recipe closely guarded by each kiosk: cheese sauce printed from hand-crafted templates.

We stood together at the wall and looked out across the gray Hanseatic Sea. Pylons studded the water, highlighted in foam as the wave crests washed through them. This was the Holme Fen Tidal Array, an underwater power generation plant.

The zone to the north of us was Yaxley. A twenty-foot-high wall topped with guard towers reminded us that no one in Norman Cross was allowed to leave our zone without approval from a higher quint. But that didn’t bother me too much because I got to visit places those stuck-up bastards never would. Such as the concrete sweat bunker of Birmingham Odeon in 1976.

Yaxley pushed farther out to sea, and we could see its beaches and marina. Farther north, deep channel vessels were arriving and departing from the Port of Nenemouth.

“I get it,” said Zudge. “You come here often, don’t you?”

“Get what?”

I turned to see the concern smeared over Zudge’s cute chubby face. Sauce was smeared on her nose too.

“Don’t worry,” she told me, “I feel the same as you. I look at those ships and I envy them their freedom. I wish I could just sail away and leave all this behind.”

“You volunteered to come back here to the future.”

“I did. But that was before anybody explained time jump attrition.”

“Yeah.” I put a comforting hand on her shoulder. “You had a raw deal. And you weren’t the only one. I’m sorry.”

Her eyes went wide and searched mine for an explanation I did not want to give.

I had been trying to be helpful. But, as usual, I was on course to make things worse.

Her dark eyes narrowed. “What you mean, not the only one?”

I told her about Sandro LaFratta. How he’d saved my life, not realizing that doing so made his forfeit. None of us had understood at the time, but my continued existence in this era made his improbable. He had faded away.

“Sandro should have died in the meltdown at that fusion power plant in La Paz,” I explained. “He was always meant to die there. In the end, they took what was left of him back to do just that.”

I stumbled – couldn’t go on. Zudge had the decency not to ask about Sandro. Or why no one else had mentioned his name. She was good like that.

I licked the last of the sauce off my lips. Then I snapped my spork into several pieces, folded up my poutine tub around them, and took a bite.

So far, my experience of the 34th century was that things had largely gone backward. Admittedly, time travel was a pretty neat technology, but most of everyday life seemed primitive to someone like me born in 2275.

My edible food container was an exception, an innovation I liked. The tub had kept my food warm and now it was filling my belly, tasting of seaweed. Even the spork tasted like an almond biscuit, and it was apparently designed to promote gut health.

I felt ready to continue. “After Sandro had gone, Laz told me to think back to the moment just before he was going to die in that fusion plant. Sandro had lived beyond that – for a while. In fact, he did more with the extra time the Time Dogz had granted him than most people do in their lifetime.”

I left it at that. Laz Cohgun hadn’t rescued Sandro in order to give him the gift of adventure. He’d done it for money. Maybe in Sandro’s case they amounted to the same thing in the end, but I didn’t like it.

I looked again across the Hanseatic Sea and pointed slightly north of east. “The only foreign vacation I ever took,” I said, “was to a seaside town that’s now about 35 miles out to sea that way. It was a run-down but quaint place called King’s Lynn. For centuries after my time, that town withstood the rising sea level brought about by climate change. Then the big flood came from 300 miles beneath our feet. Max explained it to me. Degassing of volatiles or some such. I’d never heard of the Mantle Transition Zone, let alone realized there was so much water down below the Earth’s crust. But here we are in a changed world where Peterborough is a seaport and King’s Lynn sank beneath the waves almost a thousand years ago. This world is still very strange to me, Zudge.”

I didn’t know why I’d said that.

My little speech wasn’t headed anywhere. I didn’t have a point other than to change the topic away from Sandro. And saying this to Zudge of all people was plain stupid because she was from only a few decades into my future. Peterborough had still been deep inland in her day, though it had been renamed Respect for stupid ideological reasons. I knew all that perfectly well because I’d been there in her era.

I looked at her but felt even more of a fool’s hat for doing so. It wasn’t as if the explanation for my outburst would be written on her face.

I thumbed the sauce off her nose, sucked it off my thumb, and took a last deep breath of the briny air.

“I’ll walk you home,” I told her.

“I don’t need looking after.”

“Seal shit. Yes, you do. We all do.”

She raised a cheeky eyebrow. “Are you headed some place after? Alone?”

“I’m seeing Merrygold.”

“Ahh.” Zudge gave my arm an affectionate squeeze and set off for home without me.

I watched her go. She was okay, that Zudge. I’d been lucky to wind up her partner, and I was fairly sure the reverse was true too.

That thought kicked my butt into gear, and I hurried after her. I wasn’t sure what I was trying to prove, or who I was proving it to, but I escorted her back to the Kennel despite her unconvincing protests.


Chapter 05

Françoise-Elayenor Merrygold was a border guard, policing the division between my lowest quint sector of Norman Cross from the mid-quint sector of Yaxley. She was also a fervent Rousseau-Syndicalist, which basically meant she was a sensation junkie, searching out the wildest experiences for ideological reasons.

No, seriously.

Mostly, she indulged her pleasures with her husband, but she was currently enjoying a lover from the wrong side of the moat. I was a zeroth quint, and you couldn’t slum lower than with me.

Her husband was okay with it. I suspected she told him everything in lurid detail, but I really didn’t want to know.

So she played the part of the experienced older woman to my naïve young man. There was some truth in that, and I didn’t want to jinx it because, weird though it was, it worked.

It was Merrygold’s turn to take the lead and she never told me in advance what she had planned for us. As the anticipation built, it sent my every nerve ending into overload. The expectation was so mind blowing that you might think the actual sex was an anticlimax.

Oh, no. Not with Merrygold it wasn’t.

She had enjoyed sexual date nights with me in Norman Cross a few times but usually she brought me back to her house after work (with husband and kids thankfully absent) and, after some preliminaries, she would take me to a rented room.

As I’ve explained, I couldn’t cross the border into Yaxley on my own, so I usually went to her place of work. Fortunately, that was a border crossing where two roads passed through a fortified gatehouse. It was the only way over the moat laid with lethal traps that separated the two zones.

Merrygold had always been waiting for me, but not today. I stood a little apart from the foot traffic queuing to get across and tried to spy her out.

The border guards shot me unpleasant looks, which wasn’t unusual. She worked in processing the movement of people, and her colleagues knew all about her lower-quint lover. But the armed guards were a different group.

There was a walkway that rose behind the towers in an angled crescent. Some of the guards there raised their rifles and pointed them at me.

In my new career as a time traveler, I had been learning a great deal very quickly. I believe this aiming of rifles was what the experts call non-verbal communication.

I left.

I killed some time just out of sight, then returned ten minutes later. Merrygold was still a no-show. I had a personal comm embedded in my neck and linked to the local system. I could call her, but I didn’t want to appear needy. Or a nag.

Up on the walkway, a man approached the trigger-happy guards and spoke to them. I recognized him as Jilko, one of Merrygold’s colleagues.

I grinned up at him and waved.

He pretended he hadn’t seen me.

After Jilko’s intervention, the guards ignored me. Better than being arrested or shot, I supposed, but disheartening.

After an hour, I still hadn’t seen Merrygold, and with the night descending, I went home alone.


Chapter 06

Gaumont Theater, Ipswich, England. October 11th, 1984

“Ips-wich! I. Still. Luuuuurve. Yooooooouuuu!”

The song ended in crashing chords, but before the crowd had a chance to cheer, the front man had something important to tell them. “Ips-wich! You’re so wild, it’s like a damned zoo here tonight.”

I remarked to Zudge that the band hadn’t changed much since we’d seen them in 1976.

She didn’t reply. With her square face and chubby cheeks Zudge couldn’t help looking cute most of the time, but for some reason a deep frown had embedded itself tonight. This wasn’t like my Zudge at all, and it was starting to set me on edge.

The band was Kiss, of course, and their on-stage patter was pretty much the same. The guitarist who did most of the talking was called Paul Stanley, and he was wearing less make up than last time. More sensible footwear too. He made up for this relative ordinariness by playing a leopard skin guitar and wearing ripped animal skin chaps that fluttered as he jiggled across the stage with boundless energy.

A crucial difference between Ipswich of 1984 and the Birmingham Odeon of eight years previously was that in the intervening years, somebody had discovered air-conditioning.

All this should be driving the Zudge into screaming fangirl ecstasy, because not only had she heard of the band in her era, but she’d been a huge fan during a rebellious teenage period in the 2260s. Our trainers had rammed into us that in the field of professional time travel what appears at first to be a coincidence is almost always anything but.

Zudge being a fan of the band we’d been sent to see? I was on the lookout for how that might twist into something that would try to kill me, but I dared to believe this was one of those rare exceptions. A genuine coincidence.

So I should be seeing a big smile on her little face, but she was all sour lemons. I couldn’t figure her out. Something was clearly bugging her. Perhaps she was disappointed not to be seeing them again in 1976?

That earlier encounter had been all about foiling the Ace Frehley abduction plot, an operation the Time Dogz had successfully completed four years ago (going by Kennel time). According to the original training schedule, we were supposed to have traveled back five times, each trip observing another iteration of that earlier team gathering data to formulate their strike plan. Then we would go back and see the main event as our Dogz took out the bad guys.

That is, supposing we survived that many trips before becoming an attrition statistic.

After that, we would be given a tick in our service books and used in active operations.

But instead of sending us back to 1976 for another chance to observe and do nothing, the Cleaner operations room the next day had been an unhappy place. Several team members were missing, and for those there, several of them had the shakes. They couldn’t all have overindulged on the sherries, but no one had an explanation.

At one point one of the techs seemed almost to fade in front of my eyes. I mean that literally. Like a translucent ghost. I’d seen that before. Sandro LaFratta.

It couldn’t be, I told myself. Not again.

It’s an ill wind and all that, and in our case it blew us a faster training turnaround and we had been sent on an active operation. We would still be required to observe and report back, but it was a start.

Athena had explained (at last) that the reason she’d trained us on the 1976 Kiss operation was because Time Dogz was contracted to thwart another Kiss-related example of time shenanigans. This was the murder of the bass player, Simmons, in 1984.

Having briefed us ten minutes earlier, Athena didn’t show at the transit room that contained the Kill Box. It was just Zudge, me, and Julian the tech, there to pull the levers and push the buttons.

Like the easily bought idiot I am, I felt enormously pleased with myself to be entrusted with an operation on our own. As the more experienced agent, I was clearly in charge here, although I was careful not to mention that to Zudge in case she disagreed.

“Ips-wich, I just wanna…” Stanley the leopard guitar man sucked his middle finger in an obscene gesture. “Lick! It! Up!”

I’d zoned out a little during the song, but now we were in the between-song banter. I lacked the cultural context to appreciate what he was saying, but I was getting the impression that he could say anything he liked, because the crowd responded to every word with the same appreciative roar.

It didn’t matter what the crowd thought, anyway. The next song came crashing through our ears.

Our mission was to observe, but mostly, we listened. We’d been surgically altered so we could selectively filter noise, but even so our ears cut out frequently during the songs as the sound reached danger levels. I couldn’t understand why the time natives of this era so readily subjected themselves to such decibel abuse. Their problem, though, not mine.

Without his platform boots, Stanley threw shapes across the stage like the professional dancer that I supposed he was.

On bass, Simmons portrayed a very different stage persona, stalking the stage like a dangerous predator.

The acreage of fake animal skin was because this was the Animalize World Tour. In their different ways, Stanley and Simmons truly did personify big animalistic spirits. The other two, Carr and St. John, less so, though admittedly it must be hard to prowl like a big cat when you’re sitting on a drum stool.

Zudge was telling me that the briefing notes were wrong, and that St. John was really some guy called Kulick. Something to do with arthritis. I didn’t really follow what she was saying, but maybe this switcheroo with the guitarists explained why she was unhappy.

I glanced up at the lighting truss, trying to make it look subtle. Luckily, subtlety is my middle name, and no one would ever know what I was doing.

Our intelligence was that the lighting gear was rigged to collapse and crush Simmons. It would be made to look like a terrible accident, but we knew better. At least, we thought we did.

Our job was to let the murder take place and send a report back while doing nothing.

There are worse things, I suppose, than being paid to watch a vintage rock concert while awaiting a time murder. The performance was all a bit silly, to be honest, but they were very good at what they did, and I found myself getting into it.

Rock music had never been my thing, but experiencing the power of rock up live and personal was a very different matter. The tunes were catchier, the music possessing you with the irresistible spirit of rock ‘n’ roll. Probably a big part of it was the way the bass line punched its way all the way down to the Earth’s core, only for the sonic rebound to smash into my guts and crawl hand over hand up my large intestine. Even when safety protocols switched off my ears, the bass pulse was relentless.

With Simmons and Stanley commanding the stage like beasts, the lights in the gantry illuminated them in perfect time to the punch of the song. No sign of assassins.

I scanned the crowd. It had changed in eight years. Less denim, more Kiss tour T-shirts, marginally more girls. There were still plenty of denim jackets, some of them sporting a fabric patch that said, “Kerrang! Read in Hell.”

I considered whether this patch might be a recognition symbol for the opposing team of time meddlers. But when I consciously looked for it, I soon realized that the Kerrang! patch was so common that this couldn’t be.

Hold on a moment. I just realized I’ve missed a bit of my story.

I’d taken a crash course in 1980s popular music, expertly coached by Zudge who’d been into this seal shite for real – albeit from an underground 20th century rock retro revival three centuries later. Never mind about dangerous – a little knowledge is an embarrassing thing because during Kiss’s support act I’d shouted out that the lead singer was Tina Turner.

Zudge had given me a withering look of contempt and told me that the singer on stage was not, in fact, Tina Turner, but a young man called Jon Bon Jovi.

I mean – the lighting had been confusing. And the hair was identical. He could sing okay, I suppose, that Jon Bon Jovi, but although he had borrowed Tina Turner’s hairstyle, he definitely didn’t have her legs.

Bon Jovi. Weird band name. Enormous hair. And were they spray latex pants? (That couldn’t be healthy). Remember them, because they play a small but vital part in the defense against our timeline imploding.

Back in Kiss’s set, something was up.

Stanley the Leopard hadn’t just asked the crowd to lick it up because there had been a beer spillage (although there had been plenty of that). Rather, it was the name of the next song. I even sung along to the chorus, just to fit in with the crowd, you understand.

After Lick it Up, a sudden dampening of the lighting announced a break. The lights came back full on, focused heavily on Simmons, who was striding toward a bass guitar on a stand against the drum riser. The instrument was shaped like a bloodied axe. Neat.

I had a tingling in all the wrong places, a sense that something bad was about to happen. It was more than the prospect of witnessing a lengthy bass solo, which I’d been warned was the second-worst excess of 20th century rock (after the dreaded audience participation segment).

No, it was one of my implants. Something bad was coming this way.

“Power surge,” Zudge cried, and pushed toward the stage.

The air had a strange quality to it. Underneath the fug of sweat, beer, and general staleness, it had a fizzing metallic sharpness.

“Power blowout,” I declared and ran after my partner.

Together, we barged through the crowd of rockers, nimbly dodged the line of security beefcakes, and vaulted onto the stage.

“Don’t touch that bass,” I screamed at Simmons. “It’s wired. Wired to kill.”

“Wired to kill. Hey, that’s a great title. Wait, you mean somebody’s actually trying to kill me?”

“Damn right.”

Simmons grinned, but obviously didn’t believe us, happy to wait for the security screen to clear these two weirdoes away.

I felt someone reach for my legs, but I slipped out of their grip.

Then several thousand pounds of hair and belly slammed into me.

“It’s like when Ace got that shock,” I heard Zudge cry. “Except you won’t live to write a song about it.”

A large man was sitting on my stomach, squeezing the last air from me as if I were an air toy about to be put into storage. But I could see Simmons frowning at Zudge’s words. She’d gotten through.

But then with a wave of a hand, Simmons dismissed us all as amusing idiots.

As my world began narrowing into a gray cone, a scream of pain came from far away.

Then another, much closer. Much sharper.

The security elephant rolled off me, releasing my lungs to do their breathing thing.

Little Zudge had rescued me.

The security line gathered, recognizing that their foe was to be taken seriously. And, boy, were they about to get serious on our asses.

“Stop! Stop!”

The cry came from the wings. A moment later, a roadie raced onto the stage, waving his arms. “Don’t touch that bass! Don’t touch the amps. It’s all live, man. It’s live!”

When the tech saw that Simmons hadn’t touched that cool axe bass – wasn’t going anywhere near it — he looked crestfallen. “Oh! How did you know?”

“This guy.” Simmons pointed at the heroic man lying on his back, gasping for air. That was me, in case you hadn’t figured.

Simmons prowled over. “So you were telling the truth.”

The power went out across the theater. Emergency flashlights were switched on.

“How the hell did you know that?” asked the roadie, techie, whatever. “Did you rig it? Was this a weird attempt to get close to the band?”

“Err… no.” Talking convincing seal shit was never my strongpoint. I tried to think of a more convincing story than ‘no’.

The other band members crowded around and gave me suspicious looks. A lanky man walked over to Simmons. He had a hairy chest and skintight black leggings tied on at the knees by strips of fake leopard skin. Looked like a guitarist to me. “You all right?” he asked the bass player.

“Yeah. Apparently, I nearly did an Ace.”

“Except,” said Zudge, “this was no accident.”

“That’s right,” I said, sitting up because I’d figured out my story. “We’re private investigators. Your management team set us up and we asked them not to tell you so you wouldn’t give us away. There have been death threats. Just the regular cranks, your managers thought, but brought us in just in case. Just as well for you. We’re closing in on them, but you need to take extra precautions until we have them.”

Simmons gave a throaty laugh “Rock ‘n’ roll, man. Such a breeze.”

Someone came on and told the band there was to be an electrical safety check to be sure everything was okay before the show continued. It would take ten minutes.

Stanley sang this as an announcement to the crowd in the semi dark. There were a few thousand people there and no working microphone – obviously – but he made his words sound catchy and clear. He sang to them that this was just one of those things that happens in rock ‘n’ roll, but Kiss weren’t going anywhere because, apparently, they were the hottest band in the world, and nothing would ever hold Kiss down.

We were invited back to the dressing room to meet the band and receive personal thanks.

As we followed them backstage, escort roadies lighting the way with their flashlights, I noticed that Zudge was even more distracted than before. Coming backstage to meet her idols… surely she should be ecstatic.

“What’s bothering you?” I finally asked.

“It’s Simmons.”

“The bass player?”

The musician in question was walking just ahead of us, big black hair and tight black everything else, notably the leather trousers over which she wore a studded leather G-string. Everything looked in perfect working order from where I was looking. “What’s wrong with her?”

“Her? That’s the point. People described Gene Simmons as many things over his career. Some of them might be true, but one thing I’m certain of. He was definitely not a ‘her’.”


Chapter 07

The decidedly female version of Simmons came to a halt and with one hand placed provocatively on her perfectly curved hip, she pointed with the other to a door in the side of the corridor.

“Welcome to my lair,” she purred, sticking her enormous tongue out, as if a snake tasting the air for its prey.

I gave her a frank visual assessment. She seemed to enjoy that sort of thing.

Simmons was tall and athletic, with her tight leather pants clinging to a most feminine form. Her silky red slip top was so ripped that it concealed nothing. However, though my male gaze was automatically drawn to the sights within, it was cruelly foiled by her tight zebra skin bodice.

She wore floppy pirate boots with fake leopard skin wraps, and her black hair was so huge I suspected a wig. There was plenty of black too around her eyes. So much so, I wondered if the band had been pranking each other with soot-smeared telescopes.

While I could understand Zudge’s disappointment that this wasn’t the version of Kiss she’d hoped to see, we’d been taught that these minor variations in history happened all the time and were nothing to be troubled by. It was only when a huge cascade of changes flowed from the result of a more fundamental break with history that it was time to be concerned.

We were about to spend some quality time with a bona fide rock goddess. I knew which side of history I wanted to spread with my butter.

The Devil! I was even thinking in Kiss lyrics now. What had they done to me?

Before we could step inside Simmons’ lair, Zudge yelped with excitement. It was as if someone had stuck an industrial-sized adrenaline hypo up her butt and rammed down the plunger.

“Hey!” she screamed and pushed past Simmons and on into the darkness of the corridor. “Hey you!”

I looked from the rock goddess oozing sultry sex appeal to my stumpy little companion sprinting down the corridor.

I looked from my friend to the open door of Simmons’ dressing room.

Me and the rock goddess. Alone. This was the sort of adventure time travel promised but rarely delivered.

I glanced back at Zudge, but she’d disappeared around a turn in the corridor.

I gave Simmons a sheepish grin. “I apologize for my friend. She’s very excitable. And although her legs are stubby little things, she’s surprisingly fast. We’ll be back soon.”

I sprinted in pursuit, following Zudge through the labyrinthine backstage area.

I presumed she was following someone else, but if so, I hadn’t seen them.

Not that I could see anyone or anything with the power off. I switched on my trusty Time Dogz issue flashlight and set off again in pursuit.

With the gain on my ears maxed out, I could hear confusing echoes of voices and running feet, but it wasn’t enough to be sure which way Zudge was headed.

I didn’t have a radio tracker on her. And the Time Dogz uprating of my body hadn’t run to detecting scent trails or seeing the fleeting infrared signature of footprints or hands pushing open doors.

At least, I didn’t think it had. But I felt confident somehow that I was on her trail.

Then I pushed open a set of double doors and found myself out of the backstage area and into stage left.

Death and torment! She was nowhere to be seen.

“Stiletto!” Zudge called from above. High above.

I looked up. There she was, like a rocket shooting up the ladder built into the lighting truss. I shone my flashlight at the sound of movement among the lights themselves and saw a pair of feet belonging to a crawling man quickly disappear behind some equipment.

“Hang on,” I called to my partner. “I’m coming.”

I climbed the ladder as fast as I could, but heights aren’t my thing and I had to constantly stop and beat back the creeping terror.

I was far too late. In the depths of the lighting truss, sixty feet above the stage, I heard signs of hand-to-hand combat. Kicks and grunts and smacking of flesh.

Someone cried out in pain, and I told myself it had been a masculine cry. But I had a habit of telling myself what I wanted to hear. I ascended the last few rungs and jumped on the lighting truss.

“Zudge? Zudge, where are you?”

“I’m okay,” she said. “Get back to the ladder. We need to bring this time meddler down.”

The meddler in question was a middle-aged man with a neat gray beard and left eye that was starting to swell. He blinked when I shone my flashlight in his face, and then returned a look of pure venom.

A sly quality came over his visage. This blowka knew something we didn’t.

I pointed the beam of light down onto the side of the stage far below us, fearing an accomplice waiting there. I couldn’t see anyone. I could hear plenty of people, though. The safety curtain was separating the stage from the crowd, but I could hear them singing their little hearts away. They were having a grand old time.

Unlike the meddler who moved compliantly toward me. When Zudge came into view, I saw why he was behaving himself. At the same time as moving through the lighting rig, she was threatening him with a serrated knife.

The Devil! She must have wrested it from the meddler, and that made him a killer. I’d always known we faced people trying to kill the bass player, but if this man had been prepared to stab Zudge, that was a whole new level of evil.

“My friend wants to bring you back to answer some questions,” I told him. “I couldn’t give a heap of weasel shit about your answers. I would be far happier if you were simply dead.” I grabbed his shirt, twisted and tugged. I hoped I was intimidating but it was a very mild tug. I mean, it was seriously high up there and it would be so easy to fall.

He turned and considered the way Zudge was brandishing the knife. “I won’t give you any trouble.”

My seal shit detectors were delicate instruments honed to enormous precision, and I could tell there was something very off. I didn’t like this at all. The sooner we got to a sensible height, the sooner I’d stop shaking and figure this out.

The three of us descended.

I tried not to look terrified and probably failed.

The blowka tried to pretend he hadn’t hidden an ace up his sleeve, but he was also failing.

Zudge wasn’t trying to prove anything. She was so at home on that ladder that I kept looking at her to check she hadn’t sprouted a grasping tail and all-over body fur.

Down on the ground, I took charge of the meddler and pushed him toward the main section of the stage and on to the drum riser, where I noticed something useful: discarded sweaty strips of fake animal fur. I used them to bind his hands and feet.

Sitting on the riser, he snorted blood from his nose – the poor man had gotten banged up a little – and then gave Zudge a penetrating stare.

“Come here,” he ordered her.

I flicked up my flashlight beam to see the shock on my friend’s face. She frowned and walked obediently over to the man.

“Zudgey? What are you doing?”

“Keep the knife in your hand,” the man told her. “If Stiletto tries to take it from you, cut him.”

“Yes,” she replied in a daze.

“Zudge, talk to me.”

Everyone was ignoring me. I hate that. I was about to explode with worry and anger.

“Untie me,” he commanded her. “Keep the knife ready and cover him as I tie him up. Again, if he resists, cut him. I want you to imagine hurting him. Think of that now! If you have to, you will stab him, won’t you? And you will do it because that is what I desire.”

She made a tiny noise in her throat. “I obey.”

If you didn’t know her, you’d call that noise a whimper. But I knew her better than that. It was a secret Zudge tell, a sign that she found something hilarious, often the final warning before the foghorn blare that was her full-on laughter.

She came closer to the man. Seductively close. “You are the master,” she whispered. “I obey.”

I winced at her words, but I’d already figured out where this was going.

The blowka hadn’t. He flinched back from Zudge, horrified.

“I think you pushed it too far,” I explained to her. “You’re acting like a pleasure droid in the opening scene of a robot rebellion movie.”

She shrugged and drew back from our captive. “Your culture had a very disturbing taste in entertainment, Stiletto. We’ll have to indulge together sometime.”

“Good plan. I’ll bring the cheesy holo-movie, you bring the cheesy snacks.”

“Incapacitate your friend and free me,” the man ordered Zudge, though with less conviction now.

Zudge crossed her arms. “Creep’s name is Juroff. He’s in the briefing notes, one of the second tier suspects. I caught sight of him backstage, while you were ogling Simmons, and got a match on his bio keys.”

I accessed the notes in my head. There he was, Flandel Juroff, time criminal with a string of offenses. I couldn’t get a match on his bio signature, though. These Time Dogz adaptations they’d plugged inside us were hit and miss.

Juroff went red in the face “Kill him!” he shouted. “Kill Stiletto! Now!”

“It’s no use, pet,” Zudge told him. “That mind control gel you smeared over my neck won’t work on me.”

“Why not?” Juroff sounded petulant, as if we were all being terribly unfair by spoiling his fun.

“Because she’s already been given some,” I explained. “And it doesn’t work a second time.”

I flinched at my own words. Zudge and I had been putting off an awkward conversation about the way her version of the Ox had recruited her in the first place.

“What do we do now?” Zudge asked. “We’re only supposed to observe and report.”

“Reckon we’ve gone beyond that.”

“You are mine,” Juroff said, who incredibly was still not reading the room. “You will obey.”

“No,” I told him. “You will shut up.” I foraged around and found a damp headband on the drummer’s stool that I stuffed into Juroff’s mouth and followed with a strip of zebra skin to tie it in place.

I sat next to our unwanted captive on the riser and sunk my head in my hands. This was my second-best thinking position.

We could leave him there and return to the Kennel, but then we might lose him.

Or we could kill him, but since he was from the Kennel’s home time, that would be murder. We could say it was self-defense, so I pinned that idea as a possibility, though I’d never killed anyone in cold blood and wanted to avoid that as long as I possibly could.

If we waited around long enough, Athena would send someone to look for us. However, with all that weirdness and fading at the Kennel end, I didn’t have confidence in that.

I sighed, because no matter how much I danced around it, one tactic stood out as best, and I didn’t like it one bit.

I shot Zudge a quick grin to let her know I hadn’t fallen asleep. She was cool though. She was one of the few people who understood from the get go that the Stiletto brain could often deliver the goods, it just needed a little time to get moving from a cold start.

One of the tricky problems with time travel is that history is not fixed. Well… obviously. Otherwise how could people from the future be monkeying around in the past?

In fact, there are an infinite number of timelines. So it isn’t just a matter of going back in time to a particular point in history, you also have to travel to the right version of history.

Even in theory, you can’t actually do that. The best you can hope for is that you go back to one out of a limited set of timelines that are so similar that nobody cares that they aren’t actually the same.

All this mattered because the Simmons in this timeline had gotten his gender wrong. Maybe. It could also be down to Zudge coming from a different timeline from the rest of us, but if Simmons was supposed to be a blowka in the right timeline, then we were all in deep shit.

Time travel was so much easier when I got to blow off steam by punching Nazis. Now I had to make tricky calls about things I didn’t really understand.

“You got it figured out yet?” Zudge asked.

“Yeah.”

“About time. You show me yours and I’ll… you know…?”

“See, it’s like this,” I started, and that’s never a good way to start. “They told us that if a point in history is in flux, then you can secure a connection to the specific version of history you need by using time agents who are already linked with it. Now that you and I are spliced into this version of 1984, we need to stay here to keep the connection to the Kennel strong.”

“I know.”

“You do?” Zudge hadn’t been in that training session.

“Yeah. The Borises told me. Only one of us needs to stay here to keep the connection strong. Since you’re the one who’s had the tweaks done to activate the return function, you must be the one to go back and fetch help.”

I looked at the trussed guy. “Zudge, are you going to be all right?”

“Him? Hah! I’m not worried about this creep.” She sucked in a breath. “I don’t like us splitting up, Stiletto. I’m a horrifically long way from home to be on my own.”

“I promise. I’m going to bring help straight back. I’m hardly going to forget you, am I?”

“You’d better not.”

She grabbed me by the shoulders. “Promise!”

“I swear. Come hell or high water, I will come for you, Zudge.”

She slapped me on the cheek. Hard.

“Oww! What was that for?”

“So you don’t forget me. Now go.”

“You’re unhinged,” I told her, rubbing my cheek but smiling. “Anyone tell you that?”

She gave me a thoughtful look but didn’t reply.

So I did the business and fell back into the Kill Box.

Alone.


Chapter 08

Back at the Kennel, things were looking up. The place was still short staffed, but the pale faces had a little more color. Best of all, I found Athena straight away.

I had been expecting a tongue lashing for going marginally beyond our explicit orders to observe and not intervene under any circumstances.

“They warned me it would be like this with you,” was all she would say on the matter. Then she gave me equipment and instructions to stabilize the situation in 1984 and wait for a cleanup crew to arrive. I was to leave in the morning.

“You did well,” she said as I walked out. “Both of you.”

Flattery gets you nowhere with the Stiletto, but well-earned praise is so rare that it’ll have me worshipping you like a dog.

Athena was uppermost in my mind as I took advantage of the downtime to shower and call my friends to check they were okay. I learned that the Ox was out on a mission, and Max and Rose were fine, though they’d seen a lot of staff at the Kennel who were anything but.

After ten minutes staring at my comm, I finally called Merrygold.

I’d never contacted her during working hours before. I didn’t care if I made her angry. I just wanted to know she was okay.

But there was no answer.

I felt so helpless. I didn’t know if she was dead or alive, or maybe fading away like Sandro LaFratta, and I couldn’t think of another way to contact her.

My comm chimed. It was her.

Or so the comm request notification said. But it wasn’t. It was a voice I’d dreaded hearing since the first time Françoise-Elayenor had brought me with her on this wild sexual adventure.

It was her husband.

* * *

His name was Baruck Merrygold. When he’d insisted on meeting me immediately, he had sounded worried. Now he sounded angry. With me.

We were meeting at the Spicy Critter, a cheap restaurant on the Norman Cross side of the border with a specialty you can guess from the name. I’d brought his wife here a few times, and she’d enjoyed slumming it in what was essentially a food stall with a roof. But she hadn’t enjoyed it as much as the things we did to each other afterwards.

I’d always known she was happily married, but she’d okayed our sexual escapades with her other half first. They were Rousseau-Syndicalist, she’d explained, so everything was fine.

Rousseau-Syndicalist. I’d heard it called other names: swinger, polyamorist, swapportunist, fishbowl partygoer, and more.

Baruck and I suffered through awkward pleasantries over a tasty starter of warm ersatz bread rolls dipped in vat-grown olive oil. He waited until the main courses arrived before speaking his mind.

“You were due to meet up with my wife for a sexual liaison last night.”

I put my spoon down and squared my shoulders a little. “It’s true. She didn’t show.”

He nodded. I expected the next question to flow, but he appeared satisfied with my answer and began tucking into his blanquette d’insectes des bois. I think that meant starch balls stuffed with stewed woodland insects. He seemed to enjoy it. I noticed it was the most expensive item on the menu.

“Did you stop her meeting me?” I asked him.

He froze, blanquette ball halfway to his lips.

I don’t know why I let my mouth stray into dangerous territory so easily.

But Baruck looked confused rather than angry. “No, of course not.”

I was reassured by the look he shot me before putting the ball in his mouth. His expression conveyed a mix of confusion at what I’d said with contempt at me for saying it. I was very familiar with inspiring that combination.

I assumed I was in the clear, but his face hardened. “Maybe I should have put a stop to it,” he growled. “I was perfectly content for her to have her meaningless liaison, but I shouldn’t have sanctioned it with a being like you. It’s too late now. Françoise couldn’t meet with you because she is… Not herself.”

“In what way?”

He drew something out of his jacket pocket – a photograph – and then regarded it in his hand.

“Is she ill?”

After a pained sigh, he handed me the photo.

The scene captured the essence of comfortable middle age. The kind of thing I might like for myself in my distant future, when I’d grown tired of having wild fun and getting shot at.

It was Françoise-Elayenor and Baruck at the beach with their two kids. Everyone looked comfortable in themselves and with each other. The only problem was my lover who was fading in and out of the photograph, fighting to stay in existence.

“I’m no expert,” said Baruck, “and what I’m about to say sounds like something out of the kind of ludicrous holo-movie that only morons would watch, but… is this some kind of time plague?”

He stared at his bowl as if he would find the answers there. It seemed unlikely that the stewed insects would be in the know, but I certainly wasn’t.

“It’s not just her photographs. My memories of her – of all those moments we’ve shared – they come and go. I don’t think I forget them. I think for a while, those times with Françoise never happened. I can sense the gaps. I know something important is missing.”

He finally looked at me. “How about you, Caldwell? Do you forget my wife?”

I shook my head.

He looked away again. “I was filling in some forms – a silly, boring insurance matter – and it asked my marital status. I replied that I was single. I think in that moment, I genuinely was. It was only when I came to the question about having dependents that I asked myself who the mother of my children was. It drew her existence back from oblivion, or wherever she had gone.”

Suddenly, he reached over the table and grabbed me by the lapels of my unfashionable coveralls. “Whatever you’ve done. Undo it!”

“But I don’t know what could be causing this.”

“Then find out. And make it right. Save her, Caldwell.”

He drew back, but his expression only grew fiercer. “Françoise suspects you care about her. Are you in love with my wife?”

“Well, I…” Deep breath. “Yes, I care about her. At first–”

He silenced me with a finger to his lips. “I have no interest in your words. If you truly care about Françoise, show me with your actions.”

When I nodded, he considered the interview concluded and left.

I finished my meal, flicking between concern for my lover and anger at the way her husband had treated me.

Then I finished Baruck’s meal for him. No point in wasting good food, and I was going to need my strength if I was going to fix anyone’s problems.

First of all, though, I needed to rescue Zudge.


Chapter 09

I returned to the Ipswich Gaumont in 1984, four minutes after I’d left and gripped by an irrational fear that I’d appear on stage in the middle of a raging rock concert. I didn’t. I had reappeared on the stage, but it was still dark in the auditorium. The safety curtain was still down and the crowd still out there, singing away in good spirits.

“Zudge?” I whispered.

“Over here,” replied a large man wearing a faded Kiss 1977 tour T-shirt. I couldn’t help noticing that if he’d acquired the shirt in 1977, he’d put on several dress sizes since then.

“You’re not Zudge,” I complained. “Your legs are too long.”

He laughed. “Ms. Jaiden is with Jean and the boys. Don’t worry. Your man is safely trussed up.”

“Muzz Jaiden?”

“She introduced herself as Zudge.” The big man wrinkled his nose. “I’m not saying that. Sounds unsavory. Especially for a nice girl like that. I like her. You’re very lucky to have her.”

“She’s not my girl. Oh, never mind.”

I followed Kiss 77 backstage to the party room. It was low key, but then I remembered that Kiss were due back on stage any moment and Bon Jovi hadn’t been geared up to snack on the flaky sausage rolls and little packets of potato snacks. Bottles of Tolly Cobbold beer had been provided too, and a large bowl of gnarly twigs smeared with tar.

Our man was in sight and safely tied up. Someone had kindly supplied him with a bottle of Tolly and a sausage roll to look at helplessly. The muffled noises he was making through his gag were surely expressions of his appreciation for this kindness.

Zudge had spotted my arrival but was engaged in miming a guitar solo to the delight of a pair of Kiss guitarists. So I let her be for a moment and sniffed at the bowl of tar snacks.

I felt a hand on my back. “It’s an English tradition,” said a blowka in an American accent. “Like when Arthur pulls the sword from the stone, you seen that movie? Whoever eats the first twiglet is proclaimed King of the Mountain.”

The man was dressed like a regular human being, but I recognized the Tina Turner hair from the support act. While I appeared to mull over his words, I accessed my implanted necklopedia to research Jon Bon Jovi and the word twiglet.

Ah. It wasn’t tar the snacks were smeared in, but reprocessed waste from beer breweries. The fresh understanding didn’t make them any more inviting.

“Maybe later,” I told him. “I need to find my little. Umm…” I nodded in Zudge’s direction. “Runaway.”

He chuckled at my carefully researched pun and tried the same King Arthur line on a passing roadie.

I moved to join Zudge, but now she was making a move on Jean for some reason, so I kept a little distance to give her space to carry out whatever scheme she had in mind.

With all the key players in one place, I decided that I ought to zap them now. The Cleaner crews would come later to do a proper tidy, but the important thing was to zap them. Before long they would forget all about us and put down all this evening’s shenanigans to a rock ‘n’ roll electrical fault or some such.

Having sidled up to Jean, Zudge asked the rock goddess, “Can I have just a few minutes with you alone?”

The room fizzed with good-natured cackles and jeers. Zudge blushed, bless her.

Jean, on the other hand, looked delighted. She beamed at Zudge, but then looked over at me uncertainly.

I shrugged. “It’s all fine with me,” I told the bassist.

“You misunderstand.” Jean shook her massive hair theatrically for the benefit of her audience and pointed a purple-tipped finger at me. “I want you to come too. With the three of us… things would be even more interesting. Don’t you think… Stil-etto?”

She spoke my name as if she were snaking her long tongue around it, making me sound like the edgiest of wild sex practices.

Suddenly everyone was looking at me. There was jeering and catcalling, and the room suddenly felt way hotter. Zudge said later that my cheeks flushed, but I think she made that up.

“You two go,” I told Zudge and Simmons. “I’ll scavenge some supplies and join you in a few minutes.”

They ran off to Jean’s dressing room like a couple of teenage lovers on a mission while I stacked up on drinks and food.

Meanwhile the rest of Kiss – the band and their road crew – all regaled me with incredible stories about Jean’s voracious sexual appetite and all the wild things she would do to me if I were man enough for her. You can imagine the kind of crap they were saying. At least, I thought at the time that they were exaggerating.

The Bon Jovi band didn’t know Simmons so well, of course. But the singer slapped me on the back again and said it had been nice knowing me.

Ironic that he should say that, because I judged the moment was right to stop him knowing me at all. I set my stash of beers and snacks down on the table and gestured for attention.

“Very funny,” I told them in good humor. “Where I go now, it’s likely I may never return. My parting words to you are the following… Look here!”

I brought the zapper high above my head.

“Hey, is that a sonic screwdriver?” asked a roadie with a British accent. “That’s the dogs bollocks that is.”

“Sadly, no,” I told him, although after my recent escapade in the England of 2459, I knew what he was talking about. I wasn’t a time lord with a get out of plot jail free device. I was a Time Dog with a get out of time trouble card.

By ‘this’, of course, I mean my zapper.

It probably had a technical name, but zapper is what everyone called the little wands. It made its victims confused and suggestible. Most importantly it made them unable to form lasting memories.

I pressed the activation stud and felt an oddly familiar pulsing through its length as it strobed with light and All-Father knew what. While I pocketed the zapper, everyone stood goggle-eyed and widemouthed, as if struck by a powerful spell of stupidity.

Then they shook their heads and regained their wits.

They wouldn’t remember the zapper or the words I’d spoken since Zudge left the room, but at the moment, they knew who I was, although they looked confused by the tied-up man.

Give it another hour or two and even those memories would dissolve into waking dreams. Their minds would rework events into a pattern they could accept. One in which we hadn’t played a part.

Zappers didn’t work on droids. Or cameras. But neither would be a problem in our case.

Athena had also given me a sedative, which I used on Juroff. He would stay awake but would be totally lethargic.

“Guard this man with your lives,” I instructed the rockers.

“Okay,” they said. They were in a suggestible state, but they were good boys and I’m sure would have agreed to help anyway.

I took my beer and snacks over to Jean’s personal dressing room but hesitated at the door, worried about what I’d see inside. I’d read stories about rock ‘n’ roll excess. Seen some holo-movies too. Did I really want to intrude on Zudge having uninhibited sex with the bass player from Kiss? She’d probably had frequent sexual fantasies about doing precisely that when she was a teenager.

I mentally shrugged. I’d soon find out, either way.

I opened the door and marched inside.

I admit I felt slightly let down that everyone had their clothes on.

Though in some ways what was going down was even more shocking.


Chapter 10

It was a haunted version of Jean Simmons who stared at me, all color drained from her face, leaving only the lipstick, eye shadow, and half a ton of blusher. She wasn’t the bad girl now. That was Zudge, who had obviously revealed who we really were, and you were never supposed to do that. She’d been so bad that I was shocked. Even I wouldn’t do such a thing. Usually. Well, maybe once or twice.

As for the supposed rock goddess, she was now a frightened little girl lost inside her voluminous hair.

I began to wonder whether the Time Dogz had installed telepathy circuits because Jean chose that moment to reach up inside the back of her hairdo and remove her wig to reveal glossy jet black hair, shaved high up one side and – after a little fussing – straightened strands flopped over the other side as far as her ear. The styling was probably supposed to be edgy in this era, but it brought an unexpected pang of loss to my chest. Several of my army sisters had sported similar styles back in the war.

“Did you know about this, Stiletto?”

I glanced Zudge’s way, unsure what precisely Simmons was accusing me of.

“Of course you do. You’re both time travelers.” Simmons ground her teeth. Loudly. “I love science fiction. Comic books. Star Trek. All that stuff. Now I hear that I should be a man. I’m the wrong version of me!”

Learning you’re a temporal screw up and should never have existed must be hard to hear. I got that. I had no idea what to say. But, naturally, I opened my mouth anyway. “I wouldn’t worry about it,” I told her. “Zudge is from the wrong version of history herself.” I hesitated. “Or from your perspective, the wrong future.”

Zudge fumed. “Maybe I am.” She pointed at Simmons. “But this was a man when we saw Kiss in 1976. Come on, Stiletto, it was only yesterday.”

Since it was bothering her so much, I sat, closed my eyes, and searched my mind for the clearest and cleanest memories of the Birmingham Odeon. To do that, I dampened down the input from my briefing data, so I could recall what I’d actually witnessed, not what I was supposed to have seen.

I should point out at this stage that I’ve mentioned the other Cleaner crew members had been recording what they were seeing. They’d been fitted with something like a video camera that plugged into their heads… on the inside. I had one but it wasn’t yet activated. Zudge hadn’t even that. I think all the panic about the moles and the Kill Box attrition, and all that shite, meant that she was the equivalent of throwing a new battle recruit into the frontline without actually giving them a Gauss rifle. You know, scavenge weapons, ammo and everything else you need as you go along? Desperate armies have been doing that since they started fighting wars back in the Neolithic.

I should be able to do this but remembering that concert in 1976 was harder than performing juggling tricks with greased otters.

“Well?” Zudge pressed.

I did my best. “I remember the singer with the star in his eye. Paul Stanley, right? Then there was Ace the Spaceman. Cat guy. And then… batgirl. There were bat wings.”

“Are you sure?” Zudge sounded disappointed. “There was a bat costume but was it a batgirl or a batman?”

“Can you picture their face?” Simmons asked. “Hey, Stiletto! Eyes open!”

Simmons had her color back and was giving me a rock ‘n’ roll pout that transformed her face into ninety percent lips. Kissable lips. She pointed to her face. “You would remember this.”

“Damn! You’re right. If the bass player of Kiss looked as hot as you, I would have remembered her clearly, but I’ve got nothing. What does that mean, Zudge?”

“You really believe this shit,” Simmons screamed. “I thought this was an elaborate prank, but you really believe you’re time travelers. And… And I don’t fit into the timeline. I’m wrong.”

“No,” I said to reassure her.

“Yes,” Zudge said at the same time, rather less reassuringly.

“The techs explained something about superposition states,” I tried to clarify. “You are both Jean Simmons with a ‘J’ and Gene Simmons with a ‘G’ until the universe makes up its mind which one it wants, and then… Well, whichever version wins, you were always that way.”

“And you two are gonna make sure that I’m the version comes out on top. Right? Right, guys?”

Zudge and I looked awkwardly at each other. This was way beyond our pay grade.

“Okay,” said Jean, “you obviously don’t know shit about that, so let’s run with the follow-up question. Why is someone trying to kill me? Is that someone from your time too?”

“There are a whole bunch of Kiss-related time crimes,” Zudge said. “Of which this is one. I think it’s because some fans gravitate toward one band member in particular and obsess too far.”

“Makes sense,” Jean said. “Paul’s popular with the ladies of a certain age. Ace was the cool one to hang out with.”

“Everyone has a favorite member of Kiss,” I said. “Sometimes that adoration goes too far. Even so, murdering someone is extreme. Most people aren’t capable of murder even if they wish someone dead.”

“Simmons is different,” Zudge said. “He’s transgressive.”

“She is transgressive,” Jean insisted. “She!”

While Simmons shot a demonic look at my friend, I looked up the long word Zudge had used.

Zudge made a second attempt. “Let me put it in a way you’d understand, Stiletto. Gene Simmons – the real one I mean, no offense – metaphorically and literally sticks his tongue out at the world’s strictures, grabs life by the balls, and does it his way.”

“Why didn’t you say that in the first place?” I replied. “Sounds like my kind of guy.”

“Mine too,” said Jean. “Tell me about him.”

I left Zudge to her fangirl conversation and fiddled with the zapper. Jean was fascinated by Gene, but every word Zudge spoke was pointless because I was going to make sure that Simmons never remembered any of it.

While Zudge gushed over Gene with a ‘G’, I looked up the version of ‘J’ Jean the Time Dogz had put into my head.

In the rock goddess version of history, the fortunes of Kiss had risen… fallen… risen a bit… faded… and then they made Carnival of Souls in the late 1990s, the ultimate comeback album that outsold by a huge margin the sum total of everything they’d done to that point.

The Carnival of Souls world tour lasted two years and at the final tour date, Kiss announced they were quitting at the top, now that they had proved they were – in their words – the hottest band in the world… ever!

And quit they did. Though they spent the next three decades making guest appearances on and co-writing each other’s solo albums. Then there were multiple Kiss franchise bands who performed as Kiss under license, a business venture that lasted for decades, was subsequently mothballed for long periods, but kept reviving and bringing in money for the rights holders century after century. Incredibly, the Kiss Organization was still raking in the money in the Kennel’s era, though the flesh and blood rock goddess before me had long been replaced by lookalike droids…

… which made me think of cyborg Jennike and the dirty things that we’d done. Maybe she was still around in the 34th century?

I shivered and pushed her image away, returning to my Simmons biography.

After the end of Kiss, her involvement with music was more sporadic than her bandmates, her main focus being on directing 2D movies with modest success. Then she moved into movie special effects at which she proved a genius techie, developing some of the techniques I’d seen in holo-movies of my era.

Accompanied by a low whistle, I gave her an admiring look. This woman was a hugely successful songwriter, badass rock performer, savvy businesswoman and tech genius, all wrapped up in tasty packaging. She would live an impressive life.

My moment of admiration shattered when the innards fell out of my zapper, because some idiot had been fiddling with it and unscrewed the end of the handle. As one of the few items of properly impressive tech from the 34th century I picked it up for a closer look and was struck by how familiar it seemed.

Where have I seen something like you before?

The memory slotted into place. Slam! Steyr-Glock RC-3 6-coil, the Gauss rifle pressed into the hands of hastily trained conscripts in the defense of Fortress Europa. I know the defense against WorldSoc failed in the end, but not because of the RC-3. It was a good weapon and reliable, with all its parts easily replaced and maintained in the field. The cylinder in my hand looked just like the synchronizer that had slotted behind the rifle’s barrel, though with a battery attached.

A Gauss rifle – sometimes known as a coilgun – needed to carefully time the sequence of power bursts to the coils that ran along the barrel, and they did get out of whack easily in real life conditions. But that was okay because the synchronizer controlled all that and had a simple adjustable mechanism. Tuning your synchronizer was as simple as sighting in a rifle. Simpler, in fact.

I held the zapper up to my eye and saw a series of tiny coils along the internal length of the wand.

I had a bad idea.

Meanwhile, Zudge’s fangirling dried up when she realized Jean was no longer listening.

Simmons gave me a steady stare. “What’s next for me? Is it the mind wipe? Or do you rely on me never speaking of this because everyone will assume I’m insane?”

“Wipe,” I answered.

Simmons shook her head. “Won’t work. I’ll remember. Even if it’s only my subconscious, I forget nothing. Listen to my lyrics because I’ll write about you.” She licked luscious lips. “Especially you, Stiletto.”

“That would be so cool,” said Zudge, bless her. We both knew that what Simmons had said would be impossible, but the idea of her writing a song about me was pretty awesome.

“Is that what’s going to do it?” Simmons nodded at the zapper in my hands.

“Yeah.”

“Will it hurt?”

“Nah. You won’t be able to remember the last few minutes. Everything else will be fuzzy and fade altogether over the next few hours.”

“I see. Well, what are you waiting for?”

“Err…” I hadn’t realized I was waiting. I’d been having a good time chatting with her. Maybe it was that.

“In that case …” Simmons shook her shoulders, back in her on-stage persona. “If there’s no hurry. And if I’ll never remember what we do anyway, the next step is obvious.”

“Eh?”

That tongue came out, lubricating Simmon’s lips with the kind of total contempt for subtlety that I enjoyed in a woman. “I mean you, Stiletto. You. Zudge. And me. Come on, don’t be shy, either of you. You know you want to.”

It took several seconds of hard effort, but I managed to wrench my gaze away from that tongue and see how Zudge was reacting. Her mouth was open, her mind racing through outrageous possibilities.

That’s the problem with the descendants of my generation. Too much thinking about things when they should just do them. Me and Simmons – both versions – were the opposite to Zudge.

There never being any time like the present, I took my top off.

Simmons cooed appreciatively over my chest tattoo of the stiletto stabbing a planet. Then she started rattling off cheesy rock lyrics about what she wanted to do with my blade.

I looked across at Zudge. She was hesitating, but it was like the moment before leaping off a pier and into the sea. You could see she wanted to, but she was still working up the courage. She was almost there. Just a little bit more…

Then she noticed my gaze. Instantly, her face lit up with excitement, bringing a hot flush to her cheeks. She reached down to pull up her top.

“Jaiden! What are you doing?”

Athena was at the door. Didn’t anyone knock in this era?

The boss didn’t even bother to admonish me, which meant the Ox had told her all she needed to know about Steven Z. Caldwell.

At least I got to see Zudge’s blush bloom to epic levels, which was some consolation.

“Welcome to my humble abode, time traveler,” Simmons told Athena. “Relax. Take off your clothes. Let’s enjoy this brief pocket of time.”

“You fucking told her!” Athena was surprised rather than angry. She glared at me, making it obvious where she was laying the blame. “Why haven’t you zapped her, Caldwell?”

“He was just about to zap me,” Simmons drawled. “Just about to put his blade–”

I put my finger to her lips before she embarrassed herself further. “I’m sorry, Jean. But it’s time to put the sex goddess act back in its box.”

Jean bit her lip. It wasn’t cute like when Jennike did it. (Stop thinking about her!). This was terror at what I was about to do to her.

But what if I didn’t have to?

I fiddled with the zapper.

“Ma’am,” I said to the boss. “There’s a problem with Simmons. A discrepancy.”

“It’s quite the predicament,” said Simmons. “None of you were prepared for my inexplicable sex.”

Not helping, Simmons.

“I don’t care,” Athena said.

“Perhaps Simmons can assist us in…”

I gave up. The word NO! was stamped too firmly across Athena’s face, followed swiftly by a narrowing around the eyes that meant, GET THE HELL ON WITH IT, STILETTO!

Anger surged through me like coils igniting along a Gauss barrel. I don’t like being told what to do. It makes me want to do the opposite.

But I didn’t need an argument with Athena. “Okay. Zapping the girl, boss.”

I brought the zapper up close to Simmons and pressed the stud. The room pulsed with light.

For a few seconds she looked stunned. Then she blinked and frowned. “Hey, you’re the guy who warned me about the electrical fault. And…” She narrowed her eyes at Zudge. “She’s your partner. What are you doing in my room?”

Way to go, Simmons. “It’s okay,” I told her. “We’re with the venue. You had an electrical shock off your bass guitar. You just need a few minutes and you’ll be back to normal. The crowd is singing for you out there. They’re not going anywhere.”

“A shock?” Simmons acted confused. “Like Ace?”

“Yeah. Something like that.”

“And the rest of the band?”

“They’re fine. Grabbing a beer a couple of rooms down the corridor.”

“Is Jon Bon Jovi there? He’s such a good looking boy.”

Zudge grabbed a roadie to look after Simmons. They’d been joined by a couple of Time Dogz. The Cleaner crew was here and Juroff had already been transported back to the Kennel. We soon joined him.

Back at the Kennel, Zudge kept shooting me funny looks. I think her subconscious suspected me of being up to no good but couldn’t put a finger on what I’d done.

Things had gotten worse again in the 34th century. The Kennel felt like it was on a slow slide to oblivion, with its staff resembling fading ghosts, if they were there at all.

For my part, I felt exhausted too. Once I’d passed Decontamination, I retreated to my room.

I brought up Françoise-Elayenor’s details in my comm. I stared numbly at her name for a few minutes, but I had nothing to say, and I didn’t want to hear her not reply. So I cut my losses and went to bed.

It was gone midnight, and I was sleeping fitfully, when Zudge showed up.


Chapter 11

I let Zudge in, blinking the sleep from my eyes. “Is this one of those occasions,” I asked her, “where you surprise me at my most vulnerable so you can take sexual advantage of me?”

“No.”

I took a moment to chew over her denial. “Good.”

“You look like shit,” Zudge kindly pointed out. “Merrygold?”

“Yeah…” I groaned.

“Thought so. Tell me what’s wrong.”

I explained. About Merrygold disappearing from the photo. About what I felt for her.

Zudge listened.

That’s what I liked about her. Despite the silly name, she didn’t judge. She understood what was bugging me and she had a sympathetic ear.

I sat up and wriggled my shoulders. Getting that lump of worry out of me felt good. “So what did you want to tell me about?”

“Jean Simmons.”

“Ach, I’m sorry you missed your chance. But I’m sure you’ll find plenty of other historical figures to hump.”

She shook her head. “I looked her up, intrigued about her. About how her history played out compared with the male Gene Simmons I learned about when I was a kid.”

“Let me guess,” I said. I yawned, an immense crocodilian gape, but it helped to bring my mind fully to the party. “You started off assuming that Lady Jean Simmons was nothing more than Mister Gene Simmons with bolted-on boobs and less chest hair. However, you discovered that people are far more complicated than you realized, and the difference between men and women runs deeper than their outer appearance and interior plumbing.”

“How… how did you know?”

“It must have been something profound to bring you here. You didn’t just burst into my room for a chance to see me naked.”

“You know, Stiletto?” She rearranged my bedclothes so I was more modestly draped. “You’re not as stupid as you make out. Yes, the female Simmons was a completely different person from the male one in many regards, and almost identical in others, but that wasn’t what spooked me. According to the discography I read, she wrote a concept album.”

“I know. The one with the big knocker.”

“No. A second one. A solo album in 1989. Some of the lyrics are disturbing. They talk of a world that’s gone wrong, that isn’t on the right path. I think the album is intended as a warning.”

“That’s common, isn’t it?”

“There’s a song called ‘Socialist Victory’ about the Berlin Wall coming down.”

I searched my necklopedia. 1989. Fall of the Berlin Wall. That was in the official history. “So?”

“In the song, the wall is knocked down by the spontaneous action of West Berliners, inviting the Soviet Army to liberate their part of the city from its long capitalist nightmare. Within days, East Germany annexes the West and Europe is engulfed in war.”

“You need sleep,” I told her. “In the morning you’ll realize you’re talking like a total fool’s hat. Remember the Simmons we met, the one who turned everything into cheesy sex lyrics? I wouldn’t read anything into her songs.”

She crossed her arms. Zudge was pretty when she gave that angry pout. “How about her song called The Flashing Blade? It’s about a man who travels time casting his chauvinistic male gaze over women throughout history, bedding girls in every era.”

“Again, that sounds an entirely appropriate topic for a rock song.”

“The name of the time traveling pig is Stiletto.”

I grimaced, rubbing at my chin. “I make a strong impression on some people. You know that. A tiny piece of me must have lodged in her head and her subconscious retrieved my name. Did she…? You know? Sing nice things about me?”

“Oh, you would love it.” She scowled and added in a constricted voice. “More than the song she wrote about me.”

“Oh, don’t be sad. You’ll obviously never be as memorable as me, Zuri Jaiden, but you do still make a powerful impression. I’m not surprised Simmons vaguely remembered you at some level.”

“But did she have to rhyme Zudge with fudge, and milk that for a new sexual innuendo with every verse?”

I put my hand on her arm. “We’re mentioned in a music album from 1989. It’s weird, but it’s time travel, my friend – nothing worth getting upset about. We’ll listen together tomorrow and laugh. What’s the album called, anyway?”

“Gosh, you must be right, Stiletto. You’re so wise. Whyever was I worrying my cute little head when the album title is so ordinary? Simmons titled it: Time Dogz: Listen up, bitches!”

* * *

I was too stunned to do anything for a bit. With that album title, the universe had caught up with me and slapped me in the face. Again.

We didn’t have an audio recording available, which was a disaster because I was really into the idea of a hot rock goddess singing about me. But we did have the lyrics, and taking the album as a whole, there was no denying that Time Dogz the album was intended to be a message for me and Zudge.

But what was Simmons trying to tell us?

A plague wipes out ninety percent of the world’s population in the 1950s.

The French Sixth Republic wins the space race and dominates the world through its orbital batteries.

The Indian Empire and the Chinese Triple Republic fight a war for a thousand years, with the rest of the world conscripted to fight for one side or the other, but neither side can win, and everybody loses.

The UN Food and Agriculture Agency attempts to solve world hunger through cloning genetically engineered livestock. But they didn’t anticipate the fanatical religious cult that overruns the world’s militaries with AI-controlled war buffalo.

The Volgans do very bad things. That one really surprised me, because the Volgans were from Athena’s native timeline, but it was only one story among a sheaf that Simmons was singing that didn’t seem connected with one another. It was more a general sense that the world had taken a wrong turn, that it had shifted into an alternate timeline. And never a good one, given that most of the songs concerned ugly geopolitics, war, and death. Nice.

Zudge was deeply troubled. “How could Simmons be doing this?” she kept asking. “How could she know?”

“Maybe it’s connected with her being a girl when she should be a blowka,” I suggested.

It’s almost… no…”

“Go on,” I encouraged. “Say it.” Me and my big mouth.

“Well,” Zudge began tentatively. “Most people are only ever aware of one version of history. But we know from our training that once an individual has made contact with another timeline, some start sensing neighboring timelines and can tell when their core version of reality starts to shift. But that’s why we have Cleaner crews with zappers and all that gear.”

“Ahh.”

She looked up at me suddenly. “But I saw you zap Simmons.”

“Yeah. About that…”

“Oh, Stiletto. What did you…? No. Don’t bother explaining. I know exactly what you did!”

“Busted. I fiddled with the zapper. Tweaked the settings so it wasn’t aligned right. We used to do a Russian roulette version of that in the war, using our coilguns. You were military too, Zudgey. Are you telling me you never mucked around with the gear you were assigned. Just for laughs? Just because you could?”

Her expression told me in no uncertain terms that she had not.

“Wiping Simmons didn’t feel like the right thing to do,” I explained. “To hell with Athena and Time Dogz Inc. Why should I do what they want?”

She gave me a stern look. “Merrygold.”

“Huh? You think Merrygold is connected with Jean Simmons?”

“Let me think…” she said sarcastically. “Weird shit is happening at multiple points in history, including right here in the Kennel. And the one connecting factor is a certain dumb Danish dickslab.”

“The Devil!” I moaned. “I think you might have a point.”


Chapter 12

Like any good little boy, I confessed all to the grown-ups.

Although, if I must be honest, that wasn’t quite how it played out.

When Zudge had pointed out that I seemed to be the connecting factor to all the shits hitting multiple Time Dog fans, at first it all made sense. But she’d roused me from sleep and my brain takes a while to come online.

The more I thought on it, the stronger my conviction grew that I didn’t know for sure that I was the cause of any of this. I mean, it sounded plausible but that didn’t mean it was true. The effects of time travel are complex and unfathomable, and that’s before the Time Dogz threw Stiletto Caldwell into the mix.

By contrast with my uncertainty, Time Dogz Inc. would have no compunction whatsoever about killing off any of its employees who had become a liability. Or even might have become one.

“Let’s think about this some more,” I said to Zudge when we were halfway to the Cleaner operations room.

“Merrygold,” she said firmly, her expression merciless.

I thought about Merrygold’s husband and the horror he felt at losing his wife. If we didn’t sort this, Françoise-Elayenor would vanish from life itself, not just a few photographs. He wouldn’t even remember her.

They’d been married over twenty years, but soon she would be a void in his memory, scabbed over and unexplored.

I couldn’t let her down.

But I didn’t fancy being murdered by my own employer either, so I decided to seek advice from the Ox.

The Kennel was like a barracks for its zero quint time flotsam, but the more elevated employees of the agency were assigned relatively luxurious quarters. I’d visited the Ox’s rooms once before, briefly, and not in a happy way. I’d always assumed the next time I visited would be for pleasurable reasons, not with fear in my heart and Zudge at my side.

I rang her bell, same as Zudge had mine a half hour earlier.

No reply. It was half past midnight, so that wasn’t surprising, but I needed to talk with her. I tried knocking but that got no response either.

I buzzed the door once more and felt a smoothing sense of relief when I heard movement on the other side of the door.

A few moments later, a voice came over the intercom. “Oh, no! What the hell are you doing here, Caldwell?”

It was a woman’s voice, but not the Ox’s. This was Monique DeSalle, and I wasn’t her favorite person.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “But I need to see the Ox. It’s important. And urgent.”

There was no reply from the other side of the door.

“DeSalle? I’m serious. There’s a problem and I need help to sort it.”

“A problem of your own making, I suppose.”

I drew a deep breath and kept my calm. “I honestly don’t know.”

It was an admission of sorts, and they were usually the key to getting DeSalle to talk.

“You can’t see her, Caldwell. She’s not well. She’s…” I caught the tremor in her words.

“Fading?” I suggested when she didn’t finish.

“Yes,” she replied in a small voice.

“DeSalle, tell her to stay strong because I will fix this.”

“I shall.” I heard her swallow hard. “God help me, I’ll never understand why, but she believes in you, Stiletto. Don’t let her down.”

“I won’t.”

I stood there and said nothing. That might not sound much, but it was a defining moment for me. It was proof that I had changed, and not in a way I liked.

Only a few weeks earlier, DeSalle had dismissed me as insane because I had tried to convince her that our comrade, Sandro LaFratta, had faded from existence. Faded from DeSalle’s memory altogether. I had gone to enormous lengths to prove her wrong.

Now the Ox was fading the same way, and this was the perfect opportunity to wipe that smug superiority off DeSalle’s face.

But I no longer cared about proving her wrong.

Instead of sharing her bed with me, the Ox was sleeping with DeSalle. I’d been bitter with jealousy when I’d first discovered that. Talk about adding insult to injury! DeSalle’s sex drive had been surgically pruned as a child, same as everyone else serving in the deep space navy, but the Ox had chosen her over me.

That was still galling, but in the circumstances, it didn’t feel important.

What was wrong with me? It should.

“Caldwell?” DeSalle said. “Was there something else?”

“Just… You stay strong too, Monique. And look after yourself because the Ox needs you. Don’t worry about me messing up. Zudge is by my side to keep me honest. We’ll be in touch.”

To the Devil! Now I had two vanishing women depending on me to sort this mess. A mess we still hadn’t begun to understand. There was no other option. I took a deep breath, and then, and only then, I went to the operations room to confess all to the grown-ups.

Zudge accompanied me, giving me strange looks all the way.

As it happened, the most senior person in the operations room was Athena, which made things easier because she already understood half the story.

I filled her in on the bits she didn’t already know.

Turned out she’d guessed most of it anyway.

Her response surprised me, and Athena’s stock rose sharply in my estimation.

Instead of throwing the book at me, she impressed on me and Zudge that under no circumstances should we tell anyone else what we’d just told her.

Local people who didn’t have the benefit of hugely expensive time anchors were collapsing out of history. And if they ever had an inkling of who to blame…

She left the details of those particular consequences to our imagination.

“The most pressing problem is our techs,” Athena said. “They’re time locals, see? If we don’t fix this soon, there won’t be any techs left in existence and we won’t be able to carry out the time jumps to fix anything.”

“So we jump to 1989?”

Her face softened. It was the closest I’d ever seen her come to a smile. An internal glow illuminated her face. I realized Athena was one of those people who come alive in a crisis, perhaps as a consequence of living a bonus life after the brink of death. I understood that. We lived to the max and made the most of every moment.

“No, Caldwell. I jump to 1989. You two finish your training first.”

* * *

The place was on a war footing. They allowed us four hours sleep, a quick breakfast, then we were in the Cleaner team training room.

We were given the Crash Course.

I don’t mean ‘a’ crash course. The documents were actually stamped with the name ‘Crash Course’. Essentially this was a list of the bare minimum that time agents would need to operate in the field.

Unlike previous Time Dogz courses I’d attended, which had all been digital, this module was printed on paper. Like we were in the 20th century or something.

The paper was well thumbed. Clearly, this wasn’t the first time the Crash Course had been needed.

The training was delivered by Celine diSeeyng, one of the team leads like Athena. I asked after my team boss, but diSeeyng said Athena had fast-returned to 1984 to clear up some detail – no prizes for guessing what – and had then headed for 1989.

Being trained were me, the Zudge, diSeeyng, and eight others I didn’t recognize, which came as a surprise.

“Now, pay attention. I know sitting in on a training course is dull when you really want to hear about historical gun battles, Renaissance seduction techniques, critical events in history, and all that good stuff. But listen up because this is important. This is the information that will keep you alive.”

Mostly we took a rapid tour of the range of equipment available to us: medical gadgets, devices for intercepting or transmitting encrypted comms, hovercams, and a range of devices to kill, sedate, or manipulate the people from past times.

One of the final topics was the fast return function, and like much of the Crash Course, its existence had never been mentioned to us before. Instead of all that complicated course plotting the techs had to carry out before a jump, all recent journeys were recorded. You could simply dial up a recent one and return to where you left off, with an offset of up to five minutes so you didn’t have to meet an earlier version of yourself unless you wanted to.

The reason that particular topic came to mind was that it was our last. There were another forty pages of training information, but the big boss himself, Laz Cohgun, came racing in, wearing a red leather spacesuit that looked as if the bones of trilobite-descended people had been stitched inside. Unfortunately, they weren’t really bones (which would have been cool). The ribs were time anchors, the devices that kept the richest stratum of society firmly connected to a version of history in which their lives and their privilege were never in doubt.

Cohgun touched the side of his helmet. There was a hiss and then the visor lifted up and I could see his face. Time Dogz Inc., his baby, was in deep financial trouble, and his employees were being wiped from existence. Most people would find that somewhat perturbing, but it seemed that there was still some of the impulsive adventurer that everyone said Cohgun had been in his youth. The man was so energized he appeared reborn.

He pointed to me and Zudge. “Training is over for you. You’re up for a mission.”

I admit, I was excited by the prospect. “What’s wrong?” Zudge asked the big boss.

In case you hadn’t noticed, Zudge was a better observer of people than me.

“Athena’s team,” Cohgun said. He shook his head. “They never made it to 1989. And they never came back.”

My heart soured. Athena… I’d spoken to her only a few hours ago. I had been growing to respect her. Wanted to hear her tales from the wrong side of history. Now she was gone.

Though not entirely. If all this business hadn’t flared up, we would still have been on our original training program, observing the team she’d led four years ago to make multiple jumps to that Kiss concert in 1976.

She was still alive, out there in history. In theory, we could jump there. Speak with her. Get to know her. Let her know what had happened... what would happen.

Cohgun punctured my thoughts by clearing his throat loudly. “Jump attrition, Caldwell. It happens. Now gear up and get your butts into the…err…”

“The Kill Box,” I finished for him.

“Yes. The Kill Box.”

Twenty minutes later, we were prepped and with rucksacks stuffed with standard equipment. The way to 1989 was blocked, our techs – Julian and Augustine – told us. So we were to be the forward bracket in 2029.

* * *

Bracketing.

This was standard Cleaner operating procedure. If something fishy was going on in, say the year 2000, then rather than jump straight to 2000, we would send a forward bracket perhaps to the 2030s and a deep bracket to the 1970s. In normal circumstances, there would be further intelligence-gathering jumps, each time moving the brackets closer to the moment in history when we would make our cleanup.

A big part of this was to avoid showing our hands too soon to the rival time travelers who had usually caused the problem in the first place, and whose infiltration of the Time Dogz had led to the reopening of the Kill Box.

But also because when we made the cleanup in earnest, we needed to gather information beforehand, so we got the main move right first time. A botched cleaning would often make things worse than they had been in the first place.

Listen to me being an expert on this stuff, now that I’d been trained.

As Zudge and I clambered into the high tech sarcophagus of the Kill Box, I had a premonition that the Crash Course wouldn’t be enough.

And as usual, my premonitions proved right.


—— 2 ——
Heaven & Hell


Chapter 13

Pain clawed through my guts like an angry bear swipe. It was all I could do to keep my feet as we set down in the Peterborough of 2029.

In front of me, Zudge grunted and fell to her knees, clutching her stomach.

“The Devil!” I cursed. “Are you okay?”

She rolled onto her back and spread her arms. With an embarrassed grin, she replied, “Never felt better.”

Was that a blush on her cheeks? There had been a lot of that recently.

She jiggled her body, settling into the springy grass bed of the lush meadow, which was scattered with wildflowers in delicate pinks and yellows.

The cold streets and tenement blocks of what I was beginning to call home in 3343 had vanished, of course. That much I had expected. According to the version of history stored in my head, in this period, Peterborough was thirty miles inland and Norman Cross was an agricultural zone just outside the city.

But this wasn’t farmland. This was the Garden of Eden.

Even the pain in my gut had vanished. I understood Zudge’s embarrassment. We had both reacted as if we’d been cut with a fusion lance, when really it had been more like a pang of indigestion, gone before you properly knew it was there.

Still, the stab of pain troubled me.

Usually when we made a time jump, we had a momentary sense of tripping. Never pain.

I decided that since neither of us had any idea what it meant, there was no point worrying about it. So I shot Zudge my best reassuring smile and surveyed our surroundings.

We were encompassed by unspoiled wildness. Or so I thought at first. We were in meadowland punctuated by clumps of shrubs and patches of trees, but after a while I discerned that we were inside a large rectangle bordered by neat rows of trees, predominantly hawthorns.

“What do you see?” Zudge asked from the ground.

“We’re right where we should be. Come on!” I hauled her to her feet, and we marched east across the meadow, heading for a line of hawthorns. “We’re in a field. Farmland. Just as we’re supposed to be.”

She followed, taking her time before replying, “It might be a field, but I don’t think it’s actually been farmed for a very long time.”

A weird buzzing came from her rucksack, but I was on a mission and ignored both the noise and Zudge when she stopped. I kept going.

I’d spotted a patch of hedge that was significantly less dense and guessed it had once been a gap out of the field. My bag was buzzing too, but I ignored that and the scratches of the hawthorn branches. I soon emerged triumphantly onto the road that I’d hoped would be on the far side.

The once-smooth road surface had buckled, broken by tree roots that pushed beneath the asphalt. Brambles snaked up the sides of the road, their tendrils intertwining with a mass of other plants. Weeds grew from the many cracks and crevices, sending out mats of sprawling green.

I kicked away the vegetation with my boot, trying to clear a path as I walked down the center of what had once been two distinct lanes. Faded dashes of white lane paint were still visible beneath all the overgrowth.

No one had driven on this road for years. Decades, probably.

What tragedy had transpired here?

I stopped and listened to the sounds of summer nature.

A lark sang high in the blue sky above, its gentle melody threatening to soothe away my worries. Other birds joined in from the hedgerow, each creating its own musical accompaniment to the lark’s beautiful song.

Busy insects buzzed in the air, and the soft rustle of a breeze wound its way through the meadows, bringing with it the sweet scent of pollen. Ripe soft fruit too.

For a moment, I was filled with awe at the vibrancy of life in this abandoned place.

You could be at peace in a place like this.

Which was probably why it made me feel so uneasy.

I liked my worries. Needed them. They gave me purpose.

And if any Stiletto soothing was going to happen, it wasn’t going to be delivered by stupid butterflies moving from flower to flower along the road, no matter how pretty their wings. No, there would be a hot binta involved, and not only would she be stunningly beautiful, but she would understand me too.

From the meadow, Zudge called my name.

Before I could reply, I was startled by a rabbit hopping out of a thicket of brambles on the verge. It reached the crumbled asphalt just five feet away before it jerked in surprise and stared at me, nose twitching. After deploying its rabbit sensor sweep for a few moments, it bolted for a thick clump of grass and disappeared.

I explored its exit point with the toe of my boot, and sure enough it concealed a rabbit hole.

According to the map in my head, this abandoned road was the A15, one of the main routes through this part of a country that had called itself the United Kingdom.

Now there was a rabbit warren underneath the A15, using the asphalt as a protective shield.

Smart move by the rabbits, but the absence of humanity was making my heart race with creeping fear.

The sounds of nature filled the landscape. But where were the sounds of humanity?

Aircraft? Trains? Distant road traffic? Industry? Voices?

Nothing.

Merrygold and the people of 3343 were fading from reality. Was I witnessing a world in which the last human had just… gone? A Garden of Eden inhabited by one man and one–

“Stiletto!”

I parked that thought for future examination and pushed back through the gap in the hedge. From this direction I saw the rusted metal gate posts bracketing the gap, and my feet felt the bars of the gate buried beneath the foliage.

Zudge had brought a device from her rucksack and was frowning at it. It made a peculiar crackling sound. Something in my ruck was buzzing a muffled echo of the same sound.

I didn’t know what that was. Augustine – the grumpier of our two techs – had simply handed us bulging equipment rucksacks and told us to make the time jump.

“What is that thing?” I called.

“Geiger counter.”

No, that didn’t mean anything.

That’s why they’d implanted my head and neck with auxiliary memory and stuffed it with information, though no knowledge. I needed to know the right questions to ask, but when I did, I could get simple answers fast.

“Geiger… The Devil?”

Zudge and I stared at each other in silence, mouths open like a pair of proper fools’ hats.

There was a single word invading our heads. We both voiced it at the same time.

“Radiation!”


Chapter 14

“Damn!” I hissed through my teeth. “Damn! Damn! Damn!”

Zudge tilted her head and looked at me. “You don’t look sick, Stillo.”

“Damn! Damn! Err… what?”

“I’ve been looking up the effects of radiation,” she said. “I know that the Geiger reading is bad, but if we were truly screwed, we’d be feeling nauseated already. Besides…”

She spread her arms, indicating the lush idyll. “Not exactly my idea of a nuclear wasteland.”

“You don’t get it,” I said. “Life clings on. It always does. The problem with a post-nuclear apocalypse is not that everything dies, but that things live on. Things that should have died…”

With a shrug and a frown, my naïve companion communicated that she hadn’t a clue what the hell I was talking about.

“Mutants,” I explained in a dread tone.

“Really?” A dimple of amusement flickered across her cheeks.

“It’s no laughing matter,” I snapped back. “Out there at this very moment will be bands of roving mutants thirsting for norm flesh. Their bodies will be a mass of weeping sores. Some will have claws instead of hands, others lizard scales instead of skin. Fangs, tusks, feathers, thick hides coated in fur, some with unnatural powers – no two muties will be quite alike, but all will harbor an insatiable hatred for those who were never mutated. Norms like us, Zudge.”

“You’re right,” she said, all trace of amusement gone. “We can’t let our guard down. There could be a mutie ambush waiting behind every tree.”

We walked through the hedge and onto the buckled road, arguing over where we should go.

“Unlike you,” Zudge said, “I lived in England, or at least a version of it 200-odd years after this point. For at least the last half millennium, the English outside of the capital have always moaned that everything important happens only in London. If we want answers, that’s where we need to be.”

My mind filled with pictures of urban mutie gangs, of being trapped in a concrete and brick jungle and ripped apart by hideous malformed travesties of people.

Hours later – many hours of twitchy paranoia later – my supposed friend and companion admitted that she’d been messing with me. I took some convincing that muties weren’t real and all those years, the holo-movies had lied to me. After releasing my anger at her in a ten-minute sustained burst of invective, I declared that I would attempt to forgive her.

Zuri Jaiden! She looked so innocent, but Zudge could be the Devil’s rascal sometimes.

That was later, though. As we set off along the road, my eyes were peeled for mutant attack, ready to grab the miniature tranquilizer pistol from its concealed shoulder holster.

After ten minutes of this, I came to a halt.

“Think on this,” I said. “If the radiation is left over from a nuclear war, where is an enemy power going to nuke first? London!”

Zudge mulled over my point.

“I think we should head for the coast,” I added. “The sea air might blow away the radioactive fallout.”

“Hold that thought.” Zudge’s eyes glazed, and I knew she was referencing the data they’d implanted in her head.

She nodded. “I think you’re right. A littoral zone is a localized high-pressure region. There could be a slight reduction in fallout levels.”

“Better still,” I said, “you don’t have to go far to the east of Peterborough to be in the middle of nowhere. It’s a total waste of time to bomb the countryside unless you have a personal vendetta against endless fields of sugar beet and parsnips. Remember when we were at the sea wall back in 3343, eating that sea poutine? I mentioned a town that had sunk beneath the sea. About 35 miles from here. It should be on the coast in this time era.”

“King’s Lynn? Good thinking. You might be completely wrong about everything, but that’s good thinking, Stillo. We’ll go there, but first…” She shuddered. “We should look for answers closer to home. In Peterborough.”


Chapter 15

Zudge scrambled onto the trunk of the rusting heap of a car and jumped onto its roof, her hands resting on her hips as she surveyed the deserted street. “Well, this is cheerful.”

She turned to face me, though her dark eyes continued to scan the crumbling buildings. What she hoped to see, I had no idea. “There’s no one here,” she said.

“You’re forgetting the goats.” I was referring to the animals we’d found nosing around the shelves in a bookshop.

At least it raised a chuckle and a smile from her.

“Let’s give it ten more minutes,” I said.

“We’re wasting our time.”

“You would say that. You’re winning.”

She clucked in irritation. “Fine. Ten minutes. Not a second more.”

The challenge in question was who could find the most recent date reference. That’s why we’d tried bookshops and newsagents first, hoping for magazines or newspapers, or books on contemporary politics or some such. The only newspapers we’d found were in a moldering bundle of rot, tied up with string. The roofs were damaged in many of the buildings, windows broken too. Not much that was made of paper had survived the decades of damp.

And decades of abandonment was our working theory. On the basis of the year code on car license plates, we had narrowed down the date when Peterborough had stopped to between August 1989 and August 1990.

The more precise the date, we reasoned, the more useful it would be for the smart people at the Kennel to figure out why the world had gone wrong.

Through the broken window of what might have once been a café, I glimpsed a faded Coca-Cola sign and a counter covered in dust. On the wall behind the counter was a calendar.

Bingo!

Excited, I was about to call Zudge, but she was staring mournfully into the window of a clothes shop, her reflection ghostly in the grimy glass.

I made a quick check for marauding muties. Finding none, I broke down the rotted door of the café and explored within, my boots crunching on broken glass.

The calendar was showing October 1989 and there was writing in the boxes for several of the days, though all was too smudged to read.

As I turned to leave, I glanced at the drinks cabinet still stocked with tins of Coke, Lilt, Fanta, and Shandy Bass. My tongue instantly felt dry.

It was a warm summer’s day, but we’d been rationing water. We’d discovered water purification filters in our rucks, but we didn’t think they would help against radiation. And according to that calendar, those cans had been soaking up the terroir of a radioactive hotspot for forty years.

I ignored the cans, although we couldn’t ignore the problem of safe drinking water forever.

“Was this what the cities were like?” Zudge asked. “Before the…”

“Before the what? The nuclear detonation? The rise of WorldSoc and the decades of war it brought to the entire globe?”

I winced. Maybe I shouldn’t have said that last part.

That was a problem with both of us being time flotsam. Our brain implants allowed us to converse in each other’s languages, but there was a lot we didn’t understand about each other because we didn’t share a cultural or historical background.

I’d only known Zudge for a few weeks, but I already knew we would be good mates once we’d figured each other out. William Rose too, back at the Kennel. I’d liked Rose since the moment I’d met him. And disliked Monique DeSalle, which was annoying because she was achingly hot.

“Come on,” I said. I took Zudge’s hand, gently squeezed it, then drew her away from the window and the female mannequins sporting late 1980s fashion. “We’ve got a job to do. The future’s waiting, and it won’t save itself.”

“You mean Merrygold is waiting. You just want wild jiggy jiggy with her.”

I looked into Zudge’s eyes. I think I saw a glimmer of amusement there, but I couldn’t be sure. I blamed her eyebrows. They were lush and framed her eyes prettily, but there was something weird about them that made her look as if she were always on the cusp of giggling. I think it was because they were entirely horizontal, except for a slight curve at their ends that was usually hidden behind her curly hair. But it might be that she only looked perpetually amused when she was with me.

I set off, heading northeast. Zudge fell into step beside me, and we walked down the abandoned street, our boots crunching on the dirt and crumbled pavement, but not rubble, and only occasionally broken glass. If a nuclear warhead had hit Peterborough, at the very least I would have expected all the windows to have blown out.

We reached the river that ran through the center of the city. In 3343 this was the Port of Nenemouth, once a major port on the Hanseatic Sea. Back in the 1980s, the River Nene had probably been a pretty sight, but now it was weed choked. We’d approach Peterborough from the south and now saw that many of the buildings on the north bank were blackened shells. Fire must have swept through that part of the city long ago, burning it to the ground. Had that been from a nuclear firestorm?

We found an abandoned motorboat on the south bank, its hull half-submerged in mud and debris. We cleared out the worst of the muck inside and found a toolkit and jerrycans of fuel. There was even a manual for the engine, protected from the elements by a ziplocked plastic bag.

Zudge didn’t need the manual. I shouldn’t have been surprised, given that she was a mechanic by trade, albeit a specialist on fighter-bombers that could fly through air or in space.

Within minutes, she’d gotten the engine sputtering into life. Zudge took the helm while I cast off our mooring lines. The boat slid out into the current and we were off, threading our way through the reeds.

“Let’s hope this piece of junk can get us far away from here,” I muttered.

I eyed the boat dubiously. Rust pitted the metal in places, and the vinyl seats were torn and stained. At least the river looked relatively clear, if overgrown. The water plants would hide us from any lurking predators, whether natural or mutated.

A weeping willow slapped against the windshield as we passed, leaves and debris raining down over us. Zudge swore, batting away the branches, and while she did, I took over steering to avoid a half-submerged couch caught on a mudbank.

Zudge continued to swear, using curses from an army I hadn’t belonged to and whose very existence I despised. A willow tree might not sound like a deadly opponent, but it had whipped her eyes good and proper. I prayed there wasn’t permanent damage.

“Remind me why we didn’t bring the jetpacks again?” she growled, rubbing at her eyes.

I snorted. “Where’s your sense of adventure?”

Little by little, Zudge’s rubbing lost its ferocity. Then she left her eyes alone and sat in silence with her eyes closed.

She wasn’t missing much. The banks were so overgrown with vegetation that only the tallest structures showed. There was no sign of any humans alive in this landscape.

With the rhythmic chugging of the engine, the journey was dangerously peaceful. The reference info in my head said that the Nene was tidal by this point. We could go all the way to the sea without having to figure out how to navigate any locks. But there wasn’t any human settlement where the Nene met the sea. That was why I needed to keep alert for a way to fork right onto the Middle Levels, a network of navigable drains and irrigation ditches that would eventually connect me up with King’s Lynn, or near enough. That might prove tricky because the reeds, trees, and bushes were so dense I could only occasionally see the bank.

Bang!

The engine had given out, smoke pouring from its carcass. Silently, the boat began drifting toward the riverbank.

“You had to say it,” Zudge said darkly.

“Huh?” As I watched her give the engine a kick, I rewound twenty minutes and figured the last thing I’d said to her was a dumb comment about her sense of adventure.

People from her time period were weird. And remembered stuff. That could prove a problem.

Zudge gave up on the engine and joined me in a futile attempt to paddle our way to shore with our hands.

Inevitably, the boat soon ground to a halt in the mud. I turned to my companion, raising an eyebrow. “This adventure enough for you?”

She flung a clump of mud and weeds at me.

Laughing, I wrapped the waterproof covering over my ruck and jumped into the Nene. Damn it was cold!

I helped her out of the boat, and we slithered and swam to the bank. Dripping, we headed east through the Fenlands, four thousand square kilometers of marsh dotted with island monasteries. It had a history of resistance and refuge stretching back thousands of years. But as I looked up the references, I learned that a more accurate description for this place was a marginal land of desperate failure. I hoped winding up here wasn’t a bad omen.

The land that should rightfully be called England in 2029 had experienced numerous waves of invasion and migration. Back in the Stone Age, the Beaker People, living in what would later be called Belgium and Holland, had crossed the English Channel and conquered tribes weakened by one of the earliest outbreaks of pneumonic plague. In the late Bronze Age, the Celts arrived and enslaved the Beaker People. Then the Romans invaded. Followed by the Angles. Then my sort-of ancestors, the Danes. Followed by the Normans, arguably the Dutch (a second time), but undoubtedly WorldSoc. And they were just the successful invasions. There were many more peaceful migrations and general population churn too.

But with the invasions, every time, the defeated inhabitants would seek refuge here in the Fens and use them as a base to launch their counterattacks.

Each time, they ultimately failed. The inhabitants of these lands were always subjugated. Enslaved. Sometimes the assimilation of the vanquished would only take a generation or two, and sometimes it took many centuries of grudging intermixing to gradually blur away the distinction between conqueror and conquered.

Millennia later, historians engaged in running ideological battles with each other over whether the cultural changes of pre-history were truly invasions or really dissemination of ‘cultural packages’.

By 3343 of course, historians had time travel. So long as you didn’t investigate events banned by the time travel treaties (no naughty looking at things that might validate or invalidate major religions, for example), you could pay someone like the Time Dogz to take you into the distant past to conduct field research.

According to my implants, the answers were that over on the continent, culture change happened in myriad different ways, but in the islands of Britain, prehistoric culture change always involved invaders defeating the natives, killing the old, the young and most of the men, and enslaving the women.

I’d have thought that time travel would have ended these long wars between historians. Far from it. Now the battles were about the interpretation of facts, whether they were facts at all, and even to question the very possibility of objective reality – especially if it conflicted with your preferred ideology.

It seemed the miserable existence of Norman Cross in my new home of 3343 was standard fare for these islands.

That’s not all my augmented head told me. The ditches we encountered everywhere weren’t just there to keep former arable land irrigated, they drained the place too, and by the looks of things they were still doing their job. That surprised me.

The sun beat down as we trudged across overgrown fields and along overgrown farm tracks, swatting at flies but not sinking up to our necks in marshland. Despite the miles we’d put in, my boots squelched with every step, still soaked from our impromptu swim.

We stopped on the edge of a huddle of buildings engulfed in brambles and drank the last of our water. Already, we’d accepted defeat and filled our water purifiers with ditch water. Maybe it wouldn’t kill us. The radiation here was still at dangerous levels, but it was less radioactively hot than Peterborough.

Zudge wrinkled her nose at the state of her jumpsuit. “Ugh. I’m going to smell like a sewer by the time we reach King’s Lynn.”

“Just as well everyone is dead,” I said.

“Always the optimist.”

I grinned at her, then stopped short. Up ahead, a crumbling stone wall marked the edge of a tiny hamlet. Ivy strangled the carcasses of houses and shops, roofs caved in under the weight of decades.

But not all of them. One building was topped by two tall chimneys and both were generating plumes of gray smoke.

The wind shifted direction, blowing an unmistakable aroma into our shocked faces.

We stared at each other in wonder.

Bread!

We’d stumbled across a bakery.

A working bakery.


Chapter 16

Zudge noticed the rotted remains of a wooden gate in the wall.

I ran a hand along the weathered stones by the gate, flakes of old mortar dusting my fingertips. “It’s eerie. Like a ghost town.”

“Aye. Ghosts with a liking for muffins and toasted bagels,” Zudge said. “Keep your wits about you.” She lifted the gate out of our way, and we walked along the lane on the far side.

Skeletal houses loomed before us, roofs open to the elements and windows shattered. Weeds choked the cobblestone paths and crawled up the sides of each building. An old bicycle with flat tires leaned against a wall, a dense matting of cobwebs stretching between its spokes.

Alert for any movement, we crept toward the aroma of bread. Soon we came upon a small stone building with the double brick chimneys.

I signaled for Zudge to stop, and we stood there for a long moment, listening. All was silent.

Summoning my courage, I stepped forward and pushed open the wooden door. Warmth washed over me, along with the heavenly aroma of baking bread.

But the room was empty other than two long tables that stood in the center, bare but spotlessly clean. Metal shelves were bolted to the tables at one end, and these were filled with fresh loaves. Two large brick ovens dominated the far wall, fires glowing behind their iron doors.

We explored further and discovered a basement and bedrooms upstairs. Unlike the oven room, the rest of the place was damp and dirty, although there was a sleeping bag on top of one of the beds.

“Bread smells almost ready,” Zudge said when we declared the building empty and returned to the baking room. She didn’t actually lick her lips, but I could hear her voice salivate.

“The baker might not take kindly to us helping ourselves.” I moved to the large stone sink beneath open windows. “But water is a different matter.”

I worked the pump beside the sink and refilled my water bottle.

We sat and waited at the table for the baker, whispering conversation to pass the time. I kept my hands on the table. Non-threatening, you see. My companion hid her tranq pistol underneath.

It wasn’t long before we heard creaking floorboards. Showtime!

An old man stepped inside the room, clutching a shotgun and regarding us with a mixture of terror and wonder.

“State your business,” he rasped. His watery eyes were pale blue and suspicious.

Nervous people with firearms scare the hell out of me, so I raised my hands to show I held no weapon. “We mean you no harm,” I said. “We’re here to help.”

“Here to help yourself more like.”

“We can help more than you know. We’re travelers from far away. We were sailing the Levels when our boat sank, and we came here to dry off.”

“I see.” The man obviously didn’t believe my claim to be on the side of the angels, but the falling in the river part hit him with its truth. “What about you?” he asked Zudge.

“We’re together,” she replied.

“Your accents aren’t right,” said the man. “And I can tell from your skin, you aren’t even English. What are you, fella? Angolan? Or maybe one of those bloody Cubans?”

I shook my head. “Danish. A complicated blend but definitely Danish.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“It means I’m an orphan. Origins unknown. But I grew up in Odense, in Denmark.”

The man snorted, even though I’d spoken the truth, and turned his attention to Zudge. “You. Why don’t you have an Indian accent?”

“I’m from far away,” she said. “Farther than you know. We want to help, but first we want information.”

The old man spat on his clean floor. “Of course you do. You’re ISD informants. Though why you think this performance is necessary is beyond me.”

“You think we’re ISD?” Zudge queried.

She was being subtle. But I don’t do subtle. “Who are the ISD?” I asked.

The man rolled his eyes but spelled it out for us. “Internal Security Directorate.”

“Why would we be ISD?”

“Hah! Look at this place. Does it look like we’re authorized by the Ministry of Food?”

“Why wouldn’t you–ugh!”

I shut Zudge up with a kick to her shins, and hissed at her, “Stop turning everything the nice man says into a question.”

“You should listen to your boyfriend, missy.” The man’s muscles loosened. “I reckon you’re not ISD. As for what you are – that’s to be decided.” He lowered his shotgun. “Help yourself to bread. Make a pot of tea. There’s all you need in the cupboard beside the sink. Make it a big one because it looks like we’ve plenty to say to each other. I’ll be back in a jiffy.”

He walked off, shutting the door behind him.

Zudge said, “I’d give it a 95 percent chance that he’s setting a trap.”

“I’d rate it 80 percent. Which makes you one cynical binta, Zuri Jaiden.”

“And you a dangerous optimist.”

We stuffed some loaves in our rucks, climbed out the open window and crossed the weed-strewn yard.

In the overgrown village, cover was plentiful, and we watched the bakery from concealment, speculating as to what would happen next and what we had just learned.

Ministry of Food? Sounded like authoritarian state control, almost WorldSoc. In my 2029, the ideological ancestors of WorldSoc were merely powerful ideas swirling across the globe. This was too early for the murder squads. No, whatever was going on here was something else.

The bakery was an illegal operation, operating just inside the restricted radiation zone to evade detection by the authorities. Whatever civilization existed was waiting for us beyond the radiation zone.

More answers were not forthcoming. We gave it an hour. The bakery chimneys had stopped smoking and we had circled around the building but found no sign of life. The old man had fled.

We searched the area for any signs of life, but other than recent tire tracks leading to the bakery, there was nothing.

We helped ourselves to the sleeping bag and slept beneath it in a field about half a mile away.

In the morning, the place was still deserted. We grabbed more bread and water, then we pushed on to King’s Lynn.

Maybe there we would get answers.


Chapter 17

Marching east through the morning, we reached the River Great Ouse, which flowed out into the sea at King’s Lynn. We followed its course downstream, stealing a rowboat from a pair of irate anglers and taking turns to row.

As we neared our destination, we saw more signs of habitation, from washing on the clotheslines of riverside houses to the maintained jetties and a clear channel through the perfectly straight river.

We reached King’s Lynn mid-afternoon and immediately scouted out the place.

It was a small town that had seen better days. Long ago, it had been the most important port in England, an international logistics hub for a trading network called the Hanseatic League. In 3343, the place had long since sunk beneath the fittingly named Hanseatic Sea. I figured in its current state it was halfway between these two fates.

There was a grayness to the people. They looked beaten, unwilling to look you in the eye. Not so the seagulls, who made such a noisy racket that Zudge and I found it difficult to whisper to each other.

It wasn’t difficult to see what was wrong with these people. Red banners hung from lampposts, all bearing the same political emblem. It felt very similar to 1930s Germany, but this wasn’t the National Socialist swastika. It was a lump hammer crossing a crescent blade.

I’d seen that before somewhere.

Large political posters adorned walls and hoardings. They displayed slogans that always ended in an exclamation point.

“Every Worker is a Hero!”

“England’s Strength is Socialist Discipline!”

And my personal favorite, because it achieved the double exclamation: “Forward, Comrades! Soviet England Leads the Vanguard of Progress!”

“I read a book once…” I laughed and shook my head in amusement.

Zudge didn’t interrupt with stupid questions like ‘What the hell is so hilarious?’ She was all right, that Zudge.

“It’s funny,” I said. “When I was a kid, I read a book about the most evil people in history. With the Time Dogz it feels as if I’m on an excursion to visit as many of them as possible. I’ve done Hitler and his Nazis. That symbol’s the hammer and sickle, and it belonged to his rival, Stalin. Perhaps we’ll meet him on this trip.”

We both paused to do some research in our heads. I was wrong – Stalin would be long dead by now. Nonetheless, we agreed that this was a derivative of the symbol of the Soviet Union.

“World War Three?” Zudge suggested.

“Reckon so. Looks like we missed it, and this is the aftermath. The bosses keep telling us that history heals, with a little help from us. But a World War Three that isn’t supposed to happen sounds like a whopper to me. I reckon it’s the cause of all those people disappearing out of 3343.”

We decided to split up. Both of us were caked in mud, and Zudge would walk around the town, doing her best to look unthreatening and see about getting clothes.

Meanwhile, I went looking for a bookshop.

To my surprise, I found two. One in the center of town was half hidden inside a courtyard off Lenin Street, but the area looked too busy.

On Norfolk Street, I found another, simply titled Lynn Books. The street was deserted.

The door creaked open as I stepped into the musty bookshop. A sly grin quickly spread across my face because the place was a chaotic jumble. Tattered copies of The Communist Manifesto and generous biographies of Stalin and Lenin were haphazardly stuffed between rows of dog-eared Dickens and Austen. I didn’t recognize the names of any British authors who’d been active after the Second World War, presumably purged for fascist sympathies. The whole place reeked of defeat.

I picked up a Communist Manifesto and waved it at the shopkeeper behind his counter. “Marx,” I said. “Now there was a chap who liked his ladies. Cheap red wine too.”

The bookseller adjusted his thick-rimmed spectacles. They were huge, the lenses like bottle bottoms. He wore a tan zip-up nylon jacket, and brown knitted tie over an unbuttoned gray shirt. His head was mostly bald, though there were thick pads of hair over each ear, like pads of brown wire wool that had been attacked by crows gathering nest material.

I decided Marx was not my route into this man’s confidence.

Pity. Not only had I read his little book, but I’d met the guy. Marx and I even shared something in common: a superficial appreciation of Monique DeSalle.

I replaced the book and started digging out titles that might help us understand this world.

England’s Glorious Revolution: How the Socialist Future was Won.

Worker’s Victory!

Pas-de-Calais!

I didn’t know what a Pas-de-Calais was, but I’d heard of the French port of Calais and the book had photographs of combat footage. Of British infantrymen advancing through the streets of a French town.

The text explained that these grim-faced soldiers wore a red flash on their shoulders, identifying them as elite socialist troopers of the Red Corps.

Britain invaded France? Were they kidding? What the hell was wrong with this reality?

Suspecting I was being fooled by socialist fantasy fiction, I flipped through the pages and read, ignoring the growing harrumphs coming from the man with the unfortunate hairstyle.

It was real. Britain’s invasion of France was real.

Well, no doubt a lot of it was propaganda and a whole sheaf of lies, but it looked as if there really had been a British attack on the Pas-de-Calais region in 1989.

I read further and picked up the story. Apparently, most of the British Army was as surprised by the invasion as the French, the squaddies hearing about it on the radio in their bases in Britain. But that was all right, because the bulk of the British Army had not yet been purged of its fascist sympathies and so wouldn’t have been of any use.

The French were unimpressed by Britain’s invasion and emphasized their displeasure by sending an M4 missile in the direction of Cambridge.

In one of those bizarre turn of circumstances you couldn’t make up, the Cambridge area was a high-tech hub and one of the defense startups based there had been testing a top secret anti-missile device. The book called this an ‘EMP dazzler’. It successfully screwed the M4’s guidance system and the missile hit Somersham about fifteen miles to the north of Cambridge.

“It’s not a sodding library, you know.”

“One minute…”

I ignored the shopkeeper a little longer. I was at the important bits now. Yes, M4 missile. Technical details: multiple warheads… six of them… each with 150kt yield, thermonuclear.

I skimmed the pages from that point, but the words weren’t going in because the Stiletto mind was on a roll, joining up those pesky dots. Peterborough hadn’t been nuked but was close enough to the blast zone to have been evacuated.

The European time industry had developed around Peterborough. Françoise-Elayenor Merrygold and the techs that worked the time machines mostly came from the Peterborough region. But that was never going to happen in this timeline. No amount of time anchoring was going to save the likes of my lover.

No wonder they were fading from reality.

Time Dogz Inc. had proved time and again that when history went wrong, we could break it and reset it in the correct form.

But this time, it wasn’t a person who’d been killed at the wrong point in their history, but an entire city. If you wanted to deal a blow to the Time Dogz that even they couldn’t recover from, this was it.

“If you’re not going to pay for those books, I shall have to ask you to leave,” said the man in this messed-up version of 2029. “Or would you prefer me to inform the authorities that a man with a suspicious demeanor has been expressing fascist sentiments regarding Marx his fucking self?”

“No, I can pay.” I walked to the counter. And halted halfway there.

I brought out my wad of fake banknotes and peered at them like a card player assessing his hand. They were smooth plastic and denominated in pounds. Some had a picture of King Charles and some Queen Elizabeth. Both of them had a crown and I didn’t think socialists were into that kind of thing.

A bad feeling built inside me.

“Remind me,” I said to the man. “What happened to the English royals after… you know… 1989?”

For about ten seconds, he stared at me in silence. Then he made a decisive grunt. I think he’d concluded that the best way to deal with the idiot in his bookshop was to humor him until he went away. And then lock the door.

“Comrade Windsor, the former Queen, sought protective custody in Siberia,” he replied. “The other royals were shot in a fascist counter-revolutionary coup attempt.”

Even behind his thick glasses, I could see him roll his eyes at that last idea.

I looked again at the banknotes with the royal heads. And put them back in my pocket.

But that was okay because I had a back-up inside my rucksack.

I took it off and rummaged around until I found what I was looking for.

“Edward the Seventh,” I said. “Ever heard of him?”

“I read plenty of history. Edward the Seventh, of course. Gave his name to the Edwardian Era.”

“I bet you keep real books. I mean real ones… the ones the communists wouldn’t like to be read.”

The bookseller swallowed hard before making his reply.

“(A) – I don’t know what you mean. (B) – even if I did, I wouldn’t tell you because (C) – I don’t know you. I’ve never seen you before, and (D) – If the ISD caught me even in the vicinity of someone saying anything like that, they would have me LARPing north of the Antonine Wall before you could say Jack fucking Robinson.”

I nodded, impressed. “I like a man who speaks in parentheses.”

“And I like a man who keeps his mouth shut and pays in hard cash.” He added in a grumble. “Not this IngSoc scrip bollocks.”

“My apologies,” I said. “I think we got off on the wrong foot.” I placed a 1911 gold sovereign on the counter. “Let me introduce you to hard Edwardian cash. Golden hard.”

He took it, then bit it.

While he did, I accessed my reference data to make sense of what he’d told me so far. The Antonine Wall had divided Scotland in Roman times but fell into disrepair even before the Romans left Britannia. That was almost two thousand years ago. And LARP was something to do with running around a wood dressed like an elf and knocking the hell out of your mates with foam swords. As for Jack Robinson… nothing! This Time Dog info was letting me down.

All I knew had come from the baker who’d spoken of the ISD as if they were the secret police.

The shopkeeper looked sheepish and put the slightly damp coin down. “I don’t know why they bite gold coins in the old movies,” he said. “I suppose you ‘found’ this coin?”

“No. It’s fake. It’s a 3D loom construct.”

“You what?”

“It’s constructed in a machine fed by pure gold atoms, then distressed to show a slight ageing. From powder to finished product takes about four minutes.”

The man laughed. “Yeah. Loom-printed coins! Right.”

The world is so unfair. I try telling the truth and still no one believes me.

With the aid of a second gold sovereign, I persuaded the man to give me a supply of local coins, banknotes, and something he called scrip.

I had no idea what scrip was.

“Explain the money system as if I’d never been to this world before,” I asked him. “As if I were an alien.”

The shopkeeper frowned… Until I slipped him another sovereign.

“And while you’re at it,” I went on, “Who’s Jack Robinson, and why would he be LARPing in Scotland?”

The man remembered that I was a complete idiot and profoundly ignorant to boot. I guess he was at least half right. In any case, the information taps turned on. The Ox would be proud.

In the English People’s Democratic Republic, money was an interim measure until abolished when a true socialist society had been achieved. It was a temporary stopgap that had been in place for decades, with no sign of it being replaced anytime soon. Mostly people were paid in scrip, which were IOUs from your work assignment that paid for rations, housing, and fuel etc.

The scrip was due to be replaced by an electronic equivalent, something like the internet that capitalist countries used, but less fascist. IngSoc had been promising that for years and – who knew? –maybe one day it might actually happen.

Everything was denominated in New Pounds. The smallest coin was worth twenty-five pounds, but the locals called it a farthing. My banknotes were worse than useless. If the ISD found them on me, it would mean interrogation, torture, and either a quiet bullet in the back of the neck or a public hanging.

IngSoc, by the way, was the name for the communist party in the EPDR. Apparently, the name had come from an English socialist intellectual of the 20th century, and this was brought out on occasion as proof that the English had longed for a true socialist future for generations.

As for LARPing about, that referred to enjoying the Party’s Labor Reeducation Program up in the Highlands of the Scottish Socialist Republic, enjoying the wilds of nature while building things for the Red Army. The gulags, in other words.

In ancient times, the Antonine Wall had stretched from the Firfth of Forth to the Clyde to keep out the savage Picts. Basically, it was a frontier fortification so the Romans could keep the easily taxed bits of Scotland for themselves. In 2029, the wall kept the Scots squashed into the southern tip of their own country, reserving the Highlands for military use. From what the shopkeeper had heard, English people had once vacationed in the Highlands, but now it was a giant array of nuclear missile silos and defensive fortresses built by LARPer slave labor deep beneath the Cairngorms.

See? It’s easy when you ask nicely.

I thought of home. The country where I’d lived in fear of WorldSoc. I asked him what he knew about Denmark.

“Capitalist.” That was all he’d tell me.

My rucksack was soon stuffed with history books the man gave me on how the United Kingdom had become the EPDR and SSR. (That’s English People’s Democratic Republic and Scottish Socialist Republic. In case you were wondering, the island of Ireland was part of the Soviet bloc too. As for Wales… If you need to ask the question, you wouldn’t like the answer.)

I was overflowing with literature and about to head off to impress Zudge with my haul when I noticed a rack of small pamphlets. What grabbed my attention was their full-color glossy finish. The print quality was noticeably better than contemporary books. “What’s this?”

“They put those everywhere last year, in anticipation of the fortieth anniversary of the awakening of the English workers in the Socialist Victory.”

He gave me a half-dozen.

“Thank you, mate.”

“They’re free. But I couldn’t pay people to take them. Now fuck off out of my shop, and don’t ever come back.”


Chapter 18

Comrades! Celebrate 40 years of the glorious march toward a socialist future!

Even before the Socialist Victory of 1989, our brothers and sisters in socialism had agitated for a better future for over a century.

Condemn them! For they failed.

Yet do not judge them too harshly for they were beset by great difficulties: constant fascist infiltration, the clammy hands of the capitalist patriarchy backed by international finance, but more than anything they were betrayed by their own lack of socialist vigor.

Far to the east, our Soviet friends had long looked upon our islands in dismay, yearning for us to join the international socialist family.

Since as far back as the 1920s, Moscow had sent aid, but it wasn’t until the 1970s that this generous assistance finally took root in the barren soil of England.

The socialist seed that quickly blossomed was a trained Marxist whose codename was Bulldog.

Comrades! Celebrate this anniversary year and for ever more the bravery of those heroes who participated in the victory struggle of 1989.

However, the story truly begins in 1976 when Bulldog began his ascent through the ranks of the semi-socialist precursor of IngSoc, known as the Labour Party.

Long ago, a German tyrant once declared that one couldn’t make an omelet without breaking eggs.

In his case, those eggs were the lives of the countless soldiers sacrificed on the altar of this tyrant’s vain imperialist ambition.

Bulldog too had no choice but to break a few eggs in order to awaken the heroic spirit of the men and women of England whose socialist resolve would soon be sorely tested in the Victory Struggle.

Unlike that long-ago German tyrant, Bulldog had no ambition for himself, only for the future.

That future is now our glorious present.

From the education of our children to the siting of new platforms for our heroic oil and gas workers, from deciding which shoes will shod your feet to determining which dairy products will be available for your larder this week, IngSoc controls every aspect of our lives according to scientific laws of production and distribution that benefit us all.

When the dialectic of history is your engine, and your socialist family in Eastern Europe your guide, even one man can save an entire nation.

It was no use. All the talk of eggs was making me salivate.

I stuffed the pamphlet into my jacket and tucked into the bread we’d pilfered from the radiation zone. I fantasized a griddle filled with sizzling fried eggs that I could place inside a sandwich.

I could practically smell it.

Zudge appeared and sat beside me on the bench at the edge of town. She was carrying two bundles wrapped in newspaper. They smelled delicious.

“Fish and chips,” she explained.

As we feasted, we read my horde of books, memorizing them in our enhanced brains.

And if the thin pages of the books went transparent with grease, we did not care. We were intrepid time adventurers, not librarians.

Only when our minds and bellies rebelled against the imminent threat of indigestion did we cease our feasting and silently contemplated the beauty of a sea washed by a late-afternoon sun low in the sky.

Now we knew what had gone wrong with history.

We even had a name for the cause: Bulldog.

Congratulating ourselves on a magnificent reconnaissance mission, I gave a recall disc to Zudge. We sat on the bench with arms around each other’s shoulders, and I activated the return function.

We fell onto our sides, back inside the Kill Box.

I relaxed on the mattress for a little while. Time Dogz had tuned up my body, so I was fitter than I had ever believed possible, but it had been a long trek through the Fens. And those chunky fingers of deep-fried potato were lying very heavily in my stomach.

We waited for the Kill Box lid to rise.

And waited.

I noticed that our coffin was darker than usual. Just a dim red glow from the rear side of the box.

Zudge called out, “Hello!”

“Hello!” The panic was building in her cry.

“Hello!”

“Oh!” said a voice through a speaker inside the box that I hadn’t known was there. “You’re back. Hang on.”

“Did no one tell you about the manual release?” the voice asked as the coffin lid hinged up.

“No,” I replied angrily. “Why? Do you think they should?”

Damn! I needed a break. I wasn’t sure precisely why I was so angry, but it leeched away when I saw the look on the tech’s face. This was Augustine and he looked pale, stretched thin like rubber about to snap and with a stare that couldn’t quite focus.

I’d seen that look before, back in the hopeless war against WorldSoc. It was the look of someone who’d seen so much death in such a brutally short space of time that their spirit had become detached from their bodies, sheltering in a fetal ball some metaphysical place elsewhere.

He was also alone. Usually a swarm of techs filled the place with energy but not today.

Zudge deployed a little charm and persuaded the tech to show us the manual release. Just in case, you understand.

Augustine explained that two other teams had set out from the Kill Box to missions in earlier decades. We were first back.

We left the bounty of our greasy books and pamphlets, emphasized how important Bulldog was, then wished Augustine well. Exhausted, we headed back to our quarters for a well-earned rest.

Zudge said she would check in on the Ox and our other Dog friends first, but I headed straight back to my room because I had a call to make.

I needed to see Françoise-Elayenor Merrygold. However bad she was, I needed to see her for myself.


Chapter 19

Merrygold’s husband picked up the call. “It’s you,” Baruck stated. With my super-enhanced brain, I deduced that he was not happy to hear from me.

I put on a polite smile and asked, “How is she?”

“You’re too late.”

“Don’t give up hope.”

“Don’t give up?” Baruck sneered. “You can’t bring her back from the dead.”

“She’s… She’s dead?”

“I blame you.”

“But is she actually dead?”

“What are you saying, you zero dreg? She’s gone.”

“Yes, and I know you wish she weren’t, so screw your euphemisms and your bigotry and act like a man. Talk straight. When you say gone, do you mean her heart gave out? Was there blood?”

“You ghoul! I mean she’s gone!”

“Is there a corpse?”

“You vile filth. No. She vanished. Like she was never there.”

“Where was she born?”

“Oh, fuck you!” Baruck disconnected.

I called back.

“You are even more contemptible than I imagined,” he said coldly. “I only decided to speak with you again to let you know that I shall press charges. You’ll regret what remains of your pitiful existence. I have connections, don’t you know?”

“Good for you. Where was she born? If you care about her, answer, damn you!”

“Cambridge. What difference does it make?”

“That makes all the difference. And I assume you must hail from further afield.”

“Yes.” The first hint of uncertainty entered his voice.

“Listen to me. She’s not dead. She never lived. She’s become a paradox.”

“And… And you can fix that?”

“The past is broken, Baruck. Yes, I can fix that. It’s what I do.”

I severed the link before the man heard the doubt in my heart.

I could fix things, yes… maybe. Sometimes. But had I broken them in the first place?

These kinds of questions rarely had clear answers. The foundation of my philosophy was as follows: why waste time pondering why the world isn’t neat when one can get one’s arse in gear and do something about it instead?

And that’s what I would do. Sort it out. Tomorrow. After a well-earned sleep.

I showered and went to bed.

My eyes were shut but the pictures I was seeing were vivid. Exciting.

I was living inside a spy movie starring Gene Simmons, the bass player I’d seen in Kiss, except this was the male variant. There was skulking and pistols and car chases. Hot women around every corner. Villains. Nasty ones. And on top of all his spy duties, Simmons was also acting as the mentor to a boy spy, a chosen one who would save the world from all its evils.

For some reason, everyone was singing in falsetto rather than speaking, as if we were living inside a rock musical. Or even more horrific, a rock concept album… of an imaginary rock musical.

In that weird meta dream-shit way, the important thing wasn’t the spy stuff or the Socialist Scottish Republic, or even the boy. No, what mattered was that this had the makings of a brilliant movie, but they were doing it all wrong. I mean, the scenes were actually pretty cool, but they were being shown in the wrong order, so they made no sense. How stupid was that? And what was with all that falsetto?

I was shouting all this to Gene and the actors. They could hear me, but they weren’t listening. “I am the Elder,” Gene kept insisting. “This is my destiny.”

I was gearing up to slap this buttnecked Elder nonsense out of the stupid, tongue-obsessed fool’s hat. Then my door chimed.

I was awake instantly. The door camera showed Zudge with Rose.

I hesitated. The Rose. There had been something about a rose in the dream.

I followed protocol and committed my dream to memory before it dissipated.

Mad industrial-strength dreams are a side effect of the job. They stuff our minds full of information and data, rewire our heads to add in auxiliary storage and mission-specific enhancement slots. Then they move you about in time, fixing broken realities, but leaving you as a breathing temporal paradox with quantum-level connections to conflicting alternate timelines.

The trainers told us to remember our dreams because they can give insights our waking minds can’t reach. But my fellow Dogz had another theory for why they told us that. If you move through enough versions of reality, your dreams can foretell the future.

My friends chimed the door again, and I activated the camera on my side.

I rolled my eyes at them. “Is this one of those sex things again?” I quipped. “Can’t you wait till morning? I’m tired.”

They grinned at my joke. Then Max came into the door camera’s view. The German from Polish Royal Prussia, gave me a stern look of disapproval. Max had an 18th century Lutheran view of sex, and… Well, let’s just say that I didn’t.

“Right,” I said and let them in, because apparently, nothing would wait till morning.

They explained quickly. The Ox had stabilized, and my other old colleagues were all fine, but most of them were out on missions unconnected with the disaster befalling Peterborough. Most of the locals were fading away. Laz Cohgun was on the warpath trying to sort out everything from inside a time-anchor suit and had been informed that in one version of history, a region north of Cambridge had been nuked by the French in 1989.

For my fellow Dogz who had been collected from the forgotten places of history, this wasn’t directly affecting us.

Zudge suggested that the impact hadn’t reached us yet, but before they disappeared, the techs had been of the opinion that it never would.

“Then… we’re free,” I said.

“We would also be unprotected,” Rose pointed out. “Legally speaking, we’re property, not people. We would be like medieval outlaws, literally outside of the protection of any law. And if the population of an entire city vanishes due to a broken timeline, who do you think the natives of this time will blame?”

I regarded my friend. I could taste his fear. Sergeant William Rose had stood his ground at the Battle of Waterloo before being felled by a pistol ball from a French cuirassier. I had studied his time era enough to understand that for a black man from Jamaica to rise to the rank of sergeant in King George’s army could not have been easy.

Rose was certainly no coward. But he was scared now.

“We’ve all agreed that you and Zudge need to go back to 2029 and find out the identity of this Bulldog,” Max said. “We’d come too, but you know we can’t, not with the timeline so tenuous.” Max hesitated. “I know you’ve thought of running from the Dogz. Are you going to hide in 2029?”

Everyone looked at me.

I didn’t answer.

“What’s he done now?” said an antiseptic voice from the doorway.

I groaned, because that voice belonged to Monique Coralie DeSalle, the most beautiful woman I’d ever encountered in real life. Maybe in holo life too. We’d shared adventures. Flying a combat mission in alien fighter craft over a huge starship was one that sprang to mind.

DeSalle didn’t want to be anywhere near me because she had this strange idea that I would always let her down. That I would always let everyone down.

Kind of like I was doing now.

Well, the Devil take them all. I was responsible for no one but myself, and sticking around with the Time Dogz was going to get me killed sooner, not later.

“What are you doing here?” Zudge asked DeSalle with a venom that surprised me.

“Tell me your Geiger readings,” DeSalle replied.

Zudge reported numbers on a scale I didn’t understand.

“Yeah. That’s radioactively hot enough to affect your performance and render you infertile. And you’re going back to the same location. A second dose will probably kill you. Take your shirts off, both of you.”

I stood up.

I don’t think DeSalle had realized that I had just been turfed out of my bed, and I have never seen the point in sleeping indoors in clothes.

Nudity is a strange thing because the reaction to it is so culturally and context specific. Unlike the Kill Box, the regular time hoop machine we’d all used dumped you naked at your destination, and stripped you on the return trip too, just for laughs. In its favor, however, it didn’t kill its passengers the way the Kill Box did.

I think that was why no one was bothered that I was in my well-inked buff state. Well, maybe Zudge, who I think might have blushed slightly. Probably because she was new.

DeSalle injected us both with anti-rad serum. But the main procedure was to wrap a belt around our torsos that held a pair of gel packs over our spines. In a few hours, DeSalle explained, the packs would establish a route into our spinal cords and begin flushing us through with nano anti-rads.

Turned out DeSalle wasn’t just role-playing nurses for the kicks, she had been a trained field medic for the space navy.

“Be careful around him,” she warned Zudge while giving me the stink eye.

“I don’t need to.”

“Oh?” DeSalle replied as she packed up her gear. “Why’s that?”

“Because I’m a better judge of character than you.”

Suddenly, the air evacuated, and we were instantly subjected to the cold void of deep space.

I exaggerate mildly, but the way those two women were glaring at each other had chilled the atmosphere in my room so far that it was no longer conducive to life.

Her amber eyes flashing with anger, DeSalle left.

I hadn’t previously picked up on animosity between Zudge and DeSalle, but that wasn’t saying much.

Hey, had Zudge just stood up for me?

For a moment, I thought so, but she seemed angry at me for some reason, and I lost interest.

“Come on,” I told her. “We’ve a job to do.”

I looked longingly at my bed, grabbed clothes, and then returned with my partner to the Kill Box.


Chapter 20

“I’ll get fresh equipment packs,” Augustine told us, “with extra rations and rad pills.”

I hadn’t the heart to tell him that DeSalle had already dealt with the radiation problem. We both thanked the tech for his thoughtfulness and a slight spring returned to his step as he walked into the storeroom next to the Kill Box.

We decided not to ask what had happened to Julian, his previous partner in crime.

Pity was a greater driver for our compliments than politeness or gratitude. The day before, Augustine had looked drawn, a response to traumatic stress. He still was, but now he was also insubstantial, the way Julian had been. We couldn’t see through him like a ghost in a holo-movie. Not literally. Yet there was a sense that his physical presence in the universe was unmoored.

I knew that something similar had happened to my friend, Sandro LaFratta, before he’d disappeared from the memory of his teammates. All except me. I knew that as a fact, but I couldn’t remember the experience of watching him fade. My memories of Sandro were becoming as unmoored as Augustine.

I felt sure I’d been talking about LaFratta only the other day, but I had no recollection of what I’d said. Or who I’d been talking to.

“Still think we’ve enough time to journey to 2029?” Zudge asked.

I decided she was asking rhetorically. She had a habit of that when she was uncertain.

We’d been through all this. At the rate the techs were fading, before long there wouldn’t be a Kennel to return to. We needed to find and eliminate Bulldog while our reality could still be saved.

But all we’d learned about him from the books and pamphlet I’d brought back was that he was one man, a trained Marxist (whatever that meant) who had single-handedly infiltrated the Labour Party, and then purged anyone who got in his way through a series of tragic accidents and sudden health emergencies. He was ruthless, then.

That was all we knew.

It would be easier to uncover his identity from his future than when he was undercover in the 1970s.

We could use the recall function to return to our previous time destinations of 1976, 1984, or 2029. Augustine wasn’t a temporal navigation specialist, but he could get us to other times. However, it would take hours to plot the course. Normally that wouldn’t be an issue. Now? That delay could prove fatal.

I’d argued for 1976 where the action was, but everyone else had said 2029.

But we weren’t going anywhere without our equipment. Where had that tech gone?

“Augustine?” I called.

No reply.

Heart pounding, I followed him into the equipment room.

Two bulging equipment packs were on the floor just in front of the door.

But of Augustine, no sign.

“Augustine?” I called sadly. But there was nowhere to hide and no exits.

He’d faded out of this reality. Poor bastard.

I came out, legs like vibrating rubber and looked at Zudge. I didn’t have to explain; I could see my fear reflected in her eyes.

“We’ll have to set up the transporter ourselves,” I said. I activated the workstation, which was a simple desk with a bank of four screens.

Athena had trained me how to use the recall system, something designed to be so simple that clunks like me could do it. You could only repeat jumps that you had made yourself. That’s why we couldn’t bring Max and Rose. I’d gone to 2029 with Zudge, and for the best chance of returning to the same place and in the same version of history, it had to be me and Zudge, and us alone, who went.

I flicked through the menus as I’d been taught and brought up my personal log, which contained details of every jump I’d made and not just through the Kill Box. Everything they knew about me was in here. I was desperately tempted to read it, but I was on the clock. There was even an option to delete all records linked to Steven Z. Caldwell.

I flicked up an explanatory bubble for the delete all function. All I had to do was confirm the deletion and every single record of every medical procedure, every payment, every time jump, every post mission report, all of it would go. My very existence in this time period would be completely wiped from records.

“Would you look at this?” I said to Zudge. “Talk about expendable.” I laughed.

The laugh froze on my face.

“The Devil!” I grunted. “I have an idea.”

Zudge rubbed me on the back, like burping an infant. “Don’t rush it, Stiletto. Take it slow and easy. Ideas are exhausting and your mind’s not used to having them.”

“You’re so funny,” I muttered. “I’m serious.” She flinched at the grim expression on my face. “Life as a Time Dog is short,” I said. “We both know that every jump via the Kill Box is a one in not-enough chance of oblivion. If we carry on working for Laz Cohgun, we die.”

She scowled. “Your point?”

“We all know how suicidal this is. Why don’t the other Dogs run the moment they’re in the past?”

“Because Time Dogz Inc. will come after us. Even if we can cut out all the tech they implanted inside of us that they can track, we know they can still hunt us down because that’s what we do for them. We find people in history.” She added in a cold voice, “And then, sometimes, we eliminate them.”

“This…” I gestured at the deletion option. “I had a friend. Sandro.”

I frowned because although I could remember talking about Sandro disappearing, and I had never stopped being angry at what they did to him, I could no longer remember Sandro himself. “I think they used this to delete Sandro from the system. Within a day, almost everybody had forgotten he’d ever existed. He’d been completely wiped.”

“You’re saying that if we wipe ourselves, we could jump away. And they’ll never know to come looking for us because they won’t remember us ever existing?”

Zudge didn’t appear to be as excited by this as me.

“Aren’t you tempted?” I asked.

“Oh, yeah.”

She was still less than enthusiastic. In fact, she was watching me, waiting to hear what I had to say next.

“If we run, there will be no hope for the likes of Augustine,” I said. “I’m sorry about that, but he isn’t my responsibility. I’m not dying for him.”

“And the others? The other Dogz?”

“It looks like they will survive. At least they will have a chance. If we stay here like good Dogz, the Kill Box will live up to its name before long. If the Kennel disappears, the other Dogz have a better chance than we would have if we eliminated Bulldog.”

Zudge raised an eyebrow. “And…?”

And Françoise-Elayenor Merrygold. If I ran, she wouldn’t have a chance.

Was I in love with her?

We had this bizarre ménage-a-trois. Given Baruck’s newfound antipathy toward me, I had to accept that this thing I’d had with my middle-aged lover was already over. But I couldn’t let her die.

Death and torment, Stiletto! When did you go soft?

“You’re right,” I admitted to Zudge. “I was forgetting about DeSalle.”

I enjoyed the disbelief on her face.

“DeSalle thinks I’m a worthless sack of weasel shit. If I run, I’ll prove her right.” I grinned. “I’d rather die.”

It was a lie, of course. But only just.

I selected the jump to Peterborough, 2029, adding the maximum arrival offset of 300 seconds positive.

Then we sealed ourselves in the Kill Box and rolled the dice once more, gambling with our lives to see whether we’d return to 2029 or…

Or not.


—— 3 ——
Wind of Change


Chapter 21

I took a deep breath and mastered my anger. Just about. “Why didn’t you say that earlier?”

“I wanted to see what kind of a person you are,” Zudge replied.

“And did you learn anything?”

“Yeah. You like to think of yourself as a real bad boy–”

“And I am.” I smiled at happy memories. “A lot of women are hot for a bad boy.”

“I know. But that’s not you. That’s my point, you see? You tell yourself you’re bad, but you’re not selfish enough for a start.”

She sounded so certain. As if she’d completed a comprehensive personality examination on the case of Steven Z. Caldwell, and the case was now closed. I didn’t appreciate that one bit.

“Don’t flatter yourself,” I growled. “You’ve known me for what? Five weeks? You don’t know me at all, Zuri Jaiden.”

She laughed, dismissing my anger as if it were a joke, which made me furious.

Zudge had been testing me. The little Devil’s binta had been toying with her play Stiletto. Back in the Kill Box room, she’d immediately seen the fatal flaw in my run-away-in-the-past idea but said nothing. If I’d wiped us from the records, there would be no logs of my earlier jumps in the Kill Box, nothing for the repeat jump system to work on. Idiot!

I didn’t like being played. Especially by Zudge. I’d thought I could trust her.

It took another deep breath, and then I’d mastered my anger enough to raise my head.

The faces that had been staring at us instantly found something else to look at.

We were in a café just outside a little town called Thrapston, a brief rest stop and a bite to eat on our march to London, where we hoped to find the truth about Bulldog. We’d already learned that everyone avoided eye contact at all costs. No one wanted to acknowledge the existence of any stranger in case that individual turned out to be denounced as disruptive and you were swept up in an ISD trawl. Even your friend or neighbor could turn out to be an informant.

The woman in the red plastic coat sitting at the table next to me squirmed in her seat. She seemed too terrified to look in my direction and too scared to walk away in case doing so linked her to me.

Maybe I should take my beef with Zudge outside before the angst caused by my very existence started to cause fatal heart attacks.

But I didn’t. Partly because I’d paid some of my hard-bartered money on my stale cheese sandwich and cup of coffee. (Well, the menu had called it coffee but other than its brown color, it bore little resemblance to the drink of that name in any other reality.) Also, I was intrigued by the one person who hadn’t shrunk themselves into as small a shape as possible.

This was a man sitting alone near the door to the lavatories, dressed in a gray trench coat and wearing a black beanie hat. Ostensibly he was reading the Workers’ Morning Star newspaper, but he was stealing glances at me and not bothering to be subtle about it.

“Afternoon,” I said to him across the room, and hid a smile as he pretended not to hear and returned to his paper.

I grimaced as I sipped my bitter coffee. What did they put in that? Acorns and creosote? Then I reminded myself that I was exploring the past. Not just the past, but an alternate one. This was an adventure. A privilege.

The Red Rose Café reeked of stale cigarette smoke and bitter resignation. Shoulders were hunched, eyes averted, but the melancholy dirge of the marching song playing over the radio was surprisingly effective ear candy.

Okay, so maybe this wasn’t a popular choice for time tourists, but it had an atmosphere, dilapidated though it was.

By the time I’d almost convinced myself that I should feel grateful to be here, my anger at Zudge had blown away. I glanced in her direction, intending to wink at her, thereby communicating in a magnanimous way that I had completely forgiven the manipulative little streak of steaming weasel turd.

But Zudge wasn’t there.

She’d moved to the table to her left and sat herself opposite an old man in a threadbare tweed jacket.

“Have you ever seen the ISD make an arrest?” she asked her horrified victim.

Fortunately, I have long legs, and I made good use of them to stamp on my partner’s foot. Hard.

She returned to her seat beside me.

“You’re being too direct,” I whispered. “You’ll give us away.”

She giggled, acting for the benefit of the café as if I’d whispered something very naughty. She breathed gently into my ear and whispered back, “You’re moving too slowly. We need results.” Then she bit me.

I yelped like a whipped dog. My hand flew to my ear and came back bearing a tiny drop of blood.

She was a maniac.

Despite my manly scream, no one looked our way. Just a disapproving rustle of the Workers’ Morning Star from the man in the trench coat.

The woman in the red coat to my right started tapping her foot nervously on the floor.

I was wondering how to apologize to her without making her even more suspicious – I didn’t think “Hi, I’m not a fascist, honest.” was going to cut it – but then she stood abruptly, her chair scraping against the plastic floor tiles. She shot me a withering look, then stormed out of the café.

As she left, a crumpled napkin fell from her seat to the floor. I reached down and picked it up, smoothing it out. Scrawled on it in shaky handwriting was a message:

“The man in the beanie hat is ISD. He’s been watching you since you arrived. Leave immediately.”

My pulse quickened. I glanced the man’s way. He put down his newspaper and stared back openly.

I realized I hadn’t thought this through at all. Of course the one person in the Red Rose prepared to meet anyone’s eye was working for the police.

I grinned at him, then took a sip of my so-called coffee.

“We need to go, now,” I whispered to Zudge.

We got up and walked out the café. Behind us, I heard the ISD man chuckle.

The moment we were out of sight, we ran.

My body was that of an athlete. Not Olympic level but not far off.

I’d been fit in the army, but it had been Time Dogz who’d given my body a thorough upgrade when they repaired it. Zudge’s body hadn’t had time to respond to her upgrades, so I outpaced her as I sprinted along the parking lot, arms pumping. She was also rather little. I threw myself behind a row of bicycles chained to a covered rack, then I drew my dart pistol.

The café door opened. Mr. ISD strode out.

Zudge sprinted a couple more strides across the asphalt, her footfalls crunching loudly to my ears, but the man didn’t seem to hear them.

She kept going past the bicycle rack and launched herself at the grassy ground beyond, which absorbed the sound of her impact. Smart binta, that one. She rolled like a gymnast across the wet grass and into a drainage ditch.

Meanwhile, the secret policeman scanned the area with narrowed eyes, but couldn’t see us. He seemed to conclude that we’d driven off down the road. So he got in his car and sped off with tires screaming and talking into a radiophone held in one hand.

Zudge poked me. “You okay?”

I was not okay. Fear had crept up my spine and taken residence in my head. I had been crouching behind the row of bikes, but I couldn’t stand because my legs were shaking too much to support me.

My partner eased the pistol out of my rigid fingers. Rigid and numb.

“Easy,” she said as if I were a nervous horse.

What was wrong with me? I’d flown combat missions in the sky above the Kalifornia Konurbation. I’d fought a doomed defense against WorldSoc in the Ruhr Pocket, brawled with time traveling knights in a Brussels bar, and led the charge against fake alien invaders on the banks of the Thames. And now I couldn’t cope with a little hide and seek?

The instant Zudge had my tranq pistol safely away, I sank to all fours and hung my head. My breathing was all over the place.

“It’s normal,” Zudge said. “We called it combat crash.”

“It’s not normal for me,” I replied, but my words came out in a mumble, maybe because my throat was as dry as the Sahara.

I blamed Time Dogz Inc. They’d reconfigured my body so much that it no longer worked the way it was supposed to.

I got to my feet. Swayed a little but recovered enough to march back to the café.

“Where the hell are you going?” Zudge asked.

“To finish my coffee. And my stale cheese sandwich.”

“You’re insane.”

“No, I’m thirsty.”

That much was true, but I was probably trying to prove some dumb point to myself. I didn’t even manage that, because when I was only halfway across the parking lot, the woman in the red coat intercepted me.

“I saw everything,” she said. She raised an eyebrow, mastered her fears, and looked me straight in the eye. “Heard everything you just said too, and your friend is right. You are insane. But so am I, because not only did I take that stupid, stupid risk writing on the napkin, but I’m going to take you home. You’ll be safe tonight. And in the morning, you will leave and never come back.”


Chapter 22

The lady in red was named Theresa Norton. Once we were back at her place and munching on baked beans and toast, I soon realized that her motivation was not to protect us. In fact, we were the perfect pairing. We wanted information about how this society worked and Theresa wanted people to talk to.

She’d held her feelings so close to her chest for so many years that when she had us where she wanted us, she unleashed everything. Theresa talked for hours, an unburdening that was deeply personal and highly emotional.

I don’t do emotion, unless you count lust. Worse, Theresa’s overriding emotion was guilt, and that’s the most corrosive thing after self-pity.

So I’ll skim over the details and summarize what she said.

Theresa Norton was a D-class citizen in her sixties with glossy gray hair and a kind face lined with sorrow. Her son and daughter-in-law had been arrested by the ISD two years earlier. Too scared to inquire into why they had been taken or what had become of them, she assumed they had been interrogated and shot, but there was a chance they had been sent to the labor camps in Scotland. Very few inmates returned alive from the camps, and those who did were broken shells of their former selves.

Her husband had been killed in the uprising of 2013, pulped beneath the tracks of a Soviet tank. In the English People’s Democratic Republic it wasn’t just dissidents and suspected dissidents who were severely dealt with, their family and friends were punished too. Theresa’s identity papers had been stamped with a ‘D’, marking her as ‘disruptive’. As the lowest class of society, IngSoc’s planners allocated her minimal food and the worst quality housing and jobs.

For years, she had waited for an opportunity to do something, however small, in resistance to IngSoc. Speaking openly to us was her token resistance.

Theresa didn’t understand who or what we were, but she seemed to be possessed by a vague fantasy that we were on a mission to free her people, to rescue England from its insane brand of totalitarian hell.

Well, we were. Sort of.

Our mission was to take the version of history in which she met her husband and gave birth to her son and throw it away so it never existed.

A better person than me might have felt bad about this. Also, a better person than Zudge, Rose, Max, the Ox and so on, because the Time Dogz chose their operatives well. We would feel a slight tightening of guilt but would not hesitate to impose the timeline that suited us best. It was us or them. The law of the parallel worlds jungle. Simple as that.

We learned from Theresa a raft of basic information that not only should help us in our mission, but also set cogs turning in my head. I hoped they would lead to an idea.

Identity papers. We hadn’t thought of them. We’d have to get some forged.

How to spot the ISD. Theresa explained that the man who’d chased after us in the café had been wearing the standard secret police uniform of trench coat, hat, and newspaper. Now she mentioned it, we had seen people dressed like that before. I’d assumed it was fashion.

The ISD trick was to flood the country with easy to spot secret police so that you personally experienced your life being surveilled by the authorities on a daily basis. Then you were left paranoid, wondering where all the other secret police agents were – the ones that didn’t make themselves easy to spot.

We also had confirmation that London was the seat of the Party’s power across what used to be called the British Isles. Officially, the heart of London was the ILEZ – International Labor and Enterprise Zone. This was a heavily fortified section of central London. Along with sister zones in Frankfurt in Germany and Moscow in Russia, the ILEZ was a controlled point of contact between the Soviet empire and outsiders.

The various IngSoc ministries and agencies had their official headquarters in the ILEZ, including the ISD or Internal Security Directorate, which was often referred to as ‘Leadenhall Street’ because their grim headquarters were at number 147 on that street.

The conversation dried up about the time that the last glass of neat Victory Gin had been poured.

After we conveyed our thanks, Theresa led us by candlelight down a hallway into a small bedroom.

“You should be safe here for tonight,” she said. “Get some rest. You need to be gone before dawn.”

She closed the door, leaving Zudge and me alone with our thoughts in the musty darkness. What had we gotten ourselves into?

I sat down on the lumpy mattress, and immediately the silent cogs in my head delivered an idea.

“Let’s have it then,” said Zudge.

“Have what?”

“Your cunning plan.”

I was taken aback. Perhaps my cogs hadn’t been so silent after all. “It’s obvious,” I explained. “We need to get inside this ILEZ but we don’t have papers, so if we tried we would stand out like a flasher in a convent. However they guard its perimeter, I bet they do it really well.”

Zudge groaned. “Go on. Say it, Stillo.”

“All we have to do is get ourselves arrested by the secret police and sent to Leadenhall Street for interrogation.”

After several long minutes, Zudge responded in a cheerful voice. “Theresa’s right.” She patted my knee. “We need to get some rest. Tomorrow’s shaping up to be a busy day.”


Chapter 23

Zudge paused at the entrance to the Red Rose Café. The paint was peeling on the sign over the door, and the potholes in the parking lot were deep as tank traps, but the glass entrance was kept spotlessly clean and from my place of concealment behind the bike rack, I could clearly see her reflection.

So could Zudge. In fact, she was admiring her reflected self and who could blame her because she looked smoking hot.

Before we left Theresa Norton’s house in the early hours, we borrowed a few items to jazz up Zudge’s appearance. All for the cause.

My partner was wearing dark glasses, and the red gloss on her lips matched the colour of her silk blouse. She’d unbuttoned it, not enough to look cheap, just enough to be tantalizing.

She slowly reached the hand to push open the door but paused.

I understood perfectly. If I had breasts like Zudge’s, I would stare at them for hours. You’d need horses and ropes to pull me away from my own reflection.

I flicked my attention to the mind-link with the surveillance drone. It was a base model, shaped like a dragonfly that had eaten too many pies, but I didn’t expect anybody in this middle-of-nowhere café to figure out what it was.

Zudge had complained that I was fussing over her unnecessarily, that she didn’t need me to look out for her.

I explained that we needed to look out for each other. We were a team, and that was how teams worked.

Things didn’t go according to plan, of course. They rarely did.

After it was all over, Zudge explained everything that happened that day. So rather than follow me as I peer through the windows from behind the bike shed, I’ll recount what transpired as Zudge described it to me. Though I warn you; she’s a good person but not an entirely trustworthy narrator. So I corrected a few details to reflect what she was really thinking.

Switching to Zudge View… Now!

* * *

I hesitated with my hand at the door. I wasn’t sure I could go through with this.

My reflection appalled me. Not only did I look like a prostitute but a cheap one. An obvious one.

You wouldn’t believe the protracted debate I’d had with Stiletto about the number of buttons to undo on my blouse. We compromised on two. Naturally, he’d wanted at least three and I wasn’t convinced by even one. In the end, I listened to reason. Stiletto was far wiser than even he realized, and he was, after all, my target audience: a man who could be easily distracted by a pretty girl. And distract was exactly what I was here to do.

I put my hand in my pants pocket and fingered the cool tube of contact gel, loosening the cap a little. The gesture gave me the confidence to proceed, but knowing that Stiletto was there for me if I got into difficulty was an even greater comfort.

The door creaked open, releasing a rush of humid air heavy with the scent of cigarettes and stale ersatz coffee. A low hum of whispered conversations filled the room, punctuated by the occasional clink of spoon against ceramic as the patrons stirred in another heap of Cuban sugar.

A wave of silence washed over the café as its patrons noticed me and cast furtive glances my way. Safe behind my dark glasses, I curled my red lips into a smirk and arched my back a little, knowing the top buttons of my blouse were dangling open. It was a calculated distraction. Men are so easy.

I glanced around the room. Nobody returned my look, but one figure caught my attention. A middle-aged man in trench coat and a black trilby sat alone at a table in the corner of the café. ISD, no doubt.

While the other patrons attempted to shrink so small that they vanished from existence, the man in the trilby confidently tilted his head in my direction and looked me in the eye.

Briefly.

And then his gaze descended about 12 inches before resting on the upper swell of my breasts.

With his brain suddenly AWOL, his mouth rolled itself into a peculiar sequence of shapes before settling into a leer. Like I said, most men are easy.

I flashed him a smile, then ignored him as I sauntered over to the counter, remembering to add the sway to my hips that Stiletto had wisely made me practice earlier, offering expert feedback until I had mastered the move to his satisfaction.

I paid for a steaming mug of victory tea and slid into a corner booth, settling into the cracked red leather seat with a sigh.

As I gradually sipped my way through the tea, I affected a fidgety nervousness. I pretended to study the menu card, and as I did so, I flicked glances at the door as if expecting someone important to enter. I also made sure to shoot furtive glances at the ISD man in the trilby, whose beady little eyes followed my every move, dark and calculating under the brim of that hat.

Everyone else in the café was mere translucent background. It was me, him, and my cup of victory tea.

So I was deeply insulted when the man grew bored with me. A waitress brought him a cup and I could smell it was real coffee. He flicked open his Worker’s Morning Star and enjoyed his luxury.

This wasn’t part of the plan. We already knew the ISD man was inside because the drone had peered through the window. Stiletto had insisted that all I had to do was pout my lips and show a little cleavage, and then our target would be drawn like a moth to the flame.

Stupidly, I began to wonder whether Stiletto had been mistaken, but, of course, Stiletto had been right all along, and he always was in such matters. I should have undone more buttons as he’d suggested.

But it was too late now. And since it was me who’d put the mission at risk by failing to heed Stiletto’s wisdom, it was down to me to put it right.

I sighed loudly, rose, and made my way to the door at the back of the café marked ‘toilets’. On my way, I passed close to the ISD man. As I did, I lightly bit my lower lip and arched an eyebrow at him.

Pulse racing, I halted on the other side of the door, finding myself in a white corridor that ended in gentlemen’s and ladies’ restrooms. The ISD agent was on the other side of the painted wooden door, but I could imagine his gaze on my back. I squeezed the tube of gel, drawing comfort from its power. I unscrewed its cap, squeezed a little onto my fingers and then smeared it over the large black plastic buttons of my blouse.

Behind me, the door was pushed open.

“Identification,” said the ISD man. “I want to see your papers, now.”

I froze in place, willing my expression to remain neutral before turning to face the secret policeman. “I’m sorry, sir. I need to use the bathroom first. I can’t hold it in.”

I turned, but he grabbed my arm in an iron grip. “Don’t play games with me, girlie. Papers. Let’s see ’em.”

I checked the link with the surveillance drone, and gasped when I discovered it was inside the café but on the far side of the toilet corridor door. If I didn’t resolve this soon, Stiletto would burst and save me, all guns blazing. That wasn’t what we wanted. What was about to happen needed to look as routine as possible.

I squirmed in the man’s grip and crossed my legs. “I really do need the lav, sir. But when I’ve done, you can check me at your pleasure, sir. I promise. I’ll show you… everything.”

“Very well,” he said. “We can do our business in there. A little privacy might be something we’ll both be grateful for.” He gestured toward the restroom.

“Fine.” I sighed, feigning annoyance, but really adrenaline was pumping as I prepared to spring my trap.

The ladies’ room was a dingy little space that contained a single stall and a tiny basin. As soon as we were inside, and it was obvious we were alone, the man slammed the door shut, trapping both of us inside. He leaned back against it, arms folded. “No more games. Let’s see identification. And…” He grinned with triumph. “Whatever you’ve been fumbling with in your pocket. Hand it over.”

“Yes, sir. If it’s my papers you want first, I keep them in a safe place. Can’t be too careful these days. They’re tucked into my bra. Why don’t you reach in and take them for yourself?”

I’d gone too far. I knew it as soon as I’d said those words, and I cursed myself for not following Stiletto’s sage advice. He told me to always let the man feel he’s in control, to issue him a challenge but never to appear more confident than him. Now I’d made him suspicious.

He opened his trench coat and revealed his holstered pistol. I licked my lips. I was genuinely scared, but I piled on the fear factor by dropping my jaw and ogling his pistol with wide eyes.

“You think it’s a trick, don’t you?” I stammered. “You think I’m some kung fu fascist spy. But I’m not. Honest. Look, you have handcuffs, right? Secure my hands behind me and then you can search wherever you want. I’ll be completely helpless.”

The picture I was painting bypassed all his suspicions, dodged nimbly around his experience, and chloroformed his training. I clinched the deal by turning around with my wrists crossed behind me, offering myself to his mercy.

He snapped on steel cuffs and as he did so, I touched the gel-laden tips of my fingers to his wrists, for we’d been trained that wrists and neck allowed the fastest access to the bloodstream.

“What the hell?” he growled.

I turned around and silenced him by arching my back and sticking out my chest.

Men were easy.

“Do what you want,” I invited.

He did. He unfastened the remaining buttons of my blouse, taking on more contact gel in the process. I prayed it would act quickly enough.

The ISD agent took his time, enjoying playing with his prey. When he’d undone the last button, the blouse was still tucked firmly into my pants, so he drew the silk fabric apart slightly and brought up his hand, fingers outstretched, ready to reach inside and brush his fingertips against my flesh.

I closed my eyes and told myself that none of this was real. This was a false existence and when we had completed our mission, none of this would have ever happened.

His touch never came.

I opened one eye and saw the sweat beading on the policeman’s brow. He released me and took a step back. He looked like a man trying to remember his name, completely lost.

“Button up my blouse,” I ordered.

He blinked, his expression blank for a moment before bafflement claimed his features.

I waited a few moments for the control gel to work further through his system. Then I tried again. “Button up my blouse. And keep your hands decent while you’re about it.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

He obeyed. And when he’d done, he said, “Please turn around, ma’am, so I can release your cuffs.”

“No. That’s not what’s happening here. First of all you will very carefully undo the top two buttons as they were before. Then you shall arrest me, so the cuffs need to stay on. Do you have transportation?”

“A car in the parking lot.”

“Good. You will arrest me and take me to your vehicle. You will act as if you’re in charge. Everyone in the café will believe they witnessed an ISD agent arresting a suspected dissident. They will be grateful it’s not them, but they will not think it is anything out of the ordinary. Can you do that?”

“Yes, ma’am. Forgive me, but for that to work I will need to be a little rough with you.”

“Good. Now obey your instructions.”

He frogmarched me out of the café.

“Please,” I begged him, but he was without mercy.

I pleaded with my eyes at the patrons of the café, but not one would look in my direction.

Then we were out through the door, and I fought to stay on my feet as he forced me across the broken asphalt. I looked in the direction of the drone and winked to let Stiletto know that his plan had succeeded admirably. As I should have known from the start.

While the policeman shoved me roughly into the back seat of his car, Stiletto quietly got in beside me.

We drove off, my heart thrilling with excitement. I’d faced danger head on and was stronger for it. With Stiletto Z. Caldwell at my side, I knew we could pull off anything, because this is what we did. Stiletto Caldwell and Zuri Jaiden, two devilishly good looking and wily spies in a high-stakes game of cat and mouse, outsmarting our enemies at every turn.

No one could want for a better partner than my Stiletto.

“Where are we going?” the policeman asked.

“London,” said Stiletto, and despite all of the Kennel’s language implants, he still retained a subtle hint of Danish in his accent. It was the merest hint of the exotic, but it was enough to send a binta tingling.

“London’s a big place,” the ISD man said. “Whereabouts?”

“ILEZ,” Stiletto said in his rich and confident tones. “Leadenhall Street.”

A tiny gasp escaped my moist lips. The day’s excitement was only just beginning.


Chapter 24

The soldier thrust the business end of his carbine through the open car window.

This was an eloquent communication without need of embellishment, but he voiced his threat all the same. “One more word out of your fucking mouth and I will drill you full of holes. Not through the head. Not through the heart. Oh, no. That would be far too easy. We’re trained to perforate dissident scum like you to leave just enough alive for the sadists in the Leadenhall Street basements to have their fun.”

You would be forgiven for thinking the soldier was directing his intimidation at me. It would hardly be the first time threats of that nature had been sent my way.

I would dearly have loved that to be the case.

But the nervous man exiting the car with his hands up wasn’t me. It was Terry.

Terence Fisher was the name of our tame ISD thug whom Zudge had acquired at the café. I’d asked him if his mates called him Terry, and the mug had been stupid enough to admit he hated being called that.

We had been relying upon Terry to get us across the Green Line and into London’s ILEZ so we could snoop around for the truth about Bulldog.

The plan hadn’t involved him getting arrested here on London Bridge. It had seemed so simple, Terry being proper ISD, after all. All he had to do was arrest us and bring us in for questioning. But I hadn’t reckoned on the bureaucratic nature of the English People’s Democratic Republic.

Terry, you see, didn’t have the correct paperwork.

I assumed he could bluff his way through, but I had assumed wrong.

The rifle barrels weren’t just aimed at Terry. Even though he had cuffed us several miles back, Zudge and I each had an AK-74S trained on us as we were dragged out the car.

A soldier drove our vehicle to the side of the road to unblock the bridge crossing while we were herded to a wooden hut on the south bank of London Bridge. Its blacked windows suggested that this was the kind of place where bad things happened to people. People like us.

A stiff breeze was blowing along the Thames that morning and once we were out of the car, the flapping of the many EPDR flags was suddenly much louder.

With the windows raised in the car, this jaunt hadn’t felt real.

Now it did.

The past is real, have fun there.

It was a slogan for one of the Time Dogz competitors, a time tourist business. All part of the idea the future kept pushing that you could do whatever you liked in history, observe it, taste it, play with it, and all consequence free. Sitting in the car during the half hour wait to get to the London Bridge checkpoint had felt like that. We’d had plenty of time to observe details as if we were damned time tourists.

Details such as the flag.

I’d flinched when I’d first seen the EPDR flag. It consisted of a red cross on a white background and instead of crossing in the middle it was offset like the Scandinavian flags. In fact, it was the inverse of the Danish flag of my era, which left a slight feeling of revulsion in my gut. Where the two red lines crossed was an emblem consisting of a golden handshake inside an ugly black cog, the handshake presumably symbolizing socialist England’s fraternity with the Soviet Union.

The soldiers wore a patch on their shoulders that almost matched the flag, except a red star replaced the golden hands. As for the weapons, I’d had time to match against historical data in my head and decided they were carrying a variant of the AK-74S carbine, a fancy version with polished wood for the hand guard and the curved magazine.

For our second tour of 2029, we’d experienced the gray resignation of England, but until now the reality of the new socialist republic had been something happening to other people.

Now I was being dragged by soldiers of the English People’s Army into this hut to one side of London Bridge. I was no longer observing. And no amount of mind control gel or tranq pistols was going to help me now.

* * *

It was cozy inside the checkpoint cabin, like squatting in an Aero Island beach hut back home in Denmark. The soldier boys stayed – because obviously we were highly dangerous and also because they seemed eager to shoot someone. Waiting for us across a metal desk was a border guard with a massive peak to her hat and far too much braid on her epaulettes.

She ignored us time travelers, staring instead at Terry through narrowed blue eyes.

“Police Junior Sergeant Terence Fisher. You are transporting captive dissidents across the Green Line without authorization.” Her eyebrows stretched high. “With not even an attempt to forge authorization. What am I supposed to make of this, Junior Sergeant? I’m inclined to mark you down as insane and send you to one of the asylums on Dartmoor. Have you anything to say in your defense?”

Yes, I prayed. Come on, Terry. This is your chance to shine.

I didn’t hold out much hope. The man didn’t strike me as someone burdened with an imagination.

While Terry searched deep for a way out of this, I watched our car outside. They weren’t searching it yet, but as soon as they found our gear in the trunk, it wouldn’t be a London Bridge border guard asking the questions. And with these handcuffs, none of our future-tech gadgets were going to help.

Come on, Terry, the future depends on you. Well, one future, at any rate.

Terry took a deep breath and made his play. “Pragmatism, comrade.”

Is that the best you can do?

I wasn’t the only one here unimpressed. The border guard’s eyebrows stretched even higher. “Pragmatism?” she spat back.

“Yes, comrade. Our planning and control bureaucracies have been infiltrated by fascist sympathizers and agents of capitalist countries. We all know this to be true. How else can we explain the many delays and inconsistencies, despite the efforts of the loyal workers of our ministries to avoid such inefficiencies?”

The woman’s eyebrows lowered a notch.

“My commandant-major ordered me to take these two to Leadenhall Street without risking any delay or worse from unpatriotic elements which exist even inside Leadenhall Street itself.”

The border guard’s indignation deflated. I think Terry was saying in a politically acceptable manner that in the unreliable IngSoc bureaucracy, sometimes you had to walk a special case through the system in person to get things done fast.

“What is so special about these two that they cannot wait?” she asked.

Terry turned to us. “Look at them. Ask them questions and hear their voices. They attempt to conceal their accents, but a trained ear can tell neither are English born. The girl is Indian, an agent of that country. And the man I’ve yet to place. But by the looks of him, I would say he’s Cuban.”

“Cuban? But Cuba is our socialist ally.”

“It is an unreliable member of Comecon with his own independent agenda. It is not even a member of the Warsaw Pact.”

“Of course not. Cuba is far away.”

“Which is why it is such an apathetic member of the socialist family of nations. Perhaps Cuba feels its future now lies in alliance with India. These two individuals are certainly in cahoots.”

“Do you have proof of this?”

“Only suspicions. But well-founded ones. This is why my commandant-major ordered me to deliver them to Leadenhall Street directly. In the basements of ISD Central, we shall soon learn the truth, whatever it may be. And…” He lowered his voice to a whisper to deliver his trump card. “By taking this unorthodox approach, we shall do so without Cuba or India knowing we have captured their spies.”

“I see. Nonetheless, this is highly unusual, and I shall require authorization.”

“My orders came straight from Commandant-Major Stern of the Chelmsford Directorate.”

A sly grin spread across the guard’s face. “I’ve never heard of Stern. Never been forced to visit Chelmsford, or any of your Eastern Division backwaters. What I want to know is who authorized this in the Ministry? Who gave the go-ahead at Leadenhall Street?”

The look of triumph on her face was mirrored by the despair that must have shown on mine.

I glanced across at Zudge and was impressed by her poker face.

“In case of just this eventuality,” Terry said in a trembling voice, “I have a name and telephone number for you to call. I think it is best to write it down. Even here, counter-revolutionary ears could be listening.”

He scribbled into his metal covered notepad with the enameled red star. Then he tore out the page and slid it, face down, across the desk. The woman picked it up and her face blanched.

She closed her eyes and took her time to make what was clearly a significant life decision,

Then she stood at attention and gave Terry the slightest nod.

“You three,” she told the guards. “Escort Junior Sergeant Fisher and his captives to their car and give them priority clearance across the bridge.” As they rushed to obey, she added, “Speak of this to no one. No one ever!”

“Neat trick,” I remarked once we were safely back in the car and driving across the middle and oldest of the three bridge crossings into ILEZ. “What did you write?”

Terry’s response was icy cold. “If you speak again, I shall gag you. Violently.”

I bit my lip, realizing I was being a complete ass at this spy business. The soldiers could have bugged the car. Even if they hadn’t, directional microphones could pick up vibrations in the windows and hear everything we said. Terry was acting the part perfectly.

Assuming, that was, he was acting…


Chapter 25

“You can set up here, comrades.”

I surveyed my new domain. It was the office space that time forgot.

“Have you got everything you need?”

Neil Francis was my new best friend, our official ass-kissing toady liaison here at the Ministry of Planning. I could tell from the way his face pinched like a constipated child’s that he desperately wanted to know what Zudge and I were up to.

Too bad. We’d won access to this abandoned section of the ministry building by carefully moving up the bureaucratic hierarchy. We’d begun with a random functionary we’d accosted leaving the building after work on our first evening inside the ILEZ. By the time our gel-smeared fingers had reached Sub-Director Curtis, we’d used half our supplies of mind-control gel, but we’d gotten enough leverage to roam this deserted part of the ministry at will.

Soon, we would have to do it all again with the ISD, which we expected to be a much harder nut to crack.

Neil gave Zudge a pleading look. “Ma’am?”

“If we need anything, we shall contact you.”

The toady accepted his dismissal and walked off.

I called after him. “Wait! What do you do for food here? Can we get coffee and doughnuts?”

Neil gave a nervous laugh. I think he’d decided I was making a buttneck joke. “This should cover your food and drink,” he said. He handed over a thick stack of perforated sheets from the satchel he was carrying. “The nearest canteen is on the second floor of Tower Three. I’m giving you £30 million of scrip. There’s fresh doughnuts at eleven and three. They go fast, though.”

I surveyed the sheets of IngSoc scrip in £5,000 and £1,000 denominations. They were so crudely printed that forging them must have been child’s play. Still, if it led to fresh doughnuts then this was a good system in my book.

I was almost beginning to like this reality.

Our tame sub-director had authorized our exclusive use of several floors like this, all open plan office spaces from an earlier and more capitalist decade. The textured white plastic vertical blinds had largely collapsed. Computers, telephones, and chunky cathode ray tube monitors presented acres of beige plastic, sun-bleached and brittle where it faced the sun.

It could have been a scene from a post-apocalyptic adventure holo-flick, except the carpet tiles had been cleaned and there was not a speck of dust anywhere.

“The capitalists left this in a hurry,” Neil explained. “The ministry hasn’t reclaimed any of this tower yet.”

I’d thought Neil had taken the hint and cleared out. Instead, he was hovering by the door.

“What did they do here?” Zudge asked him. “The capitalists, I mean.”

Neil began with, “Well, as you know…” but stopped when he saw the dumb look on my face.

I didn’t know.

But I should have.

Neil’s face went ashen, but he cleared his throat nervously and tried again. “The ministry occupies the building that once housed Lloyd’s of London, an exploitative capitalist organization that handled insurance and intelligence for marine ventures. Started out in a coffee shop frequented by sea captains and ended up with this.”

“You sound impressed,” Zudge said.

Neil’s eyes widened and his face stiffened. He took a long time preparing his words before finally making his reply. “The dialectic of history meant the inevitable end of exploitative ventures such as Lloyd’s of London, Nonetheless, the age of entrepreneurs was necessary as a precursor to the Socialist Victory of 89. Marx was very clear on this.”

Luckily for Neil, I couldn’t care less about this ideology shit. I just wanted him to go away and leave us alone. When I waved my hand in dismissal, he scrambled away, leaving a lingering stench of dread.

“These people worship Karl Marx,” Zudge said, with a naughty smirk. “But you actually met him. What kind of a man was he?”

“Total train nerd. Plus he had the hots for DeSalle, so no taste in women. Come on, Zudge. Focus! We have a reality to save.”

We checked through the floors allocated to us, searching for the best view over the ISD building at 147 Leadenhall St. We thought we’d been clever, selecting the Ministry of Planning to infiltrate as it was located on the other side of the road from our target. The problem was, we were in Tower Five, which was hidden behind the front of the classical stone façade of the 1928 version of the Lloyds building.

We were in the radically different 1970s version, which had towers like enormous chrome shower hoses and had been built inside out, so the elevators, power and ventilation conduits and all that stuff was on the outside.

The 1970s architects had decided they didn’t want the shock of the new erupting over the top of the 1928 Romanesque architecture, so they had stepped back the buildings so you couldn’t see them easily from the street. What we hadn’t realized was that the reverse was true. We’d put all this effort into acquiring the perfect spy post, and, yes, it had perfect views over the ISD building. But what we actually needed to watch was the street level entrance to ISD HQ, and thanks to those clever 1970s architects, we couldn’t see it.

We tried clambering onto the roof, hanging out the side windows… and still no good. We had to bring out the drones.

The ones poor Augustine had supplied in our packs were the overweight dragonfly style. Reasoning that such insects weren’t too common in the center of London, I decided not to have one hovering around outside the main ISD entrance. Instead, Zudge flew it in front of the 1928 stone façade and announced she was going to land it upside down in one of the attic openings beneath the pediment, in other words, one of the square holes beneath the triangle bit at the top.

Armed with the dragonfly’s camera and directional microphone, we started to build up a picture of the comings and goings at the most feared building in the EPDR. Fisher had given us the basics, but he was based in a rural nowhere, to which he had now returned.

We had rented rooms above a bakery on Watling Street, but we brought out the sleeping bags and after dark kept watch through most of that first night, switching the camera to low light.

We got some names – candidates for our dwindling gel supply – and a glimmer of understanding about the setup on the opposite side of the street. Not much, but it was early days.

However, on our first day, we did learn something important.

Something unexpected.

We weren’t the only ones spying on Leadenhall Street.


Chapter 26

“What have you got for us, me ol’ diamond geezer?”

Terry Fisher looked up from his pint of best bitter, licking the froth off his lip. He knitted his brow.

“Cor blimey!” I said in response to his bemusement. “It ain’t exactly Brain of bleedin’ Britain? I mean did Carter do the business or am I gonna have to send Zudge round her gaff to have a word wiv ’er? You know, put the frighteners on.”

“I understood perfectly well what you meant,” replied our tame ISD junior sergeant. “But please stop talking like that. Diamond geezer? Luv a duck? Who do you think you are? Dick van fucking Dyke?”

I looked to Zudge for help, but her expression was as befuddled as mine. I had no idea who this Dick van Dyke was. Sounded sinister. Probably one of the infamous London gangland bosses from the previous century.

Fisher leaned over and whispered in my ear, “Try to talk like you’re normal. Which you ain’t. Bloody hell, you two are sodding hard work.”

I leaned back and attuned my ears to the other drinkers in the pub, using my enhanced hearing to eavesdrop on their mode of conversation. The talk from the English drinkers was strained, a lot of grumbling but always in a whisper. There were occasional outbursts of laughter, but with a manic edge. There was a splash of foreigners too, most loudly a group of happily drunk Venezuelans wreathed in cigar smoke.

This was the Star of Progress, a pub inside Leadenhall Market, which despite the name, wasn’t a market. No fresh veg, bread, clothing, jewelry of dubious origin, or any of the other sights and sounds of markets I’d seen across the centuries. I was pretty sure that markets were illegal in the EPDR. Shoppers could only use the government grocery stores.

Leadenhall Market was actually an indoor emporium, covered by a fancy wrought iron and glass roof. Brightly painted fluted columns were everywhere. In fact, this was the swankiest part of the country we’d yet seen and, according to Fisher, was designed as a magnet for hard currency, which was extracted from foreign visitors by the exorbitant prices.

Also according to Fisher, it was a good place for us to talk, because the ISD kept away in case they scared off the free-spending tourists. They didn’t need to be here anyway because all hotel accommodation within the ILEZ was bugged and monitored.

“Okay,” I said. “What have you got?”

“Carter’s been photocopying everything she can find on you know who. I’m meeting her tomorrow at 147 Leadenhall. She’ll pass on what she’s got if it’s safe.”

I winced. I had expected Fisher to give us his intel here and now. It had been two weeks since he’d gotten us across the Green Line at London Bridge, and we’d not yet learned a thing about Bulldog. Two weeks inside hostile territory we didn’t understand well enough to fit into. We’d been lucky and my gut was yelling that we needed to up the pace because that luck would not last.

We’d made three more uses of our mind control gel on targets we’d seen leaving 147 Leadenhall. One had turned out to be a cleaner, one a local Party official of no great importance, but with Margaret Carter our targeting had finally succeeded. Carter worked in the ISD records division.

Unfortunately, we estimated we had only three doses of the gel remaining.

“Talking of safety,” Zudge said. “How was the crossing?”

Fisher chuckled to himself before he started his story and I found myself smiling with him.

It was strange – my relationship with this man. The gel was an ugly tool if you made the mistake of thinking about it. On the other hand, the plan was to wipe away the entirety of this version of reality which dwarfed any moral worries about messing with Fisher’s brain. And the guy had shown what kind of asshole gozo he was when he’d accosted Zudge in that café.

For his part, Fisher hated us both, loathed us because of the danger we posed to the Socialist Victory, which troubled him far more than his loss of free will. And yet he obeyed the spirit and letter of everything Zudge asked of him.

Fisher began. “You remember that note I gave that stupid blue tit? Well, you’d never believe it, but the same woman was there yesterday when I crossed into ILEZ. It was a gamble, obviously… writing on that note that my authorization had come from the Deputy Directory himself. Now she’d had a couple of weeks to reflect on what I did, and I don’t think she could decide whether I’d been lying or not. Truth or lie? Either option terrified her, so she waved me through again and ordered her squad to not log my crossing. Perfect.”

“Blue tit?” I asked.

“Fuck! You don’t notice much, do you? For uniformed IngSoc officials, the color of the band on their hat tells you what department they work for. A blue one… blue tit, yeah? … that’s your Border Security Directorate. Redbreasts… they’re your Socialist Inclusion Commission. You know? Wankers that stick their beaks into every aspect of the State to make sure socialist principles are being followed the way they like it.”

“And these terms are all named after birds?” I enquired. “Or breasts?”

The secret policeman looked mortally offended. “Birds!” he growled, adding in a whisper, “Lord above, save me from these dickhead plonkers.”

“I saw a man strutting around like he owned London this morning,” Zudge said. “His hat band was yellow.”

Fisher drew in a sharp breath. “He’ll be a canary. Yeah, they’re the worst.”

“What are they?” she asked. “Assassination Directorate? Morality police?”

“Jesus Christ. Far worse than that, my girl. They’re traffic wardens, the heartless demons who issue parking tickets to poor, innocent drivers.”

Fisher was momentarily lost in some dark memories, which was convenient because I was only interested in Zudge. Her game face had suddenly appeared, the one my partner wore when we were about to be shot at.

“Don’t look behind you,” she said in a calm voice.

When she didn’t elaborate, I prompted, “And…? Shouldn’t it be don’t look behind you, but…?”

“No. Not with you, Stillo. First promise you won’t look.”

“Okay. I will keep my attention firmly on your pretty face. Promise.”

“Two tables behind you. Beneath that painting of a fat goose. It’s her.”

I felt a jolt of excitement. Her. The woman with dark curls we’d seen that first night observing ISD HQ. We’d sent my drone after her a couple of times but lost her. Our working assumption was that she was a spy, but not working for the Internal Security Directorate. The IngSoc politburo had their own intelligence network. Our tentative guess was that she worked for them.

“Do we gel her?” I whispered.

Zudge shook her head. “We’ve not enough doses left. We need to keep them in reserve.”

“Her being two tables away is not a coincidence,” I pointed out.

“Agreed,” said Fisher.

“You keep out of it,” Zudge snapped. “Yes, I agree. We need to ditch her and go to ground.”

“Or,” I replied, getting to my feet, “we can ask her what she wants.”

Groaning, Zudge sank her head into her hands. I had considered her words. Honestly, I had. But I didn’t like them. We’d spent too long sitting in the shadows. It was time to act.

The woman was sitting alone, her glossy black hair falling like a veil across her face as she contemplated her steaming cup of mint tea. Her skin was smooth, her blouse silky soft, but what grabbed my attention like a vice was the quiet red of her lips peeking through the fringe of hair like a luscious forbidden fruit. Those lips were the perfect lure for a time traveling gentleman tired of this land of the perpetually drab.

I marched over and pulled out the vacant chair at her table. “Mind if I join you for a moment?” I asked and sat my ass down before she could answer.

My beaming smile was so wide it threatened to tear my skin apart. I was enjoying this.

She combed her hair back with her fingers and looked at me wide-eyed. Then she glanced around the bar, as if seeking a chivalrous knight to defend her honor.

I wasn’t buying it and launched my opening gambit. “Sounds corny, I know. But do I know you? I feel sure I’ve seen you before.”

Her dark eyes flashed with anger. “We’ve never met. I’ve only been in London three days.”

Hmm… Spanish, I thought to myself. Nice.

I tapped my ear the way I’d seen deaf people do. “Sorry. Could you repeat that?”

Her voice tight and controlled, she sent forth a stream of Spanish invective.

It’s a peculiar fact about cursing that even with the relentless standardization of national languages, the way you swear is surprisingly local to your place of upbringing.

I didn’t know one end of Spain from the other, but my language implant did. After listening to just a few words it could pinpoint where she’d been raised. I trusted the Time Dogz implant and gave a riposte of invective that mirrored the woman’s vernacular to perfection.

She gasped. All that wide-eyed stuff when I’d sat down had been camel crap. This wasn’t. She was genuinely lost for words, and I got the feeling that was a rarity with this binta.

I smiled sweetly and leaned forward, elbows halfway across the table. “Why are you following us?” I asked in Spanish.

She cursed me to hell and back in her own language. Then spat in English, “Amateur!”

Zudge joined us, Terry Fisher not far behind.

The Spaniard glanced at my friend. “So this is your partner in ineptitude. And speak in English, you imbecile.”

“Who are you?” Zudge asked.

“Who are you?” The woman replied. She rubbed her chin. “ISD are as predictable as clockwork but never stupid, so one thing I can be sure is that you are not ISD.”

“I am,” Terry replied cheerfully. “These two are fascist infiltrators.”

Our Spaniard shook her head. I liked the way her fine hair caressed her long neck. “This is insanity.”

She collected herself and tried to sell her story. “I’m a photographer, from Seville originally, but I work out of Madrid. I’ve been invited to the industrial photography symposium, part of the Comecon Industrial Exhibition showing at the Barbican Centre. I’m walking the streets of ILEZ, looking for scenes to photograph that won’t fall foul of the censors. I’m not following you, but… She shrugged. ILEZ is small. It is easy to see how it could look that way.”

She scanned three stony faces. When she registered that none of us believed her, she sighed and released a little more of the truth.

“Okay. Everything I just said is accurate but… not perhaps the whole truth. Photography is my passion, but that is not the reason I was sent here. The ISD know who I am, and they do nothing except take my pesetas. Even the most ardent communist countries will always whore for hard currency. They watch me, and I allow myself to be seen. We do the same with ISD assets in Madrid.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “Because we are professionals.”

“So you’re a–”

Zudge never completed her sentence. Terry grabbed her hand and gripped hard. His face was trembling, sweating. “It is… confusing, how I should advise, correct, or sabotage your efforts, ma’am. But I feel obliged to point out that this woman represents the interests of her state, and Spain is ruled by a fascist regime.”

He released his grip.

“That means nothing,” I said. “As far as you’re concerned, Terry, anyone who fails to say fifty Hail Marx’s before breakfast is a screaming fascist. Let me tell you, I’ve met Hitler in the flesh, and this lady looks nothing like him.”

“It’s no laughing matter, Stiletto.” Terry sounded angrier than I’d ever heard him. “The Spanish state is openly fascist. There are many regimes that decline to wear the label of fascism and yet adopt much of its ideology: Taiwan, Argentina, Portugal, Singapore, South Korea, even some would say modern-day China. But in 2029, the last openly fascist state is Spain.”

The Spaniard wrinkled her pretty face. Her only answer was a derisive snort.

“You don’t deny it, then.” Terry felt that he’d won this debate, but the woman didn’t give off a defeated vibe.

“Why would I waste time denying the ranting of a delusional idiot?” she said. “Our country follows the Progressive March Movement.”

“That’s right, darling. Another name for the fascists.”

Terry’s darling rolled her dark eyes. “The Falange movement died out in the 1980s. El Caudillo, Generalissimo Franco, abandoned fascist ideology in favor of technocratic pragmatism. After his death, the technocrats eventually lost their way. But now we have a renewed dynamic vision with the Progressive March Movement.”

“Let me ask you a question,” Terry retorted. I rolled my eyes while Terry carefully marshaled the right words. Somehow, I’d stumbled into the ideological equivalent of a gladiatorial arena. Terry fancied himself as the guy armed with trident, loin cloth, and net. He was picking his moment to throw. “What would happen to a Spaniard if they criticized their government?”

His opponent narrowed her eyes, catlike. She wasn’t a gladiator, I decided. She was a lithe and deadly panther. “They would be advised to stop,” she said contemptuously. “They may be offered advice and correction. Continued public criticism will eventually lead to a fine. If the fine wasn’t enough, it would eventually lead to imprisonment.”

“Torture? Execution?”

“No. Executions are reserved for the most heinous of treasons. It is very rare.”

Having evaded Terry’s net, the Spanish panther counter- attacked. “And you think your society is so perfect? If you criticize the ruling party in England, you will be interrogated, beaten, your family punished. You will be sent to a labor battalion, prison, or lie face down in a shallow grave with a bullet in the back of the neck.”

“Bored now!” I declared and slapped my hand on the table. “This is not a helpful conversation to have in public.”

I grabbed them both by the wrist and added in a whisper, “But for the record” – I nodded at Terry – “I’m with him on this. I wasn’t a fan of National Socialism, and I don’t like your thing either, lady.”

“Like I care,” she replied, pulling her arm away. “But your allegedly tamed ISD dog is with me on this. You’re amateurs. If you flush a tag, they will withdraw. For a while – and then try again. But if you confront the tag, there’s a good chance someone will be killed. And then more people will be killed in retaliation. And then more deaths in retaliation for that. There are rules in this game. Learn them!”

Tag. I remembered that one. Zudge and I had been reading Cold War espionage novels and a ‘tag’ was a member of the home team who followed an enemy spy.

“It has been… informative.” She picked up a stylish velvet green handbag and smiled. “Thank you, Stiletto Caldwell… and your menagerie of followers.”

“Interesting binta,” I mused as I watched her leave.

“Stiletto,” Zudge said. “How did she know your name? Did you tell her?”

I frowned. “No.” I turned to Terry. “He did.”

“I only said your first name.”

“Pretty and smart.” I gave a satisfied rumble. “Dangerous too. I want to see more of her.”

“We all do,” said Zudge. “Give me your dragonfly. I’ll follow her.”

Suddenly she stiffened weirdly. “On second thoughts,” she said coldly. “You do it.”

Confused, I nonetheless walked out into the covered market that wasn’t and released my spy drone.

A minute or so later, as I was returning to the Star of Progress, I was surprised to see my two companions walking out.

“Watch the feed from my dragonfly,” Zudge said.

I did. It was on a workbench being pulled apart by a technician. He even wore a white lab coat.

“For the Devil!”

“I re-ran the footage,” she said. “While we’ve been here, a cleaning team went to work on the street level façade of the Ministry of Planning. They spotted the drone and opened it up.”

I saw a scalpel appear, impossibly large in the camera feed. Then the device went dead.

In this era, tiny electronic devices had miniscule signal ranges, which meant the Ministry would soon be flooded with people asking difficult questions. Our gelled targets would never betray us, but our guy with the satchel, Neil Francis, would squeal every last detail about us and then point out our faces in his beloved Ministry’s security camera footage.

“There’s nothing for it,” I said to Zudge. “I’ll have to dye my hair blond, and you need to grow a beard.”

“I’ll get right on it,” she replied. She put her arm around me and stood on tiptoe to whisper into my ear. “You’re thinking about her, aren’t you? The Spanish girl?”

I nodded. “Her name,” I muttered.

“What?”

“I really want to know her name.”


Chapter 27

“I hate you, Stiletto. You do know that, right?”

I chuckled. “You and a thousand others before you. Get to the back of the line. Any particular reason?”

“Because you make me feel like the sensible one.”

I shrugged. “Isn’t that your role?”

While Zudge gathered her words, I watched the slippery señorita slithering through the crowded streets of ILEZ London in the early evening, her newly blonde bob swaying as she slipped between the crush of bodies. I was tracking her from half a kilometer up, peering through the camera on our dragonfly drone as it hovered above the city.

“Sometimes we take it in turns to be dumb together,” Zudge said. “Or smart. But mostly we each take one role and balance each other out.”

I took one last look at the Spaniard, remembering the way her long black hair had framed her face during our last run-in at the Star of Progress. Learning it was a wig had disappointed me. With an aggrieved sigh, I reluctantly gave Zudge my full attention because I hadn’t a clue where she was headed with this.

She squeezed my shoulder – the signal. I palmed the little device showing the dragonfly’s feed and allowed Zudge to settle into a lover’s embrace, just in time for two young women to stroll into our little side street, office workers headed home perhaps. One gave a giggle once she was safely past us. Probably wished she was in Zudge’s shoes.

Our situation was not a good one. When our first spycam had been discovered, it took no time at all for it to end up in a lab, and that meant someone thought it significant. If the ISD put any effort into finding out where that electronic dragonfly had come from, the trail would eventually lead to our rooms above the bakery in Watling Street. We didn’t dare go back. We were walking the streets of London until we either found something or were forced to return to the Kennel.

Or we were discovered, tortured, and killed.

For the moment, that danger was too academic to make my heart race, which meant the concerns that crowded my thoughts were my sore feet and stiff back.

“We’ve been discovered,” Zudge whispered.

“I know.”

“We’re deep in hostile territory and all you want to do is chase a woman of mystery. I don’t know what we should be doing, but it isn’t this.”

“I have a hunch,” I told her. And it was true. I just didn’t know why.

“Is that all you’ve got?” With the girls having safely passed, she pulled away and I could see from her face that she wasn’t angry. She was worried. “Dammit, Stiletto. I sound like your nagging mother.”

“We’re partners, Zudge. Trust me.”

The spycam showed the Spaniard vanishing down a side street, the drone’s camera just catching the swish of blonde as she slipped out of view.

“Oh, I trust you,” Zudge said. “But only when the blood supply is flowing to your brain. Let a beautiful woman get under your skin and it diverts someplace else. You instantly become a gibbering idiot.”

“I never gibber.”

I sent the cam swooping lower through the London skies, guiding it down the narrow side street, keeping it high enough to avoid detection. At the end of the alley, the girl emerged again, glancing around before stepping onto a busy thoroughfare. She weaved expertly through the crowds, head down, blonde hair obscuring her face. I tracked her progress on the drone’s monitor, struggling to keep sight of her in the press of bodies, but the tag I’d placed under her skin was still registering her even when my eyes weren’t.

“Damn, she’s good,” I muttered.

Then I reminded myself that so was I. Remember when I’d grabbed the spy’s wrist back at the bar? The subcutaneous RF tags Augustine put in our rucks were neat tech to use in more primitive time eras, but it takes finesse to stick them in without your target noticing.

I looked up from the scanner and grinned at my companion. “Hold on a moment. Becoming obsessive around a beautiful woman… isn’t that your thing, Zudgey?”

She pursed her lips in an angry silence.

I rubbed my chin like this blowka I’d seen rubbing a metal lamp in a children’s holo-flick called Aladdin. But instead of summoning a djinn with a wicked scimitar, I released the words that had been bubbling within me for weeks. “Face it, Zudge, we’re both in love with the same woman.”

She shook her head. “My Oxala is not the same as your Ox.”

“Not quite. But damn close, and you knew all that back in 2362. You could have stayed in your timeline, but you came back with my Ox. I like you Zudge. We make a good team. That’s why we need to talk about the Ox.”

She pointed at the monitor. “Don’t lose her.”

The Spanish woman slipped down another alley. Cursing under my breath, I swooped the drone lower, speeding to the alley entrance.

“You’re right,” Zudge said. “We should talk. Now, if you really must. But can it wait until we save history?”

Anger erupted in me. All this talking! Talking never solved anything. You needed action for that. This is what I’d been afraid of. I’d met some good people in the Time Dogz and now they were taming me.

Pocketing the monitor, I grabbed Zudge, more energetically than I had intended. With my hands flat on the sides of her jaw, I tilted her head up so we were looking straight into each other’s eyes.

“Zudge, I swear to you. This Spaniard being so sweet looking is nothing to do with my hunch. We should both trust my instincts more. They’ve served me well.”

“So have mine.” She snatched my ears, drove the nails of her thumbs deep into the lobes – which didn’t hurt much – then gave them a merciless twist – which hurt like hell.

I yelped like a slapped puppy. She released me before I could push her away.

I muttered, “Vicious little spitfire.”

She grinned, pleased with her epithet.

I fished the monitor out, hiding a grin of my own. Me and Zudge had a few wrinkles to iron out, but I’d far rather be with her than a humorless automaton like DeSalle.

My smile vanished. I’d lost visual again. I sent the dragonfly in circles, but other than two men moving smartly away, the alley stood resolutely empty, nothing but overflowing dumpsters, fire escapes, and a/c units.

“What the hell?” I slapped the nearest building in frustration. “How could she just vanish like that?”

Zudge studied the drone footage, eyes narrowed. “There.” She tapped the screen. Near the end of the alley was a manhole cover. The patina of dirt it lay in looked disturbed.

“She went underground,” Zudge said.

“Yeah, I figured.”

“Through the sewers. You follow her underground, Stillo. Man’s job.”

“What? Says who, you sexist minx? You’re tiny, Zudge. And you’ve got the legs of a hairless guinea pig. You’ll fit perfectly in the sewers.”

“Ah, but I’m far too tiny to lift a heavy cover from underneath. That’s a strong man’s job.”

“Like hell it is!”

“And a coating of sewage is going to look less unnatural on an ugly brute like you than on an attractive binta like me.”

She had me there.

* * *

The metal slab thudded into place, shutting off Zudge and the outside world and plunging me into total darkness. Instantly I felt the sewer walls close in on me, the thick stench of the place crushing my lungs. With one hand on the rusting ladder, I fished in my jacket pocket for my flashlight, but stopped when I heard movement.

When I probed the tunnels with my enhanced hearing, I discerned erratic flows of water, splashing, and the movement of tiny feet.

I switched on my flashlight. Its beam caught dark shapes scurrying away, rats disturbed by my arrival. Charmed, I’m sure.

“Too tiny to lift a little metal lid,” I grumbled as I dropped, landing with a splash in ankle-deep muck.

I swept the light around, trying to make sense of my surroundings. I was at a junction point with two tunnels at waist height feeding into a deeper channel. The stink was the worst part. The sight, surprisingly, was… Well, I had to admit the place was well constructed. The brickwork was perfect, the courses for each section of the junction laid at different angles and those that arched overhead were still bright red. I do like a good bit of brickwork and this place had been made by craftsmen with pride in what they did. Far better than most of the buildings I’d encountered in the EPDR.

Where the sewer tributaries fed into the main pipe, the floor deepened and the edges where the walls met were rounded off with thick layers of gray brick, like the sturdy bases of towers in a medieval castle. Opaque water pooled in this junction, but beyond was only the tiniest of flow seeping through a layer of gray sludge several inches thick.

And in that sludge, a single set of footprints led away.

“Gotcha!”

I hurried along the freshly laid trail, but not moving too fast – not after I’d learned the hard way how slippery sewer slime could be and faceplanted in the human manure.

The footprints wound on, leading me deeper into the putrid maze.

Ahead, I heard voices echoing down a side tunnel. I doused my flashlight and crept forward, peering around the corner.

Two men in coveralls stood by an open junction box mounted on the wall, complaining about fatbergs backed up in the sewers. Why they were moaning about that wasn’t clear because their attention was on the cables mounted on the wall that fed into the box. It looked electrical to me.

I slipped past the maintenance workers and continued on, making surprisingly good progress, despite keeping my flashlight doused for fear that it would alert anyone to my presence. I found the powerful lamps the workmen were using sufficient to follow the trail. I quickened my pace, senses tingling (other than my nose which had numbed in protest). I was closing in on her, I could feel it.

Just then, my earpiece crackled to life. “Stiletto!” Zudge’s voice was sharp and urgent. “ISD agents incoming, headed your way underground. They’re looking for a female target. It’s got to be our Spanish girl.”

“How did they track her?”

“Old school. Photos of her, asking passersby if they’ve seen her. Someone spotted her go into the side street, the ISD saw the sewer cover and put two and two together.”

“Are you safe?”

“Err… yeah.” She sounded surprised that I’d asked. “I’m a safe distance from them and I’m using the dragonfly.”

“Then how are you tracking the Spaniard?”

“She’s still in range. Shit! She was. Don’t worry, I’ll reacquire her.”

“Leave the hard work to me, Zudgey. I’m following her tracks. Follow me and you’ll find her.”

“Roger.”

My pulse spiked. No time to waste now. I switched my flashlight back on and broke into a cautious run. I was going to catch her before the ISD did. The game was on.

A few minutes later, Zudge announced that she’d tracked our target down to a service yard. “I saw movement, though,” she admitted. “I think I spooked someone.”

“What? A tiny little thing like you?”

“Remember the ears, Caldwell,” she growled. “I won’t be so gentle next time.”

I laughed.

“Be careful,” she warned. “You’re almost on top of her.”

I turned a corner into another junction like the one where I’d entered the sewers. Again, the water was deeper at the confluence of sewage channels and the footprints disappeared. They did not reappear in any of the tunnels leading away.

I tilted my flashlight beam up onto a gleaming metal ladder leading to an inspection hole cover.

“She’s gone up top,” I said. “I’m going after her.”


Chapter 28

I scrambled up the ladder, slime dripping from my boots. Bracing myself, I pushed up on the cover.

It didn’t budge.

I shoved harder, throwing my shoulder into it. Still nothing. Must be something on top blocking it.

As I paused to catch my breath, the cover suddenly jerked and scraped sideways a couple of inches. I froze, listening. The sound of a woman grunting with effort reached my ears.

When the cover moved aside several more inches, I sprang into action, launching myself through the gap and into the clean air. I sent the astonished Spanish woman tumbling and followed through by barreling into her. We grappled together, rolling across gritty asphalt, but I pinned her down, my greater weight and strength overpowering her struggles. She glared up at me, eyes flashing with fury that swiftly turned to panic and pleading.

I wasn’t buying her act. Although she wasn’t much larger than Zudge, she was a spy. Probably had all manner of lethal gadgets about her person, not to mention ninja unarmed combat training. I reasoned that so long as I kept her pinned under me, I’d be safe until Zudge came to rescue me. Otherwise it would be another untimely death for me, permanently this time.

I looked around the place. Dumpsters, stacks of empty wooden pallets, a loading bay, and a truck standing idle. Fortunately Zudge was right that she seemed to have scared off whoever the Spaniard had come to meet. It was just me and her.

My captive spy took advantage of my distraction to squirm like an eel, testing my weight and my resolve to keep her pinned down.

When she realized she couldn’t break free, she relaxed and gave me a sheepish smile.

I didn’t relax at all.

Zudge spoke via my earpiece. “What’s happening?”

“I have her. Could do with backup.”

“I’m almost with you.”

“Oh, how terribly delightful,” the Spanish woman said, using an exaggerated upper crust English accent for some reason. “I take it your pretty Indian girlfriend shall be joining us.”

“She’s from a town called Kindness,” I told her. “Near the city of Respect in Eurasia Zone-37 South, which is about four thousand miles from India. More importantly, she’s my teammate and my best friend.”

The spy raised an eyebrow.

“Really,” I stated definitively.

“Poor boy.” She wriggled under me. “But perhaps this could be your lucky night.”

“Don’t flatter yourself. Who are you and what are you doing here? Tell me now before Zudge arrives. I’m the good cop, you understand.”

“Good cop? You’re neither a good man nor a good cop.”

“True. But Zudge is even less of both.”

“I’m a spy,” she said.

“Yeah, sweetheart. We figured that out all by ourselves.”

“I won’t reveal my network. I’ve been trained. If you push me too hard under interrogation, I know how to–”

“I don’t give a weasel’s shit about your network.”

Her eyes went wide with disbelief. She might have been trained, but not to deal with Stiletto Caldwell. “Lies!”

“It’s all true. We don’t want your secrets. We want your help to unearth someone else’s secrets.” I gave her my most charming smile.

She squirmed a little. Just to remind me that I was still pinning her body beneath mine.

“Lie still. I need to make sure you stay down until Zudge gets here.”

She arched her back and looked up at me defiantly, pouting red lips and flashing dark eyes. The Devil, she was beautiful. “What do you want from me?”

For a moment, I lost the power of speech. To anyone who saw me, it would look as if I was beating up a girl, but I was genuinely frightened of her. Train someone well and give them the opportunity and it’s easy to kill people. But the adrenaline surge that had propelled me out of that sewer hole had burned out. And now I found this hot piece of womanhood squirming underneath me to be unsettling in all manner of ways. Maybe Zudge had a point about my alleged weakness for the ladies.

“Let’s start again,” I said, “because we’re going to have the ISD here before too long. You already know my name’s Stiletto. What’s yours?”

“Vasquez. Lidia Vasquez.”

“Okay, Lidia. Tonight I caught you doing some Spanish spy stuff – about which I do not care in the slightest – and we compromised your mission. Am I right?”

“You fucked up my operation. Yes.”

Zudge had finally gotten her tiny ass in gear and opened the gate to the service yard, gun drawn. She hurried over, securing the gate first.

“If you hurt him,” Zudge whispered to Vasquez in Spanish, ramming the barrel of the gun into her temple, “I will kill you. Understand?”

“I understand,” Vasquez said. “I understand that you are scared because you are out of your depth. I am a spy, not an assassin. I have rudimentary unarmed combat training, nothing more. Honestly, there’s no reason to fear me.”

I looked at Zudge and was relieved to see her face remain fierce. “That’s what an assassin would say,” she told our spy.

When Zudge had moved back a few paces, I released my captive.

Vasquez lay on the ground, crossing her hands under her head as if luxuriating on a sunny beach.

Her hair was a beautiful mess, a dark blonde bob tousled and disheveled from her journey through the sewers followed by our little wrestle. Her clothes – black pants and boots, white blouse under a gray jacket – were even dirtier, but they fitted perfectly and emphasized her lithe frame. Vasquez had an air of danger about her, a wild cat who stirred my blood and made me want to reach out and touch her. What truly captivated me were her eyes: large, dark and deeply set, they saw right inside me in a way that was unnerving.

While it was true the dirt on her face and hands emphasized her attractiveness, the accompanying sewage stink did not. What she needed was a hot shower and a rub down. I opened my mouth to tell her so, but… Time Dogz Inc. was ruining me by making me feel responsible for my teammates, and their future. So instead I asked what she was doing here.

She flashed me a look of pure mischief. “The spy who came in from ILEZ.”

“What?”

Zudge interpreted – she’d read more of those Cold War novels than me. “She means she’s trying to smuggle an asset out of the ILEZ zone. And then out of England.”

“You should listen to your girlfriend more,” Vasquez taunted.

“My apologies for screwing your operation,” I said, “but perhaps we can fix that. First, I want you to tell me what you know about Bulldog.”

“Bulldog?” Once again Vasquez appeared genuinely astonished. “I know more than the propaganda and psyops the enemy is still running. Why do you want to know about Bulldog?”

“I want to kill him.”

A sly look flickered over her face. Only for a moment, but I guessed that I wasn’t asking quite the right question.

“I don’t have any names to give you,” she said. “But I do have leads.”

“That’ll do. Let’s be clear. You could do with our help to smuggle your spy friend out of England. Yes?”

“Get him out of ILEZ. We can handle the rest. And I need to disappear too.”

“I can get you both out. Keep hidden for 48 hours and by then I’ll have a route.”

Zudge – bless – didn’t bat an eyelid at me making this up on the fly.

“Get us outside ILEZ,” said Vasquez, “and I will tell you everything Spanish intelligence knows about Bulldog.”

Zudge waved her tiny pistol at the spy. “Me and Stiletto, we’re not like anyone you’ve encountered before.”

Vasquez nodded.

“So know this,” Zudge followed up. “If you hold back or lie about Bulldog, we will be able to tell. And then we will make you regret it.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Noted. And you know this.” She pointed at me. “Especially him. You stand out and not in a good way. In his case, like a swollen dick inside a wasp’s nest. My people know who you are. Cross us and our network will kill you. Even if I’m no longer around to do so myself.”

She held my gaze for a moment and then nodded at the truck parked up by the loading bay. “Juan Pablo Reyes. He’s in there. A secret compartment beneath the footwell in the cab.”

Vasquez threw me a wrench. I shuffled underneath the cab and rapped on a hollow section. “Knock, knock. It’s the Time Dogz.”

“Easy,” I coaxed as I undid the false bottom. “We’re with Lidia. And we need to get the hell out of here.”

Vasquez should be doing this, I thought to myself, suddenly anxious that this Spanish spy blowka might turn violent. But the lady in question was deep in conversation with Zudge.

I undid the final bolt and let the base of the compartment drop to the floor. Reyes was there, suspended by straps around his hands and feet. He was dirty, pale, and so thin that he looked malnourished. With the blotchy red around his eyes, he looked like he’d been crying. Or had the plague.

Maybe the latter because he’d obviously traveled the sewers with Vasquez, and they had dirty great rats there.

I eased him out. Reyes fell to the asphalt, his limbs too stiff to move. The Devil! He’d only been there a short while. The poor man needed a shower and a rub even more than Vasquez, but he wasn’t getting one from me.

I grabbed him and threw him over my shoulder. “Sorry, Juan, old boy. But we need to move.”

Too late! With an ear-shattering BOOM, the door to the yard flew off its hinges and the ISD spilled in like a wave of darkness. Guns were drawn and their voices were all shouting orders: “Stay where you are! You are all under arrest!”

I opened the cab of the truck and threw Reyes inside, the door window shattering as rifle rounds pierced the air.

I followed him inside and started the engine. Bullets were ricocheting off metal. It was the engine block, I realized, deflecting the incoming fire. The warranty on this vehicle was screwed now, but when I slammed my foot on the accelerator we roared away.

I should point out that jumping into the truck hadn’t been part of a cunning plan. We were outnumbered, and they had semi-automatic pistols, whereas Zudge and I had little dart toys. So instinct told me to upgrade my toy gun to a 5-ton truck.

I ducked below the dash and drove straight at the bad guys.

Naturally, they fired everything they had at me.

Bullets were pinging off metal, sparking like deadly fireflies, but we were still picking up speed.

I poked my head above the dash just in time to hear a whoop from the engine. The hood gave a jiggle as if someone had kicked it from below. Flames blew out of its front.

For a fraction of a second, I wondered why the entire truck hadn’t simply exploded. Surely it should have. But then I screamed in panic because we were about to ram the wall.

I desperately pulled the truck to the left, feeling the brutish kick as we impacted the wall and slid along it. The sound was deafening – metal grinding against brick – but we soon came to a halt across the gate.

For a few moments, I was too stunned to move, my heart pounding in my chest.

The ISD had scattered at the last moment, throwing themselves back through the gate to escape the careering truck, which now made a pretty effective makeshift barricade.

Juan screamed at me to move, and we threw ourselves out of the safe side of the truck, sprinting toward the others. Zudge had her dart gun out, taking cover behind a wooden packing crate. Vasquez was with her.

“Everyone!” I shouted. “Follow me if you want to live.”

I ran for the manhole, ignoring the bullets that were lashing the air and pinging off the asphalt.

Then the truck blew. See? I told you it would.

Propelled by the momentum of the searing hot explosion, I slid face first across the ground.

Then I picked myself up and kept on running. I shouted at the others to follow, but my ears were ringing so badly I couldn’t even hear myself.

So I led by example and jumped feet first down the hole, landing with a gymnastic roll in the pool of sewage.

I drew my dart gun and backed up a few paces, praying it would be my friends to follow me down into the dark and not the ISD agents. Vasquez descended first, using the ladder. The others followed.

“Go that way,” I commanded in Spanish, pointing to the channel leading away from the sewer route we’d both taken getting here.

Vasquez shot me a distrusting look but splashed away. It fell to Reyes to ask why I’d picked that direction.

When I explained that the ISD had been pursuing us along the tunnels he nodded and followed Vasquez.

I peered along the channel in the direction I’d come. All I could see was the dim light from the far off maintenance workers. I could hear nothing from that direction, but the shouts from above ground were damned close.

Zudge whistled at me. She’d moved behind into one of the side channels. One hand held a drone monitor and the other her dart gun.

I frowned as I splashed over to her. “Don’t whistle like that. I’m not your dog.”

“Course you are.” She didn’t look up from the monitor. “A time Labrador. Unneutered, which is an oversight but makes you more interesting.”

Flashlight beams lanced down into our manhole hideout, accompanied by pistol barrels.

“What’s the plan?” I whispered.

“This…”

My attention was fully on the sewer junction the ISD would surely penetrate any moment, but I didn’t need to look at Zudge to know her face was dimpled into that cute grin of hers.

The drone flew down the hole, then climbed back out, buzzing around their heads like an angry hornet. They swatted at it, but it was far too fast for them.

A pistol shot rang out,

“Hold your fire!” shouted a voice of command. “You’ll hit one of us, you cretinous idiot! Ignore the sodding thing.”

Shots were fired down into the space, splashing up the sludge and chipping some of the magnificent Victorian brickwork. Heads and flashlights followed.

I backed away from the hole. Instead of following me, Zudge concentrated on the monitor. Our dragonfly drone hovered in the midst of the agents and exploded.

“For the Devil!” I cried. “How did you do that?”

“I read the manual.”

There were screams from the ISD. I don’t think anyone was badly hurt, but the explosions burned them, dazzled them, and sure as hell shocked them. Several tumbled down into the sewer.

We shot them full of darts. I couldn’t remember if I had loaded tranq or killers, but they lay inert in the dark water and that was all that mattered.

I thought that would make the others see sense and keep their distance.

I thought wrong.

The security goons fell through the hole like drop troopers in a sci-fi movie, covering fire provided by their comrades on the ground above. Flashlights stabbed into the dark.

It was pandemonium.

And that was business as usual for the Time Dogz.

Zudge and I fired our dart guns with precision, taking down agent after agent while keeping as far back as possible into the curve of our side tunnel. We would retreat briefly out of sight before returning to land accurate fire that took out our targets with ease.

Zudge was skilled, her movements fluid and graceful. Together we worked like a well-oiled killing machine.

You could say we were lucky, but we were also smart.

Our uprated eyes and the thing they’d done to my brain that lent me a machine-like sensory clarity (something to do with ‘frontal cortex dampening gates’) gave us a deadly edge. So did shooting out from the shadows, which is much easier than shooting into them when you’ve just been dazzled by an explosion.

Probably what decided it most was that the Internal Security Directorate were bullies. They had experience only of tormenting hapless citizens who never dared to fight back, only to run or cower. This made them overconfident. Pursuing us down the sewer hole was a risk they should never have taken.

After a terrifying minute or so, the firefight died out. Only two ISD agents remained standing among their fallen comrades. They were both panting heavily, fear in their eyes.

After dropping their pistols, which landed on the bodies of their comrades, they raised their hands, staring at us wide eyed.

Zudge and I exchanged a look. We weren’t monsters. We didn’t kill for the sake of killing.

They flinched when I strode forward so they could see me better.

“Go,” I said, nodding towards the far tunnel. “Clear off out of here.”

They fled along the tunnel, slithering into the muck in their haste to get away.

“Better not mention this if we ever get back to make a report,” I said.

“Agreed.”

I sighed as Zudge and I helped ourselves to fallen pistols. Stupid ethics.

If we were successful in our mission, the versions of everyone here would be wiped out by our actions, but if we screwed up then it would be the other set of humanity – the ones who paid us – who would never exist. Some of them wouldn’t, anyway.

Our superiors had drummed this into us during ethics training, because in situations like this, we got to save billions of lives by making sure that an infinite number of other potential lives never existed. So it made no sense being squeamish about hurting or killing a handful of individuals. Such as those two ISD gozos I’d let go.

My trainers had taught me that killing people in corrupted timelines simply didn’t matter.

But it mattered to me.

For sure, I understood the logic. Of course, I did. Which is why Zudge and I would never admit that we’d jeopardized our mission by letting dangerous adversaries live.

It was while I was pondering these deep philosophical issues from the dark stink of a sewage pipe – and feeling pretty good about my exemplary moral fortitude, I can tell you – that the ISD team who had been pursuing Vasquez all the way through the sewers finally caught up with us.

Clearly unburdened by any ethical complexities, the ISD man carrying an assault rifle cried for joy and sprayed us on fully automatic fire.


Chapter 29

The bullets chipped the roof of the tunnel, showering us with brick shards that stung like wasps.

Man, the ghosts of these Victorian brickies were going to be most definitely pissed.

We dove for the temporary cover of the turn in the pipe.

Zudge crept forward, dart gun raised.

I grabbed her by the shoulders and slid her back behind the turn in the pipe. “Run, you fool,” I explained.

We fled.

Behind us I heard splashing and then the pursuit of feet slapping in the muck.

Then I heard something totally unexpected. Shots fired. Steady single pistol shots.

“Stiletto!” shouted a Spanish-accented woman.

We cautiously retraced our steps.

Back at the inspection junction was a scene of utter carnage. Bodies piled up in the water. The Spanish spies had come back and shot the ISD men in the back.

Of Vasquez and Reyes there was no sign.

One of the bloodied ISD men slumped against a wall turned out to be not so dead. Unfortunately, this was the man with the assault rifle. He braced himself against the wall and pointed his weapon at the mess of bodies. He looked uncertain.

I wasn’t. I shot him.

Unfortunately, I shot him in the arse. I could almost see a comic book question mark appear over his head as he wondered at the sudden punch of pain. I shot him again, this time in the back of neck. He went down, but before he did, he shot a burst of rounds into the water beneath the manhole, churning it up.

The water was no longer uniform sludge gray. It streamed with red.

Vasquez emerged, gasping, from beneath the water, like the filthy half-sister of the goddess Venus.

She looked good. I mean, she wasn’t hurt.

I recognized the pistol she was toting. She’d lifted it from one of the ISD men we’d shot darts into.

Reyes emerged from the tunnel, similar pistol in hand. Where had he been?

He looked at me, about to say something. Then he suddenly changed his mind and stepped back into the tunnel whence he’d come.

I looked to Vasquez, but she’d lain down among the bodies in the murky water, playing dead.

Remember the two ISD men? The ones Zudge and I had allowed to run away with the howls of our ethics trainers in our ears? Yeah, them. They were back, pistols drawn.

They momentarily paused when they saw the carnage of bodies and blood. Then they picked me as the person they most wanted to kill and leveled their pistols at my chest.

Zudge dropped to the bottom of the tunnel, but I stood my ground and fired my dart gun at them before they could shoot. Two shots. Aimed at the heart.

Click!

Click!

I was out of ammo.

The ISD men weren’t. They opened fire.

I sensed the zip of bullets through the fetid air.

I heard a woman’s scream.

Reyes and Vasquez did for the ISD men.

But that wasn’t as important as the screaming girl. It was Zudge. And she was screaming my name in horror.

I frowned at her. “What?”

Still half crouched in the sewer, she peered at me in the weirdest way, as if to look at me was the foulest imposition and her eyes were in a state of insurrection.

“Stillo?” she whispered.

Oh, crap.

That was the moment when I realized I must have been shot.

* * *

By that point in what we might rather grandly call my career, I’d already been shot several times – shot other people too – and let me tell you, those holo-movies lie.

In the movies, when a bullet strikes, you’re knocked backward as if smacked by a muscle-enhanced cyborg wielding a depleted uranium baseball bat.

In reality, half the time you don’t notice at first, what with all the battle going on, you stumble on as if nothing’s happened… until bits of your body stop behaving as they should.

The other times it’s like being stung by a bee or getting a fierce electric shock. I mean it freaking hurts but not the unbearable screaming agony way. Not at first. I suppose it all depends on your individual circumstances, but all I can say for sure is that whenever I’ve been shot or blown up, the pain sometimes starts mild but always gets worse.

Much depends on what hits you, of course, and where. The ordeal might be different for other people, and in my experience being shot either results in medics, or attractive women from the future swooping in to save me at the brink of death.

I’d been thinking about the Ox, of course, but Zudge was kinda pretty too and also from my future, though not nearly as much as the Ox. She was the girl next door really – in a timeline sense.

If I’m rambling, it’s because that’s what my mind was doing – trying to distract myself because I didn’t want to look down and see that I’d taken a fatal wound.

I soon became bored with the rambling, so I opened my jacket to inspect the damage.

I couldn’t see blood.

That was good, I decided. I didn’t think rounds of this era self-cauterized. That didn’t come until plasma bolts. (Self-cauterizing sounds almost nice, but plasma bolts roast your internal organs into ash before blasting the residue out of ear, nose, mouth, and eye sockets in a flash of superheated red steam. Only then do they self-cauterize, politely sealing a wound channel wide enough for a small child to climb through).

Zudge put her hand through the spray of holes a volley of bullets had ripped into my jacket, ruining the left pocket. “Don’t worry me like that again.”

“Sorry, Zudge. Next time I’ll be sure to step into the bullets’ path to avoid damage to critical elements of my clothing.”

I’ll never understand women. A moment before she’d seemed worried about me. Now she sucker punched me in the gut so hard I doubled over.

“Idiot,” she said. But when I recovered enough to straighten myself, there was a tear in her eye.

I felt an inexplicable urge to hold Zudge in my arms and give a little squeeze. That doesn’t sound so strange, I guess, but I don’t mean that in the way I’d felt toward Vasquez a little earlier when she’d been rolling in the dirt, arching her back and flashing her dangerous eyes. No, I wasn’t imagining how Zudge would feel naked against my touch as a prelude to enthusiastic humping. I simply wanted to hold her.

I put it down to the malign influence of the sewer stench altering my personality.

“Do you lovebirds need some privacy for a few minutes?” asked Reyes.

“Yeah,” Vasquez added. “We hate to interrupt this intimate scene, but my advanced secret agent training makes me suspect the ISD could have been alerted to our presence.”

“He’s not my lover,” Zudge hissed.

“If you insist,” Vasquez teased.

“He already has three lovers,” Zudge replied, “and talks constantly about a fourth.”

We fled through the sewer.

“I bet he denies them,” Vasquez said to Zudge as we jogged cautiously. The two had become weirdly pally.

“Hello?” I said. “I am here, you know. And she’s exaggerating. I suppose that fourth person you’re casting aspersions about is DeSalle. It’s not true. At the most, I have two lovers. Ox and Merrygold. Though one is little more than a maybe for the future and the other’s going to get shut down by her husband as soon as we get back to normal. So the true number is zero.”

Zudge snorted. “You’re forgetting Jennike.”

“I…” It was true. I had. “She doesn’t count. She’s a cyborg who thinks she loves me and she’s not… not even in this time era.”

I realized halfway through my sentence that I was mistaken. This was 2029. Jennike was somewhere, waiting patiently for me even though she hadn’t yet met me.

Same as she must have been in 1984. And 1976. And every mission from the late-19th century onward. Jennike had always been there. I seemed to remember she’d claimed her creators hadn’t activated her until the 23rd century, but my memories of her explanations were confused and Jennike had lied a lot.

When I returned to the Kennel in 3343, was she still around, obsessing over me?

“A cyborg lover?” Vasquez snorted. “You are insane,” she told me in very rude Spanish she thought I wouldn’t understand.

“And you have a face like the back of a fridge,” I replied in Spanish that she did.

Juan Reyes laughed. I liked him.


Chapter 30

We sat in silence, enjoying the late afternoon sun from our bench on the north bank of the Thames. Mere yards to my left was the security barrier on the approach to London Bridge.

After the pandemonium and shocks of the previous day, there was a surprisingly soothing rhythm to the river: the stop-start vehicles and foot traffic negotiating the checkpoints across the bridge, the watery ballet of the bright red and white patrol boats criss-crossing the Thames – occasionally drawing up alongside river traffic to make snap inspections and generally throw their weight around.

Zudge and I weren’t speaking to each other, but I was talking furiously to myself.

I alternated between cursing myself for making rash claims and congratulating myself for throwing off the shackles of the Time Dogz and acting on instinct – as was my true nature.

As for Zudge, when I glanced her way, she gave no reaction. No blanking me or scowling, but no encouragement either. Most people would be hurling curses at me for making promises to the Spanish spies without checking with her first. Not Zudge. As far as I could tell, she was quietly biding her time until I began to make sense again.

And she was right to do so. I’d almost figured out how to smuggle the spies out of the ILEZ.

My idea was sheer genius. Though I would need Zudge to tell me how to make it work.

Together, we made a good team.

Two uniformed border control guards walked past, carbines slung over their shoulders. I noticed the blue bands around their hats and remembered to think of them as blue tits.

They gave us the barest of acknowledgements, a minuscule nod of respect. The border guards weren’t sure who we were, but we dressed and acted as if we were up high in the IngSoc hierarchy, the kind of bureaucrat a lowly blue tit offended at his peril.

The night before, we’d been running through sewers, surviving gun battles with the ISD, smeared with blood and shit, and generally fleeing for our lives. So I would forgive you for thinking that sitting in plain sight at one of the most heavily guarded points in London was somewhat… Let’s settle on the word rash.

But I’m not as stupid as people like to make out. Hide in plain sight, as the saying goes, if you’ve got balls big enough to do so. Nowhere was more plain sight than here.

Besides, we were hoping that the ISD didn’t have good descriptions of us or have any real idea of who we were. Neil Francis – our assigned toady from the Ministry of Planning – could pick us out from security camera footage and my plan was relying heavily on the police not having reached Neil yet.

And all the ISD people who’d seen us so far couldn’t pick us out on account of us having shot them all dead. It was possible that we remained completely beneath their radar altogether. After all, it had been Vasquez they’d been following the night before.

I hoped she was okay.

After the sewers, we’d given the Spaniards an earpiece so we could contact them, and a rendezvous point for the early hours of the following morning. Then we’d separated.

Zudge and I had hung around the dark alleys of ILEZ London, relying on our enhanced hearing to warn us when patrols drew near. We waited until the morning, when busy Londoners began traveling to work. Then we used our last dollop of control gel on a woman who exuded wealth and privilege.

By the way, we’d started the day before with three doses, two of which had been in my jacket pocket for easy access, the same pocket that had taken several 9mm Soviet pistol rounds. Presumably the gel doses were somewhere still in the London sewer network, being nibbled by the rats. I wondered whether rodents were now mind controlling each other.

Back to the humans and I’d hoped our rich new best friend could provide us with an apartment where we could wash and hole up. Unfortunately, she had commuted from outside the secure zone. So no apartment, but she did have plenty of money and access to hard currency too.

First, we had her buy us basic but clean clothing to replace our badly stained garments. Then we bought more clothes, moving up in quality and price. Then we restyled our hair and finally let her take us to one of the finest tailors in the ILEZ, the kind of place where they measure you up precisely and you come back next week for the results.

“My colleagues are seeing the junior director of planning at midday,” our new friend explained to the tailor. “What can you do for them in an hour?”

The tailor clucked and fussed, but an hour later I was wearing perfectly tailored clothes for the first time in my life. Yes, even better than that gentleman’s outfit in 1848.

In terms of pattern and color, my jacket, shirt and trousers were very much the same as other bureaucrats and office workers. For men and women both, it was all grays, browns, and blues. But our fabric was higher quality and the tailoring perfect.

Everyone could see we had privilege now. Like those blue tits who’d given us respect just to be on the safe side. Some people crossed the street to avoid us, presumably through fear.

So we sat on our bench by the river and allowed the world to wash over us while I went through maps and books in my head as I refined my genius idea.

And when I was ready, I gave my pitch.

“Look at this city, Zudge. Really see. Behind the city’s modern façade of glass, steel, and concrete are the secrets of its many former selves – a palimpsest of civilizations, each leaving behind fragments of their existence, preserved like relics in a living museum of time. Like an archaeologist of dreams, you can trace the Roman era in the elegant geometry of its modern roadways or descend into its subterranean depths, where the veins of forgotten rivers still course through the city’s heart, remembered only in the names of the streets above that flow not with water, but with people and carriages.”

“Stillo?”

“Descend further, into the depths of the London Underground, and you will find a realm where past and present intersect. Abandoned Tube stations, like forgotten chapters in a book, lie dormant and untouched. Here, you can stand on platforms where commuters from a different time hurried to catch their trains, their echoes still resonating through empty tunnels that—”

“Stillo!”

“What?”

“Do you even know what the word palimpsest means?”

“Well, it’s…” I knew my eyes blanked as I looked up the word, so I frowned as a cover, and asked her, “Do you know what it means?”

For the first time, her cute face registered disappointment.

“My schooling was patchy,” I explained defensively. “Gave up altogether by the time I was eleven. I was a barely educated ruffian born on the wrong side of respectability. Then the Time Dogz came along and rammed a million books inside my head. Books written by people who know stuff, such as how to use words properly.”

She still wasn’t getting what I was saying, so I spelled it out. “I was quoting from a book written by Phyllis C. Challoner-Boyd, St. Joan’s Press, 1922. She studied at Oxford University, said so in her bio. Was never awarded a degree, though, because women in those days could study at university but wouldn’t be awarded degrees at the end of it. That turned her into a suffragette. So I figured she was tough, clever, and an outsider. Don’t you get it? I don’t have to be the thick idiot anymore, because now I can express myself using other people’s words. Educated people.”

She touched my hand. “I like your words, Stiletto. Don’t be afraid to use them.”

“That doesn’t sound likely.”

“I’m serious. Words were dangerous in my world. You’re the only person who can really understand that. Conversations were always closely guarded, kept as bland as possible in case you slipped up and were accused of a speech crime. Words came out, but we never talked. But you…?”

“But me? I don’t give a shit. Gotcha.”

I restarted my spiel, and this time I said it Stillo style. “Secret places have always fascinated me. The weed-choked steps leading down to dark openings where no one respectable would ever venture. Cities are full of ’em, especially big places like London. That Phyllis binta liked her Romans, and she had a point. London Bridge is the only way into ILEZ from the South Bank, and the reason the bridge is here, on this particular bend of the Thames, is because that’s where the Romans decided to build their bridge two thousand years ago. And the reason they built it here was because decades earlier, Roman traders had chosen the spot where we’re sitting to set up an ad-hoc trading point. And that’s why the International Labour and Enterprise Zone is here in 2029 and not a couple of miles downriver. All because some Roman merchant captain just happened to drop anchor at this bend in the river over two thousand years ago. The consequences of that chance decision are still rippling through time. I love that stuff.”

I paused to gather myself because the important bit was coming up.

I nodded at the river, at a point about a dozen feet in from the bank. “See those things? Like a pyramid of blue poles sticking out the water? They’re called dolphin piles, and they moored boats to a pier that’s no longer there. But go back 140 years, and they were used to moor a caisson, which is like…” I struggled to find my own words. “Like a big cup placed upside down in the river, trapping the air inside so miners can dig into the riverbed.”

“You mean there’s a tunnel?”

“Damn right. Runs between the two dolphins, so passes pretty much right underneath this bench. Been abandoned since 1900, but according to everything I’m reading in my head, it should still be there in this time period.”

“All this time, I’ve been wondering how to get through the security barriers,” Zudge said. “But we don’t need to get through them. We go underneath. One question. How do we get into the tunnel?”

“Hmm.” I shifted uneasily on the bench. “I was just coming to that…”


Chapter 31

That night, having idled away a pleasant afternoon chatting with Zudge on the bank of the Thames, we reunited with our newly recruited best friend, who took us and her money to a fine hotel that somehow managed to be both luxurious and austere. When I commented on this apparent contradiction, she explained that it catered to foreign visitors, many of them from capitalist regimes. After dining late into the evening, we left her with the bill and made our way to Watling Street.

We hadn’t been back to our room above the bakery for two days, and I was wondering whether that was excessive caution. There had been no sign of observation, and my hunch was that if anyone had paid our rooms a visit, they’d be tucked up in bed by now.

In this timeline, London was a city that definitely slept.

Surprisingly so.

Having shot dead so many agents, we’d expected a clampdown. Flooding the ILEZ with a division of troops going door-to-door, room-to-room and taking away in chains anyone who couldn’t give a perfect explanation for who they were. That kind of thing.

If we’d caught wind of locking down the city, it would be back to the Kennel with us, tail between legs. But there had been nothing like that. Our best guess was that IngSoc didn’t want to look weak, not here in the one part of England that the rest of the world was allowed to see.

So I let myself in the street door, climbed the wooden steps to our room, wincing at every creak. I opened our door a crack and paused at the threshold, listening for anyone inside.

My heart was playing an ultra-high tempo death march, and my skin was slick with sweat. I was far more scared than in the sewers. If there was someone waiting for me, I wasn’t going back to the Kennel. And without me, Zudge didn’t know how to get back. There had been no point in me training her because they had to change a setting in your head before you could activate a time jump.

I waited several minutes until I was convinced I was alone. Then I switched on my dimmed flashlight and cautiously entered.

I saw no sign of a search. So I stuffed the gear I’d come back for into one of the rucksacks, gave it a scan for primitive RF trackers. When it came up clean, I got the hell out of there.

London in 2029 was twelve centuries before the Kennel. It meant we could be given far superior tech, but that didn’t mean our task was easy. Walking around with rucksacks stuffed with gadgets from the far future was a surefire way to get noticed by all the wrong people.

So we’d carried around only the bits we needed, left the rest back in our room and hoped it would be okay.

Oh, don’t worry. Any gear left behind would dissolve into mush after we left, so it wasn’t like we could screw history by leaving the Aztecs the keys to nuclear fusion or something.

Anyway, what I’d risked all to come back for was a set of tools for breaking and entering.

We used them now, breaking into a locked ladies lavatory where we settled down and slept for a few hours before it reopened in the morning.

We hung around backstreets for a bit, then enjoyed a lazy fried breakfast (when I say fried, I mean everything was fried, even the bread). Once we’d killed enough time to reach 9 a.m., I walked into one of the red-and-white telephone kiosks found on every street corner. One side was stamped with the emblem of the English People’s Democratic Republic, and the other with a yellow cartoon bird. Buzby – for that was the name written on the bird’s bib – implored me to check first whether my call was absolutely essential.

“Go pluck yourself,” I told the annoying cartoon bird. I plugged a handful of ten pound coins into the metal slot, keyed in the number and watch my coins chink out the reject slot.

Then I read the instructions mounted on the wall and repeated the operation correctly.

“Sergeant Fisher,” answered a gruff voice through the telephone.

“It’s me.”

“Bollocks!”

“Now, Terry. I know you’ve missed me but we’ve no time for that kind of playful small talk, this stupid telephone machine is eating my coins.”

I tapped our reluctant ISD traitor for all he had on security around the Tube system.

Terry had always been reluctant to help – I was an evil fascist agent, after all – but I could tell he was holding back about something in particular. I challenged him on this.

“You’re dangerous,” he said. “I want you to get caught and yet… Miss Jaiden would also be screwed.”

“Spit it out, man. I’m running out of coins.”

“Do you know Watling Street?”

“I do.”

“There’s a bakery there. Named the Komsomol Bread Factory.”

“There is,” I said cautiously.

“The bakery rents rooms above it. You know anything about that?”

“What if I did?”

“Flipping ’eck. Stiletto. So it was you. You’re in deep shit. There’s such a buzz about spotting a person of interest entering those rooms that I’m hearing about it all the way out here in the wilds of Outer Cambridgeshire.”

“They saw me?”

“Listen, son. You’ve now been photographed more than the prettiest bird to ever wriggle her pert arse on TV. They’ll have your prints and all.”

“Even if you’re right, I’ve ditched them.”

Terry laughed.

I defended myself. “Answer this, smart arse. If they spotted me, why haven’t I seen anyone?”

“Because they don’t want you to. But they’re there all right. Keeping you on a leash because they want to know who else they might reel in.”

I slotted in the last of my coins. “What do we do?”

There was a long silence from Fisher’s office in Cambridgeshire. “I don’t know. I’d give my life for Miss Jaiden in an instant. I think… Maybe I still would but I can’t get to you inside the ILEZ, and I’d only make things worse for you if I tried.”

“Is Zudge losing her attraction for you?”

“Whatever she did to screw with my mind… yes, I think it’s wearing off.”

I sucked in a breath. That was a complication we hadn’t anticipated. “How long do you think before you betray us?”

“Never. If I ever breathe a word that connects me with you, the best I can ever hope for would be LARPing in the Scottish nuclear highlands. More likely I’d have an extended chat with interrogators in a Leadenhall basement followed by garroting, incineration, and then the ultimate end for dissidents. They mix your ashes into soil improver and spread you over the fields in the collective farms. That way, even traitors get to contribute to the Socialist Victory in the end.”

“Fisher, listen to me.”

“Okay.”

“None of this is real. Not you. Not your Socialist Victory. And definitely not Buzby. Your ideological heroes and villains can go suck the Devil’s teats for all I care, but if any this were real, I wouldn’t be on your side.”

“I don’t understand.”

“But I do, and that’s what matters to me. Because you showed what kind of man you are when you had Zudge… damn!”

It was too late.

With a smug beep, the machine had cut the connection. Buzby had taken his fill of my coins and had no further use for me.

I hurried back to Zudge, feeling hidden eyes upon me. The news was not good, but Terry had given me everything I needed to know.


Chapter 32

Time: 12:37 a.m.

Next train due: ILEZ zone south. 3 min.

I snapped at Zudge. “Cut it out!”

She was studying every person on the Tube platform, trying to figure out who was an ISD agent.

I couldn’t blame her, but she was making everyone on the platform nervous. Someone might report us.

This was the Euston Underground platform for internal ILEZ services only. You could catch a Tube train that would take you across the Green Line and outside of ILEZ, but for that you had to board at a different platform, one that involved extensive security checks. IngSoc wasn’t stupid.

The minutes ticked by. The passengers – foreign visitors mostly, by the look and sound of them – shuffled toward the platform edge in anticipation of the train’s arrival.

It announced itself by the clanking and clacking transmitted along the rails, then by the wave of warm air pushed before it, and finally with the flashes of sparks off the live rail.

“Now,” I whispered.

We walked to an anonymous gray metal door at the end of the platform. While I shielded Zudge from view, she attached the lock-breaker disc I’d retrieved from our rented room above the bakery. The door unlocked and we pushed through.

I looked behind and saw a man in a blue suit staring at us, oblivious to the Tube train that had just arrived.

“Catch me if you can,” I said to the probable ISD man and shut the door behind us.

Zudge locked it with the gadget. “Catch me if you can? Really, Stillo?”

“I know. I should have prepared something. I’ll do better next time.”

Trusty flashlights in use once more, I followed the map in my head, and Zudge followed me.

The ISD, on the other hand, wouldn’t be following anyone. Not for a long time if I’d gotten this right. Anyone with a key to that door would be unreachable at this hour. If the ISD really wanted to come after us, they’d have to cut the door open, and that would delay them long enough for us to disappear.

Euston Underground Station had been rebuilt and added to over the past 120 years, leaving many passageways and even whole platforms repurposed or simply abandoned. It wasn’t like buildings at the surface, where anything unprofitable would soon be pulled down and replaced with something new. Unwanted underground constructions were simply left in place.

I’d read a series of ‘Hidden London’ subterranean tour guides dated a thousand years after this point in the timeline. Some of the abandoned Victorian Tube stations were still being visited in the 3100s.

A movie called Psycho.

British Rail Bargain Travel.

Win £1,500 at Brixton Super Bingo.

We passed through a tunnel filled with brightly colored posters advertising wonders from another age. I liked the one advertising something about women’s hair called Brushwave. Someone had drawn glasses and a moustache on the model showing off her wavy hair. Some jokes never grow old.

It dawned on me that these might be the last advertisements left in the entire country. In the EPDR of 2029, there were plenty of posters, but they hectored its citizens to do better and to denounce anyone suspected of undermining the Socialist Victory. I preferred the lady with the moustache.

We entered the interconnection tunnel between what had once been two entirely separate train lines. A ticket kiosk was still there, the opening in the tunnel wall outlined with ornate tiles.

I couldn’t resist and ducked into the alcove.

“Ticket please!” I demanded of Zudge. “Really, madam. You cannot cross from one line to the other without purchasing an interconnection ticket.”

She gave me a withering look.

I checked the clock in my head. We had a few minutes to kill. At 1 a.m., to save electricity, the entire Tube network shut down. At least it did on nights when fascist spies like us weren’t loose in the Underground. It meant it should be safe to walk along the running tunnels. Hopefully. But not for a few minutes.

I think Zudge must have made the same calculation because she gave me her indulgent smile. “Go on, then. Tell me why you’re being clever. You’ve got three minutes.”

“By this time period, Euston Underground Station has been a single node in the Tube network for so long that very few people know that it used to be two separate stations from rival train companies. The platform we came from used to be the Charing Cross, Euston, and Hampstead Railway. And the one we’re going to was once City & South London Railway. This interconnection tunnel allowed passengers to cross from one rail line to the other without taking the elevators up to street level and back down again.”

“Unless the ISD have serious train history nerds on duty,” Zudge said, “they will have no idea that we can get from one set of running tunnels to the other. Nice thinking, Stillo.”

I grinned.

“This will be easy,” she said.

I wished she hadn’t.

We pressed on, emerging onto a deserted platform with pistols drawn in what had long ago been the City & South London line. Now the platform was unused, because trains passing through these running tunnels were the ones that did not stop inside ILEZ.

A minute after one, I dropped down onto the track, the thick dirt instantly ruining the most expensive pants I’d ever worn.

“Wait!” I hissed to Zudge. I could sense the power running through one of the rails.

“Which ones are live?” Zudge asked.

I listened hard and heard a faint hum from two of the four rails. The hum might not have been real, but the Time Dogz engineers had rebored my skull and inserted fresh senses and all sorts in there. I’d had the changes a few weeks before Zudge, which is why they were coming online now and hers were mostly yet to emerge.

However, it wasn’t as if they gave you a manual and a support helpline to go with your new brain. Probably because at least some of the technology was highly illegal to use on humans. So I couldn’t be sure whether I was making all this super-sense stuff up.

“We could return to the Kennel,” Zudge said. “I don’t want to, but I think it needs to be said.”

I nodded. She made a good point.

They hadn’t switched off the power, so if we walked down that running tunnel, we could get fried.

If we stayed here, the ISD would catch us, and we’d be dead.

Returning home would be safe. But only for us and maybe only for a short while. If we didn’t fix this broken timeline – stop the French trying to nuke Cambridge and all that – then Merrygold was toast and so were other good people.

I looked down. I was in the gap between the two rails closest to the platform, with my feet parallel to the rails. I didn’t think I’d be able to shuffle sideways all the way to the station a mile down the tunnel, not without touching one of the rails. And if I turned and walked there normally, I’d be dead within ten yards.

I licked my finger and bent down to touch the rail that I didn’t think was live.

“Wait for me!”

Zudge licked her own finger, and we performed our scientific test simultaneously.

It wasn’t live.

“Lot of fuss about nothing,” I declared and walked off, taking tiny steps that straddled the safe rail.

We reached halfway around the bend leading southbound from the platform when the lights went out. The power went off in the rails too.

1:08 a.m. They were just late shutting down.

The darkness was total, but the soundscape wasn’t.

A sudden commotion erupted around our feet as the Tube rats took the power switch off as the signal that the tunnels now belonged to them. But there were human voices too. Far off, indistinct, and coming from the north.

“Gotta move,” said Zudge. She switched on her trusty flashlight and jogged past me into the dark of the tunnel.


Chapter 33

During working hours, these running tunnels were still in use, but after about a mile we took a branch into a tunnel where no trains had run for a very long time. Just as well, because before long our flashlights were illuminating a concrete structure blocking the tracks.

It took a moment to figure out what we were seeing.

In the middle of an underground running tunnel was a lavatory block.

I thoroughly enjoyed Zudge’s wide eyes. I hadn’t told her about this.

“We’re here,” I announced.

“Stiletto?” she said.

“Yes, Zudge.”

“Why is there a toilet on the track?”

“Air raid shelter. Built 1940. Can’t expect them to have used buckets.”

It was spooky here. Noticeably damper and with our beams reflecting back faint wisps of mist, we passed through rows of cubicles that contained the rusting frames of beds. They lined the tunnel and then out onto an old platform that still bore its name marked out in glazed tiles. King William Street.

Making use of our lock cracker, and on one occasion my pocket fusion torch, we found what had been the emergency staircase back in the Victorian era. After ascending about seventy feet we transitioned into the basement of an office building. Ten minutes of shifting desks and half-rotted office furniture revealed steps that led up to another level of basement. And from there… a street level door.

I beamed with pleasure. I’d done it! So far…

Zudge hugged me and I beamed even more.

Now to see whether coming to King William Street had been worth it.

I inserted my comm earpiece.

“Spanish Fly,” I said. “Spanish Fly. Can you hear me?”

“This is Waterloo Rose,” snapped an angry woman over the air.

“Waterloo what? Nah, you’re no use to me. I’m searching for a Spanish binta with perky nose and hot, smoky eyes.”

“Has anyone ever told you you’re a complete bastard asshole, Stiletto?”

“Not since last Tuesday.”

“Were you tagged?”

“If you mean were we followed… yes, but we’re confident we’ve lost them.”

“Shit! You do not inspire confidence.”

“Sorry, Vasquez. What we do is a risky business. We have a route out tonight, but it won’t be open tomorrow.”

“As my colleague has just reminded me, you tomfools are our least worst hope. How do we proceed?”

“Are you at the location?”

“Yes.”

“Good. We’re not far. I’ll send my assistant out to retrieve you. Ouch!”

The Devil! For such a wee thing, Zudge packed a vicious punch.

Before going our separate ways after the sewers, we’d agreed a rendezvous location. This was a 200-foot fluted stone column topped with a hairy gold something-or-other, which had gleamed like star fire in the sun of yesterday afternoon when Zudge and I had taken a look. London had suffered a big fire back in the 1600s and this monument commemorated it. The architects had sneaked a big telescope and observatory inside, which was a pretty neat idea.

I opened the door and there was no need to send out my pretty assistant because the Spaniards were already there. The monument was only twenty feet away. I had a sinking feeling that maybe my impressive secret plan was more obvious than I’d hoped.

We secured the doors behind us and descended once more to the depths of the abandoned King William Street underground station. We dropped to the tracks and headed south into the inky black of the running tunnel. The tunnel sloped down sharply. Took a tight left turn too.

The wisps of mist suddenly transformed into a clammy fog and the tunnel gradient grew steeper. We were about to walk underneath the Thames.

A metal door barred our way, a massive thing that would pass muster as an airtight blast door on a space battlecruiser. But we got it open and stepped over its lip… and into freezing water. It came over my ankles ruining my elegant new shoes. But they’d been killing my feet anyway, so I slipped them off and threw them away with a splash.

We shut the door. It clanged like the Devil’s anvil.

Then we were wading through the black water, our flashlights barely penetrating the dense fog. The water was so cold that it felt like knives slicing through my skin with each step. I cursed under my breath and tried to focus on the task at hand.

It grew worse. The brick vaulted tunnel beneath the river was narrower than the modern running tunnels and the air here was fetid and stale. By the time we’d crossed about a quarter of the distance to the south bank, I was regretting closing the door. But I gambled that the lack of ventilation was going to prove unpleasant rather than fatal and kept going.

Zudge, normally unflappable, was looking around nervously and I sensed the Spaniards were on edge too.

I figured it was the eerie atmosphere getting to us. The still dark of the water reflected our flashlights back through the distorting filter of the mist. The silence was oppressive, broken only by the soft splashing of our footsteps.

That was, until the waves pummeled the tunnel roof.

All four of us ducked. As if that would protect us if the immense weight of water collapsed the bricks above our heads and battered us to a pulp before we’d have time to drown.

“It’s the prop wash of the patrol boats,” Reyes said.

I supposed he was right, but the wave pulses sounded so close. Just above our heads. Did they have submersibles in this era? Perhaps the noises sounded so loud because the tunnel wall was so thin?

I told myself that this was 2029, and the tunnel had survived the weight of the river for – I accessed my brain add-ons – since 1890. Logic argued compellingly that the chances that this was to be the moment in history when the tunnel collapsed would be an unbelievable coincidence.

Logic be damned. I wanted to break into a run.

A dull metallic screech came from behind, echoing weirdly up and down the length of the tunnel. I looked at Zudge. She’d heard it too… someone opening the north door.

But the Spaniards, with their Mark-1 ears, hadn’t. “What is it?” Juan Reyes asked.

“Can’t a man’s eye be caught by a beautiful woman?” I replied defensively.

He laughed. “Of course. Forgive me. I’m a little nervous.”

“But you’re better off with this escape plan than by being stuck in that truck coffin.”

“Oh, yes.” He shivered with horror. “I don’t know if I would have survived a few hours in that truck without going insane.”

“Let’s pick up the pace,” Zudge said.

We did.

Shortly after, we all heard a rumbling engine noise that built in volume each time it reflected along the length of the tunnel until it reached deafening levels.

Motorbikes!

“Run!” I yelled, and I splashed along a forgotten tunnel under the Thames in just my sodden socks, pursued by secret policeman on motorbikes.

I had cursed the Time Dogz ever since I joined them, but I could never describe this life as dull.

We raced through the tunnel – the others fleeing pursuit in a blind panic and me desperate to reach what I hoped awaited us beneath the south bank.

I halted, a bitter coldness gripping my heaving chest, denying me breath. There were bikes ahead of us. Their headlights dimmed by the fog but shining into my eyes. We were trapped!

I blinked… and reassessed the situation.

“Get a grip,” I told myself, and threw myself forward.

The bikes were not ahead of us. The rumble was a reflection of the bike noise off a steel door that plugged the tunnel. The beam of light in my eyes was reflected off it too, and that gave me hope. If the reflection was that bright, the door couldn’t be too badly pitted with rust. We should be able to open it.

The motorbikes were closing fast. We didn’t have much time left.

We stopped at another watertight bulkhead door, like you’d find on a battleship, with a spinny wheel thing. When I got there, Reyes was trying to turn the wheel, but it wouldn’t budge.

I squatted down and pushed up at the wheel as Reyes pushed down.

All that grunting muscular testosterone proved to no avail. The women drew the pistols they’d taken from dead ISD men and prepared to meet their fate head on.

My destiny was to save Merrygold and… one day… to enjoy the Ox’s passionate embrace. I was convinced of this. My story couldn’t end here. Not yet. Not when all those women had yet to properly enjoy my company.

The thought injected my muscles with new strength. Something in the door mechanism snapped and the wheel turned.

Two full spins and the door opened.

The bikers started firing. Bullets pinged off the steel, but we crashed through unscathed.

We shut the door. Secured it.

“Get out of here,” I told Vasquez and Reyes. I activated my fusion torch and roasted the area where the wheel attached to the door.

They looked uncertain. I think our apparent noble sacrifice was so unexpected that they suspected we were luring them into a trap.

“We’ll hold them off,” Zudge said.

“Really?” Vasquez was a cynical old binta.

“Yeah,” I said. “We aren’t exactly bullet-proof, but we heal better than you. We can take a bullet or two. Probably.”

“Who the hell are you?”

“We’re the fucking Time Dogz,” I told her, with enormous satisfaction.

“As in, from the future,” Zudge elaborated.

“Hey! You’re not supposed to tell them that.”

“You told them we’re the Time Dogz,” she complained.

“That’s not the same at all.”

It didn’t matter anyway. When I glanced at the Spaniards for their reaction, they’d scarpered.

On the far side of the door, I heard metallic scrapes against the door wheel. Then a loud clang of metal on metal as a heavy hammer hit home. Whatever they were doing was working because the wheel moved a fraction.

I dropped the fusion torch to the floor and ran after the spies. It was time to accept defeat, I decided, and was about to tell Zudge we should return to the Kennel while we still could. But before I had the chance, she explained her plan.

It was insanely risky and would probably result in horrific deaths for both of us.

“To the Devil!” I told her. “Let’s do it.”


Chapter 34

South of the Thames, the abandoned running tunnels of the City of London and Southwark Subway continued for a short distance before joining up with the contemporary Tube system at Borough Station. Bomb shelters had been built here during the 1930s that matched the ones we’d encountered beneath the north bank.

The ISD broke through the door. The shouts of men and a few women pursued us, just out of sight. The motorbikes started up and raced to catch us.

We came to a row of cubicles marked ‘Ladies’ and hid inside one. This was getting to be a habit, the kind you didn’t want to admit to your mates over a beer.

My heart hammered away, and I sweated in the damp air. There was something particularly terrifying about hiding, the inactivity when the threat of discovery was imminent and there was nothing you could do about it. I’d rather be running or fighting. Anything but this.

Zudge drew my face down to hers. Our noses touched.

“Remember this,” she whispered. “You’re alive, Stillo. All this is a bonus. Every breath a privilege. Thrill to it.”

I realized she was struggling to string full sentences together because her little heart was hammering just as hard as mine.

We drew back a little, our gazes still locked. She was lightly biting down on her lower lip, almost as if in a state of sexual passion.

Or…

Or perhaps there was no ‘almost’ about it.

Zudge’s appearance instantly and permanently transmogrified into a new form.

It was like that shocking moment in the holo-movies when your lover morphs into a mutant insectoid alien with a dozen powerful limbs and you realize that she’s about to suck out your brain with her proboscis. It was exactly like that, though in Zudge’s case the transformation was reversed.

I’d always thought she was quietly pretty, if a bit weird looking with that lower jaw that was a couple of sizes too large, the face so square it suggested her ancestors had been gene-spliced with hamsters, and those flat eyebrows that made her look perpetually on the verge of laughter.

Quietly pretty. I couldn’t see her that way anymore. She was beautiful. Stupidly, uniquely, perfectly beautiful.

Her eyes were wide... and filled with me.

Women in a state of arousal have a powerful effect on the Stiletto psyche. I can’t help it. I wanted to put my palm on the heaving skin of her chest to feel the power of her heartbeat. I wanted to kiss her. I wanted to do a lot of things with Zudge in that moment, but they all depended on us both staying alive, so I mentally filed away that Zudge was crazily hot – or, perhaps, smokingly crazy – and helped her up onto the mountings in the wall that had long ago supported a wartime toilet.

I joined her in a kind of awkward chimney climb, bracing against the sides of the cubicle so that our feet wouldn’t be visible to anyone outside.

Just in time. The bikes sped past, the intense drone of their engines drowning out every other sound. By the time they’d passed through the bomb shelter complex, on the way to Borough Station, we could hear the sound of pursuers on foot who had already moved south beyond our position. We were trapped, just as Zudge had expected.

We waited another minute, Zudge and I not daring to look at each other. Then she gave me her pistol and dropped down from her perch. She undid a button on her shirt and slipped out of the cubicle, pushing it behind her so – hopefully – I remained invisible from the outside.

She emerged with her hands up to an empty tunnel. “Help,” she said in a small voice. “Hello?” she called a little louder. “Don’t shoot me. I want to surrender.”

The sound of running feet announced two men who swiftly arrived to capture her. They wore military-style uniforms, all in black, and carried assault rifles that looked like a matte-black AK-74 variant.

She whimpered in fear that I was fairly sure was faked.

I could see her capture through a hole in the cubicle door where the lock had once been. To get my eye up close, I had my feet precariously balanced on the plumbing fittings on the rear wall of the tunnel and had fallen forward until my hands were pressed up against the door. The chances of faceplanting the floor seemed overwhelming, but I needed to see.

One of the police soldiers forced her to the floor while his comrade looked on with his gun covering her.

I felt a mix of anger at what they were doing to Zudge with contempt for the inept way they were going about it. The latter was subdued because I was balanced like a drunken acrobat inside the cubicle. I couldn’t hold on. My hands pressing hard against the door, my head slipped down until my cheek was squashed into the door, sliding down millimeter by millimeter until my inevitable collapse.

Gunfire cracked from down the tunnel. They’d found the Spanish spies.

I fell onto the toilet floor and drew my pistols, praying that the gunfire would prove to be a distraction.

I pulled open the door.

The men were looking at each other, silently debating what the shooting meant for them. My partner was gasping for air, the full weight of a man’s knee pressed into her back as he tied her.

I shot the standing man in the head. Then in the chest to make sure.

Instead of reacting to the threat, the thug squeezing the air out of Zudge stared in horror at his dying comrade.

“Amateur,” I said and blew his head open.

I helped Zudge up. “You okay?”

“Okay?” Her breath was short, but she was overflowing with pure excitement. Suddenly, that weird thing between us in the toilet block made sense. So did a host of earlier little moments. Zudge’s arousal had never been about me. It was extreme danger that gave my friend the tingles. That explained why she’d volunteered for the Time Dogz and so much more.

“Okay?” Zudge repeated. Her eyes were so wide with exhilaration they looked about to pop. “We’ve just upgraded our pistols to assault rifles. Of course I’m okay.”

* * *

We found the Spaniards pinned down at the end of a row of sleeping cubicles by a squad of six police soldiers.

They had been the ISD’s true target all along, I guessed. That was the only reason my friends were still alive. The shots sent their way were meant to persuade them that their situation was hopeless, that the only way out was to surrender.

The return fire from Vasquez and Reyes was not so constrained. A pistol round pinged off a metal bunk frame narrowly missing a man dressed in military motorcycle leathers. The Spaniards were shooting to kill, and I suspect would train their last bullets on themselves.

Not today, though.

Zudge and I got into position, and then… I hesitated.

It was a weakness. I’m not proud to say I found it difficult to squeeze the trigger of that AK-74.

When the army had sucked me into its hopeless defense of Europe, I had been a desperate conscript.

Zudge, on the other hand, had been career military. Aerospace mechanic to be precise, but she’d trained in infantry tactics. And in that instant, it showed. Because she didn’t hesitate.

We’d been separated by a couple of generations and had been on opposing sides, but when we compared notes, we found we had both had the same tactical ideas rammed into us in training.

Winning battles is down to morale, logistics, and having more people than the bad guys at the right place at the right time. Most people find that easy to grasp.

But big battles consist of many smaller engagements. In the holo-movies, firefights are won by heroics, super-accurate fire, or big muscles, bare chests, and outstanding dental work. But we were taught that firefights are won by carrying out basic small unit tactics better than the other lot. Essentially, you apply maximum firepower at your opponents’ weak points.

Sneaking up behind them and gunning them down with automatic fire is an excellent example of that.

The ISD had not had infantry tactics rammed into them. They were policemen. Bullies. Terrorists. They were not infantry soldiers.

Not having assigned one of their number to watch the backs of the others, they had no idea we were there. So we cut them down like automatic scythes through wheat.

They didn’t stand a chance.

When the gunshots and screams had finished echoing through the tunnels, I listened hard. If any of our ISD pursuers still lived, then they were keeping quieter than a tunnel rat. It was over. We’d killed them all.

The bomb shelter on this side of the river was the mirror of the King William Street one. We ascended the emergency stairwell left over from the Victorian era and broke through locked doors into the basement of a modern building. Then we slipped out into the night.

Behind us, London Bridge shone brightly into the night sky, its security barriers still operating. Lights from the patrol boats we’d heard from the tunnel picked out the waves and wash on the Thames. But no one was looking for escapees south of the river.

We ran deeper into the night.

* * *

From here on, we were following the script of Vasquez’s original extraction mission. She led us to a small truck parked on a back road in Lambeth. Parking tickets with fat fines were stuck behind the wipers, and she took great relish in ripping them up, muttering curses about how socialist bureaucracy wouldn’t be curtailing her freedoms anymore (though somehow I doubted fascist Spain was a giant free parking zone).

“This is as far as you get,” she told us.

“You’re not going anywhere until you keep your side of the bargain.”

“Bulldog!” She laughed. “I had no intention of letting you go without a little talk on Bulldog. Reyes, get in the front and keep your eyes peeled.”

We clambered into the bench seats in the rear of the truck. Vasquez was smirking.

“What’s so funny?” Zudge snapped.

Because for a few moments back there you seemed all-powerful. I was almost in awe of you. First you had me wondering if you were space aliens and then there was that crap about being time travelers. But you don’t know a thing. All this for Bulldog? You really expect me to believe that?”

“Yes,” I said. “We really do.”

“Okay.” She shrugged. “This won’t take long. Bulldog was one of the CIA’s greatest failures. We knew what the KGB was trying to do and so did MI5 and MI6 in the old United Kingdom.”

“We?”

“The CIA thinks I’m one of their assets embedded in Spanish intelligence. Whether that’s true or not, for you it’s lucky that it means I know what the Americans think about Bulldog. Back in the 1970s all they really knew was that the Soviets were running the Bulldog operation from the USA. So we had the Brits pretending to chase shadows in London to cover the fact that the real spy catching effort was taking place on the American side of the pond.”

Vehicle headlights illuminated the main road. We slid down out of sight until they passed.

“We never found Bulldog.” Vasquez was speaking quickly now, eager to get away. “We were missing something fundamental. Everyone assumed it was a him at the time, but I wonder if it was a her. Don’t forget that we’re talking about 1970s sexist Neanderthal men who could be thrown by the idea of a competent gal.”

“Then tell us who would know the identity of Bulldog,” Zudge said.

“And we mean anyone,” I added. “Some of the Soviets must know. I presume IngSoc would too.”

“Are you planning on walking up to Leadenhall Street, knocking on the door, and asking nicely nicely who Bulldog is?”

“If we have to. Yeah.”

She looked me deep in the eyes as she traced a fingernail across my cheek. Which would have been sexy if I hadn’t known exactly where those hands had been. “You’re really something, you know that?” she said. “What exactly that thing is, I don’t suppose I’ll ever find out.”

She chewed on her thoughts while giving Zudge a frank look. “You deserve each other,” she told my partner.

“Answer the question,” Zudge demanded.

“IngSoc underwent waves of purges in the 1990s and then again in the early noughties. It’s unlikely that anyone who’d been senior during IngSoc’s early years was permitted to live. But Moscow will know. Go find the top KGB person with responsibility for IngSoc and ask them.”

We groaned. Moving around the English People’s Republic had been hard enough. But penetrating the heart of the Soviet Union…

“How do we do that?” I asked.

Vasquez grinned. “Juan. You’re the Moscow expert. You tell them.”

“Unless you have a hundred armored divisions with full air support ready to roll across the Rhine and push all the way to Moscow, you can’t. But you don’t need to. Instead of you finding them, you let them find you.”

“And,” added Vasquez, “you need to give the KGB a reason to send their top expert here in person.”

“Are you saying that we have to be so intensely annoying that news of us reaches the top ears in Moscow?” Zudge said.

“Exactly.”

Zudge smiled. “That should be easy. I have Stiletto as my assistant and annoying people in authority is the man’s specialty.”

Her assistant? I ignored her completely uncalled-for provocation and asked Vasquez, “Is that all you can tell us?”

“Yes.”

“Right,” said Zudge. “Me and Stillo are going to do it. We need a little privacy, so we’ll use the back of your truck if that’s okay.

The shock on Vasquez’s face was priceless.

Zudge gave her a saucy wink. “You can watch if you like. But you mustn’t join in, no matter how much you want to.”

Reyes chuckled from the cab. “Lidia, I think they’re saying they’re about to leave this time period.”

“Then…” Vasquez’s cheeks were flushing. “Then I would very much like to watch.”

I couldn’t figure out this Spanish woman.

Zudge I could. I put my partner’s silly innuendo down to a symptom of an extreme adrenaline rush. I thought it was hilarious because Zudge’s words had been so clumsy, but it had gotten Vasquez hot under her collar all the same. Now that was interesting, though sadly far too late in the day.

There wasn’t much room in the rear of the truck, so Zudge sat on my lap and put her arms around me. I supplied the discs and activated the return function and waited.

Vasquez was watching us with intense interest.

I gently pushed my lips against Zudge’s ear “Why do it in front of her?” I whispered.

Then the truck in Lambeth shimmered and we fell into a tangle inside the Kill Box.

“I wanted to wind her up,” Zudge said. “Mostly, though, I felt guilty. We’re trying our damnedest to remove those people from existence, Stillo. I felt like we owed them something. Even if it was a silly joke and a little show.”

I wasn’t entirely sure I believed her, but we were too deep in the mire for me to press. A lot of people had been relying on us, but we had precious little to show for our expedition. A lead on Bulldog – perhaps… barely – but at the rate the Kennel had been vanishing from around our ears, that wasn’t enough.

Then there was that other thing – the sizzle of energy that had sparked between us in an underground toilet cubicle. I had already dismissed it as one of those in the heat of the moment things, but Zudge bit her lip again, our faces a heartbeat away from each other in the dim red cold of the Kill Box. The notion that Zudge’s sizzles were not really about me started to feel threadbare.

I closed my eyes and turned my head. When I opened them, she had shuffled her butt a few inches away from me.

I’d had a lot of intense moments with a lot of women over the years. This felt the most dangerous of them all.

Without actually putting anything into words, we both tacitly agreed the best strategy was to bury whatever had passed between us as a memory to examine one distant day. In the meanwhile, we would act like mature, adult professionals... and pretend it had never happened.


Chapter 35

The Kennel was not in good shape.

Too many of the status lights on the machinery had extinguished or were blinking red warnings of impending doom.

At least, that was my interpretation and there was no one competent to put me straight because the place was deserted.

The Cleaner teams had kept apart from the others ever since I’d been transferred. Maybe my other friends from Team Delta were still here?

“I’ll call Oxala,” Zudge said, activating the building comm network from the nearest workstation.

I wasn’t surprised that the first person she’d thought of was the alternate version of her former lover. Me? I thought of the Borises and tried to patch through to Boris Three.

Zudge got no answer, but our resident genetically engineered clone geniuses answered as if they had been expecting my call.

“Hello, Stiletto. We know everything up to your most recent journey to 2029.”

I doubted that.

“Did you successfully change the timeline?” asked another voice, Boris Two.

“No. We learned plenty but had to come back when it got too hot for us. The Cleaner teams… there’s no one here. No techs. What do we do?”

“We’re about to launch a mission here in Time Room Three, but we assign it a low probability that it will resolve anything in our favor.”

“You could be our techs, guys. You’ve done it before. Send us where we need to go.”

“And where is that, precisely, Stiletto?”

“I don’t know. Not yet. We’re making progress but we need a few more trips to figure out how to fix this. Boris Two, Boris Three, we need you here. Only together can we save history and everyone in the Kennel.”

The response to my stirring call to action was silence. I pictured the pair of almost-identical clones staring at each other. I swore they could communicate with each other telepathically.

“Unfortunately,” said a Boris, “we cannot help you. The temporal paradox cascade is accelerating. We estimate a maximum of two hours before we pass the point of no return. And a minimum of thirty minutes. After that, everyone native to the Peterborough region in this time period will have faded from existence. Later – a few days we think – we now believe we will follow them. And before that, all time travel in this region will have ceased, meaning our demise will become inevitable.”

“Then join us down in the Cleaner realm. Help us to make the most of the time we have left.”

“We won’t have enough time to learn the systems and program the journeys. Do you know how to activate the fast return system?”

“Of course.”

“Then you know everything you need to. Good luck.”

“Wait!” Things were moving too fast for me. I’d assumed someone smart was going to explain what to do.

Zudge joined in. “Borises, we don’t have many trips left before the time machine goes poof on us.”

“Correct.”

“So we need to pick our missions carefully.”

“Yes.”

“Then help me understand this,” I said. “If the KGB launched Operation Bulldog in the 1970s, then it was already well underway when we saw Kiss at Ipswich in 1984. Maybe it was, and we just didn’t notice. But that doesn’t make sense, because if it was us who caused this–”

“You,” a Boris insisted. “You, Stiletto. If you caused this.”

“All right,” I said. “If it was me who screwed the timeline because I didn’t wipe Simmons’ memories in 1984, and an unzapped Jean Simmons saw the timeline shifting in 1989, shortly before the war, how can that be possible when the changes to the timeline must have started with Bulldog in the 1970s?”

It was the most complex question I’d asked in my life, and it had taken days of fermentation within me before it could emerge.

But to the Borises, the topic was rudimentary.

“Time is not a linear flow, Stiletto and Zudge. The fact that we can jump around in it proves this. It might help to think of your impact as causing ripples in time. The ripples move forward, backwards, and in an infinite number of other directions too.”

“So you are saying that something I did in 1984 could change the world in 1976?”

“That is precisely what we just said.”

“And…” said Zudge. “The changes in 1976 could echo back to 1984 and explain why Gene Simmons swapped gender.”

“Exactly.”

“Then we’re screwed,” I said. “We can’t go back to 1984. Not the correct one, only the scragged one with the wrong version of Simmons.”

“Ordinarily, we would concur. However, you’re forgetting the Stiletto factor.”

“Explain.”

“We can’t. Not yet. But you are not like other people. At first, we put this down to your antipathy to both orders and to common sense. Now we suspect there is more to it. You are a random element, Stiletto. Survive and we might one day explain your peculiarity.”

“Thanks. I think. Wish us luck.”

“That would be pointless. However, before you go…”

“Go on.”

“Max wishes to hold back your urgent mission until he has conveyed critical information.”

“Stiletto? Zudge?” It was my devout Lutheran friend from 18th-century Danzig. “The Borises have explained that you two are the only people with the quantum connections to jump to versions of history where–”

“Max,” I interrupted. “Kinda on the clock here. Hurry it along.”

“Very well. All of our lives. History itself. It’s all dependent on you two. You alone.”

“So?” Zudge asked.

“I know both of you doubt God’s existence. But think on this. No one but a divine being with a correspondingly divine sense of humor could possibly create a universe when its continued existence depended on you two sorry specimens.”

“Everyone’s gotta have the last word. Just didn’t think it would be you, Max. Stay alive, my friends. Me and the Zudge are going to save your asses.”

While Zudge stuffed our rucksacks with a rapid resupply trip through the storeroom, I set the automated return system to take us to 2029, twenty seconds after we’d left. Then we clambered into the Kill Box.

Guilt made me pause the countdown.

It was Zudge’s fault. She’d made me feel bad about exterminating our Spanish friends. So I popped out and had a quick rummage in the storage rooms nearby and brought them a present from the future (that the future had looted from the past).

I restarted the countdown.

As I lay on my back watching the sarcophagus lid close over us, I prayed to Max’s God with the divine sense of humor, gently pointing out to Him that in using the Kill Box we were about to roll the dice of fate, and an ‘attrition’ result would not be funny. If He could just nudge the dice in our favor this one time, that would be totally cannon.

* * *

“It changes nothing,” Reyes said.

“But, but…” Vasquez had joined her companion in the cab and was wiping her brow. “It’s Stiletto…” She sighed. “He’s too much for me to take in.”

My eyebrows shot up at the line she’d just fed me. I was choosing the perfect wording for my response when Zudge slapped me. “Behave!”

The two spies went rigid at the sound and slowly turned around with eyes wide.

“It’s only us,” I said. “We missed you so much that we came back.”

“I thought you’d gone.” Reyes said.

“We did. Now, I don’t know much about the culture of fascist Spain in the 2020s–”

“It’s not fascism,” Reyes hissed.

“Whatever. But in my culture, if you go somewhere nice, you bring back a present. So that’s what we did.”

I handed Reyes a simple dagger, stained with dried blood. For the lady, a golden diadem in the form of a slender snake with gems for eyes.

I pointed at the dagger. “The blood comes from some blowka called Julius Caesar. And Lidia’s shiny headgear comes from some royal Egyptian binta called Cleopatra. I think they’re the same time period.”

“What should we do with them?” Reyes asked, taking the dagger with reverence.

I shrugged. “Dunno. Do you have cosplaying in your culture?”

“Cos… play?”

“Never mind. Enjoy them or flog ’em online. It’s your call.”

“What’s your plan now?” Reyes asked.

“Would you mind dropping us off? Just another mile so away from London Bridge? Then we go our separate ways.” I winked at Vasquez. “Unless you can think of a reason to stick around.”

She shook her head, speechless. I have that effect on people sometimes. Zudge said later that night that it was the Cleopatra stuff that had mesmerized the Spanish spy, but recollections may differ.


Chapter 36

Bugarin stood and gave a respectful nod as Petrov entered the conference room. “Ah, here he comes. The man of the hour. You are most welcome here at my dacha, Ivan Sergeyevich.”

The other old men around the table offered similarly respectful, albeit slight, greetings.

Petrov halted and stood proud. “No,” he said, declaring from the start a gulf of distinction between himself and those who had summoned him.

KGB Colonel Ivan Petrov wasn’t just another old blowka with white hair, oversized peaked hat, rewilded eyebrows, and a uniform jacket that was almost entirely hidden beneath row upon row of shiny medals. He was far more than just another old Soviet warhorse; he was one of the last surviving members of the team that had engineered the strategic Soviet victory in Europe back in the 1980s. He had done more than spend a career kissing the hairy ass of whoever was above him in the hierarchy. He’d actually done something.

“Comrades,” Petrov stated. “I am too old to be playing games of pretend civility. It’s fourteen years since my close association with General Lebdev became a political liability overnight, and I was sent to Alma-Ata. From my post in internal exile I have fabricated reports of chasing fictitious counter-revolutionaries, as is expected of me, knowing that if I loyally waste my talents in this way, my reward will be a retirement to a modest apartment in a provincial town. And yet here I am summoned to a comfortable dacha just outside Moscow. Why me? Why now?”

“You always were a blunt bastard,” growled General Bugarin.

It was Petrov’s turn to nod back. Bugarin was the only other one here who could boast any achievements, in his case as a competent brigade commander during the First European War of the 1980s.

Bugarin threw a fat dossier before the vacant seat at the table and spoke the one word Petrov never expected to hear again. “Bulldog!”

“Is this a joke?” Petrov asked.

“I never speak in jest,” Bugarin replied.

That was true. Petrov stared at the name typed onto the outer binder. Bulldog…

Petrov had been young then, a naïve lieutenant railing at the stultifying conformity of his superiors, dangerously open about trying new ideas. He’d been fortunate that Major Rogozin had been the mastermind of the Bulldog operation, and doubly lucky that the genius major had been looking for juniors with precisely his kind of mental flexibility.

It had been the out-the-box thinking that had made Bulldog so phenomenally successful. The capitalists had been caught completely by surprise. Unfortunately, so had the Kremlin, and the masters of the Soviet Union liked surprises even less than Bugarin liked jokes.

What a waste Rogozin’s fall had been.

Bulldog… After all these years, why now?

“You will fly into London tonight,” Bugarin said, “aboard an Il-106 military transport.”

Petrov couldn’t speak. Not until the thrills subsided in his gut. A picture of his future had been looming over him for years now, of a tired and bent old man sipping soup that he’d simmered on his two-ring electric stove. Alone in his crappy apartment. Alone, bitter, and cold.

He’d been putting off that retirement for years. But he was 73, and he couldn’t delay the inevitability of that living death much longer.

As for what Bugarin was playing at, Petrov couldn’t give a sack of weasel shit for any of it. All that mattered was that Petrov would be in the game, one last time.

“It won’t be easy,” Bugarin said. “The English Internal Security Directorate has been compromised.”

“What?” Petrov shook his head. “The English are the most loyal of all the vassal states of the Soviet empire.”

“Naturally the London station has been tracking this with total dedication and professionalism,” said General Gorsky, the KGB regional chief for Western Europe.

“And they haven’t got a fucking clue what’s going on,” said Bugarin, causing Gorsky’s eyebrows to crash together into an impenetrable unibrow of white thatch. “That the ISD has been compromised is not in doubt, but it doesn’t look as if the EPDR politburo has gone rogue. We’ve recovered highly advanced surveillance devices and some evidence of an alliance with the Spanish fascist state, but who are the Spanish working with? Not the English themselves, it seems. Gorsky’s working hypothesis is that we’re seeing the Japanese in action, but that’s only because we all here understand that the one answer that guarantees a one-way ticket to the gulag is ‘I don’t know’.”

“Is there anything we do know?” Petrov asked.

“Other than persons unknown asking heavy handedly about Bulldog, we have two names. Stiletto and Time Dogs. They’re dangled around so often, Gorsky’s people believe someone is trying to send a message. Do those words mean anything to you, Ivan Sergeyevich?”

“No, General.” Petrov’s eyes glazed as his mind spun, starting to make connections that no one else could. As he had as a young KGB lieutenant.

“Well, go on,” Bugarin pushed. “You obviously have something on your mind.”

“Only that…. It was my idea to label the successful coup of the 1980s as the Socialist Victory and require the English to refer to that term constantly and enthusiastically. Anyone reluctant would face the consequence of their dissident behavior. Imagine that, being forced to endlessly proclaim the event of your nation’s greatest humiliation. The psychology is effective at suppressing the English, but it was always going to generate great reservoirs of hatred. Time Dogs. Time… And Stiletto… an assassin’s blade. I think someone is sending the message that even though decades of time have passed since the coup, they’ve neither forgiven nor forgotten the English traitors or their KGB backers. They want us dead, and they want us to know that our death is coming.”

Bugarin looked pleased. “Good. I had been thinking along similar lines. You’re the only survivor of Operation Bulldog. I think they want to kill you, Ivan Sergeyevich.”

“You want me to draw their fire?”

Bugarin banged his fist on the polished walnut table, making the empty vodka glasses shake. “No, Petrov, I want you to tell me what the fuck is going on in the EPDR. I don’t care how you do it, and I don’t care who gets killed in the process. So long as you get results.”

Colonel Petrov took his place at the table and undid the tape binding the dossier. He shot Bugarin a grin, knowing how much it would irritate the man. “You’ve done the right thing, General. I always get results.”

* * *

The Ilyushin Il-106 boasted an immense cabin, plenty enough for Petrov to sit and work without having his head pounded into idiocy by the plane’s four powerful engines.

In intelligence work, even the most glorious flashes of genius were always underpinned by long hours of dull legwork, intercepts, and all the many aspects of acquiring, collating, and inspecting information, knowing that the vast majority of it would never have any value.

On the seat beside him, was a small stack of dossiers the London station had sent regarding persons of interest. Dossiers he’d already read without anything important leaping out.

But the dossier in his hands was different. The man it described was important. Petrov knew it in his gut.

“I should very much like to meet you, Sergeant Fisher.” What is it that you haven’t told us? What haven’t your interrogators wrung from you that I shall?”

He turned the page, eager to learn more about this treacherous blowka.

“No!” He raged. “Imbeciles!”

From the distant control panel, the co-pilot looked around and glared.

Police Junior Sergeant Terence Fisher wouldn’t be providing Petrov or anyone else with further answers. His current location was the Chelmer Collective Farm in Essex, spread over four acres of arable land.

* * *

Petrov pulled the collar up of his jacket against the chill damp air of the London night. He took a right into an alleyway behind a shuttered retail block, listening for the faint buzz of the pursuing drone.

After taking a dozen paces in which he betrayed no indication that he knew the mysterious players were observing him, he planted his feet on the ground and folded his arms, hands inside the sleeves of his jacket. “No doubt you think you will learn from me about Bulldog.”

He looked up and there, just out of jumping reach, was his opponents’ spy drone, impressively miniaturized into the guise of a dragonfly.

“But you’re wrong,” he told his opponents, and threw the EMP grenade up with one hand, using the other to depress the detonator as it passed the drone.

The grenade detonated. No shrapnel, no hot explosive gas. The only obvious indication was a red light that briefly flashed, but in the realm of electronics, Petrov had just unleashed Armageddon.

The radio link with his support team – dead. His digital watch – kaput.

But the electronic dragonfly hovered unharmed, mocking him.

Then it flew away.

* * *

Data intercepts. Van Eck phreaking of unshielded equipment. Malware. The London station had been bewitched by the siren song of modern technology.

These shiny things did have their place, but with Bugarin’s backing, Petrov initiated a program of basic field craft, reintroducing the kind of skills honed into every agent during the First Cold War.

Even Gorsky had relocated in person to London and waited on Petrov’s every word.

Gorsky was playing a political game, of course, but it was one Petrov easily ignored, because he understood this would be his final mission in every sense.

If Petrov failed, he would be blamed. And if he succeeded where others had failed, his punishment would be even more severe. One way or another, he would never get to be a bitter old man shivering in his lonely apartment. At least there was that.

The fieldcraft strategy was simple. The ISD had been compromised, so a randomized sample of its senior, middle, and low-ranking personnel were designated for surveillance. They were followed, bugs were planted, conversations overheard.

So far this approach had identified two individuals who didn’t exist according to any records.

Stiletto was the codename of a devilishly handsome man and erudite skilled operator whose charisma was so powerful that he seemed able to suck anyone he chose into his orbit.

Stiletto. Such a cool name – obviously – for such a slick operator, but was the codename a clue that this dangerous man was an assassin?

Through Stiletto they found another player, a young woman who looked worryingly Indian. And given her signs of unfamiliarity of her surroundings, she wasn’t English born but an asset of the Republic of India. That was truly troubling.

At first, his KGB teams had thought she was another person trapped by Stiletto’s brilliance, but when Petrov listened to the recorded conversations, he knew their relationship was different.

He thought for a while that they were lovers. She was pretty in a weird kind of way – though not nearly as good looking as Stiletto – and although she was a bit on the short side, she had the kind of dangerous smile that made red-blooded blowkas do stupid things.

The spy lovers with movie star looks. It was a compelling idea, but Petrov soon dismissed it. No, the woman worshipped Stiletto, but they weren’t lovers. She was his sidekick. His assistant.

Her Indian appearance continued to trouble him.

India had been a reliable ally of the Soviet Union for many decades. The republic was an associate member of the Comecon socialist economic bloc, and she almost always took the Soviet line in international affairs. But unlike England, Poland, Germany, and the other possessions of the Soviet empire, India fought tooth and claw to keep its autonomy and needed to be flattered and bribed to toe the line. All attempts to bind her directly to the Kremlin’s will had been sharply rebuffed.

Perhaps Indian intelligence wanted to know the truth about Operation Bulldog to harden its defenses against the KGB pulling off a similar coup in India.

It was a plausible explanation. But Petrov was a cunning old cucumber, and he was far from convinced.

Maybe now Petrov would learn more.

He looked through the one-way window at the prisoner sitting in the adjoining interview room, two interrogators standing at either side, their faces expressionless masks. The senior interrogator sat opposite his victim, enjoying a cigarette in a break after the warmup, a standard preliminary designed to weaken and disorient.

Danny Goldman was the man being questioned, a senior data clerk at the Ministry of Persuasion. Goldman had been picked at random for close observation and luckily for all concerned, his habits had changed suddenly two days ago.

It was enough to bring him in, and now the hapless Goldman fidgeted nervously in his chair, eyes darting as if searching for an escape route he would never find. His smart business shirt in faint pastel pink had been ripped open all the way, and now revealed bruises sprouting under his ribs to match the swelling over his eyes.

The real questioning was about to begin, and all of it directed by Petrov, who could communicate with the chief interrogator via radio link.

“Who is Stiletto?” the interrogator asked.

Goldman shook his head and would not reply.

One of the men stationed behind the prisoner gave him a sharp blow to his ear, but Goldman still would not speak.

The questioning grew firmer, the beating harder.

Unexpectedly, Goldman held up a hand and Petrov ordered the interrogator to pause.

It took a minute or so for Goldman to catch his breath and get some control over the blood flowing out his mouth.

His broken face looked to the window, his gaze directed straight at Petrov. He spat out a tooth and spoke. “I have a message from Stiletto for Lieutenant Colonel Ivan Sergeyevich Petrov. Stiletto asks the colonel why he hasn’t figured this out yet and doesn’t he know Stiletto’s got worlds to save and girls to excite? Perhaps the piece of Russian weasel shit wouldn’t mind getting a hurry on?”

All three interrogators set about Goldman with their fists. By the time Petrov called them off, Goldman was unconscious. Idiots!

When the subject came to, no matter how extreme the methods the interrogators used to work him over, he would not say another word. The torments the man endured made Petrov want to vomit for a week, but he would not speak.

This was unheard of. Everyone always broke in the end. Everyone!

Something very strange was happening here. Something new. And it all revolved around Stiletto. How could the man possibly exert such power?

Petrov had allowed Stiletto the slack to play his games, because he wanted his target to reveal more of his network. Or, at least, that was what he’d told himself.

For the first time, Petrov began to doubt he would ever catch his spy.

* * *

In the end Petrov took matters into his own hands. He would be the KGB spycatcher on the ground. Only he could succeed where everyone had failed.

Doing so broke protocol. Contravened orders. Did all sorts of things that would leave him deep in the shit-pile, but Petrov was beyond all that. He’d rubbed too many noses up the wrong way to believe he could get out of this alive. All that was left was for him to find the truth his own way, and that would be a greater reward than anything he could have hoped for in his retirement.

His trap set, Petrov waited for his target in one of Stiletto’s preferred hideouts, the disused basement of an office building with stairs down to an abandoned subway tunnel far below ground.

The electronic trip wires and traps he’d rigged meant no one could sneak up on him. All he had to do was get Stiletto right where he wanted him. And the latest report before he ordered radio silence was that the great man was on his way.

The door at street level groaned open.

Hidden deep within, where steps connected the two basement levels, Petrov could barely contain his excitement. Here it was – the definitive showdown between two supreme rivals.

Petrov positioned himself in the shadows of the lower level, tranquilizer gun at the ready and heart racing with anticipation.

It wasn’t long before he heard a tuneful whistling that intensified until, finally, Stiletto appeared at the top of the stairs, silhouetted by the diffused light of the lamp he carried. He had his hand in his pocket, moving with the kind of casual air about him that only someone with an immense amount of self-confidence could pull off.

Petrov waited until his prey was halfway down the steps. Then he sprang his trap.

A bank of powerful lights skewered the man, making him flinch and cover his eyes with his arm.

“I have you at last, Stiletto,” Petrov roared in triumph. “You’re mine!”

As the dazzle began to leave his eyes, the two men regarded each other. Stiletto was a magnificent specimen, but Petrov was reassured to see that he was just a man. He wondered again how Stiletto had bound people to his will. Some kind of psychoactive chemical was the current theory, but Petrov made sure it wouldn’t work on him.

The KGB colonel shot two tranquilizer rounds into his foe and then detonated the two stun grenades he’d secured above the stairs.

Petrov dove to the side as they went off. He was also on the level below and the combined effect was to mute the blasts. Nonetheless, he was shaken by the force of sound and light that sent shockwaves reverberating through the basement. Petrov fell to his knees, clutching his head because his skull felt as if it had exploded.

His breath came in ragged gasps, and he tasted the tang of blood in his mouth. But he laughed through all of it because he knew Stiletto had received far worse.

Petrov shook the stars from his head, grabbed his handcuffs, and approached the body sprawled across the stairs.

Stiletto convulsed, racked with coughing. And then… the man levered himself up to sit on a stair.

Incredible!

Anyone human would be unconscious. The rounds had put more than the safe dose of sedative inside the man. Stiletto was superhuman… and far too dangerous to risk him escaping.

Petrov dropped his tranquilizer gun and drew his trusty 9mm Makarov pistol. If he blew Stiletto’s legs off, even he wouldn’t get away. The only question was whether Stiletto would survive.

“I wouldn’t if I were you,” said a woman’s voice from behind.

Very slowly, Petrov safed his pistol and placed it on the ground.

“Interesting,” he said. “You’ve not even a trace of an Indian accent.”

The truth was, he was only guessing this was Stiletto’s Indian accomplice. Beneath his veneer of calm, the KGB colonel was terrified. How did she get through his web of snares? How was this man not unconscious? Was he actually dealing with the supernatural here?

With hands kept high, he turned slowly.

It was Stiletto’s woman, all right. She seemed disappointed with Petrov for some reason. Angry even. And she looked hotter than an Odense smoke shack when she was angry.

“What’s wrong with your era?” she grumbled. “I keep telling you people, I come from a town called Kindness. It’s not far from what you would call Peterborough in Cambridgeshire. Even in this fucked-up timeline, that’s not in India.”

“Who are you?” Petrov dropped his hands and squared his shoulders. “At least give me that. It’s all I want to know. Then kill me. I’m a dead man anyway.”

“This is your lucky day,” said Stiletto, his voice now accented, unlike in all those recorded conversations. He sounded Danish.

Danish? No one had suspected the Danes to be interfering in the EPDR.

“We’re gonna give you all the answers you desire.” Stiletto grinned. “You don’t even have to die. In fact, I insist you don’t.”

The woman came in front of Petrov and stretched out an open hand. “Let’s start afresh, Colonel Petrov.”

Bemused, Petrov shook her hand, flinching briefly because there was something greasy in her palm.

“The lady’s name is Zudge,” said Stiletto, “and mine is Steven Z. Caldwell. But friends and enemies alike call me Stiletto.”

“And we are…” said the woman who claimed to be from Cambridgeshire.

Petrov put a hand up. “No, don’t tell me. You’re the Time Dogz.”

There was an awkward silence. “Are you sure you want to bring him along, Stillo? He just stole your catchphrase.”

“Bring along?” Petrov didn’t understand.

Stiletto’s face lit up. “Yeah. At first, I was going to grab you to spill the beans on Bulldog. But, like me, Zudge isn’t just a pretty face. You can help us stop Bulldog before he launches his coup.”

Time Dogz…

Time…

Petrov suspected he’d misunderstood the significance of that word from the very beginning.


Chapter 37

Back at the Kennel, things were plummeting downhill fast. The Kill Box had its own independent power supply. Just as well, because outside of that section, the power was out throughout the Kennel.

No point trying to contact our friends. Time was too precious, and I already knew what to do.

We went to the storeroom to stock up but… it was empty. Even the storage shelves had gone; it was just a hollow empty shell. Every room was bare except the Kill Box and its control equipment, which did make sense because that would have the most connection to other timelines. I hoped that meant it would remain stable for a while, but I didn’t really understand what was happening.

Petrov watched us all and said everything with his bemused expression.

He got me thinking. “Zudge, we need to go back to 1976. It’s our only chance.”

“We already know that!” She was primed to explode. I hadn’t realized she was so on edge.

“It’s Petrov,” I said calmly. “We need him to get to Bulldog, but… Damnit! He looks like a brooding KGB colonel. He can speak English, but only with a heavy Russian accent. At the height of the Cold War, that’s going to be a problem.”

“You and I will fit in. He’s an advisor only, kept out of sight.”

“Agreed. But we both learned that it’s hard to fit into a society you don’t understand. We need someone who understands the 1970s.”

“Oh.” She smiled and the real Zudge was back in the room. “I can think of an American who was around in the 1970s. America. Britain. In that time period, I don’t think there was any difference between the two. We’d be risking another trip…”

“But that only makes it more rock ‘n’ roll.”

She winced. But she didn’t say no.

* * *

We arrived at our point of departure, in the backstage corridor of the Ipswich Gaumont theater, England, on the night of October 11th, 1984. We arrived four minutes before we’d originally left, which was the maximum negative offset. We had to hope it would be enough.

We pushed past an astonished roadie and into Jean’s dressing room, slamming the door behind. Inside, my earlier self had taken his top off and Simmons was liking what she was seeing. Zudge was building up to doing the same but gave a scream when she saw us coming through the door.

Actually, it was more of a gasp. The scream was from me. And if you’d gone through that business at De Swaene in 1848, you’d understand why.

“Ignore us!” I cried, sprinting for the sofa by the back wall.

“Do what would come naturally,” Zudge added, flicking a heavy glance at earlier Zudge.

We pushed the sofa back and dove behind. The last thing I saw was the door opening and Zudge with her top over her head.

“Jaiden!” Athena yelled from the doorway. “What are you doing?”

In the shadows behind the sofa, I grinned at my fellow hide and seeker. I desperately wanted to make a wry comment about the sexual tension out there, something to make my Zudge blush. However, even though this felt like a game, the consequences if we got this wrong were dire and so I couldn’t risk being overheard.

Athena was in the room with us. Athena.

The thought was a boot to the gut, kicking all sense of playfulness from me.

We have protocols for this, by the way. Meeting another version of yourself, I mean. I wasn’t referring to encountering dead comrades before they died. If you’re the earlier version, you’re supposed to do your best to pretend you don’t notice the later version running around. Don’t interact with them. Try to do whatever you would have done if you hadn’t seen them.

The only exception is if future you tells you to do something, in which case you do it. Because future you knows more than earlier you. And if they’re allowing themselves to be seen, then some particularly serious shit is hitting the time fans.

From behind the sofa, we listened to the brief exchange play out between Athena, Simmons, and our earlier selves. It went almost word for word exactly as I remembered.

Simmons went along with it like an accomplished actress, but every word Athena spoke was a stab through my heart.

The earlier scene concluded, and its players left.

We emerged from our hiding place.

“That. Was. Awesome!” At least Simmons had enjoyed it all. She had dreamy eyes and dirty thoughts. “The possibilities…” she mused.

My Zudge didn’t like that for some reason. She marched over and put a finger to Jean’s lips. With the rock star standing in her high heeled pirate boots, Zudge had to stand almost on tiptoe to reach the taller woman. So cute.

“Act like we’re not here,” Zudge ordered. “The blonde woman will return shortly. Wait here for her. And remember–”

“You’re not here. Got it. I can act pretty well, you know. Done some movie work.”

I sank back down behind the sofa. Zudge hid behind the door.

Simmons sang to herself and gargled something. Water, I presume. She made no attempt to communicate with us.

Several minutes later the door opened again. It was Athena, returned to perform the zapping of Simmons that original me had sabotaged.

As Athena closed the door behind her, Zudge shot her with the last of our tranq darts, set to a low dosage.

“What…?” Athena spun unsteadily until she faced Zudge. “Traitor…? It was you all along. Why?”

Nothing could make me feel worse than seeing the horror on Athena’s face. It was like kicking a corpse… the corpse of a person I’d been growing to really like.

With Athena staggering, Zudge took the zapper from her limp fingers and zapped her.


Chapter 38

While Simmons and Zudge placed the sleeping Athena on the couch, I fiddled with her zapper to sabotage it, same as I had with mine. After giving rapid fire instructions to Simmons, we headed out. Athena would wake soon, and I didn’t want her to shoot me the same look of betrayal she’d given Zudge.

At the door, I hesitated and looked back at the Finnish woman who was already rousing from her brief slumber. She seemed so peaceful, but she was already dead, it just hadn’t happened yet. Nothing can prepare you for that.

“Come on,” Zudge urged.

But I wasn’t ready to abandon Athena just yet. “She looks so… young,” I said.

“Yeah.” I could hear tears in Zudge’s eyes. “So are we.”

Her words slammed into me like a loaded truck.

Athena was in her mid-20s. Smart and pretty too. A person who got things done and should have a whole lifetime more stuff to do. Just like Zudge and me. What a waste.

I was allowing myself to get sucked into the Time Dogz, but I wasn’t going to stick around until the job killed me. Not like it had killed Athena.

Zudge closed the door and together we skedaddled. We didn’t have a destination. Just away.

As it turned out, away happened to be Bon Jovi’s dressing room where their after-gig party was just getting started.

Meanwhile, Athena woke on Jean Simmon’s couch.

“What happened?” she asked the rock star.

Simmons gave a soothing gesture. “Don’t worry. You’re fine. There was an unholy light surrounding you. A flash. You went out. Out for about two minutes. But you’re fine. I caught your fall and as you can see, put you somewhere comfy.”

Athena smelled a rat. She scanned the room but couldn’t pin down what had happened.

Simmons had been preparing for this moment. “I know what you are, time traveler. Those other two, they were idiots, I could tell. But you’re different. You can explain what’s going on here. Here at Ipswich and here in 1984.”

“Would you believe, I’m here to protect you, Jean?”

“I would. But I would dearly like to know who I’m being protected from. And how best to thank my brave protector.”

“Well…” Athena hesitated, and then shook her head. “I’m sorry, Simmons.”

“Sorry for what.”

“For doing this.” Athena activated the zapper.

There was a flash that left Simmons discombobulated.

The rock star blinked and staggered to the couch like a Regency character with an attack of the vapors.

She acted out the effects of the mind wipe like the accomplished actress she was. It was a bravura performance, worthy of an Oscar. Nay, of every Oscar ever awarded.

And when she just happened to glance Athena’s way, the time traveler had departed. Never to be seen again.

“But, Stiletto!” I hear you yell. “How did you see all this without being seen?”

Good question. I didn’t. Jean filled us in later. Zudge and I had crashed the party in Bon Jovi’s dressing room, remember?

He was all right, that Jon Bon Jovi, when you got to know him a little. I explained that he should show off his legs more if he wanted to look like Tina Turner. He was in a good enough mood that he laughed at that.

I preferred the keyboard player because he said some very nice things about my chest tattoo.

See, I told you Bon Jovi would play a vital part. They gave us refuge when we needed it most. Cake too.

Some other members of Kiss joined us, looking pretty anxious at this point because they were still hoping to go back out and play the rest of their set, but the delay from the safety check was dragging ominously on.

They nodded to us. I couldn’t believe all this was going on without anyone checking security passes, but the Kiss roadies vouched for us.

Then Jean Simmons made her entrance and pointed at Zudge. “You…” She pointed at me too. “And even more importantly you. I’m putting together a buffet and you two will be part of my spread.”

Or something like that. To be honest, I was beginning to tune out the Kiss-style lyrics.

Simmons licked her lips, and she did have a remarkable tongue. Like a snake, it was. Except without the forked bit.

Zudge rolled her eyes, but we went along with the act, hurrying over to Jean’s beckoning fingers.

“Enjoy the ride,” said the Bon Jovi boys who thought the whole business was hilarious.

As for Kiss, the other original member, Paul Stanley, gave us a thoughtful look as we left with Jean. He knew something was up, but he chose not to intervene.

For the short distance down the corridor to Jean’s room, she strutted. Simmons was like an ancient empress, a catwalk model, Olympic athlete, and rock superstar, all at once. The magic aura of rock ‘n’ roll was beginning to infect me.

So I was disappointed when we got into her room and the act dropped instantly to be replaced by a version of Simmons breathless with excitement, like a virgin about to enjoy their first kiss and fumble.

“Now what?” she asked, eager for adventure.

“We need your help to save the world,” I said.

“Of course,” Simmons responded, as if she was asked that every day of the week. “What do I need to do?”

Zudge zeroed in on what we had in mind. “You’re going to help us locate a mole.”

“Mole? You mean like honey traps and espionage? Lamplighters and pavement artists?”

“Err…” I said. Had we used some of those terms in 2029?

“Mole.” Simmons frowned. “You know, the term that comes from the spy novels by John le Carré. Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy, and all that.”

“You got it,” Zudge said.

Simmons beamed. “And you’re still using le Carré’s invented words centuries later… Say, when are you from?”

“Originally, we’re from opposite ends of the 24th century,” Zudge said. “But now we operate out of the 34th.”

Simmons’ face fell. “The Animalize Tour. I want to help you, but I can’t let the band down. We’re on the rise again. We have to make this work.”

“Not a problem,” I assured her. “We can be away as long as we need to and bring you back before you left. It’s the magic of advanced technology.”

“So… a mole…”

“We’ll brief you on the hoof,” Zudge said. “We need to get moving. Oh, and one more thing. There’s another member of the team waiting for you. He’s Colonel Ivan Petrov of the KGB.”

“What?” Simmons’ face clouded with horror.

I grinned. “Petrov is a double agent working for us.” I moved in close and whispered in her ear “It gets better, he’s a KGB officer from 2029.”

Simmons loved that. “One more thing,” she begged. “I can’t wait. You have to tell me now. When are we headed?”

“1976,” Zudge replied.

Simmons rubbed her chin thoughtfully. “In that case, we’re going to need a lot of makeup.”


Chapter 39

Desperate to see the future, Simmons was first to poke her head out of the Kill Box once we’d cranked it open with the manual release.

“Son of a whore!” she commented.

I squeezed through the gap. “The Devil’s teats,” I agreed. “Are we too late?”

“The comic books lied to me,” Simmons wailed. “This isn’t anything like Star Trek.”

Petrov was waiting for us with a wry expression of bemusement. A pair of noisy crows flew bare inches over our heads, and I flinched with surprise at their raucous cries that went right through my core. I clutched my Valknut pendant – Odin’s symbol – and almost had myself believing the bearded old Russian was a manifestation of the All-Father himself.

He was standing in a forest clearing. We were all standing in a clearing, the grass and leaf litter mix soft beneath our feet. The Kill Box and its support equipment nestled in the grass. There were no walls, no levels of the Kennel above us, though dotted around the clearing were occasional equipment banks half covered in ferns but with status lights still flashing. The bare gray staircase of the sub-basement emergency escape led down into the earth.

A breeze sailed through the trees, encouraging them to rustle their leaves in welcome, which in turn set off angry squawking from magpies jumping from branch to branch.

There was another sound underneath it all, a muffled buzzing that didn’t sit with this picture of a world reclaimed by nature.

Zudge heard it too and went to investigate beneath a recently fallen oak branch still thick with leaves.

She brought out two rucksacks, the ones we’d dumped on our return from 2029. Within each one a Geiger counter was buzzing a warning.

“I see you weren’t expecting such a hot welcome,” Petrov drawled in heavily accented English.

“What’s happening?” Simmons asked. “Have you brought me to the end of the world?”

I ignored her and inspected the controls for the time machine.

“Yes,” Zudge answered. “This will be the end of our world if Stiletto can’t get this contraption working. Petrov, meet Jean Simmons, epitome of 1980s Western capitalist degeneracy. Jean, meet Ivan Sergeyevich Petrov, superannuated KGB commie spy who ran rings around the CIA and FBI in the 1970s. Now, let’s all get back in that radiation-shielded box and pray that Stiletto presses the right button.”

I chuckled as I located the record of my trips in the Kill Box and selected the trip to Birmingham, England, on May 14th, 1976.

I brought up the fast return option.

A cacophony rose from the trees, followed by a murder of crows. Their cawing felt mocking and with good reason. Athena had been lost trying to reach 1989 on a trip programed by the real techs. It didn’t seem hopeful that I’d succeed where she’d failed, especially as I was launching us from a radioactive post-human woodland.

Oh, well. Life as a Time Dog was never going to be easy. No point stressing about it.

I clambered into the Kill Box behind Zudge and waited for the lid to close on us. We were all so on edge that no one spoke, not even Simmons. Zudge wriggled backward into me until I embraced her. I hope I didn’t hold her too tightly, but once she was in my arms, I took such comfort from her that I didn’t want to let go.

The lid thudded shut.

The interior red light flared a little and I felt the lurch of a time jump.

We fell into our destination.

And the instant we opened the sarcophagus lid, we knew that we’d arrived at the wrong place.

* * *

When describing the Birmingham landscape in the 1970s, I’ve found a useful connecting word.

Concrete tower blocks.

Concrete flyovers.

Concrete underpasses.

The Birmingham Odeon, of course, was a concrete bunker.

And in 1976, Birmingham’s most recent architectural triumph was the concrete road knot of the Gravelly Hill Interchange, universally known as Spaghetti Junction.

We had landed in a landscape of grass, hedgerows, and wheat. Not a drop of concrete in sight.

“The Devil!” I cursed. “Where are we?”

“We haven’t moved,” Zudge said. “This is the same field in Norman Cross that we jumped to in 2029. The spot that’s now a forest clearing in 3443.”

Immediately, I saw she was right. It was the same field as before but not abandoned this time. I turned around and saw the gate in the hedge that had lain in the undergrowth in 2029.

I voiced my thoughts. “Right time but wrong place? What does that tell us? Is that what happened to Athena and the others?”

“Maybe,” Zudge said. “And how about right place but wrong time? Imagine emerging into deep space because the Solar System had moved a few light years on in its journey around galactic center.”

A siren approached us, out of sight but along the A15 road that had been cracked and overgrown in 2029. It was a weird two-tone wail. Nee-naw-nee-naw-nee-naw.

We hurried to the gate in time to see a boxy white vehicle speed past. Mounted on its roof was a flashing blue lamp, and POLICE was painted on the door.

“Ford Fiesta,” Zudge commented.

“I concur,” Petrov said. “Mark 1 Fiesta. Good little car. I drove one when I was stationed in England.”

“When was that?” Zudge asked.

“Late 1970s.”

Close enough, I thought to myself. We’d made it to the 1970s, and we’d come equipped with a bass player and an elderly Russian spy. All we had to do now was prevent a coup, a war, and a nuclear missile strike and everything would be back to normal… for anyone who survived.

I’d gotten used to the Time Dogz philosophy of making multiple jumps to load the dice in your favor before making the big calls.

But not on this occasion. This would be old school with no cheeky looping back in time for another go. We had to get this right first time or else everyone I cared about would be dead.

I glanced Zudge’s way.

Well… nearly everyone.
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Chapter 40

Naturally, we pumped Colonel Petrov for everything that might lead us to Bulldog.

As for Bulldog him- or her-self, who was it? What was their name? That had been our first question.

Unfortunately, that Spanish spy had been right to sense that the Western and fascist spy agencies had missed something.

Bulldog wasn’t a him.

Or a her.

I know what you’re thinking, but it wasn’t a droid either. Nor an alien. And, no, it wasn’t an individual who did gender differently.

It turned out that Bulldog was ten separate spies, all working independently, each aware that they would be around other KGB assets on the same mission but not knowing their identities. Petrov himself had been an operations controller, and, no, I could never quite grasp what that meant either. But the upshot was that Petrov ran the day-to-day operations of the KGB team operating out of a tiny American city with the unlikely name of Norman. He kept the plates spinning, but he didn’t see what was on those plates.

The objective of Operation Bulldog, as we’d already guessed, was to turn the leadership of the British Labour Party into a KGB asset and ultimately install a prime minister whose loyalty to the Kremlin was absolute.

Between Petrov and the information the Time Dogz had stamped in our heads, we pieced together an outline of how the Labour Party had quietly been transformed during the 1970s.

Without doubt, this was the most tedious knowledge I’d ever acquired. The Soviets by this point had plenty of experience of launching coups to take over socialist political parties and then grab control of entire states. The United Kingdom by the 1970s was about the only country in Europe that hadn’t experienced a Soviet coup attempt at some point in that century.

Historically, these coups involved sudden bursts of violence. Communist paramilitaries would seize control of the capital’s central plaza. They would storm the studios of the national broadcaster to ensure at gunpoint that terrified newsreaders disseminated the correct messages to the masses. That kind of thing.

Not here. It was a very British kind of coup.

It was all about the minutiae of political tactics, devastating nuclear-tipped stratagems, such as ‘model resolutions’, that the public knew nothing about. It was the boring fine details of internal procedures manipulated by obscure party members, key individuals who belonged to internal party groups with names such as the Labour Co-ordinating Committee, Socialist Campaign for Labour Victory, and Campaign for Labour Party Democracy, none of which the public ever would hear of.

All of this is far too dull to recount here, but its very dullness was an invisibility field under which even in the correct timeline, hugely important changes had been made. The process was intensely violent at times, in its own petty ways.

With Operation Bulldog, the KGB steadily seized control over this hidden internal turmoil and turned up the nasty dial, adding in blackmail, bribes, slow poisoning, and full-on assassination.

Ironically, in the Time Dogz approved version of history, one of the principal flashpoints was the idea that the Labour Party leadership was arrogant and distant from the membership, that it could treat party rank and file with utter contempt because the leadership had no accountability to its members.

The solution was to introduce an ‘electoral college’, in which the leadership would be drastically weakened and the right people able to control the party.

I say ironically because Petrov approved of a leadership accountable to no one, this having always been the way the Kremlin had ruled the Soviet Union and its empire of puppet states. The Soviet problem with the British Labour Party was not its system, but that its leadership was not loyal to Moscow.

The KGB’s task was to change that, and ours to un-change it. With billions of lives at stake, we had to get this right. Naturally, as befitted the seriousness of the situation, our campaign kicked off with a party.


Chapter 41

“This is a mistake,” Petrov grumbled. “It will lead to the deaths of some of us. Maybe us all.”

To be honest, I had grown so bored of Petrov’s fatalism that his warning barely registered. Simmons, though, took a wicked delight in countering the Russian’s dour comments with bourgeois exuberance.

She threaded her arm through his and squeezed affectionately. “Nonsense, Grandpa Lenin. We’re going to a party and that can never be a bad idea.”

“Even if you insist on this madness, it is imperative that I am not seen with you. We should only communicate via dead drop, except in emergencies for which we should establish protocols in advance. It is rudimentary tradecraft.”

“Simmer down, kids,” Zudge said. “I paid all your membership fees, so you will come to this party and jolly well enjoy it. As for you, Colonel Petrov, you are our star guest. English socialists won’t be able to resist a real Russian with a mysterious background that he cannot reveal for security reasons. You are our icebreaker.”

Even at the time, I didn’t doubt that Petrov was right in his own way. But we were from the future. And that meant we knew plenty of stuff the time locals did not, not least the outline of how Operation Bulldog would play out. We also had a few 34th-century gadgets left in our equipment rucks, most important of all being our doses of mind control gel left over from the last mission to 2029.

I mean, this was the 1970s. Their vision of the future was thermoplastics with go-faster stripes. How hard could this be?

With Petrov muttering Russian curses at all of us – but especially Zudge – we turned into the driveway of number 19 and we all instinctively hesitated, taking in the enemy stronghold that we were about to infiltrate.

It didn’t look like the kind of place that got you killed. And the plan was flawless. Without anything in the way of specific leads or names of suspicious individuals, we decided to kick off our counter-espionage operation at this social event for some of the Labour Party internal factions. There we would eat, drink, chat, and I would place money on the name of my old mate, Marx, coming up.

In other words, we would make it up as we went along, which sounded quintessentially Stiletto. However, as I stood on the block paved driveway, it dawned on me that this had really been Simmons’ idea all along. She’d just twisted things to make it look as if it had come from me.

The enemy base in question was a four-bedroom detached mock-Tudor home built in a leafy suburb of London called Golders Green. It was a social gathering-cum-fundraiser-cum-recruitment drive for several overlapping groups within the British Labour Party, which was the main socialist political party in 1970s Britain, though many of its membership thought it not nearly socialist enough.

The group we most wanted to infiltrate was the CLPD. I was beginning to learn that party members held a deep love of acronyms, but this is the only one you need to remember. CLPD. The Campaign for Labour Party Democracy. It was pushing for a package of changes to party rules that would make the aloof leadership vastly more accountable to its members.

Or, if you wanted to rephrase the same idea but from a different ideological perspective, the CLPD was campaigning to weaken the power of Labour Party members of parliament. (These Labour ‘MPs’ currently formed the country’s minority government under the brand-new leadership of Prime Minister James Callaghan). Having taken the power away from the unworthy, the CLPD would give it to activist groups within the wider party, some of whom were being marshalled by KGB agents in Operation Bulldog, and some of whom were currently enjoying cheese, wine, and nibbles at this fine example of 1930s suburbia in Golders Green.

That’s plenty enough inside left party politics. Now let’s return to the kind of party I approve of.

* * *

We gathered in a tiled porchway, trusting our 1970s culture expert, Jean Simmons, to gain access to the building. Jean pressed the button of a white box mounted on the door. It resembled a door chime, but we didn’t hear anything.

We could hear voices and music inside. Definitely a party going on. Signal wave analysis (yes, my uprated brain could do this in some circumstances) identified the music as coming from a long-playing vinyl record called The Dark Side of the Moon.

“It’s not working,” I said.

“Perhaps,” said Jean. “But we can’t be sure. The English are sticklers for politeness – even revolutionary English socialists – so we follow the protocol. We wait two minutes while we mutter curses under our breath, then if there’s no response, we escalate by pressing the button again and knocking hard.”

This escalation of the entry protocol proved unnecessary when the door was opened by a man in a waxed black sailor’s jacket and a shiny black peaked hat. I noticed a hammer-and-sickle pin badge on his lapel.

“Don’t just stand there,” he said. “Come on in.”

We did. Petrov immediately shook his hand and greeted him in Czech. “Good evening, Mr. Matovič.”

The socialist in the sailor’s coat laughed politely. “I’m not Pavol. He’s doing the rounds with the cheese hedgehog. It’s been languishing in the kitchen, you see.”

“And you are?”

“Arthur. Arthur Boddington.”

“And you’re CLPD?”

“For my sins, yes. I’m physically present at the meetings of socialist intellectuals plotting for the socialist victory, but all I really do is nod my head and smile. My true place is upstairs in the spare room that serves as the headquarters of the revolution. I do the duplicating, address the envelopes, maintain the card index and the like. Dull but jolly important to the cause. Ah, here’s the man himself.”

We were squeezed inside a long entrance corridor with floor tiles to match those of the porch. It led to a carpeted staircase and a back kitchen. Both were humming with partygoing. Now a wooden paneled door opened from the front room and a man emerged in a cloud of cigarette smoke.

I immediately sensed his aura of significance. He was tall with broad shoulders and narrow waist, his black hair slicked back and streaked with burnished silver. He dressed smartly too, with jacket, shirt and tie all black. On another man, the darkness of his clothing would seem sinister, but it gave Pavol Matovič an aura of intellectual seriousness.

“Hello,” he said. “New cogs for the machine, I see.” He pointed at Zudge and me. “Now, you two I know. Derrick mentioned you. Good, good. We like to mold minds while they’re still young. And in all seriousness, it is always a delight to see enthusiastic supporters of the cause from the Young Socialists. Such a boring cliché, I know, but you truly are the future. We must never forget that, however pressing the concerns of the present. Speaking of which, can I interest you in a hedgehog?”

He lifted a plate bearing a large uncooked potato wrapped in aluminum foil and stabbed with cocktail sticks mounted with cubes of mild cheddar cheese and pineapple. Sliced grapes on sticks snapped shorter were arranged to resemble the hedgehog’s mouth nose and eyes.

As we helped ourselves to cheese and pineapple spines, we made enthusiastic introductions with our host.

Matovič had fled Czechoslovakia as a youth just before the Second World War. He was now the brains behind the CLPD and closely aligned to its ally in the Labour parliamentary party, an MP called Tony Benn. Matovič didn’t quite match what we had on record, but he was a close parallel to a man mentioned in the preferred history.

As for his reference to the Young Socialists, Zudge and I had joined the youth wing of the Labour Party for which you had to be under 27. We hadn’t even needed to lie about our age. Now I was officially young again. I loved it.

“Drinks and nibbles are in the kitchen,” Matovič told us, looking pointedly at our empty hands devoid of any contribution of our own. “During this hot summer, lager’s become quite the thing for you youngsters, so we have Skol and Carling in the fridge. Tastes like chilled piss, of course, but it’s impossible to get proper Czech lager. For grown-up drinkers we have bottles of Worthington E and Bass Red. White wine for the ladies.”

“I’m a huge admirer of Chablis,” said Simmons.

“Then you are a lady of exquisite taste.”

“I am especially fond of Domaine Raveneau,” she said and licked her lips sensually, though without showing off her tongue’s inhuman length.

“I didn’t realize we had a guest from across the pond. I thought you Americans produced your own plonk these days.”

“California is doing us proud in that regard,” Simmons said. “But the Old World remains the best. For now.”

“Chablis, is it?” He paused, perhaps to emphasize once again that we hadn’t brought any booze of our own, Simmons mistakenly thinking that to do so would be rude in England. “We’ve a couple of bottles of Black Tower on the go, but I think we might have a Chablis in the cellar. What was the name of the vineyard you liked?”

“Domaine Raveneau. Regrettably, I believe they don’t export it. Same problem as your Czech beers.”

“Indeed, indeed.” Matovič seemed pained, a host embarrassed by his guest. “You have surprisingly expensive tastes.”

“The best French wines are an overpriced but delightful bourgeois delight. Thankfully, when I visited the vineyards of Burgundy on a vacation to France, my lover at the time paid for everything throughout the entire trip.”

That brought a chuckle from Matovič. “Free booze always tastes better, no?”

“Quite. And the Raveneau wine was something you don’t forget. The only way to drink it safely is to first insert a lead-lined mouthguard, lest the wine’s intense acidity strips the enamel from your teeth.”

I felt a Zudge nudge in my side and looked down at my short friend. The irritation in her face prompted my brain to notice that somehow Jean Simmons had won the full attention of the man who was, on paper, the most important person here. Taking the hint, we left them to it and pushed on into the kitchen, Petrov coming too. Before we got there, we were intercepted by a woman wearing thick-rimmed spectacles and an even thicker woolen cardigan.

“Hello,” she said. “I’m Brenda.” She addressed Zudge specifically. “I apologize for my husband. He means well, but he can be such a chauvinist pig sometimes.”

Zudge and I looked at each other, totally bewildered.

Petrov explained. “Mrs. Matovič refers to Mr. Matovič offering the women wine and not beer.”

Brenda peered at Petrov, studying him. “I was going to say Czech, but no… you’re Russian?”

He greeted her warmly in Russian, which she seemed to understand enough to enjoy. After introducing us all, he gallantly kissed the back of her hand, which she enjoyed even more.

“Now, you’re going to call me a terrible hypocrite,” she said to Petrov. “But having just chastised my husband for making grotesquely stereotypical assumptions, I’m going to do exactly the same and suggest that you might like a glass of vodka, Ivan Sergeyevich.”

“Of course,” replied Petrov. “What is a party without vodka?” The man laughed. I hadn’t known the Russian was physically capable of such a thing.

“We’ve the usual Western Smirnoff from the offie,” Brenda said apologetically. “We did bring some more interesting bottles back from our trip to Poland, but the only one left is rather a queer one, flavored with rowan berries of all things.”

The dour Russian’s eyes lit up with excitement. Something else I didn’t think he was capable of. “You mean Polmos Jarzebiak? It is one of my favorite vodkas.”

Zudge and I made our excuses and left Petrov with Brenda while we made a beer foraging expedition to the kitchen.

In our preparation for this event, we had feared that we would need to learn the finer details of internal Labour Party politics, and that is what we had tried to educate ourselves about. Now it seemed that all you needed to do to become best friends with English socialists (and the Czech refugee and token Scotsman also at the party) was to start talking about alcoholic beverages. If only we’d known it would be so easy.

Or so we thought.

I had plenty to say about booze, but that mostly involved drinks from the Nordic Cooperation Zone of the 2290s, though I did enjoy my brief acquittance with the Belgian ales of 1848. As for Zudge, alcohol was frowned upon by WorldSoc, just one of their many crimes against humanity.

Our initial attempts to start conversations were politely avoided. Everyone seemed pleased to see fresh blood, at least at a theoretical level, but what they really wanted to do was speak to the important people here tonight, everyone else be damned.

Zudge and I compared notes while boosting our hydration with bottles of Worthington E and stoking up our all-important reserves of salt and chemical flavorings with crispy snacks called chopsticks and frazzles.

We decided to split up and work the party, each applying our various wiles and charms to win the trust of the Labour activists and entice them to reveal glimpses of their dark secrets. Petrov was convinced KGB assets had infiltrated the CLPD, which meant it likely that they were here. But who?

Everyone was raring to find out.

Well, Petrov wasn’t. He was adamant we should never be seen together in public and only communicate using only a pre-agreed set of codes so simple that even idiot amateurs could understand them. His words, not mine.

Of course, we didn’t follow his advice. Where would be the fun in that?

Besides, it would slow things down. We had to stop Operation Bulldog before it gathered too much momentum and we’d already been in 1976 for six weeks now. This was our first outing, and we were eager to get on with it.

In case you’re wondering whether we had wasted those weeks indulging in the cultural pleasures of 1970s England – such as they were – then you try arriving in a strange time era with nothing but the clothes on your back (which came from a different era), and a half-empty rucksack left over from a trip to 2029.

I think we did pretty well, all things considered, and we were confident that we’d established identities, money, and accommodation without drawing attention to ourselves. Or, at any rate, our anti-surveillance devices we’d packed for 2029 were reporting that no one was listening in on us.

So Zudge and I worked the party, meeting back at the kitchen every twenty minutes or so, to resupply with Worthington E and share what we’d discovered.

If this was saving the world, I could get used to it.


Chapter 42

We learned that there were twenty-seven male activists at the party and three female. Nationality was very important in this era and was mentioned frequently. Our host was a Czech refugee. Another man described himself as a Scottish refugee, which was supposed to be hilarious though none of us Dogz could understand why. He was genuinely Scottish though, unlike the Welshman who was actually as English as everyone else (another ‘joke’ that flew over our heads).

They were all Labour activists, but two middle-aged men in heavy spectacles and ill-fitting woolen sweaters were a breed apart, being treated as VIPs. They were important functionaries of the unions, which was a big deal because these activists needed to win allies in the union movement. Even I understood that, the unions being the main funders of the Labour Party, and in the newly proposed system they would be even stronger power brokers than at the moment. Nothing important would get done without them.

All of this politics I just about understood, but not enough to join in with the little clumps of conversation, so I listened with my enhanced hearing and observed with my piercing blue eyes.

I spotted the shiftiness of words not matching body language. I overheard whispered remarks that proved the place was alive with backstabbing, lies, jealousy, and hatred. I was surprised to learn that the most hated person was the new Labour prime minister, James Callaghan, who was also the elected leader of the Labour Party. That was no secret, though. Everyone here made a great performance of articulating their contempt for the entirety of the party leadership.

Unfortunately, all of this felt perfectly normal for a clique of disgruntled political radicals. No one had the decency to wear a badge to indicate whether they were or were not a KGB asset.

My three companions fared better, at least with engaging in conversation.

Petrov avoided us all night, probably sulking because he had wanted to come alone. Said he was making good notes and observations but nothing specific yet.

In this overwhelmingly male environment, everyone wanted to chat with Simmons. It wasn’t difficult to see why, but I’ll come to Simmons in a moment.

Zudge made progress too. Of the other women at the party, we’d already met Brenda Matovič. Then there was Mrs. Gale, an elderly woman who smiled a lot but didn’t say much. I think she was mostly there for the company.

Zudge told me there was another girl holding court in the dining room and took me over to introduce me. This turned out to be Evelyn Bolton, and Zudge was excited to be striking up a rapport with her because they were the only two girls of our age among the very male group of activists.

Evelyn had a sweet face that was framed by chestnut waves down to her shoulders, and her smooth cheeks dimpled sweetly when she took a drag on her cigarette. She wore a micro mini dress in a black and red floral print, and her enormously long, bare legs ended in wedge sandals chunky enough to rival Kiss’s stage boots.

I hadn’t rated 1970s fashion until that point. Evelyn made me question that.

I said hello, tried not to rest my gaze in the wrong places, and soon left Zudge to it. She was playing the admiring wallflower to Evelyn’s alpha female. Striking up a friendship was the perfect way to infiltrate the group.

Although I didn’t stay long, Evelyn made a big impact on me. Her hazel eyes were a captivating blend of warmth and curiosity that drew you in, but I saw a sharpness in her gaze, and a subtle glint that hinted at a depth of cunning beneath her friendly exterior. The steep upward curve of her smile was disarming but practiced. And though her voice was pleasant, and her words calm and articulate, both carried an undertone of calculation.

Something about Evelyn’s demeanor felt off, a sense of veiled secrecy that set my instincts on edge.

When I told Zudge later that night, she said I had imagined it, that my mental faculties had been disrupted by the poor girl’s micro dress, and that in any case half the people there had spent all evening backstabbing and jostling for position within the clique. Perhaps I was judging Evelyn differently because she was young, pretty, and female?

I felt that rebuke so sharply that I didn’t instantly ignore it. Simmons had said almost the same thing earlier that night to a spotty young man called Derrick, and I was not comfortable comparing myself with him.

Jean Simmons. International rock star, the poster girl on the bedroom wall for millions of teenage boys and almost as many girls.

But not in this version of reality.

She had abandoned the rock demoness persona and adopted a sexy librarian one, wearing a green velvet skirt and vest and gold lamé blouse with a fat ruffle collar that steadily accumulated crumbs as the night progressed. The fit was surprisingly modest, though her knee-high leather boots did hint at the rock ‘n’ roll demon inside of her.

“I used to be a history teacher in New York City in the early 70s,” she told me. “This is the kind of thing I would wear. The look will be out of date in New York, of course, but this is England and… well, look around at these people. Half of them are still wearing clothes from the home front of the Second World War. Hello? Clothes rationing is no longer a thing.”

Thick rimmed glasses were the secret weapon of the undercover rock goddess, and she used two spectacle maneuvers to devastating effect.

From time to time, she would push them up with her middle finger to exude a little vulnerability and clumsiness so that the men weren’t too much in awe of her.

Then there was seductive mode in which she would take glasses off in a dramatic gesture and shake her hair… just slightly, a move she said she’d borrowed from someone called Wonder Woman.

Every eye would be upon her. And then the glasses would go back on, and she was the Plain Jane history teacher once more, seemingly unaware that the room had filled with sighs, colored cheeks, and men suddenly needing to adjust their posture.

To enhance her sexy teacher look, she displayed a nerdelicious understanding of politics and history. Plus she had the American accent that made her an exotic, though when she met someone new, she was always careful to denounce the Vietnam War and her country’s military-industrial complex first, so that the English socialists could safely lust over her without any moral qualms.

Naturally, I listened in on her. She was wasted as a rock star. Jean Simmons was a natural spy, working those conversations like a pro.

On a few occasions, though, she dropped out of the script and spoke her mind. Such as one conversation I overheard with the aforementioned spotty dent-head named Derrick, who tried his luck by intercepting her in the upstairs hallway after she’d made a visit to the bathroom.

“Jean Simmons,” he said, rolling her name around his tongue. “You’re not that ridiculous American rock star, are you? The one with the makeup and tongue. Doesn’t even play his own instrument, I hear.”

There was a pause in which I guessed she rolled her eyes, though I couldn’t see them. “I know of whom you speak, and I hear he is most proficient with his instrument, but you’ll find me quite different.”

“I heard Jean Simmons isn’t even his real name. He’s an Israeli immigrant. Arrived in America and took the name of Jean Simmons the actress. What a plonker!”

“Actually,” she said condescendingly. “I believe his stage name came from a rockabilly singer.”

Derrick skipped a beat. A part of him was registering that this conversation wasn’t following his script and the pretty girl had a mind of her own.

I was in one of the spare bedrooms, on the outskirts of a heated debate about whether to limit political campaigns to ones the masses would understand. Watching a spotty lad try to pick up Jean Simmons was far more interesting, so I edged to the open bedroom doorway and surreptitiously spied.

Derrick wore dirty flared denim jeans and a black velvet jacket with lapels the size of Jutland.

“Perhaps you’re right about the man’s name,” Derrick said. “Either way, I can’t imagine a person more different from you. Jean Simmons the socialist activist and Gene Simmons the rock star in makeup. One is such a damned impressive gal and the other nothing but a male chauvinist pig.”

Jean removed her glasses and gave poor Derrick a military-grade eye stare. “Why? Why do you say that, Derrick?”

“Why what? Why are you so impressive?” The lad grinned, thinking she’d fed him a line to flatter her by. Boy, was he wrong.

“No,” Jean snapped.

She replaced her glasses, pushing them up her nose, and continued in a more demure voice. “I mean why do you think that musician is a chauvinist pig?”

“The oaf boasts about his sexual conquests.”

“Does he? Does he publish photographs in a newsletter and name the women he’s slept with?”

“I don’t think so. But all these women he supposedly beds… he talks as if he’s doing them a favor.”

“When he ‘beds’ these women, does he do so without their consent?”

“Well… Not that I’m aware of.”

“If I were a successful performer of popular music concerts, I would certainly take advantage of the situation for my own sexual gratification. Believe me, Derrick, there would be no shortage of men desperate to satisfy me. Or, at least, to make the attempt. You see… Derrick… I am most demanding in the bedroom.”

“I…… I…” Derrick’s cheeks were red. He rubbed his finger under his scarlet neck scarf that was suddenly too tight.

Simmons moved in for the kill. “Does that make me a female chauvinistic pig?”

“No, of course not.”

“Then why do you describe the male Gene Simmons as such?”

“Well… it’s different for a man, do you see?”

“Ahh…” Simmons gave him a look of demonic disdain. “Is it?”

The man’s mouth opened but this was the moment when his brain finally caught up with events and vetoed his power of speech.

Simmons removed her spectacles again. Her rock star sultry pout flickered briefly. “It would appear that you hold women to a different standard of sexual behavior than men. Perhaps it is you who are the male chauvinist pig, Derrick. Meditate on that.”

Derrick mumbled unintelligibly and then fled downstairs.

But Simmons wasn’t done with him yet. Oh, no. She was a complex person. In the gaps between other conversations she struck up that night, she would pursue Derrick. Toying with him like a cat with a mouse.

Or so it seemed to me at the time. Simmons didn’t come home with us that night; she left with Derrick, explaining to me that she was going to milk him dry for all he was worth.

You could always tell when Jean Simmons was feeling at ease, because she would insert cheesy sex lyrics into every conversation. She couldn’t help herself. I honestly don’t think she was aware she was doing it, and after a while we all stopped noticing too.

When I asked her the next day whether Derrick had proved up to her demanding bedroom standards, she gave a dreamy look and enquired whether I was really wondering if I would measure up to Derrick’s performance.

“There is only one way to be sure,” she told me. “And I’m a firm believer in empirical evidence. Oh, Stiletto, yes. I want to be fed your evidence. I want your every last…”

Believe me, it went on. By that stage, I knew her well enough to realize she wasn’t coming onto me. Just being her unique self and fooling around.

Probably.


Chapter 43

“I’m leaving.”

I stared at Petrov. I narrowed my eyes at him. I furrowed my brow deeper than Mons Olympus, but none of it helped make sense of his words.

It was the morning after the Golders Green party. At this hour, by rights my brain should be asleep. “Zudge,” I called up the stairs. As his smearer, Petrov was her problem, not mine. My job was to cook a medical breakfast for intrepid time agents and their followers, we who had been sorely injured in the course of saving history by the regrettable effects of unrestrained alcohol consumption.

I decided to ignore the Russian and returned to stirring the sizzling frying pan. As I did, I clawed through the foggy memory of the night before, searching for the cause of my sore head. I’d drunk about a dozen pint bottles of Worthington E and Bass, which didn’t sound too bad.

More details emerged from the mist. Zudge had researched the beer brands and learned that in this era, the same brewery brewed both beers in the same batches, but stuck different labels on them and pretended they were distinct beers. She had been on the cusp of explaining this to a pair of socialist beer activists engaged in a Worthington vs. Bass debate, but I stopped her just in time.

My memories tracked forward from that point until they hit upon the Matovičs bringing out the whisky for the faithful diehards who had stayed until the party’s bitter end.

Yes, the whisky. That explained many things.

But not Petrov, who was at the threshold of the door with a suitcase in one hand.

“Stay there, Colonel. Zudge! Zudge! You have a problem.”

I returned to my chef’s duties.

I was no longer a newbie time agent and, as a professional, I had prepared beforehand. We’d stocked up on sausages, eggs, mushroom, orange juice, bread to make toast, and tins of pre-cooked haricot beans in tomato sauce that were the staple diet of this era.

Breakfast was almost ready, and Petrov was choosing this moment to leave? This era made no sense. I blamed the Cold War.

Zudge’s little legs thundered down the carpeted stairs.

“What’s the matter?” she asked, trying and failing to tousle some kind of shape into her hair.

Her makeup from the previous night had not weathered the night well, and she was wearing the shirt I’d worn to the party last night. As far as I could tell, that was all she was wearing.

I stopped turning the sausages and fished around in last night’s haze for an explanation of why Zudge was inside my shirt.

Unfortunately, that memory was temporarily unavailable.

Clearly Zudge needed something inside her before she could function properly. I judged ten hours sleep would do it, but she would have to make do instead with my medicinal breakfast.

After she ordered Petrov not to leave, I took pity on her, and gave her five minutes to shower some sense into herself while I finished fixing the fry up.

Twenty minutes later, the three of us were sitting around the dining room table, tucking into a full English breakfast, and talking business.

I should take a moment to explain where we were enjoying this lavish luxury.

Our base of operations was a dilapidated house in the East End, sandwiched between Regent’s Canal and the Bethnal Green Gas Holder Station, the latter being two hulking iron structures part filled with titanic bags of explosive gas. It looked insanely dangerous to me, but Simmons insisted I should view them as urban cathedrals to modernity.

That was easy for her to say – Simmons came from a primitive century – but I appreciated that the rent was cheap. Finding a place within easy walking distance of central London on our budget hadn’t proved easy, and so I had to trust that the rusting Victorian technology would last long enough for us to complete our mission without exploding.

Simmons was a woman of many hidden talents and tastes. Spy novels were among them, and she named our place the Circus as a literary homage to a book whose name I’ve already forgotten.

Over breakfast, Petrov reminded us that it had been a mistake for us to be seen together at the party last night. That we should keep ourselves separate and communicate through secure means only.

We’d been hearing something similar from him ever since we’d arrived, but Zudge and I felt it would overcomplicate what should be a simple affair.

There was a more sinister reason too. Back in the EPDR, Zudge had smeared Terry Fisher of the Internal Security Directorate. Over the weeks, her hold on him had begun to slip. Only a little, but Colonel Petrov was a far more dangerous man than Terry, and we didn’t know how long this operation would last. I wanted Petrov close enough to keep an eye on. I’d grown fond of Grandpa Lenin, as Simmons had christened him, but if he looked like he was going to betray us, I wouldn’t hesitate to kill him. I know we’d had fun the night before, but we weren’t messing around here.

Looking back, I think Petrov had planned his exit for weeks, waiting for the moment when he judged the Zudge to be at her most vulnerable.

We didn’t think Petrov could refuse a direct order from her. But it didn’t come to that. He persuaded her that he was right and that Zudge and I were the biggest amateurs since Lenin and Trotsky seized control of Russia with zero understanding of how a communist system would work in practice and preceded to make everything up as they went along.

It was a backhanded insult and compliment mixed into one. It was a masterstroke and confounded Zudge into agreeing that he should set up his own base of operations and contact us when he was ready.

With the big question decided, we enjoyed the rest of the tasty food while comparing notes on everything we had learned the night before. To be more accurate, everything we had learned and could remember.

It didn’t feel like much, but Petrov thought it had been a good start. “It takes patience and careful work. Develop your contacts, confound those watching you.”

“People are watching us?”

“They are always watching someone and somewhere. Assume all of us are being watched all of the time. It is the only way to make progress.”

“And to stay alive,” Zudge suggested.

“Yes. That is important too.”

As his parting shot, Petrov got his finger out and waved it in our faces. “I know you both. Shortcuts. You look always for shortcuts. Do not use the mind gel.”

“So you keep telling us.”

“Imbeciles! Of course I keep telling you this, because I am right, and you are idiots. The KGB Bulldog assets are compartmentalized. None know who the others are. Even if you smear a Bulldog asset, they will not lead you to the rest of the operation and they will suddenly change behavior. Their handlers will see this and react.”

We promised to stay off the gel like good little spies, and Petrov made his exit.

“Thank you for breakfast,” he said as he opened the door. Then he turned to me. “Your cooking was very filling, Mr. Caldwell. But next time, I advise the use of pepper and a pinch of mustard powder.”

I laughed, seeing right through his sly communist wiles. “You’re just saying that so I feel better about you going.”

Petrov gave me a pitiful look and left.

“What do we do next?” I wondered.

“Go back to bed,” Zudge suggested.

The night before it had all seemed so easy. Now I felt lost.

I racked my brains. Trying to come up with ideas. But got nowhere.

Half an hour later, Simmons returned. She had the proverbial spring in her step, a song on her lips, and a head brimming with ideas.

She immediately saw my despondency and gave me a personalized pep talk that rekindled my enthusiasm within minutes.

“And that, my Great Dane, is why I only drink in moderation,” she concluded.

I groaned.

We’d brought Simmons and Petrov along for their specialist knowledge. I hadn’t expected these recruits from a primitive era to be smarter than us.


Chapter 44

Petrov ignored the men approaching him and pretended to concentrate on the excited boys by the Serpentine boat hire shop. The youngsters had pooled their money and one of them was trying to haggle for a group discount with the boat hire worker. A future capitalist in the making… if the time travelers’ mission proved successful.

The men sat either side of him on the park bench.

“Welcome, comrades,” Petrov said, not looking away from the children. “I’ve been expecting you.”

In Russian, one of the KGB men enquired, “Who the fuck are you, old man? And what are you doing here?”

“Your rigor is noted, comrade. You don’t know me. Nor should you. You were not informed of my arrival, nor should you have been. I report directly to Comrade Major Rogozin out of Norman, Oklahoma.”

The two men maintained a threatening silence while they considered his response. Overhead, the birds of Hyde Park sang their summer songs, unconcerned with the affairs of humans. Unless crumbs were involved.

The KGB used highly professional assets. However, take them outside of their usual parameters and they would flounder. Each man flanking Petrov was silently working through the implications of what he had just said, assessing the next move, and knowing that making the wrong one would lead to a terrible fate. Indeed, it was possible that by this point all possible actions on their part would lead eventually to their deaths.

Petrov judged this the right moment to speak. “The geese are flying low over Leningrad.”

This was the emergency recognition code phrase. Which he followed with, “Have you heard about the new oboist of the Kharkov Symphony Orchestra? He comes highly recommended.”

The second was the ‘obey me in all things or your superiors will answer for it’ phrase.

The problem with such code phrases, naturally, was that if the other side learned them, they would be used against you. If an asset was known to be compromised, such codes would be changed, but they had not.

So which was the more likely scenario? That the KGB’s London station had been compromised and its commanders were unaware of this. Or that this Russian who had inserted himself inside an active operation was a loyal servant of the Soviet Union, one so highly connected that his presence had not been announced?

And why would that happen? Because the Kremlin was suspicious. Someone very senior had been displeased by their operation. Possibly they had been compromised.

Such were the calculations running through the men’s heads. Whatever Petrov’s true purpose, they concluded that they themselves and every asset in England was under suspicion.

Or so Petrov reported later to me and the Zudge. He already knew we were not quite in the version of history our records said was the correct one. So it had been quite the gamble that the phrases he’d memorized fifty years previously would also work in this timeline.

As the boys clambered into their pedal boats on the Serpentine pond, buzzing with excitement and quite unaware of the deadly drama playing out a short distance away under the trees, Petrov struck the killer blow. “The success of Operation Bulldog is imperiled,” he said. “Allow me to conduct my affairs in my own way and we three shall meet in the next decade in what is currently called Parliament Square but will be renamed as befits our socialist victory. There we shall share good vodka under the banner of the hammer and sickle that will hang from Big Ben.”

Vodka. I had already concluded that the Russians in this era were obsessed with it, and it seemed fitting that Petrov ended his first brush with the KGB with the drink’s mention.

Or perhaps Petrov had added that ending to his report because he was playing to my stereotypical notions of Russians and vodka, a detail about me that he knew well. He was a cunning customer, and I had no way to know how much of what he reported was true.

The only reason I trusted Petrov was because we were still alive.


Chapter 45

Once our heads had cleared, we were all eager to follow up the connections we’d begun to establish at the party.

Zudge went for a drink with Evelyn, I volunteered to help Arthur Boddington with the backroom work for the CLPD, Petrov did his own spy thing (graciously blessing us with an update on the occasions it suited him), and Simmons most bizarrely of all dated Derrick.

I’m sure Zudge got the best deal out of that. As for who got the shitty end of the stick? Well, I was fairly sure that was me.

Arthur could be a patronizing jerk at times. Well, almost all the time, if I’m honest. He had a perfect knack for communication, tailoring to his audience his frequent ruminations about politics and history and the like. He always pitched things at just the right level for me to not quite follow what he was saying. Arthur Boddington forced his supposed intellectual inferiors to either silently stew in their own inadequacy or constantly ask him to illuminate their profound ignorance.

The funny thing about Arthur was that I don’t think he was aware he was doing this, and he would be horrified if he realized how uncomfortable he made many people feel. In many ways he was a warm and caring person, very generous with his time and money.

He was certainly generous about explaining the inner workings not only of the Campaign for Labour Party Democracy, but the complex politics of the inner and outer left in mid-1970s Britain.

It was a tumultuous time. Harold Wilson – the Labour leader for the past dozen years and hated by the CLPD — had won the last general election but had just resigned, to be replaced by James Callaghan, whom the CLPD disliked just as much. Although Labour was in power, they had a majority in parliament of just a couple of seats.

According to the official history of this period, there were a rash of by-elections coming up, where individual parliamentary seats would be fought due to the death or resignation of the sitting member of parliament. If you think through the math, every by-election was an existential crisis for a party in government with a two-seat majority.

Then there was the alternate history of the period. The one I’d first learned from a pamphlet in a dismal King’s Lynn bookshop in the English People’s Democratic Republic. Arthur talked about the two leaders of Labour’s left wing, Tony Benn (broadly supported by our team in the CLPD) and Michael Foot. I knew they were important because in the EPDR timeline, Callaghan had been ousted as prime minister in a vote of no confidence, to be replaced by Tony Benn, who would go on to win the general election in 1979.

But Benn would grow suspicious of the Soviet influence that surrounded him and was poisoned (ricin dart to the bum). Foot became the fourth Labour prime minister in six years, but by the time he realized what was going on, it was far too late.

When the Socialist Victory came, Michael Foot didn’t even get a show trial. He was executed by firing squad, same as several thousand other ‘dissident elements’ when the Soviet coup finally came.

As for all the tactics and philosophy behind the machinations of the CLPD and their like, obviously no one in their right mind wants to hear about any of it. Even at the time, most people living in Britain had no idea any of this was going on, and those who did would dismiss it as irrelevant history within a decade or two.

But to the participants in these intra-party wars, this was politics at its most intense. It all mattered. Terribly.

The people we were getting to know pored over the minutest detail of the wording of the latest model resolution (a means to pack their policies into the annual party conference), of the proposed electoral college setup (making sure the right kind of people had power over the party), and a host of other politicking.

And, boy, did Arthur want to explain it all to me. Every last socialist drop of it. And all pitched so I would not quite follow without asking him to elaborate.

Of all my Time Dogz missions so far, this was the one where I was working the hardest. So you’ll forgive me for being pretty pissed off that the first break came not from me, or even Zudge, but our rock goddess performing the role of a socialist Wonder Woman party queen.

* * *

It started with the telephone ringing at the Circus one sun-drenched Saturday morning.

Simmons took the call and burst into the living room where Zudge and I were relaxing with a game of Mouse Trap on the coffee table. We looked up at her, startled, because our rock goddess had lost her swagger. In fact, she looked terrified.

“This reality is flawed,” she announced. “You’ve been saying that all along, but I never realized how screwed it was. I mean, the universe exploding under its own contradictions kind of screwed.”

“What is it?” Zudge asked. “Who was on the phone?”

“Derrick,” Simmons replied ominously. A little too ominously. I realized this was one of her bouts of ‘acting’ that would one day, she assured us, conquer Hollywood. “Derrick’s blown me off.”

“You mean he canceled your date?” Zudge checked.

“Can you believe it?”

“It happens,” I said. “Perhaps he grew bored of you.”

The look of incredulity on Simmons’ face was entirely genuine. I enjoyed it thoroughly.

“Or maybe you were too intimidating,” Zudge suggested.

“Don’t know why you kept him going anyway.”

“Derrick has hidden talents. One in particular is larger than life.”

I groaned. “Jean, it’s too early in the morning for that Kiss tomfoolery. Try saying that again, but this time choose words that aren’t references to genitalia.”

She pouted. It was a sexy look on her, but she did heed my words. “Derrick was a blank canvas. I mean, totally blank. My mark is now upon his canvas and will be forevermore.”

“Better,” I said. “A little. Okay, then. Grab one of these plastic mice and join the game. I don’t think Derrick’s going to grow bored of you any time soon, or see someone else behind your back. He’ll have a perfectly good reason why he couldn’t make it today.”

“But he didn’t, that’s the point. Wait, the tracker gadget gizmo! Can we spy on him?”

“If he’s within range,” said Zudge. “Let’s find out.”

Our bags of tricks from the Kennel had RF trackers designed to be implanted under the skin. They were risky to use in the London of 2029, but 1976 was more primitive. Simmons had engineered no end of opportunities to insert all manner of things under Derrick’s skin and so it was time to employ one of our trusty dragonfly spydrones.

The drone could home in on the tracker if it was within roughly ten kilometers. Derrick lived in East Finchley, which was just out of range, so we sent the drone in the direction of his apartment to see if we could pick him up.

Derrick had told Simmons that he had to drop everything and head to Norfolk, claiming his brother had been in a car accident. Death from vehicle accidents was astonishingly high in this era, so I was inclined to believe Derrick, but Simmons insisted she had a nose that could sniff out a man’s lies across ten states.

Annoyingly, she was right.

The dragonfly had flown only a hundred meters away from the Circus when it picked up Derrick’s signal. He was in Clapham Common, about seven kilometers away and on the other side of the river from East Finchley.

“Derrick Maclean,” Simmons cooed. “You’ve been a very naughty boy.”

* * *

Clapham Common, according to my necklopedia, was one of the many green spaces preserved for public use in the London sprawl of the 1970s. In later decades, it would become notorious as a hive of ‘cottaging’, a quaint British term meaning cruising for gay sex in the gentlemen’s public conveniences that did in fact resemble tiled cottages.

Maybe Derrick was bisexual and got a kick from the edginess of cruising in parks, but I didn’t believe for a moment that he would drop a date with Jean Simmons on a sudden whim.

This was a problem with time travel. Give things another five years or so and the name of Clapham Common would start to become a nationwide code for heavily breathing men hiding in bushes and the like, so that’s what the records I was accessing wanted to highlight. But when I broadened my research, I got the impression that most Londoners experiencing 1976 as it happened would associate Clapham Common with fishing and camping in tents.

* * *

The dragonfly hovered over Derrick sitting on a park bench, a ballpoint pen rolling out of his lips as he puzzled over a newspaper crossword. The man was super intent on his puzzle, which was peculiar because it wasn’t even his. Someone had left it on the empty bench and Derrick had parked his arse and claimed the paper for his own. After a quick skim of the headlines, he went straight for the puzzle page.

“I knew it!” Simmons declared. “For that man to blow me off in favor of a crossword would be against God and against reason. Petrov explained all this. It’s a dead drop. I bet if you picked up that newspaper, you’d see nothing strange, but if you were in the know you’d find a coded message hidden in the crossword answers.”

Zudge knew how to wind up the undercover rock star. “Or maybe Derrick’s avoiding you and did a crossword to pass the time. Perhaps he just feels… I don’t know. Intimidated by you.”

“How dare you? I am worshipped by my lovers. Not feared.”

“Perhaps he wants a girl who will worship him.”

“Hmm… Interesting. But also incorrect. Watch…!”

I wasn’t sure whether to place my money on Zudge or Simmons. Derrick was acting weirdly, but humanity had not evolved to handle people as intense as Simmons.

After ten minutes, Derrick folded up the newspaper and left it behind.

The tracker told us he was walking in the direction of the nearest bus stop, but we kept the dragonfly buzzing around the trees, keeping watch over the newspaper.

A few minutes later, a man in a tan trench coat emerged from the trees and took Derrick’s place on the bench. In an era of long and unkempt hair, this man’s was trimmed military short, all the better to frame his Slavic features. He seemed too obviously Russian to be true, but sure enough he nonchalantly picked up the newspaper and turned the pages to the crossword. He studied the page for a few moments, and then tossed the paper into the bin next to the bench.

“Follow him!” Simmons cried when the alleged Russian rose to walk away.

We tracked him as far as Clapham South Tube Station. Then he gave us the slip.

“What did I tell you?” Simmons was ecstatic. “I’ve been dating a Soviet agent.”

Zudge didn’t look convinced. “I don’t know. It seems too obvious. Petrov said to assume that we were being watched at all times. Any true KGB asset would know that.”

“Grandpa Lenin’s right,” Simmons said. “But he’s being cautious. The Brits have their MI5, but they can’t be everywhere watching everyone of interest. That guy in the trench coat will be pulled from the large pool of low-ranked agents sent to perform routine tasks. MI5 will know who he is but won’t think he’s important enough to spend resources tracking him.”

“Jean’s right,” I said.

Zudge frowned as if I’d betrayed her.

“Remember the secret police in the English People’s Democratic Republic?” I responded. “They practically wore a secret police uniform so the citizens knew they were about. But the more people’s attention were on the obvious spies, the more they weren’t looking at the hidden ones.”

“That was only ever a theory,” Zudge pointed out.

I shrugged. “But I agree with it. Because I’m right. Derrick is spying for someone. The question is: what do we do about it?”

That sounds like an obvious question, but we’d been at this for weeks and still hadn’t come up with an answer.

We could smear Derrick with the mind gel. Hugely tempting, but Petrov had repeatedly warned us against that.

We could keep our target under observation and learn what we could. That would take a lot of effort, and we might not learn anything, but at least it would be a start.

Or we could inform on Derrick to the Brits. MI5 and the Metropolitan Police’s Special Branch had the resources and skills to do this properly. But we had no means of contacting them. And if they found out about us, they might bring us in for a little torture and interrogation because they would want to know who the hell we were.

We briefly went through the usual arguments, but we still couldn’t agree what to do next. Frankly, it was pathetic.

Simmons picked up the control box that had been displaying the images from the dragonfly. “Can we see the pictures again? The ones from Clapham Common?”

“We can,” Zudge replied. “But we can’t print them out.”

“No problem. I can draw them. Then Stiletto can try to inform the Brit spies. We all know you’re going to do it anyway, big guy, so you might as well do it properly.”

Jean Simmons. Rock goddess. Former history teacher. Spy novel addict. And now portrait artist with a 2B pencil. One who could also see right through me, too, because it was true, I’d made up my mind to go find some English spies to talk to. It was a risk, but far better than sitting over a board game talking when we should be doing.

Simmons caught Derrick’s likeness perfectly. The guy in the trench coat too.

And yes, during the long summer of 1976 she sketched me several times. She captured my tattoo particularly well.


Chapter 46

Number 10, Downing Street.

Residence and office of the prime minister.

Even I’d heard of it, growing up.

It was just a normal street, open to the public. I couldn’t believe it. There were even cars parked on the opposite side of the road beside a forest of stainless steel parking meters. Tourists thronged the place, all politely observed by a policeman stationed by the front door.

No wonder this version of Britain had succumbed to a foreign-backed coup. Didn’t they know there was a cold war on?

I was fed up with observing. I’d never make a good spy. I was made for doing things. Unsubtle things.

So when the Japanese couple walked off, after taking photos of the policeman by the famous door, I made my move.

I itched.

I felt hidden snipers train their rifles on my back.

I imagined the family of portly German tourists headed my way were really special forces psychopaths, waiting for me to cross an invisible line that would unleash them to drag me down to the asphalt and beat the shit out of me.

Surely it couldn’t be so easy?

But I made it to the sidewalk alive. I was within touching distance of the policeman.

“I’m allowed here?” I asked him, incredulous.

“You’re not allowed on the step,” he replied. “But the pavement is fine.”

I nodded. “I need to send a message to your intelligence services.”

The policeman regarded me blankly.

“Special Branch and MI5,” I explained.

“I do know who the spooks are, sir. I’ve watched all the Bond movies.”

“I’m a KGB colonel,” I blurted out, hoping this might make him take me seriously. “Colonel Ivan Sergeyevich Petrov.”

“Are you quite certain, sir? You don’t look very Russian to me.”

“Not all KGB agents look obviously Russian. Otherwise they would be too easy to identify.”

“Well, blow me down. I never thought of that, sir. I stand corrected. So, Colonel Petrov, what brings you to London?”

“Operation Bulldog.”

Nothing.

I’d pinned my hopes on that phrase, but the only reaction in the policeman’s expression was the emergence of a smirk. Any moment now, he’d tell me to move along. So I explained in a whisper. “Bulldog is a KGB operation designed to infiltrate your government. When our assets are in position, they will launch a silent coup to ensure that Britain declares loyalty to the Kremlin.”

“If you say so, sir.”

“MI5 and Special Branch will know of Bulldog. They’re trying to fight it.” I passed on the portraits Simmons had drawn. “These two are part of it. Your people need to know.”

The policeman inspected the drawings. “Operation Bulldog. Pass it on. Right you are, sir. Now, if you don’t mind, could you please move along? Only there are other members of the public wishing to take a photograph and you’re in their way.”

I did as he asked, giving way to the German family armed with Instamatic cameras.

The policeman had folded the drawings into his breast pocket. He obviously thought I was a lunatic, but would he pass any of that on?

I had no way of knowing.
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“You did the right thing,” Petrov told me. He chortled. “Literally going to Number Ten. Only you could do that, Comrade Stiletto. Being so open could have fatal complications, of course. But on balance it was the right thing to do. Here, have some of this.”

He handed me a Tupperware flask.

I took a swig. It was… different. Alcoholic for sure, but the blend of sweetness and peppery spice was delicious. “Is this gin?”

“Imbecile! It’s vodka. In this country they sell only industrially distilled gnat’s urine. So I have infused the English so-called vodka with traditional flavorings.”

Petrov took the flask back and took a long swig. He sighed with delight and licked his lips loudly in a decidedly non-English fashion.

Then he noticed that we weren’t alone.

I had met Petrov under the railway arches a short distance from the Circus. He wouldn’t come into the house, and he wouldn’t come near at all in daylight. Outside of its showy center, London was a place of deep shadows due to an energy crisis. Many streetlights were switched off to save electricity, and that was especially true here in the confluence of railway, canal, and gas holders.

After your eyes adjusted to the dark, this part of Bethnal Green had a patchy wash of ambient orange light from distant sodium streetlights. Even my enhanced eyes played tricks with the limited flow of visual data, my paranoid fantasies twisting the orange shadows into threatening shapes.

Though the girl who’d approached us offered a different sort of fantasy. The low light flattered her with a soft, elfin glow. She wore a thick quilted raincoat, black microskirt, and white go-go boots almost to her knees.

“Looking for a good time, love?”

“If I were looking for a good time,” I answered, “the last place I would come is the 1970s.”

“Alright,” she said. “Keep yer hair on. Fuckin’ weirdo.”

“You know,” Petrov said as we watched her move off. “She was actually asking me.”

Maybe she had. In the gloom, I couldn’t tell and didn’t care anyway. I felt a little guilt at my harshness. England in the 1970s was tired and it knew it. But it was still better than the EPDR. “Let’s walk. Walk and drink good vodka. You are a man of surprising talents, Ivan Sergeyevich. Your homemade hooch is a triumph.”

We strolled down the footpath along Regent’s Canal, Petrov interspersing our mutual progress updates with a heartfelt discussion of vodka. For the first time since I’d met him, Petrov approached a state of contentment. I almost felt affection for the man.

I couldn’t say the same about our surroundings. As we rounded a bend in the canal, the darkness seemed to engulf us. The buildings on either side were tall and decrepit, casting impenetrable sludgy shadows between them. In the dim wash of sodium orange, my unreliable mind tried to convince me that the buildings were rushing in to crush us. Telling myself that it was a stupid illusion was no help at all. My stomach was still a knot of worry.

Suddenly, a couple of lads stepped out of an alleyway and headed our way along the canalside towpath. There was a testosterone swagger to their stride that made my pulse quicken.

My eyes started to resolve their details. One was dressed all in leather, the other denim. Both sported shaven heads, which in this era was a signal for trouble. Their eyes glinted with malice. I sensed Petrov stiffen, but he took another long swig from his flask.

“Alright, grandpa?” said one of the young men as they passed, giving him a shoulder shove.

The other lad sniffed loudly. “Jesus! Old geezer stinks like a fuckin’ brewery.”

Petrov stopped. “Distillery.”

“You wa’, grandpa?”

“It’s vodka,” I said turning to face them. “The old man smells like a distillery, not a–”

“Get ’em!”


Chapter 48

At this close range I could see the violence in their eyes and knew instantly that Petrov and I had called this correctly. The pair were always going to attack us. They were opportunist muggers who would beat us to a pulp just on the off chance we had a half packet of cigarettes and a few pound notes.

The thugs based their attack on surprise, and our reluctance to fight back.

But we weren’t surprised. And we hit back hard.

The leather-clad thug lunged at me, but I sidestepped and landed a solid punch to his jaw. He stumbled back, dazed, and I seized the opportunity to sweep his legs out from under him. He hit the footpath with a sickening thud, and I kicked him in the ribs for good measure.

His friend aimed a blow at Petrov’s head. But the old KGB colonel was quicker than he looked, and he dodged the punch with ease before landing a series of jabs to the man’s face and stomach. The thug grunted with pain and staggered back, but Petrov was relentless. He followed up his punches with kicks, sending the weasel reeling.

I was about to step in and finish off Petrov’s opponent, but the leather-clad tough was back in the game and aimed a punch at my face. I ducked, catching only a glancing blow, and landed a punch of my own on his ribs. He grunted in pain, and I followed up with a jab to his eye that sent him sprawling on the ground.

Petrov joined me, and we circled the two thugs, ready for their next move. But they didn’t get up. They lay groaning on the path, clutching their wounds as blood streamed from their noses and mouths.

Petrov and I stood over them, breathless but victorious.

The old man wiped a trickle of blood from his mouth and grinned at me. “Well, well, well, Comrade Stiletto. Who would’ve thought? Maybe we’ll make a man of you yet?”

“And you,” I said, still catching my breath. “Not bad… for a decrepit old man… who was already past it... during the October Revolution.”

Petrov’s chuckles turned to a disapproving clicking sound as he inspected the two defeated men.

“This area must remain secure for us,” he declared. “We cannot afford to have enemies here. Dump these two into the canal.”

I took a moment to steel myself, then I grabbed the one with the most fight under his armpits and began dragging him to the water.

“Next time I’ll bring a zapper,” I said to myself. “I’ll be writing a strongly worded memo to Laz Cohgun on the matter.”

I hesitated on the threshold of throwing the man in the water, my mind concocting vivid images of a splash followed by a few bubbles in the gloom, and then… gone!

My imagination forced through an even more horrific version – the cold water revived him, and he needed a little encouragement from me before he would drown.

This was the Time Dog moral circle that I had yet to square, and it seemed I could never escape. ‘Correcting’ timelines meant I had already been responsible for the termination of countless billions of lives.

If Zudge and I succeeded in London, the Spanish spies we’d met in 2029 would never have existed. I felt sorry for them.

I didn’t feel sorry for the bastard in my arms, though, and I wondered if I would feel any different if he looked as pretty as Lidia Vasquez. I told myself I would kill anyone without hesitation if doing so helped to bring back Merrygold, the Ox, and all the others.

I told myself that, but it wasn’t true.

“No,” I said firmly and let the thug drop to the path. “This isn’t the right way.”

“The mission must succeed,” Petrov said. “Or else you and all your friends will die.”

“That’s true. But if these lowlifes drown in a canal, there will be a murder hunt. And that’s even worse than having them hanging around plotting revenge. I’ve a better idea.”

“Excellent. Excellent. You are learning, my friend.”

I couldn’t decide which astonished me more. That Petrov had called me his friend, or that he seemed pleased that I wasn’t dumping this man into a watery death.

“I am delighted with you,” said Petrov, “because you have shown first the backbone to kill these men but then the intelligence to realize that is not best for our mission. The more sense I can drill into your stubborn skull, the longer I can postpone my inevitable ugly demise. Now tell me your plan.”

I jogged back to the Circus – only a few minutes away – and returned with a dart gun and med pack.

By the time I got back, the hoodlums were coming to, one sitting up and throwing threats at Petrov.

I shot them both with quarter-strength tranq darts. Then we stripped them naked and revived them with a powerful stimulant.

We propelled them along the towpath and pushed them into the lights of Cambridge Heath Road. They staggered along the street like naked zombies, the slow-moving kind.

I had planned to get inside one of those little red telephone boxes and call the police, but the screams of women pierced the night, and we decided to leave that task to someone else.

“One more thing,” said Petrov as we watched our zombies meander in the direction of Whitechapel. “I presume you are planning to help out at Thurrock.”

Thurrock. I know that name…

Facts came into my head.

District of Essex. Just to the East of London. Tilbury Fort. Elizabeth the First and the Spanish Armada. On 15th July, 1976 there was a…

“By-election,” I said. “Everyone’s talking about it. Labour caught a drubbing at the last one. If they fail to retain this seat, they lose their majority in the House of Commons.”

“We lose our majority. Remember to keep in character, boy! Naturally, I shall be there. Knocking on doors. Handing out leaflets. Making the English socialists their pots of tea.”

“And you think we should too?”

“You will meet plenty of contacts. And be seen. That’s important if you want people to trust you. And, yes, I believe it is all right for me to be seen with you three again.”

We had been pretending that we hadn’t known Petrov before our arrival at the Golders Green party. We’d just happened by coincidence to turn up at the same time and had introduced ourselves as we walked up the driveway. Avoiding each other since then had helped to sell that lie.

“Okay. We’ll be there.”

We walked back along the towpath, stopping under the railway arch where we’d met the prostitute earlier.

Petrov gave me an appraising look that ended with a nod. “I think you’ve earned the right to intelligence I haven’t previously revealed. We’ve been infiltrating the Labour Party, but that is only one part of Operation Bulldog.”

“What the Devil?”

“In British democracy, the citizens believe that the candidate who receives the most votes will win the seat in parliament, but that is not quite so.”

Death and torment! In a flash, I saw what he was driving at. “No, it’s the candidate who is awarded the highest vote count.”

Petrov’s grin was slyer than the most cunning urban fox. “There are returning officers, deputy returning officers, supervisors, and lowly counters. The English do not always trust their politicians, but it doesn’t occur to them to distrust their election officials. Electoral fraud? Such a thing would be an outrage. Unthinkable! The English electoral system is made from stiff upper lips and cups of tea with the pinky out. God save the Queen!”

“And you’ve flooded the electoral system with KGB assets.”

“They’ve been in place for years. Sleepers. Scores of them, and every one rigorously trained in electoral fraud. Don’t forget that I not only helped to plan and coordinate Operation Bulldog, I also saw it play out. The 1979 general election will launch a flood of complaints about electoral irregularities, but far too little and too late to change the fact that the right people won crucial seats, and several key enemies will unexpectedly lose theirs. It proves decisive. When communists overturn democracy from within, we only need to win at the ballot box once. After that, there will never be a meaningful election again.”

“Why tell me this now?”

“Because I trust you, Stiletto. You’ve demonstrated tonight that you’re smart enough to realize none of you will be able to infiltrate the ranks of electoral officials, that most respectable bastion of the English bourgeoisie.”

“You are proud of your coup, aren’t you?”

“Enormously.”

I considered the various histories of this island of Britain. The EPDR that resulted from Petrov’s coup was a gray and defeated land, utterly dismal, but it was no worse than the history of my own timeline and we hadn’t needed communists to ruin the place. If Peterborough was anything to go by, the 34th century was even worse than the EPDR. Twenty-two centuries of progress and there had been no progress at all.

“Now I understand why you Russians are so into your vodka. Anything to numb the pain of history.”

“Good. You do understand.”

* * *

Zudge and I had a house rule about life at the Circus. No take homes.

After the depressing talk with the colonel, I couldn’t help myself. I went alone to the Duke of Sussex pub on Goldsmiths Row and came back two hours later with Hannah.

I never did learn what kink Hannah had needed straightening out of her that night, but we were each the perfect therapy for the other to sooth our troubled souls.

After we made love the first time, she rested a coffee mug on my chest tattoo and used it as an ashtray.

We considered smoking a disgusting habit in the Nordic Cooperation Zone, but cancer nails were near universal in this era, and it got her talking. She’d been cagey about what she did but now she admitted she was a traffic warden. Immediately, she glared at me, looking for validation.

“You’re a canary,” I said, remembering Terry Fisher’s explanation.

“Yeah. You got a problem with that?”

“Stub out that ciggie and I’ll show you.”

She did but regarded me with suspicion. So I put her at ease by declaring my honorable intentions. “The only thing better than a woman in uniform,” I said, giving her my rendition of Jean’s lustful stage pout, “is a woman out of uniform.”

I got to work, but in my head I was cursing Jean Simmons all the way. Sub-grade Kiss innuendoes were seeping into my every conversation. I couldn’t help it. I’d almost stuck my tongue out at the poor girl. I could only pray there was a cure.

Afterwards, Hannah and I swapped numbers, but neither of us called the other. We were just being polite.

“Did you learn anything important to the mission?” Zudge asked the next morning, appearing in the hallway the instant Hannah left through the front door.

She was angry with me. I could tell by the way every feature on her face had narrowed and pinched.

The problem was, she looked so cute when she got angry that I just stared at her with a happy puppy grin.

This made her crosser. And therefore cuter.

Which meant I found Zudge even more adorable. Which …

You get the idea.

When I judged I had mere nanoseconds to go before her head exploded with rage, I finally found my serious face and answered her question. “Yes.”

“Yes… Yes, what?”

I touched her on the shoulder. “Pack your Che Guevara T-shirt, Zudgey. We’re going to do our part for the Labour Party at the Thurrock by-election.”


Chapter 49

Now, the thing I need to make clear about by-elections is that you and I would rather eat our own spleens than learn the minutiae of a minor electoral event, especially one that took place a long time ago in a country that no longer exists.

But you will appreciate that the political activists involved at the time did not see it that way.

Politics is tribal and election night is tribalism on stimulants. Your team is right in all things. Every outsider sits somewhere on a sliding scale from ignorant and misguided through deceitful and corrupt to vile filth who don’t deserve to live in your society – or anywhere else, for that matter.

If you’ve never played at political party activism, just think of the most popular team sport in your culture. Elections are like the final of the national championship. There’s ten minutes left on the clock and the score is tied. You would sacrifice your own life for one more point on the scoreboard. For two points, you’d sacrifice your kids too.

For political animals for whom our past is their present, winning crucial elections would prove to be a bigger highlight in their lives than the best sex they ever had. Although, come to think of it, there was a lot of romping going on at party headquarters on election night.

Okay. Point made. Now we can skip over the leafleting, the making of tea, the ‘can Oonagh count on your vote on Thursday the 15th?’ doorstep conversations, and the host of backroom gophering chores we carried out with smiles plastered on our faces. All I will say is that when you flit between time periods the way I do, the lines people draw to distinguish good insiders from bad outsiders seem increasingly flimsy, but once you join a tribe, even we time travelers feel a tremendous pressure to view the world through their distorted lens.

In other words, Zudge and I soon became passionate about the by-election and our cheers were genuine when Oonagh triumphed on the night.

Oonagh, incidentally, is Oonagh McDonald, the Labour Party candidate fighting to retain Thurrock after the death of its member of parliament. She matched the records the Kennel had put in my head. Even the vote counts were within a few dozen of the ‘right’ numbers.

This fitted a pattern that Zudge and I had noticed. Almost everything in this rerun of 1976 lined up with the recorded version. Which came in handy because a large chunk of the funds we’d raised came from betting on the horses. The right nag didn’t always come home first, but they usually did.

But when it came to politics and geopolitics, the more we were interested in something, the more it was out of whack with history. Take the Campaign for Labour Party Democracy we had infiltrated. Many of the people we had met were similar but didn’t quite match recorded history. It was almost as if history had taken key people and re-rolled a few of their characteristics – not least their names ؘ– but left most of them unchanged.

The count took place at a local sports hall and there was a busy to-and-fro between the count, the local party HQ in Tilbury, and the rowdy celebrations in the flat above the party offices. The official count wasn’t announced until the early hours of the morning, but the exit poll said we’d retained the seat. Our team were confident they had won. So were our Tory opponents who were grim faced all night and refused to talk to us.

The party offices weren’t large enough to contain the jubilation of victory, and many of us decamped to a lovely Thameside pub called the World’s End, which was next to the sewage works.

Arthur Boddington dragged me away from the World’s End to help him run an errand.

But instead of heading up the road to the office, he drove in the other direction, and we ended up at the Ship pub over a half pint of Red Barrel.

I expected him to explain himself, but we were halfway through our drinks, and he still hadn’t declared his love for me or attempted to recruit me to the local chapter of the Morris Dancers. I really hadn’t any idea what this was about.

Then he began in his patent Arthur Boddington way. “Notice anything, old boy?”

“Yeah, we smashed it tonight.”

His face didn’t show the triumph of electoral victory.

“The National Front won 7%?” I suggested.

He winced at that. “No. I was thinking more of the absence of something we’ve hitherto taken for granted.”

This was the way with Arthur Boddington. He talked to me like a crusty old teacher coaching an especially dim pupil in special measures. “Our votes?” I ventured. “We’re forecasting an eleven percent swing to the Tories. Too many of our people stayed away.”

He sighed and decided he had no choice but to put himself out of his misery, or I would spend all night trying to guess this thing that was resoundingly obvious to him.

“Mr. Maclean,” he whispered across the table.

I froze. How could I have missed that? “Yeah, I haven’t seen him all week. Is he unwell?”

“We have had a discreet visitation from Special Branch. They claim that Derrick has been a touch too chummy with our friends in Moscow.”

“And you believe them?”

He regarded me cautiously. “I couldn’t say. Have you heard Derrick speak of anything that could be construed as…? I was going to say betraying his country, but that would smack of the kind of flag-shagging patriotism we all despise.”

“I can’t say I have. You should really be asking my flat mate, Jean Simmons.”

Once again, Boddington looked down his nose at his most disappointing of students.

“Oh,” I said. “You’re really asking that question of Jean. I’m merely your conduit.”

“By Jove, I think the boy’s got it. At last. To be clear, Caldwell, Ms. Simmons hardly knows me. She is more likely to give an honest response to such a delicate question if it were posed by you.”

We were finally making progress against Operation Bulldog. I was so excited that I forgave Boddington for his kidnapping and patronizing interrogation.

I finished my glass of Red Barrel, little realizing that someone far more sinister than this gentle bourgeois socialist was plotting a real kidnapping and interrogation.


Chapter 50

“So that’s what I’m suggesting,” I told Brown. “We feed you the info. You take ’em out.”

“This isn’t the 1700s, Mr. Stiletto.” Brown spoke my name as if there was something ridiculous about it. “We need to follow rules.”

“Interesting…” I proceeded to recite detailed historical examples of the British intelligence services going to great lengths to avoid following the rules. He blanched at some of the more recent examples, but frowned when I began recounting what MI5 had resorted to in the desperate years of the 2030s.

Hoods on. Hoods off. Me and Zudge individually, and now together, sitting in a cellar somewhere in London with three men who called themselves Brown, Jones, and Smith. We weren’t in a spy novel now. This was the real MI5, and they had no idea what to do with us.

“Very well, Mr. Stiletto. We follow the rules… except on rare occasions when we don’t. And this isn’t one of those occasions. So you point your fingers of accusation at members of the public as much as you like. We can’t act unless we have evidence. Evidence we can understand and trust.”

“Why?”

“Are you completely thick? Have you not heard a word I just said? Or do words mean something different to you pricks from the future, jetting around in your lah-dee-dah flying cars on your way to your robot lovers.”

Zudge coughed, a strange noise that almost sounded like the word Jennike.

“You don’t have to kill them,” I said helpfully. “Sure you can intimidate them a little bit. Let them know they’re tagged.”

“Tagged?” Jesus Christ, Stiletto! This is real life, not the Spy Who Came in from the Sodding Cold. You take the biscuit. You really do. First you tell us you’re time travelers from Mars—”

“I never said we were from Mars. You just inferred it.”

“Oh, I stand corrected. You are just regular time travelers, which makes it so much more sodding believable. Time travelers who’ve read too much John le bloody Carré. Now, we’ve played nice with you two so far, and it’s got us nowhere. I think it’s time for you to learn how nasty we can get and still stay within the rules. More or less.”

Smith took position ominously behind Zudge and rested his hands on the back of her chair. He grinned at me as if daring me to give him license to hurt my friend.

I was so fixated on her that I didn’t notice Jones come behind me and jerk my chair back onto two legs.

I yelped in surprise. My hands were tied behind my back and the sudden sense of falling was shocking. It was a cheap trick, but I noted the escalation.

This wasn’t as much fun as I’d expected.

The afternoon’s excitement had begun with grocery shopping at the Tesco’s supermarket. Zudge had insisted that a man kept looking at her over the tins of soup. I explained that she wasn’t entirely unpleasant to behold, and some men were too shy to tell a pretty girl how they really feel.

We should both have taken the situation more seriously. We were walking back to the Circus, arms weighed down by plastic bags with handles like cheese wire. A heated debate about whether Jean could distinguish between fantasy and reality filled our heads and we barely registered when two cars passed by on the deserted back street we’d taken.

The vehicles braked suddenly. Men got out and rushed us.

They had English accents, not Russian. I decided to believe this meant we would survive this experience and told Zudge not to fight back. I was right. They handled us roughly, but once we were hooded and secured in the backs of the cars, we were undamaged. Unlike our shopping, which was left scattered on the sidewalk. I was particularly angry about the beef mince that we’d stocked up on because it had been 25% off.

But now the MI5 spooks were signaling they were getting serious. I know that tilting your chair back doesn’t sound like the most inhuman form of torture, but I could tell this was going downhill fast. I decided to stop playing around. “If you won’t take our word for it, ask Colonel Petrov.”

A sigh from Brown. “Colonel of what. The bloody sea scouts?”

“No, he’s a KGB colonel.”

Another sigh. Deeper this time. “So let me get this straight. You’re time travelers, though definitely not from Mars, ’coz that would be ridiculous, wouldn’t it? No, you’re just your everyday time travelers who’ve met up with a senior KGB defector who wants to betray his own operation. But instead of making contact with us, he gets you two jokers to do it for him.”

“Petrov didn’t do it through choice,” Zudge said. “He’s our asset. Bound to us.”

“She means mind control, boss,” suggested Jones with a chuckle.

“Yes,” Zudge and I agreed.

I had enjoyed stringing along these buttnecked turd weasels, but this was getting awkward. So I explained clearly who Petrov was in 2029 and who he had been in 1976 in Norman, Oklahoma, pretending to be part of a KGB team infiltrating the oil workers union, when really they were remotely running Operation Bulldog.

Jones whispered something in Brown’s ear and left. I overheard but didn’t understand what he was saying.

Zudge followed up with a means we had prepared to prove who we were.

“Someone here reads the Daily Express,” she said. “I saw a copy.”

“People read newspapers. So what?”

“It has business pages, right? Go find them and pick one of the shares listed on the London Stock Exchange and one of the currency exchange rates. I can tell you those figures for the last ten days. And…” She winked at Brown. “I can also tell you the figures for the next ten days.”

“How about telling us who’s going to win the 3:30 at Kempton Park?”

“Sorry,” she lied. “I don’t have that data.”

When the men both rolled their eyes, she followed up. “But I could tell you which horses win the Grand National for the next fifty years.”

“Except 2020,” I pointed out.

“Oh, Yeah, of course.”

“Why not 2020?” Smith asked.

“All I can tell you,” I said, “is that at the end of 2019, stock up on toilet roll, soap, and tinned food.”

Jones returned and gestured to Brown to follow him outside.

“Amuse yourselves,” he told us. “Back in a jiffy.”

He returned a few minutes later, a different man. Brown considered us carefully for a long while before his face broke into a grin. “There is an Ivan Sergeyevich Petrov currently located in Norman, Oklahoma. Officially, he’s a representative of the Soviet Ministry of the Gas Industry, but that’s not what the FBI thinks.” The smile broadened. “If you’re on the level, we’re going to win so many points with the Yanks. They know the Soviets are operating Bulldog right under their noses but have no idea where.”

“So you believe us now?” I asked.

“No.”

I twitched in my seat, so great was the urge to throw my hands up in exasperation. But they were still tied behind my back, and we were still being interrogated by the security services. And after our best shot, they still didn’t believe us.

“We’ve been racking our brains for weeks trying to figure out who you are. First we thought you were the Romanians working under the noses of the Russians. But that didn’t fit. Mossad or South African intelligence services were popular theories for a while. But you’re worse than all of them. Who the hell are you really?”

“We,” I replied with great relish, “are the fucking Time Dogz.”

“Okay. If that’s how you want it,” Brown said. “You’re going to be our guests tonight. And if you can tell me what the Daily Express is going to print tomorrow on its business pages, then we’ll discuss how we can discreetly contact each other and then I’ll let you two go for now. I have a feeling your predictions will turn out right, so let me give you some advice for free. Next time you uncover someone you suspect of being a KGB agent, don’t waste your time alerting primitives like us. Just be yourselves and talk with them. Tell them you’re a Time Dog and they’ll be on the first flight to Moscow, screaming for their Uncle Leonid. Even if we really are on the same side, you still give me the fucking willies. Both of you.”


Chapter 51

Petrov looked at his wristwatch. Five minutes late. That was all. No need to panic.

Keep your movements predictable, so when you wish to move unseen, the shadows will welcome you.

That had been Major Rogozin’s motto and Petrov had always taken his mentor’s guidance to heart.

It was time to feed Moscow’s agents with some chickenshit intelligence Petrov had found for himself. Details of MI5 counterintelligence operations – most of which was embellishment and guesswork, but enough to keep them off his back for a few weeks, with a little luck.

If the Time Dogz hadn’t completed their mission by then, it would be too late. He would be rolled up by his opponents and forced to reveal all he knew about the time travelers. But no matter how much he tried to impress the urgency and sense of peril upon the others, they did not take him seriously enough.

And so to another meeting on Clapham Common. Another predictable encounter.

Sit on a bench under the trees long enough and even the amateur male observer would notice they were being observed by other men. Clapham Common was a place for men to make clandestine meetings with other men. It had always been an informal meeting zone for members of the intelligence agencies to pass information – usually to their rivals – but increasingly it was a place where men looked for sexual encounters.

Spies and homosexuals. He had no idea which contingent outnumbered the other, but both were well represented here.

Petrov checked his watch again. They were now ten minutes late.

He felt his pulse quicken, but that would not help him now, so he tried to lose himself in the beauty of the bright sunshine playing through the leafy canopy above. Beech, hornbeam and… was that alder? The world over, mature trees were magnificent cathedrals of natural beauty. He’d told himself that a thousand times, and yet had taken them for granted for almost the entirety of his seventy-three years.

If this beautiful summer’s day was to be his last on Earth, it was fitting that he should properly appreciate the trees one last time.

They were late. And KGB operators were too professional to be late. He felt eyes on him. Even if he were wrong, he always assumed he was being observed. If you are being watched and you’ve nothing to hide from your observers, you don’t run. That was basic protocol.

Relief fluttered through his body when he heard footsteps walking his way from behind. He’d been right not to run.

A man sat beside him. But not the KGB agent he was expecting.

“Ivan Sergeyevich Petrov, I presume. My name is Brown…”

* * *

After the MI5 man had said his piece and left, Petrov allowed himself a last minute or so to enjoy the trees. He no longer feared this would be his last day. He knew it was a certainty.

Then he walked to the nearest telephone box and called the idiots at the Circus.


Chapter 52

“Hey everybody,” Simmons called from the front hallway. “It’s Grandpa Lenin. He sounds serious.”

We gathered around the phone.

“MI5 just made my acquaintance,” Petrov said.

“Oh,” I said. “Yeah, we’ve been trying to get in touch to warn you. MI5 brought us in overnight. We told them about you.”

“Why? Why would you do such a thing?”

“Err… to get their attention.”

“You idiot, Caldwell. They’ve killed me.”

“What? Who? MI5 poisoned you?”

“Fool. I am observed. By my side. At all times. They see me contacted by MI5 and their suspicions are too great to allow me to walk free. Or to live.”

“The Devil’s teats! Where are you?”

“Clapham Common.”

I winced. That was the other side of the river, about nine miles away. We couldn’t just leg it there.

“Do you think you can ditch them if you run?” Simmons asked.

“I am 73 and they are professionals in their prime. I will fail but that is not a reason to give up. I shall die here.”

“Don’t give up,” I shouted.

“The die is cast.”

“Colonel Petrov, stay alive!” Zudge said.

“I think maybe it is better this way, Miss Jaiden. I am a risk to you. Always have been. You should never have brought me here.”

“You will stay alive. That is an order,” Zudge said. “Acknowledge!”

“Very well. I shall make a futile attempt to evade my inevitable demise.”

“Good,” Zudge told him. “Stay where people can see you.”

“Find a man,” Simmons said. “A big one. Someone who will protect you.”

“Very well,” Petrov growled. “Get here fast.”

* * *

The public conveniences of Clapham Common were a curious architectural blend of mid-century brick ammunition store and glazed ceramic palace from a far prouder era.

It had taken Zudge and me an hour to reach Clapham Common and another half an hour to find Petrov’s likely location.

We’d left Simmons behind to phone through a message to MI5. They’d given us a way of contacting them but warned us that it would be neither fast nor reliable. If we needed to get hold of them in a life or death situation then we were completely stuffed, as Brown had put it. But we had to try.

We hadn’t actually seen our Russian comrade, but there was a large man standing outside the ‘Gents’ entrance with his arms crossed, daring anyone to enter.

He looked dangerous. He looked Russian. So it was a safe bet that Petrov was inside. What I was considerably less sure about was whether Grandpa Lenin was going to be coming out alive.

I walked up to the entrance, ignoring the man, as if I were any other gentleman of this period with an overfull bladder and needing to ‘pay his respects to Laz Cohgun’, as I liked to put it.

The burly Russian puffed up his already large chest.

I tried to squeeze around him, but he blocked me with one hand.

“Excuse me,” I said, frowning.

“Facility is closed,” he replied with a thick Russian accent.

“In that case,” I replied. “Close this!”

I punched him in the face.

I landed a terrific blow. I was convinced this would be Goodnight, Vienna for the spy, but he staggered back to his feet. Zudge showed up and demonstrated neat ninja moves by sweeping his legs from under him and chopping her fingers into his throat. I looked on in horror as she gripped the side of his head and gouged his eyes out with her thumbs. The man’s screams still haunt me, his agonies quietly gasped through a broken throat.

I swallowed hard, unsure how to register her brutality. She looked so sweet in her amoeba-print minidress, and the shiny white gloves that matched her boots. Now those gloves were covered in blood.

But we had Grandpa Lenin to save so I raced in, descending the steps to a cavern tiled up to the ceiling. Some of those tiles were running with fresh blood. There was another KGB man here, looming over two men lying prone across the porcelain urinals, still moving but beaten mercilessly. One of them was Petrov.

I shivered and folded inside. I have a particular horror about elderly people being badly injured and Petrov’s face was swollen and bruised, his nose crooked and bleeding. Worst of all was his right arm that was twisted at an unnatural angle.

I can’t help it. It’s like fingernails across a chalkboard, just the sight sets me quivering. For a second or so the horror of that bloodied old man left me unable to move. It was a second in which the KGB enforcer registered my arrival.

I laid into him. I’m no ninja, but I still had enough element of surprise that the man went down with a punch to his gut.

He was winded, but he was made of stern stuff. He drew back, half disappearing into one of the cubicles. Then he shot me.

This wasn’t like that time with the ISD in the London sewers. I felt the bullet pierce my side, like being stung by a killer bee. I didn’t waste time worrying about it. I flew at the man in the cubicle and kicked his head as hard as I could. It was another good blow, snapping his head back against the cistern. He slumped down the toilet, leaving blood in his wake.

He was a hard nut, though. He pulled himself together and leveled his pistol at me.

I backed away, hands up. The motion had me wincing. Now it felt as if an entire squadron of killer bees was stinging my side.

Zudge flew into battle.

The spy shifted position to cover her with the pistol.

“No!” I screamed at him. It was an attempt to get his attention and it worked. In a flash of inspiration, I noticed the tiled floor was wet. So I launched myself at him, hoping to land a kick above the ankle. Just enough to push him off balance so he would slip on the floor tiles.

It was a good plan. But my body was no longer doing what I told it, and I merely stumbled halfway across the floor before he stepped out and pistol whipped me into the middle of next week.

Zudge stole my brilliant plan. Before the Russian could eliminate her threat, she kicked his leg and sent him off balance, sprawling onto the tiles. She brought her go-go boots down on his gun hand. The pistol went off, sending a bullet ricocheting off the floor and shattering a tile a few inches above my head. A head that was still spinning with the Russian’s blow, and now with the deafening gunshot too. But this was no time to take a nap and I was pushing myself up to join in the fight.

Zudge did something evil to the man’s wrist and he dropped the pistol, grunting with pain.

I lumbered over to kick him, but before I got there, Zudge pistol whipped him.

Ugh. I quailed at the sight. Was that really what he’d done to me? I tested my skull with my fingers, probing to see how many pieces it was in.

Bang! Bang!

My ears winced again. Zudge had shot the man through the head, and his blood was gushing everywhere. My partner was a psychopath.

I wasn’t sure whether or not that was a good thing. Probably a little of both. But neither KGB man would be threatening us or Petrov again.

Her gloves were already bloodied from the man outside, but now she was absolutely drenched in blood. Zudge could fit perfectly on the cover of a 1980s black metal album.

She looked me over. “Stay there,” she told me. “You’ll live.”

Her concern was for Petrov. She declared him badly beaten but stable, as was the other man.

I tried to get up. To call for help. But she told me to stay down once more. “You’ll be all right. But only if you keep still. And… so long as your wound doesn’t get infected.”

“In the public toilet. Do you think infection might be a risk?”

Luckily for us, a man came in, desperate to relieve himself.

“Oh, my God,” he kept repeating.

It was just one of those things. He was already past the point of no return and unburdened himself into one of the urinals, aiming poorly because his attention was on the carnage spread across the floor tiles.

Then he raced off to call for help.

“The other KGB man must have gone,” Zudge said. She was pressing hard on my body. And not in a sexy way.

“Wha?”

“The other guy? The one who came to use the facilities? I don’t think he would have come in if there was a man outside minus his eyes.”

“Good point,” I gasped.

She began talking to herself. I struggled to follow because I was fading in and out. But the gist was the KGB man who’d been standing guard outside would struggle to communicate our descriptions. He couldn’t point to an image in a photograph. He couldn’t follow us on the streets. We might be safe for a little while longer.

Zudge shook me awake. “We need to make a decision.”

She held up a med kit. A 34th-century one.

“You’re a marvel,” I told her.

“You’re in as bad a shape as Petrov. But you’ll heal and he won’t. And I only have one trauma revival shot.”

“Do you promise I won’t die.”

“Not this time.”

“Then give it to Petrov.”

A serious frown furrowed her head, and she touched my hair, a gesture that was almost tender.

Then she went off and stabilized Petrov.

My universe had blurred into fuzziness. I was going offline and then rebooting. I’d drifted between states of consciousness before, dopey with drink or wounds, but this felt different. I think this was the Time Dogz reworking of my body kicking in and delivering something like an artificial fever.

* * *

I woke two days later in my bed at the Circus. Simmons and Zudge were beside my bed. One holding my hand. One my arm.

Which was funny because I’d been dreaming about something very similar.

Both women wore grim faces.

I smiled to let them know I would be all right, but they stayed grim. “Am I okay?”

“You’ve been shot,” Zudge said. “But you’ll heal up fine and have something new to talk about when you compare favorite scars with Oxala.”

“Petrov?” I asked. “Did you stabilize him, Zudge?”

Zudge’s face puckered, and something inside of me curled up and died.

“The med kit worked,” she said. “The medics couldn’t understand how he didn’t die. Simmons’ message got through to MI5. They took charge. Smoothed things. Got him an armed guard in the hospital. I went to see him. Held his hand as he told me he wished me well but hoped our mission would fail. Then a tear came to his eye, and he thanked me for saving him from a slow death in exile, that it was far better to die this way. I told him he was silly and that I’d fixed him with future medical technology. He said I didn’t understand, that the KGB would not leave a job half done. He was right. When I went to visit this morning, Petrov was dead. I think he was poisoned. He’s dead, Stiletto.”

I squeezed her hand, but it was Petrov I thought of. He’d done some evil things and had prepared the way for truly gruesome atrocities, but that was too abstract to matter to me. It was ancient history to us, anyway, but Petrov had been part of my life. I had liked him.

“MI5 has given us a rendezvous for tomorrow morning. They want to debrief us.”

I nodded at Simmons. “Us, Zudge?”

“She means just you two,” Simmons said. “I’m flying under everyone’s radar. It’s an unusual state of affairs for me. If only we can find a way to turn that to our advantage…”


Chapter 53

We met with MI5 in the cellar bar of a pub that hadn’t yet opened for the day.

Although we went through the pretense of sharing the latest intelligence, Mr. Brown gave us nothing meaningful, and most of what we had discovered had been accumulating in Petrov’s head and died with him.

Brown softened a little and offered his sympathies for the death of our companion. He didn’t sound very sorry. “I took your advice, Miss Jaiden. The autopsy revealed a puncture wound. The area has been removed and sent to the Porton Down chemical and biological weapons laboratory for analysis, with specific reference to ricin poisoning.”

“Petrov told us he was a dead man,” Zudge said. “He knew better than anyone what his old organization was capable of.”

Between fever and painkillers, I was still groggy, to put it mildly. However, my brain was beginning to function again. We were all acting as if the KGB had murdered Petrov, but who was to say it wasn’t MI5? Even if they hadn’t pulled the trigger or stuck the needle in, maybe they had deliberately let themselves be seen with Petrov and harnessed Petrov’s old comrades to do the deed.

“I owe you an apology,” Brown said. That threw me. Murderers don’t usually apologize. “You were telling the truth all along. You’re a bunch of bungling amateurs stomping around causing mischief. But… Petrov really seems to have been who you claim, and I’m willing to admit you really do come from the future.”

“At last!” I said.

“But that only makes you future bungling amateurs.”

“That’s what Petrov called us.”

“Of course he did. He was KGB. They’re communist bastards, but they’re professional communist bastards.”

“So what now?” Zudge asked.

“My advice. So far, you’ve given me a half lead into Operation Bulldog. Thank you very much. It might even be helpful. But now people are getting assassinated on the streets of my fucking town and that is not acceptable. It’s time for you, miss, to go home to your anatomically enhanced robot butler. And you, you big dopey prick, your alien mistress just called to say she’s missing you and could you bring back a box of Milk Tray, coz – would you believe? – the lady loves it.”

“But we can help,” I protested.

“Yes. Yes, you can, sir. By getting into your sodding TARDIS and pissing off. And while you’re at it, don’t come back!”

* * *

It was a night of vodka. We’d hunted down a few bottles of the proper Polish stuff, which cost and arm and a leg, but nothing less would do to mark Petrov’s death. Even Jean joined in. I’d only ever seen her nibble at booze before, but tonight she drank with gusto. She’d always had a soft spot for Petrov.

With each shot down the hatch, Russian fatalism crept over me.

We’d arrived in 1976 thinking this would be easy. It was a hot summer. Skirts were short, hair long, and everyone wanted to party. We were smart, resourceful, good looking, had some experience now, and our 34th-century tech let us cheat like the bastards we were. Despite all our huge advantages, it had never changed the fact that we were up against the real pros here.

Someone suggested we should have smeared Brown, have bent MI5 to our will. I didn’t think it would have worked – his little spy friends, Jones and Smith, would have noticed. In any case, it was too late now. Brown didn’t want to know us anymore. Or so he claimed.

After we switched to Moscow Mules for a bit, Simmons slapped the coffee table and told us that we were overcomplicating everything.

“There are only two sides to this coin,” she announced. “Heads says the commies haven’t linked us to Grandpa L. We should have listened to the old man from the start – to keep separate from him, I mean – but we fixed it before anyone important noticed. They won’t come after us because they’ve no reason to.”

She gave a triumphant nod, as if she’d just solved the problems of the universe, then sat down and resumed her cocktail.

“If that’s heads,” Zudge said, “what’s tails?”

Simmons frowned for a little while, but then her brain came back into temporary focus. “Heads they don’t know about us. Tails they do. In which case we have to assume they will come for us. You say we can’t time jump again unless we succeed. Okay. Then if we stay, we have to hope they have discovered us. We wait for them to attack the house and then… Umm…”

“Then we smear them!” I cried.

“Damn right we do! Yes, my future friends. Then we smear them with your morally questionable but undoubtedly amazing future-tech lube.”

“It’s a gel,” I said. “Oh, never mind. Brilliant, by the way, Jean. That’s the kind of thing I think of when I haven’t just been shot.”

“Grandpa Lenin told us we were making good progress,” Simmons reminded us over a fresh round of shots.

“Petrov is dead,” I muttered.

“So I’m speaking for the dead,” Simmons retorted hotly. “We were doing the right things, but we were too impatient for results.”

“I think we should take you back to your era,” I told the rock star. “We got one of our companions killed. I don’t want to be responsible for your death too.”

Zudge poked me in the side.

I screamed in agony.

“We can’t go back,” she said, unconcerned that she’d been sticking a finger into my gunshot wound. “Remember? Emergency power? The Kill Box in pieces across a wood? What? Oh, my! I’m so sorry. I forgot.”

My being shot had slipped Zudge’s mind, and I’d forgotten how screwed we were. It made us even, both happily defeated by the vodka.

Simmons got to her feet. Swayed a little and came crashing back down. Then she kicked off her boots and managed the maneuver on her second attempt. Our records said that her male version was as clean as they came with regard to substance abuse. Rock ‘n’ roll and women were his addictions, not booze and narcotics.

Our Jean was different in many ways. Cocktails and exotic liquors were her vice, though she reserved them for special occasions.

“My friends,” she announced. “S’alright. I wouldn’t ask you to take me home anyway. I know the fate of my era doesn’t mean much to your paymasters, but it does matter. And we need to do this right. The United Kingdom is a sad little place. The cups of tea and quaint red telephone boxes can’t hide the fact that this island is an utter mess, but it is still important to the world. It keeps Europe strong against the East. Only just, but maybe it will be enough. I haven’t dared to ask you how our history plays out, because if Europe falls to communism, they’ll come for America next. I’m a patriot. I want to fight. And this is how I can make a difference.”

She raised her glass. It didn’t matter that it was already empty. “To freedom!”

“To freedom!” I echoed for her sake. In my timeline, the West resisted the East only to let something even worse emerge and consume the world.

“Remember Comrade Petrov.” Simmons was wobbling on her feet again. “Keep doing what we’re doing. But we must do it better! Do it harder! If we give up now, we dishonor his name. And I will never do that because he was my friend. To Ivan Sergeyevich!”

“Ivan Sergeyevich!” Zudge and I echoed.

That drunken speech from Jean Simmons was the last moment of coherence that night. We plowed on into the early hours and together we beat back the darkness of despair.

But I didn’t believe what Simmons had said in her second speech. Carrying on as we had wasn’t going to help.

Her two sides of the coin speech made far more sense to me. The only hope I had was that our enemies were closing in on us, a development that was as likely to lead to us getting killed as succeed.

Better that than the alternative. Because if we carried on as before, history was screwed.

And it was going to take us with it.


Chapter 54

Evelyn Bolton alighted onto the baking hot platform of Walton-on-the-Naze train station. The hot and stale air was blended with a tiny thread of fresh sea breeze, with the promise of a whole lot more only a few steps away. The thought lifted her spirits a little, and God knew she needed something to keep her going.

The journey from London Liverpool Street Station had started okay, but halfway through, the train had crawled to what felt like walking pace. Despite all the door windows being open, the air in the carriage stifled and heated relentlessly. The newspapers were describing the summer of 1976 as the hottest on record, and despite the ridiculous English obsession with the weather, in this case they were right to do so.

Her orders were to go to a beach hut. Southcliff C31.

It made perfect sense to choose this location, but she knew in her bones that she didn’t belong in this place.

Evelyn was a city girl, born and bred, and now by inclination. It was in the cities that students agitated, and workers pooled their power, in doing so inching toward true class consciousness. The peasants of China, Vietnam, and Korea had built the powerbases of their socialist revolutions in the fields, but in Britain, the revolution would play out in its principal cities. Lenin had shown the way in Russia, and her land would follow during her lifetime.

As she followed the arrow of the ‘To the Beach’ sign, she was astonished at how run-down the little town was. Walton-on-the-Naze was an obscure seaside resort in East Anglia that belonged to the previous century. She knew nothing about the region other than its unimportance and its penchant for quaint names. A few miles back, she’d changed trains at a place called Thorpe-le-Soken. You couldn’t make it up.

That must be why her handler had ordered her here. Nothing of importance would ever happen in a town with a name like Walton-on-the-Naze. The secret police of the reactionary British establishment would not be watching the place.

She followed the throng eager to get to the beach and was soon descending a steep concrete ramp down to the promenade. The sea glistened and swimmers bobbed in the water that washed gently over the golden sand.

The people were happy: gangs of teenagers, and family groups carrying folding chairs, mixed with weathered veterans of the promenades and beach huts. The seaside was bread and circuses for the unwoken masses. Though in Walton’s case, it was less bread and circus, and more fish and chips and sand.

On the concrete promenade, youngsters in bikinis and swimming trunks danced across the hot cracked concrete on their way down to the beach, like Saharan lizards crossing sunbaked dunes.

A woman wearing flipflops and shades walked toward her, licking at an ice cream. She was deeply tanned, her skin like oven-baked leather. She must be a regular here, an owner of one of the colorful beach huts that lined the cliff side of the promenade.

Evelyn felt an instant dislike for her. The beach huts were expensive, reserved for those who could afford them. She’d even seen ‘for hire’ signs on some, indicating a rentier class polluting the apparent innocence of the place.

After the revolution, such amenities would be available for all. Or at least, all who deserved them.

But in this sun, the ice cream looked irresistible. Evelyn politely asked where she could get one, and also directions to Southcliff C31. The leathered woman was delighted to help.

* * *

With the remnants of her ice cream cone dripping onto her fingers, Evelyn navigated the maze of crumbling steps, water taps, and weed-strewn stones to a bright pink-and-white-striped beach hut. Southcliff C31.

Its shutters were open and wooden steps led up to an open door. Inside, a man was waiting, sitting on one of the bench seats facing each other across the back of the hut. He was pouring himself a cup from a fresh cafetiere of coffee.

Evelyn sat opposite him.

He didn’t offer her a coffee.

She judged him to be in his early thirties and East European. He wore stylishly chunky glasses with translucent rectangular frames. Her handler – the man who had dragged her from bed and ordered her to the beach – was English. Not this man.

He waited for Evelyn to finish her ice cream, ignoring her and instead looking out to sea where container ships and pleasure boats sailed past. His eyes… they were cold steel, like a heartless robot’s.

“We’ve been compromised,” he finally said, in an accent that was a mix of Russian and American. “Ivan Sergeyevich Petrov.”

“I know him,” Evelyn said.

“No, you don’t!” he stated firmly. “Ivan Sergeyevich is a brilliant young KGB officer who works for me, one important to this operation. When I left him two days ago, he was full of patriotic socialist vigor, angry that someone had stolen his name, and operating four and a half thousand miles away. He has never set foot in England, and you have never met the real Petrov.”

There are no coincidences. They’d rammed that into her during her training. So the old man she’d encountered must be an infiltrator.

“The use of Petrov’s name,” she said. “Is this a message? A warning?”

“We don’t know. Not yet. Though clearly somebody on the outside knows of our operation.”

“But do they?” said Evelyn. “Perhaps the one thing this third party knows is Petrov’s name. Maybe they are using it to fish for whatever might be attracted to the bait.”

She thought he would be impressed, but his fists clenched and his gaze bored into her, tipped with cold fury. Evelyn flinched, expecting him to hit her.

“Stupid girl!” His voice was calm, soft even, and yet every word was drenched in his contempt for her. “Don’t you think we’ve already thought of that?”

“I’m sorry. Forgive me, comrade.”

“Forgive me, sir. You know not to use that word ever. Not even in your head.”

“The false Petrov. I know him.”

“Knew him,” the officer corrected. “We’ve taken care of the impostor.”

“I saw him several times. Initially at a party at Golders Green. It was a CLPD meeting, and he was new to the organization.” She thought a moment. Partly to marshal accuracy into her memory of that night, but also to test the news that this man she’d known had been killed. Did it trouble her? She decided it did not.

“There were three other newcomers that night,” she continued, “though they claimed they hadn’t known Petrov previously. I’ve seen those three many times at Labour events. In fact one of them…”

Evelyn froze mid-sentence. Her mind thrashed around for a verbal means of escape, but she had already said too much.

“Go on,” the man told her. “Say it.”

“I have formed something of a friendship with a woman in this group.”

“Then you have also been fatally compromised.”

She hung her head in shame. She wanted to plead. Beg for forgiveness, for a way to make it up. But there could be no mercy. No forgiveness. It was not the way.

To blame herself would be foolishness, though. Evelyn had grown close to Zudge, but behind it all was the wild genius of Stiletto Caldwell, a man who overcame his obvious lack of education with charm and sheer cunning.

Stick to the story!

Of course. Forgive me.

Devil’s teats! Let the poor girl tell it her way, Zudge. Carry on, Evelyn.

The girl had been outwitted.

Her Bulldog handlers knew she’d failed them.

What would be her fate?

The KGB deserved their reputation for extracting their Western assets to safety when they were threatened. There were many apartments in good areas of Moscow that housed Westerners in permanent exile. But that was for assets who had proved their worth, not failures like her.

Had she been brought here to be drowned in that glorious, sunbathed sea?

“You are extremely fortunate, Evelyn.” The man poured a cup of steaming coffee and handed it to her. “We can use your failure against them. You shall be our bait.”


Chapter 55

The night after Petrov died, Zudge took a telephone call at the Circus. It was her friend, Evelyn, and the girl was frantic, babbling something about people coming for her.

By the time Zudge persuaded her to calm down and repeat herself slowly, Simmons and I were in position with ears in full eavesdrop mode.

“I heard Petrov had been hurt in a horrific incident at Clapham Common,” Evelyn said. “I got to know him quite well at Thurrock, so I found which hospital he was at and brought him some flowers. It wasn’t much but I wanted him to know that somebody cared. There was a policeman standing guard over his room. He wouldn’t let me in, so I handed him the flowers and he promised to pass on my love to our old Russian.”

“You said someone is after you,” Zudge said. “Who is it? And have you called the police?”

“No. Not the police. There was a policeman guarding Petrov and look what happened to him.”

“What? What has happened?”

“He’s dead. Petrov’s dead, Zuri, and I think he was murdered.”

“But…. That’s terrible! Why would you think that?”

“Petrov’s room was at the end of a long corridor. When I left him, a nurse came out of a side room and overtook me. There was a doctor ahead and as she passed him, the nurse whispered something. ‘He will be dead within 24 hours.’ It’s a hospital. People are very ill and some die. I thought nothing of it at the time, but then I heard Petrov was dead. I think Petrov was murdered. I think it was on orders from the Kremlin. And I think they’re coming for me next.”

“Calm down. And we’ll work this all through.”

“How? I don’t know what to do. I’m scared. Really scared. Too frightened to be alone and too terrified to leave the flat. Will you come over to be with me? I know it’s a big ask given what I’ve just said, but I don’t want to be alone.”

Zudge and I instantly locked gazes. Was this a trap or an opportunity dropping into our laps? Maybe both.

My partner chose the play. “Of course I’ll come over, pet. We’ll have a drink and a laugh. Watch some telly with a glass of plonk. And don’t be scared, because even if all you say is true, they won’t come for you.”

“But I saw them. The people dressed as a nurse and a doctor.”

“They won’t know who you are.”

“Zuri... I’ve never told anyone this before, but that incident in the hospital wasn’t the first time I’ve heard whispers in Russian. Some Czech too. I’m not fluent in Czech, but I’ve learned the basics from the Matovičs. Oh, I’m such a bloody fool. I heard all these things, but I didn’t want to believe what my ears were telling me. Everyone’s always assumed that Moscow has spies in the Labour Party, but this is different. They’re here. Inside the CLPD itself. And they’re not just reporting back, they’re plotting big things.”

“What are they saying?”

“No. I’ve said too much already. They can listen into the telephone wires, you know? Please. I’m too scared to leave the flat. Is Stiletto there?”

“Yes.”

“Bring him too. I need a man to feel safe.”

Simmons poked Zudge and silently mouthed, “What about me?”

“And that girl,” Evelyn said. “Jean, is it? If she’s up for it, why don’t you all come? We’ll make a party of it, like you said.”

“Too late,” Zudge replied. “Jean is off already for the night. Enjoying her latest conquest, no doubt.”

“Oh, well. Come soon. Please.”

“I promise. Make yourself a strong cup of tea, Evelyn. That’ll calm your nerves and we’ll be over before you know it.”

“Thank you. Oh, thank you, Zuri. Please hurry.”

She rang off.

We stood in silence, staring at the white plastic telephone mounted on the wall in the hallway.

Simmons came to a conclusion first. “You do realize this is probably a honeytrap.”

“What?” I said. “No.”

Simmons arched an eyebrow, and I suddenly remembered how hot she could look.

“Evelyn and I aren’t lovers,” Zudge stated.

“Really?” Simmons aimed her smoldering look at Zudge. “I’ve seen the way you look at Evelyn.”

Zudge blushed. “Only because she reminds me of someone. It’s involuntary.”

“Now I know who she looks like!” I blurted out. “It’s been bugging me for weeks. She’s like the Ox. Totally different physique, of course, but when Evelyn smiles, the resemblance is uncanny.”

Zudge shook this off as nonsense and grabbed Simmons by the shoulders. “Look me in the eye, Simmons. I am not sexually attracted to her. We are not lovers. This is not a honeytrap.”

Simmons stared intently at my friend, and soon nodded. “Honeytraps don’t have to be about sex,” she said. “Zudge, you care about her. Right now, Evelyn’s vulnerable, scared, and asking for your help because she’s in danger. Did you seriously consider not going?”

“I don’t know. Probably not, but it sounds like she has crucial information, and that is precisely what we need right now.”

“Exactly.” Simmons grinned in triumph. “The lure of information. That’s the sweet, sweet honey she’s smeared around her trap. You can’t help yourself. You’re drawn to it.”

“You’re right,” I said.

“What?” Zudge clearly didn’t agree.

“The smeared honey analogy. That much is definitely true. It’s what makes her irresistible. But is she smearing it to trap us? Or is she simply a frightened woman crying out for help, without realizing the draw it would have on us? Doesn’t really matter. We’re still going.”

“It’s getting dangerous out there,” Zudge said. “I’ll take Stiletto. Jean, you stay here.”

“It’s not safe here, either,” Simmons said.

“No,” I agreed. “But it is safer. Don’t answer the phone. Don’t answer the door.”

“Yes, sir.” She fluttered her eyes. “Ohhh! You’ve never been strict with me like this before, Stiletto. I like it.”

“Can it, Simmons. This is serious. And while we’re at it, don’t go near the windows either.”

For some reason, that last comment made her blanch and she nodded meekly. “Sorry, Stiletto. It’s just… I’m frightened.”

Zudge lifted herself on tiptoes and hugged Simmons. “We all are, Jean.”

“We might be desperate,” I told Jean, “but if this is a trap, we aren’t headed in blindly. Trust me. Zudge wouldn’t let me. Back in a mo’.”

I raced upstairs to grab some gel and other goodies. Then Zudge and I were off to Cambridge Heath Station, to catch the Tube to Evelyn’s place.

We watched the shadows. We avoided crowds. We did everything in our power to avoid being easy targets.

And we were right to. This was a trap. And there were enemy agents abroad that night.

But they weren’t coming for me and Zudge.


Chapter 56

Just over an hour later and I was on all fours at Evelyn’s flat in Acton, being violently sick. I shan’t paint you a picture. It was not a pleasant sight.

She’d made us a nice new pot of tea when we arrived. It was such a 20th-century English thing to do, we didn’t question it. And now Zudge and I were rolling around in agony while Evelyn observed our torment as if we were a particularly revolting experiment in human biology.

I was suffering worse than Zudge. She was only a wee thing, but she had sipped her tea like a respectable English lady while I had guzzled like an animal.

To my surprise, Zudge jumped at Evelyn, reaching out with one hand like a big cat slapping a paw at its prey. Attagirl! I was hoping that hand was armed with mind-control gel.

Evelyn kicked her away. Viciously. Zudge collapsed in on herself, curling into a fetal ball of hurt. But Evelyn wasn’t done with her yet. She kicked poor Zudge over and stomped her in the gut.

She only needs one of us alive, I thought in horror. Zudge is going to die.

“Not gonna happen,” I croaked.

I came out of my retching. A little, at least. I staggered over to Evelyn and snapped out the hardest punch I could muster. It needed to be a punishing blow if I was going to save my girl.

Evelyn went down but not out. I’d stunned her. Every instinct in my head said that this was the moment to follow up. Now or never. Seize the advantage or die.

But my guts were boiling, and my arteries felt like they were running with pure acid. I fell to my knees and rolled into a pile of warm vomit.

Not this way, I pleaded inside my head. My death at the Battle of Essen had been better than this.

The sticky carpet pressed into my face. Gasping, I lifted my head but then it fell back against the floor, the carpet muffling my groans. The feverish fuzz of pain was like when I’d been shot two days earlier but nastier. The Time Dogz self-repair circuits were kicking in, but that was no help to me when I was rolling around at my attacker’s feet, as weak as a sick kitten. The only thing I remember of that haze of pain was thinking that if I miraculously survived this, then it wouldn’t be the last time I would be lost in this fever fuzz.

I came to with my head in Evelyn’s lap. She was gently washing my face with a warm flannel.

“It’s all right,” she cooed. “No one’s going to hurt you now. I’m on your side.”

I tried to get up. Failed. And settled back into the warm comfort of her lap.

Then I heard Zudge groan and was instantly upright. I swayed like a drunken emu for a bit but kept my feet.

The room was a mess. Most of the vomit was coating me and the Zudge but there were pools on the floor that had partly dried into a sticky paste.

I didn’t care. We were alive.

I went to her. I mean Zudge, of course. She was curled up in a comfortable armchair.

I brushed her face with the tips of my filthy fingers. Her flesh was warm, her skin vibrant with life.

She smiled and took my clumsy hand in both of hers. “I hurt but I’ll be okay,” she said in a little voice. “Had less poison than you, you great Danish pig.”

“What a way to go that would have been,” I groaned. “Death by tea.”

“No,” Evelyn said. “My orders were to take you alive. You should have been unconscious for at least 24 hours. But you would probably revive as long as we got the antidote into you within the next few hours.”

“There are others coming?” Zudge asked.

“I haven’t sent the right sequence of messages, so they know the mission aborted.”

“But are they coming here?”

“I… I don’t think so. But I don’t run the operation. I’m a singleton operative. And… the new man has taken charge. Everything’s different now.”

They’d killed Petrov. And now they’d fingered us. This operation was getting lethally dangerous. If we were going to do something, it would have to be now.

On the other hand, we finally had one of the bad guys gelled. Notwithstanding all that Petrov had told us about compartmentalization, it felt good to make a proper start, however late in the day.

“Tell us about the new man,” Zudge ordered Evelyn.

“I met him yesterday at the seaside in East Anglia. He’s come over from America to sort out the operation here. His operation. He said the real Petrov worked for him as if they worked alongside each other.”

“And he’s Russian?” I asked. “KGB? Slight man with fierce eyes you don’t forget in a hurry?”

“Could be,” Evelyn said. “That matches the man I met.”

“It must be Major Rogozin.”

“I don’t know his name. My handler was scared of him and…” She swallowed hard and stared at Zudge. “Why do I feel this way about you? All I want is whatever you want. I never wanted to hurt you in the first place, but…”

“Mind control gel,” Zudge explained. “And I’m not sorry given what you did to us. You’ll get over it eventually. But not until after you’ve served my purpose.”

“That’s very clever.” Evelyn paused to release an ecstatic sigh. “You’re very clever, Zuri. I like you. I’ve always liked you. Do you think we…?”

War broke out inside Evelyn Bolton. Her mouth hardened, and her face pulled into a tight knot of emotion that squeezed a stream of tears from one eye. A wave of trembling began in her lips and soon washed over her entire face, which became a window onto the battlefield within where conflicting impulses fought for dominance. I’d seen it before when people were gelled, a temporary schizophrenia that sometimes rose to the surface. We knew it was best to give her a moment.

Evelyn’s face eventually settled into a worried frown. “The gel. Do you have any more?”

“Why?”

“Because they will probably be at your house right now. It’s what I would do. And they’ve been listening in.”

“What? Who?”

“My flat is bugged by my own people. Of course, it is. I was supposed to get you to talk first, but I was too scared and went straight for the poison. I’m sorry, Zuri. They will have heard everything. They will have heard about the mind-control gel.”

“I bet they’ll be coming here to finish us off,” Zudge said.

I was about to voice my fears about what they were doing at the Circus. About Jean. But they were listening…

We fled in silence. Despite what Evelyn had tried to do to us, I didn’t want the KGB to get their hands on her. So once we were out of her apartment building, I told her to go straight to Arthur Boddington and tell him she was in trouble with some very bad people and needed to hide somewhere safe. Arthur could be a prickly old boy, but he was an old-school middle-class socialist who had been programmed since birth to protect ladies in distress.

That or he was a KGB asset. It was a risk, but I took it on her behalf.

Maybe I should have spent more time figuring out how to keep Evelyn safe. I couldn’t, though, because I was going crazy with worry about what they might be doing to Jean.


Chapter 57

An hour earlier

Jean watched her fellow secret agents hurry off in the direction of Cambridge Heath Road, bound for Evelyn’s.

She’d tried to hide her worries under quips and sexual innuendoes, but they’d seen right through her.

Petrov’s death hung heavily on her heart. The two of them had struck up an odd friendship, but a real one for all that. They were the two tagalongs… associate Time Dogz at best. It was a connection that had built into something more.

At first, she’d nicknamed him Grandpa Lenin as a joke, but somehow he’d come to be her adopted crazy Russian grandfather, and she his wayward American niece.

After his murder, she could no longer pretend this was a game. None of them were truly safe. It was infuriating, but the others wouldn’t take the danger seriously... never had done. At first, she’d admired their courage, but now?

Now she doubted whether courage had anything to do with it. Feeling terror claw at your guts but doing what you had to anyway – that was true courage. Her friends were fearless, though, and that was not the same thing at all.

And from what she’d learned of their past lives, neither Zudge nor Stiletto had been this way before.

They had changed.

Or been changed.

Through the crack she’d left in the front door, she watched her friends disappear from view, walking practically shoulder to shoulder. She wondered whether Zudge appreciated how lucky she was.

She let out a long and wistful sigh, trying to picture what it would be like to have a man like that, but then she heard footsteps. She locked the door, drew the curtain behind it and retreated into the security of the house. All the windows were shut, window curtains drawn, and she wasn’t answering the phone, the door, or anything, as per Stiletto’s wise instructions.

After fixing herself a coffee in the kitchen, she grabbed Stiletto’s black leather duster and went down to the basement to settle down in front of the security suite. It was cooler down there, and she liked to wrap herself in his big coat when he wasn’t around. It carried his scent.

They’d mounted tiny cameras to the walls that fed to a box that looked like one of those old 70s transistor radios but could show pictures and other information beamed from the cameras. It was all very Man from U.N.C.L.E.

“Shit!”

There were men outside the house!

She switched through the camera views. One lurked by the fire escape at the rear and two were inspecting the front door. They looked Russian to her.

KGB agents.

Communists, come to kill her!

Think!

Think!

Think!

What would Stiletto do?

Fighting them off was out of the question. She could hide, but they were professional spies and killers. They would find and kill her.

Her only chance was to slip away. It was a slender thread of hope, but she had to reach for it. She put the security box in the coat pocket – didn’t want that tech falling into Soviet hands – and raced up to the hallway.

They were at the front door. She could hear them working the lock.

She thundered along the carpet in her bare feet, pushed through the door to upstairs, pulling it behind her just as the front door opened and the men rushed in.

Padding up the stairs as quietly as she could, she went to her bedroom and locked her door.

Come on, you can do this.

Jean vaulted over her bed and opened the window in the side of the house.

You’ve flown across the stage on wires. How is this any different?

She stuck her legs out into the sultry night air with her butt sitting on the ledge. Then she twisted around and gripped the windowsill so tightly a finger caught the sharp pain of a splinter. A deep breath and then she swung her legs around to the side of the window, aiming at the drainpipe. There was a terrifying sense of momentary weightlessness. Then sheer panic as her momentum ripped her fingers from their hold.

But her legs had wrapped around the metal pole and her arms followed instinctively, clinging to the drainpipe as if a lover she never wanted to let go of.

But she had to. She could hear them inside the house.

She began to shinny down the pipe, her bare feet gripping the cool metal and feeling for the slightest footholds.

Stiletto’s black leather coat was far too broad for her, which was perfect when she was snuggling up inside it, but it looked like an ill-fitting costume. In the early days of Kiss, people had seen her face makeup and called her the batgirl. She never thought she would actually be the batwoman, a superhero climbing buildings in her leather cape.

Inch by inch, she descended six feet, but then she came to a decision point and even thoughts of Stiletto couldn’t distract her.

She couldn’t escape this way. There was a high wall running along the side of the property, and even a professional stuntwoman would struggle to twist 180 and leap onto that from the pipe. She’d fall to the back yard and the man stationed at the fire escape would get her.

No, the only route out was through the front. Alongside the stairs up to the front door was a sunken area that allowed a little light into the basement window. A low wall surrounded this tiny yard.

She’d always been grateful for her long legs. Never more than now. To be ready for the demands of life with Kiss – on stage, backstage, and everything in between – Jean kept herself lithe, strong, and flexible. Stretches were an important part of keeping in shape. She drew on all of that now as she stretched her leg out from the drainpipe and got a toehold on the wall. An arm followed, reaching out to the side as far as it could go, fighting for every morsel of grip against the brick walls coated in badly cracked white paint.

She looked down.

Never look, they tell you, but it helped to calm her. She was seven feet above the uneven stone flags. The fall would hurt but not badly. But it might wind her and make enough noise for the men just out of sight to catch her. And if the KGB got her… well, that would hurt.

Seven feet, though… it wasn’t the kind of height to induce a storm of butterflies in your insides.

She threw her weight forward, clinging with both hands into the tiniest holes in the wall.

It was enough. Her bare feet shuffled into a more stable position on the low wall of the front yard. She pulled herself forward and peered around the corner of the house.

A KGB spy was at the top of the steps, watching the street from the front porch. He only had to turn his head slightly to the right and he would see her.

Time to be batgirl.

She jumped down from the wall, Stiletto’s coat billowing as she dropped silently to the ground on all fours. The guard at the door hadn’t noticed her. Crouching, she crossed the yard and rolled over the wall at the front, lying flat on the sidewalk on the other side.

For a minute she lay prone in silence, ears alert for the slightest sound.

Nothing.

Her plan was to crawl away. The low wall would hide her from sight for the first, short stretch, but then there would be a six feet gap before the front wall of the neighbors’ house. Six feet in which she would be in plain view if the KGB man glanced her way.

She crawled to within a foot of that gap. Then her courage left her, and she froze.

A snuffle and a low woof – she rolled onto her back and saw a man walking his dog. They were coming her way. Behind them and about to overtake was a group of half a dozen youths, probably off to the pub.

The dog started wagging its tail and its owner noticed her, frowned, but didn’t think to intervene or ask why she was lying on the sidewalk.

Dog, walker, lads: all arrived at the same time.

“Alright, darlin’?” the boys chorused, collapsing into wheezy laughter. Half of them were smoking. One attempted a wolf whistle, but he couldn’t get it right.

“Not really,” she said getting to her feet and joining the group. “Don’t look back. There’s a man in that house trying to hurt me.”

The boys laughed. Then her words sank in and there was silence as some form of ethereal communication passed through the group. Like the huge groups of starlings that organized into flocks every night as they settled onto the gas holders, the young men silently agreed a direction of travel.

“Don’t worry, darling,” said their spokesman. “Stick with us. If that wanker tries to mess with you, we’ll kick the shit out of him.”

Jean mouthed her thanks as she pushed to the center of the group. She’d stood up and joined them as a spur of the moment thing. The terror at having to crawl across that gap had been too much and she’d snapped.

But now she thought about it, throwing herself at the mercy of these boys made a lot of sense. The KGB might grab her off a deserted street, but she didn’t think they would take on a group this big.

Once they were out of sight of the Circus, she kept looking back. No one was following. Not that she could see.

Once in the relative safety of Cambridge Heath Road, the youths escorted her to a phone box and gave her a handful of coins. She called Evelyn’s number, but there was no reply.

The others had told her that in only a few decades, everyone would have a personal communicator on them, just like Star Trek.

“Kirk to Stiletto.” She sighed. If only it were so easy.

She pinched her wrist viciously for being so pathetic.

“Hey, I’m Jean Simmons. I eat difficult for breakfast. And I feast on the impossible for lunch.”

She emerged from the telephone kiosk back into the huddle of young men.

“Thank you, boys. You’ve no idea how much you’ve helped, but I’m going to run home now.”

They told her she was a nutter for heading off into the night in bare feet and all when they could look after her, but they didn’t try to stop her and wished her well.

She was a rock star, a sex goddess, even if they didn’t know her. They deserved a reward. She went to kiss the lad who’d acted as spokesman, but he dodged and shook her hand instead. They all did with a strange solemnity.

From wolf whistles to chivalrous knights in sixty seconds.

Men were strange and could still surprise her.

It was why Jean liked exploring them so much.

She hurried along the sidewalk, doubling back a different way to the Circus. She avoided the house itself, taking a route that passed under the railroad.

A man was waiting there, smoking a cigarette and deep in his thoughts. He perked up when she passed by.

“All right, love?” he said. He licked his lips and gave her a hungry look.

It was obvious what he thought she was about. He probably assumed she was naked under her big leather duster, and she couldn’t blame him because she did look like a hooker.

When she gave him a full burst of New York attitude right in his face, his jaw dropped, and his cigarette fell out. The man stumbled away, and Jean hurried on to her destination.

When their trio had first settled in the Circus, Jean had pressed them to prepare a host of contingencies. She remembered the pride she’d felt when Petrov had heard of this and praised her as the only one with a hint of tradecraft.

If the house was unsafe, the fallback position was under the railway arch, or if that was risky, close by in the gas holders. Failing that, there was a spot nearby at Haggerston Park.

The gas holders it would have to be.

* * *

Gasometers.

That’s what the English with their knack for quaint eccentricity called the latticework edifices that loomed over the canal.

They were a mismatched pair. The larger one was a 150-foot-high empty iron carcass. Its smaller brother was currently half filled with a gas bag. Jean thought of the guy under the bridge who’d been smoking. There was enough explosive gas here to obliterate the entire area, but the Victorian confidence displayed in the decorative ironwork bands steadied her nerves.

With dusk falling, the iron latticework cast complex shadows upon the ground. Jean wrapped her black coat around her and melted into them.

From her hiding place, she saw people walk by, mostly dog walkers using the canal towpath, but no one saw her.

The inactivity did not sit well with her. Not at all.

Stiletto and Zudge had brought her along as a guide to the 1970s. And she had proved helpful. But she was Jean Simmons, not a backroom egghead with nice legs, nor a pretty sidekick that needed rescuing every episode.

Things didn’t happen to Jean Simmons. She made them happen to other people. But what could she do?

As soon as the Time Dogz had left the house, the KGB had shown up. They’d known the place was going to be empty – or so they’d thought – which meant either Evelyn had set a deadly trap or had lured them away so the KGB could search the house. Or perhaps Evelyn was innocent, but her apartment had been bugged. There was nothing Jean could do about any of that now. Even if she went to Evelyn’s place, she would be too late.

Since they’d had the run of the place, the enemy would have bugged the Circus too, which meant…

If her friends survived whatever Evelyn had prepared for them, they would return home and talk openly, not realizing the commies would hear every word.

She couldn’t hide here, waiting to be rescued like some airhead damsel. She had to warn them before they got back.

She had to return to the Circus.

* * *

The door was closed. No lights were on. But what did that mean? Had the enemy gone or were they waiting inside?

She reminded herself that the enemy had waited until Zudge and Stiletto had left, only entering the house once they thought the coast was clear. So she reasoned this must be a reconnaissance to search the rooms, not a kidnap or assassination. Probably.

“Logic says there’s no one there,” she announced to the night. It helped, a little.

She crept back into the sunken front yard and listened. She couldn’t hear anything. Hadn’t expected to.

The window in her room was still open. A superhero would climb back up that drainpipe and creep back in.

“I’m not batgirl,” she told herself. “But I am the goddess of thunder. Nothing stops me.”

She began the climb.

Up turned out to be a lot more difficult than down. It was a case of four inches forward and three inches back, but she slowly made progress up the pipe. The superheroes in the comic books looked a whole lot more graceful doing this kind of thing, but what made her a hero was in her heart, and that was beating with pure courage.

“Come down before you hurt yourself.”

She looked down and saw the three KGB men glaring at her.

One of them drew a pistol on her. He wore thick glasses in chunky transparent frames. They magnified his steel eyes, which had the cold stare of a lizard. Warmth was absent from this man. She knew he wouldn’t hesitate to kill anyone who might hinder his plans.

She looked up the pipe. She could make it up to her window, but even if they didn’t shoot her or climb up after her, by the time she got to the top, they would be waiting for her in her bedroom. It was hopeless.

“I’m coming down. Don’t shoot!”

But she wasn’t done yet. Perhaps she wasn’t really the goddess of thunder, but through all the intensity of the constant Kiss tours, she’d never stopped her judo training. The martial art was her focus, something outside of the mayhem of music that gave her a reason never to abuse her body with the drink and drugs that were so prevalent in her profession.

And now, finally, eight years into the past of an alternate history, she got to use it for real.

She dropped to the ground and raised her hands in surrender.

One of the men came in to grab her shoulders. She ducked beneath him, reached out and yanked the leg of the man with the pistol.

He fell backward, cracking his head on the paving slab and dropping his handgun. She kicked it away – which brought a savage hurt to her bare toes, but she ignored the pain and dodged like a running back past the next man who came for her.

She leaped the low wall around the front yard and was out onto the sidewalk. She gave her best Penelope Pitstop scream for help and then concentrated everything she had on running.

Heavy footsteps thundered after her.

She prayed they wouldn’t shoot her. Everything gambled on them not wanting to.

Under the elevated railroad now and she felt the breeze on her face, her arms and heart pumping in perfect synchronicity. She was an athlete, flying like the wind.

A fleshy weight crashed into the back of her legs and held on.

She went down hard, turning her face at the last moment so it was her cheek that took a hard impact against the concrete sidewalk and slid along, raking her flesh with its roughness. She screamed in pain and felt the wetness welling out of her wound.

Dazed, she was frogmarched into the house where the man with the thick glasses and cold eyes was waiting for her.

The door to the outside world closed behind them. There would be no escape.

“A woman of surprises,” said lizard eyes. His spoke in English with a Russian accent but also a hint of Midwestern American. “Jean Simmons. Not the actress, nor the musician. I don’t know what you are, but I shall find out before the night is over.”

“I’ll tell you nothing.”

He chuckled at that. “We discovered two rucksacks filled with fascinating items. There were hidden under the floorboards, such an obvious hiding place that we wasted time thinking they were either a booby trap or a decoy.”

He held out two items in the palm of his hand. They were pink blobs wrapped in twists of plastic. Like lipstick pretending to be boiled sweets.

“These, I believe, are examples of the alleged mind-control gel. It sounds fantastical, but I’m inclined to believe it is very real.”

When he started to unwrap one, Jean flinched, tried to squirm out of the men’s grip, but she was held fast.

“Ahhh. There it is. Fear. Yes, I see that you know what these things are. Shall we see how they work?”

“No. Don’t. Please. I will do anything. No need to waste one of those on me. Not if you only have two.”

“Two so far. Even if we cannot locate more in London, we can send them back for analysis by our Soviet scientists. Think of the possibilities when we can make these ourselves.”

Simmons grinned, and she gloried in the way that punctured the Russian’s swagger. “Not a chance, you communist bastard. The technology to make more of these does not exist in this time period.”

He removed his glasses and peered at her in silence for a long while. “Time period? Surely you mean time zone?”

“I know what I mean, creep. I’m from another reality. Another time.”

“Do not try my patience.”

“You think I’m fooling around, but I wouldn’t waste my breath on you, Major Rogozin.”

The coldness left his eyes. They widened in astonishment.

“So you are Rogozin. I know plenty about you. I also know how Operation Bulldog plays out. In detail. And from the horse’s mouth, so to speak. From Lieutenant Colonel Ivan Sergeyevich Petrov.”

Rogozin slapped her injured cheek. “Do not say his name!”

She winced, and bit her lip to fight back the pain. Then she looked him in his cold, gray eyes, mustered all the defiance in her heart and repeated, “Ivan Sergeyevich Petrov.”

The major slapped her again, full force. It was hard enough to make her head ring. He took a cloth from his jacket pocket and wiped her blood from his hand.

She held her head high, still in the fight. “Petrov was my friend.”

“How did you know my name?” Rogozin demanded.

“I’ve already told you. Ivan Sergeyevich. You think I’m lying because your Petrov is hard at work in Norman, Oklahoma.”

Rogozin didn’t bother to deny this. “The old man calling himself Petrov. Are you claiming he’s from the future?”

“Yes. 2029. We rescued him from obscurity in Alma Ata.”

“Internal exile? What a sad waste.” Rogozin inspected one of the wraps of lipstick gel in his hand. “You used one of these on him?”

Simmons nodded.

“How does it work?”

“I’ll tell you. But I have conditions.”

Rogozin’s only answer was a sneer.


Chapter 58

In the London of 1976, telecommunications consisted of copper wires that connected fixed plastic lumps with wired handsets and a rotary dial. Mobile devices didn’t exist, but most streets had a red telephone kiosk for public use. We tried two on the way back to the Circus. They appeared to connect to the telephone in the hallway of our house, but there was no answer from Jean.

We approached our home warily, scouting around the outside for booby traps and hidden gunmen.

We’d wired the place for security, making good use of equipment we’d brought in our rucksacks. Jean should be able to see us and open the door. But she hadn’t, which meant she was unable to for some reason.

There was nothing else for it. Zudge and I assembled in the front porch, dart guns ready.

What? You didn’t think we’d go in unarmed. I’ve been a little shy about the details of what we got up to on our third and final visit to 2029. I’m not proud of it, but one of the consequences is that we only had a few darts left, and they were all of the tranquilizer variety. Zudge was also carrying one last gel dose, and my additional equipment was a damp patch on my side because apparently you weren’t supposed to have energetic adventures when you’ve just been shot.

During my reservist training in the late 2290s, the army had expended two whole days on urban warfare. Remembering it as best I could, I opened the front door and went in.

The front door of the Circus, our scruffy house next to the canal and the gas holders, was several feet above street level. It opened into a long hallway that ended in a kitchen extension. Side doors along the hallway led to the front room, back room, cloakroom, steps down to the basement, and steps up to the bedrooms.

In other words, any bad guys could be above us, below us, or to the flanks, and with just the two of us, we couldn’t cover every direction at once.

All this we knew before we opened the front door.

And all this we forgot as soon as we stepped inside, because we weren’t expecting the sight at the end of the hallway.

Jean Simmons was gagged and bound to a chair just this side of the kitchen. She was facing us, her eyes wild, wearing just her house hotpants and a flimsy top. One side of the face was a bloodied mess. What the hell had the turd weasels done to her?

She rocked the chair, muffled screams and nodding head clearly indicating danger lurking behind the closed pine door of the back room.

We advanced warily, dart guns trained on that door.

While Zudge covered the door, I went to Simmons, putting a finger to my lips until she nodded that she understood the need for silence. I drew my combat knife and sliced through her bonds with ease.

I was going to ask in a whisper how many were in the back room. Had she seen any weapons?

I was going to maximize our advantage before our luck ran out.

But there never had been any luck. We were right where our enemies wanted us.


Chapter 59

Behind me, the door to the back room slammed open and I heard dart fire and a pistol shot.

I dropped my knife and reached for my own dart gun.

I was momentarily confused, because a white-hot needle had passed through my hand, and I was dropping the blade anyway.

I looked in horror at my mangled hand. I’d been shot. Again! I hated this era.

I drew my dart gun with my left hand – ignoring the pain in my right – and joined in the fight. I couldn’t see Zudge. Just a big Russian charging me. I fired my gun.

Did I hit him? I never was sure. He slammed me to the floor, the back of my head cracking against the wall of the hallway. I still had hold of my gun, so I fired at the man and saw the dart sink into his gut. He landed a brutal left hook on my jaw.

With all the pounding my skull was taking, it was difficult to think. I was on my back. Tried to roll over and clamber up to my feet but got nowhere because a boot came down onto my left hand. I clung with all my strength to hold onto that little dart gun, but my hand was pinned to the floor.

Then the boot came down to my stomach. I curled up, groaning. A kick snapped into my side. Luckily it wasn’t the one bleeding from two nights before.

A heavy hood went over my head. I was already seeing birdies and stars, but now they were swirling around in a suffocating darkness. Sounds outside the hood were severely muffled and drowned out by the roar of my own groans. But my tuned-up ears heard a Russian man near to me, breathing heavily. Very heavily. I guessed his location, aimed the dart gun, and pulled the trigger.

The gun was no longer there! I’d lost it somewhere in the melee.

My right hand had been shot. The left crushed – I think bones were broken. Screaming in pain, I reached for the hood and began to lift it off. It suddenly grew lighter. No, someone was taking it off. I let them finish the job.

Blinding light jabbed at my eyes, and the sound of snoring Russians filled my ears.

Zudge stood over me, excitement glowing in her eyes. “We got them,” she said.

“Oh contraire, Miss Jaiden.”

The man who had spoken was behind Jean’s chair. One hand was pressing down on her shoulder, and the other pressed a pistol to the back of her head.

“It pains me to state the obvious. But in your case, I think it is necessary. Mr. Caldwell. Miss Jaiden. Any sudden moves and I kill Jean Simmons. She will die unlamented and unrecognized for who she really is, in an alternate reality that is not even her own.”

So he knew something of our true nature. Did that change anything? I couldn’t think straight, but I didn’t think it did.

“Drop that dart gun, Miss Jaiden.”

He slammed the barrel of the pistol into the base of Jean’s skull, forcing her to arch her back. She was pitiful, struggling for breath, but Zudge did not release her weapon.

“As Simmons here worked out,” said the man with the gun, “I am the same Major Rogozin that your Petrov mentioned. And I know everything. The woman in the chair is an innocent.” He snorted. “If one could use such a word for this music celebrity, this epitome of Western cultural decadence. Yes, I know who she really is.”

“Then let her go,” I said. “Like you said, she’s an innocent, swept up by events.”

Rogozin regarded me coldly. I had the feeling he was making minute recalibration to his plans on account of my words. “We are at an impasse. Allow me to explain how we shall resolve it. I am armed with this pistol and two doses of the mind gel you so carelessly left about the house. I shall use the gel on you two. Simmons goes free. She is of no value, but you two… very much so.”

“Don’t listen to him,” Jean croaked. “He won’t let me out alive.”

“Not so, my dear. You will be no danger to me. I’m not a monster. To kill a beautiful young woman such as yourself would be a waste, especially one so spirited. Think about it. All of you. There is nothing any of you could say that would compromise me. You know I am Major Rogozin, but that is not an identity known to MI5, CIA, or the FBI, so it won’t help them one bit. As for blabbing about Operation Bulldog, you have already told MI5 what little you know.” A muscle in his face twitched, and the eyes that had seemed so robotically calm momentarily became slits of sheer icy hatred. The moment passed and Rogozin regained his composure. “Revealing that we were running the operation from Oklahoma has been an inconvenience, but that damage has already been done and countermeasures put into effect.”

I felt like I’d been thrown into a bad dream, helplessly watching as this soulless turd weasel laid out his plans. But that twitch... did Rogozin have buttons I could press? My mind raced, desperately seeking solutions.

Rogozin leered down at Jean, jabbing the barrel harder until she was whimpering. “So, you see, my dear, your only use to me is to get to them. Once they are mine, you may go free to live your life here in this reality. When the socialist victory comes, perhaps I shall make you my mistress if you beg hard enough. It would amuse me.”

“You animal!” I growled.

“Tut tut, Mr. Caldwell. To the victor goes the spoils and your friend here makes handsome war booty. Oh, don’t worry. I shan’t hurt her.” Rogozin leered at the bass player, far from her stage. “Not unless she needs to be punished.”

He cast his gaze over me and Zudge. “But you cannot go free. I have the mind gel. Two doses. First, I will gel you, Caldwell. Then I will bind Miss Jaiden to me. Only then will I let the girl go.”

I stared at Rogozin’s pistol. Zudge was still pointing her dart gun at him, but her hand was shaking.

“If you prefer,” Rogozin said, “we can do this hard way. I shoot Simmons. Miss Jaiden shoots me with a dart, but its effects are not instant, and I will shoot her dead before I am incapacitated.” He sneered at me. “You must think me unchivalrous, but she is the one holding the dart gun and you are on the floor half beaten and shot. Once I have killed her, then I will easily overpower you and gel you anyway.”

Zudge’s hand ceased its tremors. Calm washed over her. Rogozin saw it too and thought Zudge had yielded to defeat. But I recognized the determined look in her eyes. My little spitfire had a plan.

“There is no victory for you here,” Rogozin declared. “No one coming to your rescue. Perhaps you will see sense, Mr. Caldwell? Your fate is sealed. The only question is whether the women live or die.”

I wanted to punch that grin off the Russian’s smug face, but I couldn’t fault his logic. If it was me holding the dart gun instead of Zudge, I think I would shoot him anyway. Just as well I wasn’t.

“Sorry, Zudge,” I said to her. “I can’t decide for you. You make the call.”

She flicked on the gun’s safety, placed it on the floor, and kicked it over to Rogozin.

The Russian’s demeanor altered. It seemed all that leering had been an act. Now he was robotic and merciless once more.

“Miss Jaiden, take two steps back.”

She did.

“Mr. Caldwell, get to your feet. You might be wounded, but there’s a wildness about you that requires taming. I shall deal with you first.”

I pushed myself to my feet. Man, I hurt, but most of all with the emptiness of defeat. I glanced Zudge’s way, but I didn’t know the words to say. Was this really the end?

“Hold out your right hand, palm uppermost.”

I did. I was still oozing blood from the gunshot wound.

“Now walk toward me. Slowly!”

Zudge cried out, “No!” She rushed to me, leaping up so she hung around my neck in a desperate embrace. “I can’t bear to lose you, Stillo.” Her face a sea of anguish, she looked deeply into my eyes while caressing the side of my neck.

I felt a weird prickling sensation where her fingers scraped my skin, tracing the path of my carotid artery. Her fingertips were… sticky.

The brilliant little thing had gelled me! But that meant my mind was going to be enslaved! What the Devil would happen now?

Zudge peeled herself off, leaving me awash with a maelstrom of emotions. I was experiencing something akin to the hormonal roller-coaster of puberty, but ten times more intense and everything compressed into a matter of minutes. I played for time. I won’t bore you with the verbal interplay between me and Rogozin as I stalled him for about thirty seconds, which I reckoned to be as far as I could push him before he started firing.

Then I zombie-shuffled over to him. He took my outstretched hand and plunged the gel into my wound.

I screamed to the rafters, praying for the pain limiters to cut in. but they never did. The agony was a level ten. Maxed out. I literally couldn’t hurt any more than this.

I emerged through the storm of pain and settled back to a dull, throbbing agony a safe distance from Rogozin, clutching my brutalized right hand with my slightly less damaged left one.

Rogozin brandished his pistol at Zudge. “Your turn.”

As Zudge went to him, Simmons squirmed from under his hold and got herself to her feet. She looked threatening, as if she was going to attack him. I was with her on that. However, with great difficulty I restrained myself from helping. I was playing the part of someone who had just been gelled. Well, not much playacting required. I had been gelled. Twice.

But Zudge had gotten to me first. That head start of half a minute had better make a crucial difference.

All it took to calm Simmons down was for Rogozin to point his pistol at Zudge. No one had any doubt that he would shoot her dead, so Simmons came to me and clung to my arm. Together we watched Zudge shuffle like a sacrificial victim over to the Russian. Rogozin smeared gel on her lips. He caressed her face with his smeared fingers. Finally, he put the last of the dose on the tip of his finger and rammed it up her nostril. I supposed he was aiming for the fastest route to her bloodstream, but it seemed gratuitously humiliating.

While I watched my friend for a reaction to the gel, I felt a strange sensation prickle at my neck before flooding through my body. It was like an invisible hand had taken control of me, pushing me from one state of being to another. I knew what was coming and it terrified me.

I fought it. Of course I did. But I couldn’t grasp hold of anything to fight against. It wasn’t pain nor a jolt of energy. The invisible hand of control didn’t grip my throat, throttling the resistance from me. In fact, it was almost a loving caress that left a sense of soothing calm as it passed through my body and into my mind.

A part of me would never give in. It fought, shrieked, and yelled sheer murder at this affront to my autonomy. But the screaming Stiletto was drifting away on an irresistible current, inaudible to the tamed Stiletto relaxing into the warm liberation of someone else’s control.

But was it Zudge or Rogozin who was claiming me?

We had been hoisted by our own petard. The gel had been our trump card from the beginning, how teams of half-trained time flotsam could succeed in complex operations deep into history. But now the tables had been turned.

While it took its effect, Rogozin made me and Zudge stand several feet apart from each other and from him. He was fascinated by the contorted expressions that ebbed and flowed across our faces as our brain chemistry was rewired.

“Hands behind your head,” Rogozin instructed Zudge.

She obeyed without a word, and Zudge never did anything she was told without questioning it first. Zudge’s instincts were to be awkward and rebellious, one of the reasons I liked her so much.

Jean knew this too. She started keening. “No. No. No.” But she’d forgotten that when Flandel Juroff had smeared gel onto Zudge at her gig in 1984, it hadn’t worked. You could only be gelled once.

Jean’s wailing was sweet music to Rogozin’s ears. He obviously relished his power over all of us, but Zudge in particular. Gozo turd weasel! The steel coldness in his eyes warmed into something else – heated by hellfire, no doubt, because now he had the eyes of a devil. I’d seen this look before. Rogozin was a man who liked to hurt people who could not resist. His wasn’t the cowardice of a bully; it was the addiction to power of a sadist.

Rogozin walked over to Zudge and gave her a kick to her chest that bounced her off the wall and onto her butt. I felt the blow as if it had been aimed at my own flesh.

Far worse was the horror I felt of standing helpless while the most important person in my universe was hurt. But I was sure that not reacting was exactly what she would want me to do. In fact… the little beauty! Zudge was milking it. Rogozin had given her more of a thrust than a kick, a test of his new living play toy.

Don’t give the game away this time, Zudgey.

But Rogozin was too drunk on control to notice anything amiss.

He tilted his head and looked at Jean. “And now, Miss Simmons, what to do about you?”

“You said you would let me go.”

“Yes. I did say that.”

“And you were right. How can I do you harm?”

“Oh, I meant every word,” Rogozin said, his attention – and his pistol – on me. “If you were of no further use to me, then I’d let you go. However…” His leer returned, and this time I had no doubt it was genuine. “I can think of many stimulating ways to use you.”

Now that Rogozin thought we were completely in his power, and his men were not there to witness him, his putrid nature was fully unveiled. I felt nothing but utter revulsion for this gozo tossrag... and the fact that I could feel that way about him made me ecstatically happy.

Rogozin pulled out another wrap of mind gel and tormented Jean. “I lied. I have one more dose. I was keeping it for our scientists, but I believe you when you say that there is no way on Earth of replicating this 34th-century technology. For me to deliver this sample would serve no strategic purpose. Whatever I do now, I shall be a hero of the Soviet Union. I don’t need to bring back a sample for that. Whereas if I were to smear this on you… A pet from another world. It would amuse me. And such a pretty pet too.”

“Try it!” yelled Simmons. “I’ve faced worse than you, slimeball. You’ll think you have me, but I’ll be playing along. Then when you guard is down, I will bite your cock off and” — she thrust out her hand into a devil’s horn gesture – “gouge your eyes out. And then I will shove your bloodied cock so far down your throat that you choke to death.”

Rogozin lunged at Simmons, trying to grab her. She dodged him with ease, but this was a game she couldn’t win forever. I risked glancing at Zudge, but she was still acting as if she had just been gelled. Well, she had been. But if she’d been immune to Juroff, surely this was just an act?

Meanwhile, storms raged in my head. To stretch that metaphor from earlier, my psyche had almost been washed away, but now I was clinging to flotsam in my own mind as I looked up helplessly at the thunder gods fighting for control of my will. Lightning storms raged across my mental landscape, but there was a quiet zone where they canceled each other out. I drifted in this eye of the storm and began to win back a little strength.

The Russian growled at Simmons. “American bitch! Do you think you can stop me? Soon I will order your two friends to hold you down and let me do whatever I want.” He brought out the final twist of mind gel and flaunted it in front of her.

“Give it up,” I said, neither wanting nor needing Zudge to take the lead. “It’s hopeless. You don’t stand a chance. It’s over.”

Simmons turned and shot me a look of horror that will haunt me forever. I hooked my arms around her in a bear hug, an exceptionally weak one on account of my ruined hands. She could have squirmed away if she tried hard enough, but she was so broken by my betrayal that she let me capture her.

Or, thinking about it, maybe Jean Simmons was incredibly smart and a brilliant actress.

“You see?” the Russian gloated at her. “Even your former friend thinks you are doomed. No matter. This could have been easy, but I will enjoy doing this the hard way so much more.” He unwrapped the last dose.

“Hey, Rogozin!” I yelled. He frowned at my abruptness. “When I said you didn’t stand a chance, I wasn’t talking about Simmons, you fucking weasel shit.”

The Russian’s eyes popped with shock. It was one of the great tragedies of my life that my hands were too busted up to punch the bastard. I made do with giving him my chirpiest smile and shoving Jean behind me, so that I stood between her and Rogozin.

With all his attention on me, Zudge picked that moment to come out of her trance, grab the receiver of the telephone mounted on the wall, and crack it over the KGB major’s head. It snapped in two.

Miniaturization and lightweight were words for future decades. The communication technology of the 1970s was heavy duty, and so Rogozin staggered back, clutching the crown of his head.

Maybe it was surprise as much as the concussive blow that did for him in that moment. Before he could recover, both women were upon him like furies. Jean took his legs from under him in a judo throw and Zudge raked his hand with her nails and got a hold of the gel twist.

He recovered amazingly quickly, but Simmons had seized the chair and now rammed it down repeatedly, aiming for his crotch. He rolled away the worst of the first blow, but the second attack had him howling with pain. Meanwhile, I stomped on the wrist of his gun hand, pinning it to the floor. For her part, Zudge shoved a gel-smeared finger up his nose as painfully as she could.

It took half a minute of struggle and then the fight went out of him. Confusion swept over his features. Rogozin would be ours.

Simmons continued to smash him with the chair. Both the back legs had snapped off. I don’t think she’d even noticed.

“That’s enough,” I told her.

“No, it is not!” She glared at me, furious.

“You’ve hurt him,” I said. “He more than deserved that. But now you’re damaging him and… to be honest, he’s not in a state to appreciate he’s being hurt.”

“Damage him?” Jean screamed. “I want to damage him.”

“We need him,” Zudge said. Immediately I felt relief flooding through me that she was backing me up. I wasn’t sure I could ever go against her.

I bit my lip. Zudge had been immune to the gel because another version of the Ox had smeared her a long time ago. The only reason I didn’t feel in thrall to Rogozin was because she had claimed me first.

Was this how it was to be from now on? I would only ever want what Zudge wanted?

I didn’t feel like I was completely in thrall to her. Not entirely. Perhaps it hadn’t worked on me because hey, I’m Stiletto Caldwell. But she was exerting a powerful pull on me like nothing I’d ever experienced. It was definitely neither lust nor love.

The anger suddenly drained from Jean. She must have worked out what I was going through. She slipped her arms around me, carefully to avoid the gunshot wound. “Poor Stiletto.”

I eased her away. If there’s one thing I hate, it’s being pitied by attractive women.

“We need Rogozin,” I said – for my benefit because I’m sure the two women had already figured this out – “because Operation Bulldog is highly compartmentalized. The one person who can blow apart the entire operation is this Russian weasel rolling around on our hallway carpet. In fact…” I checked the two sleeping Russians who’d ambushed us from the back room. They were safely out of action. “In fact, we need to be thinking about how to protect Rogozin from harm. If the KGB realizes what’s happening, they will do everything in their power to kill him.”

* * *

We’d won.

Or had we?

Rogozin was under our command. His two comrades were trussed up good and proper. But how to cash in on our winnings?

MI5 weren’t interested. We could take him to a police station to defect, but they wouldn’t know what to do and the Russians might get to him first. Jean suggested taking him to the Danish embassy to seek asylum.

I vetoed that. Too much would be out of our hands and too many opportunities for the KGB if Rogozin stepped outside the embassy. I kept that as Plan B, possibly because I wanted to follow my own wild idea to prove to everyone that I still had a mind of my own.

Zudge kept unnaturally quiet and didn’t contradict me.

So in the end, we went with my preferred option. It had worked last time. I walked Rogozin along Downing Street to Number 10.

“Evening, officer,” I said.

The policeman outside the prime minister’s residence doffed his helmet.

“This man is a KGB major, mastermind of a plot to launch a Soviet-backed coup that will result in…” I was going to say nuclear war with France, but I didn’t think that would help my case. “Anyway, he would like to defect, please. And could we do it fast, so the bad Russians don’t kill him?”

With his gaze glued on me, the policeman picked up a radio. “The gentlemen are here with me. Yes, sir. Both of them.”

He nodded at me. “It’s all right, Mr. Caldwell. You’ve been expected.”

When he gestured at the building behind, I thought Prime Minister Callaghan was about to come through and thank me for my service in saving both his country and his neck.

The door stayed shut, though. Instead, a yellow Ford Cortina pulled up. The rear door opened, and I took the hint, pushing Rogozin inside – carefully, considering my bandaged hands – and followed him in.

“Just to make sure we haven’t completely bolloxed this up,” said the other man in the back seat who wore a respectable suit and tie, perhaps a bureaucrat in the Foreign Office. “Who are you and what is your intention?”

I nudged Rogozin. “You know what to say, Roger, old boy. Tell them what Miss Jaiden wants you to do.”

“I am KGB Major Rogozin. Operation Bulldog is my creation and now I wish to help you to blow it sky high.” He turned to me, eyes pleading. “Will I see her again?”

“Maybe. If you’re a good boy.”

“Why isn’t she here?”

I rolled my eyes “Because it’s the 1970s and to these English primitives she’s just a pretty Indian girl with short legs and a sweet, though undeniably hot, smile.”

“What now?”

The passenger in the front turned around. It was Brown. “What did I tell you last time we parted, Caldwell? Ah, yes. Piss off back to your alien mistress. Yes, that was it.” He gave a loaded stare at the door handle beside me.

I shrugged and opened the door with my elbow.

“One more thing, Stiletto,” Brown said when I was half out. He looked at me uncomfortably, as if chewing something the cat had sicked up. “Thank you,” he said. “I mean it.”

Then a strong hand pushed me out the door and I watched the car speed away.

“Time for you to move along now, sir,” said the policeman firmly. “And like the gentleman in the crumpled coat indicated, kindly piss off and don’t come back.” He nodded at the bloodied bandages over my hands. “Though you might want to get those looked at first.”


Chapter 60

We’d beaten Operation Bulldog.

It was over.

Except… it wasn’t.

I returned from Downing Street to find the Circus decked out for party time. Balloons, booze, and even an aluminum hedgehog of cheese and pineapple chunks on cocktail sticks.

Two grim-faced women welcomed me through the door. Both were obviously churning with worries, but they kept their words locked up inside, which felt doubly bad because normally I couldn’t shut them up.

As for myself, the real Steven Z. “Stiletto” Caldwell would react by making a few wisecracks, gratuitously insulting everyone, and if that didn’t work, clear off to a bar in search of better company.

But I wasn’t myself. Zudge’s gravitational pull was still hard to resist. I didn’t know how this was going to work out, but my best guess was that I was now her hound, and she was my beloved owner whom I could never leave – except temporarily when there were rabbits to chase.

Jean was first to break the verbal blockade. Her eyes filled with fire. “You two love clowns have some serious shit to work out.”

I forced myself to look at my partner.

Most people wouldn’t describe Zudge as a beauty.

When I met her, she’d been in coveralls, hair tied back, and face smeared with grease as befitted an aerospace engineer working on Audax fighter-bombers.

Her dark eyes were undoubtedly pretty but something about the perfectly horizontal lines of the fat eyebrows made her a resemble a comic book character on the brink of laughter. Her face was a chubby square that dimpled easily into excessive cuteness, and her lower jaw was a couple of sizes too large, jutting out noticeably and ending in a chin with a dimpled cleft the size of the Mariana Trench.

Then there was her laugh, which closely resembled the warning horns of diesel locomotives from this period in both timbre and volume.

Like I said, most people wouldn’t describe Zudge as a beauty.

But I would.

More than that, what I saw standing before me on the sheepskin rug in that crappy 1970s lounge was my best friend.

“You’re right,” I said in answer to Jean’s suggestion. “We’ve stuff to work out.”

“Not so fast!” Jean continued. “Because there’s even more urgent shit that you both have to work out with me. I know how this works, see? You two go upstairs and figure out what Zudge has done to you, Stiletto. I don’t entirely understand but it doesn’t take 34th-century science to see that it will lead to explosive sex. Which I fully endorse, by the way. But in your post-coital haze of bliss, you’ll do your… timewarp thing, and poof! You’ll be enjoying a bizarre but workable domestic bliss as the Jetsons and I… I’ll never have existed.”

“I’m sorry,” Zudge said. She bit her lip. “Sorry for both of you. Perhaps… Jean, we don’t entirely understand how this works ourselves. But when we get you back to the Kennel, we might be able to take you straight back to 1984 before the timelines stabilize.”

“How will that help?”

“In theory,” Zudge said. “We zap your memories so you don’t remember who we are. Then we heal time around you.”

“But I’m not supposed to exist.”

“A bubble of time will form and seal you off from the rest of the universe. Inside that bubble, you will forever be the singer, bassist and composer for the hottest band in the land. That is where you belong. You own that role, Jean. You’ve earned it. But you stay there forever and can’t break out.”

“The Devil!” I yelled. “Don’t listen to Zudge. She’s an idiot, and that won’t work. You’re one of us, Jean. You’re a Time Dog, and I don’t want you wiped from anything.”

I gingerly gathered my two women into a group hug and with a rightful Stiletto grin on my face I announced, “I have a Stillo plan. Trust me, it’s foolproof.”

* * *

Jean gave us space. Said she was going upstairs to lie down for a while.

Finally, it was just me and the Zudge. It felt as if we’d been building to this moment ever since we’d been reassigned to the Cleaners.

We sat beside each other on the uncomfortably soft sofa, next to the coffee table with an unfinished game of Monopoly, and there we searched for the words to explore what the hell should happen next.

I let her begin. She was, after all, the one who had been gelled before. And she’d emerged the other side okay. Kind of.

“You contradicted me,” she said. “With your plan for Jean. I wasn’t sure you still could.”

“Course I can.” I screwed up my face. “If it’s in your best interest. Same as Petrov could.”

“When I touched your neck with the gel… it did have an effect?”

I nodded. “Some.”

“What do you mean some?”

“I’m Stiletto Caldwell. I don’t take orders easily.”

“I won’t ever order you. I swear.”

“Sounds good. Then what are you going to do with me?”

She smiled. “Pretty much the same as before.”

“So long as I behave. Eh, Zudge?”

She pushed closer, her hip and thigh squashing against mine. Immediately, my heart rate quadrupled. She turned to me, and her warm breath was electrifying, an aphrodisiac-laden balm. “I don’t want you to behave, Stiletto. You’re an untameable free spirit, and that’s why I…” She rolled her eyes. “Why I like you so fiercely.” She swallowed hard. “Again, I’m sorry I had to do that to you.”

“Better you than that KGB turd weasel. It would never have worked out between me and Rogozin in the end. He hasn’t got your legs, Zudgey.”

Zudge’s expression of guilt faded to a frown, and she drew back slightly. My heart rate edged off, though it was still deep in the red zone. “I don’t understand you sometimes,” she whispered. “Are you saying I have nice legs?”

“No.”

Now she was full-on confusion. “Explain yourself,” she ordered.

My heart sank. Hadn’t taken long for her to come out with the orders.

I felt a pinch at my neck, at the streak of skin where she’d touched me with the gel. It was as if somehow mentally she was grabbing me and giving a little shake. The sense of command was intense. But… have I mentioned this yet? I don’t like being told what to do.

I got to my feet. Wanted to leave. Tried as hard as anything I’ve ever attempted. But I couldn’t walk away. Not from her.

“Stiletto,” she said in a more reasonable tone. “Please explain. I want to understand you. I want to know why you said what you did.”

“Your legs are only little, you see? So if you told me to do something I didn’t want to, I could run away, and you’d never catch up on your little stumps. Rogozin… Not so much. That’s the only reason why I’m glad your gel got in my system before his.”

“Stiletto.” She breathed a flicker of delight, and then stood close, placing her hand on my chest, over my heart. “You’re still you! Maddening. Offensive. Idiotic. Rude. Uncontrollable you. But I touched you, Stillo. Touched you with control gel.”

“So you did.”

“So are you… bound to me or not?”

“Honestly, I don’t know. Shall we find out?”

I moved in close until our beating hearts touched through our chests. My lips were a fraction of a millimeter from brushing hers. Her breath quickened and I sensed a moan welling up from deep within her. From both of us.

The kiss was coming.

It would consume me. She would consume me.

The thought terrified me, and it allowed me to pull away fractionally. It was the hardest thing I’d ever done up to that point.

There were worse things in the universe, I supposed, than being bound to Zudge’s will. I’d lain broken and dying on a battlefield for one. But I would never accept being in thrall to anyone. Not even the Zudge.

I had to prove that.

Moving closer once more, I brushed her lips again with mine.

I reached down the small of her back and tried to snake my hand inside the rear of her jeans. But I’d forgotten my wounded hands were fat with bandages.

Bless her. Zudge undid the button at her fly, granting me full access for my hand to pass over her underwear. I gathered the edges of the fabric in my fingers and… You guessed it – yanked up for all I was worth.

Zudge screamed and slapped me so hard I tasted blood.

I’d given Zudge one of the most epic wedgies in this version of reality, but – the Devil! Did she really have to scream so loud? I’m sure she broke several international treaties.

I gave her my best cheeky grin. “I think I can safely say, old girl, that your attempt to control me didn’t work.”

She punched me, aiming for my gut. But I twisted away on instinct and caught it on my side where I’d been shot. It hurt so hard I saw stars.

I staggered back, but she held me upright, and by the time the pain settled, she was holding me in a hug that was both gentle and very firm.

There was a time when I used to think that I understood women. My experience with the Time Dogz had caused me to doubt that. And now Zudge had proved that I didn’t know a thing.

I realized I was holding her tightly too. Despite everything I’d just done, I don’t think I could have unwrapped my arms around her unless she told me to.

I tried to think of the feelings and thoughts I’d had before she’d gelled me. Feelings for her, for myself, and for my future. While I still could, I wanted to work out which of those emotions were truly mine and which could no longer be trusted.

There was one important thought that I knew to be genuine because I’d had it many times in recent days. If I ever returned safely to the Kennel, there was something I had to say to Merrygold.

I have no idea how long Zudge and I were locked in that embrace.

It fell to Jean to physically separate us.

“Forget what I said earlier,” she told us. “I think you need some apart time. Just for a little while.”

Who’d have thought that Jean Simmons – smoking hot rock goddess and occasional Cold War spy – would be the sensible one on the topic of sex and relationships?

The thought made me smile, and for a little while, I believed I was myself again.

* * *

Pyrotechnics blasted off to the sides of the stage, sending showers of sparks raining down on Gene Simmons and Paul Stanley as they strutted around the stage. Meanwhile, Ace Frehley made his guitar sit up and sing as he soloed in front of Peter Criss’s drum riser. The crowd went wild, adding their roar to the amps blasting out the 100% proof rock ‘n’ roll spirit that reverberated throughout the stadium.

Kiss was playing Birmingham. Not the sweaty concrete bunker of the England tour, but a few months later in the summer of 1976, at Rickwood Field Stadium in Birmingham, Alabama.

This was to be our goodbye to Jean Simmons. My cunning plan was to leave her here with a few choice tidbits about the future. Stocks to invest in, horses to bet on, countries to avoid at certain times… that kind of thing.

If anyone asked why Jean Simmons had disappeared from 1984, we would deny all knowledge. Hopefully that wouldn’t matter. It had been the wrong version of 1984 anyway, and it would all work out by the 34th century.

It was a risk. But one we were prepared to take for our friend.

Ace’s solo over, Gene Simmons stalked the stage in his enormous platform boots with demon kneepads. One hand held onto his instrument, stroking its strings on occasion, the other pointed into the audience, indicating the girls who took his fancy. His finger pointed at Jean.

The rock star on stage had been about to flick his tongue in Jean’s direction when he froze. Just the tip of his tongue made it out before the bottom of his jaw dropped to the stage floor and his eyes popped like balloons.

The bass player missed a beat.

Paul Stanley looked over, wondering what the hell was wrong with Gene.

Then the moment was gone. Gene strode on as if it was all part of the act.

“What was all that pointing about?” Zudge asked.

“Forgive her,” I said to Jean. “She was raised in a totalitarian nightmare. It gave people a weirdly sheltered upbringing… right up until the moment the authorities came for you. You see, Zudge, in this era, when a gentleman thinks a lady is fair of face, form, and nature, he indicates his interest by unfurling his tongue and pointing at her from a raised platform, such as this concert stage. If the lady reciprocates in affection for the gentleman, she will endeavor to make her way backstage, there to navigate the obstacles of security and predatory roadies in search of his lair.”

“Oh,” she said. Wonder of wonders, she gave that cute blush. Then she screwed her face in disgust. “Eeeewww! Jean and Gene. You two aren’t going to… you, know?”

Simmons stood behind her and draped her arms protectively around Zudgey. “Back in your cave,” she growled at me. “In the first place, Zudge, don’t believe a word that idiot just said. Rock stars perform an act on stage, and if my male alter-ego is anything like me, he’ll be a total professional. So don’t believe all the stories you hear about pointing out people in the audience and other such lurid antics. As for sex with my male counterpart? You’re right, I’d never contemplate such a thing. What if I impregnated myself?” She dry retched. “There are other far-out sexual pairings I’m thinking of right now. Two of them, to be precise. Though why stop at half measures when we can triple up?”

I looked at Zudge and that was the moment I knew for sure that the mind gel really had screwed with my mind. All I could think about was wanting whatever Zudge wanted. The real me wouldn’t have. I would have leaped at this once in a lifetime opportunity for a wild memory. To feel alive.

Zudge looked at me, at Jean, and back again, licking her lips like a trainee rock goddess.

What happened next?

Zudge wasn’t like the Ox or Frau Kinz from 1932, she was shy and private.

So whatever we did or did not do that wild night in 1976, it’s between me, Zudge, and Jean Simmons, the one and only true goddess of thunder and rock ‘n’ roll.


Chapter 61

“Something happened to me, didn’t it?”

I had to squeeze my eyes shut and clamp down my mouth, so I didn’t scream in what was considered an upmarket restaurant for the low-quint zone of Norman Cross.

I was at the Spicy Critter with Merrygold, biting my tongue because despite all that I had done for her, all that I had risked and sacrificed, now that I’d fixed history, none of the people I’d saved had any memory of what had befallen them.

All that fading from existence… never happened.

Baruck Merrygold reaching across this very table and grabbing me by the lapels as he begged me to save his wife… never happened.

Because of what Zudge and I had done, we saved them all… and so they had never needed saving.

It was all so hugely unfair.

Although… it also meant that Baruck no longer hated my guts. I was once more his wife’s exciting project. The idea of stopping me seeing Françoise-Elayenor had not yet occurred to him.

I tried to explain. “You were slowly being erased from history. Baruck was beside himself with worry.”

“Did he get angry with you?”

“He might have threatened me a little, yes. Anyway, I broke protocol. Took a lot of risks. Killed people. It’s what I do when I need to fix things that aren’t right. I lost you, Françoise-Elayenor. You were in limbo, but I brought you back.” I sucked in a long and chilly breath. “If it weren’t for you, I would have run where not even the time operatives could have found me.”

Shock slapped her in the face. “You’re a bona fide hero.”

“Yeah.” I looked down at my cricket and pseudo-cheese melt sandwich. Was I a hero? I didn’t feel like one. Admittedly, the plan to hide in the past would never have worked anyway, and if we hadn’t fixed things, then Zudge and I would probably have faded away too. But I hadn’t known that at first, and Françoise-Elayenor didn’t need to know such details. Not when I was enjoying her adoration.

She reached over and squeezed my hand. “It must suck so hard when you’re a hero and nobody knows.”

“You have no idea.”

She pressed my hand to her lips. “But now I know. And you deserve my thanks.”

“I didn’t tell you so that you would get hot inside your knickers.”

“I know you didn’t. But all the same, you deserve–”

“The thought of losing you? It made me realize I’m in love with you.”

She looked at me blankly.

I was in almost as much shock that I’d blurted that out.

“I don’t want to be,” I explained. “You’re not a Time Dog. You can never understand what I go through.”

“Try. Help me to see.”

I did. I went on for a bit, then shut up, rewound, and tried again because I had sounded far too whiney. But I was no better second time around.

“I can tell a story well,” I said to Merrygold, “but I can’t explain myself without sounding like an idiot.”

“It’s one of the things I like about you.”

There was a gleam in her eye that I didn’t like the look of. It was a hint of adoration. “We’re talking about being in love, but I notice you haven’t mentioned your husband.” I hadn’t mentioned Zudge either, but that was none of her business.

“I won’t leave him.”

“Not asking you to. When you were in danger, he fought for you. Hard. I don’t know everything about your relationship with him, but that counts for a lot in my book, and I thought you should know. No one’s ever fought for me.”

A pang of guilt. Sandro had. And Zudge. Maybe the Ox.

For the first time, I sensed Merrygold was out of her depth. The way we’d played this affair, she was supposed to be the sophisticate, the higher class lady, the one ultimately calling the shots. But now she didn’t know what to say.

“You’re so hot,” I said, “that I fell in love with you. I’m sorry. I blew it. I can’t be in love with you, Françoise-Elayenor Merrygold. Just can’t.”

I kissed her. With finality.

“You… take care,” she said awkwardly. “And thank you.”

“For what?”

“For breaking it off.” She swallowed. “I feel the same way about you. But I never had the courage to admit it.”

I nodded.

Then I walked away. We were two people who were in love with each other. Neither Zudge nor her slimy fingers had changed that. We had fantastic sex – I mean out of this world, Olympic-level lovemaking – and yet here I was walking away.

I was cutting the woman I loved out of my life because she made it more complicated than I could handle.

I had decided this before Zudge creamed me.

And now that she had, even without Merrygold, my life was going to be ten times more mixed up than it had been before.

* * *

After a few hours moping around, not wanting to see or talk with anyone – unless they were serving me a stiff drink – with crushing inevitability I wound up at Zudge’s quarters.

I knocked and she opened, standing there with arms crossed a little defensively.

After that incident with the wedgie – which I’m not proud of, by the way, although it had been hilarious – Zudge had convinced herself that the gel hadn’t worked on me.

I had to remind myself constantly that Zudge was under this misconception. I didn’t feel the same compulsion I’d observed in other victims, but the insistent gravitational pull that Zudge exerted on me was real, new, and nothing to do with romance or sexual attraction. Well, perhaps a little.

But I didn’t want her to know this. Not until I’d figured out what was going on.

You see? I told you my life was devilishly complicated.

“You surprise me,” Zudge said. “Seeking the comfort of a woman’s embrace is totally on script for you, Stillo, but I thought you’d shove DeSalle out of the way and find your solace in the Ox’s arms.”

“She’s too complicated for me at the moment.”

“And I’m simple?” She gave a playful scowl. “You’re not exactly sweeping me off my feet with your charm.”

“Good. Don’t want to. We get on all right, you and me, because me being with you feels simple. That’s not an insult, it’s a miracle. I’m just so relieved that you gelling me didn’t kill that.”

The smile she gave me was so warm that I almost felt guilty for lying through my teeth.

“Are you telling me that Steven ‘Stiletto’ Caldwell — who’s bedded women in a dozen time periods and takes his shirt off at every opportunity – that you just want a bit of company?”

“Yeah. Do you mind? I don’t want to be alone for little while.”

“Mind? You dumb ape. It’s perfect. I stole something from 1984 and I’m looking for a co-conspirator who won’t report me.”

“Breaking the rules? I’m your man, Zudgey. You know it.”

“It’s something Jean Simmons was showing me before you joined us backstage. A game. Said there was this guy called Dio who was always writing songs about elves and rainbows and shit, and he’d gotten her into it.”

“What’s it called?”

“Dungeons & Dragons. Come on in, we’ve a long night of adventure ahead of us.”

I came in.

We spent hours rolling weirdly shaped printed dice as I attempted to battle monsters that had taken over the princess’s palace and created this magic ruby that generated a temporal death ray. Ironically, despite all the broadswords and magic missiles – and not forgetting the endless healing potions and +2 back scratchers – the adventure was really about restoring the flow of time to its natural state.

For the record, we remained modestly draped at all times, and I eventually slept on her floor, a perfect gentleman.

The rulebook kept going on about escapism, but for the first time since the Ox recruited me at Essen, I didn’t feel like escaping.

Oh, I would. Don’t get me wrong. We all knew that if I stayed here at the Kennel, I would die as cheap time fodder, sacrificed literally for corporate profits.

For the moment, though, I was tired of running. All I wanted was to rest here. Just for a little while. With Zudge.

We played until 5 a.m. when I finally triumphed over the evil time-meddling monsters. With the adventure complete, exhausted and happy, we called it a night.

As it turned out, my adventure with Zudge was only just beginning.


Stiletto’s Notes

I like to think that I can tell a good story.

I mean, I’m not one of those dead bearded blowkas, the sorts that literary people worship centuries after they died. You know, the kind in tweed jackets who smoke pipes?

Nor am I one of those adulated bintas with hundreds of millions of fans following their every move on their ambient intimacy feeds, the kind of women who can buy private enclaves in which to write their stories.

I’m just a guy who can spin a yarn.

The stranger with a happy crowd around him at a pub… that’s me. I can tell a tale well enough to win and hold an audience, keeping them in the palm of my storytelling hand long enough for them to buy me drinks all evening long.

The revered bearded pipe smoker. The ambient intimacy megastar. Or the blowka in the pub. I know which of those I’m proudest to be.

You’d think Zudge would have politely admired my talent, but no… She was forever telling me I was telling my stories all wrong, nagging me to add historical notes to my accounts, or some such seal crap.

Obviously, I always ignored her. After our trip to 1976, it took a great deal more effort to do so, as perhaps you’ll now understand. But resist I did until Jennike tried to persuade me to do the exact same thing.

You know me by now. I have very few weaknesses but one of those is women. Occasionally, when I’m cornered and outnumbered by attractive women all telling me the same thing, this weakness strikes and makes me listen to what they have to say.

So I gave it a go, and here it is. Consider this an experiment: my notes on some stuff that might be interesting, and some juicy cuts that nonetheless fell out of the tale as I wanted to tell it. And as Zudge put it, the pair of us put all that effort into learning about Operation Bulldog and its effect on the world, it seemed a shame not to write a little of our research down.

Oh… brain with more holes than the fishnets on a 1980s rock chick – I can never remember where we are up to in the recounting of my story. So if I’ve just mentioned Jennike out of sequence, just zap that mention from your mind. And if she’s back in the story by this point, well… You’ll understand why I took her advice so seriously.

So here we go. Stiletto’s notes…

Goddess of Thunder (and Rock ‘n’ Roll)

Let’s begin with Jean Simmons.

Zudge was a nosey devil and after we’d saved history again, she immediately set about investigating the Kiss singer we’d taken out of her reality and placed into ours.

She could find no reference to a musician called Jean Simmons, and the fate of the band Kiss fitted exactly with our records, including all the various kidnapping and assassination attempts that we had foiled.

Zudge was despondent, but I explained that the Jean we’d known had rock ‘n’ roll in her soul. She would never give up, so Zudge shouldn’t either.

Amazingly, my advice was spot on.

Zudge dug deeper and soon uncovered a singer-songwriter named Jean Jaiden playing New York clubs in the 80s and 90s under the stage name of Stiletto. Anyone who’s seen my chest would find her band logo familiar.

She was still playing part time in the 2020s, having fitted in a decade as a history teacher in the intervening years.

Under the stage name Stiletto, she had a cult following. Critics in the know often commented that whenever she was on the verge of success, she would pull back and scale things down for a while, as if she didn’t want to become too successful.

The mystery deepened, because when she died, she was described in news media across the globe as the most successful stock market investor the world had never heard of.

She was worth tens of billions, and bequeathed it all to charities, mostly to the Institute of Rock ‘n’ Roll, which she had anonymously set up twenty years previously.

In the weeks that followed, Zudge and I listened to her music nonstop. She’d written the kind of tunes that burrowed into your brain and took up permanent residence, and hearing my friend sing them brought back happy memories of her.

I still didn’t get the appeal of 20th-century rock music. Too loud, too much hair, and far too much makeup. But I make an exception for my friend, a true goddess of rock.

In which Stiletto Caldwell is Employee of the Month

It’s all Stiletto’s fault.

How many times have we heard that?

Come to think of it, here’s another dubious assertion I keep being told.

For a modest fee, you can fool about in the past as much as you fancy because time heals itself. And when it doesn’t, the likes of the Time Dogz will come along and quietly clean up your mess.

On our first trip to 1984, I’d been a bit of a backstage ass and disobeyed orders, leaving Jean Simmons with dangerous memories. Was that the cause of all those time disasters?

The Borises said the ripple effect means that if you change history, the impact can be felt earlier as well as later in the timeline.

Athena explained that shit like that happens all the time and I shouldn’t blame myself.

Neither was exactly a clear answer. Another clue arrived from an unexpected source the day after we got back, when Zudge and I were being debriefed at the Kennel.

The big boss showed up.

Instantly, fear gutted me. I would go down swinging, but it would be hopeless. I already knew Cohgun was a firm believer in scapegoating, and if he decided to pin the blame on me and Zudge, then we were toast.

His time anchor armor gone, he was dressed in an expensive business suit, arms outstretched and a smile across his face.

The arms still wide, he came for me, and wrapped me in an embrace.

“Our most excellent Mr. Caldwell, star of the entire operation. I always knew you would come good in the end. That’s why I’ve given you so many chances. Intuition, perhaps. Or some sense of the future – who can say?”

“I don’t get it, sir.”

Cohgun waited until he’d embraced Zudge too before answering.

“Time Dogz has been on the brink of bankruptcy, my boy. Some bad luck but mostly industrial attacks by our competitors. You – my dear boy and my dear lady – you’ve single-handedly saved the multitrillion dollar time industry, and while Peterborough is not the port she once was, it is still a place of some significance. Already there have been generous cash donations from local industrial groups, but the true value is in political goodwill. This will prove transformational to our fortunes.”

“We’re glad to have helped,” I told him. “Does that mean we get a pay rise?”

“Right from the beginning, Uwem and I always told the Time Industries Panel that the one event in the past we couldn’t fix would be a catastrophe that devastated Peterborough itself. And you, Stiletto, have proved us magnificently wrong.”

“Thank you, sir. Will there be a pay rise?”

The smile on Cohgun’s mouth was as broad as ever, but his eyes grew colder. “Time Dogz Incorporated shall slake its financial thirst with the filthy lucre forthcoming from saving Peterborough. Mostly, it will be our competitors who pay us. Do not trouble yourself with the mechanism for this extraction, my friends. Simply enjoy the appreciation of your fellows.”

Zudge chirped in. “We shall, sir. But will there be…?”

Cohgun held up a hand to stop her. “A bonus. Yes, there shall be a generous cash bonus for you two, along with my eternal thanks.”

Zudge gave me a look that I interpreted as: ‘Quit while we’re ahead, Stillo.’

I ignored her. “Thank you, Mr. Cohgun. May I ask one last thing? And I promise it’s nothing to do with pay or money.”

“Of course, my boy. How could I refuse?”

“Well, I was just thinking. Since we’ve turned the business around, we can ask a favor.”

Cohgun’s expression chilled. “You may ask.”

“The Kill Box. It’s too dangerous. Kill it!”

“Would that I could, Mr. Caldwell. Would that I could. I am proud to say that our moles have yet to infiltrate the Kill Box and so, regrettably, it must remain as our surest defense against those who would wish us harm.”

A cunning look slid across his face. “But I forget, I am talking to Caldwell and Jaiden, the famous spycatchers. I tell you what. If you find the mole or moles in our organization, then I shall accede to your wish and shut down the Kill Box.”

What a turnaround! A few moments earlier I’d thought we were for the chop, and now the boss was presenting me with a way to reduce the risk of Time Dogging from kamikaze suicidal to merely extremely dangerous.

Cohgun turned to go but hesitated. “Oh, one last thing. If you were to go mole catching, do bear in mind that you won’t find it as easy as in the 1970s. Counter surveillance will be at least as good as our surveillance technology. And as for mind control gel… there are rumors that time operatives have used these illegal substances on time jumps without written authorization from the Time Industries Panel. Obviously, these are nothing but baseless calumnies, because I would never admit to authorizing such a thing, Furthermore, the possession of mind control gel in contemporary Britannia is highly illegal and anyone convicted of its use will face the death penalty.”

The big man walked off in his fancy suit, looking pleased with himself as well he should. He’d just given me a way out and then dared me to try.

All that verbal about the gel being illegal… nothing could be better calculated to make me go ahead, and didn’t Cohgun know it?

I glanced at my partner in crime, but Zudge didn’t share my grin. She also realized exactly how Cohgun had played me.

But for some reason, she wasn’t pleased with that at all.

The Stiletto Guide to Launching a Successful Soviet Coup

Finally, for completists, history nerds, and masochists of all persuasions, here’s a summary of the politics that threatened to melt my brain back in the 1970s. Between that propaganda pamphlet from the bookstore in King’s Lynn and Petrov’s insider reflections, I’ve assembled selected Stiletto highlights on how Operation Bulldog infiltrated the Labour Party, started a nuclear war with France, and wound up with the English People’s Democratic Republic, the Scottish and Irish equivalents, and the sad tale of the Welsh Autonomous Oblast.

Remember that crusty old boy Arthur Boddington? He was always impressing on me the relative merits of the two leaders of Labour’s left wing, Tony Benn (broadly supported by our team in the CLPD) and Michael Foot. Arthur was spot on to highlight them because they both proved important in the EPDR timeline.

1978

Prime Minister and Labour Party leader Jim Callaghan is subjected to a vote of no confidence initiated by members of parliament from his own party.

He wins, but only because the Conservative Party opposition led by Margaret Thatcher abstains. His margin of victory is so wafer thin that Callaghan resigns anyway.

In the battle to replace Callaghan, Bulldog infiltrators ensure that Tony Benn defeats Michael Foot and becomes the new Prime Minister.

1979

In the general election that year, Benn’s Labour Party wins a workable majority of seats in parliament. Bulldog infiltrators commit tactical electoral fraud, ensuring not only a Labour victory but that Labour candidates who were potential obstacles to the coming coup also lose their seats.

The press goes crazy calling out electoral fraud, but apologists successfully defuse this for now by pointing out that the alleged fraud benefited candidates from all parties.

Bulldog infiltrators move quickly to secure influence. Key Labour Party figures meet with fatal accidents, sudden illnesses or resign unexpectedly due to blackmail and threats. A similar purge begins in the union movement.

1984

Prime Minister Tony Benn has grown suspicious for some time of the Soviet influence that surrounds him and is now penetrating deep into the union movement and the left wing press.

He secretly prepares to address the nation to reveal the truth and announce an all-party government of National Unity, but he is betrayed. Benn is kidnapped briefly and poisoned with a ricin dart to the buttocks.

Michael Foot becomes the fourth Labour prime minister in eight years and goes on to win a rigged general election. Factional enmity between him and Benn means he is unaware of the extent of Soviet influence. By the time he realizes the threat, it will be far too late.

1987

Michael Foot remains as a puppet prime minister but is no longer seen in public. Deputies speak for him in parliament. Parliamentary practices are abused and then ignored altogether. The press is banned from the House of Commons, and reporting on government members or policies is banned with severe penalties vigorously applied.

1989

The Campaign for Democracy becomes the national movement for resistance against an increasingly draconian government. It culminates in a five-million strong march through London to the Houses of Parliament.

Left-wing paramilitaries open fire on the democracy movement. Hundreds of marchers are killed by gunfire and thousands killed in the crush as the millions flee through the streets.

The government blames ‘fascist groups backed by an international conspiracy’, suspends parliament, and declares martial law.

In years to come, this would be celebrated as the day of Socialist Victory.

Bulldog moves into its final phase. A pre-planned list of problematic individuals is seized and executed by firing squad. The royal family and Michael Foot are executed on the first day. Many thousands follow soon after.

The purge is particularly thorough in the British armed forces. Political commissars under the name of ‘pastoral leaders’ are embedded in all military units. Soldiers with Soviet sympathies are combined into Red Corps brigades.

For the next two months, extreme diplomatic pressure is exerted on Britain by previously friendly democratic states. It is threatened with expulsion from every international body. The UK government spins diplomatic lies and promises while it strengthens its grip on the country.

Then the UK announces it has withdrawn from both NATO and the European Economic Community (EEC). Ten minutes later it declares war on France. A Red Corps invasion force is already crossing the English Channel on its way to an amphibious assault on Calais. It is far too small a force to win a war, but the French military is completely unprepared to defend its interior from such an attack.

With its members and former member states attacking each other, NATO is in disarray.

For years, US president Ronald Reagen has been loudly condemning the ‘socialist infiltration of our great friend and ally’ and doing so with an increasingly belligerent tone. With UK troops advancing through the Pas-de-Calais region, Reagen orders strict neutrality upon US troops in Europe and orders them to their bases. He later comes to bitterly regret this order.

Taking NATO completely by surprise, Soviet-aligned Warsaw Pact forces invade Austria, West Germany, and soon Denmark and the Netherlands. They rigorously avoid contact with US forces.

US anti-air capability shoots down numerous Soviet planes before a no-fly arrangement is put into operation. Beyond that, US forces do not engage.

That evening, with a second wave British invasion fleet headed across the Channel, France launches an M4 missile at Cambridge. Anti-missile defenses confuse the M4’s targeting system, and it overshoots its target, detonating multiple thermonuclear warheads near Peterborough.

The Soviet Union uses France’s nuclear escalation to call for a ceasefire ‘in the name of peace’. By this point, Warsaw Pact reconnaissance units have already crossed the Rhine into France.

As a result of the diplomatic wrangling that follows, NATO is disbanded, and the US withdraws militarily from Europe. West and East Germany are reunited, demilitarized, and after a discredited referendum the newly united Germany confirms both its name as the German Democratic Republic and its membership of the Soviet economic bloc, Comecon. The English People’s Democratic Republic soon follows Germany into Comecon and the Warsaw Pact, later joined by Sovietized Scotland and Ireland.

2029

The EPDR officially celebrates the 40th anniversary of the Socialist Victory.

Then I show up with the Zudge and ruin everything.

So, in conclusion, I’m sure you will agree that I was right and Zudge and… others… wrong about the need for these notes. But if you have strong opinions either way… keep them to yourself, because I’m Stiletto Caldwell, and nobody tells me what to do.

Besides, I’m busy. I have my next misadventure to write up.

See you next time.


About the author
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My agent in the 21st century is a blowka called Tim C. Taylor. Once you get to know him, he’s okay, although I do wish he didn’t keep banging on about beer.

“It has to be brewed with these hops, and the water has to be blessed at Burton-on-Trent or it just won’t do.” You know the sort.

Anyway, he’s probably not quite the oaf in a fool’s hat I make out and – more importantly – I need him to spread the Stiletto story. So if you help him out, you’re helping me. See?

Although, if I’m honest, the stuff he normally writes just isn’t my poison.

Spaceships. Battle mechs. Time travel adventures (which couldn’t be further from how time travel really works). Lovable rogue traders and alien crime bosses. Thrill addict merc girls. Droids with attitude. Camaraderie, sacrifice, banter, and betrayal. An old space marine with acute PTSD who can’t decide whether the voices in his head come from his insanity, or the battle AIs embedded in his spine that he ripped from the bodies of his fallen comrades so their memories would never die.

And then there’s the romance.

I asked him why he always sneaks romance in between the battle scenes like a guilty secret.

He denied it. I don’t know why. Perhaps he’s repressed. I hacked his computer systems and read the fanmail. They like it.

So I pushed harder. “You should publish some time travel romance,” I told him. “Do it properly. Like those fans ask you to.”

“I did,” he replied. “Hit number 1 on the amazon.com charts for both time travel romance and alternate history. Here, look!”

I was impressed. But when he showed me the book in question, Taylor’s name wasn’t even on the cover. It was some blowka called Bob.

“I published the books,” he explained. “Edited them too, but I didn’t write them. Bob’s an old soldier, a proper Scottish Highlander. Nice guy. Lives in Fort William.”

I wasn’t getting anywhere, so I gave up and asked, “What’re you writing next?”

“Spaceships. Exploding stars. Non-baryonic lifeforms…”

The words continued to emerge from his lips, but I’d already switched off.

Tim C. Taylor. Decent blowka, but he’s hard work and frankly he speaks more sense on the page than he will ever do in real life.

But like I said, I need him. Support him and he’ll be able to publish more Stiletto (mis)adventures.

Who knows? You might even like the nonsense he writes.

I guess someone has to.


JOIN THE LEGION!

[image: Legion logo]

Visit humanlegion.com for the latest news and explore the background to Time Dogz and my other series.

You can also join the legion there to

■ receive the Legion Bulletin direct to your mailbox.

■ and download a free starter library of ebooks for all my series (including TimeDogz short story: Naked in the Black).
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Selected books by Tim C. Taylor

Time Dogz

The Past Sucks (TimeDogz Book 1)

And So Does the Future (TimeDogz Book 2)

Time Travel in Rock: 1984 (TimeDogz Book 3)

The Human Legion Universe

Marine Cadet (The Human Legion Book 1)

Indigo Squad (The Human Legion Book 2)

Renegade Legion (The Human Legion Book 3)

Human Empire (The Human Legion Book 4)

War Against the White Knights (The Human Legion Book 5)

The Battle of Earth1: Endgame (The Human Legion Book 6)

The Battle of Earth2: Restart (The Human Legion Book 7)

After War (Revenge Squad prequel)

Hurt U Back (Revenge Squad Book 1)

Second Strike (Revenge Squad Book 2)

The Reality War #1: The Slough of Despond

The Reality War #2: The City of Destruction

The Four Horsemen Universe

Thrill Addict

The Midnight Sun

Endless Night (Spine Nebula 1)

The Dark Before the Light (Spine Nebula 2)

One Minute to Midnight (Spine Nebula 3, co-written with Chris Kennedy)

Chimera Company

1. The Fall of Rho-Torkis

2. Operation Redeal

3. Department 9

4. Smuggler Queen

5. Hold the Line

6. The Last Redoubt

And time travel books by Bob Atkinson

The Last Sunset

Red Sky in the Morning
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