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    Fleabourne 
 
    I only said yes because they had me by the balls. Otherwise I never would have been sat there, alone inside that giant golf ball with my palms sweating like leaky sponges, wondering just what in hell the machine was about to do to my already churning insides. 
 
    T-minus sixty seconds. T-minus! What was that about? Some kind of nostalgic hark back to the glory days of the Apollo missions? Seventy years later, and here, finally, another new frontier, only this time we’re not sending Neil Armstrong. This time we’re sending a traitor. 
 
    T-minus forty five seconds. The stomach cramps and the nausea weren’t letting up; if anything they were getting worse, and I couldn’t figure out if this was down to nerves, or the pill they’d made me swallow just before climbing aboard. It’ll expand your diaphragm, the man had said, help you to breathe when the constriction starts. At least it will as long as you’re not puking your guts up at the exact same moment... 
 
    T-minus thirty seconds. Just breathe. Relax. Think happy thoughts. A time when you were truly content... had there ever been one? Okay, scratch that. Think fake happy thoughts. Rainbows, puppy dogs, a digital la-la land frequented by the ignored, the unloved. That was no good. Come on dude, think! There must have been a time... Wait. Connie. The first time she ever kissed you. Waking up on that sofa after the Halloween party, hungover as fuck, but everything alright because there she was kneeling beside you, stroking your hair, kissing you back to life in spite of your godawful breath and whispering... damn, what was it she’d said? 
 
    T-minus fifteen seconds. The machine’s background hum was suddenly overlaid with an unnerving cacophony of electrical snaps, pops, and buzzes – the kind of noise a microwave oven makes when you’ve fed it something bad. There was blue light coursing intermittently through the mesh of wires that constituted the inside walls of the golf ball, the light only visible in the places where the wires had been stripped to make a join. There must have been hundreds of joins dotted around the machine’s inner sphere, and now they looked like twinkling stars, but not the pretty kind, not the ‘Winter Wonderland’ kind – more like the stars you’d see if Santa had just punched you in the face for trespassing. 
 
    T-minus ten seconds. The constriction began in earnest – an invisible weight pushing incessantly on my chest, my back, my arms, the tops of my thighs and the soles of my feet. It was coming from every conceivable angle, forcing my entire body into itself, spacetime telling me: ‘you are not welcome here’. Had the pill had time to work its magic? Every breath was like hauling a boulder up a mountain, like being winded. I’m gonna die, aren’t I, you fuckers. Is this how you treat your heroes? Oh. Right. 
 
    T-minus five seconds. Breathing became easier even as the pressure became more intense everywhere else. If I had been able to look down at that point, I felt sure I would’ve seen my legs crumpling up like paper, before disintegrating entirely along with the rest of me – all apart from a single perfectly functioning lung, and perhaps a shrivelled, dried-out walnut of a brain. Here I am baby, a lung and a walnut – buy you a drink? 
 
    T-minus three seconds. I was just air in a tube, flowing back and forth, back and forth. No body, no thoughts, no pain, just a wave of consciousness lapping gently on a perfect shore. 
 
    T-minus one second. The tube containing my ebb and flow melted away, and me and spacetime became one. Spacetime wasn’t so bad after all once you got to know her. She and I had plenty in common. We spooned for a while, and that’s pretty much all I remember. 
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    The Offer 
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    Fleabourne 
 
    I guess it began on my first day at Leavenworth. They’d placed me in AdSeg while I was awaiting trial. AdSeg? That’s ‘administrative segregation’ – a military euphemism for solitary confinement. Gotta love the jargon.  
 
    They’d really thrown the book at me: violation of the 1917 Espionage Act, three counts, theft of government property, two counts (one attempted, one actual), unauthorized communication of national defense information, one count, and wilful communication of classified intelligence to an unauthorized person, two counts (one attempted, one actual).  
 
    These then were my crimes. But if the morally right thing to do is classed as a crime, then surely the term itself – the term ‘crime’ - becomes meaningless. In my view, or such as my view was back in 2025, I hadn’t committed any crime at all. I just wanted people to know the truth about the war, because I believed we were committing atrocities, war crimes - real crimes - in our fight against the Caliphate, and these atrocities needed to be brought to light.  
 
    I also believed in governmental transparency, open access, open data, not secrecy, and a solidarity economy and... well, I believed in alot of things, most of which the Army explicitly orders you not to believe. I won’t go down the whole list because you probably haven’t got all day, and even if you have, and depending on who you like to vote for, you might just sick up in your mouth a little when you hear them. Can you vote where you are?  
 
    Most of all I was terrified of a world where no-one could ever have a true moment of privacy. I was opposed to mass surveillance by a government on its own citizens, even if it was to catch ‘terrorists’ – a word whose meaning seemed in my eyes to be morphing from something specific into a vague, catch-all umbrella term. I just couldn’t buy their rationale that said, effectively: in order to defeat a totalitarian ideology we have to become totalitarian ourselves. Surely we were better than that? 
 
    I believed (there I go again with my damn beliefs! what’s that joke about opinions and the thing they are like?) that people have a right to know exactly – exactly – what their governments are up to, at home and abroad. That meant direct democracy wherever possible, that is, people don’t just get to vote on who runs the country, they get to vote on individual policies too.  
 
    None of this was happening in regard to the war. There was a truth - a nasty truth - that was being concealed from people, and I had it within my power to reveal that truth. So I did. Or at least, I tried. I wasn’t the first, and I won’t be the last. There have always been whistleblowers, and there always will be.  
 
    Given all the above, you might wonder why I ever joined the Army in the first place. I ask myself the same question to this day. I had enlisted at the age of nineteen, to gain ‘real world experience’, or so I told my recruiting officer – the truth was more like the opposite. I wanted to escape the real world, because the real world meant living at home in Chicago with a Mom who’d begun seeing a succession of strange old men – and I do mean strange – ever since Dad died. She really hadn’t waited very long after his death, and I took this as an insult to Dad’s memory – not that I had been particularly respectful myself. As a matter of fact I didn’t even attend his funeral, ostensibly because he was to be buried in Brookwood Cemetery, in England, and neither me nor Mom could afford the plane ticket. That should tell you something about the state of our family at that point. 
 
    Dad had stipulated in his will that he wanted to be buried in England, because ever since the US Army had loaned him out to the Brits on account of his ‘special expertise’ (expertise in what? we had no idea), he had been living over there semi-permanently. He claimed to have developed such a tight bond with his new buddies, and such an affinity for the country itself, that England was where his heart truly lay. Again, this should tell you something: if a man’s heart lies with colleagues he only met two years previously – as opposed to his wife and only son – you have to wonder how much he really gave a shit about either of us in the first place. 
 
    But there was another reason why I didn’t want to go to the funeral. Me and Dad had recently fallen out over a girl I’d been dating, a girl I’d been friendly with since high school, and who was now starting to go into politics, or, more accurately, activism. Dad was a Republican who believed there was no such thing as right-wing activism – there was only the left-wing kind. He thought Connie was a trouble-maker, an agitator, someone who hated America and wanted to bring it to its knees. I thought she was amazing, beautiful, charismatic, and for me politics wasn’t even part of the equation. 
 
    I’d say me and Connie were childhood sweethearts, but that isn’t strictly true. I was in love with her alright, ever since Junior High. Even back then she’d had a sense of the power it gave her, knowing that a boy was in love with her, knowing she could say or do anything she wanted, and get him to do anything she wanted as long as he thought he might be rewarded with a kiss or a hand hold, or even just the right to be seen with her. She had this ‘holier than thou’ aura about her, an aura that any sane person would turn their back on, but in my mind she was holier than thou. Holier than me.  
 
    The main reason Dad hated Connie was because of her politics, but he also hated her because, in his own words: “That bitch keeps jerking my son around”. ‘Jerking around’ was a phrase whose meaning I wouldn’t come to understand for quite a while. At the time I just thought Dad was out to ruin my chances of being happy with Connie, and this drove a wedge between us, to the point where, when Mom finally got that dreaded letter in the post, the one that begins ‘It is my humble duty to inform you...’, and started crying into the brownie mix, well... sad to say that I adopted an air of ‘I don’t give a shit’. This was basically the denial phase of the grieving process. Of course it only upset Mom even more, and she started to hate me too. 
 
    How had my father died? Was it doing something brave or foolish – or both? I figured I would never find out, due to the classified nature of his work. But once I got over the denial phase and the angry phase, I felt like I wanted to do him proud, to honour his memory; funny how on some level you can still keep wanting to impress your Dad even after they’re dead and gone. This wasn’t how I rationalized it at the time of course. At the time I just wanted to escape; to a life of excitement, not one permanently hunched over a spreadsheet in an office somewhere, which was the only other realistic alternative.  
 
    Then one day I heard about the GI Bill which said: sign up and we’ll pay for your further education – so long as you stay in the Army for at least three years and don’t get killed while you’re there. It seemed like a pretty decent escape plan, so I went for it, without telling Mom – at least not until I’d already signed up and was due to ship out for Basic in a few days. She cried again of course. She cried for a long time and it made me feel terrible, like I was punishing her for bringing strange men home - and maybe I was - but afterwards she came round to the idea. She knew why I was doing it. She understood. I was pretty sure she’d be okay in the end.  
 
    On the day I left for Basic, I got up real early and woke Mom to say goodbye. There were more stifled sobs, and some promises and reassurances – and then I got on the bus. My father was now ancient history, or so I thought. 
 
    In Basic it was all I could do to avoid an ‘entry level separation’ – that’s separation as in divorce, between you and the Army. Right from day one it was obvious to my drill sergeant that, out of all the new recruits, I was the one who would require the most attention.  
 
    The very first thing they teach you in Basic is teamwork. This comes in the form of a little exercise called ‘Bag Drill’, and it happens literally right after you get off the bus. They take the duffel bags of all the new recruits and dump them together in one large pile – all the bags are identical, with only name tags to distinguish them – and then they order everyone to find their own bag, all at the same time, and within a set time limit. And of course the first time you do it, everyone just piles in looking for their own bag, not working together and not caring about anybody else, and as a result it’s just chaos, it takes too long and you fail the task. So you do it again, over and over until you get it right. After a while, you start to learn that the only way for everyone to get their own bag inside the time limit is to work together, to sort the bags alphabetically by name, calling out names and passing them on, communicating with each other, working together as a unit. And finally, after seven or eight tries, everyone learned their first vital lesson, and everyone had their own bag – except there was one bag left over that hadn’t been sorted; my bag. Because I hadn’t tagged it like you were supposed to. It was a very visible, very public humiliation, and right away, before we’d even begun, I got myself a reputation as the fuck-up.  
 
    Things went downhill pretty quickly from then on. I was the smallest and the weakest in our group, and at the end of the first week, when everyone else had moved on to Ground Fighting, I was held back in the reception battalion for more fitness training. I just wasn’t strong enough, physically or mentally. It was the shock of the new, the rapid psychological adjustment to a harsh new regimen: first call at 0430 every morning, not to mention the fact you have none of the personal freedoms you take for granted on the outside – at least not to begin with. In the army you have to earn those freedoms. I remember how appalled I was when I found out that personal cell phone use was prohibited until phase 5 (this was phase 1 of course), and you don’t get to phase 5 until you’ve graduated from Basic and start to specialize. 
 
    Eventually I got just fit enough to escape from Fat Camp (not that I was fat, I was skinny as a rake), and made it to week 2, where I struggled through Victory Tower (a kind of obstacle course with high rope ladders, bridges, rappelling and so forth) and held everyone else back in the process. I had never been great with my hands, and though I wasn’t scared of heights, the combination of exhausting physical activity and intricate handwork – especially the rappelling technique – caused me no end of pain and further humiliation. I could never seem to make that sudden switch from all-out strength based tasks to delicate operations requiring dexterity and finesse. My hands would be shaking and I just couldn’t get the rope technique right. 
 
    But that was nothing compared to week three, when I nearly died in the ‘gas chamber’. The gas chamber is an exercise designed to familiarize you with gas masks, and to toughen you up by exposing you, briefly, to the effects of real CS gas. They send you into this sealed chamber with your mask, pump it full of CS, and right before you leave they make you take the mask off and recite the pledge of allegiance, so that you’re forced to take a few breaths before you get out of there. I kept getting the words of the pledge wrong, so the drill instructor would keep sending me back in for another try, over and over until I got it right. He just wouldn’t quit. I think by that point he might have actually wanted me dead, or at least incapacitated. Eventually, when I was outside on the floor, howling and spewing my guts up for about the fifth time, he took pity on me and sent me off to the medical unit where I was hospitalized for eight days. The doc said he should never have taken it that far. After that I didn’t even want to be a soldier anymore. I just wanted revenge for what that smokey bear sadist had done to me. And I figured the best kind of revenge would be to prove him wrong and graduate. So that’s what I did.  
 
    Me and Connie stayed in touch the whole time – my doing more than hers - and while I was going through hell in Basic, Connie was learning all about Marx and Civil Rights and the Sixties and Vietnam, and how we’d all been indoctrinated into thinking we were the good guys, when actually we weren’t the good guys at all. She became an organiser of various anti-war and anti-capitalist rallies, and all the while we stayed in touch, through Facebook mostly, and although she’d come to view the United States Military as the enemy, she never saw me as an enemy. I think she thought she could ‘turn’ me, convert me to her way of thinking. I guess she was right.  
 
    The day me and Connie finally got together, after months of awkward but mutual flirting at parties and events organised by our friends, it was the morning after a Halloween party at Connie’s apartment. I had drunk way too much the night before and passed out on Connie’s sofa, and in the morning she woke me gently with a kiss.  
 
    Later of course, I would come to learn that a kiss from Connie was not so much a gesture of love or affection, but more like a riddle to be puzzled over. What kind of kiss was that anyway? What was her intent with it? What kind of signal did she think she was sending out? Every subsequent kiss from Connie would always make me wonder these things.  
 
    Anyway, startled that she would think of kissing me at all, let alone while I was in such an awful state, I had stumbled into the bathroom and swilled someone else’s toothpaste around my mouth, my head spinning with the double pleasure of the lingering effects of the alcohol, combined with the knowledge of what had just passed between us. Connie would never again kiss me with quite so much tenderness - at least it felt like tenderness - as she had in that moment, years ago. Even now I sometimes replay that kiss in my head, recalling her scent. She had smelled like alcohol and fading perfume. 
 
    After graduating from Basic I chose IMINT, imagery intelligence, as my MOS, and was duly posted to the Army Intelligence Centre at Fort Huachuca, Arizona, where I began looking at satellite photos all day. I never would be a tough guy and I didn’t want to be. I still kept up a certain level of daily fitness, but after the nightmare that was Basic, I never wanted to experience anything like that again. I had done it once, just to prove them wrong, but if I had to do it again, I would be just as clumsy, just as incompetent, just as hated. It was a one-time only deal. And that’s how things remained, for a while at least.  
 
    I was happy in my new role. The work of an intelligence analyst is largely desk-based, and largely cerebral, and that was the way I wanted it. At least it had been, until the information I was privy to, the images I was seeing, started giving me private doubts about what we were doing in the Middle East, and why. And that was when I got the craziest idea. The idea that would land me in jail.    
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    Fleabourne 
 
    It was the first day of my confinement. I sat on the end of my bed and surveyed my cell, a 9 ft by 7 ft shoebox, painted a uniform charcoal. My bed sheets were the same colour as the walls and the ceiling and the stone floor. If I wanted to see any colour other than charcoal, I had to look down at my own orange jumpsuit. This I was doing already, and quite frequently, since the drab uniformity of the colour scheme that surrounded me was already making my eyes swim. There were no windows, even in the reinforced steel door with its sliding food hatch. No natural light at all in fact, just the intermittently failing buzz of an overhead strip lamp, and no light switch. 
 
    I was to be incarcerated alone in this room for a total of ninety days. This was what I’d been told, and now it had begun I felt an exhilarating rush of excitement; because I saw it as the beginning of a grand adventure, the ultimate test of all my physical and mental capacities. I knew all too well why everything in this room was the same colour, and the effect it was intended to have on me. The challenge was to find ways around the sensory deprivation, to develop coping strategies that would counteract the otherwise inevitable onset of depression and anxiety. Above all, I decided, I had to find ways to structure my waking moments (waking moments being the only marker of time available to me), and this I would achieve through a combination of physical exercise, ablutions, and creative endeavours. This last item would of course be the most difficult to realise. Since my cell was essentially one big blank canvas, I had to somehow find a tool with which to paint or draw or write, but everything had been designed to prevent me from doing this. There were no tools, of any kind. All the random detritus we gather around us in everyday life was absent here, and the pitiful handful of objects that were available to me, those which I might conceivably break apart and refashion into drawing or writing implements – my slop bucket, my blanket, my jumpsuit – these already served far more vital functions. To deprive myself of my most basic needs in order to achieve my ‘higher goals’ would have quickly become counterproductive. 
 
    And so, not wanting to start my push-ups until I knew for sure the amount and frequency of the fuel my body would be given, I lay on my bed, closed my eyes, and waited for my meal. My half sleep was broken minutes - perhaps hours - later, by the dull screech of the food hatch. I walked over to the door to inspect this inaugural offering; a small heap of white rice, a hunk of processed cheese and a circular, pinkish grey patty of some sort, all on a square plastic tray, together with an empty plastic cup which I filled from the cold water tap at the basin.  
 
    The lack of any cutlery, even of the plastic variety, surprised and disappointed me; the tip of a knife would have made the perfect implement with which to write or paint on my empty canvas. And I could have used the remnants of some gravy or soup as a kind of ink. Perhaps these would come later, I thought. For now, I gobbled down the tasteless mush with my fingers, and put thirty or forty grains of rice to one side on the floor. They were sticky and starchy, which was a blessing; for a plan was now forming in my mind.  
 
    I had to act fast before the grains dried out and lost their adhesiveness, but the more I thought about my plan, the more excited I became. I picked up the first rice grain and stuck it in the centre of the long wall running from the foot of my bed to the cell door. It held, and I was overcome with relief. This grain of rice, I had decided, would represent Cairo. 
 
    *** 
 
    Although I tried to keep track of the number of waking periods I went through, this method of marking time proved unreliable, because I never seemed to be either fully awake or fully asleep. Instead I found myself perpetually drifting in and out of consciousness, the two states of being coiling together like tangled snakes, dreams becoming first more lucid, then, as I  woke, dissolving altogether into the charcoal bubble that engulfed me.  
 
    In my rare ‘fully awake’ moments, I attended to my world map; Cairo had now been joined by Johannesburg to the south, Tokyo to the east, Los Angeles to the west. A few of Earth’s more densely populated coastal areas were beginning to emerge now too; the east coast of North America, represented by New York, Boston, Philadelphia and Miami, and parts of the western Mediterranean. I had developed a peculiar obsession with Italy, devoting far more rice grains to its boot-like protuberance than perhaps I should have at this early stage. But Italy made me think of the Alps and sweeping snowy vistas, and this image stayed with me even when my eyes left the world map and turned to the charcoal void instead.  
 
    The intricate creases on my bed sheets resembled nothing less than a satellite view of my beloved mountain range, and all of a sudden I was floating high above central Europe, drifting prostrate through a nameless, colourless eternity, vast and empty and womb-like.  
 
    I turned my head, and suddenly there was a spacecraft up ahead, a wedge-shaped metal thing hanging silently in the charcoal. It hummed and shimmered and rotated almost imperceptibly, and then I saw that there were tracks or roads or canyons carved out of the metal, and through these canyons, swarms of ant-like creatures, themselves metallic, were marching together en masse, arranged into several square clusters. I was looking down on some great cosmic parade ground, and suddenly I realised that this was the enemy. This was what they were protecting me from. The people who kept me encased in this womb, and fed me and clothed me – they were doing it all to protect me, and me alone, from this awesome chrome army. Because I was the king of my protectors – and just as the metal ants had their queen, who they fed and protected and insulated, so it was with me and my kind.  
 
    I rotated to the point in charcoal spacetime where the planet I ruled over was visible; I saw the lights of Cairo and Johannesburg and Tokyo and Los Angeles, and I felt the warmth from those lights penetrating my skin. The warmth was the love of my protectors. 
 
    And then the lights became flashes of white and red and yellow, indeterminate at first, but gradually forming human figures, hand prints, animal heads, and faces, human faces. A gently smiling old man with dirty, straggly hair and several days’ beard growth. A timid young woman who looked worried, concerned for me. She put a hand over her mouth and whispered something to an unseen companion – they were talking about me, and I heard but couldn’t quite decipher their whispers. As the faces came and went, I didn’t recognize them, but I had a strong sense that they were real people, alive somewhere in the here and now.  
 
    And then, quite suddenly, two thunderous clangs pierced my eardrums, and a shaft of dazzling light appeared in front of me, much brighter than the nebulous flashes I’d seen a moment ago. The shaft grew wider, flooding my senses with noise and heat and light, and I sank down, cowering before this new god. 
 
    “Fleabourne. You awake?” 
 
    At first I didn’t dare meet the eyes of the deity. Instead, for the first time in what seemed like an age, I looked down at my orange jumpsuit, my hands, my starchy fingernails. I pawed myself, ran my hands through my hair, which was longer than I remembered.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I said, and the movement of my vocal chords vibrated through my entire body, like bass in a nightclub. 
 
    “Dude,” said the deity, a chiselled young black man in green and brown camo fatigues. “What is that shit all up on your wall? Is that fuckin’ rice?” 
 
    “Uh...yeah. Fuck, man...” 
 
    The guard gave a ‘whatever’ shrug and tossed a pair of boots down at my feet. “Get dressed.”  
 
    I rubbed my eyes, stared uncomprehendingly at the boots.  
 
    The guard sucked his teeth. “C’mon man, this ain’t no dope party.”  
 
    I pulled the boots on. 
 
    “How ya likin’ AdSeg?” he said. 
 
    “Fuckin’ trippy, man. How far in am I?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “How far in? Couple weeks?” 
 
    The guard grinned broadly. “Oh, you gotta be shittin’ me.”  
 
    My face dropped as the man’s booming laugh echoed around the cell.  
 
    “Well,” he said, “they told me you were a pussy, man. Fleabourne, you ain’t been in here more than fifteen goddamn hours.” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
     “Seriously, you better unfuck yourself right now, dude. You got a visitor.” 
 
    “I didn’t know I was allowed any.” 
 
    “You’re allowed certain visitors.” 
 
    “Well who is it?” 
 
    “Put it this way. If you’re hopin’ for some foxy twenty four year old human rights lawyer with a bleeding heart and tits out to here, you’re shit outta luck.” 
 
    “Right now I’d settle for just a bleeding heart.” 
 
    “Then you’re shit outta luck twice.”  
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    Fleabourne 
 
    They showed me into a sparse, cramped little office with noisy, rattling air-con. I had to wait about twenty minutes in there on my own, but the two guards who’d escorted me there - and who were now waiting in the corridor outside - had at least had the decency to remove my cuffs. I didn’t mind waiting. The air was cool and fresh in that room, although, compared to the air in my cell, the air inside a microwave re-heating a turd would’ve felt cool and fresh too.    
 
    The door opened and General Nathaniel Harper breezed in, acknowledging me with a nod and a smirk. He introduced himself but didn’t offer to shake hands. He was about fifty, heavily tanned, gray hair cropped real short, a sack of ageing muscle in full dress uniform, although he didn’t need to be. That’s the thing about senior command; they do like to wear their accomplishments on their sleeve, not to mention their chest, their hat, their belt buckle, and any other damn place they can think of. 
 
    I say he smirked; that’s all he ever seemed to do at first. Every time he looked at me he wore this kind of frozen, jeering expression, the kind of look that says: ‘you amuse me, but I’m still gonna kick your ass.’ I’d seen that look before, on the faces of the bullies in school, and the bullies in Basic. 
 
    Harper leafed through his file, eyes flicking between me and the paper. It was some minutes before he finally spoke; a deliberate tactic on his part, I thought – trying to unnerve me. But again I didn’t mind; the air-con was too delicious. 
 
    “Says here you’re an intelligence analyst, out of Fort Huachuca,” he finally said. 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “Ever seen combat?” 
 
    “Only on screens.” 
 
    Harper smirked again. “What’s your specialty?” 
 
    “IMINT, sir. Drone recon, sat recon.” 
 
    Then he cut right to the chase. “Says here you were caught trying to sneak Army property off site. That was after you’d already leaked a couple thousand files to ‘Transparencynow.org’. An oversight on our part. The stuff we did intercept comprised a small bundle of USB sticks, about the size of a golf ball. Uff da!” He paused to shake his head in disbelief at the thought of it. “On closer inspection, these turned out to contain damn near the entire contents of the IMINT database. Every recon photo, every analysis, every single document produced by your unit over the last eighteen months. In all, close to two hundred and fifty thousand classified files, dontcha know. You calculated, correctly, that your chances of being stopped and searched on your way out of the facility were just one in six. Shame on us. So you rolled the dice again, only this time you rolled a one. Now I know the answer to this next question already, but just for the record I need to hear it from you. What were you intending to do with those files?” 
 
    I didn’t say anything, just stared down at the chipped formica. I wasn’t 
 
    refusing to answer, I was just trying to formulate one. Finally I said: “I was gonna bring them to the public’s attention.” 
 
    “Through ‘Transparencynow’?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    I swallowed and said: “Because we commit war crimes too. Public’s got a right to know. At least they should have.” 
 
    Harper banged his fist hard on the table when I said that. “But y’see son, that’s just where you’re wrong. Sometimes not knowing about something is the only thing that keeps you safe.” 
 
    My response was swift and - if I’m honest - learnt by rote: “That only applies to combatants and government agents. If the civilian population as a whole is privy to sensitive information, there’s safety in numbers.”      
 
    Harper nodded slowly and rubbed his chin. “Safety in numbers, huh? That’s interesting. Y’know, there’s one file in particular that we’re very concerned about. One that you did leak to your friends at ‘Transparencynow’. It was a file concerning...” he consulted his notes, “...a so-called ‘serum and vaccine institute’ outside of Aleppo. You remember that one?” 
 
    I didn’t. 
 
    “No, of course you don’t, because it was buried under the other nineteen hundred and ninety nine. Now listen son, I know discrimination is a dirty word on your side of the fence, but y’see that’s just what you didn’t do when you stole from us. You didn’t discriminate between the kind of information you’d like people to know about, and the kind of information that gets people killed; information like your recon photos of this serum and vaccine institute. Had you discriminated, the enemy would not have become aware that we were onto this facility.”  
 
    He produced photos from underneath the file and fanned them out face-up on the desk in front of me, like playing cards in a casino. The pictures were close-ups of dead civilians lying on a dusty roadside, sores on their faces, their clothing partially burnt away to reveal further sores on their legs, arms and abdomens.  
 
    “Had you discriminated, the enemy would not have immediately unleashed the chemical stockpile contained in that facility on these people - the ‘wrong kind’ of Muslim - knowing as they did that their arsenal was about to be obliterated, and all thanks to your self-righteous little stunt. Because when ‘the civilian population as a whole’ knows about stuff like that, the enemy knows too, and it doesn’t take a whole lot of secret intelligence work on their part. All it takes is Google. As for the people in these photos, well, the overall body count that day was a hundred and four men, seventy eight women and forty one children. I guess they thought there was safety in numbers.” 
 
    I felt numb. I tried to cut in with something, some kind of retort or argument or excuse, but he wouldn’t let me. He was on a roll now.  
 
    “I know all about you, Fleabourne. I know you weren’t popular at Fort Huachuca. Your COs told me they had concerns about your obsession with ‘legality’ and ‘collateral damage’, and that you only passed Basic by the skin of your teeth, and you didn’t gel with your unit because they thought you were a smart ass. They thought you were a closet pacifist, and so do I. You people make me sick, y’know that?  You claim to fight for a just cause, but you won’t acknowledge the real reason you do it; it makes you feel good about yourself. You write your catchy little slogans and draw them on placards, you go to your rallies and your marches and your occupations, you paint your faces and bang your drums and you sing and you chant, and then you go home and fuck each other when it’s all over. You don’t do it because you care, you do it because it’s fun.” 
 
    Harper leaned back in his chair, drew breath, lifted his face up to the air con unit.  
 
    I surveyed the oddly serene death masks in the photos.  
 
    With his face still turned up towards the cooler air, Harper said: “You see my point.”  
 
    My voice, when it came, was high-pitched and wavering. “Sir, may I please have a cup of water?”  
 
    Harper looked back down at me, then got to his feet like he was suddenly my butler or something.  
 
    “For sure,” he said, and went to the water cooler for me. He placed the cup gently down on the table and sat down again. I gulped the water down greedily. 
 
    “The fascists of the future,” Harper said, “will call themselves anti-fascist. Know who said that?” 
 
    I didn’t, but it sounded like tricksy Republican bullshit so I didn’t care.  
 
    “Now listen up Fleabourne, I didn’t ask you here just to tell you how stupid you’ve been. You’re a smart guy, so they tell me, you can figure that out for yourself. I’m here to talk about your current situation. You’re facing another ninety days in AdSeg before you even face trial, then a dishonourable discharge and thirty years in a state penitentiary if you’re convicted, which you will be. There’s no way out of this for you.” 
 
    “What makes you think I’ll be convicted?”  
 
    “Well let’s see... the weight of evidence against you, the seriousness of your offence, the scale of it, and the fact that your lawyer will probably have to resort to the same kind of left-wing proselytizing that made you betray your country in the first place. That shit might play well at a peace rally, but in a military courtroom? I don’t think so.” 
 
    I tried to feign nonchalance with a shrug of my shoulders. “If there’s no way out, there’s no way out. So why am I here?” 
 
    “Because I have a proposition for you. But you’ll only get to hear it if you can look me in the eye, right here and now, and tell me honestly that you made a mistake. I want you to admit that your actions led directly to the deaths of those people, even if it wasn’t your intention. Can you do that?”  
 
    He pushed the photos a little closer to me.  
 
    I pushed them back immediately. “This is bullshit,” I spat. “Emotional blackmail. Fuck you sir.” 
 
    He laughed. “Fuck you sir? I like that, that’s...wow, I never heard that before.” Then his smile faded. “You think I’m lying to you? You think this...” - he picked up a photo - “You think this is photoshopped or something? Maybe it’s a... a dead civilian from a different war altogether? I mean this could’ve come from anywhere, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. What about 9/11? You think that was faked too? Building Seven? Explosive charges in the towers? You believe all that shit?” 
 
    “No sir, I just don’t believe you.”  
 
    He sat back, nodding to himself, studying me. “I think you do believe me,” he said. “I think you know exactly what kind of people we’re fighting, and what they’re capable of. Because you’ve seen it for yourself, even if it was only on a screen. That’s right, isn’t it?” 
 
    I went to take another sip of water, but the cup was already empty. My eyes skittered nervously about the room, looking anywhere but at Harper. Then I swept the photos off the table and onto the floor, and I broke down, sobbing.  
 
    “Just say it, Private. Look me in the eye and say: I fucked up. That’s all you have to do.” 
 
    And finally, through my tears, I did just that, over and over, until my voice grew too hoarse to say it anymore, and I cradled my head in my arms like a child might. He gave me a minute before saying: “Thank you, son.” 
 
    At length I composed myself again. I sniffed and wiped my nose and said: “And the reason I’m here. The proposition.” 
 
    Harper pulled his chair an inch closer and leaned in. “Alright. Here it is.” 
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    What were my first impressions of Private Fleabourne? He was real short. Not just short but small. He had cheap-looking glasses over beady little eyes. He had short dark hair and narrow shoulders. He had a total lack of apparent muscle. He was all suspicion and no respect. Cheese and mice, I thought. No wonder his unit had picked on him.  
 
    And then there were his opinions. A wise man whose name I don’t recall once said: ‘Some ideas are so stupid, only intellectuals could possibly believe in them.’ Take, for example, the idea that gender is a social construct. Or the idea that there is no such thing as objective truth. Or that no culture is any better or worse than any other culture. Or that 9/11 was caused by us here in the West. That last one really sticks in my craw.  
 
    Private Fleabourne bought into all these ideas, and plenty more besides. He was schnookered by all that malarkey. Private Fleabourne was an intellectual. He was an idiot.  
 
      
 
    Fleabourne 
 
    “The Army,” Harper continued, “is in possession of a new piece of hardware. A prototype. We need somebody to test it. To pilot it.” 
 
    I stared at him aghast. “Sir, I’m an intelligence analyst, not a pilot.” 
 
    “Well, we’d train you up. Anyway, it’s not something that requires a whole lot of technical skill.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “At this point you don’t have clearance for that. What I can tell you is, we don’t know if this thing works. In fact the chances of it not working are... medium to high, and in the event that it doesn’t, we are unable to guarantee the safety of the operator. Now understandably, the US Army is unwilling to sacrifice good men in order to test this thing, but we’d still like to test it out anyway, and... that’s where you come in.” 
 
    “Why me?” 
 
    “Because dontchaknow? The US Army is of the opinion that you are not a good man. So here’s the deal. If you refuse to test pilot this hardware, nothing will change. You’ll still have ninety more days in AdSeg, then we kick your ass out of the Army and straight into jail. When you come out, you’ll be...what...in your late fifties? So you’ll never get a chance to build a proper life for yourself, and you’ll most likely never have kids. You’ll be over the hill. Past it. On the other hand, if you accept, then, upon completion of the test piloting to our satisfaction, you will still be discharged from the Army, but your sentence will be overturned, and you’ll be a free man. That’s assuming of course that you survive the test piloting.” 
 
    “And the chances of not surviving it?” 
 
    “Like I said, medium to high. In percentage terms, fifty to sixty.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ.” 
 
    “Even if you do accept this offer, you will first be subjected to various physical and psychological tests, which you must pass before we can authorize you to pilot the hardware. If you fail these tests, we’ll forego the rest of your AdSeg as a thank you for your co-operation, but your prison sentence will remain unchanged. It’s up to you.” 
 
    I sat quite still, head bowed.  
 
    Harper put his feet up on the desk and crossed his legs.  
 
    At length I said: “So it’s thirty years, or a forty to fifty percent chance of survival.” 
 
    “That’s exactly right.” 
 
    “What the hell kind of a choice is that?” 
 
    “The kind that’s better than no choice at all. Need some time to think about it?” 
 
    “Think about it where, sir?” 
 
    “In AdSeg.” 
 
    As I think I mentioned before, I only said yes because they had me by the balls. 
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    There’s a gag from an old TV show hosted by this crazy ginger-haired comedian with glasses. He would go to public events in the guise of a journalist, and he’d collar people and make them say or do dumb things by asking the most absurd loaded questions. Other times he would go to these events and just use people as the set-up for his own pre-determined punchline. One time he went to a marathon, and he was running alongside the participants, mic in hand, throwing all kinds of crazy shit at them as they ran. There was one guy with a number bib over his shirt, just running the marathon, and the comedian comes up to Contestant 249 and starts to wrestle him. He’s real aggressive too, real angry. 249 is like: ‘what the fuck?’, thinks he’s being attacked by some crazy person, and before he gets away the comedian tears the bib off the front of his shirt and starts waving it triumphantly in the air, and 249 just keeps on running as the comedian shouts after him: “Yeah! I got your number, buddy!” 
 
    That’s basically me. Everyone I meet, I want their number. I want to know what makes them tick, what gets them out of bed each day. Sometimes I figure it out, sometimes I don’t.  And the ones I can’t figure out, well, they just haunt me and haunt me. Like Harper did.   
 
    The general and I took an instant, mutual dislike to each other. Maybe it was a high school tribe thing carried on into adulthood; him the jock and me the nerd. Never mind that Harper was twice my age; once a jock, always a jock, in spirit if not in practice. Same goes for geeks and introverts like me.  
 
    The thing about Harper’s smirk was; I knew what it spelled, it spelled contempt, and I knew why Harper felt that contempt for me. It was because of the war, and our differing perspectives on it. I knew Harper thought the war was just and right, and probably that it was America’s divine right to act as ‘world police’. But that was an arrogant view in my opinion. Had it never occurred to Harper that maybe, just maybe, the reason the Caliphate seemed to hate us so much was because we kept bombing the shit out of them and stealing all their oil? Sure, they fought and they killed people, but they were just trying to preserve what they believed in, the same as we were. Only difference was, they didn’t have the luxury of a multi-billion dollar defence budget, so they had to improvise, fight dirty, the same way we would’ve done if we’d been in their shoes. Was that really so hard to grasp? 
 
    Anyway, I couldn’t really turn down Harper’s offer. I was gonna have to work with this asshole. Maybe I could even make him see the light. 
 
      
 
    Harper   
 
    Interjection! I think it was Bill Buckley Jr. who said: ‘If there’s a guy who likes to push old ladies in front of oncoming buses, and another guy who likes to push them out the way of oncoming buses, then it simply won’t do to class both as the kind of guy who likes to push old ladies around.’  
 
    If you haven’t heard of Bill Buckley, well... I was about to say ‘Find him on Youtube’. Ha! Those were the days. He used to host this talk show. This was way back in the 1980s. One time on the show he had a run-in with that asshole Chomsky. Boy did Buckley give him what for! He was so smart it was kind of intimidating. And he knew it too. Buckley caught phoney arguments the way a lizard catches flies. Anyway he’s dead now, so you’ll have to settle for me.  
 
    I’m sorry Ash, but your whole ‘moral equivalence’ thing - comparing us to the Caliphate - it just won’t wash. America killed people, dontchaknow. And yes, sometimes America killed innocent people. So what was the moral difference between us and the Caliphate? The difference was, we didn’t target innocent people, corndog! Like it or not, the Caliphate was the guy who pushed old ladies in front of buses. We were the guy who pushed them out the way. And it won’t do to tar us both with the same brush. I know that was then and this is now, but cheese and mice Ash, you really were an insufferable asshole.    
 
    Interjection over. Please continue. 
 
      
 
    Fleabourne 
 
    The first thing Harper did was send me to Bethesda Naval Hospital in DC, a place famous for two things; it’s where the President gets his annual health check-up, and then, the darker flipside to this fact; it’s also where JFK’s post-mortem was held in 1963. The hospital complex is dominated by a tall white art deco tower which, as I strode past a fluttering stars and stripes and up to the main entrance, reminded me of the LAPD headquarters in the fifties TV cop show ‘Dragnet’.  
 
    Normally I would have felt privileged to be going there, but that day I just felt grateful that the nurse monitoring my cardiovascular performance as I ran on a treadmill didn’t seem to know who her patient was, or at least not what I’d done. I wondered if this was down to genuine ignorance or her keenly practiced veneer of professionalism. Either way I was grateful for this temporary cessation of social hostilities.  
 
    Turned out I was still in good shape despite my short stay in AdSeg, and after half a day of routine tests I was given a clean bill of physical health, on the proviso that I ‘watched the drinking’.  
 
    After a glutinous lunch in the hospital canteen I was escorted to a different wing, where the psych tests began. The first was a five page questionnaire which covered different aspects of my life outside the army; hobbies and interests, friends and family, attitudes and beliefs. Most of the questions took the form of a five point scoring system; on a scale of 1 to 5, 1 being ‘very poorly’ and 5 being ‘very well’, how did I relate to my mother? My father when he was alive? It turned out that many of the questions were tailored to me personally, which was oddly disconcerting. On a scale of 1 to 5, how well did I think I understood the wider aims and objectives of the Middle East campaign? Given the crime I had committed, how well did I feel I’d been treated by the army? As I ticked off my answers the questions grew more and more specific to my current situation. The final question was: assuming you remain in the army, how likely are you to commit a similar offence in the future? 
 
    Then they hooked me up to a polygraph and asked me the same questions again; this time they came verbally, from a stern-looking middle-aged woman in a gray suit. I don’t think she was a hospital staffer. There were some variations between the two tests, but I felt overall that I had answered sincerely both times, so the two sets of scores would be broadly similar; their first attempt to catch me lying to them had failed, and that was because I had no such intention. 
 
    Now, still hooked up to the polygraph, the woman asked me to place myself on a political spectrum which ranged from ‘very liberal’ through ‘moderate’ and all the way over to ‘very conservative’. The whole thing was starting to freak me out. Wasn’t this meant to be an aptitude test? What the hell did politics have to do with anything? I chose ‘very liberal’, because even though, in truth, I considered myself to be somewhere alot closer to the centre of the political spectrum, I figured that by their standards I’d be pegged as ‘very liberal’ or even ‘far left’ or some such shit. I had to go with the farthest left option available to me, otherwise they would think I was trying to game them.   
 
    After that I was shown various ‘value’ words – Care, Fairness, Loyalty, Authority, Sanctity – and was asked to rate each value, again on a scale of 1 to 5, 1 meaning that I ‘strongly rejected’ the value, and 5 meaning that I ‘strongly endorsed’ it. I decided that ‘Care’ and ‘Fairness’ were important values to me, ‘Loyalty’ less so, ‘Authority’ I rejected with a 2 score, and ‘Sanctity’ I had no time for at all, scoring it with a 1. As the words flashed up on the screen, I began to think my answers might preclude me from the test pilot mission, but I was determined to answer honestly nonetheless. 
 
    The next day I returned to Bethesda for the second stage of the tests. This time I was told to lie flat while various nodes and receptors were attached to my head. Then I was scanned by an FMRI machine, a kind of giant polo mint which I was reversed into as I lay flat on a modified couch.  
 
    In the roof of the machine, directly above my face, was a screen which showed various images designed to elicit an emotional reaction. Each ‘strong’ image was interspersed with a neutral one – photos of the sea or the sky – presumably intended to wipe away any lingering emotional after effects from the previous image. I was shown images of a crucifix submerged in a vat of urine, and I felt nothing. Then came images of Christ and the Virgin Mary, with what looked like excrement smeared over their faces. I was vaguely repulsed by the sight of the excrement, but its juxtaposition with the holy figures did little to raise my hackles.  
 
    Next I was shown images of Martin Luther King and Nelson Mandela, again with excrement smeared over them, and this time I felt the first jolt of real disgust. I’d seen sacrilegious artworks before, but this was something new, something truly morally repellent; the vicious racism of the images, equating dark skin with shit, shocked and angered me profoundly, even though I knew this was precisely what the images were intended to do.  
 
    The slideshow came to an end and the couch hummed to life, gently ejecting me from the scanner. I felt sick and light-headed, and again I wondered what all this psychological and political stuff had to do with being a test pilot. It just didn’t seem right at the time. Now of course, it makes perfect sense. 
 
    *** 
 
    Later that day I was told the tests had now been concluded, and that I would be contacted with the results in a week or so. 
 
    Harper was apparently happy with my progress. He believed in the carrot as well as the stick, he said, and he wanted to reward me for co-operating. So he sent me out to the Coast Guard Training Centre in Cape May, New Jersey, where I was given a bunk in my own private room and three squares a day. I could come and go as I pleased; there was nothing for me to do there, no duties to perform. This was all expenses paid R’n’R, courtesy of the United States Military.  
 
    Harper had chosen Cape May because he really wanted me to go whale watching; some bullshit about how he wanted me to understand that no matter how far up the chain of command you go, there was always a bigger fish, and if I saw the whales out hunting with my own eyes, this valuable lesson might etch itself permanently into my consciousness. I told him there was nothing in the ocean bigger than a whale, so the analogy didn’t really work, and anyway whales weren’t fish, they were mammals, and he said: “Don’t get smart with me, jerk-off, I’m doing you a favour.”   
 
    In Cape May I spent most days lazing on the beach and strolling through the town. The store fronts, hotels and restaurants had a pristine 19th Century elegance about them. The weather was beautiful and I started to feel like a kid on holiday, the effect heightened by the other kids and their families who surrounded me everywhere I went, their laughter and idle chatter soothing my nerves.  
 
    On the fifth day I finally caved in and went on one of the whale watching cruises off the cape, and we really lucked out. There was a whole pack of orcas endlessly circling something just under the waves. The whales kept diving under and re-surfacing, and the guide said they were trying to herd their prey, whatever it was, to the surface so they could suffocate it. It was then that my cell phone rang. It was Harper. 
 
    “Where are you, son?” 
 
    “Cape May, Sir.” 
 
    “You getting some sea air?” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “Well, breathe it in deep, because I got your test results right here.”  
 
    There was a sudden chorus of ‘oohs’ and ‘aahs’ from the tourists on the boat, and for a second it was like they were reacting to our conversation. But then I looked out over the water and saw what they were cooing over. One of the orcas was swimming on its back with a struggling thresher shark clamped between its teeth, holding it patiently above the waterline until it stopped breathing.   
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    I had passed. Not with flying colours, or any colours at all; my test scores were resolutely monochrome, just barely above the threshold for what was required. I was far from perfect, but I was apparently just good enough, and that made me wonder; if I barely made the grade, why did they choose me? Shouldn’t they have tested more than one contender and chosen the guy who was truly outstanding? Then again, I thought, maybe they did. Maybe they had a whole raft of candidates and none of the others even came close. That’s what I eventually chose to believe, because the alternative just didn’t bear thinking about, although I often did. The alternative was that this was the kind of job the Army wouldn’t wish upon its worst enemy, which made me something even worse than that. 
 
    “Congratulations,” Harper told me on the phone that day. “You’re about to become a pioneer.” And then; I don’t know why but I swear his voice cracked with emotion as he added: “A true pioneer.” 
 
    That had a nice ring to it, and those were the words I kept playing back to myself to drown out the darker thoughts – the thought that they might be sending me on some kind of suicide mission. I wasn’t a sucker. I wasn’t dead meat. Oh no. I was a true pioneer.  
 
    They flew me from Cape May to Newark Airport, and then they put me on a civilian flight to London, England. It was weird sitting in civvies amongst the tourists and businessmen, and having to lie through my teeth to the very curious middle-aged English woman sat next to me. 
 
    At Heathrow Airport I was met by a Royal Air Force representative – himself wearing civilian clothing so as not to draw attention from the disembarking passengers, although the lady I’d been sat next to saw this happen and threw me a wise old bird look, as if to say: ‘I knew there was something odd about you’. 
 
    We bypassed immigration and drove out to a lonely aircraft hangar on the outskirts of the airfield. Then they put me on an unmarked chopper and flew me to RAF Brize Norton, where the Brits kept all their big heavy lifting planes like C-130s, Voyagers and Atlases, and a handful of Chinook helicopters. 
 
    After some chow courtesy of the flyboys, they put me on a Chinook for the final leg of my journey. Even then they still wouldn’t tell me where I was going. 
 
     We flew low over flat green countryside which occasionally tilted into view through the small round windows whenever the Chinook banked. As the flight progressed, I saw the terrain evolve into rugged brown moorland. Peaks and troughs and rocky outcrops emerged sporadically through the cloud cover, before slinking back down into the mist. Rain was starting to lash the windows. 
 
     We made our final descent around ninety minutes after take-off, and through a window I watched a smaller, more makeshift airfield reveal itself below. I say airfield, but there was no actual runway, just a chopper landing site marked with a big white H painted over muddy grass, towards which we now descended. Surrounding the H was a small cluster of portakabins and shipping containers, surrounded on all sides by high, fogbound moorland; we were somewhere remote, hard to reach. The place looked more like a hastily improvised construction site than a working air force base; every building had a flimsy, temporary feel to it, as if the whole set-up could be flat-packed and airlifted out of there in under an hour.  
 
    The only exception to this was a large, wedge-shaped aircraft hangar, built primarily from corrugated iron, and set apart from the main cluster of buildings. As we continued our slow vertical descent, I watched forklift trucks move in and out through the hangar’s open doors, their spinning yellow lights giving some cheer and modernity to the otherwise drizzle-shrouded scene. This hangar was seemingly the nerve centre of the operation – all the mud tracks that weaved between the portakabins eventually led there. 
 
    We landed on the H, the ramp dropped and we unbuckled. I was led over to a jeep parked nearby, and was driven a short distance through winding make-shift ‘streets’ lined with portakabins on either side. More fork-lift trucks with their spinning orange lights came and went around us as we drove through the claustrophobic little canyons. I saw signs for a mess hall and a takeaway pizza outlet – these were in plain English, but every other building was marked only in code – SH19, SH32 and so on. There were signs pointing to the huge hangar that dominated everything else, and these were marked ‘FOB’. A forward operating base, here in a friendly country like Britain? That was bizarre. 
 
    The jeep came to a halt outside ‘SH119’, a portakabin which served as a briefing room. I was ushered inside - to call it ‘functional’ would be over-generous - and found Harper already waiting for me. He’d thought to buy a couple of take-out coffees from the mess hall. Mine was still hot enough and I guzzled it down, grateful for it after the long flight. 
 
    “Good to see you again, son,” Harper said. “You signed all the forms?” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “Good. Then I guess it’s alright for me to show you this...” 
 
    Harper reached into his coat pocket and pulled out what looked like a small glass test tube, painted jet black, about six inches long. Two small round metal nodes protruded from either end of the tube.  
 
    “This,” Harper said, “is what they call a dark drive. It’s one of only three currently in existence. All developed in secret by DARPA, all owned by the United States government.” 
 
    I stared at the pitiful little thing in his hands. It looked like a cheap plastic prop, something from a kid’s chemistry set. 
 
    “Why is it painted black?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s not paint, son. The black is just an absence of light. Its contents neither emit nor absorb light. Inside is a concentrated combination of dark matter and dark energy, very approximately, two point five parts dark energy to one part dark matter, the same ratio as exists in nature. That’s to say; in the rest of our observable universe.” 
 
    “And you keep it in a test tube?” 
 
    Harper snorted derisively. “Not exactly. The material has a glass-like appearance but in fact it’s a hyper-dense synthetic polymer, the only stuff on Earth dense enough to stop that shit inside from escaping. Here, catch.” 
 
    He tossed the thing towards me and I fumbled the catch. It fell like lead to the portakabin floor and landed with a heavy clang that resounded around the room.  
 
    “Are you fucking crazy?!” I yelled.  
 
    Harper was laughing his ass off. “Don’t worry,” he grinned, “it’s unbreakable. Oh, for fun!” He wiped a tear from his eye. “That was fuckin’ great!” 
 
    I stooped to pick up the ‘test tube’. It was slightly warm and heavier than lead.  
 
    Now Harper was all business again: “When you hook that thing up to a temporal dislocator-” 
 
    “Temporal dislocator?” 
 
    “Time machine, son. It’s a time machine.” 
 
    I spat coffee.  
 
    Harper smirked and said: “I thought you already knew that?” 
 
    I wiped my mouth and said: “Actually no. Nobody told me.” 
 
    “Well... ta-dah!”  
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    I called bullshit over and over again. I questioned Harper’s story, his motives, his agenda, his sanity. None of it made any difference. Regardless of whether it was actually true, Harper for one seemed to believe it. He grew impatient after a while so I thought it best to just shut up and listen. 
 
    “The dark drive,” he said, “creates a localized field of dark energy and dark matter that surrounds the machine and its pilot, so that, within that localized area only, time’s arrow can spin and change direction and so on, while on the outside of the field, the laws of entropy remain undisturbed. Are you still following?” 
 
    “I... I think so.” 
 
    “Come on Ash, it ain’t rocket science. What I’m saying is, you travel through time inside your little dark bubble, while the rest of us stay put.” He gestured to the ‘test tube’ in my hand. “Can I have that back now? It’s pretty expensive.”  
 
    I handed it back to Harper, and I noticed it left a pleasantly warm buzzing sensation in my palm. 
 
    “But how did you get the dark stuff in the first place?” I asked. “I mean that shit is all the way out in space, right? Beyond our reach. So did you send someone up there to... collect some?” 
 
    Harper shook his head. “No, that’s impossible. The nearest concentration of dark energy is far beyond the reach of anything the boys at NASA can come up with.” 
 
    “You know there’s a few girls work there too?” 
 
    “Yeah well, somebody has to make the coffee, right?” Harper winked at me, knowing this would infuriate me even further. “No,” he continued, “we collect it here on Earth. Particle by particle, through modified germanium detectors.” 
 
    “But wouldn’t that take, like, forever?”  
 
    “That part of the operation is classified, Fleabourne,” Harper said. “Next question.” 
 
    Germanium detectors were in themselves no secret. They had been in the news off and on for years now. What theoretical physicists had proved a few years ago was that when you send a theoretical (i.e. not yet invented) time machine off on a journey, it would, so their equations said, emit dark matter, or WIMPS to be precise – weakly interacting massive particles. Now these things pass right through everything, or almost everything, and the only way you can detect them is when they hit this stuff called germanium, which has to be kept real cold, otherwise you can’t pick up the heat signature, and underground too, to filter out cosmic rays which just confuse things.  
 
    We had germanium detectors, as did Russia and China. So did Iran and probably North Korea too, and everyone was basically just sat there with their germanium detectors waiting for someone, somewhere to invent a time machine and use it. If and when it ever was used, their germanium detectors would pick up the characteristic WIMP signature predicted by the physicists’ equations, and they’d know. They’d know that someone, somewhere had just built themselves a kick-ass flying Delorean.  
 
    Germanium detectors had been the butt of quite a few jokes in the press, precisely because they were there to detect something that didn’t exist – “like spending $38 million on a unicorn trap”, as one journalist had memorably described it. Harper called them ‘flying pig spotters’. Nobody gave a shit about them, because it was all moot. Even people on the Left, traditionally opposed to anything that could be construed as ‘meddling with nature’, didn’t really care about germanium detectors. The only people who seemed to take them at all seriously, seriously enough to invest in, were governments.  That was about all I knew (not bad for a grunt, huh?), so I started tuning in again to what Harper was now saying. 
 
    Recently, he said, (I’m paraphrasing here – just be thankful) DARPA had developed a more advanced germanium detector, one that not only picks up the heat signature, but the angle at which the WIMP hits it, and the speed too. And once you know all that, you can get a pretty good idea of where that WIMP started its journey, and when. In other words, you have yourself a time machine launch detection.  
 
    Harper continued: “The temporal dislocator started out as a small-scale research project. That was fifteen, twenty years ago. We never got anywhere for a long time, the President was about to pull the plug, but two years ago we had a breakthrough. That led to a prototype, which blew down when we tested it.” 
 
    “Blew down?”            
 
    “As in the opposite of ‘blew up’. It folded in on itself, disappeared.” 
 
    “Disappeared where?” 
 
    “It tipped over the event horizon, went into the singularity.” 
 
    “You’re talking about black holes, right?” 
 
    “Right. Exactly. We built little black holes, worm holes. Took spacetime and folded it back on itself, creating a shortcut, a tunnel, from one point in spacetime to another. Only problem is, when you do that you inevitably create a path through space as well as time. So we had a time machine, sure, but that’s not very useful when you’re sending someone halfway across the damn universe. Because they’ll most likely end up in the middle of nowhere. No, you want them to travel through time but stay here, otherwise what’s the point? So that was the first problem. The second problem was the singularity. How do you get a man through the singularity and out the other side? How do you deal with spaghettification?” 
 
    “Spaghetti-what?” 
 
    “Spaghettification. Ever read any Hawking?” 
 
    “Uh...” 
 
    “Hawking said that once something crosses the event horizon, it will ‘spaghettify’. That’s to say the atoms that make it up will move closer and closer together, until it reaches the singularity, and that’s when it gets crushed out of existence altogether. The problem was how to build an energy field that would counteract those effects at the point of singularity. A ‘de-spaghettifier’, if you wanna call it that. Unfortunately our first attempt didn’t work so well. Our test pilot was... spaghettified. In fairy tale terms, the first one failed because it was a little too hot. The second one was a little too cold. But now there’s a third one. And that’s the one we want you to test, because hopefully it’s gonna be juuust right.” 
 
    I felt giddy all of a sudden.  
 
    Harper looked vaguely amused. “That’s right, son,” he said. “You’re gonna be our Goldilocks.” 
 
     “How do you know it’s just right?” I said. 
 
    “Well, this time we’re using a whole new technology, a whole new approach. Y’see, for a long time we didn’t know what dark matter was, or dark energy for that matter. And we still don’t. But what we have figured out is; when you put dark matter and dark energy together, something real strange happens. The ‘arrow of time’ starts going haywire. The laws of entropy become reversed, or accelerated, or decelerated. You start getting order out of chaos; rather than things falling apart over time, things start ordering themselves. They coalesce, come together, and that’s a telltale sign that something very strange is happening with time’s arrow.”  
 
    “Alright,” I said. “You want me to pilot this thing. But why go straight to a human guinea pig? Don’t they normally use rats or monkeys or whatever?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Harper said, “they do, and in fact they have. Two months ago they put a lab rat inside the machine and fired it up. First they modified it so the rat could trip the return mechanism - a lever that delivered food - as soon as it got hungry. When it did that, the return procedure was activated by computer, sending it back to the exact same point in time it left from, give or take a few tenths of a second. The rat returned safely, zero point four seconds after it left. That should reassure you.” 
 
    “Oh yeah. Gives me a warm glow inside.” 
 
    “Of course,” Harper continued, “the problem is, rats can’t talk. They can’t describe where they’ve been or what they’ve seen. And they can’t leave the machine for recon purposes. That’s where you come in, son. You’re our talking lab rat.” 
 
    “So where did they send the rat? Forward in time, or backward?” 
 
    Harper shifted awkwardly. “That’s the - uh... that’s the complicating factor.” 
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    “So far,” Harper went on, “the rat hasn’t shown up. That could mean it went into the past, or it could have gone into the future. It could show up today for all we know. When we get to the FOB later, you’ll see there’s an empty platform in the hangar there. That platform is where the rat’s machine used to be before it travelled. We keep it empty, just in case the rat should suddenly arrive there. Because the truth is, we don’t where that little sucker went. All we know is it travelled, because for zero point three nine seconds, it was nowhere.” 
 
    “So you’re telling me you can’t control this thing? You push a button and you send it off through time-” 
 
    “Spacetime.” 
 
    “Whatever. You send it off through time and you have no idea where it’s gonna wind up?” 
 
    “We know exactly where. We just don’t know when.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ.” 
 
    “That’s why we need you, Ash.” Harper’s voice was real soft all of a sudden. “We need you to come back and tell us. So here’s your mission objective. It’s perfectly simple. We want you to make the time jump, observe your surroundings, ascertain the time period as best you can, then return and report.” 
 
    Perfectly simple. I guess it was, in theory.  
 
    I asked Harper: “Do you know how far it’s possible to go, in either direction, forward or backward?” 
 
    “Honestly,” he replied, “we have no idea.”  
 
    “Then you agree it’s possible the environment will have changed so much, so radically that-” 
 
    Harper rolled his eyes and interrupted me: “I thought we’d settled this. The rat came back alive, Ash.” 
 
    “The rat never got out of the goddamn machine! Suppose you send me back three million years? Soon as I open the door I’m fuckin’... underwater with the Loch Ness monster chewin’ on my ass!” 
 
    “There is an element of risk.” 
 
    “No shit!” 
 
    “But we’ll provide you with equipment to cover almost every eventuality. State of the art weapons, breathing apparatus...” 
 
    “A suicide pill?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “That was a joke.” 
 
    “Not as far as we’re concerned. It’s already on the inventory.” 
 
    I sighed and said: “Alright, let’s suppose wherever I end up is safe. How sure are you that you can bring me home again?” 
 
    Harper shrugged. “We did it once, we can do it again. As long as you make it back to the machine before snapback...” 
 
    “Snapback?” 
 
    “Okay, look,” he said. “The dark drive is inherently unstable, which means it acts kind of like a... a rubber band. That’s what it does to spacetime. It stretches it and ties it off, for a while, in a very loose kind of knot. So the rubber band is now stretched, and it’s trying to untie itself. From your point of view, as the traveller, it means you have approximately seventy two hours from the point of arrival. That’s three days in which to achieve your objective, before the rubber band ‘snaps back’, and the machine returns to its starting point, with or without you on board.”  
 
    Harper sat back in his chair and puffed out his chest, evidently quite proud of his explanatory abilities. 
 
    “Three days to figure out where I am in time,” I said to myself. “That doesn’t sound so hard.” 
 
    “Attaboy!” Harper clapped his hands together. He was bouncing up and down in his chair like an excitable schoolboy. “Hey, you wanna see it?” 
 
    “See what?” 
 
    “The machine, corndog! Your new ride! They’ve pimped it up for ya.” 
 
    Harper took me into the FOB, the main hangar where they kept the machine. The whole place had a messy, chaotic, almost lazy feel to it; in amongst the laptops and the generators and the miles of cable that snaked all over the floor, tech guys wondered around in garish t-shirts carrying takeout coffee and half-eaten doughnuts. It didn’t feel right to me. It didn’t feel military. And that’s because it wasn’t. All these guys were private contractors culled from the ranks of some of the biggest tech companies in the world, and a few smaller specialist outfits. They had all been vetted of course, but otherwise they were given licence to act just the way they would have done in their own office. Harper actually seemed embarrassed by their behaviour. 
 
    When I finally saw the thing, it was nothing like what I had envisaged. In my mind’s eye I had pictured a sleek metal ball, or something equally clean and elegant in outline. The thing that now stood before us was nothing like that at all.  
 
    It was more or less spherical - about five or six metres in diameter - but the material which comprised its outer surface was a messy patchwork of hexagonal matte panels, some white, others black, others gray. From a distance it looked like a dirty golf ball.  
 
    All over its surface were dozens of tiny round black dots. Up close they resembled the sensor panels you get in public washroom cubicles, over which you wave a hand to flush. They were of course something else entirely. 
 
    “What do you think?” Harper asked me. 
 
    “I think it’s a mess,” I laughed. “It’s the ugliest thing I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “You have to remember this is a prototype. We won’t be marketing this sucker for a while yet. Right now it’s all about functionality. If you want style, well...” 
 
    “How about just a door? I don’t see a door.” 
 
    “It’s on the roof. We thought the roof was the best place for it – supposing you wind up half-buried in a landslide?” 
 
    “Or completely buried in a landslide?” 
 
    “Well, we had to put it somewhere.”  
 
     “Right. And those panels – are they porcelain?” 
 
    “Porcelain? You gotta be kidding me. Those are high temperature reusable surface insulation tiles. 10% silica fibres, 90% pure air. They’re light as hell. Then of course you have the coating, which is glazed borosilicate.” 
 
    “They look like those tiles they used to put on the old space shuttles.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what they are. And they’re there for the same reason. To insulate you from the heat.”  
 
    “Heat from what? The singularity?” 
 
    “There is no singularity. There’s no wormhole, remember? No. Heat from the dark bubble.” 
 
    “The bubble. Right, I remember the bubble.” 
 
    “Those little black dots are the field generators. They shoot out the dark energy and the dark matter generated by the dark drive, and boom, you’re safe and sound in the bubble. Only problem is, when the dark stuff rubs up against the normal stuff, normal as in the stuff that makes up that machine, well, that generates heat. Alot of heat. That’s why we have to insulate it. Now when you travel tomorrow, and that thing starts to fire up with you inside it, there’s gonna be a slight delay before the field kicks in. You might feel ‘compressed’ or ‘stretched’ depending on whether you’re going into the past or into the future. But only a little. Hopefully.” 
 
    I stood and gawped at the thing for a whole minute longer. Only I wasn’t just gawping. I was making my mind up. And when I finally said “What time do I travel, sir?” there was a new, steely resolve in my voice that surprised both Harper and myself.  
 
    Harper smiled and replied: “Oh five hundred.” 
 
    “That’s early.” 
 
    “Well, it’s the army dontchaknow. Better sleep tight, Goldilocks.”  
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    I did sleep that night, but it was fitful and shallow and full of half-dreaming, half-waking moments. The wind outside was howling through the door cracks in the flimsy little portakabin they’d put me up in. It shook the window panes and made the walls rattle, and my dreams were full of swirling dark clouds that seemed to engulf me and carry me here and there on an ocean of nothing, their wispy arms spiralling out like fractals into a freezing void. 
 
    And then it was morning and someone was violently tapping on the door to my cabin. 
 
    “Oh four hundred, Private!” an English voice I didn’t recognize said from outside. “Showers in SH19, then breakfast in the mess hall at oh four thirty.”  
 
    I grunted something in response, got out of bed, pulled on a t-shirt over my shorts, grabbed a towel and padded outside barefoot to the shower block just across the way. It was raining so hard I was soaked before I even got in the shower. When I was under it and waking up I started to feel okay again, the lingering mood from the weird dream rolling right off me along with the dirt.  
 
    At breakfast I was joined by a couple of British privates who’d been assigned to hurry me up and get me to the church on time. They seemed a little in awe of me. When I finished eating they escorted me into the main hangar where the machine was all hooked up and ready to go.   
 
    I was escorted to a small partitioned area with a table, on which lay all manner of survival items that were about to be loaded on board the machine for my trip. There was some breathing apparatus (to be worn the first time I opened the hatch on arrival), a tent bag, a camcorder to record everything I saw (to be used at my own discretion since, depending on when and where I ended up, this would mark me out to others as precisely what I was – an intruder from another time).  
 
    There was also a wrist watch which I was to wear at all times throughout the mission, in theory, though this was also at my own discretion; if I felt at any point that the wearing of it might compromise my safety or otherwise get me noticed in a way that I didn’t feel comfortable with, I could take it off. The watch had two functions; firstly, it would count down the time remaining until ‘snapback’, and secondly, it would serve as a kind of diary of events; any time something happened which I felt was significant, I was to log that event in the watch’s diary function by tapping a button that would record the ‘T+’ time (the time after arrival when that event occurred), and then I was to type in a brief description of the event. Quite why this was important I wasn’t sure – I was pretty sure I’d be able to remember both the event and roughly when it happened. They were over-thinking it, I felt, giving me more to worry about than was strictly necessary. Anyway I strapped the watch to my wrist.  
 
    Then there was a modified Tavor assault rifle. Dubbed ‘the marksman’s dream’, and equipped with a laser sight, the Tavor used experimental .50 calibre sniper rounds with built-in sensors and multi-directional fins. So what you did was, you aimed your laser at the target, and the sensors on the four-inch bullet locked on to the laser beam. So then when you pulled the trigger, the laser beam continued to track the target and sent signals to the speeding ammo via the sensors on the bullet. The fins enabled the bullet to adjust its trajectory mid-flight, up to thirty times per second, so it just followed the beam the whole way. DARPA called it Extreme Accuracy Tasked Ordnance. Exacto for short.  
 
    “Even you can’t miss,” they joked.   
 
    They also gave me five spare clips loaded with more Exacto rounds, a topographical map of the area, provisions for three days, a sleeping bag and a set of waterproofs. I had to hand it to them; it really seemed like they were setting me up to win. 
 
    Harper came in halfway through the inventory briefing and waited patiently for them to finish. At the end of it he led me over to the launch area while two more guys packed my inventory items into a plastic crate and hoisted it up into the machine. 
 
    “Now remember,” Harper said gravely, “you’re strictly an observer. Try not to alter anything, and above all, try not to kill anyone. That kind of thing tends to have consequences. If you have to shoot, shoot to wound. That’s why we gave you Exacto rounds, so you can’t kill by mistake.” 
 
    One of the technicians came over and dropped a little yellow capsule into my hand. “You need to swallow this now, Private,” he said matter-of-factly. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s to counter the crushing effect, if there is one. It’ll expand your diaphragm, help you to keep breathing.” I swallowed it straight away.  
 
    At 0615 that morning I settled into the padded foam pilot’s seat inside the machine and strapped myself in. Even that seat looked as if it had been purloined from some decommissioned aircraft, adding to the impression that this state of the art ‘temporal dislocator’ was really just a hastily improvised grab-bag of borrowed items; nothing in there looked brand new, everything seemed second hand. 
 
    I cast my eye over the extraordinarily basic control panel in front of me; it consisted of a button to release the circular hatch in the roof, and a ‘snapback display’, which had exactly the same function as my wristwatch; a digital clock that would mark time once I arrived at my destination, counting down the hours and minutes until the machine was yanked back through time.  
 
    Directly above the snapback display, the dark drive itself – that little black test tube with metal nodes at both ends – was now slotted into position behind a see-thru perspex panel. Thin wires trailed from each node and disappeared behind the panelled walls of the machine. As I studied the machine’s interior more closely, I could see that the wires soon re-emerged, and continued through ‘tram lines’ etched into the panels. These lines branched out and multiplied endlessly. It was like being encased inside a sphere made from dozens of spindly tree branches.    
 
    Although Harper and others had repeatedly referred to me as ‘the pilot’, there wasn’t  any real piloting to be done, hence the scarcity of actual controls on my ‘control panel’. The real pilots were outside the machine, in the control booth overlooking the lab floor. Here there were complex computer arrays and teams of technicians monitoring everything from the intensity of the field to the oxygen levels inside the machine. They would be the ones who finally sent me on my way. In the meantime I had literally nothing to do, and it was making me nervous as hell. 
 
    “Yo Fleabourne!” Harper poked his head through the open roof hatch. I looked up at him, grateful for the distraction. He had that ‘excitable little boy’ expression on his face again. “How you feeling, son?” 
 
    I shrugged. “You don’t have, like, a Rubik’s cube or anything, do you?” 
 
     “We’re fixin’ to go in five,” he shouted down. “You okay with that?” 
 
    “Yes sir!” I snapped.  
 
    For the first time since Basic I felt that sudden stab of powerful respect for my superiors, and I wondered if it was simply because my fate now lay in their hands. Outside, the generators were starting to power up and Harper had to shout to be heard over their deafening buzz.  
 
    “When you arrive,” he said, “head straight for the top of Scapegoat Hill. That’s your nearest and best vantage point. Remember; ascertain the time period, return and report. That’s all needs done. Good luck, Private.”  
 
    With that he slammed the hatch down. It sounded like a car door closing. It might even have been a car door. The moment the hatch shut, my control panel lit up – a few basic digital readouts, all communicating the same message; that the machine was powering up and was about to start doing its thing. The snapback display, I was amused to see, used the same ‘T minus’ anachronism as the old space missions. It started at T minus 120 seconds and counted steadily down to zero. 
 
    At T minus 50 a dull, throbbing pain in my ears began. My peripheral vision was starting to cloud too. I seemed to be getting both high and low altitude symptoms simultaneously. And then a team of invisible boa constrictors started wrapping themselves around me, all working together in unison to squeeze the life out of me; one around my ankles, another around my calves, my thighs, my groin, my chest, and finally my head. It hurt everywhere, but most of all around the chest. A heart attack was nothing compared to this. Had the diaphragm pill had time to work its magic? It couldn’t have.  
 
    You might feel stretched or compressed, depending on... what had Harper said again? I couldn’t remember.  
 
    The searing chest pain that stopped me from breathing was soon joined by a new, throbbing sensation somewhere at the base of my skull. To take my mind off the pain I fixed my eyes on the dark drive, and saw that the little black test tube was becoming colourless, transparent. The last remaining vestiges of black were now concentrated at both ends of the test tube, slowly being sucked through the nodes and out into the spider’s web of wires that surrounded me. After a couple more seconds it was all gone.  
 
    The invisible snakes around my chest continued to tighten, and right before I passed out, I noticed a weird visual effect, a slight shift in focus, like pushing glasses up your nose a little closer to your eyes. But it couldn’t have been my glasses moving in; I wasn’t even wearing them. Looking back on it, I think it was my eyeballs moving out. 
 
    *** 
 
    When I came to, everything felt normal again, and it was real quiet inside the machine. I looked at the dark drive – the test tube, like the song says, was back to black. The snapback display was still lit up and counting down, but it had switched to a new format; 71 hours, 58 minutes and 43 seconds remaining. I punched buttons on my wristwatch, synchronizing it with the countdown on the unit in front of me.  
 
    I unbuckled myself, and when I got up out of my seat, the floor seemed to shift a little, pitching me forward a tiny fraction. The whole thing felt unstable, like stepping onto a row boat. I looked up at the round hatch over my head, and briefly imagined some swirling, poisonous, post-apocalyptic vapour filling the cabin as I opened it. Get a grip, Ash.  
 
    I strapped on the breathing apparatus and put the mask over my face. Then I swallowed hard and turned the wheel that unlocked the hatch. 
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    I pushed the hatch open just a tiny fraction. Cold air shot in and a sliver of daylight illuminated the cabin. I opened the hatch a little more. White cloud floated high overhead, and somewhere far off I could hear birdsong, so I figured the air was safe to breathe. I removed the mask and found the air to be cool, crisp and clean. I heaved the rest of the heavy breathing apparatus off my back, let it fall on the floor of the machine with a heavy clunk. I grabbed the Tavor and used the muzzle to push the hatch all the way open. I had decided that everywhere I went, my weapon would go first. I climbed a few rungs of the access ladder and poked my head out.  
 
    The big wedge-shaped hangar whose interior walls had surrounded me when I got in the machine was now gone, as were the portakabins and Chinooks and fork lift trucks, although the surrounding landscape didn’t appear too different from the one I’d left behind; I was still in the bottom of a natural bowl, surrounded by high moorland and raised rocky outcrops. There was now nothing but harsh, pristine nature in every direction, and a quietness to match, no sound at all save for the birds and the occasional bluster of wind. 
 
    I started to climb out, and again the entire machine seemed to pitch forward, in tandem with my movements. Looking down, I saw why. The machine was half submerged in a shallow bog. The water was clear and I could see grass beneath it, so I jumped down and landed with a splash in the freezing water, holding the rifle up over my head. Luckily the water only came up to my knees. I waded out of the bog and lay the rifle down on a dry patch of grass, then went back inside the machine to retrieve my provisions and survival gear, which I stuffed into a backpack. I heaved the pack up through the hatch, and, standing on the roof, managed to throw it just clear of the water. It landed heavily and I winced as it rolled back down the slope, settling halfway into the shallow edges of the marsh water (why didn’t I put the pack on right away? Because I’m a klutz, that’s why). I sealed the hatch and jumped out again. Christ, that water was cold. I hiked the dripping pack up onto my shoulders, retrieved the weapon, which was still more or less dry, and switched off the safety.  
 
    With a breathable atmosphere and no immediate danger, I finally felt ready, more than ready. I was stoked, hyper-alert and buzzing with adrenaline. For perhaps the first time in my life, I felt like a soldier. 
 
    The topography of this natural amphitheatre was restricting my view, so my first task was to locate Scapegoat Hill and gain some altitude. I climbed fifty or sixty feet up a slope which was initially grassy but quickly became rockier and harder to negotiate. Loose scree made me lose my footing a number of times, and I had to lean far forward as I climbed to counterbalance the weight of the pack.  
 
    At length I reached a high point along the lip of the bowl, and conducted a quick 360 degree survey – in almost every direction there was nothing but greyish brown, undulating moorland. Occasional patches of purple heather lent colour, but nothing more, to the drab landscape; there was no trace of humanity, nor even any hint of wildlife apart from the odd bird swooping overhead.  
 
    Then I saw Scapegoat Hill in the far distance; a long steep ridge with a sporadic tree line running along the top of its crooked spine. I took out the Ordnance Survey map of the area and cross-checked the topography lines with what I now saw in front of me; an exact match. This in itself was a clue that I couldn’t have travelled too outlandishly far into the past or the future; given enough time, geology and tectonic activity changes topography, but it had clearly not had time to work its colossal miracles here. The temporal distance scale must, I figured, have been in the hundreds or thousands rather than the millions of years. 
 
    Scapegoat Hill lay around three miles to the north east. I started to hike towards it. The ground beneath my feet was soft, wet and springy to the touch, and as I descended into a quiet sheltered valley it grew wetter still, until I was squelching noisily through waterlogged grass. Occasional rocks poked up through the ground, and more than once I slipped on their shiny wet contours.  
 
    At the lowest point in the valley a stream ran along it, before fanning out into a rock strewn river bed which ended abruptly at the top of a waterfall. I stopped to peer over the drop; a deep gorge lay below, the water cascading down it for about fifty or sixty metres, deep and strong enough to create a mist of water vapour which floated wraith-like in the cold air. At the bottom of the falls, the water collected and arranged itself into a foaming, swirling whirlpool.  
 
    It was already growing dark so I took a head torch from my backpack, fumbled with the head strap and dropped it into the stream. I cursed aloud as it floated over the edge of the falls and was lost in the spray. Like I said, I’m a klutz. 
 
    I had to cross the stream to reach the hill, which meant I had to follow the stream for a mile or so until it was shallow and narrow enough to cross. Even here it was knee deep, and the loose pebbles under foot made for a hazardous crossing. Daylight had faded almost completely as I stepped blindly and gingerly across the river bed, like a frail old man negotiating a wet bathroom floor. I slipped on a loose stone, gasped in agony as my ankle twisted and I fell headlong into the stream, the weight of my pack pinning me down in the water.  
 
    The force of the current was surprisingly strong, and, while not quite deep enough to submerge me entirely, the stream’s relentless onslaught caught me bodily and rolled me slowly along the pebble bed for a time. My head was underwater and this made me start to panic, the fear amplified by the pain from my ankle and the knowledge that I was coming closer to the edge of the waterfall. At last I got a handle on a rock that was large and stable enough to halt my progress downstream, but I found I couldn’t stand on my damaged foot – pain shot up my leg when I tried, and I needed both feet to free myself.  
 
    Instinctively, I wriggled to get the water-logged backpack off my shoulders. Its weight had been keeping me horizontal, and as it floated away downstream I found I was finally able to stand, albeit gingerly with most of the weight on my good right leg, and propping up my left leg with the rifle. I was only dimly aware of having lost the pack with all its contents – the map, the food, the tent; the pain in my leg was dulling my thought processes. I started to shiver as darkness enveloped me, and, as I finally hobbled out of the water, the wind’s soft low whistle switched abruptly to a harsher, louder note. I punched a diary entry into my wristwatch. It simply said ‘Pack lost’. 
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    My objective, the trees at the apex of the hill in front of me, was a good half mile away still, and the gradient was dauntingly steep. I thought if I could just reach those trees, now dimly silhouetted in front of a muddy, intermittently visible moon, then I would have partial shelter from the elements, and could rest until daybreak. Then, with light and a good vantage point, I could also look for signs of habitation, signs of anything other than the endless sweep of raw nature.  
 
    My ankle, cut and seriously twisted, still sent violent stabs of pain up through my leg if I put the slightest weight on it. I was using the assault rifle as a walking stick, planting the end of the barrel into the earth with every step. Sometimes it hit rock too, and I tried not to dwell on the damage this must have been doing to the efficacy of my only weapon. 
 
    My wet clothes clung to me like cellophane and I was still shivering all over – my exertions would have dried the clothes out but for the fact it had begun to rain. My head ached, and I suspected this was due to dehydration; having lost my canteen along with the backpack, all I could do was to pause occasionally with my mouth wide open and my head raised to the heavens.  
 
    I carried on up the hill. It now occurred to me that I had no idea what might lay ahead; any lifeform I encountered might not necessarily be human, nor even ‘natural’ in the biological sense. This thought frightened me; what use my early 21st Century assault rifle - with its barrel all gnarled and twisted - against some highly mechanized enemy from two centuries, two millennia, down the line? 
 
    And now there was movement up ahead, somewhere in the huddle of trees on the brow of the hill. Two human - or at least humanoid - figures, both standing, a gloomy confusion of human limbs, tree limbs, and fleeting spots of moonlight. One of the figures stepped backwards into a clearing, and the other followed, giving me a clearer, more fully formed picture. The first silhouette raised its arms in a placatory gesture, while the other held up what must have been a small hand weapon of some kind, appearing to aim it at his companion.  
 
    I lay down flat, and my hand was shaking as I tapped the ‘diary entry’ button on my wrist watch. I typed in a single word: ‘Contact’. 
 
    I brought the Tavor into a firing position and switched on the laser, bringing the shuddering red beam to rest on the silhouette of the man – if it was a man – holding the weapon. I zeroed in on his upper torso and pushed the target lock button with my thumb. My eyes were starting to adjust to the gloom now. The first figure still had empty palms raised, apparently signalling ‘no harm’ to his assailant – but the other guy still had the hand weapon aimed at him. What happened next took me by surprise, because there was no sound, no muzzle flash; the man with palms raised just fell to the ground.  
 
    My heart quickened. I squeezed the trigger until it started to meet some resistance, and held it there. My target had lowered his weapon – whatever it was - but now he was turning to look down the hill in my direction. I saw the pallor of his face, but I was too far away to gauge any kind of expression or intent. And now – damn it! – my target was raising his weapon once more, this time towards me.  
 
    Was he aiming or reloading? In that split second of uncertainty, I couldn’t be sure which. But there was now only one option available to me that would guarantee my safety. With the laser still jerking around over the silhouette’s torso it was hard to believe I still had him locked, but I squeezed off two shots anyway. The first one hit, spun him around. The second one dropped him. Exacto.  
 
    I lay there for a moment, just breathing and watching. There didn’t seem to be anyone else around, and with the dissolution of the threat came the dissolution of my last reserves of adrenaline. I needed something, anything to keep me going, to get me to the top of that hill and the shelter of the trees. A glucose bar would have done it, and I went to remove my backpack and search for one before remembering the pack wasn’t there anymore.  
 
    The pain in my ankle was dissipating, but that was only because my body was shutting down. My eyelids grew heavy, and the last thing I heard before I fell asleep was the comforting pitter patter of the rain on my sodden fatigues. 
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    At first when I opened my eyes, I thought I had gone blind because there was nothing but black. But then faint, vague shapes started to emerge from out of the gloom; the end of the old hard wooden bed I was lying on, the itchy, loosely knitted bed sheets that covered me, and the pale stone wall beyond. The only light seemed to be coming from the moon outside. It flooded in through an arched window just behind me and above my head. The air was cold in that room, but I was dry and warm under the sheets. I had no idea where I was or how I’d gotten there, but I felt safe, protected.  
 
    A door creaked open and a single flickering candle floated into the room, accompanied by soft footsteps padding across a stone floor. The candle hovered over my bed, illuminating the face of a woman wearing some form of headscarf. My first thought was that she was Muslim, but as she leant forward, studying me with keen, serious eyes, I realized it was not a hijab but a nun’s habit – a black hood over a white tunic, leaving visible only the soft, orange-bathed features of her face; she was young, mid to late twenties, well-nourished with high, proud cheekbones. She was beautiful. She had the kind of face you’d take home to Mom; a face free of guilt, although Mom would still be suspicious anyway. 
 
    As she stooped to examine me, her green eyes bugged out in surprise. Her mouth dropped open and she raised a hand to cover it. Then she stepped back, taking a moment to regain her composure. There were tears in her eyes which she quickly wiped away. 
 
    Her reaction panicked me. Was it my face? Was I wounded?  My fears were allayed only when she leant in once more, put a damp cloth over my forehead and patted me with it. There was no pain, and the movement of the cloth over the contours of my face suggested that everything was still where it should be.  
 
    “Where am I?” I tried to say, but the words caught in my dry throat. The woman held a pitcher of water up to my lips and I drank thirstily, letting the water spill down over my neck. She watched me drink, smiling sadly down at me. When I was done, she put the pitcher down on the stone floor and started to stroke my hair. Her clean, soapy smell enraptured me. 
 
    “Where am I?” I said again, and this time the words came out fully formed. The woman opened her mouth, about to reply, but then thought better of it. Her eyes darted around the room nervously, taking in the walls, the floor, the ceiling. She stooped down and looked under the bed, then stood and hurried back to the door, opening it and peeking out into the night. A cold blast of air hit me and I started to shiver. Seeing my reaction, she closed the door again, frowned apologetically and returned to my bedside. She had an odd, loping gait. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked. She shook her head, but I couldn’t tell if it was a refusal to talk, or just an indication that she did not understand me. I sat up and the woman backed away a little.  
 
    The pain in my ankle was as bad as ever. I pulled the sheets up to examine it, and I saw that someone had wrapped a cloth bandage around it. Blood from my injury was seeping through it. The woman saw the bandage, held up a finger as if to say “Wait one”, and started to gently unwrap it. Discarding the blood-stained strip of cloth, she cleaned the wound on my swollen, purplish ankle and dabbed it dry with a towel. Then she produced a newer, cleaner bandage from a pocket in her habit and wrapped it around my ankle. The pain came with renewed vigour as she tightened it and tied it off, and I hissed sharply. She stroked my forehead again, and frowned as if to apologize. 
 
    “Do you understand me?” I said slowly. “You understand what I’m saying?” 
 
    The woman froze, neither shaking nor nodding her head, not doing anything other than deciding how to react. I got the feeling she had in fact understood me, but for her to acknowledge this would be to make some kind of transgression. It was as if every time I spoke, I was presenting her with a moral dilemma. She looked frightened and shook her head once more. 
 
    “You can’t talk? You’re not allowed?” 
 
    The woman glanced behind her at the door, then back at me. Outside, lowered voices could faintly be heard. Female voices. The woman gathered her things together hurriedly, but then the voices dissipated and she relaxed a little.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. “It’s dangerous for you to talk... to communicate.” 
 
    She nodded quickly.  
 
    “Please, just tell me one thing. What year is this?” 
 
    The woman frowned again, shook her head. She picked up the pitcher and the dirty bandages, getting ready to leave. At the door she stopped to listen for the voices. When she was satisfied they were gone she turned back to face me. She came right up to the bedside again and gave me another sad, fond smile, a smile laced with concern and... familiarity, like she had known me for a long time. Like I was her best and oldest friend. 
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    After that I slept some more, and when I woke the pain in my ankle had subsided. I was alone again and my thoughts had clarified. I checked my watch; 37 hours and 12 minutes until snapback.  
 
    I lifted the heavy, itchy bed sheets and stepped on to the cold flagstones, gingerly testing the weight on my bad leg; a slight twinge but nothing more. I was naked; my combat fatigues had been washed, dried, folded and placed on a wooden chair by my bed. Daylight seeped through a crack in the arched wooden door. I got dressed, opened the door and walked outside.  
 
    My prison, it turned out, had been a simple stone outhouse with a timber and straw roof. I emerged from it onto a path leading through rows of neatly arranged plants - tomatoes, potatoes, strawberries and blackberries - and then through a herb garden. The rain had finally eased off, though the skies overhead were still gray and threatening another deluge at any moment. Insects hovered and buzzed about me, soothing my nerves.  
 
    The path led up to a small chapel comprised of sandstone blocks and high arched windows that were quite plain and unadorned. Everything here was simple and functional; there were no elaborate carvings or stained glass.  
 
    Out in the fields, nuns in black and white habits were toiling away gathering crops, wheat, I think it was. They all carried scythes, and were slashing away rhythmically at the wheat sheaves, before crouching to pick up the severed stalks and placing them in large wicker baskets.  They stopped and stared at me as I passed, hiding their mouths as they talked to each other. I waved, but none of them acknowledged me. As far as I could tell from that distance, they were all fairly young.  
 
    I walked round to the other side of the chapel, and found myself in an orchard. Baskets full of small red apples lay unattended at the base of each tree. At the far end of the orchard there was a different kind of tree, separate from the rest, taller and with a thicker trunk. A small wooden ladder was propped up against it, held there by a nun wearing a brown leather headpiece over her habit, and brown leather gloves. A square hole had been cut into the headpiece so she could see out of it, and this part was covered with some kind of semi-transparent mesh or netting. Images of women in Afghanistan under the Taliban flashed through my mind, until I realised that this headgear was nothing to do with religion.  
 
    The woman had a companion, dressed identically, who was stood at the top of the ladder, leaning against the tree with a knife in one hand. In the other she held a small wicker basket. She was slicing away at something hanging down from one of the branches, an amorphous, pale yellow blob, about the size of a football, and surrounded by a dark cloud of loudly buzzing insects. With a final wrench of the knife she cut the bees’ nest away from the branch and it fell lightly into the basket. She shouted something, and dropped the basket to her friend below, who caught it perfectly, placed it down on the grass and put a wooden board over the top of it to seal in their prize.  
 
    While her friend climbed down off the ladder, she picked up the basket, the hive, and took it over to a long wooden structure, about waist-high, on which rested six other hives. With practised ease she flipped the basket upside down, holding the wooden board in place over its aperture, and slotted it in to place next to the others. 
 
    They still hadn’t seen me, and I continued to watch, fascinated, as the two women picked up wooden spatulas and started poking them into small square holes cut into the sides of the baskets. What they did next astonished me, because, after all their carefully executed and potentially dangerous work, they basically just started fooling around. Their spatulas were now laden with thick clumps of honey from the hives, and they laughed and screamed as they started flicking them at each other, dowsing themselves with sticky chunks of dripping honeycomb. They were like unruly school kids in the middle of a food fight – until one of them froze as she finally saw me watching them. Now her friend too whirled round to face me, and both were instantly subdued again, watching me through their little mesh windows.   
 
    “Uh... hi,” I said lamely as I approached the two hooded figures. Even close up their faces were barely discernible through the netting. “You speak English?”  
 
    The two women looked at each other. One of them still had a chunk of honeycomb stuck to the side of her headpiece. The other one snickered as she tried to remove it with a gloved hand, only for her friend to smack her away. 
 
    “English?” I repeated, and again they said nothing. It was disconcerting trying to communicate with them through their headgear, so I said “Could you please...” and mimed pulling the hood up and over. They looked at each other again, and then, simultaneously, they lifted off their headpieces.  
 
    Both women were young, flushed and rosy-cheeked and still grinning mischievously from their playful exertions. Their eyes kept darting everywhere, at each other, down at their feet, at me, grins flashing on and off continually. When they glanced at each other it was like they had their own telepathic bond, and could communicate fluently with just rapid micro-expressions.   
 
    “Thank you,” I said with relief, and then, slowly, spelling out each word: “Can you tell me what year this is?”  
 
    One of them shrugged; it was the classic gallic gesture and it struck me as being weirdly modern, but I couldn’t tell if it meant ‘I don’t know what year it is’ or ‘I don’t know what you’re saying’. Instantly her companion nudged her in the ribs as if to say: ‘cut it out’.  
 
    I tried a different tack. “My name’s Ash... Ash,” I said, pointing to myself.  
 
    The taller, slightly older one, the one who had chided her friend for shrugging so expressively, looked down at her feet. The other one brushed a smear of honey from her shoulder and cleared her throat. It was the same kind of awkward silence you get when someone’s a little too drunk at a dinner party and says something inappropriate, only here I was the drunk guy, and my apparently unforgivable social faux pas was merely to introduce myself. It was hopeless. 
 
    The awkward silence was finally interrupted by the chiming of bells from the nearby bell tower that stood over a long, low-roofed rectangular building with no windows. It was a signal; the two women abruptly dropped their headgear and started to make their way towards this low building; the refectory, I was soon to learn. As they left, one of them looked back at me and gestured for me to follow. 
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    There was somewhere between thirty to forty nuns in the refectory, all sat on wooden benches surrounding very long wooden tables. Their identikit habits and wimples covering their hair – if they even had any hair – made them appear sexless and uniformly uninteresting to the male gaze, which I guess was the whole point. 
 
    I walked in and was immediately directed to my own spot at the head of one of the tables; this, it turned out, was not so much a ‘place of honour’ but more a precautionary measure, intended to keep me at least ten or so feet away from the nearest nun – an act of segregation. 
 
    As I took my seat, I looked at the opposite end of the table, about fifty feet away, and saw that I wasn’t the only one to be segregated from the others in this manner; my nurse, the woman who had looked after me in the outhouse, was sat there at the other end, her head tilted resolutely downwards, staring at the table top the whole time. Again, just like at my end, no-one sat anywhere near her. My sin was being a man – but what was hers? 
 
    As we waited in silence for our food to be served, no-one around the table spoke. But, just like the beekeepers in the garden, many of them seemed to have developed their own wordless language with which to silently communicate: ever-changing facial expressions, constant eye contact (at least with each other – never with me or the nurse) and the occasional hand gesture predominated. The table was alive with wordless conversation, none of which I was able to decipher. And yet all of it seemed somehow familiar. These were all expressions I had seen countless times before in my own time; in high school, in offices, in the army, in bars and cafés; a raised eyebrow here, a quizzical look there, and now an irritated frown or a suppressed laugh. There were alot of suppressed laughs. 
 
    I knew of course that language evolves over time; you only had to compare a passage from Shakespeare with a passage from Harry Potter to see that. But what about body language? Did hand gestures and facial expressions also change over decades and centuries, or did they remain constant? Whatever year this was – and I was now pretty sure that I had travelled a long way into the past – it seemed to me that body language, at least in its instinctive, unconscious form, did not evolve one iota, or if it did, it must do so at a much slower pace, and over a much greater timescale than spoken or written language. Everyone in the room seemed to be gesturing to each other in a thoroughly modern, contemporary fashion; take away the wimples and the wooden benches and you could’ve been in Starbucks. 
 
    More nuns arrived, serving up plates full of food that must have come from the convent grounds, judging by its simplicity; diced potatoes, boiled peas, small hunks of hard, strong cheese and a few strips of skinned, roasted chicken. There was no gravy or anything to give it moisture or flavour; the dish in front of me looked appallingly dry and unappetizing. I looked at the faces of the nuns as they examined their plates, and they too seemed disappointed by the fruits of what was, presumably, their own labour. 
 
    Jugs of water appeared now too, and that was all. But still no-one was eating. Halfway down the table, there was a heavy-set woman about forty five years old with a big round face, thin lips and a downturned mouth. She was very pale with pronounced crow’s feet under her cold, gleaming eyes. The habit she wore was different to the others – beige rather than white over the black, and this woman, unlike the others, had an adornment; a plain silver cross on her chest, held there by a string around her neck. The Mother Superior, or so I imagined.  
 
    She said a few words out loud in French, or what sounded very much like French, while the others bowed their heads. A prayer of some kind. And then everyone began to eat, silently and joylessly, chewing away stubbornly at the dry chicken and stoically gulping down the potatoes. It was torture. 
 
    At this point one of the two beekeepers, the younger one, looked at her friend and made a ‘fingers down throat’ gesture. The Mother Superior caught this, got up, walked up to the poor girl and slapped her round the face, before returning to her seat. The others ignored it all and continued to eat. 
 
    After that I tried to make eye contact with the young beekeeper, more out of sympathy than anything, but she stubbornly refused to meet my eye. I tried the eye contact thing with several other women around the table, but they too kept their eyes firmly down on their food.  
 
    Finally I looked at my nurse again; more than any of them, she had been the least communicative, but now, all of a sudden (and once she had first cast a precautionary glance in the direction of the Mother Superior, I guess to make sure she was not being spied on), she raised her head, met my eye, and kept it there.  
 
    She had a black eye, a real nasty looking shiner. This time I broke eye contact first; I didn’t want to get her into any more trouble I guess. But then I looked at her again, and still, in defiance of the Mother Superior and everyone around her, she was still looking at me, with that same fond expression I had seen in the outhouse. She was either incredibly brave or incredibly stupid, and in that moment I felt like I wanted to take her away from all this, to rescue her. Then the Mother Superior cast another sweeping glance around the table, like a searchlight in a prison yard, and the moment was gone. The nurse was staring down at her food again, rolling peas around her plate with a fork. 
 
    The walk in the convent grounds had played havoc with my ankle, and now the throbbing pain was returning with a vengeance. I shouldn’t have walked on it atall; it was only my desire to find out where and when the hell I was that had made me do it. Annoyingly there were no more clues in here either. I was guessing late Middle Ages, Elizabethan or possibly even later, but I had no real specifics, no firm clues that allowed me to pin down a date. I needed to explore some more, to find a calendar or a book or any kind of written record, but the pain was getting so bad all I really wanted to do was go back to my bed in the outhouse and take the pressure off my foot.  
 
    So I gulped down one more dried-up old potato, then stood up and started to walk out. This of course drew everyone’s attention, and it felt rude and ungrateful, but by that point I didn’t care. I just needed to get the hell out of there. 
 
    I passed the nurse on my way out the door. She was still pushing peas around her plate without ever looking up, so I wasn’t going to pay her any mind, but then, as I passed by, she tapped my shin with her foot, low enough that no-one else saw it. I looked down at her and still she kept her eyes fixed on her food. And that was when I saw the letters ‘FA’ spelled out in peas on her plate.  
 
    I carried on my way as if nothing had happened.      
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    A couple of hours later, while I was lying on my bed in the outhouse waiting for the pain to subside, the nurse returned to change the dressing on my ankle. This she did with a practised ease and efficiency. Then she sat on the end of my bed and looked at me, a faintly affectionate smile playing on her lips. Although neither one of us was saying or doing anything untoward, she still seemed worried that someone else might come in through the door.  
 
    On several occasions I’d heard other female voices outside, always faint and lowered and furtive, and this made me wonder: if my nurse was not allowed to speak, why were they? Or was it only me she was not allowed to speak to? 
 
    Still she lingered on the end of my bed, scrutinizing me with that same intense, sad fascination. She pointed to my ankle and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    I shook my head. “I still can’t walk on it. It’s too painful.” 
 
    The woman nodded, indicating she had understood, though whether it was my words or only my gestures she was interpreting, I couldn’t be sure. She stood, came closer and knelt in front of me. She stroked my hair again. I could feel her warm, shallow breath on my face as she moved her lips closer to mine, inviting me towards her.  
 
    Trembling, I said: “I don’t know who you are.”  
 
    And then she took my head in her hands and she kissed me with urgent, fierce passion. It made my head swim and it seemed to last an age.  
 
    We were both so caught up in the moment that neither of us heard the door open, and all of a sudden two strong hands were clamped around the woman’s neck and she was being yanked away from me by the throat, her eyes bulging. The hands belonged to a larger, older woman. The Mother Superior. There was both rage and fear in her eyes as she dragged my choking nurse from the room. The wooden door slammed shut behind them, and two dull clacks told me it had now been bolted from the outside.  
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    When I awoke, the pain in my ankle had subsided again. I stood on it and again it seemed okay – a dull throb but nothing too serious. I tested the door; someone had unbolted it while I slept. There was one part of the convent I still hadn’t checked out, somewhere that might yield a clue, so now I made my way towards the chapel. 
 
    Outside the main entrance I paused, staring at a tall vaulting doorway carved out of old oak. I heaved it open and passed through into the chapel. The air inside was cool and still. It was a lofty stone interior with wooden benches, polished metal candelabras, and a large hanging crucifix.  
 
    There was a curious newness to everything; the silvery gleam of the candle holders, the sweet beeswax smell of the well cared for wooden pews – even the crucifix was newly painted, the brown of Christ’s rags and the creamy white and pink of his tortured face having a shiny gloss about them. Next to the altar - a brass cross resting on an immaculate red drape over a plain wooden table - there was a coat of arms, a metal shield, resplendent in blue and yellow, bearing a legend in Latin: ‘Cistercium Mater Nostra’.  
 
    The coat of arms was comprised of several gold-coloured fleurs-de-lys, ornate spearheads on a bright blue background, surrounding a smaller shield-shaped emblem in the centre. This shield within a shield had a thick red border, inside which were diagonal blue and yellow stripes. It leapt out at me because everything else in the chapel was so unelaborate, and this, by contrast, was extraordinarily ornate. As I stepped forward to examine it, I heard someone clearing their throat behind me.  
 
    Whirling round, I saw the Mother Superior, standing dead still in front of me like a stone gargoyle. 
 
    “Pardonnez moi Monsieur,” she said, her voice cracked and rasping. “Vous n’êtes pas autorisé être ici.”  
 
    “You can talk? You’re allowed to talk?” 
 
    “Vous devez partir.” 
 
    “Is that French? You speak French?” 
 
    “Vous devez partir.” 
 
    “I don’t speak French.” I pointed to myself. “English. I only speak English. You understand?” 
 
    She shook her head, came closer, took my arm and tried to lead me away from the altar. I shook my hand free and she backed off. I stared at the silver cross on the front of her habit. Partially hidden behind it, a small dark stain had dried into the beige fabric.  
 
    “What year is this?” I asked. 
 
    She took my arm again, more firmly this time.  
 
    I held up my free hand in a placatory gesture. “Okay. Alright.” I allowed her to lead me out of the door.  
 
    She pointed back towards the outhouse. “Vous restez lá jusqu’a vos blessures sont guérites. Et puis vous partez.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. Please, I don’t have much time. What year is it? The year.”  
 
    She pointed again at the outhouse, then walked away towards the other nuns who were gathered outside, watching our exchange with keen interest. It was starting to rain again. 
 
    Between the outhouse and the chapel there was a long, low, single storey building – the refectory where I had dined previously – which was bisected by an arched passageway that led through into a courtyard. The sound of horses’ hooves was now echoing around it. I limped through the passageway, and the Mother Superior and the other nuns followed behind me. They seemed just as curious to discover who our visitor was.   
 
    Emerging into the courtyard, I saw a tall, bearded bald man, about fourty years old, dressed from head to toe in fine, expensive looking brown leather. There was some kind of royal seal painted on a tunic draped over his chest. He was dismounting from an equally fine looking black and white horse – that thing was huge, taller than he was.  
 
    The other sisters, having heard his approach, were now gathered in a semi-circle around him as he took a parchment from his saddle pouch and unfurled it. He didn’t begin to speak until he’d made eye contact with the Mother Superior, who nodded at him with a polite smile. They seemed to know each other. 
 
    “Sisters of Saint Benedict,” he began. “In this, the year of our Lord Sixteen Hundred and Eighty Five, I declare unto you that your king, Charles the Second of the noble House of Stuart, is dead.” 
 
    It should have hit me immediately, the significance of what he’d just said, but I was just too wrapped up in the spectacle of it all. Seriously, it was like something out of a movie or a play, and I had to keep reminding myself these weren’t actors, this wasn’t theatre. I watched the faces of the sisters as they bowed their heads solemnly. I realised I hadn’t bowed my own head when I saw the Mother Superior staring daggers at me. 
 
    The messenger went on: “His noble successor, James son of Charles, is to be crowned at the Abbey of Westminster on the twenty third day of April. The king is dead. Long live the king!” 
 
    There was a pause as the messenger raised his eyes from the parchment and looked at us expectantly, waiting for some kind of response. Were we all supposed to shout ‘Long live the king’? I sure as hell didn’t, and neither did any of the nuns. I think what happened was, the guy had just forgotten all about their vow of silence or whatever the hell it was, and then remembered, because he looked a little embarrassed after that. 
 
    Anyway I was stoked. Ascertain the time period? Check. Return and report? Piece of cake. Had to be. 
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    Time was running out, I knew, but now there was something else gnawing away at me, a compulsion that didn’t make any sense because it was nothing to do with my mission objective. Sure, it wasn’t rational, in fact it was plain stupid, but sometimes, when you get the feeling someone loves you, even if you barely know them, it makes you do some odd things; like start to love them back. I had to find my nurse and make sure she was still okay. 
 
    First I headed back to the outhouse to get my shit together and formulate a plan. I needed space to think, and it was the only place I could go where I wouldn’t have people watching me. So I became pretty agitated when I got there and, almost immediately, heard someone approaching on foot from outside. The door opened inwards, so I pulled it all the way open and hid behind it, squeezed in between the door and the stone wall. Whoever it was, I wanted them to think nobody was home. I kept a firm grasp on the door in case they were planning on locking me in again. 
 
    One of the nuns came in, stood there and looked around the room. Her back was turned and I could barely see around the door, but I knew it was the Mother Superior because of the beige tint on her tunic. As it happened, my half-formulated plan involved finding her and interrogating her anyway, so I swung the door aside and stepped out. She turned, saw me and gasped.  She looked like she was about to run so I grabbed her arm, and then - get this - she bent forward, an automatic, instinctive move, and tipped me forward over her back and onto the floor.  
 
    I was in shock at her strength and the suddenness of the move, and dazed by the hard impact on the stone floor. I stumbled as I tried to clamber to my feet. She kicked me in my wounded ankle and I screamed in agony. She made a dash for the door, trying to get out and bolt it shut behind her, but I dived on her, my weight forcing her to the ground and pinning her there. She looked terrified now. 
 
    “Where’s the nurse?” I spat.  
 
    She just looked at me uncomprehendingly.  
 
    “The nurse! What did you do with her?”  
 
    “Je ne comprends pas ce que vous dites,” she said.  
 
    The words meant nothing to me. I looked down at the front of her habit. The silver cross had fallen back behind her neck, exposing something I had briefly noticed before in the chapel; dried spots of dark red liquid spattered over her tunic.  
 
    The chapel.  
 
    Moments later I was half running, half hobbling towards the chapel doors. Flinging them open, I bolted past the pews and in to the knave, looking everywhere for doors, hatches, stairways, anything that might suggest a hidden room, some private place where the crazy bitch did her dirty work.  
 
    In one corner of the knave there was a plush velvet curtain hanging from a long brass bar attached to the low ceiling. I pulled the curtain aside to reveal a wood panelled door which I tried to open, but it was firmly locked. I hollered through it but there was no answer. Then I looked around for some makeshift tool with which to pry the door off its hinges, but there was nothing. I stopped, returning my gaze to the brass doorknob, on which there lay a thin smear of burgundy red. 
 
    “Hello!” I yelled through the door. “Can you hear me?”  
 
    Again there was no response. I made a jump for the brass bar holding the curtain in place above me. I hung off it, using my full weight to try and pull it free so I could bash the door in with it. But it wouldn’t budge.  
 
    Out of breath, I slumped to the floor. I checked the countdown on my watch, and my heart stopped; thirty two minutes and twenty five seconds until snapback.      
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    I bolted out of the chapel, through the courtyard and out into the fields. The rain had stepped up a notch, and was now coming down in great big swathes that the wind blew almost horizontally into my face. In the far distance it looked more like a cloud of insects or birds, so distinct was the deluge against the grey-white backdrop of the sky.  
 
    After a couple minutes, pain made me ease up a little; although my ankle had partially healed and the swelling had gone down, it was still way too soon to be putting this kind of pressure on it.  
 
    As I passed through the wheat field, I saw the two beekeepers watching me go. They stood dead still in the pouring rain, faces uncovered. They must have been soaked to the skin but they barely seemed aware of it. Behind them, in the far distance, I saw the Mother Superior too, coming out of the courtyard with a small wooden crucifix held high, warding off the demon that was me.  
 
    From the outer edge of the tended land I could see a familiar landmark from which to retrace my steps to the machine; the copse of trees on the brow of the hill overlooking the convent. My watch told me I now had just twenty four minutes until snapback, so I picked up my pace to begin the long trudge up the steep incline towards the woods. The marshy ground squelched underfoot and slowed my progress, sucking me down with each footstep, but at least the going was soft and this helped to minimize the dull pain in my ankle. 
 
    Finally I reached the trees, and as I paused to regain my breath, I looked back down over the convent below. In broad daylight, from above, I noticed just how new the buildings looked; even through the rain their sandstone blocks appeared unsullied, unweathered, making the convent look like some polystyrene model in a history museum. 
 
    In one of the trees ahead, there were signs of a disturbance; snapped branches lay fallen at its base. I realised with a start that this was the spot where my two mystery boys had been the other night. My Exacto rounds were probably still lodged in that tree somewhere (they were powerful enough to pass right through a human body), though I didn’t stop to find out. But if this really was the spot, then where the hell were the bodies?   
 
    Leading away from the tree, down the other side of the hill, there were evenly spaced imprints in the long grass; footprints, I thought, and probably made by more than one person judging by the parallel grooves. Evidently someone had discovered my handiwork. Now more than ever, I felt, it was time to get the fuck out of Dodge.  
 
    I followed the tracks down the hill towards the stream until they diverged from my own path and their outline was lost in the rain. As I approached the stream, I was careful to choose a narrower, shallower point much further up the valley, further back from the waterfall, and this time I negotiated it with ease. The water here was shallow enough that I could cross without it flowing over my boots and into my socks, although the rocky stream bed was still uneven enough for my ankle to sustain a few more painful twists. 
 
    I started to climb again, up the other side of the valley to the brow of the bowl, where the machine, I hoped, would still be waiting for me. Seventeen minutes remained, and my thoughts were suddenly awash with terrifying new scenarios. What if the snapback countdown had been wrongly calibrated, and the machine had already gone back to 2025? What if some marauding gang of pillagers had discovered the machine and taken it away?  
 
    As I approached the lip of the bowl, I struggled to maintain my calm, and I found myself sprinting the last few hundred metres in spite of the searing pain, all the while picturing the machine being towed away for scrap by some seventeenth century rag and bone man.  
 
    At last I reached the top of the bowl and scanned the grassy area below, desperate to see that bizarre little golf ball; and right away I realised that maybe my imaginary rag and bone man wasn’t so imaginary after all, because the machine was gone.  
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    God damn it! I scanned over the area again and again, eyes darting about feverishly, but the machine was nowhere. Heart pounding, I looked at my wristwatch; four minutes and fifty seconds to snapback. It was hopeless. I sank to my knees and sat on a clump of wet heather to regain my breath and mentally beat myself up.  
 
    It was nothing but my own irrationality, my own ineptitude, that had landed me in this position. My ill-considered quest to save my nurse from an abusive tormentor had been fruitless, and ultimately pointless anyway. Even if I had gotten her away from the Mother Superior, what then? How could I - a stranger in a world I couldn’t even begin to understand - have been of any use to her? The rain was still coming down hard as I-  
 
    Wait. The rain. It had been raining pretty much the whole time I was at the convent, and that meant... 
 
    I got to my feet and studied the bottom of the bowl again. The bog was still there, but the water level was higher now. Much higher. I ran down the grassy incline into the bowl, waded into the water all the way up to my knees. And then I saw it; a dappled patchwork of white and gray, a distorted sphere floating just below the waterline.  
 
    I waded further out into the swamp towards the submerged machine, until it was too deep for me to keep my footing. Then I screwed my face up tight, held my breath and ducked under the water. 
 
    Ever since I learnt to swim in Junior High, I’ve always been afraid of the water. It’s not that I can’t swim – I can, albeit slowly and clumsily – the real problem is that nobody ever told me you can breathe out underwater. I was always told; ‘just hold your breath’, and that meant every time I submerged my head, I screwed up real tight and closed my mouth and my eyes too – nobody told me about the eye thing either – and then I would swim real hard for about four seconds before coming up for air and treading water. I never got the sense of rhythm that comes naturally to accomplished swimmers; head under, breathe out, head over, breathe in. I just couldn’t do it, and for years after those first swimming lessons I marvelled at how anyone could have the energy to swim the entire length of a pool in one go, when it was all I could do to keep my head under the water for more than a few seconds, let alone travel at the same time. 
 
    So now, just like always, I held my breath without breathing out, screwed my eyes shut real tight and swam blind in what I hoped was the direction of the machine. After about fifteen seconds – probably a personal best – I came up for air, and found myself barely any closer. This was no good. I knew the theory after all, so I decided it was about time I put that theory into practice. And so I ducked under the waterline again, and this time, suppressing all my instincts, I forced my eyes open, expecting stinging pain in the eyeballs to follow. But there was nothing. For the first time in my life, I was underwater, and I could see. I could see... well, not much as it happened; just a muddy, gloomy murk. But the lack of eyeball pain had given me a sudden confidence; enough to breathe out too, bubbles forming in front of me and further obscuring my vision. Then I held my breath and started to actually swim.  
 
    And then the murk cleared a little, and I was staring at two thirds of the patchwork sphere. The other third lay buried in the mud bed. The entry hatch was round the other side. Shit. I checked my watch underwater – amazingly the digital readout was still functioning. Two minutes twenty five. Time enough. Maybe.  
 
    I came up for air, then ducked under again and swam round to the other side of the machine. I found the hatch without difficulty, got my hands on the locking wheel and yanked it hard to the left, anticlockwise. Grudgingly, it began to turn, the resistance growing less and less the more I turned it. My lungs were already starting to burst as I got the wheel all the way open. Problem was, the damn hatch opened outwards, not inwards, so when I tried to pull it open I had the weight of the water to contend with. It took all my strength to hoist the damn thing open enough to let me slide in, and when I finally managed it, the door swung out the rest of the way and rested flat on the side of the machine, the weight of the water now holding it open as more water rushed in to fill the cabin.  
 
    Ducking inside the cabin was the easiest part – the inward flow of water helped me along, and I landed with a heavy splash on the metal grille floor. At that point the water had only filled the cabin up to about ankle level, and I lay there for a moment, just breathing, with the roaring torrent of swamp water still gushing in through the open hatch.  
 
    I checked my watch; one minute and seven seconds, and I still had to close the hatch and seal it. Would the damn thing even still work after being submerged like this? I had no idea. Positioning myself directly under the open hatch, right under the most intense power shower I had ever known, I climbed up the access ladder, forcing my way up through the downward torrent, and finally I poked my head out into the murk, just enough to reach the locking wheel on the hatch and pull it to.  
 
    Of course, the damn thing wouldn’t budge. It was held firmly down by the weight of several cubic feet of water on top of it. I struggled further out of the hatch to get a better purchase on the wheel, and heaved it upwards with all my might. At last it started to move. I lost my footing on the access ladder, but held on to the wheel, and the sudden added momentum from my dangling weight pulled the hatch the rest of the way to, sealing me inside the cabin with me still dangling from the locking wheel overhead.  
 
    The water below me was up to waist height now. I could just make out the distorted green luminescence of the snapback display dancing and shimmering under the waterline. I let one hand go from the locking wheel in order to grasp the access ladder and regain my footing, then turned the wheel clockwise, sealing myself in good and proper.  
 
    My watch started to beep, startling me and making me lose my footing again. The last thing I remember is slipping and falling backwards off the ladder. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    20 
 
    Fleabourne 
 
    When I came to, I was outside the machine, face down on smooth black tarmac, vomiting. I had never vomited pure water before, and I couldn’t believe just how much of the damn stuff was coming out of me. At length I finished and slowly pulled myself up to my hands and knees, just breathing and shaking.  
 
    Now, arranged in a semi-circle around me, I saw pairs of legs in green and brown combat fatigues. My ears popped, water dispersing from them, and suddenly I could hear too; concerned mutterings over the background hum of a generator. 
 
    “Thaaat’s it,” a male voice I didn’t recognize said. “You’re okay. You’re alright.”  
 
    If it hadn’t been for the fact that I was still convulsing and dry-heaving, I swear I would’ve actually started crying at that moment; the relief was overwhelming.  
 
    I looked around and saw I was kneeling on the floor of the FOB hangar. I could see the machine, its hatch open. From the outside it looked bone dry, and, weirdly, cleaner than ever.  
 
    “Nobody ever told me you can breathe out,” I said aloud to no-one in particular.  
 
    And then a voice behind me, another one I didn’t recognize, said slowly and sternly: “Ash, who is the President of the United States?” 
 
    I froze. No-one else said a word or made a move. They were all hanging on me for an answer like I was the goddamn Punxatawney groundhog.  
 
    “Who is the president of the United States of America?” the voice repeated, slower and more deliberately still. 
 
    As I pondered the question, I recalled squeezing that Tavor trigger. I heard the shot and felt the recoil, and I saw that body spin and drop. I wanted to vomit again, but again there was nothing left to bring up, so I just retched painfully once more. As I was doing so, somebody took my arm, unclipped the wristwatch and sneaked it away out of sight. I guess they didn’t want me to barf all over it. 
 
    “Ash?” someone else said, willing me to answer. 
 
    I heard myself whisper: “I don’t know.”  
 
    Again the stranger’s voice came, more urgent than ever: “Who is the President of the United States?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. 
 
    “Answer the question! Who is-” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.”    
 
    “-the president-” 
 
    “I fucked up.” 
 
    “-of the United States of America?” 
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    They took me to a small, make-shift infirmary in a portakabin near the FOB hangar, and there they ran tests and x-rayed my ankle. I had a small fracture on my left tarsal, nothing that wouldn’t heal by itself in a few weeks.  
 
    They patched me up and sent me off to an empty dorm cabin full of empty bunk beds, and there I slept for a time - it seemed like just a few minutes - with a sentry posted outside all the while.  
 
    When I woke, the daylight streaming in through the windows hadn’t altered much. I poked my head out the door to ask the sentry how long I’d been sleeping, and he told me eighteen hours straight. 
 
    *** 
 
    Around the conference table - inside yet another identikit portakabin - there was me, Harper, and a woman, a civilian, mid forties, attractive in a bookish, milf-ish kind of way. This was Irene Sharp, a British historian. When she spoke, she spoke with confidence and enthusiasm, like she was presenting a TV show or something. I could see why Harper couldn’t keep his eyes off her.  
 
    Anyway I was glad they’d thought to bring her along, because at that point I was still getting my panties in a bunch over the shooting incident. In my anxiety I had somehow convinced myself that I’d killed the king, and Irene had to explain to me about three times that King Charles the Second died in Whitehall Palace from an apoplectic fit, and was most definitely not shot to death on a hillside in Yorkshire. Eventually I bought it, and now Harper and Irene were both taking notes as I recounted my version of events for the second time. The first interruption came from Harper.  
 
    “When you travelled,” he said, “did you feel compressed or stretched?” 
 
    “Compressed. Definitely compressed.”  
 
    Harper nodded, apparently satisfied with the truth of my statement. 
 
    When I got to the convent part of the story, most of the interruptions came from Irene. This was her specialty after all.  
 
    “Going back to the coat of arms in the chapel,” she said. “You said it was mostly yellow and blue?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What was yellow and what was blue?” 
 
    “The background was blue, and the yellow was... I don’t know what you call them. They were like spear-points, but three-pronged, like clubs on a playing card, only they were pointed, not round.” 
 
    Irene nodded. “Gold fleurs de lys,” she said. “The symbol of royal France.” 
 
    “France, right,” I said. “One of them spoke French.” 
 
    “And the motto under the shield?” 
 
    “Cister... something.” 
 
    “Cistercium?” 
 
    “Right, that’s it. Cistercium mater... nostrum?” 
 
    “Nostra,” Irene corrected me. “Our mother Cistercium. Cistercium being the Latin name for a village in Eastern France called Citeaux, near Dijon.” 
 
    “Citeaux,” Harper echoed, mimicking her pronunciation of the word as best he could. “I love the way you say that.”  
 
    It was an obvious flirt, and Irene seemed to go for it too, smiling and batting her eyelashes at Harper like he’d just presented her with flowers or something. Then she remembered I was there, cleared her throat and continued: “Citeaux was the original home of the Cistercian monks. A later offshoot was the Order of Cistercians of the Strict Observance, commonly known as Trappists, or Trappistines to denote the female variety.” She sounded like an ornithologist talking about some rare kind of bird.  
 
    “Trappists,” Harper said. “They the ones that never talk?” 
 
    “Actually that’s a common misconception,” said Irene. “They were, and indeed are still, permitted to talk, but only as far as is strictly necessary in accordance with their duties.” 
 
    I said: “One of them spoke French, but they seemed to understand English too. How come?” 
 
    Irene seemed reluctant to answer without Harper’s go ahead. I couldn’t figure out why, especially when she was clearly so knowledgeable and enthusiastic about her subject.  Harper gave her an encouraging nod. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Irene said tentatively, “because this particular order had only recently migrated from France to England, and was only just beginning to acquire English devotees.”  
 
    It was so funny to watch Harper, the badass general, suddenly turn into a puppy dog whenever Irene got into her stride.  
 
    “All of which,” Irene continued, “would suggest we’re talking about some time after 1664, which is when the reform movement began in Normandy. And that leads us to...” 
 
    “The messenger,” Harper chimed in, a little too suddenly. I got the impression he had caught me catching him turn into a love-stricken goofball, and was eager to deflect my attention away from it. “Do you recall what he said?” 
 
    “Some of it,” I replied. 
 
    “Only some?” 
 
    “Well.. when he said Sixteen Eighty Five, that knocked me for a home run, y’know? The nuns wouldn’t tell me what year it was, so when the guy came out and said that, I just kept repeating it over and over in my head. I wanted to make damn sure I got the year right, so the rest of it... I kind of zoned out I guess.” 
 
    Harper said: “Do you remember anything else at all about what he said?” 
 
    “Uh... there were some names, of kings, I think. James? Charles?” 
 
    We both looked to Irene for verification.  
 
    “Charles the Second did indeed die in 1685,” she began, “though not, I hasten to remind you, at the hands of Private Fleabourne here. He was succeeded by James the Second that same year. This is all perfectly consistent with history as we know it.” 
 
    “Alright,” Harper said. “Let’s go back to the shooting incident.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes. We’d covered it twice already, in some detail.  
 
    “Sorry son,” Harper said, “but it’s important. You said it was dark.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Did you log the time on your watch?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “And the moon was up when you saw the two men?” 
 
    “They were people, I don’t know for sure if they were men. But yeah, the moon was up.” 
 
    “Up how far?” 
 
    “Not very. It was low on the horizon, right about level with the trees.” 
 
    “The trees on top of Scapegoat hill?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “You said you fired two shots, and hit the same guy - or girl - twice.” When he said ‘or girl’ he looked pointedly at Irene, who rolled her eyes. If it had been Harper’s intent to demonstrate feminist credentials of some kind, Irene obviously wasn’t buying it. Harper clocked her reaction and shuffled awkwardly in his seat. Then he turned back to me and said: “Is that correct?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You said you can’t recall if you hit the target in the leg or the chest. Are you certain you can’t recall?” 
 
    I gulped and said sheepishly: “Now that I think about it, I think I might’ve hit them in the chest.” 
 
    Harper sighed and shook his head. “In spite of everything we told you,” he said, “all that stuff about ‘shoot to wound’...”   
 
    “Goddammit, I thought I was gonna die!” 
 
    “What made you think that?” 
 
    I took a deep breath and blew my cheeks out. “Like I said... The first guy dropped the second guy with his... he had a... a hand weapon of some kind.” 
 
    “But there was no sound? No muzzle flash?” 
 
    “No, nothing.” 
 
    “Could have been a crossbow,” Irene interjected, but Harper didn’t seem to give a shit.  
 
    He said: “We warned you quite clearly about the potential consequences of engaging an enemy.”  
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “And yet you shot to kill quite deliberately.” 
 
    “Because I thought he was gonna drop me too! He raised his weapon towards me! Goddammit, how many times do I have to tell you the same-” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” Harper said. “Cool it.” He leant back in his chair, put his hands behind his head. “As it happens, Private, it seems you lucked out. We all did. From what we’ve been able to ascertain from you up to this point, there’s been no significant ‘Butterfly Effect’. Your dates of historical significance broadly concur with ours, although just for the record, Pearl Harbour was 1941 not 1942. There’s been no change in President, more’s the pity. The Vietnam War isn’t still going on. Nope, seems to me the world you’re in now isn’t especially different to the world you left behind, which means whoever it was you took out didn’t amount to shit in the grand scheme of things. And for that we can all be thankful.” 
 
    I was finally starting to breathe again. Irene just looked like she wanted to sink into the floor, and again I wondered why. 
 
    “Well, I think that about wraps it up,” Harper said. “Irene, care to join me in thanking Fleabourne here for his outstanding input?” 
 
    “Yes indeed,” Irene said, sounding a little too much like Harper’s puppet. 
 
    Harper leant across the table to shake my hand. “You’ve done your country a great service, Private. I hope you’re proud of that.” 
 
    “Thank you sir,” I said. 
 
    “Are you?” he pushed. 
 
    “Am I what, sir?” 
 
    Harper repeated it, spelling out each word like a teacher talking to a slow pupil. “Are you proud to have done your country a great service?” 
 
    “If it turns out that’s what I’ve done, then yes sir, I’ll be proud.” 
 
    Harper locked eyes with me, took a drag on his cigar. As it glowed orange, there was an audible crackle. Then he burst out laughing. “Hell, you’ve just made military history, scientific history, every damn kind of history there is!” 
 
    “Secret history?” 
 
    “That too. The point is, of course you can be proud! This is redemption, son.” Harper scribbled a number down on his notepad, tore it off and gave it to me. “I want you to have this,” he said. “That there’s my personal cell number.” 
 
    Irene raised a quizzical eyebrow at Harper. 
 
    “Call me any time you want. About anything.” 
 
    “Thank you sir,” I said hesitantly. I folded the piece of paper and tucked it into my pocket. I didn’t really know what to make of it. Why would he do that? Irene seemed to be wondering the same thing, although when I looked at her she was quick to mask her puzzled frown.  
 
      
 
    Harper 
 
    The minute Fleabourne left the room, Irene tore a strip off me for breaching protocol with the phone number thing. I politely reminded her who was in charge. But she still wouldn’t let it lie: 
 
    “He’s not your boy, Nate.” 
 
    “I know that! Don’t you think I know that?” 
 
    Irene gave me the ‘sad frown’ face. I hated that face. It was far too perceptive for my liking; like she was seeing right into my soul or feeling my pain or whatever. Later I would learn to appreciate the empathy, but right then and there it just made me feel exposed. Naked. Getting me naked, both emotionally and physically, would turn out to be Irene’s specialty. 
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    The next two days were a flurry of form-signing and military bureaucracy. Harper and others reminded me of my legal obligation to remain silent forever more about the things I had seen. They reminded me of the consequences for myself, and for my country, should I feel an urge to repeat my previous crimes.  
 
    The consequences for myself were clear and unambiguous; should I leak, I would undoubtedly be convicted under the Espionage Act once again, and as a repeat offender, it was a near certainty that I would spend the rest of my life in jail. The consequences for my country were less clearly defined; there was vague talk of ‘enabling the enemy’ and ‘compromising the safety of US citizens’, but when I pressed them to spell this out in more specific terms, I was met with evasion and question ducking.  
 
    Several times I asked them to explain the usefulness, in strategic defence terms, of time travel into the past. They told me it was ‘invaluable’ but not why or how, and never what they intended to do with this newfound power. 
 
    Three days after my return from the year 1685, I was flown to Fort Meade in Maryland. Here I was held in custody (though not in AdSeg, thankfully) and kept under armed guard for several more days, while preparations were made for my court hearing, to be held in a Military court on site.  
 
    I had alot of time to think, and mostly I thought about the nurse from the convent, about who she was, and why she’d been so friendly - more than friendly - with me. I recalled her scent; that clean, simple, soapy smell that always lingered after she left the room. There had been a purity about her that drove me wild. I kept replaying our encounters in my mind, over and over, and not just for sexual gratification, although that played its part.  
 
    The thing about her was, she had seemed desperate to tell me something, but also too afraid to. The letters ‘FA’ spelled out in beans on her plate – code? Someone’s initials? What had it meant? Hardly surprising she’d had to resort to such measures with that psycho bitch breathing down her neck the whole time. But her meaning, her intent, was still far from clear. 
 
    And then there was the blood on the Mother Superior’s habit. Had she really been crazy enough to seriously hurt the nurse? To kill her even? And if so, had I been instrumental in the chain of events that led to her death? The thought really bothered me; it was partly guilt and partly just not knowing what had really happened to her, coupled with the knowledge that I would probably never find out.  
 
    All of this meant that on the day of the hearing, when it finally came, I was dog tired, my eyes were red rimmed and grey bagged, and that always made me self-conscious. Today of all days.  
 
    I arrived in court with two guards and took my place behind the dock of the oak-panelled courtroom. There was me, the judge (a former Major-General), the prosecution council (a couple of Army Captains who had interviewed me immediately after my arrest), a handful of other Army Captains and Lieutenants (these comprised the jury), and finally there was my defense attorney, the only civilian lawyer in the room. After the preliminaries – the Article 39 stuff, the motion to dismiss (unsuccessful), my initial plea (guilty) – the trial began in earnest.  
 
    Right from the start, the whole thing seemed to move at a breakneck pace, and I wondered if this was Harper’s doing, pulling strings behind the scenes like he’d promised. I never stopped to think how a mere General might be able to wield such influence. He was a senior officer, sure, but not that senior. Looking back on it, I suppose there must have been other people - people way more senior than Harper - who were pulling the strings in that courtroom. I never wondered at the time, but I wonder now; just how far up the chain of command would you have to go to rig an entire court hearing? In theory of course, even the President didn’t have the power to do that, because it was just plain illegal. But then I guess it’s a little naïve to think the President and the Law are the last words in power and influence.  
 
    Opening for the prosecution, Captain Wilks accused me of ‘betraying the trust of the American people’. He called me a traitor, a fifth columnist, a provocateur. At one point he even insinuated that I was indirectly working for the Caliphate itself, though of course he had no evidence to back up this slander. The whole case was pretty weak from the get-go, and I think they knew it. 
 
    The day after that, my attorney opened his defence. He had this air of cocksure triumphalism about him as he paced up and down the length of the court, expounding at length on the theme of ‘mitigating circumstances’.  
 
    And then he called General Harper to the stand, at which point the judge intervened to say that much of what Harper was about to talk about was highly classified, that he could only refer to my recent operational role in oblique terms, and was giving evidence under something called ‘judicial caution’. I saw the prosecutors raise their eyebrows and whisper to each other hurriedly when he said that. The phrase didn’t seem to mean anything to anybody other than the judge.  
 
    Anyway, Harper took to the stand and he did me proud. Man, you should’ve seen him. First of all my attorney asked him about his ‘patriotic credentials’, and Harper went off on this grandiose diatribe about the founding fathers and the Constitution and the true meaning of liberty. God knows how but he even worked in a reference to Mark Twain.  
 
    With his status as a dyed-in-the-wool Republican now firmly established, my attorney went on to ask Harper just why it was that I warranted the lightest possible sentence. Again, Harper went off on one, singing my praises, calling me a ‘true hero’ and a ‘true patriot’ (I actually laughed out loud at that point) who had, through my actions subsequent to my arrest, saved thousands, perhaps millions, of American lives. When he finally stepped down, an hour and a half later, he shot the Prosecution a dirty look that said ‘you guys are the traitors in here’. And the jury lapped it all up. You could tell just by the respectful expressions on their faces.  
 
    After a recess, my attorney asked me a couple of token questions. Did I believe my conduct subsequent to my offence merited an honourable discharge from the Army? (Yes Sir.) And why? (Because, as my commanding officer General Harper has already stated, I believe I have performed a great service to the ongoing security of the United States.)  
 
    This line had already been drummed into me by both Harper and my attorney, and now, though I thought it made me sound arrogant, I repeated it robotically like a kid in a school play. 
 
    The next morning the Chief Prosecutor, a Major Hernandez, delivered his closing argument, which was basically a rehash of Wilks’s opening statement, reiterating what a no good son-of-a-bitch I was. But the jury wasn’t buying it, not after Harper’s barnstorming performance. One or two of them actually yawned throughout. 
 
    In the afternoon my defence attorney countered with his own closing argument, citing my classified heroics as laid out by General Harper, and how I was, in effect, a ‘war hero who had done his country a great service that far outweighed any potential damage that might have been done had I succeeded in leaking those documents to the public.’ Those documents were, he said, of little strategic value to the enemy, and since my intentions had been honourable – I thought of myself as a whistleblower – if somewhat misguided, then these two factors combined should warrant the lightest possible sentence from the judge.  
 
    Throughout this carefully stage-managed drama, everyone was careful never to mention what, specifically, I had done to redeem myself. They always referred to my mission as ‘recent service’ or ‘subsequent operations’. In the duller moments, I played a little game in my head which involved speculating about who in the courtroom had been briefed about Scapegoat Hill, and my operational role, and who hadn’t. My guess was that the judge was in on it, and probably my defence attorney too. Maybe one or two members of the jury, though I couldn’t be sure. Certainly not the Prosecution council. Everything they said and did suggested they couldn’t figure out what the fuck was going on. They were frustrated about not being privy to the classified information that everyone else seemed fully aware of. Several times they voiced their frustrations to the judge, and each time they were met with a stone-faced ‘over-ruled’ or a patronizing ‘I’m afraid that’s classified’. By the end of it all, they were tearing their hair out.  
 
    With the closing arguments concluded, the judge began his deliberations and the court was adjourned. 
 
    Harper had warned me the court proceedings would be a sham, its outcome pre-ordained in accordance with our ‘agreement’, and going by the half-bored, half-amused expressions on the faces of those present in court, Harper surely couldn’t have been lying about that.  
 
    As for the verdict itself, they had to find me guilty, but what about the sentence? I had kept my own side of the bargain, but I had no idea if Harper would keep his.  
 
    *** 
 
     The courtroom was silent, expectant. All eyes were on the judge, waiting for him to kick things off. He slumped in his seat with the defeated air of a guy who’s just lost a poker hand, or knew he was about to. Somehow it didn’t add up. How could anyone know they’ve lost a poker hand until they actually lose?  
 
    “Has the jury reached a verdict?”  
 
    “We have, your honour.” 
 
    “Do you find the defendant guilty or not guilty?” 
 
    “Guilty, your honour.” 
 
    It was no surprise to anyone, least of all me. The judge straightened, pulled himself upright, then sighed.  
 
    “Private Fleabourne,” he said wearily, “In light of the excellent service rating accorded you by General Harper, and in light of the extraordinary mitigating circumstances detailed in the General’s testimony - a testimony which, for reasons of national security, cannot be disclosed in this courtroom - I am prepared to act in accordance with the wishes of your superior officer.” He said the words sheepishly, almost guiltily. “You are hereby honourably discharged from the United States Military, and no other sanctions shall be placed upon you.” His face flushed red as he added: “And may God have mercy on our souls.”  
 
    And like that, I was free.   
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    Freedom 
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    Two weeks later I was back in Chicago. It was late Winter; ten below with more snow on the way. Gray skies, freezing winds, dirty slush and black ice on only partially gritted streets, all of which contrasted nicely with the cheery electric rainbow of blinking traffic signs and neon bar fronts. The city was just how I remembered it. I would say it felt good to be home, but without an actual home to go to it was starting to feel just like any other unwelcoming, uncaring metropolis. 
 
    Mom was doing okay; she was now living with her sister out in Skokie. Although Mom said I was welcome to come visit, her sister’s place was just too damn small to accommodate me as well. So I couch surfed, rotating through the lounges of a handful of old friends, the ones who’d stayed in Chicago after high school. All my remaining friends were from school – I had made none in the Army. 
 
    One day while I was between couches, outstaying my welcome in a downtown noodle bar, I got a call out of the blue. The voice was male, native Chicago. He knew my name already, said his was Duncan Drake, that he was a reporter from the Chicago Chronicle.  
 
    I was instantly on guard. “How did you get this number?” 
 
    “From a source of mine.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “A Military source. That’s all I can say.” 
 
    “Huh.”  
 
    “I was wondering if you might be willing to talk to me, about your discharge from the Army.” 
 
    “I was discharged. That’s all there is to it.” 
 
    “Right, but some of us are wondering... what led to that.” 
 
    A Chinese waitress was dancing around my table, wiping it clean for the second time, a pained expression on her face. The place was filling up fast. I took the hint and headed for the door. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said as I walked out into the street. “I signed about twenty different forms. Understand?” 
 
    “Yes sir I do. There’s also been talk about something called Project Yukon.”  
 
    “Never heard of it.” It was true. I hadn’t. 
 
    “Maybe you knew it by another name?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” There was no damn name for it atall... 
 
    “Well, my source is adamant you had some involvement. Naturally I’d like to know what kind of involvement.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, I really can’t talk about that.” I cursed inwardly; I had spent all of thirty seconds on the phone with this guy and already I was making tacit admissions that I had been involved. 
 
    “Why can’t you? Because you’ll go back to jail if you do?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Well... supposing we could ensure you don’t...” 
 
    I stopped dead in my tracks. A woman pushing a stroller clipped my ankle and I nearly slipped in the slush. “But you can’t. Can you?”  
 
    “It’s possible. We’ve done it before. The point is, if you were free to talk openly, would you want to?” 
 
    Hell yes. “I’d have to think about that.” 
 
    Drake asked me to call him once I’d thought about it and gave me his number, and I jotted it down excitedly, my hands shaking. The burden of secrecy is quite a tough thing to uphold for any length of time, and here, all of a sudden, was an offer to help lift that burden. I thought; surely it’s better for people to know the whole truth, even if it makes them less safe. With all my heart, I hoped this was true, because there was another voice in my head now too; a smaller, quieter voice, but just as insistent. This voice said: secrecy is sometimes necessary to protect the people from their enemies. 
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    It was midday in a quaint but dingy Irish pub downtown. I sat in a corner nursing a Red Bull, my second that morning. I was sleeping badly - I didn’t know why - but the sweet energy drinks seemed to give me the temporary boost I needed for my meeting.  
 
    Behind me, a middle aged obese guy in a loud untucked shirt slouched over a slot machine, pouring coins into it like it was his favourite charity. He drank a whiskey and soda as he played. The machine’s bells and whistles and flashing lights were irritating me, and so was the man himself. I wanted to get away from him but the pub was already crowded and there was nowhere else to sit.  
 
    Drake was running late. I had spoken to him twice more over the phone, and each time he had talked up the legal expertise of his newspaper, expounding on previous instances where they had successfully protected high profile whistleblowers from prosecution. Their pedigree in this field, Drake had assured me, was unsurpassed by any other newspaper in the world. But still I was reticent, and I wondered if I was being taken for a ride.  
 
    I gulped down more of the sweet fizzy wake-up juice, saw a man at the bar ordering a Coke. He carried a laptop case under one arm, and he wore a shirt with the top button undone, and a tie so loosely tied around the collar that I wondered why he bothered with it at all. He was averagely built, late thirties, good-looking in a dishevelled, nonchalant way. The man paid for his Coke, saw me and started to come over. 
 
    “Mr Drake?” I enquired, prematurely as it happened, because the man just shook his head and walked right past.  
 
    And then the guy behind me on the slot machine said: “Ash Fleabourne?” 
 
    My heart sank. Of all the journalists in all the world, why did mine have to be a no good gambling addict who drank whiskey before lunch? As he approached, I noticed that Drake’s eyes were red-rimmed and bloodshot. He arrived at the table and offered a slightly trembling hand. “Duncan Drake. Good to meet you,” he said.  
 
    We shook hands.  
 
    Drake took a seat, and another long swig from the whiskey. “My card,” he said, pushing it under my nose. It had the Chronicle logo, which I recognized from news stands, stencilled across the top, and a photo of a much younger, smarter looking Drake underneath it. His job title was ‘Defence Correspondent’. 
 
    “We thought it best to meet you away from the office at first,” Drake said, sniffing and scratching the back of his head.  
 
    “So you can have a drink on your lunch break?” I said sharply. 
 
    Drake bristled uncomfortably, making me feel guilty. He had this permanently forlorn expression on his face that reminded me of a photo I’d seen of a bear with its head stuck in a cat door.  
 
     “I’m sorry,” I said. “Your legal protection. Tell me more about that.” 
 
    He didn’t seem like one to harbour a grudge because he just nodded and went right into his spiel: “It’s all about official secrets versus freedom of information and human rights. We’ve fought these battles before, and we’ve always won. You see there’s one thing in your favour; you’re no longer in the Army. You’re a civilian now, and that counts for alot, protection-wise. The Chronicle has specialists in this field, and like I say, we’ve never lost. So if you’re gonna talk to anyone at all, you should really talk to us.” 
 
    It’s a sales pitch, I thought. He needs this. 
 
    Over the next two hours, Drake went into the finer details of freedom of information and human rights law, and by the end of it I was dizzy from all the complexities and loopholes. He might be a drunk, I thought, but this guy really knows his stuff.  
 
    I made it clear to him that I would only co-operate if my anonymity could be guaranteed; not because I didn’t want the Army to find out that I was the source – any fool could figure that out for themselves – but because I didn’t want to become a ‘name’. I wasn’t doing this for personal glory, and I didn’t want to be thought of as a ‘transparency hero’. To do that, I said, would be to leave myself open to accusations of narcissism. They might have thought I wanted praise, and I didn’t.  
 
    Another point of principle for me was that, if the protection failed and I were to face charges once more, for treason or anything else they cared to throw at me, I would happily stand trial in a US court. I would not seek sanctuary in Russia or China or some third world embassy. I would take the heat like a man, because this, I reasoned, was the only way I could keep my integrity. People had to know I was speaking out for the right reasons, and if I spoke out but then immediately fled to some Russian safe-house, they might start to question my motives.  
 
    “And what are your motives?” Drake said. “Why do this?” 
 
    “It’s not like it was before,” I explained. “There’s things I leaked before that I regret now. I put people’s lives in danger, and I don’t want to ever do that again.” 
 
    “So how is this any different?” 
 
    “It’s different because these aren’t current operations we’re talking about. This is research and development. Testing. There’s no-one out in the field doing... what I did. At least not yet. But the implications - for humanity I mean - they’re so enormous that I...” I paused, trying to find the words. “I don’t think I could live with myself if I did keep quiet. This is bigger than the Military. It’s bigger than all of us.” 
 
    Drake was nodding like he already knew exactly what I was talking about. “You know,” he said, “some people are calling it ‘the new Manhattan Project’.” 
 
    “It’s bigger,” I said. “Much bigger.” 
 
    Drake spun the ice cubes around his empty glass. “You should come to our office, meet the editor, the legal team. What do you say?” 
 
    I didn’t hesitate. “I’m in.” 
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    Over the next few days, in the sleek meeting rooms of the Chronicle’s offices, we thrashed out the details of the deal. I would give my story to the paper in exchange for the best legal protection money could buy, and a sum of money sufficient to cover my living costs for the duration of our collaboration. 
 
    When the reporters heard what I had to say, they were at first sceptical, and some began to question my sanity, to the point where they conducted detailed background checks, and grilled me over my mental health history. But eventually I began to win them over, and the consistency and detail of my story impressed them. They cross-checked various points with testimonies they had already obtained from non-military sources; some of them theoretical physicists, others locals living in the vicinity of Scapegoat Hill. Everything checked out and clicked together like a jigsaw puzzle. Everything I told them corroborated what they already knew. Nothing conflicted. But still, Drake’s editor was reluctant to publish. 
 
    One afternoon the three of us were seated around a small round table in a fifteenth story corner office with windows overlooking the city, still trying to thrash out a deal. The view was so awesome I kept losing focus and staring out the window at the skyscrapers which glinted and changed colour as clouds rolled quickly by. Winter was coming to an end, fighting a losing battle for supremacy with the blue skies of Spring.  
 
    Drake’s editor, Laurence, a louche, dapper fifty-something guy with a thick wad of gray hair and glasses perched right on the end of his nose, snapped me out of my reverie. 
 
    “Ash? Are we boring you?” 
 
    “No, I just... it’s a great view.”  
 
    Laurence rolled his eyes and exchanged testy looks with Drake. “My problem with this story,” Laurence said, “is the lack of solid evidence. At the moment Ash, all we have is your testimony, which isn’t to say we don’t believe you.” 
 
    “So you do believe me?” 
 
    “Yes, but that’s not the point. You said you were given a camcorder to record what you saw...” 
 
    “...which I lost when I crossed that river.” 
 
    “Yes. Pity, that.” 
 
    Drake chimed in: “Laurence, even if he had recorded everything, the Army would never have released it. It would stay classified for god knows how long.” 
 
    “So all we have,” Laurence sighed, “is another damn headline in quotation marks. So-and-so says such-and-such. I swear, one fine day we’ll stop reporting stuff people say and start reporting stuff that actually happens.”  
 
    “A quote marks headline is still better than nothing,” Drake said. “Laurence, please. I need this.” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    Drake shuffled awkwardly in the swivel chair that was straining to contain his 
 
    massive bulk. “You know why,” he whispered.  
 
    Laurence nodded, but I had no idea what they were talking about. 
 
    “Ash,” Laurence said, “would you mind stepping out for a minute?” 
 
    “No,” Drake said firmly. “Let him hear it. I don’t want Ash thinking we’re trying to screw him over behind his back.” 
 
    “Alright,” Laurence conceded. He leaned over the table and fixed Drake with a piercing, school-masterly gaze. “Of course I’m aware of your... ongoing personal problems. But they’re no concern of mine unless they’re affecting your work.” He paused, a little cruelly I thought, before adding: “And they are.” 
 
    Drake’s eyes glistened and his lip trembled. I felt another stab of pity for this forlorn bear of a man.  
 
    “I know I have a problem,” Drake said with as much dignity as he could muster, “and I’m doing everything I can, but in the meantime here I am delivering. Don’t tell me you don’t want this story, Laurence. I know you do.” 
 
    Laurence sighed, removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes, then put them back on. “We’ll have to run it past Legal first,” he said. “Even a quote marks headline could land us in deep shit if we’re not careful.” 
 
    The relief seemed to hit Drake like a heavy ocean wave, knocking him back in his chair. “Thank you,” he said, “thank you so much.” 
 
    “Thank yourself, and Ash,” Laurence said. “But one scoop’ll only get you so far, Drake. It’s not the magic solution to all your problems.” 
 
    Drake said: “Of course not.” But the wry sideways look he shot me suggested he thought otherwise.  
 
    *** 
 
    One week later, the first tentative headline appeared in the Chronicle’s morning edition and on its website. The journalists had been careful not to make any direct claims about the nature of the project. They merely quoted from my own testimony. The headline read: ‘Ex-Army Analyst: ‘US Military Has Time Travel Capability’ ’. And then, two days later, a follow-up story: ‘Ex-Army Analyst: ‘I Was Time Travel Guinea Pig’ ’. 
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    When the story broke, the thing that finally sold it to people wasn’t the story itself, but the US government’s response to it. That response was fairly standard: ‘We can neither confirm nor deny...’ they said, and of course people took that to mean ‘yes we have a time machine, we must do, otherwise we would just deny it’. After that, the majority of pundits and commentators adopted a tone along the lines of ‘well, it was bound to happen sooner or later’.  
 
    Citing recent developments at the CERN laboratory in Switzerland, they pointed out that the nature of dark matter and dark energy had been gradually revealing itself for many years now. They talked about all the newly discovered particles that didn’t seem to obey the laws of spacetime, and popped in and out of existence seemingly on a whim. They talked about the famous Brandt Equation and all its implications, and how Brandt had insisted that the invention of a dark drive was not only possible but imminent.  
 
    They were so damn blasé about it, like it was just another new scientific development, no more or less significant than GM crops or nanosurgery. It was like they didn’t want to be perceived as having been caught napping, so they all pretended they’d been expecting it all along. Never mind that these were the very same pundits and commentators who, until recently, had been cracking jokes about how absurd the germanium detectors were. 
 
    The reaction of the general public, at least in the US, was just as dishonest. No-one ever seemed to stop and simply say ‘wow, that’s amazing.’ You were a simpleton if you did that. Since TV and internet sources were now telling everyone how inevitable and unsurprising the invention of time travel was, to marvel at it put you behind the curve and made you an embarrassment at dinner parties.  
 
    The mere reality of it was no longer enough, and that was when the conspiracy theorists jumped in to flesh out the oh-so-boring time travel narrative with their own outlandish embellishments. It wasn’t just time travel anymore; now it was time travel plus aliens, or time travel plus Nazis, or some other equally ridiculous combo.  
 
    But the suffocating 24/7 media coverage had one saving grace, at least as far as I was concerned; the Chronicle had kept their word, and kept my name and my picture out of their stories. I was at the centre of it all, but still nobody knew who I was. 
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    While everyone else was trying to prove how clever they were by feigning a lack of surprise at the invention of time travel, Connie really was being clever. It almost beggars belief how clever she was being around this time. But I’m not going to tell you what she was doing that was so damn smart; at least not just yet. I’m telling this story from my own point of view, and I want you to be there with me, to find things out when I find them out. So I’m afraid you’re gonna have to wait.   
 
    At this point I still had no permanent roof over my head. The couch surfing was wearing thin. I had outstayed my welcome with pretty much all my friends. All except the one I was really counting on; Connie.  
 
    I was under no illusions about her. I knew exactly what she was like, or thought I did. I heeded all the warnings from others, but I just couldn’t stop adoring her. She had big bee-stung lips and hamster cheeks you wanted to squish with both hands, and on nights out she would always overdo the make-up, her mascara a little too dark, her lipstick a little too red. You’d think that would turn men off, wouldn’t you? Making herself look desperate? Well it didn’t. It just made me - us - want her all the more, because in spite of appearances she wasn’t desperate, she was anything but, and everyone knew it – Connie most of all. 
 
    I had so many nicknames for her, most of them ironic or sarcastic: Miss Congeniality, Suzie Home-Maker, Man’s Best Friend. The three most accurate were Poison Ivy, Lady Macbeth, and Kiss Kiss Bang Bang. None of them were at all complimentary, and that made me wonder: what the hell kind of love was this? The woman-hating kind? I needn’t have worried about that. Later there would be others; women I loved in the right way, and who loved me back in turn. Connie was just a bad habit, an addiction, but of course I didn’t realize that at the time. Back then I thought it was the real deal, and anyway, like I said, I needed a place to stay until I got my shit together. 
 
     So I went to one of her meetings, in a drafty town hall in a run-down part of Pilsen. It was pretty much what you’d expect from a loosely affiliated left-wing protest group with a hodge podge of causes; feminism, LGBT rights, anti-racism stuff, anti-war stuff. The anti-war agenda was especially prevalent that night, and this eventually led to Connie dropping a bomb of her own – a real bunker buster – but I’ll get to that later. 
 
    The hall was full of people in their twenties and thirties, a multi-ethnic mix of students, hipsters, and long-serving wannabe revolutionaries, committed ideologues. It was this last type that seemed to drool over Connie the most, mostly the men but some of the women too.  
 
    I watched Connie mingle with the crowd while people were still arriving. She really seemed to have the long-timers under her thumb, flirting outrageously with the men and cosying up to the women, whilst keeping a watchful eye on them at the same time; if one of them seemed a little too interested in a certain guy - invariably an ‘alpha’ type - Connie would gently steer them away with a ‘have you met so-and-so’. 
 
    She had a confidence and an energy about her that seemed to captivate everyone. She prowled the room like a hungry cat, making the women laugh and the men feel like they were funny. She was very tactile, especially with the guys, putting a hand around their waists and occasionally resting her head on their shoulders. Sometimes she would even kiss them - briefly but firmly - right on the mouth in front of everyone, just by way of a greeting. Some guys would inevitably then get the wrong idea, sidling up to Connie and attempting to bestow the same kind of physical attention on her, only to be batted away with the merest flick of a wrist.  
 
    The less confident ones would try a different tack; talking her ear off about the patriarchy and how much they despised it, and how they sincerely hoped and believed that one day women would rule the world. Connie would nod and listen with one ear half-cocked, and both eyes elsewhere.  
 
    I read a book once about seduction and all the different types of ‘seducer’ and ‘victim’, and which worked best with which. I had Connie pegged as the ‘conqueror’ type, the one who’s always after a challenge, which meant that I had to be the ‘coquette’, always elusive, always just out of reach. I had to be Josephine to her Napoleon, but the reality that night was somewhat different. As I watched Connie work the room, I would feel a sharp pang of jealousy every time she ‘greeted’ another guy, which meant I was forever hovering limply in her vicinity, always craving her attention and getting none. I don’t know if Napoleon had a dog but... you get the picture. 
 
    The actual name of Connie’s group seemed to be constantly changing; different people called it different things. By her own admission, it was messy, unfocussed, and therefore not as politically effective as it might otherwise be. Recently it had gotten to the point where - behind her back - people were referring to it simply as ‘The Connie Show’. But all that was about to change. 
 
    As Connie went up to the podium and waited for the applause to die down, her persona seemed to switch abruptly from ‘gregarious’ to ‘serious and humble’. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said halteringly into the mic. “Thank you all for coming.” The room was silent now. “So... two headlines grabbed my attention recently. Can anyone guess which newspaper?” 
 
    About a dozen people in the audience all shouted “Chronicle!” 
 
    Connie smiled and said “You’re way ahead of me,” and everyone laughed. “It was a long time coming,” she continued, “but it seems it’s finally here. The invention of time travel marks a departure for the entire human race. Make no mistake about it... this changes everything.”  
 
    She paused to hear that pin drop, but there was only absolute silence. Satisfied, she continued: “A departure for humanity inevitably means a departure for all of us here tonight, and so I want to propose a new direction for our cause, a new goal, but one that’s congruent with our existing values. We have always been opposed to war, and we still are. We have always been opposed to nuclear proliferation, and we still are. Sadly, as we know, multilateral disarmament on a global scale remains elusive, because nobody trusts anybody else.” Here she paused again, cleared her throat and said: “Wait, let me re-phrase that, because I want to be perfectly honest here... nobody else trusts the United States.” 
 
    The room erupted into wild applause and whooping and hollering; a mirror image of the whooping and hollering I’d heard in the Army whenever one of our COs had given us a ‘why we fight’ speech. In the Army they loved America. Here they hated it. 
 
    “And why?” Connie said, her voice growing louder, bolder, feeding off the energy in the room. “Maybe it’s because people’s memories go back a little further than cynics would have us believe. People haven’t forgotten that the United States is the only country in human history to have ever deployed nuclear weapons in anger. Hiroshima, Nagasaki... that’s the kind of shit people don’t just forget about.” 
 
    More applause punctuated her speech now, as if such words were wildly revelatory rather than blindingly obvious. 
 
    “Until now,” she continued, “those events could be dismissed with a ‘what’s done is done’ or a ‘that’s all in the past’, and until now, those people might’ve had a point. But that was then... and this is now. Now, for the first time, we have the opportunity to literally undo our past mistakes – to nip nuclear proliferation in the bud, to close down the Manhattan Project before it ever gets started, to save the lives of a hundred and thirty thousand innocent people in Japan, and countless more in the future. In short, we have the opportunity to make the rest of the world trust America again. I said ‘that was then and this is now’, but actually I’d like to re-phrase that too. In actual fact, now is then. Then is now. So... as of tonight, this thing that we’re all a part of will no longer be referred to as ‘The Connie Show’.” 
 
    There was a smattering of embarrassed laughter in the crowd. 
 
    “Oh!” Connie said, feigning surprise. “You thought I didn’t know about that? Come on...” This drew a much bigger laugh. “As of tonight, the so-called ‘Connie Show’ becomes the Campaign for Nuclear Uninvention, and let’s see how those bastard hawks in Washington like them apples! Never again, never before!” 
 
    Connie left the podium before the applause had even begun – a favourite trick of hers – and went straight into the crowd, where she was instantly lost in a scrum of adulation. Someone struck up a chant – “Never again, never before!” – and it was instantly adopted by the rest of the audience. As if in spontaneous response, three of Connie’s aides who’d been sitting in the front row started to unpack banners and pass them into the crowd. The banners had a black and white photo of a mushroom cloud with the ‘Never again, never before’ slogan stencilled over it, and the letters ‘CNU’ in one corner. As the chanting continued, dozens of them were held aloft. I still couldn’t see Connie. 
 
    Later, it occurred to me that no-one that night had asked me who I was or what I did, or what I had done recently. Nor had I volunteered this information to anyone, including Connie. Had I done so, they might have been surprised - and impressed - to learn that the Campaign for Nuclear Uninvention would never have come into existence if it hadn’t been for me. But at that point I was still kidding myself that I had principles, that I had leaked the story to Drake for humanitarian reasons, not out of self-interest or a desire to boost my own ego. My anonymity was still a source of pride to me, but as I watched Connie walk out of the hall with her arm around a good-looking guy with short-cropped hair and a knowing smirk, I felt that pride diminish. One thing anonymity never does is get you laid. As a matter of fact, it didn’t even get me a couch. I spent the night in a disused bus depot. 
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    About four months after the inaugural festival of bad logic that Ash has just described, the following memo passed across my desk at Langley: 
 
      
 
    CENTRAL INTELLIGENCE AGENCY 
 
    TOP SECRET 
 
    NOFORN 
 
    From: Martin Ames (Operations Officer) 
 
    To: Allen Drummer (Deputy Director, Operations) 
 
    cc: Nathaniel Harper (Director, Office of Special Operations) 
 
    <All recipients BIGOT list approved> 
 
    Date: Wednesday March 14th 
 
    Subject: Ongoing CNU activism 
 
    Opal, our asset, continues to fraternize with Ash Fleabourne, and continues to pursue his romantic relationship with Connie Vincent (Opal believes Ash to be unaware of this at present). I use the term ‘romance’ advisedly, since Connie continues to leave a trail of emotional devastation in her wake, having had sexual relations with at least five male CNU activists in the last two to three months.  
 
    Connie has told Opal she was abused both mentally and physically in a previous relationship. Opal says he believed her when she told him this, and our own sift through court documents relating to her divorce proceedings also bear this out. And yet she displays a level of manipulation that goes far beyond a mere unconscious, learned impulse to hurt men emotionally (i.e. as a defence mechanism – hurt them before they hurt you). There also appears to be a strong desire for power at work in her psychological make-up, and this desire is manifesting in both her personal and political spheres of influence. It sounds harsh but I can’t help wondering: is she like this because she was abused, or was she abused because she’s like this? 
 
    Have given Opal a crash course in sociopathy and advised him to report back if he detects any such traits in her behaviour.  
 
    As far as Ash himself goes, he continues to hover around the peripheries of CNU activism, but seemingly without contributing much directly. Opal tells me that Ash is not popular with most of the other activists, with some describing him as ‘reserved’ and ‘secretive’. Others – the very few that have tentatively befriended him – describe him as ‘sad’ and ‘lost’. In my opinion, Ash Fleabourne currently has no real agency within the organisation, and as far as Opal is aware, he has yet to reveal his role in Project Yukon and the subsequent Chronicle coverage to anyone at all in the group. 
 
    And yet he cannot seem to leave them alone. In my view there are three possible reasons for this: 1) He is lonely and simply wants friends. 2) He is considering revealing his true identity to the group – which would certainly make him more popular - but is unsure how/whether to proceed given his self-declared desire for anonymity. 3) Like everyone else, he is infatuated with Connie Vincent.  
 
    Next report due: March 21st 
 
      
 
    The DDO’s response to Martin’s report was typically scathing: 
 
      
 
    CENTRAL INTELLIGENCE AGENCY 
 
    TOP SECRET 
 
    NOFORN 
 
    From: Allen Drummer (Deputy Director, Operations) 
 
    To: Martin Ames (Operations Officer) 
 
    cc: Nathaniel Harper (Director, Office of Special Operations) 
 
    <All recipients BIGOT list approved> 
 
    Date: Thursday March 15th 
 
    RE: Ongoing CNU activism 
 
    Thank you Martin. In my opinion the CNU is a joke, run by a confident, attractive single woman doing what any self-respecting gal in her position would do: ever heard the expression ‘try before you buy’? My wife used to be just like Connie until she met me. 
 
    Male feminists are notoriously ‘beta’ and don’t know shit about what a woman really wants from a man, so they get all butt-hurt when they get rejected, and it never occurs to them that maybe it was because they were acting like weak little bitches. Feminism or no feminism, this is how it goes, and men like this are your primary sources. Bear that in mind. 
 
    With regard to Fleabourne: if he reveals his true identity to the group, or if he shows signs of being anything other than an ineffectual limp dick, well... then I might think about giving you more resources. Until then, Opal is enough.    
 
      
 
    Allen Drummer was, like me, a jock at heart. So at the time I was inclined to go along with his assessment of the situation. Had I known then what I know now, I would have been more than a little alarmed at his dismissive attitude. He was right about the CNU of course. It really was a joke. But he was wrong about pretty much everything else, including his own wife. I’d met Mrs Drummer several times at cocktail parties, and believe you me; it wasn’t a husband she needed, it was a goddamn wrangler.  
 
    Drummer was right about Ash to an extent - he was ineffectual at the time - but very soon he would start posing a serious threat to our operation.  
 
    And then there was Connie Vincent. To paraphrase Winston Churchill; never in the field of intelligence gathering have so many been so wrong about so few. Our first mistake was that we under-estimated the extent to which Connie was prepared to use sex as a tactical weapon (I don’t think Churchill is someone Connie would ever care to paraphrase. And that’s a shame, because otherwise her motto might well have been: ‘we will fuck them on the beaches’.) 
 
    She would do this and plenty more besides; she would lie to her followers and manipulate them en masse. She would create a personality cult that would ultimately extend all the way to Washington. And most importantly of all, she would hide her true values and goals from everyone - until it was too late. We should’ve listened to Ames, but we didn’t. We saw none of it coming.  
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    The Chronicle money kept me going for a while; enough to finally start renting my own place – a shoe box apartment in Pilsen, a largely Hispanic area – and I felt comfortable around the Latinos, quickly developing an easy banter with my new neighbours. I was comfortable around immigrants, always had been. I couldn’t see the problem some people seemed to have with them. I mean, how did it really affect anyone’s daily life other than providing them with a more exotic choice of takeout food? Why did people have to beat up on foreigners the whole time? Was it just racism, pure and simple? If so, I only wished that everybody like that could be forced to sit down and just get to know these people. If everybody did that, the ignorance and the hostility would surely just evaporate. Besides, it spiced things up having a Latino quarter, a Muslim quarter, a Jewish quarter. Imagine if the whole city was just one big ‘American quarter’... how dull would that be? There were only so many streets lined with Stars and Stripes I could take before it all started to look a little too much like Nazi Germany. Same shit, different flag, I thought. Harper would have probably thought I was nuts thinking that. 
 
    I took the first job I could find – a cold calling company that marketed air con systems to needy, and not so needy, potential customers. This, I quickly learned, boiled down to being yelled at twenty or thirty times a day by people in their homes who had been contacted before, and already said no the first time. It was frustrating and demoralizing having to maintain the fake air of chirpy bonhomie that the line manager was always trying to instil in her staff.  
 
    Somebody once said: ‘every time you step into your workplace, you leave a democracy and enter a dictatorship’. That was never truer than it was every morning when I stepped into the sterile, neutered atmosphere of that open plan call centre. It was the stagnancy of the place, combined with the relentless, forced positivity, the motivational posters. Honestly, even the Army had been less oppressive than this. At least in the Army you could curse and fool around. If you cursed in this place you’d get a sad frown from the manager which translated to: ‘you are not toeing the line. Your days here are numbered.’ It was like fucking North Korea or something, and they had the balls to call it freedom. 
 
    And yet I was happy, because it was back on with Connie. We had arranged to meet for a meal in Lincoln Square, ostensibly to celebrate St Patrick’s Day, and boy did I hope the luck of the Irish would be with me that night. But then I’m not Irish, so I guess I should’ve expected the shit she was about to pull on me. 
 
    With daylight starting to fade, the downtown skyline was ablaze with emerald-tinged theme lighting. I cruised on foot around the Loop, stopping by the river next to an excitable group of girls in Guinness hats and kelly green tights. I watched speedboats head up and down the river, dumping the last of their phosphorescent green dye into the water and churning it around in a figure of eight wake. Then I headed into the square to meet Connie.  
 
    Since my return home, we’d been talking again. Connie had said she was missing me, and why didn’t we meet up for a drink – nothing more – just to talk some. At the last minute she’d texted me to say did I mind if she brought a friend along? She hadn’t specified male or female – so like her to keep me guessing – and I hadn’t asked, since to do so might have made me appear insecure, jealous; the last thing I wanted her to think.  
 
    And so I entered the crowded, lively seafood joint with some trepidation. At first when I saw Connie, my heart leapt. Two seconds later it sank. She looked more beautiful than ever, and in a way I’d never seen before. My last visual memory of her had been with her hair all spiky and messed up in a calculated way, and dyed jet black. That day she’d been wearing a tight black t-shirt with some kind of cool bullshit hipster logo on it, and bright pink and green accessories; a neck bracelet and a couple of wrist bands that nicely offset the black T and the black hair. The outfit whispered ‘I’m cool’ but didn’t shout it out loud.  
 
    But now, the way she was dressed in the restaurant, well, I almost didn’t recognize her at first. Her hair was blonde now, not dazzling white blonde but a more subtle shade that didn’t draw too much attention to itself. It was tied back in a simple ponytail. She wore a plain but very stylish emerald green one piece dress that went all the way up to her neck and all the way down past her knees. It was like something an older female news anchor might wear, and it sent out a radically different message as to what sort of person she was. In the past her outfits had always said: ‘rebel’. This one said: ‘high society’.  
 
    She was sat in a corner booth opposite a handsome youngish guy with close cropped hair. He was the male equivalent of what Connie used to look like; casually, artfully alternative in his dress sense. Then I remembered; this was the same guy I’d seen her leave with on the night of that first CNU meeting. 
 
    Connie greeted me with a warm hug and a peck on the cheek. I kissed her back in the same way, or rather I tried to but got a mouthful of hair instead. 
 
    “Ash, this is my friend Art.”  
 
    “Hey, Art,” I said through gritted teeth. “Is that Art as in... Art?” The question was innocent enough, I thought, but Connie shot me a ‘back off’ glance as I said it. I ploughed on anyway. “I mean, what’s it short for? Arthur?” 
 
    “Artemis,” he said blankly. 
 
    “Artemis. Wow, that’s... unusual.” I had to force myself to remember that ‘normal’ people don’t tease and cajole each other with quite the same merciless consistency that Army folks do. The problem was, after a few beers it was all too easy to slip back into the old ways, and already I had been drinking steadily throughout the day. Of course, Connie picked up on this immediately, and said so. 
 
    “Ash, you sound like you’ve been knocking back the 40’s already. Tell me it ain’t so.” 
 
    “I had a couple.”  
 
    Connie’s face screwed up into a cute little ball of concern. “That means four,” she said. She was wrong. I’d had six.  
 
    Art said: “Connie tells me you’re in the Army?” 
 
    “Not anymore,” I said curtly. I shot Connie a meaningful glance, and she responded with a smile that had just a touch of pride in it. 
 
    “Why’d you leave?” Art asked. 
 
    There was an awkward silence while I tried to formulate an answer.  
 
    Then Connie stepped in and answered for me. “He was discharged. Honourably.” 
 
    “Well, as long as it was honourably,” Art said with just a hint of a sneer. “I guess that absolves you, right?” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I said, the beer fuelling my indignant fervour. 
 
    “Cool it Ash,” Connie said. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Art conceded. “I’m just not really... a fan of what we’re doing over there.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” I said. “I was never over there. So I guess we’re cool.” 
 
    Art went to the bathroom and while he was gone Connie took my hand and said: “I’m proud of you Ash. In spite of everything. Really.”  
 
    She knew I had tried to blow the whistle, that I’d been caught, and tried, and discharged, but that was all. She knew nothing about Scapegoat Hill, or at least nothing that wasn’t already public domain. So far she hadn’t thought to ask me just how and why I was able to escape from court with nothing worse than an honourable discharge. I hoped she never would, because I still couldn’t think of a lie that was convincing enough. And I had never lied to her before. Ever.   
 
    “It was the right thing to do,” she continued. She started to stroke my hand and it made me feel giddy, but then I looked up and saw Art returning from the bathroom, licking his palm and smelling it, and that kind of killed the moment. 
 
    Art sat down again and announced: “Y’know, I’m getting a little tired of all these leprechauns and Guinness hats. You get a more authentic experience if you go Southside. How about it?” 
 
    “It’s easier to get into a fight there too,” said Connie, frowning.  
 
    “I can handle myself,” Art said with just a hint of arrogance. “And Ash here’s ex-military. I guess he can too.” 
 
    “I’m not looking for a fight,” I said, and I thought I caught a little bit of disappointment in Art’s face. 
 
    “I don’t mind,” Connie said. “Ash, what do you think?”  
 
    “To be honest, I don’t really give a shit about authenticity, I just wanna have some fun.” 
 
    “Cheers to that,” Connie said, and clinked her beer glass against mine, winking at me simultaneously. Art sulked for a while after that. Suck it up, dude, I thought. 
 
    So we stayed where we were and ordered food. On the table behind us there was a white guy in a check shirt who was giving a young black waitress hell for getting his order wrong. The guy was with his girlfriend who seemed equally pissed about the whole thing. After a while they let the poor girl leave to go get their food, but then, while she was still within earshot, the guy in the check shirt said these exact words: “These people can’t do anything right.”  
 
    The waitress rolled her eyes but just kept walking. Connie, on the other hand, looked completely aghast, and mouthed “These people?” at us. It was odd because I didn’t think the guy meant it to have any kind of racial connotation, and I don’t think the waitress read anything like that into it either - but Connie and Art were both immediately convinced that this dude was some kind of redneck bigot. 
 
    When the waitress had finally dealt with the check shirt guy - efficiently and with a bare minimum of politeness - she came over to us to take our order, and right away Connie grabbed her arm and whispered in the girl’s ear: “You shouldn’t have to take that kind of abuse from people.” 
 
    The waitress just smiled and shrugged, and Connie continued: “That guy is such an asshole.” 
 
    “He sure is Maam,” the waitress said quietly with a hand over her mouth. It would have been a sweet, reassuring little exchange, but then it got kind of weird because Connie shook her head and said: “These people? I mean for chrissakes, this is 2025!”  
 
    The waitress’s smile faded at that point, I think because she didn’t quite get Connie’s drift, although Art was nodding right along with Connie. After a moment something seemed to click in to place inside the head of that waitress - the smile was gone completely - and she became very brusque and business-like, just took our order then skedaddled. 
 
    Me and Connie shared a huge Surf ‘n’ Turf platter – big T-bone steaks on a pile of shellfish and calamari. Art wasn’t hungry.  
 
    After dinner the talk returned to the Army, more at Art’s insistence than Connie’s, and certainly not at mine. Art seemed determined to make me answer for my life choice – my past life choice – determined to put a dampener on my first night of fun in an age. He wanted to talk politics, but I wouldn’t bite. I kept suggesting drinking games and tunes we could put on the jukebox – anything to change the subject, but Art just wouldn’t let it lie.  
 
    Finally he said: “It really makes me sick when they say everything they do, they do in the name of our freedom. Spying on innocent people, keeping tabs on everyone’s internet history, and lying about it too, pretending it doesn’t go on. Does that sound like freedom to you?” 
 
    “Art’s an activist,” Connie said, with a mixture of pride and trepidation. “Aren’t you, handsome?” 
 
    “Handsome?” Art replied with mock outrage. “Handsome?” He was trying to be modest but he coudn’t help lapping up the compliment all the same. 
 
    “You are handsome,” Connie said languidly. “Don’t you think he’s handsome, Ash?” 
 
    I shrugged, noncommittal on the outside, burning on the inside.  
 
    And then Art said: “Whatever. It’s not about looks, it’s about confidence.” 
 
    Right, I thought, or possibly even said - I don’t quite recall. And what do you suppose it was that gave you that fucking confidence in the first place, asshole? 
 
    Art expounded on the war. He said it was self-evidently racist in nature because we were fighting people with brown skins. He asked me what I thought the single greatest source of evil in the world was.  
 
    I said: “I don’t know. Tyranny? Absolute power?” and was surprised to see Art and Connie both shaking their heads. Evidently they had discussed this amongst themselves and had both come to a different conclusion. 
 
    Art announced: “Anyone that doesn’t think racism is the primary source of evil in the world just doesn’t appreciate the true extent of it.”  
 
    Connie nodded her approval, which emboldened Art further.  
 
    He continued: “I abhor violence. I really do. But if ever there was a situation where violence can be justified, doing it to stamp out racism is the one-” 
 
    Connie interrupted him. She looked a little panicked, as if she didn’t want me to be hearing this. “Boy,” she said, “I thought we were gonna keep it light tonight. Have some fun.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Art said. “You know how fired up I can get.” 
 
    I should have liked this Art. We were on the same team, in theory, but I couldn’t help it. I just wanted him to fucking die. We ate some more and I asked Art what else he campaigned for. 
 
    “In a word,” he said, “Transparency. An end to secrecy. An end to illegal, racist wars. Stuff like that.” There was that phrase again: racist war. 
 
    “An end to secrecy,” I echoed. “All secrecy?” 
 
    “Absolutely. People have a right to know what their governments are up to. So we campaign for truth, for transparency. Last week we occupied the House of Representatives.” 
 
    Connie chimed in with: “God, that was so much fun!” 
 
    Art shot her a smile, then turned to me and said: “You might’ve heard about it.” There was a self-righteous tint to the way he said it, I thought – the way his nose actually turned halfway up to the ceiling, a fierce, holier-than-thou sanctimony that made me recall Harper’s words from our first ever meeting; You claim to fight for a just cause, but you won’t acknowledge the real reason you do it; it makes you feel good about yourself. 
 
    Connie saw my unease, and, ever the diplomat, she contradicted Art’s point with one of her own, something about secrecy being necessary sometimes, if only to protect the people from their enemies. Amazing, I thought, how people sometimes say the opposite of what they really think, just to avoid embarrassment. Anyway, right after she said that, I loved her more than ever. Not because I agreed, but because she was arguing against this guy who seemed to sneer at the very concept of doing anything at all to protect one’s own civilization. Maybe Harper’s attitude was starting to rub off on me. Or maybe I was just jealous.  
 
    I turned to Connie and whispered in her ear; “Let’s go dancing like we used to.”  
 
    Connie smiled. Then she saw Art’s awkwardness at the intimacy of the moment, and she probably should have flushed red with embarrassment or something, but she didn’t. All she did was notice it.  
 
    Now you might wonder why I’m telling you all this – how is it relevant to anything? The reason I’m telling you about Connie is because... well, I haven’t been entirely straight with you. About the reason I tried to leak those files. I can sing all day long about points of principle, and whistleblowing, and the public’s right to know, and ending the conflict in the Middle East and yahda yahda yahda, but the truth is, I did it all for Connie. To impress her. I did it to make her love me.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    30 
 
    Fleabourne 
 
    In the club, me and Connie danced to some vintage house music from the early 2000s, and then some newer but still old-school stuff that I liked even more; they were remixes of tunes I’d heard long ago on the radio, stuff I’d been too young to understand at the time – some sultry vixen singing stuff about going to sleep in an American flag and wearing her diamonds on Skid Row.  
 
    Art had accompanied us, but, not liking the music and dismissing it as ‘hardly cutting edge’, he soon faded away to another room. Sorry buddy. You lost. Connie scored two Ecstasy tabs, and we took them together. I started to feel the night come alive. We started to dance more fluidly, easily rubbing shoulders on the crowded dancefloor, feeling at one with the other people in there, rather than at odds with them. Everyone on the floor now seemed to be moving together as one.  
 
    It reminded me of the time in Basic when I was always happiest. It was when we were drilling. Marching, turning, running, stopping, weapons raised, weapons lowered, standing to attention, standing at ease. All of us in perfect synchrony the whole time. When you’re a part of that, it does something to you; it lifts you up, puts you on a higher plane of consciousness, because you’re no longer just ‘you’, you’re part of something bigger, grander and vastly more powerful. You’re part of it, and at the same time you’re all of it. 
 
    Connie shouted into my ear: “This is what we fight for!”  
 
    If I hadn’t been under the influence I probably would’ve laughed at that. After all, Connie wasn’t a soldier, she was a campaigner, an activist. Her definition of ‘fight’ was somewhat different to mine. But in that moment I realized she was right, dead right – because the feeling in the club that night, it was a sense of freedom and elation and togetherness that would’ve been anathema to the Caliphate, a great big ‘fuck you’ to everything their miserable, self-flagellating brand of religious fascism stood for.  
 
    Connie had never been a soldier in her life, I thought, but goddamn, she’d make a good one. An overwhelming sense of pride, in Connie, in myself, in everyone on that dancefloor, was making me tear up.  
 
    I went out into the open air courtyard to cool off, smoke a cigarette. And it was at this point that the idea came to me. I was out of my fuckin’ tree, but I didn’t care. Right then and there I decided I would call Harper and tell him just what I had in mind.  
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    Harper 
 
    They say you should never go to bed right after you’ve had an argument. And especially not with the person you’ve just been fighting with. Sad to admit it, but in those days this is what I was doing pretty much every night, dontchaknow.  
 
    What sparked it off this time – most times, if I’m honest – is me and Janice were talking about Nate Junior, our boy. We were reminiscing about him. The things he used to say. The shit he used to pull. We loved having these conversations. It kept him alive in our hearts. But then Janice would bring the pleasantness to an end by saying something like: ‘why’d you make him sign up, Nathaniel?’ Normally she called me Nate, but when she got the holler tail she would always switch to Nathaniel. It was exactly that question: ‘Why’d you make him sign up?’ that always gave me the holler tail. Because the implication was that the boy didn’t have any choice in the matter. That I’d somehow bullied or cajoled him into following in his daddy’s footsteps. It just wasn’t true. Nate had known exactly what he was doing. Of course I encouraged him – what General wouldn’t? – but the ultimate decision had been his and his alone.  
 
    I said all this to Janice but she wouldn’t accept it. Then she got real pissy. She started accusing me of ‘lurching to the right’, whatever the hell that meant. Of being a fascist sympathizer. It was all bullshit of course. Really it was just that she blamed me for his death. It was easier for her that way. Because to blame fate, to blame God - which was who I blamed - seemed to her like the ultimate blasphemy. But who else was there to blame? God could’ve spared him, but he didn’t. So God was either an asshole who did exist, or a good person who didn’t. I said that to Janice too, and she started to cry. And then the phone rang. 
 
     It was someone who was out somewhere real loud. He was gabbling excitedly over music and bar chatter. I didn’t even recognize the voice at first, let alone hear what he was saying. 
 
    “Sandy fire, General,” the voice seemed to say. “Sandy fire. I want to feel it.” 
 
    “Sandy what? Who the hell is this?” 
 
    Janice was throwing me suspicious looks as I spoke into the phone; like she didn’t trust me talking to this person. I went into the other room. The signal got a little better. 
 
    “-to understand sandy fire. What it really means.” 
 
    “Fleabourne? Is that you?” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    Janice had followed me. Now she was earwigging at the door. There was no escaping her paranoia. 
 
    “Where are you, son?” I said ‘son’ deliberately. I wanted to indicate to Janice that the caller was a man, not a woman. It hardly seemed to make any difference. She continued to stand there with her arms folded. Like I was sweet-talking a goddamn air hostess or something. 
 
    Fleabourne was still gabbling incoherently about ‘sandy fire’. I shouted at him to find a quieter spot. He did. Suddenly I realised that ‘sandy fire’ was actually ‘sacrifice.’ 
 
    “Alright, that’s better. Now start again, son. Nice and slow and loud.” 
 
    He was still talking way too fast but I started to get the gist of it; Fleabourne was fixin’ to go visit his father’s grave in England because he never went to the funeral. He felt like he ought to pay his respects. His father had been a military man. He was buried in a military cemetery. Fleabourne felt that if he actually went and stood by the grave then he might finally understand ‘the real meaning of sacrifice.’ 
 
    “Cheese and mice Fleabourne, you call me at this hour just to tell me that? You know what time it is?” 
 
    “Night time, sir.” 
 
    “Fleabourne, I believe you’re drunk.” 
 
    “Yes sir, drunk and high. But I just wanna feel it, y’know? You have to feel it to understand it.” 
 
    “Understand what?” 
 
    “Sacrifice.” 
 
    For all the schnookered, stream of consciousness bullshit, I thought I knew what he meant. I yawned and said: “If that’s what you wanna do, you go right ahead.” 
 
     “Yeah. I’m gonna do it. I’m gonna feel it.” 
 
    “That’s great. Mind if I go back to bed now?” 
 
    “Sure I guess...uh...wait, there was something else...uh...” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, clearly signalling my impatience to Janice. She seemed to think I was play-acting for her benefit. It only made her even more suspicious. I just couldn’t win. 
 
    Fleabourne continued in a lazy drawl: “Uh... shit, what was it? Uh... oh, right, yeah. What’s more important; like, truth? Or security?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean like, is it better to be, like, safe and secure, but people are always telling you lies, I mean like government people, or... shit, what was the other thing?” 
 
    “Fleabourne, I got an early start.” 
 
    “Huh? Oh, okay. So uh... oh yeah, or is it better to always know the whole truth, even if it means your enemies know the whole truth too, and that makes it easier for them to kill you. I can’t decide which is better, sir. I was hoping you might have an opinion.” 
 
    I was losing patience now. I just wanted him off the line so I could go back to bed. But for all Fleabourne’s incoherence, his question was a good one. I felt it deserved an answer. 
 
    “Fleabourne, you listen to me and you listen good. I can tell you this straight for the first time ever, because you’re not a soldier anymore. And you need to understand, I would never – ever – say this to any of my men. The truth is: there’s risk everywhere. Life without risk isn’t worth living. So yes, it’s better to know the whole truth, even if it makes you less safe. And if you ever tell anyone I said that, I’ll kill you. Understand?” 
 
    “Yes sir. Thank you sir.” 
 
    “Can I go now?” 
 
    But Fleabourne had already hung up.  
 
    Janice was on my case straight away. She wanted to know who it was. She thought she already knew. “Fleabourne, huh? Sure it wasn’t your ‘friend’ Irene?” 
 
    “Colleague,” I corrected her. “My colleague Irene.” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me about her?” 
 
    “You know I can’t.” 
 
    “Oh yes,” she hissed. “National security. Very convenient.” 
 
    At this point I suppose I should confess my sins. One of them at least. I was seeing Irene. Fucking her. It’s not something I’m proud of. But when you work so closely with someone for such a long time... when there’s an attraction there – a mutual attraction – well, then it becomes very hard to do the right thing. Especially when your wife is so possessive, so suspicious all the time. It’s one of the laws of attraction; if you seek to possess someone, to control them, you’ll only end up driving them into someone else’s arms. If you love them, set them free. And that’s exactly the opposite of what Janice was doing. That was her mistake.  
 
    And mine? Mine was to stay with her out of misplaced loyalty. An old-fashioned belief in the sanctity of marriage. A sanctity I was simultaneously taking a sledgehammer to. I should’ve had the balls to up sticks and leave Janice before starting the thing with Irene, but I didn’t. Like I said, I’m not proud of it.  
 
    Anyway, I told Janice the person on the other end of the phone was just another innocent kid that God would probably decide to murder one day before his time. It was a cold thing to say, I know. Janice got even more upset. I apologized and after a while we kissed.  
 
    But she still wanted to know who it was. I told her as much of the truth as I legally could. I told her it was a kid with Army connections. A kid whose father I had once known.  
 
      
 
    Fleabourne 
 
    I pocketed the phone just as Connie sidled up to me. She kissed me, said: “Who was that?” 
 
    “Nobody,” I said. “Let’s go back inside.” 
 
    We went back in to the club and danced some more, and by this point I was pretty far gone, not that Connie seemed to mind. Art had re-appeared, dancing near us on his own while we danced together. He danced slowly and ostentatiously, like some hippy at Burning Man, though the music was fast and energetic. We couldn’t seem to shake him off. 
 
    There was one other thing that happened that night. Like I said, by this stage my head was swimming and I can’t say for sure that this is exactly how it went down, although the memory of it has stayed with me to this day.  
 
    Remember the guy in the check shirt from the restaurant? Well suddenly, by coincidence, he was there in the club with us, dancing with his girlfriend a ways off. After a while the guy left his girlfriend to go to the washroom, and Connie, who’d been watching him the whole time, went over to Art and shouted something in his ear. Art nodded obediently, and started to follow the guy into the washroom.  
 
    And then Connie turned to me and said: “Let’s get out of here.”   
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    Fleabourne 
 
    Initially I had wanted to move in with Connie. We were growing close again, I thought, but apparently not close enough. She wouldn’t ever let me stay with her for more than a day or two, and was always cagey and evasive when I asked her why not.  
 
    In turn, I was cagey and evasive whenever she asked me about the court hearing. She had finally cottoned on to the weirdness of the outcome – about how it didn’t seem to add up. I still couldn’t bring myself to flat out lie to her, so I would just change the subject.  
 
    But, Connie being Connie, she wouldn’t give up that easily. Every hour we were together in those last few weeks, she kept needling me for information about what I’d been involved in between coming out of Leavenworth and coming out of court. Had I signed another Espionage Act non-disclosure agreement? (Yes). Would I tell her what I’d been involved in if I hadn’t signed it? (Of course). Did they send me to the Middle East? (No). Then where? (Can’t say).  
 
    It got to the point where I started to get a little paranoid, imagining at one point that Connie might be a spy for some hostile foreign power, possibly even the Caliphate. Harper had told me to inform him immediately if anyone started nosing around asking too many questions. But of course I didn’t. I couldn’t. This wasn’t some schmuck who’d just shown up out of the blue. This was Connie. And yet for all our apparent closeness, we just couldn’t seem to trust each other enough to properly share our lives. 
 
    One night we went dancing again, just me and her this time, and we had the time of our lives. Connie seemed to have an endless supply of ecstasy tabs – I don’t know where she got them from – and we both drank quite a bit too, so by the end of the night we were fucking flying. Or at least I was.  
 
    We went back to her place and made love. I don’t know how I managed it in the state I was in but I did. A measure of just how much I wanted her, I guess. Afterwards we lay there talking about anything and everything. We were so close, so open with each other that night. Connie told me stuff about herself; her childhood, her earliest memory of being abandoned, and feeling alone and terrified, and never wanting to feel that way ever again, to the point where she always had to be with somebody, anybody, and this was why she was so seductive, so flirtatious.  
 
    I’d never heard her say these things before, but it was so raw and honest what she was telling me, and I wanted to return the favour, to show her I trusted her with my own innermost secrets. And so I told her... now what did I tell her exactly?  
 
    Memories of being high are the weirdest thing. You remember the feelings, the emotion, the sensations of a warm cosy glow inside, like being a kid again, a kid without a care in the world. And you remember what other people did and said, but what you don’t remember is what you did and said. All I know is; we told each other everything that night. I mean everything. And she was just as high as I was. I’m sure of it. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    33 
 
    Fleabourne 
 
    After that night, Connie grew inexplicably distant. I wanted to see her again and I kept texting and calling her, but this only seemed to drive her away. I couldn’t understand it. Just when I thought I had her, she slipped right through my fingers. It was confusing and painful. 
 
    There was just one thing that kept me going throughout this period; the knowledge that once I’d saved up a certain amount of money, I’d have enough for a plane ticket to London. For my pilgrimage.  
 
    That day came soon enough, about three months later, though it felt like three years. I told Connie what I was about to do, and she insisted on driving me to the airport. It was the first time we’d seen each other in a few weeks. She wanted to know when I’d be home again, because I hadn’t booked a return flight. I told her the truth; that I wasn’t really sure. Something was calling me back to England, and it wasn’t just my father’s grave. It sort of felt like I had unfinished business there, though I could never quite put my finger on what that business was. It was weird; it almost felt like I was being pulled over there against my will. 
 
    Anyway, Connie didn’t like it much. She didn’t understand it anymore than I did, and we parted on bad terms as a result. 
 
    *** 
 
    When I landed at Heathrow I took the train into Paddington and booked myself into the cheapest hotel I could find.  
 
    The next day I rented a car, drove out to Brookwood Cemetery and spent a sweltering, sun-drenched afternoon walking among the white headstones of veterans from various armed forces; British, American, Canadian, Czech, Polish, you name it. Most were from the First and Second World Wars, but some sections were reserved for current conflicts. The tombstones sat in carefully preserved rows, nestling among tall trees on bright green, sprinkler-fed lawns.  
 
    It took me half an hour to locate my father’s grave, and when I found it, I crouched, running my fingers over the words engraved on the tombstone:  
 
    ‘Major James Fleabourne, United States Army, Born 7th June 1975, Died 6th June 2023. A true pioneer’.  
 
    A true pioneer. Hadn’t Harper called me something similar? I wondered if it was just a coincidence. 
 
    I figured it was Dad’s British Army buddies who had paid for his tombstone (Mom certainly hadn’t), hence they got to put their own words on it too. There was no mention on the tombstone of which unit or division Dad had belonged to, and again that spoke of the secret nature of his work. 
 
    And there was something else too. All the other headstones in this particular row had space marked out in the turf, space for the coffin I mean, delineated by miniature picket fences, or just by flowers. Dad’s headstone didn’t have anything like that. Was he even actually buried here? Or was this just a memorial in his name?  
 
    As I studied my father’s grave or memorial or whatever the hell it was, I wanted more than ever to know exactly what he’d been doing over here. But that was all I thought, and all I felt. My great pilgrimage, the exorbitant cost of my plane ticket; it had all come down to this moment. But where was the revelatory swell of pride, or sadness, or anything?  
 
    I looked up from the headstone and across the sea of white crosses that surrounded me, in order to give myself some sense of the sheer scale of the sacrifice, but here too my emotions failed me. I felt nothing apart from the vague notion that my presence here was somehow fraudulent. Was it because I was no longer a soldier? Or because I had never really loved my father? Or was there actually something wrong with me; with my brain, my heart? Why this numbness? 
 
    I started to walk again among the rows of dead, and saw a gathering of people in the far distance, a funeral in progress. Some of the mourners were in British Army uniform.  
 
    One of them was a young woman, standing quite still, head bowed, in front of the rest, close to the coffin which had a Union Jack draped over it, and was now being lowered into the open grave. From my distant vantage point, I could just make out the colours of the regimental insignia on the woman’s beret – predominantly red with a dash of white in the centre.  
 
    I moved a little closer, stopping at a respectful distance, and mirrored the woman’s pose, pretending to pay my respects at a random tombstone, and feeling guilty for doing so. As the priest’s solemn intonations carried across the cemetery, the grave was filled in, and the young female soldier stooped to lay flowers by the headstone. As she stood again, she seemed curiously content. Her ritual complete, she made the sign of a cross on her chest and started to walk away. She was smiling now, laughing even. As the other mourners turned and followed her, they gave each other embarrassed, confused looks. The woman’s behaviour was wildly inappropriate. 
 
     But that observation only struck me much later; because at the time I was too busy wondering how and why the hell my nun from the year 1685, the one who had nursed me and kissed me so passionately, was now standing before me in the year 2025, dressed as a British soldier. 
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    Fleabourne 
 
    When the mourners had dispersed, I went over to the freshly filled grave, and, feeling like a bit of a creep, I tiptoed around the flowers to get a look at the headstone. The brand new granite glinted in the sunlight as I read these words carved into it: ‘Captain Michael Chapman, Royal Fusiliers. Born April 10th 1986. Died July 22nd 2025.’  
 
    It didn’t tell me much but I kept the name in mind as I headed back to my car. On the way I took out my phone to call Drake and tell him what I’d seen. There was a long silence on the end of the line as the information sank in. Finally Drake said: “How sure are you?” 
 
    “Hundred percent. I’d know that face anywhere.”   
 
    “But how is that even possible?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Drake. I’m just telling you what I saw.” 
 
    “Did you talk to her?” 
 
    “No, she was out of there before I got a chance. She never saw me.” 
 
    Drake started to say something, but then the signal broke up and the line went dead. I cursed out loud, drawing a stern frown from an old veteran as he tottered past carrying a bunch of flowers. I apologised.  
 
    The phone rang. Drake calling me back from a restricted number; his desk phone, I guessed, not the number I’d called him on. I wondered why he’d decided to switch phones all of a sudden. 
 
    “Listen Ash, I need to run this past Laurence. We can’t just put it out there right away.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because... Think about it. If it turns out the scoop of the century was all bullshit? Try and see it from our point of view.” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit about your point of view. These are facts. There is no point of view.” 
 
     “It’s not that simple, Ash.” 
 
    I stopped walking and turned my face up to the heavens, perhaps out of despair that nothing – nothing – was ever that simple. As I did so, the first drops from a warm, light, summer rain shower pattered on my forehead. 
 
    “Ash, we just need some more time here. I’ll call you tomorrow, okay? ....... Okay?” 
 
    “Sure. Whatever.”  
 
    I ended the call, pulled my jacket up over my head. The rain was coming down more heavily now, changing the colour of the headstones from white to gray. 
 
      
 
    Harper 
 
    Planning is the cornerstone of any military operation. For an operation as complex and multi-faceted as Project Yukon, it’s doubly important. You can plan for almost every eventuality. You can draw up all manner of contingency protocols, and believe me we did. The paperwork that went into the planning of Yukon could fill a town hall. We even had a contingency protocol for just the kind of sheer, outright, thousand to one coincidence that happened in the cemetery that day. Only problem was, that particular protocol made me sick to my stomach. 
 
    We had eyes on Fleabourne. Of course we did. But the kid had already told me he was going to Brookwood. He’d already told me why. And I believed him. So I persuaded the spooks to stop tailing him that day. Or at least until he left the cemetery. I wanted his private moment of reflection to be just that; private. It seemed like the decent thing to do. But in the end that’s what caused the crucial delay. We didn’t bring Fleabourne in straight away. It took Drake two whole days to finally get around to telling us what had happened. And by that stage Fleabourne had a head start.  
 
    Drake had of course been pre-selected by us. We knew all about his liquor problem, his gambling debts, that he was struggling to pay his rent, that he was about to lose his job. That’s why we chose him. We needed a journalist with a personal incentive to get the story out there. We’d agreed that the CIA would pay off his debt. And we’d also give him a career-saving scoop into the bargain. But the payment would only come once the story was published.  
 
    I didn’t like that reporter. He was an oily, irresponsible weasel. In other words, he was perfect. And he delivered too. So when this new spanner got thrown into the works, I admit I didn’t take the news well.  
 
    It was Saturday when Drake called. I had told Janice I needed to go to the hardware store. In fact I was round at Irene’s place; a swanky oak-panelled apartment with books everywhere. 
 
    I tore a strip off Drake for not calling sooner. Then I asked him if the woman had seen Fleabourne. This was important. Apparently Fleabourne was adamant that she hadn’t. That was a relief, but I was still very worried. Because by that point I had come to like Fleabourne. And in light of this new development, I knew what now had to be done.  
 
    It took me almost an hour - and a double helping of Irene’s excellent bourbon - before I felt composed enough to make the call to my contact at Langley. I thought of this man as my ‘contact’ rather than my boss. To acknowledge our true relationship would have been to confront a brute fact that I had never been entirely comfortable with. I had always been of the opinion that Intelligence and the Military should work together, in tandem. But with the Military holding the upper hand. It was unbecoming, humiliating, for a senior officer like myself to defer to a spook.  
 
    My contact answered the call with a terse “General?”  
 
    Deferring to a spook was precisely what I now had to do. “Mission security has been compromised,” I said shakily. 
 
    My contact gave a deflated sigh. “Contingency code?” 
 
    Truth be told, the bourbon had gone to my head. I was feeling kind of paternal. “Now I just wanna say right off the bat, if there’s any way you can respond to this without putting our boy in-” 
 
    “The code, General.” 
 
    I was having trouble remembering the code for fuck-up type: million to one coincidence. “Just a minute... uh... ruby. It’s ruby.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “But if there’s any chance you can revise the procedure so that... it’s just that-” 
 
    “General, the agreed procedure must and will be followed.” 
 
    “Goddammit, he doesn’t deserve this!” 
 
    “The agreed procedure will be followed.” 
 
    At this point, I’ll admit, the whole ‘deferring to a spook’ thing sort of got left behind:  
 
    “Now you listen to me, you shit-nosed fuckin’ robot. I know people on the hill, understand? So take your exploding pen out of your ass and listen to-” 
 
    But the line had already gone dead. I cursed again. If I’d had my druthers we still would’ve put the screws on Fleabourne to keep him quiet. For sure we would’ve. But the ruby contingency was too much in my view. It just wasn’t right. Irene came up behind me and pressed herself up against me. She wrapped her arms around my waist, and – thank god – she’d thought to bring me another bourbon. 
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    Fleabourne 
 
    In the days that followed, I scoured the Chronicle’s website every day over breakfast, hoping to finally see some mention, no matter how brief, of my cemetery encounter. And every day when I found nothing, I would walk to the newsagent’s at the end of the street to buy a paper copy.  
 
    On one of these trips (the only time I ever left my hotel room other than to exercise or shop for food, thanks to my rapidly dwindling budget) I noticed a plain white van parked opposite the hotel. It had appeared only recently, and now seemed to be permanently stationed there.  
 
    Determined to keep my paranoia in check, I rationalized this fact by telling myself that a plain white van was a common enough sight in any town or city. It might have belonged to some painter or decorator living across the way, or a freelance builder or repair man, or indeed anyone at all who might conceivably require a van. It was also, of course, precisely the kind of anonymous-looking vehicle that some intelligence agency might use to conduct a surveillance operation, especially if the van were to have no side or rear windows in order to conceal the hi-tech nature of its contents. This van had no side or rear windows. 
 
    Casting such thoughts aside, I bought my paper copy of the Chronicle and returned to my room to scour it from top to tail. The CNU was still making alot of noise and was grabbing all the headlines. They were campaigning for the government to send someone back in time to the 1930s and assassinate Oppenheimer and twelve other key players in the Manhattan Project. This was the position of the hardline CNU faction. The more liberal members of the group wanted to bring Oppenheimer and Co. back to the present day and try them here for crimes against humanity; crimes that, from Oppenheimer’s point of view, had yet to be committed!  
 
    And never mind that there was also a German and a Russian and a British nuclear programme. Never mind that we all existed in a universe where the atom bomb already was invented, so they must have already failed even if they did send someone back! Or else they succeeded, but the positive effects were only being felt in some other parallel universe that we were forever locked out of. They hadn’t thought it through at all, but that didn’t stop CNU campaigners taking to the streets and demanding – never asking or persuading or arguing, always demanding – that their ‘retroactive task force’ be assembled and sent off into the past to wreak havoc on the folks at Los Alamos. The whole thing was hilarious.  
 
    At least it would have been if not for an even more radical offshoot of the CNU, a splinter group who were far more extreme, and far more dangerous. These guys weren’t content with just lobbying the government and going on TV the way the regular CNU people did. These guys were seeking to acquire the actual technology, by force if necessary, so that they could go back and do it themselves. That meant they weren’t afraid to kidnap scientists and hold them to ransom. They were starting to dabble in outright terrorism too, and one time they’d even launched an armed assault against what they thought was an army time travel facility, but which (luckily) turned out to be a disused airstrip. They were fucking crazy. I hoped Connie wasn’t involved, though I was afraid she might at least sympathize with their aims. The cause, if not the methodology, was just her bag. 
 
    The CNU stories were an interesting diversion, but as far as my story was concerned - my new story, that is; the incident in the cemetery - there was nothing. Not a word. So I called Drake, whose direct dial number seemed perpetually to be on voicemail. I left my message anyway, just as I had done the day before, and spent the rest of the day watching TV. I tried not to use my tablet these days, for reasons related to my concerns about the van parked outside.  
 
    So for now I had nothing to do but watch TV, read, eat, and think; about the woman from the convent, and the woman from the cemetery. Were they really one and the same person? How sure was I? Had I been close enough to properly identify her, that bright sunny day among the gravestones? If it was her, she would have had to somehow hitch a ride with me back to the present – perhaps while I’d been lying unconscious in the machine’s flooded interior – then make her escape on arrival without anyone noticing, rapidly adjust to life in the 21st Century, join the British Army, find a husband, lose him, and mourn him... and all within the space of about nine months. It was absurd.  
 
    There were other possibilities. She might simply have been a dead ringer for the nun, or some distant descendant, a reincarnation even. I wanted to give credence to these alternative explanations, because to hold with my initial, instinctive conviction – that the two women were indeed one and the same person – would be to present myself with one inescapable conclusion; that the whole thing had been faked. That I had never travelled through time at all. That the United States Military, in collusion with the British, had gone to incredible expense to build a false world for me to explore, and had populated that world with – I laughed out loud at the thought of it – soldiers posing as nuns!  
 
    But I stopped laughing when I thought about the time jump itself. On the outward journey someone had given me a pill to swallow, a pill that would ‘expand my diaphragm’ and make it easier for me to breathe once that awful chest-tightening sensation kicked in. I did a quick Google search but couldn’t find any mention at all of a drug that could do this. And that led me to wonder: what if that chest-tightening sensation they warned me about, and that I undoubtedly experienced, was not a side effect of the time jump, but a side effect - or even the main effect - of the pill itself? The pill was supposed to alleviate the symptoms of a time jump – but what if its real purpose was not to alleviate, but to initiate? From there I tried to figure out why they would bother giving me a pill at all. Why bother with inducing physical side effects when all it did was complicate things?  
 
    The answer came to me immediately when I thought about opening that hatch for the first time and looking out over that pristine moorland. All the portakabins and helicopters and forklift trucks had disappeared, just like that, in the blink of an eye, unless... unless it was not one but many blinks of an eye. What if it had been a knock out pill designed to send me under for just long enough to airlift everything out of there? And what would they need for an operation like that? Everything that was there already; portakabins and helicopters and forklift goddamn trucks! 
 
    And then there was the dark drive itself. Maybe that heavy little black test tube with a node at each end was, in fact, just what it had appeared to be; a test tube painted black. It had been heavy, sure, and warm too when Harper had played his little joke and tossed it to me. But the warmth could have been just warmth from his own hand, and the weight... well, I don’t know, some kind of liquid metal tinted black?  
 
    On the first time jump I distinctly remembered seeing that test tube turn from black to transparent as the ‘dark matter’ seeped out of it to create the so-called ‘dark bubble’ surrounding the machine. The blackness, I recalled, had disappeared from the tube and then re-appeared on arrival. I thought about how one might simulate an effect like that, and the idea of two hoover nozzles came to mind, both sucking out the liquid from either end of the test tube while I ‘travelled’. And then somehow the hoover nozzles could be replaced with pumps or something, some simple little switch mechanism that refilled the tube with the black stuff.  
 
    It was a far out theory, but it was also far from impossible. In fact, when I thought about it some more and applied Occam’s Razor to it – the principle that says the simplest explanation is probably the best – my wild theory started to look more plausible than ever.       
 
    The whole thing reminded me of the fake moon landing scenario popularized by conspiracy nuts the world over, and it occurred to me that the same two-word question that made that claim so easily falsifiable applied here too. The question being: why bother? 
 
    So this was how I spent my days. Thinking and re-thinking and waiting for my money to run out. I knew the healthiest thing would be to simply cut my losses and book a one-way ticket back to Chicago to restart my life, but that nagging question – why bother? – powerfully compelling in its simplicity, was what kept me here.  
 
    And so, not wishing to break my self-imposed rule about using my own computer, I began to frequent various internet cafés around London, looking for clues, ideas, theories, anything that might lead to an answer. 
 
    I never went to the same café twice, because a few years back I’d learned that the NSA was real big on something they called ‘internet fingerprinting’. When browsing the web, people tend to not only visit the same sites over and over again, but even to visit certain sites at certain times of day, to the point where it becomes predictable. This usage pattern then becomes your ‘fingerprint’ by which you can be identified, even if you’re not using your own computer.  
 
    I was acutely aware of this as I conducted my online research, and I decided that, if I were to avoid detection, I would have to find a way to either scrub out my fingerprint entirely, or else, better,  to disguise my fingerprint as someone else’s. And whose? Well, since Scapegoat Hill was the place where it had all happened, and since Scapegoat Hill was a burgeoning topic of interest for conspiracy theorists, I decided I would pose as one of them. That way I could conduct my own investigation without arousing too much interest from the NSA or GCHQ, as long as I mixed my real points of interest with fake points of interest; the Illuminati, lizards disguised as politicians, whatever the latest bullshit happened to be. If they did check out my searches, the spooks would then see that I was just another conspiracy freak, and lose interest. If and when I did stumble upon something that might help me, I would immediately follow it up with something that was really ‘out there’ and way off the mark, so as to cover my trail. I would lose myself in a sea of crazies. That was the theory anyway. 
 
       As my research progressed, my fake topic of interest often proved wildly entertaining, like when I found the guy in the cowboy hat – Zeb, from Yorkshire – who was convinced that Scapegoat Hill was where they were interbreeding humans and aliens, and then sending out these hybrid creatures to abduct more people, people like Zeb, whose organs they could then harvest for their sinister experiments.  
 
    Zeb, whose house in Yorkshire was pretty close to Scapegoat Hill itself, had stumbled across something that piqued my interest. Not far from where he lived there was a privately owned psychiatric hospital, Hilldown, that he had spent the past few weeks ‘observing’. He was curious about a sudden proliferation of CCTV cameras and high wire fences, previously absent, that seemed to suggest something sinister was going on inside. He’d been scoping out the place for weeks now, posting regular updates on his website about the comings and goings he had observed.  
 
    Zeb thought Hilldown was where human organs were being harvested by giant lizards. I thought it might have been where shadowy government operatives were running a fake time travel programme. One or both of us had to be crazy.  
 
    Having laid a false trail for the spooks, I got to work on my ‘nun’. My starting point, my only clue, was the circular red and white insignia on the woman’s beret. I found a list of Army garrisons dotted throughout the UK, and I pored through each entry systematically, alphabetically. Every garrison had its own badge, and the badge for Catterick was a flower with five red petals, surrounding five smaller white petals at its centre. I went through the rest of the list to be sure, but none of the other badges seemed to match my mental image of the woman’s beret insignia. Flushed with excitement at my new discovery, I paid the café owner and headed back to the hotel. 
 
    Next morning I showered and ate quickly, eager to get out and follow up on the Catterick lead. When I left the hotel the plain white van was still parked outside. I got all the way down the street and round the corner onto the main drag where all the internet cafés were, when a thought occurred to me; this was exactly where I’d been at the same time yesterday. I stopped dead in my tracks, suddenly aware that my routine was becoming too regular, too predictable. Just the kind of thing that might lead to ‘fingerprinting’. So I turned round and went home again, intending to start work in the evening instead. 
 
    When I reached my hotel room door and put my key in the lock, it felt different; looser, smoother, as if the locking mechanism had been newly oiled. When I opened the door, the first thing I saw was my old parade uniform, all dry cleaned and pressed and draped over an armchair. And right then my heart stopped, because I no longer owned a parade uniform.  
 
    The second thing I saw was two men I didn’t recognize, both wearing blue plastic gloves. The older one, a tall, beaky looking buzzard, stood stock still behind the armchair, looking at me with one raised eyebrow. He seemed wryly amused by my sudden appearance. The younger one, stocky, wide-eyed and nervous, sat in the armchair with a service pistol trained on me.  
 
    “We weren’t expectin’ ya back so soon,” the buzzard said with a lazy drawl. “Doesn’t matter. We’re just about ready for ya.”  
 
    The kid with the gun breathed heavily, urgently, in and out through his nose like he’d been exercising but had his mouth taped shut. I didn’t move. 
 
    “Shut the door,” the buzzard told me. “Gently.”   
 
    I clicked the door shut behind me.  
 
    “Now get undressed.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You heard him,” the kid said.  
 
    The buzzard said: “You can leave your skivvies on. When you’re done, put on the uniform.” 
 
    I was bristling with anger in spite of my fear. “Now why would I wanna do a thing like that?” 
 
    “Just do it.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    The buzzard rolled his eyes. “Because that’s what soldiers do in these situations.” 
 
    “What situation? What are you-” I glanced down at the coffee table. On the tabletop were several items I definitely hadn’t left there myself; a pile of blister packs containing what looked like prescription drugs, a bottle of whiskey and a tumbler, a handwritten note. I was starting to get the picture. 
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    You know that feeling you get when you suddenly realize you’ve just screwed up in a big fucking way? It might be a monetary problem, like sitting on a plane when you remember you left the gas on. Or it might be some social faux pas, like insulting the bride when you’re best man at a wedding. People call it a sinking feeling, but that’s not quite right. It doesn’t sink. It rises. You freeze even as your heart quickens, and then you breathe out, a long, languorous ‘oh fuck’ as the consequences start to bear down on you. You know that feeling, right? Well, that’s basically what it feels like when you first realize somebody powerful wants you dead. It’s no more and no less dramatic than that. You could’ve just left the gas on.  
 
    As I pulled the parade trousers up over my shorts and tucked the shirt in, I wondered who these two freaks might be working for. Probably Blackwater or whatever the fuck they were calling themselves these days. I imagined their website, slick and couched in euphemism, the true nature of their work obscured in bland business jargon, my impending murder just one option in a ‘portfolio of innovative security solutions’. 
 
    When I’d finished buttoning the jacket, the buzzard said: “Go ahead, take a look.” He was gesturing at the note on the coffee table.  
 
    I picked it up and started to read. To my friends and family. I’m so sorry for all the pain I have caused you... 
 
    “It’s a headfuck, ain’t it?” the buzzard interrupted, chuckling. “Seein’ somethin’ you never wrote, in your own handwriting?” He wasn’t wrong. “Wanna know how we did it?” 
 
    “I can guess.”  
 
    “Sure you can. By the way, if you’re thinkin’ about tearin’ it up, don’t bother. We got five more just like it, don’t we Seth?” 
 
    “Sure do, Bob,” the kid with the gun said.  
 
    “I don’t suppose you wanna tell me your real names?” I asked, already knowing the answer. It was a stall for time more than anything. 
 
    The kid, Seth, snorted: “Gee, let me think... uh... No!” 
 
    As the situation began to clarify, I had to think, and think fast, but there was no obvious way out. On the other hand, the way Seth had laughed out loud at his own perceived wit told me something about him. Something that maybe – maybe – I could use. It told me Seth wasn’t too bright. He was a gun pointer, nothing more, and that led me to wonder: how would he fare if he had to multi-task all of a sudden? If he had to point that gun and think at the same time? Seth had nothing to declare but his genius for sarcasm, and I had nothing to lose but my life. Sow confusion in Seth. It was worth a shot. I put the note back on the coffee table.  
 
    “So here’s the deal, Fleabourne,” Bob the buzzard said. “You got two choices. One, you sit down and pour yourself a nice big helpin’ of bourbon, and then you pop those pills into it, mix it all together and drink it all down like a gooood boy. It’s a nice way to go, all drunk and woozy and warm inside. That’s what I’d choose. Option two on the other hand, well, that really ain’t so bad either. Seth here just shoots you in the head, and then we press your fingers around the gun, get some nice clean prints, leave it on the floor next to you, and ain’t nobody none the wiser. That’s nice and quick for you. So they’re both pretty good options when you think about it.” 
 
    “They’re both good options,” echoed Seth. 
 
    I nodded slowly, keeping my eyes on Seth. Going by the steadiness with which he held the pistol, I’d most likely end up with a bullet in the head before I could pull any fast moves. But damn it, this kid was slow. Not physically, but mentally; the way he parroted everything Bob said reminded me of Dim the droog from ‘A Clockwork Orange’ – brutal but borderline retarded. I decided to ignore Bob, the voice of authority, and work on Seth. I sighed and sank back into my chair. And then I began to laugh as it came to me. Seth frowned, confused by my reaction. 
 
    “It’s a neat trick, fellas,” I said. “It really is. But here’s the thing... I was gonna do it anyway.” 
 
    “What?” Seth said. 
 
    “Bullshit,” said Bob. 
 
    “No, it’s true. I was gonna drive down to this place on the coast. Beachy Head. It’s like a prime suicide spot for the Brits. I guess there’s only so much of this shitty weather they can take.” 
 
    “He’s lying, Bob.” There was already a slight twinge of panic in Seth’s voice. I was deviating from the script and he didn’t like it. Do it some more. 
 
    “It’s the truth, swear to god. If you don’t believe me you can check for yourself. Just go outside to my car. I’ll give you the keys. Power up the satnav and you’ll see the destination’s already punched in. Go ahead. Check it out.” Please don’t check it out.  
 
    For a microsecond, Seth took his eyes off me and glanced up at Bob – not quite long enough for me to make a move for the gun. 
 
    “You really think we’d go and do that?” Bob said. “We’re not stupid, Fleabourne.” 
 
    Well, it was half true. 
 
    “Okay, whatever,” I said. “Mind if I take another look at that note?” 
 
    “Alright.” 
 
    I read it from start to finish now, taking my time, mumbling some of the words and phrases out loud. “....overcome with guilt.... my actions have shamed me.... can’t live with the burden...” I started to shake my head as I read. “This is all wrong.” 
 
    “What do you mean, all wrong?” Seth said. He was getting impatient again. 
 
    “First of all, the handwriting... I don’t cross my ‘t’s like that. And when I write an ‘r’, I write an ‘r’. These ‘r’s just look like fucking ‘l’s.”  
 
    “Anything else?” Bob said. 
 
    “Yeah. The content. I mean Christ, this is cliché city! Can’t live with the burden? Come on! They’re gonna know it wasn’t me.” 
 
    “Well I’m real sorry about that Fleabourne,” Bob said. “Seth, take a note. Next time we make a murder look like suicide, avoid cliché.” 
 
    “Bob, I can’t take a note right now, I’m holding the goddamn gun!” 
 
    “That was a joke. Cool it.” 
 
    “Hardy fuckin’ har.”   
 
    “Look,” I said. “Just do me one favour. Let me write my own.” 
 
    “Write your own?” 
 
    “Come on man, what harm can it do?” 
 
    Seth said: “Don’t let him Bob. He might put somethin’ in there like, uh... like some kind of secret code or somethin’.” 
 
    Bob said: “Lord knows it ain’t often I say this, but my colleague here has a point.” 
 
    “Alright look,” I said. “I’ll keep it real short, real simple. No personal references, nothing that might be construed as code. All I wanna do is explain the real reason I did it. The real reason. Understand?”  
 
    When I said ‘real reason’ my voice cracked with emotion. That emotion was fear, but I don’t think they knew that. I think they thought it was me struggling with some long-familiar inner demon. Anyway, it must have been that little crack in my voice that finally convinced Bob.  
 
    “Alright,” he said. “Keep it short. And give it to me when you’re done.” He grabbed a new sheet of paper from the writing desk next to the window and passed it to me along with a pen.  
 
    I put it on the coffee table and started to write. I kept stopping and starting and muttering “Wait, no” or “Wait, that’s not right” to myself.  
 
    Seth still had the pistol in both hands, still firmly aimed at my forehead. Every time I crossed out a line he bristled with impatience. “Hurry it up man,” he growled. 
 
    “Cool it Seth,” Bob said. 
 
    When it was finished, my ‘suicide’ note was indeed short. It read: I’m sorry. I put my fellow servicemen in danger when I tried to leak those files, and I lied when I said I thought it was because the world needed to know. It wasn’t that. I did it because I wanted to impress someone I was in love with.  
 
    It was no masterpiece, but it did at least have the virtue of being true. I figured I’d better write something true since there was still no guarantee people wouldn’t end up reading it. I signed it and handed the note to Bob.  
 
    He’d obviously been briefed about my background because when he read it he just nodded and said: “That’s just fine. So what’s it to be? Bourbon or bullet?” 
 
    “Bourbon,” I said. 
 
    “Alright.” 
 
    I popped the blister packs into the whiskey one after another, enough pharmaceuticals to put a goddamn elephant to sleep. The tablets fizzed and jostled for space in the golden liquid. When they finally dissolved they left a grayish white film on the surface. It looked pretty nasty.  
 
    “Now pick it up slowly,” Seth drawled. “Any sudden moves and I shoot.” 
 
    “Given the circumstances, that’s hardly a disincentive.”  
 
    Seth gave me a puzzled frown.  
 
    I reached out for the tumbler, my eyes locked on Seth’s gun hand the whole time. I slowly picked up the glass and brought it to my lips, then stopped. “Wait.” I set the whiskey back down, sparking another flicker of impatience from Seth.  “How do I know you’re gonna leave my note and not the fake one?” 
 
    Bob said: “Fleabourne, I promise you we’ll use your note. Your note.”   
 
    But I could tell he was just humouring me, because he’d been all too quick to approve the idea. They were never gonna use my note. It wasn’t part of the plan. I didn’t actually care either, but they didn’t know that. There was a vein on the side of Seth’s forehead that looked about ready to pop. My constant stalling and interruption seemed to be doing its job. But the gun remained steady.  
 
    “I don’t believe you,” I said.  
 
    Seth rolled his eyes again. He was itching to squeeze that trigger now.  
 
    Bob cleared his throat. “Fleabourne, like you said, the handwritin’ don’t match! Why would we use a fake note when we got the real thing?”  
 
    I nodded, seemingly satisfied with this logic. Again I picked up the whiskey, real slow and steady so as not to panic Seth. Again I brought it to my lips, and again I said: “Wait.” 
 
    “What now?” he snapped.  
 
    “I changed my mind.” 
 
    Seth’s expression was desperate, despairing, like a horny teenager with really slow internet. “You want the bullet instead?” 
 
    “No, I mean I don’t wanna commit suicide.” 
 
    “Why not?” he sighed. 
 
    “It doesn’t end well.” 
 
    This time Seth couldn’t help it. In the red mist of his irritation, he rolled his eyes and tried to make a fist out of his pistol hand. “You don’t have a choice!” he bellowed, and the gun barrel went wildly astray.  
 
    I threw the whiskey in his face. 
 
    The gun clattered to the floor as Seth started to scream, the noxious mixture of alcohol and pharmaceuticals already going to work on his eyes. I lunged for the pistol, got a hold of it just as Bob made his move, diving for me and smashing my gun hand on the floor, trying to loosen it from my grasp. I punched Bob in the side of the head, stunning him briefly – long enough to get to my feet with the weapon still in my grasp. Seth still had both hands up to his face, whimpering. I aimed the pistol at Bob, who now raised his hands. 
 
    “Okay... alright...” he said soothingly. 
 
    “Okay... alright...” I echoed, and shot Bob in the leg.  
 
    And then I was out the door and running down the stairs. I pocketed the weapon, and seconds later I was on a bus heading into the city.  
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    I was out on the street, on foot, somewhere near King’s Cross station. Everywhere I looked, there was CCTV; the sense of being watched was overwhelming, panic-inducing, like slowly running out of air. It made me constantly turn and hesitate and double back on myself, over and over like a crazy person – that’s what passersby must have taken me for – until I finally got my shit together enough to take refuge inside a café.  
 
    Here too there were cameras, but I took comfort in the thought that these would be operated by the business owner rather than the state. For the first and only time in my life I thought: thank god for Starbucks. Feeling ridiculous for giving the barista a false name to write on my cappuccino, I took a seat and scooped out the excess froth with a spoon while I tried to figure out a plan. 
 
    Priority one was to get out of the city, away from the multitude of electronic eyes, and for that I needed money, which I had, in theory. But card payments were traceable, as were cash withdrawals, and neither seemed like a good idea under the circumstances. So, having left my smartphone back in the apartment (an oversight that might actually work in my favour, I thought) I found a payphone near the station and called Connie in Chicago.  
 
    “Ash? You sound weird, what’s the matter?”  
 
    Hearing her voice gave me a warm, cosy feeling that was great while it lasted. It lasted about ninety seconds.  
 
    “I can’t tell you right now,” I croaked. “Just... Look, I’m in trouble, okay? I’m really scared and I-” 
 
    “Ash, tell me.” 
 
    “I can’t. I just... I need help.” 
 
    “What kind of help? What’s going on?” 
 
    “I need you to wire me a couple hundred bucks, just until-” 
 
    “Oh god.” 
 
    “-until I can get this all straightened out, and then-” 
 
    “Jesus, Ash!” 
 
    “-and then I’ll come home and we can be together, and I swear to you I’ll-” 
 
    “Ash, listen to me.” 
 
    “-I’ll pay you right back, and you won’t have to-” 
 
    “Listen!”  
 
    I stopped babbling. There was a long pause and a heavy sigh from Connie, and then she said: “If you don’t tell me what’s going on, I can’t help you.” 
 
    So I told her about the two guys in my hotel room, about the woman I’d seen at Brookwood Cemetery, who she was, where I’d seen her before. Everything. Connie listened and interjected only with the occasional ‘uh-huh’ and ‘oh baby’. I thought I was persuading her, winning her over, but when I finished she just said:  
 
    “Ash, I’m sorry. I can’t help you anymore. I’m with Art now. Understand?” 
 
    There was no waiting for it to ‘sink in’ or anything like that; the hot sting of rejection hit me immediately. 
 
    “Ash?”   
 
    I was still trying to put a face to the name, and when I did the sting just intensified. “You mean that guy from the restaurant?” 
 
    “That’s right. I’m sorry, Ash.” 
 
    “Y’know he dances like a prick.” 
 
    “Oh, come on...” 
 
    The anger flashed through me and was gone in an instant, only to be replaced by a heavy throb of sadness in the front of my brain, right above my eyes, as intense as an ice cream headache. 
 
    “What did I do wrong?” I whimpered, embarrassed at how pathetic I sounded. 
 
    “Nothing,” she said. “Nothing at all. It’s just...” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I thought she was gonna tell me I’d been too needy, or too secretive, or too selfish, or all of the above, but it wasn’t anything like that. When it finally came, it was a curveball dipped in poison, thrown by a perfect stranger. 
 
    “I just don’t know whose side you’re really on. I’m sorry Ash. It’s over.”  
 
    The line went dead in my hand. It was the last thing she ever said to me.  
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    The conversation with Connie had brought my thoughts into focus like an ice bucket over the head; I knew exactly what I had to do now.   
 
    I found an ATM and withdrew the maximum £300. Knowing this would alert them (whoever ‘they’ were) to my location, I hightailed it to the ticket hall and bought a one way ticket to Catterick. Thankfully, the next train was leaving in five minutes. I hopped aboard and lay low. Armed police were wandering around the concourse as the train started to pull away. 
 
    The journey north took four hours. I had to change trains at Manchester and did so without further incident. As long as I stayed off the grid, I reasoned, I should be able to evade my pursuers long enough to... do what exactly? This question occupied me for the remainder of the journey. My initial instinct, the reason I had chosen Catterick, was to find the one person I thought would help me; the nurse, or nun, or soldier, or whatever the hell she really was. The vibe I’d gotten from her in the convent had suggested she was somehow on my side, that she had been just as afraid of Harper and his army of spooks as I was right now. I had to find her, get her to talk. All I had was questions, and this woman, I suspected, just might have a few answers.  
 
    When it came to locating her, I had two possible leads. The first was the cap badge on the woman’s beret, which suggested she was garrisoned somewhere near Catterick. But supposing I could find the place; what then? Just walk up to the front gate and ask for the soldier who liked to dress up as a nun? “Sure, come on in buddy!” Yeah right.  
 
    The second lead was more tenuous, but also more promising from a practical point of view. The guy in the cowboy hat who I’d found on the internet – Zeb, the conspiracy nut - was already staking out Hilldown, the psychiatric hospital near Scapegoat Hill. I wondered if Hilldown might lead me indirectly to my nurse. It was the best idea I had right now, so I resolved to track Zeb down, and to do that I needed some internet. 
 
    On the final leg of the train journey to Catterick, there were two young students, a guy and a girl, sitting just across the aisle. They were talking about time travel – it was all people ever seemed to talk about these days – and the girl was trying to persuade the guy to join CNU, to make him see the light. It was obvious the guy wanted to impress her, to get in her pants, but to his credit (although I didn’t pick up on this at the time) he was sticking to his guns, debating her properly, not just agreeing with everything she said. The guy was in the aisle seat, and his phone was sitting unguarded on the little fold-out table in front of him. 
 
    “I just don’t get it,” the girl was saying. “How could you not want to prevent a nuclear holocaust?” 
 
    “You mean Hiroshima? Nagasaki?” 
 
    “Yeah. For starters.” 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t want to, I’m just not sure we can.” 
 
    The girl did a face palm. “Hello?” she said sarcastically. “Time travel?” 
 
    “Okay but in spite of all that, it still happened anyway.” 
 
    The girl sighed, like she was explaining something to a slow child. “Only because we haven’t tried to stop it yet.” 
 
    “You’re talking like it’s some future event. It’s not. It already happened!” 
 
    “Oh my god, Jack... okay, here’s how it works. Someone goes back in time and they... I don’t know, they blow up the Enola Gay. They sabotage the Manhattan Project. Whatever. So now it never happened.” 
 
    “Yeah, in some parallel universe, maybe.” 
 
    The girl rolled her eyes when he said ‘parallel universe’. “Jack...” 
 
    “But what about the here and now? This here and now? The one where it already did happen?” 
 
    “Y’know, every time someone says ‘multiverse’ or ‘parallel universe’, you know what I hear? Excuses.” 
 
    “You’re missing the point.” 
 
    “No, you’re telling me you don’t even wanna try and prevent all those deaths. Why is that, Jack? Because they had different colour skin?” 
 
    “Oh come on...” 
 
    “No, you come on. The fact that you don’t even wanna try... that’s what’s so offensive.” 
 
    The guy had a point, a good point, one that the girl just wasn’t addressing. Pretty soon the CNU would develop a counter-argument, something along the lines of: ‘when you change the past, our memories change with it. We all become ‘switched’ onto a new timeline without even knowing it. We don’t retain any knowledge of the previous, alternate past, so all of a sudden everyone’s like “Hiroshima? Isn’t that some place in Japan? Or is it China? I forget because nothing much ever happened there.”’ 
 
    But at that point the counter-narrative hadn’t yet been developed, let alone proved scientifically, so this poor girl was just gonna have to rely on calling the guy a racist. It looked like this particular pussy chase was well and truly over. Anyway, while they were still arguing I swiped the guy’s phone and went to another carriage.   
 
    I googled Zeb. His website had a contact section with an email address. I set up an entirely new Googlemail account and messaged him right then and there. In the email I claimed to be someone who’d been abducted by aliens and nearly had my organs harvested, before they decided my organs weren’t worth harvesting and returned me to Earth unharmed. I told him I had some important information about Hilldown, the psychiatric hospital.  
 
    Ten minutes later a reply from Zeb appeared in my inbox. That figured; guys like Zeb were hardly ever offline. He was proposing a meeting in a pub in the centre of Catterick, a place he knew well. That was good enough for me. I replied to confirm I’d be there at 1830 that same evening.  
 
    I figured by now the student would’ve realized his phone was missing, so I returned to the carriage to see what he was up to. He was sulking, because the girl was now sitting on the other side of the aisle, well away from him, staring out the window with her arms folded. Politics had done its dirty work and divided them. 
 
    I tapped the guy on the shoulder. He looked up at me, irritated at the interruption.  
 
    “This yours?” I said, handing the phone to him. “It was on the floor by your seat.” 
 
    He seemed to buy it, took the phone and thanked me. I don’t think he’d even noticed it was gone.    
 
    In the stories I had read and the movies I had watched - thrillers where the hero is on the run, wanted and innocent - it had always struck me how unrealistic they were in their portrayals of a cool, collected hero. I always thought the reality would be far more terrifying, more gruelling and exhausting. And up to this point it had been. But now, having just pulled off a cool, collected stunt like stealing the guy’s phone and using it before giving it back to him, I thought the storytellers might have been right all along; because I suddenly felt kind of invincible, and not only that, but free too. Free to do anything I wanted, because I was fighting to stay alive, and that meant all the usual social constraints and rules and niceties just didn’t apply anymore.  
 
    As we pulled into Catterick Station I thought: fuck with me, I’ll fuck with you back.  
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    When I got to the pub in the centre of Catterick, I recognized Zeb straight away. He was sat in a corner, alone, nursing a pint of ale and wearing his trademark wide-brimmed black cowboy hat; the same one he wore in the photo on his website. For all his claims about being constantly monitored by shadowy government agents, he didn’t seem to think that keeping a low profile was especially important.  
 
    I bought myself a single malt whiskey and soda and went over to introduce myself. Zeb greeted me with a warm smile and a friendly handshake, but the first thing he actually said was: “You weren’t followed, were you?” 
 
    I opted for a simple “I don’t know”, and that seemed to satisfy him. 
 
    “Before we start,” Zeb said, “there’s something I need to verify.” He paused expectantly, raising his thick, long eyebrows at me when I didn’t get his meaning immediately. 
 
    “Oh! Right. Of course.” I pulled up my shirt and showed him the scar running down the left side of my abdomen. It was an old wound sustained when I fell on some barbed wire back in Basic, but it was just impressive enough to convince him it was what I’d already told him it was in my email; an incision made by the organ harvesting alien surgeons aboard their spacecraft. 
 
    Zeb nodded sagely. “Classic incision pattern,” he said. “God, it must’ve been terrifying.” 
 
    “It really was.” 
 
    “You know, I chose this pub for a reason. I’ll show you later when we leave, but I can tell you right now. I was here about six months ago, and when I left - it must’ve been about eight at night, but it was Summer so it was still light outside - when I left I was followed home by a helicopter.” 
 
    “No shit.” 
 
    “Yep. Got it on film too. It was hovering quite low, and there was a bloke hanging off the side, filming me while I filmed him. My house is about a twenty minute walk from here, and I swear to God, they followed me all the way home. In broad daylight this was, loads of people around, dozens of witnesses. But you see they just don’t care. They know how powerful they are, and it gives them a certain kind of arrogance. They flaunt their power, and no matter how much they flaunt it, they know they’ll always get away with it, because they can always just dismiss me as a crank or a... a paranoid conspiracy nut. So after that day I thought, well, two can play at that game. If they’re gonna flaunt it, so will I. That’s why I wear the hat; to draw attention to myself, to flaunt the fact that I’m onto them.” 
 
    He paused, twirling one long eyebrow between finger and thumb. “I don’t know,” he said. “I s’pose I just got tired of skulking about in the shadows like some hunted bloody rat.” 
 
    I believed Zeb when he said all this, even the part about the helicopter, although when he said ‘I was followed by a helicopter’ I suspected what he really meant was ‘I saw a helicopter’. But the thing about feeling like a hunted rat, that I could relate to. It was my paranoia versus his, and both conspiracies were equally real in our own minds. It was only the narratives that differed. As the whiskey started to take effect, I wondered whose narrative was justified, and whose wasn’t. It was getting hard to tell. 
 
    “I’d like to know more about Hilldown,” I said. 
 
    Zeb nodded gravely, then sank the remainder of his pint. Incredibly, he’d managed to get a few spots of foam on his eyebrows.  
 
    “Come with me,” he said. 
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    Zeb’s place, a tiny one bedroom apartment, was reassuringly normal. He lived alone, that much was obvious, but it was clean, fastidiously clean, and bright and airy; at least he wasn’t afraid to open the drapes.  
 
    The lounge area was where he kept all his books and papers and videotapes – a surprising number of old VHS cassettes and an antique player from about 1989 – together with a more modern computer set-up; a big old desktop with separate speakers and a brand new flat screen monitor.  
 
    On the walls were cork boards with dozens of newspaper clippings pinned to them. They were all about Scapegoat Hill; a chronological array of articles detailing the history of the place, beginning with the sixteenth century origins of its name.  
 
    Apparently, local priests had been rather taken with Protestant scholar William Tyndale’s new translation of the bible, in which he included the term ‘scapegoat’ for the first time. Never ones to take things anything other than literally, the priests had decided that placing the collective weight of their community’s sins onto the shoulders of a goat made perfect sense. And that’s just what they did – on a fairly regular basis – driving the goat down from the hill, and over the very same waterfall I had encountered on my previous travels. I remembered gazing into the bottom of that churning whirlpool at the foot of the waterfall, unaware that, at the bottom of it, there must have rested a giant heap of goat skulls. 
 
    Zeb’s cork board history lesson then jumped ahead several hundred years, to stuff about the area’s former status as a nature reserve, and then to a whole bunch of articles about its purchase by the British Ministry of Defence seven years ago, and the resulting protests from nature lovers who, quite understandably, resented this pristine area of natural beauty on their doorstep being suddenly co-opted by the Army and closed off to them.  
 
    Then there was more recent stuff about the ongoing no-fly zone over the area, and the amateur drone enthusiasts who defied the law to fly their expensive toys over the facility, only to have them unceremoniously shot down, their camera footage never seen, just as the perimeter signs warned them they would be. It was all there on the walls of Zeb’s living room. 
 
    I wasn’t really interested in seeing his helicopter footage, but I humoured him anyway, out of politeness. Like he said, it was camcorder footage shot in Catterick on a bright summer evening the previous year. From the way he’d described it, I had expected to see some guy in dark glasses dangling out the side door of the helicopter with a camcorder aimed right back at Zeb’s own lens (as if the spooks would be that blatant!). But it was nothing like that. It was just a helicopter – probably police, not Army, hovering there for a while, doors resolutely shut, before flying off again. Zeb didn’t explain why there was no evidence on the film of anyone filming him from the chopper, and I didn’t ask. I just acted like I bought the whole story. 
 
    I steered the conversation towards alien organ harvesting, and Hilldown, the psychiatric facility I was interested in. Zeb booted up his computer and went on to Google Maps, quickly locating Hilldown and switching to the satellite view. The photos were recent, only a year old. He zoomed in on the building and pointed triumphantly at the screen. 
 
    “There! See?” 
 
    I did see. The entire facility had been pixellated, censored, all apart from the small thatched roof building that was the original psychiatric hospital. 
 
    “The pixellated part,” Zeb explained, “is a whole new annexe that was built recently, in the last six months, after the MoD acquired the hospital. It wasn’t there before.” 
 
    I squinted hard at the distorted rooftop. “It’s huge,” I noted. 
 
    “It certainly is,” Zeb said. “And you know the really weird thing? Other sensitive government buildings – like MI5 and MI6 – aren’t pixellated. You can study their rooftops all you want, albeit in fairly fuzzy, low res imagery. So my question is: what’s on that roof that’s so bloody important?” 
 
    He had a point. It was strange. But it wasn’t getting me any closer to my mystery nurse. I was getting a little impatient, wondering if I was just wasting my time.  
 
    And then Zeb showed me a whole cache of files, mostly Excel and Word documents that he claimed to have obtained by hacking into Hilldown’s internal system. He was really into his hacking, I could tell. The mere presence of the ‘Tor’ anonymizing software on his desktop, the same software I’d used myself to upload my IMINT files to Transparencynow, was enough to tell me he was serious about it.  
 
    Most of the files were psychiatric records of private patients, all of which pre-dated the purchase of the facility by the MoD. But some, including an Excel-based appointments diary, seemed to be more recent. Zeb explained that before Hilldown was acquired by the Army, the system had been easy to infiltrate, but afterwards, the psychiatric records - although still located in the same place - were suddenly impossible to access. They’d changed the passwords, and probably given these records a few additional layers of security too, so that he could no longer access even the names of the files, let alone their contents. 
 
    The one exception to all this was the appointments diary, which, through some kind of security oversight, was still accessible to him. Although it was still password-protected, and although the password changed every month, it was changed by an amateur – the receptionist herself – so that the two digit number at the end was all that changed. Zeb’s theory was that because the Army had been so keen to maintain discretion in its acquisition of the psychiatric hospital – a desire to maintain the pretence that nothing about Hilldown had changed at all – that meant keeping the same staff as before, wherever possible once they’d been security vetted, and that included the receptionist and her easily crackable password. And after all, how much of a security issue were names on an appointment diary? It was the content of the psychiatric records the Army really cared about. All the rest was just admin. 
 
    Zeb brought up the diary and left me to scroll through it while he cued up some Youtube video on his TV. The diary didn’t seem to interest him much; he was keen to get on to the organ harvesting and the politicians who had inadvertently revealed their lizard planet origins.  
 
    But there was something disconcerting about Zeb’s account of how he had come to access the Hilldown records; something that didn’t quite add up. What had he said about the password? The two digit number at the end was all that changed. Maybe so, but that still didn’t explain- 
 
    I froze. There on the screen in front of me was a name I recognized: Chapman, Victoria. Chapman. The name I’d seen on the tombstone at Brookwood. The appointment time for Chapman, Victoria was Wednesday, 1600 hours. The appointment was tomorrow. 
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    I didn’t tell Zeb that Victoria Chapman was the woman I was looking for. I just told him I wanted to stake out the hospital for a while, on the off-chance I might see the woman – the lizard disguised as a woman – who had half-heartedly tried to harvest my organs.    
 
    Zeb was anxious. He’d been there before, he said, filming the new security arrangements, and had been warned off by a security guard. But I got the sense that it wasn’t the security guards who scared him. It was the organ harvesters themselves. The aliens. He was genuinely terrified of them. I mean, who wouldn’t be? Once you buy into something like that, of course you’re gonna be scared. 
 
    Anyway, I gave him a little pep talk and reminded him of the reason he wore that hat; his principled stance based on pride and a refusal to be cowed by fear, and that seemed to get him on board. He agreed to drive me out to Hilldown.  
 
    The next afternoon we parked about fifty metres away from the facility, in a tree-lined layby with a clear line of sight across to the front gate. There was nothing overtly military about the place. To all intents and purposes it just looked like a secure civilian hospital; an old building with a thatched roof, a small car park with a couple of portakabins, a high wire fence and some CCTV posts. All very discrete. 
 
    At five minutes to four, when Victoria Chapman was due for her appointment, a woman came out of the front door. She was wearing jeans and a long black coat buttoned all the way up to the neck, even though it was pretty warm outside. From fifty metres away I couldn’t get a good look at her face, but then she got into her car, the gates were opened for her and she passed us as she drove out. I caught a quick glimpse of her profile and recognized her immediately. It was the Mother Superior from the 17th Century convent. And she was driving a Renault Clio. 
 
    Five minutes later another car pulled up at the gate. The woman inside flashed some form of ID to the hi-viz clad security guard, and the gates opened. She drove in, parked and got out. As she went in through the door, I was again frustrated that she was just too damn far away to get a good look at her. 
 
    By this stage Zeb was getting really agitated. He said it was just a matter of time before we were approached, but I convinced him to stay on for a while. I told him I thought the second woman might’ve been my organ harvester, but I couldn’t be sure and I wanted to wait and get a better look when she re-appeared. 
 
    An hour later she re-emerged, just as a man – a tall, bald man who was unmistakeable even at this distance – went in. This dude was the ‘king’s messenger’, the guy who had ridden into the convent courtyard to announce the death of the king to the sisters. Only now, instead of a horse’s reins, he was thumbing an iphone 12. They both nodded politely as they passed each other. 
 
    The woman got into her car, a small blue hatchback, and drove out. And as she passed us, driving slowly as she went through an amber light, I clocked her properly for the first time. No doubt about it. This was my nun, my nurse, my soldier. She looked different with auburn hair tied back in a bun, but the face was just the same. 
 
    “Oh my god,” I said, momentarily forgetting all about my cover story. “That’s her.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Zeb said queasily.  
 
    “Uh-huh. Hey, let’s tail her, see where she goes.”  
 
    Zeb frowned, took his hands off the wheel. He looked like he wanted to split instead. “Come on Zeb, I thought you were done hiding. It’s why you wear the hat, right?” 
 
    It was a challenge to his masculinity, his pride, his principles. It seemed to work. Zeb steeled himself, put the car in gear and his hands back on the wheel. 
 
    “Attaboy,” I said with a smile. “But do me a favour, will you?”  
 
    Zeb glanced over at me.  
 
    “Just this once... take the damn hat off?”  
 
     With a pained expression, he took his hat off and tossed it onto the back seat. His hair was flattened and greased back, making him look more disturbed - and disturbing - than he really was.   
 
    We tailed the hatchback for about ten minutes before it pulled into a minimart. Victoria Chapman got out and went inside the store. We parked in the parking lot opposite the entrance, sat and waited. And as we sat there, I was again preoccupied with the same disconcerting thought that had briefly popped into my head the day before; the weird little inconsistency in Zeb’s hacking story.  
 
    “Zeb?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You know what you said about the receptionist’s password?” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “You said she only ever changed the last two digits, and that was how you accessed the appointments diary.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well, I was just wondering, how did you find out the rest of it? The part that never changes?” 
 
    Zeb shifted uncomfortably in his seat. He wouldn’t meet my eye. His head shook and swayed slowly back and forth, reminding me of footage I’d once seen of a mistreated gorilla kept for too long in a cage that was too small.  
 
    “Zeb?” 
 
    He wasn’t answering. My heart began to race. I felt inside my jacket pocket to make sure the gun was still there, and my fingers closed around the reassuringly cold steel.  
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    Zeb still wasn’t answering. 
 
    “Zeb?” 
 
    “Right. Yeah. Well, you see... you have to understand...” His eyes kept flicking between me and the minimart. He was nervous, real nervous. He was acting as if something that should’ve happened already hadn’t happened yet. It was all wrong. It felt like a set-up. 
 
    I pulled the gun on him and he yelped, shrinking away from me and raising his trembling hands. 
 
    “Who are you, Zeb? Who are you really?” 
 
    “I’m Zeb! Zeb Ford! I swear!” 
 
    “And you still haven’t answered my question.” 
 
    Shaking all over, he whimpered and cried until the unintelligible noises finally morphed into words. His voice quivering, he said: “I knew the password because I saw the receptionist type it in.” 
 
    “You had keystroke recording software?” 
 
    “No. I saw her. I was there when she did it.” 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about?” 
 
    He swallowed hard, some previously checked emotion rising up in him. He said: “I was a patient at Hilldown.” 
 
    And there it was. The explanation for all his wild paranoia, his conspiracy mindset. It was brave of him to admit it; like when an alcoholic finally says ‘I’m an alcoholic’. Then he added: “Before the MoD took it over, I used to go there every week.”  
 
    I let the gun fall into my lap as my sense of being threatened evaporated. Zeb wasn’t a threat. He was pitiful. 
 
    “God, I’m sorry,” I said. 
 
    “They thought I was mentally ill,” he said. He wiped tears from his eyes. Then - and this almost broke my heart - he reached over for his cowboy hat and put it back on at a ludicrously crooked angle. Like his entire sense of identity and all his pride and self worth were contained in that hat. Like he was nothing without it. 
 
    Looking over his shoulder, I saw Victoria Chapman emerging from the supermarket with a bag of groceries, heading back towards her car. 
 
    “Zeb, I am so sorry,” I repeated, and I really was. Then I levelled the gun at him once more. “Now get the fuck out of the car, and slowly walk away.” 
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    Zeb hightailed it out of the parking lot, and I sat alone in the car, watching Victoria Chapman unload her groceries onto the back seat of her own vehicle. She would be out of here in seconds, I thought. Now or never. I jumped out and walked over to her as she slammed her rear door shut. 
 
    “Victoria Chapman?” I shouted, and she looked up at me. There was no recognition in her eyes, at least not immediately. 
 
    “Who’s askin’?” Her accent was cockney or Essex or whatever the hell they called it over there. 
 
    “You know who I am, right?” 
 
    She shook her head, went to get in her driver’s seat, but before she could do so I came closer and said: “I’d like to talk to you.” 
 
    “I don’t know you, mate,” she said.  
 
    It never ceased to amaze me how, for all their natural reserve, the Brits would refer to someone who was anything but as their ‘mate’. Vicky was playing dumb, that much was obvious, and she wasn’t even about to give me the time of day, let alone the inside scoop on Yukon. So I tried a different tack. I pulled out the gun, grabbed her by the wrist and said: 
 
    “Move and I’ll break your arm.” 
 
    I swear, to this day I don’t know why I said it. They don’t teach you how to break arms in Basic, and it’s not like I subsequently specialised in arm breaking, so where did it come from? Movies, I guess. The fact is, I’d never kidnapped anyone before, and I haven’t since. I didn’t know what the fuck I was doing! Luckily Vicky didn’t know that I didn’t know, although she worked it out pretty quickly.   
 
    When I said it she just froze, and we both stood there a moment in the wedge of space between the open car door and the side of the vehicle. This afforded some degree of cover from the eyes of the shoppers milling about in the parking lot, but already I could feel their curious stares boring into us.  
 
    Keeping my free hand clamped around her wrist, and the gun down low in the small of her back, I ordered her into the driver’s seat. She got in and I went round and slipped into the passenger seat next to her. She could’ve made a run for it at that point, or shouted for help, but she didn’t. I guess she was too afraid of what I might do.  
 
    “Drive,” I said. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Out of town.”  
 
    She started the car and we headed out on to the road, cruising slowly past drive-thru restaurants and discount warehouses. The roads were clogged with traffic, and every time we slowed to a halt or a crawl my heart began to race. 
 
    “Buckle up,” I said. “And lock your door.”  
 
    With eerie passivity, she did as she was told.  
 
    “I’m not gonna hurt you,” I told her, “unless you give me any shit. Okay?”  
 
    She nodded meekly.  
 
    At last the traffic began to clear and we sped up a little. We passed through a suburban area on the outskirts of Catterick, red brick houses clustered together around twisting cul-de-sacs. In many of the windows there were CNU posters with the slogan ‘Never again, never before’ prominently displayed. Made a mistake? No problem, just go back and fix it; if only the government would let you! The CNU’s message was contagious. It was everywhere. 
 
    I suddenly realised this was the worst possible time to be contemplating time travel politics. I tightened my grip on the gun and made sure it was still trained carefully on Vicky as she drove. And now something else occurred to me.     
 
    “Where’s your phone?” I asked. 
 
    “In the bag by your feet.”  
 
    I reached down, rummaged in her handbag, pulled out her cell phone, opened the window and tossed it out. Vicky’s eyes widened, but she kept quiet. 
 
    Again I said: “You know who I am, right?” 
 
    “I ain’t never seen you before.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes. “So that’s how it’s gonna be?”  
 
    Her brow furrowed.  
 
    “Your name’s Victoria, right? Victoria Chapman?”  
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “Victoria, listen. I’m sorry to pull this shit on you, really I am, but I think you’re the only person who can help me.” 
 
    “Who are you?”  
 
    “You can drop the act now.” 
 
    “It ain’t an act.” 
 
    “Bullshit. You know damn well who I am.” 
 
    She thought for a minute, then nodded. “You’re one of them CNU people.” 
 
    I slammed my fist on the dashboard, making her jump, and break.  
 
    “Don’t slow down. Keep going.” 
 
    “There’s money in my purse.” 
 
    “I don’t want your money,” I said, then realised actually I did; by now they would’ve frozen my bank account. “I want answers. When I saw you at the cemetery-” 
 
    “The cemetery?” A hoarse, terrified whisper. 
 
    “Brookwood. You didn’t see me, but I sure as hell saw you.” 
 
    We had left the town and the traffic behind us, and were now cruising along a straight road that cut through the middle of a forest.  And now she was slowing down again.  
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” I said.  
 
    But Vicky had already thought about it, and in some detail. She’d figured out that slowing down made me nervous, and speeding up made me relaxed. So when the speedometer started climbing again, from thirty to forty to forty five, I relaxed too much, and let the gun fall into my lap. And that was when she unclipped her seat belt... 
 
    “Wait, what the-” 
 
    ...unlocked her door... 
 
    “-fuck are you-” 
 
    ...and jammed the gear stick into fifth, slamming her foot down on the accelerator so I was forced back into my seat even as I tried to reach down for the pistol. By the time I had the gun back in my hands, her driver’s door was already swinging closed again, and she was gone. 
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    I don’t know if Vicky had seen the sharp bend up ahead, and timed her escape accordingly. I wouldn’t put it past her. Anyway, I was still leaning over to grab the steering wheel when the car ploughed into the crash barrier. Air bags exploded, cushioning the whole left side of my body as the vehicle abruptly lost momentum. And then I was up against the roof, then down on the seats, then up in the roof again, until the car jolted to an upright halt and the windshield shattered. Its sharp, heavy fragments burst the airbags with two loud pops. I fell back down onto the two front seats, this time landing painfully on the gearstick.  
 
    Hauling myself out through the now windowless windshield, I fell off the crumpled bonnet onto a bed of wet leaves. The car had careened sideways through the crash barrier and rolled down one side of a ditch, where it now lay wrecked.  
 
    I was shaking and cold, real cold, but I gave myself a quick once-over and could find no obvious signs of injury. I got to my feet, retrieved the gun from inside the wreck and scuttled up the slope. 
 
    I started limping along the roadside back the way we’d come, but I couldn’t see Vicky. I looked for any kind of tell-tale disturbance in the roadside foliage, a point where she might have disappeared off into the woods. Soon she did my work for me, re-appearing from out of the trees in the far distance, back onto the road. She was limping down the middle of the tarmac, hoping to flag down the next driver that came along.  
 
    “Hey!” I shouted, and she looked back over her shoulder. I was limping too, and it took me two more minutes to finally catch up with her. The road was dead quiet – for now – and darkness was descending.   
 
    “Wait!” I yelled as I put a hand on her shoulder.  
 
    She turned and lashed out at me wildly, punching and kicking and spitting.  
 
    I backed off, drew the pistol and said “Calm down.” An absurd choice of words under the circumstances.  
 
    She froze, her hostility subsiding into mute fear. There was a gaping wound in her left thigh, blood coming through a rip in her jeans. 
 
    “You’re hurt.” 
 
    “Get away from me, you cunt.”  
 
    Suddenly her face was illuminated by car headlights approaching from behind me. She started to wave frantically, so I moved the pistol right up to her face. She froze again. 
 
    “Get off the fuckin’ road right now. Move.” I pushed her towards the shelter of the forest, and we crouched low together behind a tree, me with the gun in her back the whole time, waiting to make sure the car kept going.  
 
    As it sped past and the engine noise dissipated, I got up and dragged Vicky deeper into the woods. She struggled and fought some more and I did my best to calm her down, mostly by backing off each time she lashed out. She was tough, very tough. Under normal circumstances she probably could’ve kicked my ass, but the leg wound was weakening her resolve. I tried my best to reassure her that I wasn’t about to pull any nasty psycho shit on her, and after a while I started to get through to her. 
 
    We stumbled across a dilapidated old caravan, semi-abandoned in a small clearing next to an electricity pylon. I tapped on the grease-smeared window; no response. I forced the door open and it half fell off its hinges. I pushed Vicky inside and then followed, closing the door behind me as best I could. Inside it was near pitch-black.  
 
    “You got a torch or anything?” I asked. 
 
    “Could’ve used my phone if you hadn’t thrown it out the fuckin’ window.” 
 
    “A lighter? Matches?” 
 
    She searched her pockets and pulled out a cheap plastic lighter, which she held up high for a few seconds. In a corner of the caravan, something small with claws rapidly scurried out of sight, making both of us jump. The interior consisted of a foldaway sofa, a few cupboards, a gas stove, some wood cutting tools and a few logs. A rusty old tin bath, unconnected to any plumbing apparatus, sat on the linoleum floor of the kitchen area. The caravan must have belonged once to some vagrant or oddball or outcast, someone who had wanted nothing more to do with society. I could relate. 
 
    I turned the gas on and lit the stove with the lighter, casting us both in an eerie blue half light.  
 
    “You’re still bleeding,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah. Reckon I’m gonna pass out soon.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Coz I’m a nurse. And I feel dizzy.” 
 
    “You’re a nurse? Then tell me what to do.”  
 
    She lay down on the sofa and unfastened her jeans, pulling them down around her knees to expose the wound. The gash in her thigh was deep and long. She must have caught it on the jagged end of the crash barrier. Blood was trickling steadily from the wound, painting her leg with a fast-expanding network of crimson branches. It was freaking me out.   
 
    “Have you got a needle and thread?” she asked. 
 
    “Do I lool like I’m into cross stitch?” 
 
    “Shh, calm down, calm down. You’ll have to cauterize it then.” 
 
    “Cauterize?” 
 
    “Burn it shut.” 
 
    I swallowed. “Oh god.” 
 
    “Find something metal.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
     “Anything!” 
 
    “The gun?” 
 
    “Yeah, the gun.” 
 
    I took out the pistol and followed her instructions as best I could with trembling hands.  
 
    “Hold it in the gas flame,” she said. “Turn it right up, get the end of the gun really hot, I mean glowing... good... now hold both sides of the wound and pinch ‘em together... ah!”  
 
    She winced as I squeezed her thigh back together, making still more blood pump from the gore in the middle.  
 
    “Now drag the end of the gun along the wound.” 
 
    “Jesus, are you sure?” 
 
    “Just do it!” 
 
    “Okay.” But I was hesitating again. “Okay but which part exactly is the wound?” 
 
    “See the thing with blood pourin’ out of it, darlin’?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “That’s the wound.” 
 
    I moved the tip of the gun towards her thigh and then held it there, hovering a few inches above. I don’t know why but I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. 
 
    “Oi,” she said. “What’s your name?” Her voice sounded woozy and faint. 
 
    “Ash,” I said. 
 
    “Ash, look at me... look at me. I ain’t a person anymore. I’m a steak, yeah? You need to burn me.”  
 
    I swallowed, nodded, pressed the glowing gun barrel down onto her leg and drew it along the length of the wound. As the searing hot metal connected with the torn flesh, it hissed and smoked, and her scream was like Rosemary giving birth to her baby. But through it all I could see the wound knitting together and sealing up.  
 
    When it was done she said: “Take your shirt off,” and by that point I was actually grateful to be taking orders. I put the gun down on the floor to let it cool off, and began to unbutton my shirt.  
 
    “Tear it into long strips, four inches wide... that’ll do... now wrap ‘em tight around the wound and tie it off... tighter... that’s it... there you go.”    
 
    With the wound tied off, I began to breathe again. 
 
    “You did alright,” she said, and her arms fell limply onto the sofa.  
 
    I continued to stare down at my handiwork for a minute. The bleeding seemed to have stopped. Then my gaze shifted back to Vicky’s face, and I saw that for the first time all the fear and hostility had melted away. The softness was back, and the beauty with it. Here, again, was the woman from the convent. 
 
    Vicky sat up straight and winced. “Thanks, Ash,” she said.  
 
    I smiled and said: “You do know who I am, don’t you?” 
 
    She looked a little bashful, then replied: “Yeah. I know who you are.” And then she was scrabbling about on the floor, and before I knew it she was upright again, with her finger round the trigger and the still-glowing gun barrel pointed right at my chest.  
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    “I hate you people,” Vicky snarled. “CNU lefties like you, you’re the ones turning people into fuckin’-” 
 
    “But I’m not-” 
 
    “Shut up! You’re the ones turning people into criminals. Makin’ ‘em think they can do whatever they fuckin’ want, coz they can just go back and fix it later. No morals, that’s your problem. You can mug some old lady and it ain’t never your fault, is it? Oh no, it’s society. It’s the government. Nothing to do with me mate, even though I’m the one what fuckin’ done it!” 
 
    “Please, I’m just trying to find out-” 
 
    “Shut up! I’ve had enough of it. We all have. I’m a nurse, but I’m a soldier too, yeah? I’m trained to kill the enemy...” She cocked the pistol and jammed it right into my temple. “...and that’s you, mate.” 
 
    Her finger closed around the trigger, and it was so close to my ear I could hear every tiny metallic squeak each time she squeezed it a little more. 
 
    And then the caravan door was shoved open, and there, framed in the doorway, stood a bearded, heavily built man with long, dark, greasy hair. He wore a yellow raincoat over a loose-knitted jumper, grimy jeans and mud-caked hiking boots. He looked more like a fisherman than a caravan dweller, except instead of fish, he was holding two dead squirrels by their tails. 
 
    For a second or two, none of us moved. We just stared at one another, each trying to evaluate the new situation. Seeing the gun in Vicky’s grasp, the bearded man dropped the two squirrels on the floor and raised both hands. 
 
    “I don’t want any trouble,” he said softly. “What’s going on here isn’t any of my business.” Then he swallowed and added: “But this is my home.” 
 
    Vicky took her gun – my gun – away from my temple and lowered it. She uncocked it and shoved it inside the waistband of her trousers. “That’s alright mate,” she said. “I was just leavin’.”  
 
    She limped gingerly towards the door, stepping around the two dead squirrels as she went, but the man was still in the doorway, blocking her path. 
 
    “You’re limping,” the man observed. There was a slight tremor in his voice as he looked her up and down, for a little longer than was strictly necessary. “You alright?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Vicky said, and went closer to the door.  
 
    Finally, reluctantly, the man moved aside and let her pass – out into the night. He watched Vicky limp slowly through the woods. He was breathing heavily. He seemed to have forgotten I was there, hungry eyes locked on Vicky the whole time. 
 
    “Sir?” I said, and as he turned back to face me, I noticed for the first time that there was a CNU poster pinned to the inside window of the caravan. The man looked annoyed, offended by my presence in his home. He came quickly towards me and raised a fist, and then all was dark. 
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     When I came to, the first thing I saw was the beady black eyes of one of the dead squirrels. I was lying next to it on the caravan floor. 
 
    The first thing I heard was Vicky yelling and struggling, and I could hear the heavy panting and grunting of the bearded man. Through the mist and the pain in my temple from where he had delivered the knockout blow, I managed to turn over in time to see what was going on. He was slapping Vicky hard across the face, one blow after another after another, until she went limp. Then he threw her down on the sofa and sat astride her. He reached down with shaking hands to unzip his fly. The man’s breathing became more urgent, more laboured still. 
 
    “No... Don’t...” I heard Vicky sob. 
 
    “I’ll never do this again,” the man said. And then he grew more excited as he added: “And I never did it this time either. I’ll come back and stop myself before I do.” 
 
    “No,” Vicky said again, with as much firmness as she could muster. 
 
    “You can do it too,” the man added, almost apologetically. “It never happened to you either.” 
 
    Somehow I was on my feet. I jumped on the man’s back and wrapped my arms around his throat, using my momentum as I fell backwards to pull him with me, off and away from Vicky. Now I was on the floor and he was on top of me and straight away he had both his heavy-set hands around my throat, choking the life out of me. My hands were at his throat too, but the man’s neck was so thick I could barely get my fingers around it, and already the mist was descending once more. 
 
    Then there was a deafening bang, and as the world went silent I saw a red spray erupting from one side of the man’s head. He fell limply onto the floor, out of my eye line, and there behind him was Vicky, on her knees, wild-eyed, the gun wavering in her trembling hands. 
 
    “Bloody thing don’t shoot straight,” she said. The barrel was warped and twisted from the cauterizing. “I was aiming for his balls.”  
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    We found some tinned food in one of the cupboards – chilli and potatoes, just two weeks out of date. The squirrels would have been fresher but neither of us had the stomach for it. I heated the food on the stove and we ate together in silence.  
 
    Finally I said halteringly: “You know I’m not gonna hurt you, right?” 
 
    Her response was swift and dripping with typically British sarcasm: “Don’t worry, darlin’. You had me at ‘move and I’ll break your arm.’ ” She shot me a grudging, lop-sided grin. 
 
    As we finished off the gross chilli, I steered the conversation towards Project Yukon and she clammed up again. Yet now I was sensing the same thing I’d picked up on from her behaviour in the convent; that she was desperate to tell me something, but also afraid to. I persisted.  
 
    Eventually she gestured towards the dead man on the floor and said: “That’s what Yukon does to people. Turns ‘em into criminals. I wish your lot could understand that.” 
 
    “My lot?” Who did she think ‘my lot’ was? 
 
    “You heard what he said, about coming back and stopping himself? That’s what people believe now. It’s everywhere. It’s scary.” She said the word ‘scary’ as if it was occurring to her for the first time. It seemed to trip some kind of switch inside of her; namely the ‘talk’ switch. 
 
    “Tell me about the operation,” I said. “The specifics.” 
 
    “Ha! They don’t tell us shit, mate. Everything’s compart... comparted.” 
 
    “Compartmentalized?”  
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “Just tell me what you do know.”  
 
    Vicky grimaced and swallowed the last of her chilli. “Yukon’s a psy ops programme,” she said. “Disinformation.” 
 
    “Who’s running it? General Harper?” 
 
    “Yeah, on the ground. But there’s all these higher-ups we never see. CIA, NSA, fuck knows who.” 
 
    “You said disinformation. To what end?” 
 
    She shrugged, as if the answer was obvious. “To stop terror.” 
 
    “Terror from who? The Caliphate?” 
 
    “Yeah. And to put America ahead of the game, so they’re running rings round everyone else. With intelligence gathering, I mean.” 
 
    “But who do they want to disinform? The Caliphate? The guy they ‘send back in time’?” This last phrase I spat out with bitter irony. 
 
    Vicky laughed dismissively. “Nah, not him. They couldn’t give a shit about him. He’s just a link in the chain. A mug. He’s... what’s that word?  Incidental.” 
 
    “Incidental enough to have killed when he finds out it’s all bullshit?” 
 
    “I dunno.” 
 
    “So who then? Is it the Caliphate, or just anyone who watches the news?”  
 
    “I dunno, but if I had to guess, I’d say the best way to convince the Caliphate would be to convince the whole bloody world. So they leak the story to The Chronicle, coz the Chronicle’s always leaking military stuff anyway. They’ve been doing it for years coz they’re a bunch of lefties who don’t give a shit about national security. And they’re good at it too. They get the story right. I mean, if I wanted to feed people a load of bollocks about time travel and get ‘em to believe it, that’s who I’d choose.” 
 
    “You mean they wanted this ‘mug’ to leak the story?” 
 
    “Course they did. And that means they’d need someone with previous for that kind of thing, because... well, there’s this thing my shrink at Hilldown always says. It’s his favourite little pet saying.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “The best predictor of future behaviour is past behaviour.” 
 
    I thought back to my initial evaluation tests, all those questionnaires asking about my personal life, my political beliefs and so on. I remembered pondering whether to lie on those questionnaires, to mask my real beliefs because I was scared I wouldn’t get the gig if I told the truth. But I had told the truth, and I still got the gig anyway, and I’d never stopped to ask myself why, until now. The best predictor of future behaviour is past behaviour. They knew damn well this particular leopard wouldn’t change its spots. And they didn’t want it to. 
 
    “So let me get this straight,” I said. “You and your girlfriends get all dressed up to play Sisters of Mercy, everyone buys your act, and all of a sudden the Caliphate loses its terror capability? It doesn’t follow.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Apparently it does.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I don’t know, they didn’t tell us! That’s two dots you’re gonna have to join yourself,  mate.” 
 
    “That’s all you know?” 
 
    “That’s all I know.”   
 
    I stood and peered watchfully out through the window into the gloom. The forest was quiet, empty, for now at least. 
 
    “What about the hospital?” I asked. “What’s going on inside Hilldown?” 
 
    Vicky got up and planted her feet on the floor, then winced again as she remembered the wound in her leg.  
 
    “Compulsory psych evaluations,” she said. “For everyone involved in Yukon. We’ve been role-playing at the convent for ages now. It starts to get to you. Gets under your skin. You start to believe you really are that person from 1685. They call it the Stanford Effect. Fuck knows why.” 
 
    The name rang a bell with me and I told her: “Stanford Prison Experiment. They built a fake prison then brought in a load of volunteers, some played the guards, the rest were the prisoners. People started to believe it was real, got too into their roles. Guards started acting like real sadists. The whole thing got nasty so they called it off after a few days. Got too dangerous.” 
 
    “Yeah well,” Vicky said, “Imagine if they never did call it off. Imagine if they just let it go on and on. That’s what’s happening at Scapegoat Hill. And they know all about the Stanford thing, so they keep an eye on us to make sure we’re not going mental. They try and bring us back down to Earth if we start to forget who we really are. But the way things are at the convent, the roles we’ve been given, they stay with you, in or out. And the doctors are getting proper worried about it, but there’s only so much they can do coz it puts ‘em at odds with our COs. The COs want us to forget who we really are, coz it just makes everything seem more real to the target.” She shook her head bitterly. “This ain’t what army nursing’s meant to be. I know that much.” 
 
    “You sound like you want out.” 
 
    “I do. A soldier’s s’posed to protect people, not lie to ‘em. But it ain’t just that... it’s... it’s how big the lie is. Everyone believes it now, since that bloody Chronicle story came out. Everyone. And coz of what I... what happened with my husband...” She sniffed, welled up a little, wiped her eyes. “He was killed in Raqqa. And the day we said goodbye, the last time I ever saw him... see, I’d got it into my thick head that he was fucking my friend. My best friend from school. Stupid, so stupid. And the day before he deployed, he’d been out somewhere without telling me. Gone for hours he was, and when I called him he didn’t answer. So then finally he comes home, I ask him where he’s been, and straight away I can tell he’s full of shit, doesn’t want to tell me, keeps saying ‘leave it’. So now, as far as I’m concerned, that confirms it, yeah? So I call Deborah, my friend, and I tell her I know what she’s been doing, and I’ll fucking kill her if she goes anywhere near my husband again. The next day he flies out, and we still ain’t talking. We don’t even say goodbye, he just fucks off. Four days later I get a visit from the MoD telling me he’s KIA. They give me all their ‘thoughts and prayers’ bollocks which I hate coz it ain’t sincere, and on top of all that they won’t even tell me what actually happened to him! Anyway they don’t have to. I’m mates with some of the lads in my husband’s unit, and I got the whole story from them. It was a blue on blue. They’ve been ordered to take out this Caliphate stronghold; seventy or a hundred of ‘em, all holed up in a walled compound, a right fuckin’ hornet’s nest. And what happened was, my husband’s unit came under heavy fire before they could set up their ordnance. So they called in air support, as you would. Mike, that’s my husband, he fires a smoke grenade into the compound to signal the enemy position to the chopper pilot. Standard procedure, yeah? But then some twat in his unit decides to let off another smoke grenade to signal their own position. Aerial gunner gets confused, shoots at the wrong smoke, and just like that; no more husband.” 
 
    Up to this point, Vicky’s voice had been slow and steady and measured, but now, ever so slightly, it began to waver and tremble.  
 
    “And I know I should’ve been upset. I should’ve been devastated, but I was still so angry with him for what he did. I’m so angry I can’t feel anything else, even though he’s dead and I still love him. So then the thing that finally made me feel... grief ... it was... see, we’d only just got married, less than a year, and we never had a honeymoon coz we couldn’t afford it. He said one day soon he was gonna take me to Norway to see the aura bolly... the aura borra... the Northern Lights... coz I’ve always wanted to see it my whole life. So one day - this is just after he died - I’m in our bedroom going through Mike’s stuff, and I find  a receipt from the travel agents’. Two tickets to Norway, paid for on that same day before he flew out to Raqqa. The day I thought he was out fucking Deborah. He wanted it to be a surprise, and that’s why he kept telling me to leave it when I asked him where he’s been.”  
 
    She paused to draw breath and regain her composure, shivering slightly in the cold.  
 
    “And right then and there, well... that was the only time in my whole life I ever really wished I had a time machine. Not so I could go back and save him. God would’ve probably taken him anyway. But I just wanted to go back and tell myself the truth, that he wasn’t fucking Deborah, that he did love me, so we wouldn’t have to end things the way we did. So we could’ve said goodbye properly, like two people who love each other.”   
 
    Vicky dabbed at her eyes with the hem of her shirt. I wanted desperately to hold her. 
 
    “That day at the cemetery,” I said. “You were laying your husband to rest and yet you... you didn’t seem all that upset. You were smiling, actually.” 
 
    Vicky laughed at the memory. “Yeah, well. That’s what it does to people, this lie. It gives good people false hope...” She looked at the dead man on the floor. “... and it makes bad people worse.”  
 
    At this point my desire to console her was superceding everything else – like my ability to think straight. If I had been thinking straight, something about what she’d just said might have raised questions in the back of my mind, the same way Zeb’s story about the receptionist’s password had raised questions. Had I been thinking straight, I would’ve gone on to confront Vicky with these questions.  
 
    Instead I said: “I know. I understand. That’s why you’re gonna help me break in to Scapegoat Hill.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Ash...” 
 
    “You know the place, you know the set-up. You can help me.” 
 
    “For fuck sake, ain’t you been listening? Don’t you understand? It’s all bollocks! I know you want to go in there and use that machine to go back and fix things, but-” 
 
    “That’s not what I-” 
 
    “-but it’s impossible. That ain’t how it works.” 
 
    “I know! That’s not what I wanna do. I wanna go in there and film that convent, in the here and now, and show it to the world, to prove it’s all bullshit.” 
 
    Vicky’s eyes widened. “But why would you... I mean, you’re CNU.” 
 
    “No. I’m not.” 
 
    “Then who-” 
 
    “I just wanna film that convent before they demolish it.” 
 
    “Demolish it? Why the fuck would they demolish it?” She looked puzzled, and then something clicked into place inside of her and she said: “Oh my god. You don’t know, do you?” 
 
    “Know what?”  
 
    Vicky started to say something, but her words were swiftly drowned out by the sudden shattering of glass, and the sound of bullets impacting on the flimsy walls of the caravan. 
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    We both dived down simultaneously, soldiers’ instincts kicking in, though Vicky’s were sharper than my own. Another burst of automatic gunfire strafed the caravan, lower this time, keeping us pinned to the floor. When it ended, I looked at Vicky, pointed to the tin bath in the kitchen area. We scrambled for it together, keeping as low as possible. I ducked in first and Vicky lay flat on top of me. We were face to face, body to body, but the sudden intimacy barely registered through the mist of my blind panic. One more sustained burst from outside battered our eardrums. The sides of the bath were now pockmarked with small indentations from bullets that had almost, but not quite, pierced the metal.  
 
    As everything fell quiet again, I realised I had the pistol on me and I brought it out, holding it close to my chest in front of Vicky. She pointed at the warped end of the gun barrel, frowned and shook her head: ‘no good’.  
 
    There was a loud screech as someone yanked open the caravan door. It sounded like just one person, but I wasn’t sure. 
 
    “Say ‘don’t shoot’,” I whispered to Vicky, “then stand up, but don’t get out the bath.” 
 
    “No!” she mouthed back. 
 
    “It’s not you they want dead! Trust me!” 
 
    Heavy, slow footsteps clomped across the linoleum. The gunman was just feet away now. 
 
    Vicky bit her lip and finally shouted: “Don’t shoot!”  
 
    I rolled over to the edge of the bath to give her space to stand.  
 
    After a brief hesitation, a harsh male voice came back: “Get your hands in the air!”  
 
    Vicky raised her hands, then stood up slowly. The guy was real close already and I was terrified that if he took even one more step he would see me over the lip of the bath. 
 
    “Get out of the bath,” the voice said. It had a familiar American twang to it. But all I could see was Vicky’s legs trembling as she bravely stayed where she was. 
 
    “Step out of the bath right now!” I was sure I knew that voice.  
 
    Still Vicky didn’t budge. 
 
    “Goddammit!” the voice said, and that was when it clicked; the impatience, the underlying slowness of thought. I knew who it was, and what he was about to do, and what I had to do first.  
 
    Looking up from my vantage point at the bottom of the tub, I saw an arm clad in camo fatigues reach out to grab Vicky’s wrist. She yelled, and that was when I sat up, put the twisted pistol barrel right up into Seth’s groin and, aiming vertically, pulled the trigger.  
 
    Vicky reeled backwards as a red and gray mist erupted from the top of Seth’s shoulder. He still clung to her arm as he fell against the side of the bath, but she yanked it free right before he hit the linoleum. His weapon, an M16 carbine, clattered to the floor beside him, and I quickly retrieved it and checked the magazine. There were three rounds left.  
 
    Seth was still conscious, looking up at me all wide-eyed like a scared little boy. His eyes were incredibly bloodshot, probably from our previous encounter. I finished him off with a shot to the heart, so I guess he must have had one after all. I wonder now if I still did at that point. 
 
    I went to the doorway and peered out into the night. I couldn’t see anyone but I heard a brief, distant shout; at least one more assailant out there, waiting to close in on the caravan.  
 
    “Listen,” I said to Vicky, “they’re after me, not you. They don’t know you’re with me. So when I run, you stay put and let me draw them off.” 
 
    Vicky nodded and put a hand on my shoulder. “J sector,” she said. “If you’re gonna go there, that’s the only place you can break in. Come in from the north east and you might be alright. There’s less security up that end. They’ll take longer to find you.” 
 
    I nodded and whispered: “Thank you.” 
 
    “Ash, there’s something else.”  
 
    But then more voices echoed through the trees – much closer now. I took a deep breath and hopped out through the door, running like crazy for the nearest tree. More shouts as I was spotted, and another short burst of fire as I made it to the tree trunk. Shards of loose bark shattered and span off into the night. I ran again for the next tree, and again the gunfire reached me just as I took cover behind the trunk.  
 
    Now there was torchlight emanating from somewhere behind me, lighting up the forest. The torch put me at a disadvantage – I couldn’t run anymore, I’d be a sitting duck – but it also gave away my assailant’s location, and I still had Seth’s M16 in my hands. I slowed my breathing as best I could, trying to calm myself enough to do what had to be done. And then I stepped out from behind the tree, facing the torch and raising the rifle, and I couldn’t really see shit for the dazzling white pinpoint of light in front of me, but it didn’t matter because the light was my target.  
 
    I tried to pull the trigger but it jammed, and rather than seeking cover again behind the tree, I kept trying to squeeze that caught trigger, because my instincts had failed me, surrendering instead to blind panic, and  in that split second I had time enough to comprehend my mistake, though not to compensate for it. 
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    And then nothing happened. There was no shot from the torch bearer, nor even any movement. The dot of light continued to just hover there, tracking me as I finally came to my senses and ran deeper into the forest. 
 
      
 
    Harper 
 
    Somebody not so wise once said: cursing is the sign of a limited vocabulary. Well I beg to differ. If you never curse, then you’re limiting your vocabulary, not expanding it. So what the fuck do they know?   
 
    I mention this because I had the damn kid in my sights, but for some reason all I could do was stand there and quietly curse to myself as he hurtled off into the night. My finger had been closed around the trigger of my semi-automatic the whole time. I had confidence in my own weapon. It had never let me down. I had my prey right where I wanted it, blinded and afraid. And I chose to do nothing. 
 
    My companion crept up behind me. An arrogant, gum-chewing Special Forces type. 
 
    “You get him?” he whispered. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Did it jam?” 
 
    “No, I lost him.” 
 
    “What? You had him right there in your beam!” 
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you.”  
 
    GI Joe shook his head. He chewed some more. He said: “Dude, I can’t believe we let you tag along.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Well, I’m a little rusty I guess. And by the way, you will address me as General or Sir at all times, or your ass’ll be in Leavenworth before you even lose the flavour in that fuckin’ gum. Okay dude?”  
 
      
 
    Fleabourne 
 
    I ran through the forest without knowing or caring what direction I was headed in. I just knew I had to put as much distance as possible between me and that last shooter. It’s amazing how far pure adrenaline will get you, and how utterly spent you are when it finally runs out.  
 
    Eventually I hit a road, and lay low in the ditch running alongside it, listening out for cars with one ear, and movement in the forest behind me with the other. I flagged down the fifth car that passed (it took five because when the first two passed I was inadvertently still holding the rifle!) and hitched a lift into Darlington.  
 
    The old timer behind the wheel wouldn’t let me in the car until I told him how I’d ended up out in the woods at night, so I gave him a story about being a lone hiker who’d lost his pack in a stream. I used the detail from when that had actually happened to make it more convincing. 
 
    We got to Darlington just as the sun was coming up. I thanked the driver and hopped out into a deserted main street. It looked pretty much like every other small town main street I’d seen in England; Costas and Starbucks and Boots and Wetherspoons, only this time the street was a little wider and there was a quirky old clock tower at one end. I needed the stores to be open, and they weren’t yet, but CCTV never sleeps, so I loitered conspicuously in a camera-free side alley. Better to be spotted by a passerby than a camera, I thought.  
 
    Some time after 9am I found a hardware store and bought a pair of bolt cutters, a length of rope and a backpack, and then, from an electronics store, a phone with a decent hi-res camera.  
 
    I spent the last of my money on breakfast in some bargain basement trucker’s diner, stocking up on carbs and planning out the long hike ahead of me. The ordnance survey map I was using to find my way to the perimeter made no mention of any MoD owned property. The outer edges of the Scapegoat Hill facility were not marked. But this was hardly a problem because the ring-fenced area was so huge, at least 40 square kilometres, and the topographical feature I was aiming for - Scapegoat Hill itself, that tree-topped ridge overlooking the convent - was clearly marked. All I had to do was follow a straight line from the town to the hill, or as straight a line as the various drains and ditches would allow, and I would reach the perimeter well before sundown. Vicky had told me to approach it from the north east, J Sector being the northeasterly quadrant of the MoD land, and Darlington, where I was now, lay just north east of there, so it looked pretty feasible. 
 
    I made good progress. The town soon gave way to rolling hills and meadows. I was careful to avoid the main roads and stuck largely to footpaths and open countryside. The going was soggy under foot but dry overhead.  
 
    About six hours after leaving the town behind I reached the perimeter. I took shelter in a wooded area about a hundred metres or so back from the fence, climbing a tree to give myself a good vantage point. There was a conspicuous absence of CCTV. Were the cameras camouflaged? Buried in the grass? It seemed too easy. Only later would I learn the reason for this; that a lack of CCTV doesn’t necessarily equate to a lack of eyes on. In any event, I could hear the gentle buzz of a generator close by, powering a presumably electrified fence. 
 
    Climbing down from the tree, I took the rope from my backpack and tied one end securely around the business end of the bolt cutters. I chose my spot, moved as close as the length of the rope would allow, and, holding tightly onto the free end of the rope, I started to swing the bolt cutters around my head, before letting them sail up and over the fence. They landed heavily in the turf just beyond, and I used the rope to haul them back in again, hoping to god that the elaborate knot I’d made would hold firm. I managed to manoeuvre the rope so that the bolt cutters came freely up and over the wire, briefly making contact with the fence as they passed, and, I hoped, triggering some kind of alarm in the process. Now I retreated back into the trees, set my stop watch going, and waited.   
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    Seven minutes later, two perimeter guards arrived on foot. They inspected the fence at precisely the point where I’d thrown the bolt cutters, and when they found nothing out of the ordinary, one of them took out a pair of binoculars and made a quick survey of the surrounding landscape, including the tree line outside the perimeter where I was now lying hidden – well enough, I hoped – behind a hedgerow. The guard seemed satisfied, and the two men disappeared again over a low, heather-strewn horizon. 
 
    I waited another half hour before repeating the process, again lobbing the bolt cutters over the fence in the same spot as before, and slowly drawing them in again. Again they made contact with the fence as I pulled on the rope, and again the fact that I was pulling them narrow-end first meant that I was able to draw them over the wire without them becoming snagged. I set the stop watch going once more, and this time nine minutes elapsed before the two guards showed up again. They conducted the same cursory check as before, even more cursory this time, before returning to their post. 
 
    Another half hour elapsed before I made my move. I loosened the knot and pulled the rope free from the bolt cutters, then stuffed the rope into my backpack. And now I walked up to the fence, bolt cutters in hand. The wire was still buzzing away but I figured, or maybe just hoped, that the tool’s rubber handles were insulated enough to protect me from the charge running through the fence. I cut the wire.  
 
    Nothing – just a dull snap. I made three more cuts through the other wires running horizontally along the fence, put the bolt cutters back in the bag, and ducked through onto the moor.  
 
      
 
    Harper 
 
    The command centre at Hilldown was a mammoth operation in itself. We really stewed the dishrag on that one. It had its own cover story; it was an ‘annexe’ to the pre-existing psychiatric hospital. It was a new administrative hub for a privately owned mental health facility. Like all the best lies, this was partially true; psychiatric health was both an element of our operation and a front for it. 
 
    To access the command centre, you had to pass through the hospital. The hospital was visible from the main road, so military uniforms were a no-no. When you got to the rear of the building, you passed out into a small courtyard, and then over to the new annexe. Nobody who worked in the hospital had access to the annexe. As far as they were concerned, we were all just ‘administrators’, dontchaknow. We were suitably vague about it. We never specified who really owned the annexe.  
 
    The cover worked beautifully. Nobody suspected a thing - apart from a handful of conspiracy nuts. They used to loiter around the front of the hospital, because they’d spotted the pixellated rooftop on Google Maps. But their theories made about as much sense as government cheese. They were always so wild that we never paid them any mind. According to these bozos, the roof was pixellated because that was where ‘we’ (us sinister human/alien hybrids) put our ‘harvest bins’. These were – get this – tubs full of human organs that we’d ‘harvested’ from unsuspecting psychiatric patients. The organs were kept on ice in these tubs on the roof. Then, at night, alien spaceships would come down and hover over these bins. A little ramp or something would come down and ET would come out and bring the human organs into the spacecraft. Then they’d fly off back to the mothership, where the ‘hybridization’ process was done in earnest. It was beautiful; the wilder the theories became, the less anyone who wasn’t completely nuts took any notice of Hilldown. 
 
    So why did we really get Google to pixellate that rooftop? What was really up there? A helipad (un-used up to this point), and some satellite dishes. That’s all it was! The dishes were our comms link with the NSA-directed spy satellites. These satellites were now trained on Scapegoat Hill 24/7, looking for heat signatures. Now we could’ve left it unpixellated, I guess. That would’ve been preferable actually. But the fact is, some people know an awful lot about satellite dishes. They know what different types of dishes are used for. They can recognize each type. That was a risk we couldn’t afford to take: having someone figure out what kind of satellite feeds we had operating in the area. So we got Google to censor our rooftop. 
 
    Inside the building there was an ops centre. It ran audio and visual feeds from hidden mics and cameras dotted throughout the convent (including the outhouse, where our boy had been resting up). From the ops centre we could see and hear everything going on in and around the convent. We also had other screens showing overhead satellite feeds. State of the art heat signature recognition that could see through cloud cover. It could tell you if a heat source was coming from a person or a rabbit or even a darn hedgehog! 
 
    These feeds covered every sector - A thru L - in the 80 square kilometre area surrounding the convent. This was the area that we’d acquired and sealed off from the public. So in theory we had great coverage of the area. But we hadn’t anticipated how unreliable the satellite comms links would prove to be. They were intermittent, on and off the whole time. That was the chink in our armour. The reason I was getting nervous that afternoon as I sat in the command centre.  
 
    I was basically a third wheel at that point. Nothing much needed done. So for a minute I stopped being nervous. I started daydreaming about Irene instead; about taking her to a summer fair back home; warm summer evenings with romance and fireflies and corndogs and lemon shake-ups.  
 
    Then I got nervous about the comms links all over again. So I decided to call up all the different sentry posts in all the different sectors around the perimeter. Everything was fine until I got to J Sector. 
 
    “Anything to report?” I asked the guard. 
 
    “Two false alarms, General.” 
 
    “Two?” 
 
    “Correction. Three, sir. We think it’s some kind of animal disturbance. We’ve been out twice already. There’s nothing wrong.” 
 
    “Well you’d better get your asses out there again, gentlemen. You know what day it is.” 
 
    “Yes sir.”  
 
    This had me worried. The satellite feed had been jerking us around again. We didn’t have any eyes on J sector. In fact the only sat link that never seemed to go wrong was the most expensive one – the one that covered A sector; the convent itself. I picked up another phone and called GCHQ. They patched me through to the NSA’s satellite reconnaissance unit. 
 
    “This is General Harper requesting you reconfigure the Alpha Sat to cover J Sector.” 
 
    “Please hold,” the ice-cool female American voice said. Then, a moment later: “General Harper? That’s a negative, sir. Alpha Sector is priority one until further notice.” 
 
    “This is further notice.” 
 
    “I mean further notice from Langley, sir.” 
 
    I slammed the phone down. There wasn’t time to waste going through Langley red tape. I got hold of one of my ‘administrators’. I ordered him to drive me out to the perimeter. 
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    The clouds were threatening rain again when I finally made it to the top of the hill and took shelter under the trees. The air was chilly, damp and very still. The only sound came from birds chirruping in the branches overhead; they lent the place a disturbing kind of serenity, disturbing because the serenity was utterly illusory. 
 
    There were more trees in front of me, blocking my line of sight to the valley below where the convent should have been. So I shimmied up the tallest tree and managed to get a decent foothold, and then suddenly there it all was, sprawled out in front of me, exactly the way I’d remembered; the chapel and the outhouse and the low square building with the courtyard in the middle. Thank Christ, it was still there!  
 
    Daylight was rapidly fading and I worried that my cheapo camera phone wouldn’t pick up the details of the buildings through the gloom if I left it much longer. I wriggled my way out of the backpack, took out the phone and let the pack fall to the ground. 
 
    It powered up okay, and the tree I was clinging to afforded me and the phone just enough shelter from the first few raindrops to keep the thing dry as I began recording the scene below.  
 
    Heart racing, I began to speak halteringly into the microphone: “It’s sixteen thirty seven on October sixteenth 2025. My name is Ash Fleabourne, and what you’re looking at right now-”                
 
    “-is the last fuckin’ thing you’ll ever see if you don’t do exactly what I say.”  
 
    I froze.  
 
    The voice, a familiar one, came from somewhere behind and below me. “Well scream out padiddle and touch the car roof!” Harper chuckled. “Hello Fleabourne.”  
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    From my awkward, semi-horizontal position on the tree branch, I flipped over to see the general aiming a pistol at me with both hands. 
 
    “Drop the phone,” he said, but I wouldn’t. I couldn’t.  
 
    Instead I pointed the camera at Harper and resumed my video commentary. “I’m now being confronted by General Harper who is aiming a pistol at me.” 
 
    “Turn it off right now,” he said.  
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Okay.” I pushed the stop button, but continued to tinker with it as my hands shook. I was desperately trying to cue up the email function. 
 
    “Fleabourne, I will shoot you in the head if you don’t drop that fucking thing right now!” 
 
    Still with both legs and one arm wrapped around the tree branch, I held the camera aloft. “All I have to do is push send, General.” It was a lie – I still didn’t have it cued up – and a dumb lie at that, because he could’ve just shot me right there and then.  
 
    Instead he said: “What are you talkin’ about?” 
 
    “That video I just shot? The evidence that this was all bullshit? Fourteen different media corporations, General, from here to Beijing. Soon as I push this little red button, every last one of them gets that video straight in their mailbox. Drake might’ve sold out, but I’m guessing even the CIA hasn’t bought all these guys.”  
 
    I didn’t know why but Harper’s pistol was now wavering slightly in his hands, which prompted me to add: “So you’d better make that head shot, sir, because if you don’t, Project Yukon gets blown out of the water.”  
 
    At last, while I’d been stalling him with all my gung ho bullshit, I finally had the thing ready to go. It was only the tremor in Harper’s voice that stopped me hitting send right away.  
 
    “Son, don’t do it,” he said, and for once he seemed genuinely rattled by what I’d told him. And then he held up his free hand in a placatory gesture. “Alright,” he said. “You win, son. I’m fixin’ to toss my weapon, okay? Just don’t do anything damn stupid like pushing that button. If you give me a chance I’ll tell you why it’s not a good idea. Okay?” 
 
    “Go ahead. Toss it.” 
 
    He threw the pistol into a nearby hedge. “There. Okay? Now come down off that tree, son, and let me explain what’s going on here.” 
 
    I clambered down from the branch, still clutching the phone. The file was still cued up and ready. 
 
    Harper looked at his watch and said: “Now you gotta believe me here, Ash-” and I cut him off with a contemptuous laugh. 
 
    “Everything you ever told me was a lie,” I said. “Everything.” 
 
    “I know,” he said calmly. “Lord knows I understand that, and I’m sorry, Ash. Okay? I’m sorry, but right now there’s something you need to understand. You can’t send that file, alright? Because if you do, you’re putting thousands of American lives at risk.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and yelled: “What is it with you people! Always American lives! As if that’s the only kind of life worth sparing!” 
 
    “Alright, then I’ll put it another way. If you send that video, you’re fixin’ to start a whole new kind of war, the likes of which no-one’s ever seen before, and chances are it’s gonna be a war without end. A forever war, Ash. Understand?” 
 
    I shook my head and said: “All I’m doing is telling people the truth.” 
 
    “But son, you don’t even know the truth. You think you do, but you don’t.” 
 
    “Then tell me.” 
 
    Harper glanced down at his watch again. “Okay,” he said, “but just take your finger off that button for a minute, will you? You’re makin’ me nervous.” 
 
    While Harper had been talking, he had also been slowly circling around me, and now his eyes were fixed on a point behind my left shoulder, somewhere away down the other side of the hill, not the convent side but the direction I’d approached from.  
 
    “I’m just curious about one thing,” he said. “That day you went to the cemetery? You told me you were going there because you wanted to feel something. That thing we talked about.” 
 
    I was caught off guard by his sudden change of tack. I didn’t know how to respond.  
 
    “So?” I said. 
 
    “So did you?” 
 
    “Did I what?” 
 
    Harper rolled his eyes. “Did you feel it?” 
 
    I thought back to that day in the cemetery. “No. There was nothing to feel.” 
 
    Harper frowned like it was the saddest thing he’d ever heard. “Nothing to feel? Are you kidding me?” There were tears in his eyes now. “Cheese and mice, Fleabourne... it was all around you!” 
 
    “What was?” 
 
    Again his eyes flicked over to the point behind my left shoulder, but I wasn’t about to take the bait; I thought he was trying to make me turn and look so he could make a grab for the phone. So I kept my eyes fixed on Harper and held the phone up higher, just to remind him who was really in charge.  
 
    “What was all around me?” I repeated.  
 
    Harper sighed and shook his head mournfully. “Sacrifice,” he said, and hit the deck. 
 
    I finally turned then, to look behind me, and as I did so a shot rang out. I was about to take cover when something punched me in the arm with amazing force, spinning me round on my feet. I was dazed, but now I could see the shooter. He was lying in the grass further down the hill, about fifty metres away, a red lazer beam blinking in my direction. I looked down and saw it settle on the right side of my chest.  
 
    And then, right before the second punch, I looked at the shooter again because I couldn’t believe what I’d seen the first time.  
 
    The shooter wasn’t one of the perimeter guards.  
 
    The shooter was me.   
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    Thank god Fleabourne had logged that entry saying ‘Contact’ on his wristwatch. Otherwise I never would’ve known there was a bullet coming. As it was, I knew exactly what was about to happen, and more or less exactly when.  
 
    I lay face down on the grass. I saw Fleabourne take the chest shot. It carried him off his feet, backwards onto the ground. He lay still on his back. There were two smoking holes in his jacket, one in his left shoulder, one in his right breast. The camera phone lay in the grass by his feet. 
 
    My eyes moved down the hill. I saw a solitary figure, a lone gunman lying in the grass. He was about fifty metres below us. Now he too fell still. The modified Tavor assault rifle he’d been aiming through teetered on its stand. It tipped over.  
 
    I thought: Uff da! What a way to go. How would a death like that be recorded in a court of law? Suicide? Murder? Or both? There’s just no name for it. They’d have to invent something new. 
 
    I picked up the camera phone. I trod gingerly down the slope to meet Fleabourne – the other Fleabourne. I had to make sure he was unconscious. If he wasn’t, the game was up. Sure enough, he was passed out, just like he’d told us he would be. Passed out from exhaustion or exposure or Christ knows what. He was out like a light. But he was still breathing.  
 
    I got on the radio. I called it in to the Mother Superior. I gave her Fleabourne’s location. I ordered her to hold off on sending the sisters out to bring him to the convent until further notice. The priority was to get Fleabourne Two – the dead Fleabourne – out of the area before Fleabourne One regained consciousness. 
 
    Except Fleabourne Two wasn’t dead. He too was passed out but still breathing. I should’ve realised that before - the wound was to his right breast, not the heart side - but I’d been too preoccupied with maintaining the illusion for Fleabourne One. So I dragged his sorry, shot up ass into the bushes out of sight. Then I ordered in the sisters. Told them to get here whoopity scoot.  
 
    While I waited for them to collect, I tended to Fleabourne’s wounds. I prayed he wouldn’t come round and start screaming his ass off before the nuns could remove their charge from the area. I tore off his shirt. I cut it into strips with my hunting knife. I made three improvised tourniquets, one for the chest wound, one for the shoulder wound, and one to use as a gag to keep him quiet if he came to. But I knew from past experience that that in itself wouldn’t be enough. He was bleeding profusely from both holes. I had to work fast. I had to make sure they were tied as tight as could be.  
 
    Then I got on the radio again. I called in the medical evac unit. They were based in H sector, on the perimeter a few clicks away. I figured the nuns would get here before they did. That was the order it had to happen in. I had to get Fleabourne One on his way to the convent before I could get medical attention for Fleabourne Two. I knew this meant he would probably die. But that didn’t mean I wasn’t praying for him to survive. I prayed with all my heart that he would, even as I told the evac unit to come on foot, not by chopper. Engine noise in the area was of course a no no.  
 
    Anyway, I’d successfully stemmed the bleeding for a while. So then I just sat there waiting. Rain started to come down. I was sheltered from it by a canopy of leaves overhead. I cradled Fleabourne’s head in my lap. I stroked his hair.  
 
    *** 
 
    The sisters arrived first. They carried away their charge. Ten minutes later Fleabourne - my Fleabourne - regained consciousness. He started up with that awful guttural screaming; the kind that always comes with intense, prolonged pain. The gag was just about holding. But I still had to force my hand down over his mouth to muffle his screams, in case the noise carried all the way down the other side of the hill, to where the sisters were. I figured we’d be alright. Fleabourne had told us he hadn’t woken up again until he was in the outhouse. But I wasn’t about to take any chances. 
 
    Ten minutes after that, the evac team arrived with a stretcher and a box of tricks. They administered morphine for the pain. It finally quieted him down. They stitched up his wounds on the spot and put him on the stretcher.  
 
    The four of us hiked the four clicks to the perimeter. We took it in turns to carry the stretcher. When it wasn’t my turn, I kept tapping my pocket to make sure the cameraphone was still there. The going was tough and slow, and miserably cold in that incessant heavy rain. Shorts weather. Fleabourne passed in and out of consciousness the whole way. We went uphill, downhill, over slippery rocks, through boggy marshland. Twice we actually dropped him, dontchaknow. We had to stop and roll him back onto the stretcher. Finally we reached the perimeter. Somehow he was still breathing. On the other side of the fence an Army ambulance was waiting for us. We got him on board. All three of us sat in back with Fleabourne. They drove us to the small but well equipped emergency facility at Hilldown. He went straight into surgery. 
 
    While they were operating, I found two privates. I ordered them to guard Fleabourne 24/7 once he was out of the operating theatre and in recovery. I told them nobody – but nobody – was allowed in to see him. If anyone came round asking questions, they were to tell them the patient was a CNU protester who had breached the perimeter. 
 
    I desperately wanted to wait for the surgeons to finish and tell me he was gonna pull through, but I couldn’t. I had to get back to the command centre. There was still work to be done.  
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    On the way back to the command centre from the medical unit, I took a call from someone at MI5.  
 
    “I have some news for you,” the woman said. “Some news that might be pertinent to your current operation.” She said it like she was enjoying herself. She probably was. “The incident in Richmond Woods the other night. You were present, I understand.” 
 
    I was suddenly on guard. I remembered my failure to shoot at Fleabourne when I had the chance. 
 
    “The car the police found in that ditch?” she continued. “It’s registered to one Victoria Chapman, a staff nurse in the QAs. One of yours, isn’t she? Anyway, we think your man was with her that night.”  
 
    For cryin’ out loud, I thought. As if things weren’t screwed up enough already. 
 
    I called the Mother Superior. Something I was only allowed to do in the direst of emergencies. I figured this counted. We’d worked out a system for doing this; the Mother Superior’s cell phone was concealed at all times in her private chamber at the convent – somewhere Fleabourne was never allowed to go. The concealment point was an alcove built into the stone wall. It was covered by a panel designed to look just like the other flagstones surrounding it. The ringtone was a recording of the Mother Superior’s own voice singing choral music. This was another precaution designed to keep up the pretence of Seventeenth Century Trappistine life, in case Fleabourne somehow overheard the phone going off.  
 
    “Sister Victoria is compromising the mission,” I told her. “You’re to incarcerate her immediately.” 
 
    She said something that sounded like “Yes Lord” and hung up. It was a weak signal. The voice had been muffled and intermittent. I figured I must have misheard.  
 
    *** 
 
    The following afternoon, the NSA’s satellites were tracking Fleabourne’s heat signature once again. He had left the convent. He was making his way back to the pod. In the command centre at Hilldown, I breathlessly watched the screens with the rest of the team. At last he reached the pod. The tell-tale flash of light subsided into nothing. No heat signature remained. The room erupted, like kids winning cornhole. Shouts of triumph and applause and back-slapping. It was over. 
 
    Ninety minutes later a Chinook landed on our rooftop helipad. It was the first aircraft to fly anywhere within a hundred miles of Scapegoat Hill since the no-fly zone had been imposed. It didn’t matter any longer that a passerby might think it odd to see a military helicopter landing on the roof of a private psychiatric hospital. The mission was a success, or it would be as soon as we went in and destroyed all trace of the convent ever having existed. That would happen very soon now. 
 
    The Chinook was my ride to the convent. I boarded the chopper. Inside I was greeted by a couple of CIA suits. I hadn’t met them before. They were so young I could’ve puked. Two minutes later we were airborne. Ten minutes after that we landed outside the convent. The landing point was a wheat field that had, until now, been lovingly tended by the sisters. 
 
    We emerged from the rear of the craft. The Mother Superior, Sergeant Hughes, stood silently awaiting us. Her arms were folded. She had the holler tail. A face like granite.  
 
    One of the suits said to her: “Congratulations Sergeant, you did it.”  
 
    Hughes replied: “Thou hast crushed my wheat with thy infernal machine.”  
 
    The two young spooks smirked at each other. 
 
    “I guess she’s still in character.” 
 
    “Attagirl.” 
 
    I went to shake Hughes’s hand but she stepped back from me warily.  
 
    “Where is Sister Victoria?” I said it slowly, like I was talking English to someone who barely understood it. When she heard my voice, her expression changed. It grew instantly softer and more welcoming. 
 
    “In my chamber, Lord,” she replied. The whole ‘Lord’ thing was really starting to creep me out now.  
 
    “She secure?” 
 
    “Yes Lord,” Hughes said with a humble smile. “Most secure.” 
 
    *** 
 
    My heart rate shot up when I saw it. Blood on the door handle. I pushed the door to the chamber open. Uff da. A new reality now lay before me. Processing it took me a minute. Chapman had been staked to the table with large metal nails; one through her forehead, two more through each ankle, and one horizontally through both palms, securing her hands together in a prayer-like gesture.  
 
    My radio squawked. “Everything alright in there?” One of the suits.  
 
    At first my words wouldn’t leave my throat at all. A gag reflex getting the better of me. Then I said: “Christ, what have we done?”  
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    We placed Hughes under arrest. We flew her to the secure wing of the psychiatric ward at Hilldown. There she was kept under observation for a few hours by one of the psychiatrists, Dr Holden. He had evaluated her twice before. I wanted to find out what had gone wrong. I asked for some time with Hughes. Holden reluctantly granted my request. As we walked together through the white corridors leading to the secure wing, he was full of warnings and recriminations and general bad attitude. 
 
    “Her file says it all really,” he began. “Troubled childhood, criminal father, prostitute mother, both drug addicts. Taken into care aged five, then in and out of various institutions and prisons until finally she joins the Army.” 
 
    “I read the file too, Doctor Holden.” 
 
    “You’d think that would be the making of her, wouldn’t you? Joining the Army? But no. Various atrocities in Afghanistan - women, children - until she finally gets kicked out, serves time and then becomes a nun. A real nun.” 
 
    “I’m aware of all this. Thank you.” 
 
    “And just when she might be finding some sort of peace in her life, your lot drag her back in to the fight, just because she happened to fit the bill for your little role-playing exercise. And now she can’t decide if she’s meant to be a soldier or a nun. Doesn’t even know what century she’s in.  Bloody irresponsible if you ask me.” 
 
    “I’m not asking you.” 
 
    “No, you never did. If you had you might’ve seen this coming.” He shot me a stern, pointed glance.  
 
    If I’d had my druthers I would’ve come down hard on the insolent bastard. Really pulled rank and taken him to task. But I kept my mouth shut. There just wasn’t time.    
 
    “It’s the strangest thing,” he continued. “She’s clearly delusional, as you’ll see, but let me warn you now; it won’t do any good to challenge the delusion. If you do she’ll probably get quite agitated, so just... humour her. You’ll get more out of her that way.” 
 
    “What’s the - uh - the nature of the delusion?” 
 
    “Well, for one thing, she seems to be under the impression that you’re God.” He added snidely: “Maybe that makes two of you.” 
 
    I ignored the jibe and said: “Y’know Doc, I used to tell them that, that I was God as far as they were concerned. It’s the kind of shit we say all the time.” 
 
    “Yes,” Holden said. “You repeat something often enough, people start believing it.” 
 
    We passed through an airport security-style checkpoint. I had to surrender my service pistol. Then we passed through a kind of airlock into the secure wing. All the cells were empty apart from the one occupied by Hughes. It lay at the far end of a pristine white corridor. Pristine because the place was so under-used, I guess. 
 
    “Her speech patterns are rather inconsistent,” Holden continued. “She has her own approximation of 17th Century parlance, though it’s not historically accurate. Then, every now and again she’ll talk in French, just like you taught her. And sometimes, just occasionally, she’ll use the modern vernacular, obscene words and phrases mostly. On the one hand she believes herself to be the Mother Superior, and yet she’ll still answer to ‘Hughes’ or ‘Sergeant’. It’s as if her true identity is... fighting back.” 
 
    Holden stopped outside the cell door. He peered in through a little round porthole made of reinforced glass. 
 
    “Seems calm enough,” he said. He unlocked the door. He poked his head inside. “Sergeant Hughes? General Harper to see you.” 
 
    I followed Holden into the cell. He closed the door behind us. Hughes was sat on the end of her bunk. She wore a gray jumpsuit. She was barefoot. Her back was perfectly straight and upright. Her hands were clasped together in her lap. The pose struck me as quite demure. 
 
    We sat on two foldaway plastic chairs. They had been left out for us by the orderly. They would be removed again the moment we left. 
 
    I cleared my throat a little nervously. I made eye contact with Hughes for the first time. She recognized me, or thought she did. She smiled at me, dontchaknow.  
 
    “Mind if I ask you a couple questions?” I said.  
 
    Hughes nodded. The serene smile was still playing on her chapped lips. 
 
    “Okay Sergeant,” I said. “Why don’t you tell me what happened?” 
 
    “From when, Lord?” 
 
    “From whenever you like.” 
 
    “Very well. It began with the arrival of the gyrovague. His-” 
 
    “I’m sorry. Gyrovague?” 
 
    Holden whispered in my ear: “Private Fleabourne.” 
 
    “A gyrovague, Lord,” Hughes continued. “A fallen monk, wandering from one monastery to another, a slave to his own devilish wills and appetites.” She looked at Holden. She bared her teeth suddenly, with a wolf-like ferocity. Evidently Fleabourne wasn’t the only gyrovague in town.  
 
    “Please continue,” I said. 
 
    “His garb was strange, like nothing I had seen before, but I knew him instantly for what he was. I’d already seen him corrupting our nurse with his obscene blasphemy, and when his wicked eyes fell upon me I begged most humbly for your protection, Lord. And praise be unto you, that protection was granted! You gave me the courage to find him and tell him that he must take leave forthwith. He became angry, and he attempted to violate me but I was now under your protection, Lord, and he knew. So instead he demanded to know where Sister Victoria was – there was no end to his lustful appetites – but I wouldn’t tell him, and he left. Soon after, Lord, you spoke to me in my chamber. You told me that Sister Victoria was compromising the mission. So I took the necessary steps to incarcerate her.” 
 
    “But you didn’t just incarcerate her, Sergeant,” I said. “You killed her. Why?” 
 
    “She was the devil’s whore.” 
 
    I sat back in my chair. I wasn’t sure how to proceed. Then I was. I said: “Sergeant Hughes, what year is this?”  
 
    Holden shot me a cautionary stare. 
 
    “Tis the year of our Lord Sixteen Hundred and Eighty Five,” Hughes replied. And then she sniggered like a schoolgirl and added: “You should know, Lord, ‘tis your fucking year!” 
 
    I glanced over at Holden. He cleared his throat and stared down at the table top. 
 
    “Sure, okay,” I said. “But here’s the thing. Just this morning you saw me arrive at the convent in a helicopter. A helicopter. In 1685.” From the corner of my eye I could see Holden looking panicked. He was shaking his head at me. I carried on anyway. “Now just how do you explain that, Sergeant?”   
 
    “My Lord doeth whatsoever he pleaseth.” 
 
    “Riiight.”  
 
    Again Holden was shaking his head at me: don’t challenge the delusion. But I couldn’t help myself. Call it morbid curiosity. Call it a kid poking an ant hill with a stick, 
 
    but I wanted to know what was going on in that screwed up head of hers. 
 
    “You remember the name of our operation here, Sergeant? Project Yukon. You remember what it was all about?” 
 
    Hughes remained silent. Her breathing was growing faster, more laboured. Holden got to his feet. He folded up his plastic chair. “I’m sorry General, I think we ought to leave it there.” 
 
    “Wait, let her answer.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s wise, General.”  
 
    Hughes was still breathing hard in and out.  
 
    I shrugged and got to my feet. “Alright, you’re the expert.” 
 
    We both turned to leave.  
 
    Hughes made a noise; a noise in a language that should have been familiar to me by now, but wasn’t. “C’est vous!” she hissed at me. “C’est vous!” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “She says ‘It’s you’,” Holden offered. 
 
    “Vous êtes le créateur de nos cauchemars!” 
 
    “You are the creator of our nightmares.” 
 
    “Okay, I think I’ve heard enough,” I said. “Thank you for your time Sergeant.” 
 
    “Et les votres aussi!” 
 
    “And yours too.” 
 
    “Thank you Doctor, that will be all.” 
 
    We left the cell quickly. Holden bolted the door behind us. As he did so, Hughes came right up to the window. She spat out the words again, dotting the glass with flecks of saliva. “Et les votres aussi!” 
 
    I stepped back from the window. I was startled by the ferocity of it. 
 
    “I did warn you,” Holden said. 
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    I was the last man to leave the command centre. The satellite feeds were all dead now. Computers were being unplugged. Furniture was being taken away and loaded onto the Chinook parked on the roof. The room would soon be bare, until someone else leased it out again. Probably for office space.  
 
    The very last workstation - my own - was now being dismantled and removed. I told the remaining COs that I would make my own way back to RAF Lakenheath for the journey home. They left to board the chopper. Finally I was alone. I took Fleabourne’s camera phone from my trouser pocket. I turned it on. I cued up the film of the convent that Fleabourne had shot. Right before he was shot. I played the film. The convent was clearly visible in the valley below. Ash’s commentary confirmed the date and the time. So did the digital date stamp in the top right corner of the picture. It was all there. All the evidence anyone could ever need. 
 
    From up on the roof, I heard the Chinook’s twin rotors start to whine. My colleagues on their way south to Norfolk. The whine turned into a roar. It shook the walls of the command centre. I went up to the roof to watch them leave. I took the camera phone with me. I watched the chopper turn into a distant speck over the moors. I watched it disappear.  
 
    I played around with the phone until I found the email function. It was all just as Ash had said. Fourteen email addresses cued up and ready. Names of specific journalists at various news outlets. Ten of them rang bells. Four of them didn’t. 
 
    My thumb hovered over the ‘send’ button for a minute. Then it shifted over to the ‘delete’ button. Again it hovered there. I held my thumb over the two buttons for what seemed to me like only a few minutes. Then I noticed that the light had changed. The sun was now touching the horizon, either rising in the east or setting in the west. I couldn’t remember what time of day it was. 
 
    At any rate, I had made my decision. I pushed the button – the right button, I was sure of it now, though I hadn’t been for a long time. Before going back inside to pack up my gear, I looked at the sun again and I thought; hell, was it dark just now or was it light? 
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    Three days after the shooting, Harper paid me a visit in the post-op ward at Hilldown. I was on the mend. They’d patched up the hole in my lung and reconstructed my shattered breastbone. I was still having a little trouble breathing. My left arm was in a cast and I wouldn’t be able to move it for another couple months. Other than that I was just peachy. 
 
    “I would’ve brought you flowers,” Harper said as he was shown in by a nurse, “but I figured you’d chew ‘em up and spit ‘em in my face.” 
 
    I smiled faintly. He pulled up a chair next to my bed and waited for the nurse to leave. Then he lowered his voice and said: “Anybody else paid you a visit?” 
 
    “They tried,” I said. “But your boys outside did a pretty good job.” 
 
    Harper nodded.  “So they know you’re here. And I’m guessing they know you’re not CNU. I could be facing my own court martial for that little stunt, I hope you appreciate that.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Harper sighed and said: “Afraid I got some bad news for you. It’s about your nurse. Vicky Chapman.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    He shook his head slowly and said: “She didn’t make it. That damn ‘Mother Superior’. She went off the rails in a big fucking way. She killed her, Ash.” 
 
    I nodded and stared off out the window. I was trying to envision Vicky back in the outhouse, the way she’d been looking at me right before she kissed me, but the picture that kept breaking through was her with her eyes bugging out as the Mother Superior dragged her away from me by the throat.  
 
    Harper said: “She uh... she kept a sort of diary. She wasn’t supposed to but she did.” From his briefcase he took out a cheap-looking A5 size notebook with a bright blue plastic cover, and gave it to me. I flicked through the pages – most were blank, but the first few pages were covered in small, neat handwriting. 
 
    “I thought you might like to read it. She’s very complimentary about you. She says you ‘inspired’ her, dontchaknow.” 
 
    “Can I have some time alone?” 
 
    “No can do, son. I can’t let that thing out of my sight. Orders from Langley. If you wanna read it, you’ll have to do it with me in the room.” 
 
    “Then just... I don’t know, play cornhole or something, will you?” 
 
    “Mind if I smoke?” 
 
    “The nurses might.” 
 
    Harper shrugged and sparked up his cigar anyway.  
 
    I opened the notebook and read everything from start to finish. It didn’t take long; like her life, her words were cut short.  
 
      
 
    October 15th 
 
    My name is Victoria Chapman. I am a surgeon-lieutenant stationed at 212 (Yorkshire) Field Hospital, part of 2nd Medical Brigade, Force Troops Command. At the moment I am on detachment to 24 CS Medical Squadron, Catterick Garrison. 
 
    I dont think what we are doing here is right. I aint much of a writer but I am keeping this diary so that one day soon when the Army aint telling me what to do anymore I might be able to let people know whats been going on. I know this will go against the Official Secrets Act or whatever and I know there will be hell to pay and Im trying to get ready to deal with that when it happens. Deal with it in my head I mean. Right now I aint sure I am ready to handle something like that but anyway Im trying. At the moment Im only about half sure this is the right thing to do. I dont know. I need to think about it some more but anyway if it turns out it definitely is the right thing to do then Ill need something written down wont I? So here it is. And anyway every time I watch the news I get more sure Im doing the right thing. Because the people who write those stories and all the politicians too, they all seem convinced its true but I know it aint. And people might not believe politicians but they do believe what they read in the papers and that means I have to do something. Believe me I wish somebody else was doing this so I didnt have to but nobody else is – well apart from the man I met yesterday. 
 
      
 
    Here Vicky went on to recount being abducted by me, and everything that came after; the car, the caravan, right up until the point where Harper’s men had burst in on us and I had scrambled off into the woods. Then she continued:  
 
      
 
    In the caravan I waited until I couldnt hear the strangers voices anymore and then I found my way back to the road and waved at cars until one of em stopped. The driver was asking me loads of questions to start with but then he twigged that I didnt want to answer em and then he shut up. When he dropped me off outside the main gate to Catterick Barracks it was 0415. At 0700 I was sposed to report for redeployment to the convent.  
 
      
 
    October 16th 
 
    This morning a chinook arrived to fly me and the other women from my detachment to the convent. We was still in army fatigues at this point but they ordered us to change into our nun outfits while we was still in the chinook because they wouldnt let us keep any modern clothes at the convent obviously. It was chaos getting changed in the chopper coz it was a rough ride but that meant I could get away with sneaking this notebook and a pen from my trouser pocket to my nun outfit without anyone seeing. I was still pissing myself though coz if anyone spotted me doing that theyd be hell to pay. Anyway I got away with it luckily. 
 
    Now we are all back in the convent where weve already all been living together for the last couple of months. We have all gone back into our assigned roles. Its been a piece of piss coz weve all been doing it for so long. The only difference now is everyones a bit more nervous coz we know the mission is about to go live. Everything up to now was like a dress rehearsal but now we really have to believe we are those women from medevil times or whenever. Some of em aint having any trouble with it but I am because like I said Im having serious doubts about the whole thing. 
 
     Sergeant Hughes the Mother Superior is the one whos finding it easiest of all. She is getting well strict now and shes even starting to scare the rest of us. And thats what shes meant to do but still the way she comes down on us like a ton of bricks for tiny little things like talking and laughing. She scares the crap out of us so we never act like that for long. And anyway its getting close to zero hour so we will all snap into it then anyway. 
 
    *** 
 
    Of course I couldnt believe it when they brought him in and I saw who the actual target was – the same man who kidnapped me then saved me from being raped by that twat. When I came in to fix up his wounds yesterday I recognized him straight away and I was desperate to tell him everything but I couldnt coz of all the cameras and microphones they had hidden everywhere. It wasnt a risk worth taking so I just fixed up his ankle and tried to comfort him a bit. What else could I do? 
 
    Now Im thinking about the mission objective. I know the past cant be changed but what about the future? Is it set in stone just coz Ash has already lived it? The Ash from the caravan I mean. Not the Ash whos here with us now. Hughes and Harper and the rest of the spooks will try and make sure from now on that everything happens just the way Ash told the newspapers it did. The last thing they want is to start messing about with the future but what would happen if they tried? What if they just called it off and sent us all home? Would that change what Ash remembers about the future? Remembering the future! God I sound like a nutter! But would it like change what he remembers and give him totally different memories? How would it work? If his memories stay the same then that means wed all have to keep doing things just the way he remembers them even if we didnt want to! 
 
     Id love to find out how it works. So Im wondering how I can sabotage the mission (or the lie actually coz thats what it really is). How can I put a spanner in the works and stay safe at the same time? Or is it selfish to want both? To have my cake and eat it? If I really think the truth is so bloody important then shouldnt I be willing to die or at least go to jail or whatever? It aint so much what the army might do that scares me. Its what the Mother Superior might do. More than anyone else in the group its been her whose really sunk into her role. I don’t think shes even acting anymore. I think she really is one of them fire and brimstone types. Scared of sin and sex and God and just completely paranoid. Sergeant Hughes is just the sort of person were meant to be fighting. 
 
    Just now I watched Ash asleep in his bed. It was naughty but I couldnt resist it. He was totally silent and still with his mouth open but he wasnt snoring. He looked gorgeous. 
 
      
 
    October 17th 
 
    This morning Ash had lunch with the rest of us in the refectory. We couldnt talk to him of course so I tried to spell out the word fake in peas on my plate and show it to him when he went past but I just didnt have time to finish the word. It just said FA and even the A wasnt properly finished. He saw it though and he seemed to reckon it was a bit strange so maybe he will figure it out. I hope he does.  
 
    The truth is Im starting to fall in love with him because him and me are on the same side even though I didnt get that before. Ash is such a gent that he will risk his own life to save my life. Thats if what he did that night in the caravan is anything to go by and I reckon it is. Now I know how Ash must of felt when we was in that car together. Him knowing me but me not knowing him. Because now its the other way round. I know him but he doesnt know me. I hope one day when this is all over we will be together again and this time we will both know each other at the same time.  
 
      
 
    And there it ended. I closed the notebook and handed it back to Harper, who put it back in his briefcase. I was a mess. Harper was patient, giving me time to calm down. It was the first part of a double whammy, and I don’t know if he intended it to be like that. I don’t know if it was sensitivity or just time that he lacked. Anyway the second punch came when he said: 
 
    “I had to delete your film.” 
 
    My grief turned to anger in an instant. I tried to lash out at him, but a sudden pain in my chest stopped me. 
 
    “You son-of-a-bitch,” I said hoarsely. 
 
    “Come on Ash, get real,” he said. “What did you think I was fixin’ to do? Expose the entire operation just because it went bad for two kids who might have ended up in love some day? Uh-uh. There’s too many other lovers out there that I have an obligation to protect. As they say at Langley; there are no solutions, only trade-offs.”       
 
    I sighed and said: “You sent me one year into the future, but made me and everyone else believe you’d sent me three hundred and fifty years into the past. I want to know why.”  
 
    So he told me. 
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    I started with the ‘how’, not the ‘why’. Maybe because I was more proud of the ‘how’ part. Although at that point I was still proud of both. And to understand the ‘how’, Ash needed to know what we’d been up to in that intervening year. While he was back in Chicago.  
 
    When he first landed at Scapegoat Hill, I asked him, what was his initial impression? He replied that it was small scale. Improvised. Temporary. 
 
    Temporary. Exactly. All portakabins, tents and transport containers, right? Well, there were two reasons for that. Reason one: enemy satellite surveillance. See, our biggest fear was another Potsdam scenario. You know about Potsdam, right? End of World War Two. Hitler was already toast but the Japs were still at it. So we and the Russians and the Brits all meet up to decide who’s gonna run Germany. And how. Truman whispers darkly to Stalin about a ‘powerful new weapon’ that the Americans are planning on hitting the Japs with. He never told Stalin exactly what the nature of that new weapon was. But he didn’t have to. Because Stalin already knew! The Manhattan Project was riddled with Russian spies. The joke was kind of on Truman. Now, when it came time for Yukon, we didn’t want the joke to be on us. 
 
     There was only one way to guarantee that nobody else knew what we were up to in England. That was to guarantee that our enemies didn’t have eyes in the sky. At least not where it really counted. Sure, the Caliphate has satellites over Area 51, over most of our bases in fact. So do the Russians and the Chinese. We know that, and that’s fine. It’s part of the unspoken agreement between major powers; we have eyes on you, you have eyes on us. As far as Project Yukon went, our other sensitive sites acted like decoys. What we really couldn’t allow them to see, for obvious reasons, was that we were building a 17th Century replica convent in Yorkshire. So what do we do? We send up more spy satellites. Only these babies aren’t looking for bad shit going down on Earth, they’re looking at what other satellites are up to. What are their geosynchronous orbits? What are they interested in down on Earth? So long as the enemy satellites didn’t stray from their usual targets in the US and elsewhere, well, that was just fine. But if they suddenly started showing an interest in northern England, where the real action was, well, that was a real problem for us. In that scenario, we would have had to take more assertive action. The kind of action we did in fact take back in 2008, when we shot a Raytheon missile from the deck of the USS Lake Erie, somewhere out in the North Pacific. We fired that missile 153 miles up into space and took out one of our own satellites. That was in response to the Chinese having done the same kind of thing with one of their satellites a year or so earlier. The Chinese had done that to tell us they had the capability to do that sort of thing. So naturally we wanted to say “Right back at ya baby”. And now, seventeen years down the line, we were quite prepared to do the same thing again, only this time to a Caliphate satellite, on the off chance it strayed to within so much as five hundred miles of Scapegoat Hill for a look-see. Luckily for us, they never got wind of our activities there. Nobody did.  
 
    So that was reason one for the lack of permanency about the place that Ash observed on his arrival. Reason two was more... prosaic. We had to make him think that none of that shit had ever been there in the first place. At least not once he arrived in ‘1685’. So right after we sent him on his way, our first task was to dismantle the entire base. Airlift everything out of there, and I mean everything, including any tarmac we might’ve laid, and basically restore it to pristine nature, just like it was before. That was month one.  
 
    Months two through seven, we moved in and built the convent in the next valley along; the chapel, the outhouse, the bell tower, the refectory, everything. All based on plans drawn up from the ruins of an actual 17th Century convent somewhere else further south. That was where Irene Sharp came in. 
 
    Trappist convents in that era were her specialty, and boy did we use her to the max. She advised us on everything from materials to period-specific construction methods to architecture to stained glass. Even the details on the coat of arms we laid out for Ash’s benefit in the chapel. All that historical construction detail came from Irene. And we did it all in six months. Six months. Whoopity scoot! Can you imagine how intensive that was? What made it even harder was, we had to train our own men in all these period-specific construction methods. We couldn’t afford to use outside contractors. The project was too sensitive. Might risk someone blabbing. No, we had to keep outside involvement to an absolute minimum. And that boiled down to Irene, who we’d already vetted, and a handful of other civilian specialists, also vetted and sworn to secrecy on pain of life imprisonment.  
 
    The convent had to function too. This wasn’t a museum piece. It was a living, working facility with all the bells and whistles. And bees. Remember the bees? Cheese and mice, they were a nightmare. Never work with children or animals, and especially not fucking bees. Of course, this being a convent, at least we didn’t have any kids to worry about! 
 
    Month eight was tech installation. We had to know what Ash was up to in the convent once he got there. And we had to know what our nuns were up to as well. So our OTS guys moved in and installed hidden cameras, hidden mics, in every room in the damn place, including Ash’s little outhouse. They were outside too, embedded in walls in the courtyard, at the top of the bell tower to give us a ‘bird’s eye’ view. They were everywhere. And of course they had to be invisible, but hey, invisible is what we do, right? Our tech guys did a great job. And because they’re more used to doing it in hostile territory, where they have to avoid being spotted, this was really a walk in the park for them. Playground stuff. They really went to town. Then we had to remove all signs that we’d ever been there, which basically meant another mammoth airlift.  
 
    Month nine, our nuns move in. All pre-vetted. All pre-selected from within the Military and chosen for their skillsets, like Ash’s nurse for example. Some were American. Some were Brits. It didn’t matter, because the first thing we drilled into them was that they wouldn’t be allowed to talk. Especially not in front of Ash.  
 
    Ever wonder why we chose England rather than somewhere closer to home?  Ever wonder why we chose 1685? I mean, we could’ve sent Ash anywhere, right? New York in the 1920s? Nevada in the 1800s? Hell, we could’ve sent him back to Huck Finn territory! So why Scapegoat Hill? And why the 17th Century? Well, like everything else, it all came down to two factors: security, and time. We chose Yorkshire partly because it was friendly territory, and partly because it wasn’t Nevada. It was the last place the spy satellites would be looking. But there was more to it than that. See, we couldn’t hire actors and voice coaches and linguistic historians to make Ash’s experience feel authentic. We didn’t have time. And they would’ve all been civilians anyway, which meant more security vetting. More risk of a leak. And of course the Army isn’t real big on linguistics or voice coaching, so we couldn’t do that internally either. Equally, we couldn’t risk our own ladies interacting with Ash verbally on a daily basis. What if they forget themselves? What if one minute they’re talking about flagons of ale or whatever, and the next minute they’re talking about Facebook? Uh-uh. Too risky. So then we thought: vow of silence! Nuns! Trappists.  
 
    Once we had the Trappist element in place, that limited our geographical options too, because Irene was telling us the Trappists didn’t get to America until much, much later, and then only in very small numbers. America was a no go. And we couldn’t send Ash to a city or even a town, again because of time and budget and security constraints. Build an entire town in the twelve months we’d been allocated by Langley? I don’t think so. We had to keep it small-scale and isolated. And it had to be somewhere in Allied territory. Somewhere the local government would play ball. Somewhere like the UK. In the end the only place that met all these criteria was Scapegoat Hill. 
 
    Months ten to twelve, our nuns start getting into their roles and running the convent for real. It had to be that long, so that when Ash arrived it felt like these women were really living that life, and had been for some time. Of course, that was when the Stanford effect started to kick in. So we’d take them out periodically for psych evaluation, with, uh... mixed results. Anyway, we tried. 
 
    Simultaneously through months ten to twelve, we had a separate team of people working around the convent in the surrounding areas. I mean the whole 80 square kilometres that we’d roped off from the public. This team was absolutely crucial. The task itself was simple enough, but the sheer size of the area they had to cover, and the thoroughness that was needed to accomplish that task? Well, that made it the most challenging phase of the entire operation. And what were they doing exactly? Picking litter. That’s what. 
 
    Think about it. Ash rocks up in his time machine, he treks five kilometres up to the top of Scapegoat Hill, then down to the convent in the next valley, all through pristine, untouched wilderness (because this is 1685, right?). He gets to the convent. We send in our king’s messenger who tells him what year it is. He treks all the way back to the time machine. He’s about to come home and report, and then what happens? A gust of wind hits him in the face, and bang; there’s a goddamn Snickers bar wrapper at his feet. Game over. We couldn’t risk that. 
 
    Also, what if Ash had arrived in the machine, and then gone the wrong way? What if he hadn’t gone up the hill and then down towards the convent? What if he’d headed towards the perimeter instead? Well, remember the strange thing about the perimeter fence? No CCTV. And that’s because the posts you need for those cameras are tall, and tall means visible. But supposing he’d strayed anyway, all the way to the wire? What then? 
 
    Well, in that case our ‘King’s Messenger’ would’ve come into play to warn him off. Our last line of defence was just a guy on a horse. He would’ve rode up to Ash and told him he was... I don’t know, trespassing on the king’s property or some such shit, and then he’d just order Ash to turn round and head right back the way he came. Of course, all the while we’d be watching by satellite in the command centre, and praying to God that Ash didn’t just decide to shoot the son-of-a-bitch and carry on his way. Then we would’ve really been in trouble. It would’ve been a ‘Truman’s boat hits the horizon’ scenario, if you’ve seen that movie. But that’s also why we warned Ash about the Butterfly Effect: precisely so he wouldn’t use his weapon. It was all bullshit of course. We already knew there’d be no Butterfly Effect, because we were sending him into the future, not the past. It’s also why we told him he’d feel compressed if he travelled into the past, and stretched if he travelled into the future. In fact it’s the other way round. We knew he’d be goin’ forwards, not backwards. We knew he’d feel compressed, so we swapped it round.  
 
    Of course, Ash did end up using the weapon anyway, and I gotta admit he took us by surprise there. The only reason we gave him live rounds instead of blanks was because: supposing he test-fired it? Supposing he shot up a tree or something, only to discover that the bullets didn’t do shit? He’d smell a rat, just like he would’ve done if we’d given him no weapon at all. We had to look like we had no idea what kind of environment we were sending him into. 
 
    So that was the ‘how’ part. And the ‘why’? Well, this is where it gets really sneaky. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    58 
 
    Harper 
 
    To explain the ‘why’ part to Ash, I had to give him a little time travel 101. Suppose, I said, that we and we alone – the United States I mean – could travel into the future and witness the next 9/11. Then we come back, and with that knowledge, we take steps to ensure it never happens. And boo-yah. Just like that; no more terrorism. 
 
    But you’ve already seen it happen, right? So it will happen, right? 
 
    Well, that’s true, but only if we don’t do anything to prevent it. Y’see, that’s the essence of the Brandt equation. Brandt was the guy who theorized all this stuff in the first place. That principle, about not being able to change something once you’ve already witnessed it, that only applies to travel in to the past. Sure, you could go back and kill Hitler or whatever, but only the guy who killed him will return to a future where he was stopped. The rest of us stay here in this reality, the one where the Holocaust did happen. That’s why past time travel is useless, from a strategic point of view. And anyway, it’s a moot point, because Brandt’s third law, the one we classified, the one the Caliphate doesn’t know about, says you can only ever travel back as far as your point of departure, not beyond it. 
 
    Travel into the future, on the other hand, that is very fucking useful indeed, because there’s no paradox. Like I said, the next 9/11 that you witness on your future trip will occur, but only if you don’t do anything to prevent it. The minute you take preventive action, you steer yourself onto a whole new timeline. It’s like a train driver switching tracks to avoid a cow on the line. Sure, some alternate train driver still hits the cow, but what the hell do you care about him? You’re already on a different track. 
 
    So now, finally, here’s the ‘why’: we faked a trip into the past to make the Caliphate think that’s the way time travel works. Make them think it’s useless. Strategically useless. Make them give it up. Ah, but wait. Wouldn’t they still verify it for themselves anyway? Just to be sure? They might’ve suspected it was all bullshit. 
 
    Well, not if they got a second verification that concurred with the leaked news story. A verification from their own scientists. Something akin to, say, a nuclear launch detection, only in this instance, it’s not a nuke that’s being fired. It’s a time machine. Here, of course, I’m talking about germanium detectors. The flying pig spotters. The Caliphate had that technology already, in an underground facility in what used to be northern Iraq. And the day we sent Ash on his little adventure, they detected that launch. So they knew we’d sent someone through time. They just didn’t know if we’d sent someone into the past or into the future. Then boom, the Chronicle story comes out, and there’s the answer, supplied by people with a history of revealing secret shit (true secret shit) we don’t want people to know about.  
 
    And dontchaknow? It worked. They swallowed it whole. As did the Russians. As did the Chinese. Our people on the ground in those places were telling us they had already begun dismantling their own time travel programmes. It was over. Done. The United States now had the monopoly on time travel into the future. And that, friends, had been our goal from day one. 
 
      
 
    Fleabourne  
 
    As I lay there in that hospital bed while Harper laid it all down, I swallowed painfully and tried to take it all in. 
 
    “Okay, so you fooled them,” I said. “Great. Well done. Mission accomplished. But you didn’t just lie to the Caliphate. You lied to everyone. And everyone is still buying into that lie.” 
 
    Harper nodded like he knew this was coming. “I know. I understand. And you have to believe me when I tell you that lie will not go un-exposed. We’ll expose it ourselves, in time. That was always part of the plan.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Six months from now.”  
 
    I didn’t believe him. It felt like some arbitrary bullshit number he’d just pulled out of his ass. 
 
    “Swear to God, Ash. Six months. It’s there in black and white in the original proposal from Langley. And why six months? Because they estimate that’s about as much time as they need to get the scout programme up and running. They send a few more scouts into the future, enough to gain comprehensive counter-terrorism intel on, say, the next couple of centuries. Then they’ll need another few months to collate the data, analyze it, and take preventive action. Once they’ve done that, they’ll let the American people in on the secret, and by extension the rest of the world too, because by then we’ll already have the decisive forward advantage. Swear to God, Ash, six more months, and the truth will out. But make no mistake, the genie is well and truly out of the bottle, and there’s no stuffing him back in, so now there’s a question you need to ask yourself: who would you rather has that advantage? Us? Or the Caliphate?” 
 
    Back in that poky little office in Leavenworth, the day Harper first put forward his proposal, he’d told me he thought I already knew exactly what kind of people we were fighting. And he’d been right. I did, even then. It was just that, at the time, that knowledge lay buried under a heap of white liberal guilt, foisted on me by clever men and women who had never known what it feels like to live in fear. Men and women who scoffed at their protectors and made excuses for their own would-be murderers. I was tired of being hunted, of being afraid. I wanted safety, security. My shoulder was aching, my breath was short and it was all I could do to get enough air into my lungs. I was tired of it all. 
 
    “Us,” I croaked. 
 
    Harper nodded, almost satisfied. “So you’ll keep quiet?” 
 
    And there it was. The question of questions. The question I had said no to twice in the past; the first time because of a misguided sense of loyalty to – and desire for – Connie, and the second time because the people were being lied to. There was something they really ought to have known, and they were being told just the opposite, and I had been in a position to let them know the truth. Maybe I still could. 
 
    “You know I can’t make that promise,” I said. 
 
    Harper sighed. He laid a hand gently on my good shoulder and said: “There’s something else I haven’t told you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    59 
 
    Fleabourne 
 
    “I knew your father,” Harper said. He must’ve seen my eyes widen because he smiled a little, then took his hand off my shoulder and stood. He began to pace up and down at the foot of my bed while he spoke.  
 
    “He was a good man, Ash, a brave man. You and him were both pioneers, y’know that?” 
 
    I remembered the phrase etched into my father’s headstone at Brookwood: ‘a true pioneer’.  
 
    “When you saw his grave,” Harper continued, “didn’t you wonder why there was no space marked out for the coffin?”  
 
    I told him I had.  
 
    “It’s because there is no coffin, Ash. There’s no body. And that’s because your father was the first man in history to ever travel through time.” Harper stopped pacing and sat at the end of the bed again. “He was the guy that travelled through the wormhole, Ash. The first one we ever tested. The one that ‘blew down’. Remember?” 
 
    “I thought that was all bullshit too,” I said. 
 
    “No, that part was true. He might be dead, or he might be doing just fine, somewhere across the other side of the galaxy. We’ll never know for sure. All we do know for sure is that, wherever he is, he isn’t coming back. Not ever. I’m sorry.” 
 
    The revelation should’ve affected me more than it did. Maybe it was just taking a while to sink in, or maybe it wasn’t affecting me because it didn’t really change anything; my father had gone from being dead to... most probably dead, and even if he wasn’t, I’d never see him again anyway. It was hardly the bargaining chip Harper seemed to think it was. What was his angle? I wondered. What was he aiming for?  
 
    “You and him were part of the same programme, Ash. And that’s because you were both genetically predisposed to withstanding the physical effects of time travel. There were others we could’ve chosen for those genetic qualities, but we also needed someone with your political leanings, someone with a history of whistleblowing. So we started with the genetics, and after that, as luck would have it, we didn’t have to look very far at all. You were a godsend. In fact, if you really want to know ‘why me?’ the answer is: it couldn’t have been anyone else but you. You were the only person who met all those criteria. So there it is. You and your father, Ash. Both of you... true pioneers.” 
 
     It was a hokey line designed to appeal to my emotions. I knew what Harper was doing, I could see the cynical intent behind it. So why was it working anyway? Why was I getting all choked up all of a sudden? 
 
    “Ash, you need to ask yourself... do you want his sacrifice to have been in vain? Is that how you want to honour your father? By letting the Caliphate win? By destroying everything we stand for?”   
 
    I was all out of justification, all out of arguments; or maybe I was just all out of will. 
 
    “I’ll keep quiet,” I said. 
 
    Harper looked into my eyes – he actually leaned forward to do this – searching my features, reading my expression. 
 
    “I have to tell Langley what I think your real intent is,” Harper said. “And if I don’t believe you, neither will they. And they’ll only come after you again.” 
 
    I kept looking at him the whole time, searching his eyes as deeply as he was searching mine. “I’ll keep quiet,” I said again. 
 
    Harper held my gaze for five more seconds, and then he nodded and gave my good shoulder a squeeze. “Thank you, son.” 
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    Two days later I was back in Washington. Back at Langley. I’d been summoned to meet the new head spooks. Two more suits I’d never met before, higher-ups, newly installed by the Director. I didn’t recognize their faces, but one of them had this slow, drawling, Ivy League voice. Slow as molasses in January. I recognized it immediately from a phone conversation I’d had a couple weeks earlier. This was the guy whose exploding pen I had requested he remove from his ass. They both seemed real hyped about the scout programme. Like kids with an expensive new toy. Except the way they talked was pure officialese. Real bureaucracy speak. Buzz words and jargon that made no fucking sense to a plain speaking man like myself.  
 
    Right away it became apparent that our agendas were completely different. I thought I had been summoned to explain my actions with regard to Private Fleabourne. He was still in that hospital bed at Hilldown. He was still vulnerable because he knew certain things. So I went into that meeting with the aim of convincing them to call off their private contract goons.    
 
    “Look,” I began. “He said he’ll keep quiet, and this time he really means it. I know the kid. I’ve spent time with him, alot of time. He’s had a change of heart, and anyway he’s in no fit state to-”  
 
    Mr Ivy League cut me off. “Relax General,” he said. “We already have called them off. The mission was a success, and the scout programme is already up and running, which means there is no longer any need to have Private Fleabourne... taken out of the equation.”  
 
    It sounded too good to be true.  
 
    “Furthermore,” he continued, “a decision has now been taken with regard to your own breach of operational procedure. The committee has come to the conclusion that although you acted... unprofessionally at times, you nonetheless saw the project through to its successful conclusion. And for that the committee thanks you. In fact, it has recommended you be considered for the post of Deputy Director here at Langley-” 
 
    Uff da! I thought. 
 
    “- in the event that the current deputy is either promoted or tenders his resignation.” 
 
    Not so uff da.  
 
    “Congratulations General. You’ve done your country a great service.” 
 
    You’ve done your country a great service. It was a line I remembered using on Fleabourne once.  
 
    And now the other guy piped up. A balding little man with a sharp nose. “You understand, General, that this is all about provisionality.” 
 
    “Provisionality,” Mr Ivy League parroted. 
 
    “What’s provisionality?” I asked.  
 
    “Everything we’re discussing here,” the bald guy explained, “your potential for career advancement, Private Fleabourne’s continued safety, all of this has been agreed on a provisional basis only. Understand?”  
 
    “No. What do you mean, ‘Provisionality’? What is that?” 
 
    “It’s in the dictionary, General.”  
 
    Actually it wasn’t. But I didn’t know that at the time. “For cryin’ out loud, why can’t you people talk in plain English?” 
 
    Ivy League said: “I’m afraid there really isn’t any other word for it, General. We’ve explained it as plainly as we possibly can.” 
 
    “Plainly? Plainly?” I could feel another rant coming on. I wished to hell Irene had been there with a bourbon.  
 
    “I think we’re done here,” said Ivy League. He started gathering up his papers. 
 
    “Wait,” I said. “Provisional on what?” 
 
    “On your continued co-operation. Yours and Private Fleabourne’s.” 
 
    “Continued co-operation... what the fuck does that mean?” 
 
    And then the bald guy said: “You know something General? A wise man once said: cursing is the sign of a limited vocabulary.” 
 
    With that he nodded at Mr Ivy League. They both got up to leave. I just sat there stewing in my chair. They closed the door softly behind them. But I could still hear them talking outside in the corridor. 
 
    “Provisionality,” the bald guy said. 
 
    “Provisionality,” said Ivy League. “God, I love that word.” 
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    Thirty years later... 
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    Damn, there is nothing like a real, open fire. The way the logs crackle and spit, the way the flames lick and dance... just beautiful. It soothes the soul like nothing else on earth. Harper said he chose this place because it made him feel like Tom Sawyer on one of his adventures – out in the woods, away from the people in charge. That’s where the whole convent idea came from, so Harper tells me; Mark Twain. A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court. I started reading Tom Sawyer myself recently - a black market copy of course, and even that is heavily redacted - but still, it’s terrific. I love how he’d always have Tom and Huck end their day’s adventure in front of a roaring fire somewhere out in the wilderness. That’s when Tom and Huck were always happiest, I think. I started to imagine myself with them in front of that fire; Tom, Huck and Ash, the Three Musketeers, roasting stolen marshmallows – did they have marshmallows back then? – and reminiscing, perhaps exaggerating, over whatever brave deeds they’d accomplished that day. So now I’m associating log fires with boyhood adventures – for a while at least. Neither myself nor the general are boys anymore, but hey, I guess you could call this an adventure of sorts.  
 
    As I write this, there’s some CNU spokesman on TV. He’s on this political talk show - what passes for political talk these days - and he’s putting forward the CNU position, that we should go back and uninvent nuclear weapons and why the hell haven’t we done it already? Still, after all these years! These people just don’t give up. Once they get an idea in their heads, they never stop to re-evaluate it. They never stop to listen to the counter-arguments; they don’t even seem to realise there are counter-arguments. And that’s a real shame, because the counter-argument to the CNU position – irreversibility, at least in our own universe – points the way to the truth, the real truth that won’t ever be mentioned in that TV debate. No-one is talking about irreversibility in that show, not even anyone on the opposing side. It just isn’t up for discussion. Now who do you think might be behind that? 
 
      The guy keeps turning to the studio audience whenever he makes what he thinks is a salient point, and says “Am I right?”, and every time he does he gets a righteous round of applause. He really has the audience on his side, because he is ‘the little guy’, David to the government’s Goliath, and he’ll be damned if he isn’t gonna stand up and say his piece. The CNU are today’s popular folk heroes, today’s Robin Hood, and that’s just the way the regime wants it. The CNU are useful idiots, a tool in the hands of our new emperor. And what the tool does is, it gives people the impression that everything is still working just the way it always did; that all the while we still have CNU types who go on TV and speak ‘truth’ to power, well then, everything must basically be a-okay.  
 
    God, if they only knew the truth. The CNU people or that studio audience, or anyone. Anyone apart from us. But then that’s why me and Harper are writing this thing. We’re not just doing it to help people we like; if we were only trying to help people we liked, well then we’d be no better than the assholes in Washington. The point is, we’re doing this for everyone.  
 
    Anyway, down to business. You might be getting confused at this point, so allow me to bring you up to speed and tell you what’s been going on for the last thirty years.  
 
    I wish I could tell you that I never stopped fighting to expose the truth - that my moral crusade just went on and on until finally the truth was out. In fact, what happened was this: I waited six months for the government to make the announcement, just like Harper had promised me they would. I waited for them to finally disclose the true nature of time travel to the world, and the true nature of what they were doing with this awesome new power. When no announcement came, I got in touch with Harper and asked him what the delay was. He told me to be patient, so I waited another three months and asked him again... and still nothing.  
 
    By that stage life was starting to get in the way of everything else. The CIA (or more specifically, Harper) had put me on something a little like the Witness Protection Programme - new identity, new job, new home - only it was more like a ‘thank you for keeping your mouth shut’ program. I met a girl too, although it didn’t work out in the end; in spite of everything I thought I had learned from the Connie fiasco, I was still a little too subservient, a little too weak. She tested the shit out of me and finally decided I wasn’t worth keeping.  
 
    A few years later I met another girl, and by that point I really had learned my lesson. I knew not to take any shit and she appreciated that. We even got married and settled down, and for a while we were insanely happy - but by that point the new regime had come to power in America, of which more in a moment.  
 
    My wife had the same kind of upstart activist tendencies that I had once exhibited myself – an urge to speak truth to power in spite of the consequences, and the consequences were now far more serious than they had ever been before. Eventually my wife was taken away in the middle of the night, and I never saw her again. That kind of serious consequence. 
 
    The upshot of that was that I began to exhibit ‘extreme searching behaviour’ (as one of my many psychologists characterised it) any time I saw a woman who looked even vaguely like Vicky Chapman, whom I had never really gotten out of my head. She had come back from the dead once already, I thought, so maybe she would again. I was doing it even before they stole my wife – in fact my wife picked up on it at the time and thought it was bizarre, which it was, but I could never explain it to her because she wasn’t allowed to know what I had experienced in my previous incarnation as Ash Fleabourne (a condition of my ongoing freedom and security).  
 
    I learnt later that my wife had been summarily executed. This was nothing unusual anymore, although I guess it must have seemed pretty unusual to my wife.  
 
    So there you have it. A sob story I don’t wish to dwell on. How did it come to that? Here’s how... 
 
     After Yukon the lie was out there, and the public swallowed it whole, everywhere, right across the world from here to China. In fact by this stage the lie was starting to become self-perpetuating. The media and the internet rumour mill – they were all starting to do the CIA’s work for it. By that stage, I’m talking two or three years after Yukon, people just had too much invested in it. Journalists, activists, especially the CNU, everybody who cared - they all believed it.  
 
    The lie divided itself into two schools of thought. First there was the mainstream view, which was that the US Army once sent someone called Private Fleabourne back in time to the year 1685, in some kind of pioneering science experiment, but they then abandoned the project when they figured out how strategically useless it was – because no matter what you did in the past, it never seemed to alter anything in the present. All the bad shit that went down back in the day still happened, and maybe those events were prevented from occurring in some other universe, but because we were forever stuck in this universe, the one where the bad shit did go down, there was no point in sending people back at all – because you could never really change anything. And of course the US Army quickly figured this out, and abandoned the time travel programme once they had. That was the mainstream view. 
 
    Then you had the ‘alternative’ view, the conspiracy mindset, some might say the paranoid view. It was this view that slowly, over time, began to usurp the ‘mainstream’ view in terms of popularity (which is sad, because the mainstream view did at least have elements of truth to it – reverse time travel really was strategically useless). Anyway, these people were convinced that we never abandoned time travel into the past, that we just kept on doing it in secret. We were forever going back and tampering with past events, for better or worse. Usually worse of course. Their evidence for this consisted mostly of photos on the internet, pictures of modern-looking guys in old photos from the 1940s and so on. They had this theory that whenever we sent one of our agents back into the past, their actions there would suddenly ‘switch’ us – I mean us in the here and now – onto a whole new path, and we would suddenly have no memory of the other past, the one that existed before we went back and changed things. That was how they explained away the fact that the past itself never seemed to alter at all.  
 
    All of these theories were largely bullshit of course. Neither the mainstream view nor the alternative view was entirely correct. 
 
    So what really happened between then and now?  
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    What happened was, we started running the scout programme in secret. Just as we’d planned all along. We started sending agents two, ten, twenty years into the future. They’d go off and discover future terror attacks. Some of them were huge. Then they’d come back and let us know where and when they were gonna happen. And crucially, who was fixin’ to carry them out. How did they discover who the perpetrators were? Infiltration of the Caliphate? Top level spy shit? Uh-uh. News archives. Library work. Desk-based research. That’s all it ever took, as long as they were investigating an attack two or three years after it actually happened. Because of course by that point the journalists and law enforcement people had already done their work for them. So now all the scouts had to do was come back, tell us who was about to go postal, and when. Then we’d step in and take those guys down before it ever happened. Of course, detaining someone for a crime they have yet to commit has its own moral implications. That’s why it was all done in secret. But what was the alternative? To just go ahead and allow those attacks to happen? I don’t think so. 
 
    Anyway, it was beautiful. We hammered the Caliphate from here until Sunday. At home, abroad, everywhere. We lit ‘em up and sent ‘em to paradise. They never stood a chance. Future intel gave us a heads up on what strategies were most effective. One of those strategies was using female soldiers to fight the Caliphate on the ground. This had been a desperate last resort in one of the original, unaltered future universes where things were going real bad. In that universe we’d finally taken a tip from the Peshmerga, the Kurds. They’d been using women soldiers for years. The big bad jihadists would literally piss their pants and run away when confronted by a woman with a gun. And why? Because they believed that if they were killed by a woman they wouldn’t be allowed into paradise! So the scouts came back and told us how effective this was proving to be. And then we started using women fighters right from the start. It made all the difference.  
 
    All of this was only possible because we had a crystal ball that nobody else even knew about. That’s another reason why secrecy was so important. And there were other benefits too. Collateral damage in the Middle East theatres was reduced to near zero, again because we had that crystal ball. We knew where the wives and kids would be before they did themselves. It saved their lives, over and over again. Meantime, we’d also use the scouts to identify sources of enemy propaganda. Then we’d take them out before they even got started. And the small amount of propaganda that did slip through the net was incredibly weak, because it was so obviously untrue. We genuinely weren’t killing civilians. It was true precision bombing. For the first time ever, we had ordinary Muslims on our side. For once, they trusted the United States, and everything was sweet. Sweeter than Ted Drewe’s frozen custard. For a while. 
 
    The Scout programme was strictly above top secret. Strictly Military only. It was never used to prevent ordinary crime, because to do so would’ve necessitated revealing our future travel capability to the world in open court. We couldn’t do that. We had to keep the lie going at all costs, and screw the original six month plan, or else everything would fall apart. Every rogue state from here to the Korean Peninsula would want a piece of the crystal ball action. We couldn’t afford to let that happen. So we kept it Military only. We kept it hush hush. 
 
    In theory, the time scouts weren’t supposed to disclose the nature of their work to anyone.  Not even their wives or husbands. They were bound by the Espionage Act just like Ash had been. The consequences of betrayal were even more severe for them than they had been for Ash. But in practice, it was fairly easy for those wives and husbands to figure out exactly what their spouses had been up to.  
 
    Imagine your wife goes off to work one Monday morning after a nice relaxing weekend. She slept well the night before. When you kiss her goodbye she’s perky and fresh as a daisy. But then when she comes home for dinner, she looks bedraggled and exhausted. Maybe she’s lost some weight too, or gained weight. Not only that, but her hair is noticeably longer. “Extensions, honey?” Not exactly. Because while you’ve spent eight hours typing up reports in your office or pottering in your back garden, your wife has spent eight weeks in some near or far future world. Trying desperately to blend in. To go unnoticed while she pores through endless news archives and court papers. Looking for details of past (or future, depending on your perspective) terror attacks. Taking down names of perpetrators. The details of their methodology. The materials used. How they acquired those materials and so on. 
 
    Eventually, highly experienced time scouts would come to be known as ‘DGs’ or ‘Dorian Grays’. This was a reference to Oscar Wilde’s famous story in which the forever young protagonist ages rapidly and hideously when he tries to destroy the self-portrait that’s been ageing instead of him.  
 
    But in the early days of the scout programme, this side effect of the operation just hadn’t been properly anticipated. As a result, it was in those early days that security was at its most lax. Because dontchaknow, people tend to notice when the physical appearance of their spouses alters dramatically in the space of just a few hours. People tend to talk about things like that. To their friends, their colleagues, hell, even their damn hairdresser!                
 
    Now suppose that hairdresser happens to be a member of a certain far left pressure group in his spare time.  And let’s further suppose that this hairdresser has been told by his customer, the time scout’s wife, that her husband isn’t averse to a little extra-marital horseplay (with women, not horses, though either would be advantageous to the hairdresser). That information might just find its way back to the leader of said far left pressure group. It might find its way back to someone like Connie Vincent. 
 
    The fact is, when you’re running a large-scale project like that over many years, word is eventually gonna get around. And of course it did. Pretty soon people like Connie - unscrupulous people - started blackmailing our scouts to bring back political information; information they could use. And boy did Connie use it. 
 
    And her intent? Well, there were warning signs. Of course there were. Language policing. Debates being shut down rather than had. Fists instead of arguments being deployed. In fact the warning signs were everywhere. It pains me now to think how little attention we paid to them, because we were too wrapped up in fighting the Caliphate. We ignored the campus kids – Connie’s gang, the anti-fascists, the anti-racists. Because why wouldn’t we? It’s just student politics, right? They’ll grow out of it. And besides, fascism is bad. Racism is bad. These kids were opposed to those things. So where was the harm? 
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    Fleabourne 
 
    When people are saying ‘you’re a fascist!’, ‘no, you’re a fascist!’ how do you know who’s really who? And the answer, I think, is to look at who is forcing people to shut the fuck up. No matter what you profess to believe, if you’re forcing people to shut up, and especially if you’re using violence to do that, then the fascist is you, even if what they’re saying is wrong, or evil; if all they’re doing is saying wrong, evil things, and you’re shutting them up by punching them in the face, then congratulations, you are a fascist. This isn’t some profound revelation. It’s basic playground stuff; sticks and stones may break my bones and you know the rest. 
 
    And if you’re both forcing each other to shut up? Well, in that case, whichever side you’re on, you’re fighting fascism with fascism. May the best fascist win. 
 
    Remember when I was in Chicago and the Chronicle story had just come out, and I told you that Connie was doing something exceptionally clever, but I didn’t tell you what? Here’s what she was doing... 
 
    At that point, Connie knew three things: 1) Someone had apparently travelled back in time to the year 1685. Everyone now knew this. 2) That person was me. Although I hadn’t come right out and told her, she probably deduced it from how secretive I was being about what I’d been up to in the last few months, and also from the fact that I’d been paying alot of visits to the Chronicle’s office downtown in the run-up to the story breaking. Again, I hadn’t told her I was talking to the Chronicle, but her interest must have been raised by how secretive I was being, and on the back of that – I now realize – she must’ve hired or cajoled someone to tail me everywhere I went and report back to her. Some girlfriend! 3) If the Army intended to keep it a secret, it made absolutely no fucking sense to send someone like me back in time; someone with a proven track record of leaking military secrets. 
 
    So that’s what she already knew. And now here’s the clever part. This is what she deduced; Seeing as the Army did choose me to test out their new toy, that would seem to suggest that they did not in fact want it kept secret. They wanted it to be known, by everyone. But why? As Connie saw it, there were three possible answers:  
 
    One: Genuine transparency. The public have a right to know, and the Military were simply following this principle. But that didn’t make any sense, because they still wouldn’t have chosen a perceived douchebag like me. They would have chosen one of their bravest soldiers, someone everybody could get behind, a hero rather than a traitor, and then fanfared his achievement to the world. And besides, since when did the Military not like to keep shit like this secret? So transparency was a no.    
 
    Two: They wanted it to be known so they could intimidate their enemies, in the same way that the bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki were intended, amongst other things, to intimidate the Soviet Union. But that didn’t make sense either, Connie reasoned. If anything, it would help the enemy by making them aware that time travel was now possible, if they weren’t already, and would positively encourage them to develop their own time travel programmes, and surely that’s the last thing the United States wanted? So that was also a no. Which only left... 
 
    Three: By making it known, they were trying to disinform the enemy. And that meant one of two possibilities: a) they had no time travel capability at all. But that didn’t wash either, because despite the bullshit Connie was knowingly feeding to the CNU sheep, she knew that past time travel was strategically useless because it never changed anything in this universe. She knew the CNU cause would ultimately fail, because it already had. Hiroshima and Nagasaki had still already happened anyway. And that only left possibility b) they do have a time travel capability, but its nature is the exact opposite of what they’ve been telling the world and their enemies; that it’s not travel to the past, but travel to the future, which is strategically very fucking useful indeed, because it means the US can now see what’s about to happen before it happens, and take pre-emptive action to avoid it if necessary, and the paradox problem disappears because we’re talking about stuff that hasn’t happened already, and of course the US Military would want to be the only people on the planet with that kind of power. 
 
    Bingo. Connie now had her answer. Notice how she figured it all out from deductions and logical inferences. Did I mention she was smart? She played both me and the CIA like a pro. It was easy for her to play me of course. I was a naïve puppy dog following her around, hopelessly in love, hopelessly trusting. Connie was someone who used her body as a tool to get what she wanted; the way she did with me back in Chicago. I was too young and too dumb to realise it back then, and she would never have admitted it, but this had always been Connie’s favourite trick. She was so cool and self-aware that I wouldn’t be surprised if, hidden somewhere in the back of her wardrobe, she had herself a t-shirt with ‘Honey Trap’ printed on it. I would’ve told her anything just to get her to want me, and I did – unfortunately everything I told her was also the truth, and although I didn’t yet know the whole truth when I was with her, I knew just enough that she could deduce the rest for herself. 
 
    Connie now saw an opportunity. She saw future time travel as a way to implement her ‘anti-racist’ utopia. But she knew she could only achieve this by wrongfooting the CIA, and this is where she played the spooks like a pro. Connie knew that if the CIA thought she too had been duped along with the rest of the public, then they wouldn’t pay her too much mind. And that’s where the CNU came in. By apparently promoting an idea she knew all along was based on false assumptions - the idea of retroactively preventing nuclear proliferation - she could get the spooks to peg her as something she wasn’t; a gullible fool. Inevitably, they would then fail to see what she really was; a clever anti-racist with a totalitarian mindset. She played the sucker to catch a sucker; one of the tried and tested roads to power in the Machiavellian sense.   
 
    Connie saw racism almost everywhere; in places where it really was, and in places where it really wasn’t. The only places she didn’t see racism were places labelled ‘anti-racist’. Only trouble being, these were sometimes the most racist places of all; schools where black and white pupils were segregated so the black kids could be taught to feel good about themselves while the white kids were taught to feel guilty. Universities where white students were barred from attending ‘equality and diversity’ seminars. Connie saw no racism there, because in her mind, only white people could ever be racist. And in her mind, racism was the one true evil; the only thing so evil that violence could legitimately be used to defeat it. And those who didn’t quite see things that way could legitimately be silenced; forever.  
 
    Opal, the CIA’s mole in the CNU, once told Harper that Connie had said to him: “What if I told you there was a way to end racism once and for all, but it will entail violence, and the end of free speech. Would you still want to implement it?” Opal had replied ‘yes’ because that was his cover. Connie had decided ‘yes’ in her own mind because she thought violence, even violence en masse, and an end to freedom of speech were fair prices to pay.  This was the one and only time Connie ever made a mistake; when she revealed her true intent to Opal. It was also the only time the CIA ever received intel from Opal that was both accurate and valuable.  
 
    Unfortunately, fatally, the CIA chose to ignore it, because by that point they had already dismissed the CNU as a joke (which it was), and Connie as a joke (which she wasn’t). 
 
    Who was Opal? Art, that’s who. The guy from the restaurant. The guy who danced like a prick. I know that now, and Connie must have rumbled him from the outset. How? I don’t know, but if I had to guess, I’d say she used the same tactics on Opal that she used on me; the promise of sex, love and intimacy, in exchange for information. That and plying him with ecstasy every now and again. It’s a well-known fact that ecstasy makes people open up emotionally (some marriage counsellors even advocate its use in counselling sessions!). Connie knew this too. It was yet another weapon in her arsenal.  
 
    So then, once she knew Art was reporting back to Harper (and presumably Art didn’t know she knew – she was very clever like that, testing out people’s ecstasy tolerance levels by getting them to reveal personal shit and then asking them the next day if they remembered what they’d talked about the previous night)... well, all she had to do then was make sure Art was only ever around her when she was doing her bit for the CNU, because if that’s all Art ever saw, that’s all the CIA would ever see. And then finally, when Art wasn’t around, she could get her network of informers to identify time scouts, which really wasn’t too hard, bearing in mind the security failures in the time scout programme that Harper already talked about. And the rest, as they say, is history.     
 
      
 
    Harper 
 
    So Connie’s real gang wasn’t the CNU. It was a gang with no name. That’s partly what made them so effective. And before we even knew it, the members of that gang with no name weren’t students anymore. They were the rising young stars of Congress and the Senate. And they would take no prisoners in their sworn mission to get rid of the one thing that stood in the way of them achieving their utopia; the First Amendment. 
 
    Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, (they had no problem with this first part, so long as the religion in question was Christianity. If the religion was any other kind, then hell yes let’s have us some laws, to protect our poor oppressed brothers and sisters!) or the free exercise thereof (they weren’t so sure about that one – can’t we curb the bible thumping just a little? Pretty please?) or abridging the freedom of speech (whoah there! big fuckin’ problem!) or of the press; (ditto - we can’t have journalists pointing out to people where we might be going wrong!) or the right of the people peaceably to assemble (well, okay, but if you’re gonna do any assembling, it better be in order to toe our fuckin’ line, otherwise it’s rubber bullet time, baby) and to petition the government for a redress of grievances (sure, you can do that, just so long as your grievances are also our grievances, otherwise – see above). 
 
    From the start, they knew they couldn’t just abolish the First Amendment. Its symbolic value alone meant that no-one would stand for it. So if you can’t get rid of some pesky little amendment to the constitution, the next best thing is to... well, amend it. And to do that, they needed time travel. They had to go take a little look-see into the future, to determine just who exactly was fixin’ to put up the greatest opposition. Then they had to come back and take those people out of the game – by smearing them, by discrediting them in the eyes of the people, or even, in some cases, by ensuring they met with a little accident.  
 
    Once those bothersome ‘First Amendment Fundamentalists’ had been taken care of, they could start tinkering with the First Amendment a little. By which I mean alot. And that’s what they did, in tiny, ever-so-careful, ever-so-gradual baby steps. They destroyed the First Amendment the same way you boil a frog – slowly. Gradually raising the temperature bit by bit so that poor old frog doesn’t realise what’s happening until it’s too late. They were so good at that; political sleight of hand, a distraction here, an illusion there, until the First Amendment was well and truly ‘amended’. We still have it today of course - otherwise some Joe in a bar downtown might have a sudden moment of clarity: “hey wait a minute, what happened to that First Amendment thing? Where’d it go?” - but these days it’s there in name only. All the core protections have been ripped out of it. So at first glance, nothing’s changed, but on second glance, everything has. That’s how they operate. And that’s how Connie’s gang with no name came to power; by eradicating freedom of speech, and by foreseeing who their opponents were, so they could take them out before they even had a chance to get going. 
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    Harper 
 
    There’s a diner in town, on Main Street, just a short drive from here. I like to go and eat there sometimes. They do a great hot dish; beef, green beans, corn, cream of mushroom soup, and a cheese and tater tot topping. But mostly I go there just to be around people, you know? It helps, at my age, especially when you’re basically alone in the world. 
 
    Until recently there was one guy, a regular, who was always in there. He was an old timer like me. I’d sit near him because sometimes, especially when you’re out in public, you just want to feel safe, you know? And the best way to feel safe is to sit near some other old timers. I mean, what’s the worst they can do? Anyway, this guy was a little crazy. He had dementia or something. He always had his carer with him, a black lady who used to go everywhere with him and look after him. Everyone called him ‘Mr Kill’ because he had this habit of saying ‘...or I’ll kill you’ after every request. ‘You want maple syrup with your pancakes?’ ‘Yeah, or I’ll kill you.’ That kind of thing. He didn’t mean anything by it. He wouldn’t hurt a lightning bug, and everyone knew it. It was just this crazy, inappropriate way of talking. People found it funny, endearing more than anything – the disconnect between the nasty thing he was saying and the sweet, vulnerable way in which he said it.  
 
    Anyway one day just recently I was in there, listening in like I always did. The waitress asked him if he wanted maple syrup with his pancakes, and he said “Yeah, or I’ll kill you” just like he always did. The waitress smiled at that, because she knew him. She was writing down his order when he added: “Just like I’ll kill all those damn niggers.”  
 
    Well, you can imagine the scene. Straight away his carer, the black lady, said “Hush your mouth!” or something similar. She apologized to everyone – I mean everyone. Then she took his hand and slapped it, over and over like he was a naughty child. And of course that’s exactly what he was at that point. But she just couldn’t stop slapping his hand. There was a fear in her eyes, a desperation the likes of which I’d never seen. I guess she was hoping she’d be safer with each and every slap of the wrist; atonement for her guilt by association with this heretic.  
 
    But dontchaknow, Mr Kill just sat there smiling to himself. I know he didn’t really hate black people – that poor lady was just about the only darn friend he had left in the world. He relied on her for everything. I mean everything. I read this thing once, back in the day, about psychopathy by profession. Who’s the most psycho and who’s the least psycho. The number one profession for a psychopath is CEO. Number one hundred is carer. The behaviour of Mr Kill’s carer seemed to bear that out. She had kindness written all over her. So why did Mr Kill say what he said? 
 
    I was still trying to answer that question a few days later, when I got home to find a letter from the government in my mailbox. It was an execution witness order. We’ve all had one, right? The modern day equivalent of the old ‘jury service’, back in the days when courts still had juries. I had to go witness a mass execution on Main Street in a couple of weeks. I didn’t really want to go, but these days it’s your civic duty. And you know what happens if you refuse... So along I went. And who did I see being lined up against the wall? Good old Mr Kill, that’s who! He still had that same weird smile on his face. Right up until the moment they strafed him. It was in that moment that I realised why he’d said what he said in the diner. Mr Kill had had enough of life. It was suicide saying that, and he knew it. He wanted it. We used to have ‘suicide by cop’. And we still do. But now we also have a new thing called ‘suicide by speech’.  
 
    Just before they shot him, I was so focused on Mr Kill’s weird little smile that I hadn’t noticed the person he was standing next to – the person whose hand he was holding. It was the black lady, his carer. For once, it seemed, their roles were reversed. She was terrified, shaking, alone in the world. All except for Mr Kill. He was holding her hand to reassure her. Mr Kill might have been crazy, but he sure wasn’t afraid. That’s the only way there is to live without fear these days; to be insane. Anyway, they cut them both down in the space of about three seconds.  
 
    And to this day I wonder: who was it in the diner who sold them both out? It could’ve been the waitress, or one of the other diners. It could’ve been anyone. But the fact that, in the eyes of the regime, the carer’s crime was just as grave as Mr Kill’s – the fact that she looked after a racist, a racist who wasn’t. Well, it shows you how far down that rabbit hole we’ve gone. I don’t think Mr Kill intended for his carer to get the bullet too. I think he just didn’t quite get the true nature of the regime. And this is what really breaks my heart; his carer must’ve forgiven him. 
 
    When the execution was over, I heard a woman in the crowd say: “It’s awful, isn’t it? Having to watch that kind of thing?” I’m glad I didn’t get another execution witness order after that, because if I had, I probably would’ve seen her cut down too.  
 
    But dontchaknow, that’s how it works these days. Everyone knows what’s really going on. Everyone knows the regime is paranoid, insane. The evil it (and no-one else) sees lurking in every corner of every room in every city... that is enough to justify the murder of people of all races. Because no matter what colour your skin is, the only thing that counts these days is whether you support the regime or whether you oppose it. 
 
    Everyone knows this, but everyone is too afraid to speak out. And this creates an illusion; the illusion that no-one is opposed to the regime, when in fact everyone is. And this in turn becomes self-reinforcing; since there is apparently no popular resistance, then all those nagging little thoughts and questions in the back of your mind become ‘racist’ thoughts, evil thoughts, because – apparently – nobody else thinks the way you do. To condemn murder, to condemn evil, even in one’s own mind, is now an evil in itself.   
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    So much for the general public. What about those who were directly involved in Project Yukon? The ones who know how and why the regime was able to come to power and hold onto it indefinitely? Well, I’ve been doing a little detective work recently – that’s to say as much as I can safely get away with without drawing too much attention to myself. Which isn’t a great deal. Anyway, some reliable public records do still exist – census information, births, marriages and deaths. The key players in Project Yukon haven’t been doing too well on the births and marriages side of things. But when it comes to deaths... jackpot. 
 
    The first to go was Sergeant Hughes, the ‘Mother Superior’. She died in a secure psychiatric facility in Manchester, England, seven years ago. Cut her wrists open with the sharp edge of a tin can lid. She bled to death before anyone even found her. Horrible, but hardly a tragedy or an   injustice. Some might even call it just desserts. An eye for an eye. But I don’t subscribe to that kind of old testament philosophy. Back in the day I would’ve said something like: ‘I hope she made her peace with God before she went’. But I don’t believe there’s a god anymore. And besides, the last time I saw Sergeant Hughes she thought I was God. Well, I may not be God but at least I’m real! By the way, that’s just the kind of comment Janice made such a big noise about in our divorce proceedings – like a lack of faith in God is grounds for divorce! Not that it mattered much. We had grounds coming out of our ears. Anyway, the death of Sergeant Hughes was predictable. To be expected, you might think. A crazy way to go for a crazy old woman. Nothing to be suspicious about. But then, six months later... 
 
    Remember those two beekeepers from the convent? The ones clowning around with the honey? Their names were Jenny Murthwaite (lance corporal, British Army) and Faye MacArthur (private first class, British Army). They were the two jokers in our pack – good for morale, if nothing else. They were inseparable; in the convent, in the army, in life. At the time, I thought their attitude was unprofessional, unsoldierly. They just couldn’t take anything seriously. Now, with hindsight, I regard it as exemplary. And why? Because it was just the kind of attitude that was needed to survive the whole experience without going crazy. 
 
    There’s an old story about two famous actors – the guy who played the Marathon runner in that old movie – he was the new kid on the block at the time, and the other guy who played the Nazi dentist – he was the seasoned veteran. To prepare for their scene together, the Marathon guy - Hoffmann! - had gone two or three days without sleep, hardly eating anything, and exercising as much as he could. He really had the holler tail, and one day the other guy, Olivier, came up and told him so. He asked Hoffmann why he was putting himself through such an ordeal. Hoffmann explained that his character spent most of the movie physically exhausted. He wanted to experience that for real so it would make his performance more convincing. And Olivier replied “My dear boy, why don’t you just try acting?”  
 
    Murthwaite and MacArthur were like a pair of Oliviers. They disobeyed a direct order, and saved themselves in the process, because they never succumbed to the Stanford Effect. The order was: “go method. Live your role. Be that person.” Like Hoffmann, we were striving for authenticity. For realism. Of course we were. Our mission objective depended on it. But Jenny and Faye, being Jenny and Faye, decided they would treat the whole thing like some fairground game. They had themselves a ball. The part they enjoyed most was the beekeeping. So much so in fact that after the war they went into business together, as independent organic honey farmers somewhere out in Colorado. They were good at it too. They became innovators in their field, experimenting with new hive designs – flow hives, dontchaknow. Don’t ask me how they work. Anyway, I found all this out and I thought: good for you, girls, good for you. And then I found their death certificates and the coroners’ reports; both of them stung to death by their own bees. That’s right. Despite years of combined experience and expertise, to the point where they became goddamn pioneers in their industry, they apparently somehow forgot that bees have stingers. 
 
    Listen to me. I sound like one of those conspiracy nuts we both hate. That’s what I thought when I found out what happened to Faye and Jenny; that I must be going crazy, paranoid. So then I looked for a death certificate for our ‘king’s messenger’, the guy on the horse, a.k.a. Lieutenant Harry Ackroyd. I couldn’t find any trace of him. Maybe he’s still alive somewhere. I hope so. But one reason we selected him was for his horse riding ability, and if he has been ‘taken care of’, I wouldn’t be surprised if something - like a gunshot or a poison dart - spooked his horse and that’s how he died. Or maybe he just rode off into the sunset; who knows? 
 
    So far so inconclusive. But then I remembered Irene. I say ‘remembered’, as if I ever really forgot about her. As if I haven’t thought about her every day since we first met. The relationship didn’t last, of course. How could it when I’d been cheating on my wife in order to be with Irene? In the end Irene took me for what I was; a cheat. And when you’re knowingly dating a cheat, it’s usually because you’re a cheat yourself. Like attracts like. Irene was cheating on me in turn – with her agent of all people! I found out. I didn’t like it. And that was that. What goes around comes around, I guess. 
 
    Anyway, after Yukon, Irene went right back to doing what she’d always done, and done well – writing history books. Four years ago she wrote a book about the slave trade. The slave trade and the Nazis are about the only two subjects left that historians are allowed to write about without fear of state persecution. And then only if you toe the official line. So, safe enough, right? Wrong. When Irene died - just recently - there was an inquest into her death. The verdict was suicide, death by heart failure, caused by a deliberate overdose of pharmaceuticals (that ring any bells with you, Ash?) And what drove her to it? Her book wasn’t selling, they said. And Irene was apparently the real breadwinner in her new relationship. That agent husband of hers was a schmuck, they said. Bad at his job. Couldn’t support even himself, let alone Irene and the agent’s two kids from a previous marriage. As a result of his incompetence, they said, Irene’s career was a failure. But guess what? I checked the sales charts for history books. Hers was a number one bestseller for eighteen straight weeks. Does that sound like failure to you? 
 
    And here’s another thing I still don’t know: were all these people killed because they saw what was happening to their country? Because they didn’t like it and spoke out? Did they breach provisionality? If so, then they must have done it in some alternate universe. On some parallel time track that was observed and reported back to the regime. And then the regime set up these ‘accidents’, thereby switching us from that brighter, more optimistic road to the road we’re on now. The actions of those brave people are forever closed off to us. They only happened in another universe. A universe we can never enter, and have no record of. They say there’s no heroes left in the world, and that’s true; because the moment they became heroes, they left our world behind.   
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    Fleabourne 
 
    Bribing and cajoling and blackmailing time scouts to bring back political information from the future is how Connie’s gang have stayed in power ever since they were first elected – by quelling any dissenting voices before they even start to speak out. And of course no-one must know about the tool that allows them to do this, the dark drive, and that’s why, in the last seven years, everyone who was involved in Yukon – that’s everyone who knows the truth – has wound up dead, or ‘suicided’; the same thing they once tried to do to me. And now we’re the only two left – me and the General – the only two people in the world who know why Connie’s gang never seem to lose an election.  
 
    It’s funny. All the people I ever met during Yukon, I tried to find out what their ‘thing’ was. What made them tick. And the ones I figured out all seem to be dead now. On the other hand, the two I could never truly figure out – Connie and the General – are both still alive and kicking. Is this all my fault? Was it my curiosity that killed all those cats? Of course not. It wasn’t me and it wasn’t Harper either. It was the regime. So let’s not get all tied up in guilt here. Anyway, it’s not true that I never figured Connie out. I figured her out good, eventually. She was clever and devious as hell, sure, but in another way, at least in terms of her ideology, she was an open book, and remains one to this day. So no, it’s not true that everyone I figured out ended up dead, because Connie is alive – and that would be reassuring, if it weren’t for the fact that she’s also President of the United States. 
 
    *** 
 
    So now, I guess the question me and the general have to face is; why are we still alive? But we both know the answer already. It’s obvious. In knowing as we do the truth about Yukon, about the dark drive, we have the power to bring Connie’s regime to its knees. The American people don’t like being lied to after all. But if we ever try and expose the lie, we’ll be dead before we even make the attempt. I guess that’s what they meant by ‘provisionality’.  
 
    There have always been whistleblowers, and there always will be. I would now like to revise that statement to just: there used to be whistleblowers.  
 
    So maybe we never attempt to expose the lie, or maybe we do - tomorrow - and there’s men with guns coming for us as we speak. But one thing’s for sure; the only reason we’re not dead already is because we haven’t yet made that decision. Because whenever there’s a decision of real consequence to be made, you feel it in your bones. You pause, you consider and re-consider, and for a while you honestly aren’t sure which way it’s gonna go. And in those moments of uncertainty, that’s when the new timeline gets created. It still blows my mind even now; the fact that all you have to do to create a whole new universe is pace up and down your kitchen! 
 
    Harper once told me he felt that uncertainty the day he held my camera phone in his hands, so we know that somewhere out there, there’s a world where none of this ever happened, where he pushed ‘send’, not ‘delete’, where the lie was exposed.  
 
    And somewhere else there’s yet another world, one where Vicky Chapman lived to see Norway. In that world she’ll most likely be looking up at the aurora, gazing on it in sheer wonderment. And maybe our cry for help will reach her via the magic of those lights, and this will inspire her to build a bridge - from her world to ours. 
 
    If she ever does, you can bet your bottom dollar she’ll be as pissed off about all this as we are, and knowing her she’ll most likely want to do something about it. Last I heard, Norway was still a free country. I found her once before. Maybe I can do it again.  
 
    Wishful thinking? A denial of reality? Maybe, but Yukon taught me not to put too much faith in reality, for obvious reasons. I was told she died. I was told a lot of things. 
 
    God, I wish this was some old-school Hollywood movie where all we have to do to make things right is - I don’t know - break into a top secret underground vault and destroy the dark drive, then right at the end the whole place goes up in one great big CGI-enhanced explosion. No more Connie, no more scout programme, no more regime. 
 
    That would all be great except for one thing: destroying the dark drive wouldn’t make any difference, because the time scouts have already discovered and documented every major future event for at least the next five thousand years. You can break the crystal ball, but the fortune teller already knows everything, including who’s planning on taking out the fortune teller! 
 
    So I guess the real question is this: is futile resistance better than no resistance at all? Because that’s what this is, isn’t it? Futile resistance? Every year me and the general come here to Tom and Huck’s cabin in the woods, and we both tell our own sides of the story, and then... 
 
    Well, we know what happens then, don’t we? We know it’s all a sham, a ritual we play out together every year, to make us feel better about ourselves, to make us feel like revolutionaries fighting for a just cause. But Harper is 84 years old now. Not a natural age for a freedom fighter. Besides, it’s late. I’m tired, and so’s the general. I can hear him heading off to bed.  
 
    I guess we’ll try again next year. Maybe one of us will have grown a pair by then, or maybe between us we’ll have figured out a way around this conundrum. Who knows? The important thing is that we keep trying. 
 
    I see the general has left his notes out on the table there next to mine, because he knows we’re coming towards the end. He trusts me with his notes. He knows I’ll do what’s necessary.  
 
    The fire is still roaring away. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    67 
 
    Harper 
 
    Poor old Ash. Still an idealist at heart. The truth is, even if Vicky Chapman were still alive (which she isn’t), and even if there were some kind of burgeoning American liberation movement going on in Norway (as Ash likes to pretend), foreign interventions continue, just like they always have. Intervention in Norway would be a first, but so what? Dissent is dissent is dissent. And the folks in power will have seen it all coming. There is no way out of this.   
 
    Anyway, you can’t fault the kid’s optimism. Me, I’m more of a pragmatist. I’ve come to accept things as they really are, and the way things really are is like this: 
 
    In a properly functioning democracy, politics is like a gently swinging pendulum; left, right, left, right and so on, back and forth, back and forth, and never too far in either direction. Folks like me get a little pissed when the pendulum’s moving left. Folks like Ash get pissed when it’s moving right. But because the swing is so gentle, nobody ever gets too pissed. That’s the beauty of it. 
 
    In the real world, the gently swinging pendulum translates into boring debates in the Senate. And dontchaknow, the key word there is boring. Most people are bored by politics, and that’s the way it should be. If it ever becomes interesting for most people, that’s when you need to worry. Right now things are very interesting, because our pendulum is seriously fucked. Someone gave it an almighty shove to the left, so hard and so far that it swung way past communism. It would’ve had the momentum to go all the way up and over, passing fascism on the way, and swinging wildly back and forth for a while until it regained its gentle near-verticality. But because of Project Yukon, because I pressed ‘delete’ instead of ‘send’ that day, the pendulum got all twisted and bent out of shape, and now it’s stuck inside the clock mechanism itself, permanently lodged there.  
 
    You are the creator of our nightmares, and yours too. That’s what Hughes said to me that day we interviewed her. Right after that I chose to delete Ash’s film. Sometimes I think she actually knew that’s what I was about to do, and that’s why she said what she did. But then I just remind myself that she was crazy. She couldn’t possibly have known. It was just some random idea about me that got stuck in her addled brain. And yet those words have stayed with me to this day. And sometimes I ask myself: was I really the creator of all this? Suppose I’d pressed ‘send’ instead of ‘delete’? What would’ve happened then? Let’s see...  
 
    I send Ash’s film out to the press. They pick up the story and run with it. They deduce that we do in fact have a future travel capability. Every other foreign power, including the Caliphate, now ploughs ahead with its own time travel programme. So do we, purely as a deterrence, of course. But even though we have a head start on the others, this swiftly becomes irrelevant. Because it’s not about who started first. It’s about how far into the future you can go. Somebody once said: ‘whoever owns the past owns the future’. But really it’s: ‘whoever owns the future owns the present, and fuck the past’. So it turns into an escalating arms race, like that flying pig scenario I mentioned before. You went twenty years into the future? You’ve seen that far ahead? Fine, then we’ll go fifty years into the future, and how d’you like them apples? And so on and so on, until one day there’s an end point, some catastrophic event that’s so way off in the far future, and yet so grand and cataclysmic, that whichever power sees that one coming is the ultimate winner. Because everything they do between now and then is done with that ultimate event in mind.  
 
    Who knows? Maybe it’s an asteroid impact that only the Caliphate knows about. While everyone else is busy trying to sabotage each other’s time travel programmes, the Caliphate has been building intergalactic warships so they can take off and bring their jihad to a bunch of bug-eyed alien infidels. Or maybe we saw it coming first, in which case we take off and, by hook or by crook, spread democracy to other galaxies. There are any number of potential outcomes arising from me pressing ‘send’ instead of ‘delete’. I’ve considered plenty of them. Believe me, I’ve had time. And what troubles me is, they always seem to be ultimately better than the situation we’re in right now.  
 
    So was I really the creator of this particular nightmare? Or should we blame the guy who let the genie out of the bottle in the first place – the good Doctor Brandt? You can play the blame game all day long, tracing cause and effect further and further back until you reach the dawn of time, but it seems kind of redundant. We’re stuck here, and that’s all there is to it.  
 
    So how can we live now? Is there still any purpose to our existence? What can we take solace in? 
 
      
 
    Fleabourne 
 
    Before we conclude our story, I want to ask you, our reader in another universe, a question. Didn’t you ever wonder how our stories – mine and Harper’s – became so refined? All those flowery, metaphor-laden descriptions, all the pithy dialogue exchanges remembered word for word, all the carefully laid out plot twists, the holding back of crucial information until just the right moment... and all this from a couple of soldiers? Come on. Friend, reader, haven’t you guessed? It’s not because none of it ever happened. It all did.  
 
    No, it’s because of ‘provisionality’. It’s because every year we come here, we write it all down, and then we burn it. So every year it’s a whole new draft of the same old story, and one day – one day – we’re gonna write a grade A masterpiece. Sadly of course, we’ll have to burn that draft too, but in the brief space of time in which it exists, it will be a masterpiece.  
 
    And that will be enough.   
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed Dark Drive, be sure to check out Phil Miles’ short stories Teamwork and The Voices In The East Wing, which you can download for free here: Philip Miles, Author at Fictionjunkies 
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    THE TICKING GHOST 
 
    Somewhere in London, a device lies hidden. It contains a virus whose means of contagion is unique, astonishing… and devastating. For now, the virus is secure. But soon the device will activate, and its deadly payload will be unleashed. The key to finding it lies on a remote Scottish island, in an empty house at the end of a pier. Drew Turner, a talented but volatile detective, has been tasked with discovering this vital clue. Accompanying him is Megan Mallory, a prickly MI5 operative. They must work out their differences and work together if they are to avert the imminent catastrophe. But the house at the end of the pier is not as empty as it seems… 
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