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To my dear friend Andy Muir,
for forty years of fellowship.
Awrabestfurnoo!
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Angels — time agents from Up River. Not even born yet.

Anna — daughter of Otto and Katerina.

Aristotle — Greek philosopher and scientist, born 384 BC, died 322 BC.

Arizhelika — female Russian time agent.

Arminius — German tribal leader (died AD 21), chieftain of the Cherusci, also known as Hermann. Defeated the Roman army in the Battle of the Teutoberg Forest, AD 9.

Augustus, Gaius Octavius — founder of the Roman Empire and first Emperor. Ruled 27 BC to AD 14.

Aurelius, Marcus Anthonious Augustus — (reigned AD 161 to AD 180) Emperor of the Roman Empire.

Baetorix — German chieftain, in AD 9. The warrior who fights Urte.

Behr, Otto — our narrator. A German ‘reisende’ or time agent. Voted Meister by the veche, or ‘council’.

Beskryostnov, Mariya — fortune-teller in Baturin, in 1808. Twin to ‘Jamil’.

Blagovesh — the Bandit King; leader of the Marsh bandits in thirteenth-century Russia.

Bobrov — Russian time agent and killer of at least a dozen German agents. Member of the veche, or ‘council’.

Burckel, Albrecht — German time agent, or reisende. A ‘sleeper’ in the Greater Berlin of AD 2747.

Bush, George — Vice-President of the United States of America, November 1984.

Charles XII — King of Sweden, defeated at the Battle of Poltova in 1709.

Chkalov, Joseph Maksymovich — otherwise known as Yastryeb, ‘the Hawk’. Grand Master of Time for the Russians.

Curie, Marie — Polish-born physicist and chemist (1867–1934).

Dankevich, Fedor Ivanovich — Russian time agent, and archenemy of Otto. Member of the veche, or ‘council’.

Darre, Richard Walther — SS Obergruppenfuhrer and Reichminister of Food and agriculture, 1933–1942 (Born in Argentina).

Darya — female Russian time agent.

Da Vinci, Leonardo — Italian polymath. Inventor, painter, sculptor, architect, musician and mathematician (1452–1519).

DeSario, Joseph P. — owner of the apartment in New York in November 1984.

Dick, Kleo — wife of Philip K Dick. Deceased.

Dick, Philip K. — President of the United States of America in November 1984. Also science-fiction writer.

Diedrich — German time agent, and Four-Oh’s physics expert.

Dietrich — Grand Meister of Altenberg, responsible for Prussian crusades in the thirteenth century.

Dimitri — Russian time agent from Up River.

Dirac, Paul – English theoretical physicist and specialist in quantum mechanics.

Do hu — ‘domesticated humans’, genetically adapted servants, from Greater Germany.

Doppelgehirn — experimental use (in Greater Germany) of two heads connected to a single body. Preliminary tests AD 2320–2370.

Edison, Thomas — American inventor and businessman (1847–1931). Invented the light bulb and photographs.

Eichel, August — silver-haired master of genetics. Professor at the Berlin Akademie (where he laid the foundations that allowed the development of the Guildsmen).

Eicke, Theodore — Commandant of Dachau (1892–1943).

Einstein, Albert — German-born theoretical physicist, famous for his general theory of relativity (1879–1955).

Ernst — see Kollwitz.

‘Ernst’ — a parallel timeline version of Otto’s best friend, a gang boss who does not know Otto’s Ernst.

Feynman, Richard Phillips — American theoretical physicist. Developed the theory of quantum mechanics (1918–1988).

Fischer (Theoretician) — leading figure at the Scientific Akademie in Berlin in 2343. Expert in genetics.

Frank, Karl Hermann — prominent Sudeten German Nazi, stationed in Czechoslovakia (1898–1946).

Franke — second ‘personality’ that makes up the doppelgehirn known as Reichenau.

Franklin, Rosamund — English chemist and X-ray crystallographer (1920–1958). Partly responsible for the discovery of DNA’s double helix.

Frederick The Great — King Frederick II of Prussia, known more commonly as ‘Old Fritz’. Fighting against overwhelming odds, he helped Prussia survive the War of the Austrian Succession (1740–1748) where he was faced with the alliance of France, Austria and Russia and defeated all three. A hero of Europe.

Freisler — German reisende or time agent. Meister Hecht’s special henchman – his ‘Jagdhund’ or bloodhound – responsible for doing all of Hecht’s dirty work.

Galileo Galilei — Italian astronomer, physicist, engineer, philosopher and mathematician (1564–1642).

Gehlen, Hans — aka, ‘The Genewart’. Architect of Four-Oh, scientific genius and inventor of time travel. Has existed for two hundred years as a gaseous presence in the midst of Four-Oh’s artificial intelligence.

Golitsyn — the Regent Sophia’s lover.

Golubintzev — cossack in Baturin, 1708.

Gress, Ulrich — senior member of the Schufzstaffel – or SS – in AD 2343.

Grigor — time agent from Up River.

Hammill, Kurt — Master of the Guilds, Greater Germany, twenty-fifth century.

Haussman — geneticist and author of Against Random Choice. Chief progenitor of future Greater Germany.

Hecht, Albrecht — Master Hecht’s older brother and keeper of the archives at the haven, way back in time.

Hecht, Meister — ‘The Pike’; Master of the Germans back at Four-Oh. Deceased.

Heinrich — ex-Russian time agent. Reichenau’s right-hand man from the twenty-eighth century. Also Burckel’s friend. A revolutionary (Undrehungar). Also present in 1950s California.

Heydrich, Reinhard Tristan Eugen — high-ranking Nazi – one of the main architects of the Holocaust. Assassinated 4 June 1942.

Himmler, Heinrich — Reichsfuhrer of the Schutzstaffel [SS]. Leading Nazi.

Von Hindenberg, Paul — German Field Marshal and President of Germany (nineteenth–twentieth centuries).

Hitler, Adolf — Fuhrer (‘leader’) of the National Socialist or Nazi party in the twentieth century.

Huber, Franz Josef — (1902–1975); Chief of the Munich Police. Prominent Nazi.

Hypatia — (female) Greek mathematician, astronomer and philosopher – originally from Egypt (b. AD 415).

Ilyusha — Kolya’s helper at Krasnogorsk.

Iranov — ‘priest’ at Cherdiechnost in the thirteenth century.

Irina — daughter of Otto and Katerina.

Izolda — female Russian time agent.

Stewart, James II — King of England, Ireland, Wales and Scotland, early seventeenth century.

Joe — owner of the bar in New York City, November 1984.

Von Jungingen, Hockmeister Ulrich — (1360–1410); twenty-sixth Grand Master of the Teutonic Knights, from 1407 to 1410.

Kabanov — Russian time agent. Traitor.

Kaminski, Nikita — Russian time agent both from the period of Catherine the Great (1762–1796) and the Mechanist Age (c. 2450–c. 2650).

Kavanagh, John Patrick — American agent and gun salesman, based in New York in November 1984.

Kepler, Johannes — Italian astronomer and mathematician (1571–1630).

Klara — female Russian time agent.

Klug, Hans — from AD 2343. German geneticist and scientist, responsible for creating the ruling royal family’s bloodline.

Koch — President of Greater Germany. Assassinated.

Kollwitz, Ernst — a reisende or time agent. Otto’s best friend and travelling companion; damaged in the Past. Member of the veche, or ‘council’.

Kolya — archenemy of Otto Behr.

Krauss, Phillipe — German reisende, or time agent. A traitor to his own agents.

Kravchuk, Oleg Alekseevich — agent of the Mongols in thirteenth-century Russia and – in some timelines – married to Katerina.

Kroos, Meister — Fake ID/alias Otto uses when in AD 2343 Greater Berlin.

Kurdin, Igor — Russian time agent and member of the veche, or ‘council’.

Leibniz, Gottfried Wilhelm — German polymath and philosopher (1646–1716).

Lersch — Friend of DeSario’s, New York, November 1984.

Lishka — a haulier in thirteenth-century Russia.

Loki — god of Norse mythology and a malicious troublemaker.

Ludendorff, Erich Friedrich Wilhelm — German general, victor of the Battle of Liege (1914) and the battle of Tannenberg (1914). Chief architect of German military activities in the First World War.

Ludmilla — female Russian time agent.

Makarov — Moscow Central’s expert for the period of Russian history that includes Fredrick the Great.

Malya — Kolya’s helper at Krasnogorsk.

Mannfred — King of Greater Germany, and tenth in his genetic line.

Maria — woman in the apartment next door to Otto, in New York, 1984 – with son and daughter.

Martha — lost daughter of Katerina and Otto.

Master, The — owner of Cherdiechnost B.

Matveyev, Artamon — influential friend of Frederick the Great, murdered by the Streltsy in the Moscow Uprising of 1682.

Maxim — Russian time agent from Up River.

Maxwell, James Clerk — Scottish scientist specialising in mathematical physics. (1831–1879).

Meisner — German time agent and member of the veche, or ‘council’.

Meitner, Lise — experimenter on radioactivity and nuclear physics (1878–1968).

Menshikov, Alexander Danilovich — Russian general and friend of Peter the Great, victor of Poltova (1709).

Mondale, Walter — Democratic opponent to President Dick, November 1984.

Moseley, Henry — English atomic physicist (1887–1915).

‘The Mouth’ — Mafia soldier, New York, November 1984.

Muller, Heinrich — Chief of the Gestapo in Nazi Germany (1900–1945).

Muller, Kurt — German time agent, responsible for de-briefing Galileo and Einstein.

Natalya — daughter of Katerina and Otto.

Nemsov — Russian time agent and member of the veche, or ‘council’.

Nevsky, Alexander Iaroslavich — Russian Orthodox Prince of Novgorod in the thirteenth century. Victor of the Battle on the Ice (on Lake Peipus) in April 1242, a battle that effectively ended the expansive Northern crusades.

Newton, Isaac — English physicist and mathematician (1643–1727).

Otto — see ‘Behr’.

Patricia — woman Kavanagh is seeing in New York City, November 1984.

Pauli, Wolfgang — Austrian-born theoretical physicist (1900–1958) – the father of quantum physics.

Pavlusha — Russian time agent.

Peter the Great — six foot six ruler of Russia from 1672 to 1725. Architect of modern Russia.

Petr — Alias Otto uses in Cherdiechnost B.

Postorsky — Russian time agent and traitor.

Publius, Quinictilus Varus — Commander of the three Roman legions in the campaign into the northern forest in AD 9. Lost the Battle of the Teutoberg Forest.

Puskarev, Kebba — big African from the Gambia. A ‘free man’ at Cherdiechnost in the thirteenth century.

Razumovsky, Katerina — eternal love of Otto Behr. Daughter of Mikhail Razumovsky in the thirteenth century at Cherdiechnost.

Rakitin — Russian time agent.

Reagan, Nancy — widow of President Ronald Reagan.

Reagan, Ronald — President of the United States of America. Assassinated in November 1984.

Rehnskjold, Carl Gustav — Field Marshal of Charles XII’s Swedish army. In command at the Battle of Poltava (1709) and captive of the Russians until 1718.

Reichenau, Gudrun — daughter of Michael Reichenau (so he claims).

Reichenau, Michael — doppelgehirn, also supervisor of Werkstatt 9. Somehow involved in time travel. Product of a genetic experiment, he has two skulls ‘hot-wired’ together.

Rutherford, Ernest — British physicist, known as the father of nuclear physics (1871–1937).

Samsonov, Alexander — defeated Russian Marshal at Tannenberg.

Saratov, Sergei Ilya — Harbourmaster at Tver in thirteenth century Russia. Time agent on some timelines, and member of the veche, or ‘council’.

Schafer, Adelbert — President of Greater Germany.

Schikaneder, Jakub — ‘sleeper’ time agent in 19th century Prague. Painter and exile. Also known as Klaus Hecht.

Schmidt, Hans — German time agent and member of the veche, or ‘council’.

Schnorr — ‘Old Schnorrr’, Master at Four-Oh in charge of the project to trawl time for common/familiar faces. One of the Elders and a member of the veche, or ‘council’.

Schwab, Meister — Speaker of the Reichstag and President Schafe’s Chancellor (twenty-fourth century).

Schwarzenegger, Arnie — Hollywood film actor, November 1984.

Shafaravich — Russian time agent; henchman to Yastryeb (the Hawk), Grand Master of the Russians.

Shaklovity, Fedor — Russian diplomate of the seventeenth century.

Shakespeare, William — also known as ‘Will’. Poet and playwright from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

Shelley, Peter — UK punk singer/songwriter, November 1984.

Shepnikov — Steward at Cherdiechnost B.

Simon — the smith at Cherdiechnost B.

Sofia — female Russian time agent. Senior member of a squad of five.

Sophia — Regent of Russia in the seventeenth century (on behalf of Peter).

Stahlecker, Walter — doctor in charge of Einsatzgrupen A.

Stalin, Joseph — AKA Iosif Vissarionvich Dzhugashvili; leader of the Soviet Union until 1953.

Steiner, Felix Martin Julius — General of the Waffen-SS and prominent Nazi (died 1966).

Svetov, Arkadi — Russia’s chief agent in the twenty-fourth century. Member of the veche, or ‘council’.

Talianov, Sergei — Russian psyche expert.

Tavener, Jason — character in a Philip K. Dick science-fiction novel.

Tesla, Nikola — Serbian–American inventor and electrical engineer/physicist (1856–1943).

Todd — Boy-actor in Shakespeare’s troupe of players.

Tomas — young German student at Four-Oh.

Tupayeva, Alina — Russian time agent and member of the veche, or ‘council’.

Turing, Alan — pioneering British computer scientist, cryptoanalyst and theoretical biologist (1912–1954).

Tyutchev — Russian time agent.

‘Ugly Fucker’ — Mafia soldier in New York, November 1984.

Urte — one of the women at the platform in Four-Oh (and subsequently Moscow Central). Also an expert physicist, technician and mathematician. Member of the veche, or ‘council’.

Vasilia — Russian agent and markswoman.

Wallis, John — Mathematician who originated the use of ‘infinity’ (the lazy eight) as a mathematical symbol in 1655.

‘Will’ — see Shakespeare.

Yastryeb — see Chkalov, Grand Master of Time for the Russians.

Yusupov, Irina — Russian time agent and member of the veche, or ‘council’.

Zarah — fifth and youngest daughter of Otto and Katerina.

Zarah — most senior of the women who run first Four-Oh and then Moscow Central’s operating systems. Sweet on Otto.

Zasyekin, Petr — Russian time agent.

Zieten, Hans Joachim von — Cavalry general in Prussian army and advisor to Frederick the Great.
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For a time I just lie there on the bed, facing the wall, the tears trickling slowly down my face. The hurt is simply too much, the pain too fierce. I try to fight it, to be ‘manly’, only I keep seeing their faces, their eyes wide with fear, pleading with me – Katerina and my brave Natalya, young Irina and Anna, and Martha and my darling little Zarah – and an overwhelming sense of hopelessness, of sheer, soul-numbing impotence, stops me dead.

How can I live without them?

I can’t. But giving up will not save them. Only by living can I help. Only by forgetting the hurt and setting it aside. But it’s hard. Perhaps the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do.

I sit up and look about me, trying to think, trying to function like the time agent I am. I used to be good at this – at living off my wits – but it seems I’ve grown soft.

I know two conflicting things for certain. First, I am trapped in some cul-de-sac of Time; trapped and unable to escape. Second, I can’t possibly be trapped, because I’m still in the loop. How, for instance, can my children have been stolen from me when they do not yet exist? For surely, unless I escape from here and conceive them, they cannot come into being?

Or am I missing something? Has Kolya, perhaps, robbed me even of that?

I stand unsteadily, then begin my explorations. First I must know where I am and when. The newspaper on the floor – a New York Times – suggests I’m in that city in November 1984, but is that so, or is it a false clue left by Kolya?

Yes, and why here? Why now? Or was this hastily contrived?

I think not. I don’t think Kolya does anything hastily or without a reason. At least, that’s my experience so far. He’s a control freak. Perhaps the ultimate control freak. A control freak with the ability to travel in Time.

I walk across and try the left-hand door. It’s locked. I put my ear to it and listen, and sure enough I hear movement out there.

Turning, I walk over to the other door and try it. It opens. Beyond it is a short passageway with rooms off: a bathroom, a kitchen and a lounge. Four rooms, then. And not a hotel by the look of it. An apartment. But whose?

Not knowing when someone will return, I decide to search the lounge. There’s a TV and a big leather sofa – an old white thing, well kept and relatively unscuffed – only what interests me most is the standing shelves.

Whoever this guy is – and I’m almost certain from the décor that it’s a male – he’s heavily into his military history, though there’s a smattering of books about various media and sports personalities, as well as politicians. The few novels are cheap thrillers of the kind you’d buy in airport lounges. Well-thumbed paperbacks.

What else? The carpet’s wine red, the curtains the same. There are no pictures on the walls, and no photographs on display. Not anywhere. It’s neat rather than fashionable and suggests our tenant is single. A very organised man.

I walk through to the kitchen. Again it’s neat, everything in its place. But what stands out? A coffee grinder and, nearby, an espresso machine. One of those expensive, Italian jobs. Three big mugs hang from hooks below one of the wall units. The bowl in the sink is empty and there’s no washing up on the drainer. I turn, looking 360 about me. No. There’s nothing here that gives him away. Nothing except the coffee machine, which suggests expensive tastes.

The bathroom is a surprise. Marble. Real marble, not fake, and a top-of-the-range shower unit with one of those variable heads. This guy likes to shower. It’s the nicest room in the apartment, and speaks volumes about his habits.

I look in the little wall unit over the sink. There’s a shaving kit here, but it looks like a spare. I’d guess he has his best kit with him, wherever he is. And no sign of colognes or aftershave. Even the soap is unscented.

I nod to myself then move quickly on, returning to the bedroom.

It’s hard to see this room without thinking of Kolya’s presence. He jumped in here with me, so he knew this room. He’d been here before. So what’s the connection? Does he know the tenant? Or is this one of his apartments?

Somehow what I’ve seen doesn’t fit with Kolya’s ‘profile’. I can’t see him being obsessed with showering, for a start.

I walk over to the bed and, crouching, drag the case out from underneath. It’s locked, but that doesn’t trouble me. As I click the locks open and push the lid back, I frown. It’s full of old newspapers, some of them going back to the fifties. If they belong to our tenant, then that puts him, I’d say, somewhere in his forties.

Without studying them in depth, I can’t see any obvious connection between them. They come from all over the USA, and the dates seem random, though I’m sure they’re not.

Closing the case, I return it to under the bed, then go over to the desk, flicking through the papers there. And get myself a name.

DeSario, Joseph P.

It’s there, on three of the bills, and on two of the letters.

Not only that, but there’s an address – presumably the address of the apartment where I am right now.

Apartment 8D, 357, 75th Street, New York.

The desk has three drawers on the right-hand side. I try the top drawer first, and find it full of the usual kind of stuff – paperclips, biros, scraps of writing paper and a packet of gum. There’s a stapler, too, and in the corner at the back a small glasses case.

I take the last item out and open it. The glasses look ordinary enough, only when I try them on, I realise that they’re not spectacles at all. The glass is plain, the lenses perfectly flat.

I put them back, then try the middle drawer. Empty.

I slide it closed and, not expecting anything, pull the bottom drawer out.

And almost smile.

There’s a handgun. A .357 Magnum, if I’m not mistaken. And beside it a box of bullets. I open it and, sure enough, they’re .357s. Live ammunition, not blanks. Careful not to touch the gun, I ease the drawer right out, peering into the back of it, and am rewarded with the sight of something else.

A small diary with a black leather cover.

I reach in and take it out. But there is no revelation to be found within its pages. The diary is mainly blank. There are barely any entries at all, only hand-drawn lines linking blocks of three, four or five days, with the word ‘OUT’ at the start and ‘BACK’ at the end. Business journeys, presumably. But doing what? The bills give me no clues, nor do the letters. Only I know now when our friend, DeSario, will be back. Three days from now, if the newspaper is accurate, on the eleventh of November.

And then I think about that. According to the diary he was ‘OUT’ on the eighth, so he probably left the newspaper on that day. Which would make it …

I go through to the lounge and switch the TV on, changing channels until I find a news programme, and there – beneath the headline – is the date. The tenth of November, 1984.

Back tomorrow, then.

I’m about to switch it off and go back through, when I realise what I’m watching. It’s a state funeral. There’s a gun carriage, pulled by two black horses, and on it is a coffin draped with an American flag. There are lots of troops and important-looking men in sombre coats, and there, walking just behind the coffin, next to a small, slim woman in her late middle-age, his head bare, his whole demeanour immensely sad, is Phil.

I stare and stare, beginning to understand, beginning to remember what I know about this period. The guy in the coffin … Reagan … in our timestream he went on to win a second term, his running mate – Bush, was it? – following him as president. But in this timeline Reagan has died somehow, and instead of Bush for a running mate, he had Phil.

The idea is so preposterous that for a moment I entertain the idea that I’ve been drugged. Reagan, if I remember rightly, was a Republican. And remembering Phil … well, I don’t know what his politics were, really, but they certainly weren’t Republican. He hated all that authority stuff.

I’m still watching as something flutters into camera view and lands on Phil’s shoulder, perching there, preening itself even as he walks on, his step unchecked, behind the gun carriage.

An owl. A snowy owl.

I switch it off then hurry back to the bedroom. Picking up the New York Times, I flick through it until I come to a full-page article that fills me in with some of what’s been going on.

The man in the coffin was indeed Reagan – Ronald Reagan, the thirty-ninth President of the United States of America – and the woman walking beside Phil, following the carriage, was his widow, Nancy.

Having survived one assassination attempt just two months into his first spell as president, Reagan was shot a second time while touring Wisconsin, only weeks before a poll that, most commentators agreed, would have seen him re-elected with a landslide victory over his Democrat opponent, Walter Mondale.

I read down the page, looking for details, then find what I’m looking for. According to this, Reagan was in a coma for the best part of six days before he died, while his running mate, the senator for California, Philip K. Dick, took over the campaign, choosing a relative unknown, the Governor of Texas, George Bush, as the new prospective vice-president.

The sympathy vote was huge. Dick, seen by many as a strange choice for running mate, representing, as he did, the softer side of Republicanism, had carried the day, not only riding the tide of Reagan’s popularity, but coming into his own with his dignity of bearing and his clear, straight-spoken manner.

I close the paper and sit back, trying to think this through. If I’m to get out of here, I’ve got to find out just how far back the changes go, because that’s where I’ll find my way out of here. That’ll be the point – the one and only point, in fact – where I can jump back to Four-Oh, back to the main trunk of the Tree.

Only there are two problems. One – I don’t know enough about the specific history of this time and place to make that judgement and isolate that point where the changes began. And two – even if I did, how in Urd’s name would I get back there?

I go over to the door again and rattle it, hoping maybe that the lock will prove weak enough to give, only it doesn’t. It feels good and solid and secure.

And there’s no way I can use the windows. There’s a straight drop of eight floors to the sidewalk.

I walk back through to the kitchen and check the fridge. There are one or two bits of food, but barely enough to feed me for a day. Searching the wall units I come across a few cans and various packets, but again there’s not much. If DeSario doesn’t come back tomorrow, then I’m going to have to try to break out of here, if only to feed myself.

I go back into the lounge and stand in front of the bookshelves again, staring at them, as if the answer’s there. Then, some kind of instinct driving me, I go over and start pulling books out and looking behind them. It’s fairly random at first, but then I notice something. There’s a small section on the bottom shelf where the book spines seem pushed back a little in one place.

I crouch and remove a couple of them, and there it is. A small wooden cigar box. And inside? I smile, knowing already that they’re going to fit. For it’s keys. A set of keys to this apartment.
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I spend the next day and a half mainly on the sofa, the door open, giving me a clear view of the passageway and the front door, the TV on low, the .375 Magnum resting on my chest. Loaded, of course. Just in case.

Because what’s a man doing with a ‘thirty-eight’ Magnum if he doesn’t intend to use it?

I’ve tried the keys and they work. Not that I intend to go anywhere just yet. Not until DeSario returns.

And if he doesn’t?

Then I’ll go out. See what’s to be seen. Buy myself a steak dinner, maybe.

Because I’ve got cash now. Over eight thousand dollars. Money that was in the box where I found the key, in a sealed envelope marked ‘expenses’.

I don’t intend to steal it. Just borrow it for a while.

For a while I channel surf, getting a feeling of this age through its images and idioms. It’s very different from the fifties, and not just in its degree of sophistication. This is an age that has recently discovered sex, and in what I see and hear there’s a constant battle raging between those who think things have gone too far and those who don’t think things have gone far enough.

I stop at a music channel – MTV, it’s called – and watch for a while. The music’s bland to my ear, the beat repetitive, the tunes insipid. Even jazz, I think, is better. But what do I know? Besides, at the volume I’ve got the TV, who can tell what the dynamics of the music are?

Only I’ve sat in the same room as Beethoven and seen him play piano, like a man possessed, and know what I’m seeing on the screen before me is not the best humanity can do.

I wait all of that day, and all of that evening, too, and still he doesn’t come. DeSario is late. Either that, or he doesn’t actually exist. Maybe this is all a construct, created by Kolya to keep me occupied. But why would he do that?

Is he watching me? Is that what this is? A controlled environment?

I decide to risk going outside, onto the streets. I’ve money and a key, and a gun. What harm can come to me? And if this is a construct, I’ll find out quick enough. Kolya doesn’t have the resources to people a whole city for my benefit.

I go to the window, to check out the weather, then return to the bedroom to search through DeSario’s wardrobe. Looking through his clothes, I note that he’s no style guru, but that doesn’t really matter. What does matter – and is it just coincidence? – is that he’s my size, right down to our matching shoe size.

Slipping out of my old clothes I get dressed, then study myself in the bathroom mirror. It’s far from perfect – denim jeans, a black T-shirt and a pair of casual slip-ons – but it’ll do.

Last of all, I look for a coat to wear against the weather. There’s one dark woollen jacket that’ll do me and I pull it on, noting how snugly it fits.

I pocket one of the hundred-dollar bills, slip the gun into my jacket pocket, then pick up the key. I’m about to go out when I hear noises from outside, in the hallway.

There’s a peephole in the door. I go to it, placing my eye against the glass.

There, in that shadowed space between the apartments, two men are gesturing violently and shouting at a woman. It’s not a pretty sight. She has her arms up, as if to defend herself, and they keep leaning in to her threateningly, leaning in and shouting, until, finally, one of them shakes his fist at her and turns away, quickly followed by the other.

I watch her watching them go, real fear in her eyes, then see how she slumps, one hand gripping the half-open door behind her, as if she’s about to collapse. There’s a part of me that wants to throw the door open and go out to help her, but I don’t know whether this isn’t yet another of Kolya’s little games.

I step away, then turn, my back to the door, waiting, listening. And in a while I hear the door to her apartment slam shut.

I give it a minute, then slip out, locking the door behind me. Whatever it was, it’d be best not to get involved. For all I knew she might have been at fault. Only I don’t think so.

I make my way down the stairs and out onto the grey streets of New York City. It’s cold, a faint flurry of snow in the air. On the corner, just across from me, is a grocery store, its cluttered interior lit up against the encroaching darkness. I go across, buying myself groceries, a torch, a notepad and a packet of pens, the old guy on the till growling in his best New York fashion.

‘You not got something smaller, buddy?’

I make an apologetic face. ‘Sorry, friend. It’s all I’ve got.’

The old guy makes a face, then rummages through his till, hiding the hundred-dollar bill beneath the tray, before handing me my change.

I was going to head straight back, settle in and make myself supper, only I notice a bar, a few shops further on. A cosy-looking place. The kind you find scattered all over New York in this place and time.

Why not? I could have a steak and a beer, perhaps.

Yeah … but what if DeSario turns up while you’re gone?

That’s a risk I’m going to take. Besides, the mere thought of a steak is too much for me after all I’ve been through.

Okay. Let me make this clear. There’s not a moment I’m not thinking of them. Agonising. Wondering how I can get out of there and rescue them. Only …

Only a man has to eat. Whatever age he’s trapped in.

I walk across. There’s a neon sign above the window. Joe’s Bar, it reads, as if it could be called anything else.

I go inside.

It’s small. One long room with a bar to the left and a row of tables and chairs to the right. It’s also unexpectedly empty. Or almost so. There’s a barman cleaning glasses, a small, stout, bald-headed man in his forties, and, sat on a stool at the far end of the bar, his one and only customer.

My instinct is to turn about and leave. Only that would seem strange, impolite. Not that the barman seems to notice that I’m there. He doesn’t even look up, just continues to clean glasses, the clink of which is just about audible over the sound from the small TV screen that’s just behind the bar.

Yes, and to add to my awkwardness, I’ve a heavy bag of shopping. I’ve only taken two steps towards the bar when I’m hailed. ‘Hey, buddy! Let me buy you a drink!’

There’s a small part of me that’s deeply suspicious. I don’t know the fellow, after all, and what better way for Kolya to keep tabs on me than to have his men scattered all about the area? In bars and shops and on the streets nearby. Watching me. Keeping tabs.

I go across. He’s younger than the barman. Mid-thirties at the most. A tall, rather handsome young man, in a dark grey suit, the jacket of which is laid over the back of the bar stool, a packet of Tareyton Long Lights – cigarettes, I’m guessing – on the counter next to his wallet.

‘Hey,’ I say, setting my shopping down and offering him my hand. ‘Name’s Otto—’

He smiles. A pleasant smile. ‘Hey, Otto. I’m John. John Patrick Kavanagh.’ And he takes my hand and shakes it firmly. ‘What’ll you have?’

I note that he’s drinking a Coors Lite. A lager, by the look of it. I nod towards it.

‘I’ll have what you’re having.’

He looks past me. ‘Sure … Joe! Another Coors!’

And so our friendship begins. And within half an hour any doubts I had about the man are gone. He no more works with Kolya than I do. In fact, he’s a lawyer, and that accent in his voice that I couldn’t place is from Illinois, from downtown Chicago, to be precise, where he works in corporate law. When I ask what he’s doing in New York, he laughs and, drawing from his cigarette, tells me.

‘I’m attending subcommittee meetings of the NAIC. That’s the National Association of Insurance Commissioners. But in my spare time I’m visiting the Museum of Modern Art. Oh …’ And he leans towards me, lowering his voice confidentially, ‘… and cranking a woman named Patricia. She’s from Chicago too. Moved out here after her divorce.’

By ‘cranking’ I assume he means having sex. And for some reason I think of the woman in the apartment across from where I’m staying and a cloud falls over my face, which he sees.

‘Hey, buddy. What’s up?’

I tell him what I saw, and he takes a long draw on his cigarette while he mulls it over, then, nodding slowly to himself, meets my eyes.

‘You know what? I think you were right not to get involved. This is a hard town, Otto, and there’re some hard people out there. You cross them and you’ll end up dead.’

I can believe that. Only now that I’ve had a few beers, I feel like telling him more. Telling him all of it, in fact. Only then he’d think I was insane. That I’d escaped from some asylum. And then I’d be alone again. And I don’t want to be alone. I realise that now.

‘I’d better get back,’ I say. But I sound only half convinced. There’s part of me that wants to stay here and get drunk, and Kavanagh, realising that, buys me another drink. And another. And all the while he’s telling me all about what’s been going on – as he sees it – as if I’ve spent the last ten years on the dark side of the moon, which is near enough the truth – and I begin to get a picture of this time and place. And there’s yet another part of me – the part that is Reisende, time agent through and through – that takes all of that raw information and makes a pattern from it. A gestalt.

And then – and who knows how it came about? – I’m saying goodbye to Kavanagh in the snow outside the bar, shaking his hand with my one free hand, the other clinging on to my groceries, then watching him as he disappears into the night, like a spectre. Or like some figure from a dream. And I return to the building where I’m staying and unsteadily climb the stairs back up to the unlit apartment on the eighth floor where I have washed up, like a sea-sculpted spar from some shipwrecked vessel.

And DeSario?

Of DeSario there’s no sign. Not that I expected anything. Because I know now. There is no DeSario. That’s just a name. A peg for my imagination. And all of this is a construct, to keep me busy, guessing, running about like a hamster in a cage. Going nowhere fast. All for Kolya’s sick amusement.

And, locking the door behind me, not bothering with the lights, I throw myself down on the big double bed and weep once more. For my girls. And Katerina. And because, despite all of Kavanagh’s kindness, I am alone in this alien place.
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I fell asleep, then woke, gasping, the apartment in darkness, the timer on the bedside alarm showing it was just after five.

The dream in my head was still fresh, still raw.

I had been watching them die, one by one. Bound hand and feet, my mouth gagged, I had been forced to witness it all, while beside me, gripping my arms, keeping me upright, even as my legs gave way, was him.

Kolya. My enemy.

A dream? It didn’t seem so. No. It had felt too real, too awful to be other than real. Not here, maybe, but somewhere in Time.

Barefoot, I went through to the kitchen, where I filled a kettle and placed it on the hob to heat. And, as I stood there, so the daylight leaked slowly back into the world.

I had stopped trembling. Only I knew this couldn’t go on. My fear for them was slowly sapping me. Destroying me. Another week of this and I would be fit for nothing. And maybe he knows that. Maybe that’s why he’s trapped me here.

I make coffee, then I make plans.

The bag of groceries is where I left it last night, on the floor by the door. I pack them away, then, taking the notepad and a pen, sit on the sofa, meaning to sketch out a plan of action. Only what’s to be done? Unless Kolya takes pity on me, I’m here and here I’ll stay. Until the sun grows cold.

Even so, I open up the pad and begin to write, noting down everything that happened, looking to see whether I’ve overlooked something. Something obvious.

An hour later and all I have is a series of sketches of my girls, hand drawn from memory – Martha and Zarah, Natalya, Anna, Irina, and, of course, Katerina. And I wonder why I am tormenting myself. Why, when there’s nothing I can do, I am wasting my time making plans, because we are beyond plans, beyond all practical measures. No. There is nothing I can do. He doesn’t even have to watch me. Because there is no way out. No trapdoor exit for me to find. Why, he didn’t even have to kill me, just leave me to this torment, a member of the living dead.

I’m on my third coffee when I realise that there’s a question I haven’t answered yet. What does Kolya want? Having effectively ruled me out of the Game, what will he do next? Where will he strike? And why? Not that, if I had the answers, I could do anything about it. Yet I still need to know.

I make breakfast, the big Magnum on the worktop beside me. In reach. Just in case.

I’ve just finished and am clearing up when the phone rings, startling me. I go across and stare at it, then pick it up.

Nothing. Or rather, the sound of emptiness itself.

Kolya?

The line goes dead.

Today, I think. It’s going to happen today.

Only that’s my gut instinct, and I’ve ceased trusting my gut instinct. Look where it’s got me, after all!

I spend the day doing nothing. Watching the breaking news. Walking about the flat, like the lost soul that I am. Dozing, on and off.

And so the day passes, and the dark comes down again. And I venture out, to buy myself a six-pack and a microwave meal of some kind.

Only, passing Joe’s Bar, I realise that I don’t want to go back to that apartment. That I can’t face that sense of overwhelming futility I have when I’m there. And so I go inside, and there, at the far end of the bar, sitting there as if he’s been waiting for me, is my new friend Kavanagh.

And what if he has been? What if he is Kolya’s man?

I go across and sit beside him at the bar, and we share a beer or two and watch the baseball on the TV – the Boston White Sox, his team. And oddly enough, his simple kindness raises my spirits, and when I leave him, I feel a different man to the one I was barely two hours before.

Only they’re there again, the two men I’d seen before, harassing the woman on my landing. I halt on the landing below, listening, wondering what’s best to do, then press on, climbing the last two flights.

One of them turns to stare at me as I come to the top of the stairs, challenging me, his scowling face prodigiously ugly, his dark, Italianate eyes threatening me to make any kind of comment, and I know for a certainty that these are mob men – gangsters, as they call them here.

The other one’s busy, his face pressed up close to the woman’s face, and from what I hear he’s giving her two days to come up with what she owes them. Or else.

I skirt them, shaping my body language to make myself seem apologetic, when all I really want to do is knock their heads together and throw them down the stairs one at a time with my boot planted up their arses.

And the woman? Our eyes meet briefly, even as I unlock the door and slip inside, and I see, in that single glance, how desperate she is, how terrified. Only I can’t help her. Because her problems aren’t mine. And even if my own cause is quite hopeless, I don’t want to throw it away. Not for someone I don’t even know. Because I’d never forgive myself.

Only I feel like I’m the lowest of the low for not intervening. As if I’ve let her down badly, and I find myself watching her through the peephole even as the one I didn’t see, the one who had his back to me all the while, reaches out and, taking the skin of her cheek between thumb and finger, tweaks it hard, making her cry out.

‘Two days,’ he says for emphasis. And then they’re gone.
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I sleep poorly and wake to find myself covered in a sheen of sweat. It’s not that the flat is too warm – it’s New York in November, after all, and I’ve not got the heating on – but I’m burning up anyway. I shower and then dig out some more of DeSario’s clothes, more convinced than ever that the guy simply doesn’t exist.

Which is when I get the phone call, asking for him. Leaving him a cryptic message, which I write down there and then.

‘Tell Lersch that Chinese is fine. Will meet as scheduled.’

For all I know this could be perfectly innocent, only I don’t think so, and, sitting down in front of the muted TV, I begin to sketch out everything that’s happened to me that doesn’t make sense. I head the page up ‘Loose Ends’, but after a while I realise I need a bigger piece of paper, so that I can make some kind of chart, and I go out to get some – and some more groceries.

And come back to find the front door open, and no sign of it having been forced.

Nothing seems to have been disturbed, but someone has definitely been there. DeSario? If so, then why didn’t he stay? And why leave the door open? Unless it’s to let me know that I’m being watched.

I go through the yellow pages and find a locksmith. He’s there in half an hour to change the locks. I pay him off and pocket the keys, and as I do, so I note that the door to the woman’s apartment is open several inches, though as soon as I look across, it eases shut again.

I wait for the man to leave, then go across and knock.

She doesn’t answer at first. I knock again, and, after a moment, the door opens just a crack, just enough to let me see one of her eyes.

‘Yes?’

The tone’s suspicious, the accent vaguely Russian with a New York twist.

‘You okay?’ I ask. But I already know she isn’t. I saw it in her eyes the other night. She’s terrified.

The door opens a little wider. She’s a fairly ordinary-looking woman, and I wonder what kind of trouble she’s in with the mob. Has she borrowed money and can’t now pay it back?

‘I …’ She hesitates, then clearly changes tack, her eyes looking away from mine. ‘Look … there’s nothing you can do, okay?’

But her eyes say otherwise. She wants me to rescue her somehow.

‘Those guys …’ I begin, but she shakes her head.

‘Don’t get involved.’

It’s then that I see them. Two kids. A boy and a girl, the eldest ten at most, behind her in the doorway to the bedroom. They too look terrified.

Hostages to love, I think, and experience a moment of pure dread, thinking of my own and wondering where they are and what was happening to them right then; seeing them as I’d seen them in my dreams, bound and bloodied, slaves to that cunt Kolya.

‘Look, I …’

Only I don’t get a chance to say anything more. The door slams shut.

I stand there a moment, wondering whether I should knock again, then turn away. None of my business, I tell myself. Only I don’t believe that. In other circumstances I’d teach those bastards a lesson. In other circumstances.
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‘Hey, Otto … how’s tricks?’

I put my carrier bag down on the floor by the bar and reached out to take Kavanagh’s hand, realising, as I do, that I’ve rarely seen him off that bar stool, not even to go to the ‘can’, as he calls it. It’s like he’s glued there, just as his wallet is glued to the bar itself. Only there is a difference this time.

‘I’m fine.’ I indicate the glass in front of him. ‘What’s that you’re drinking?

Kavanagh smiles. ‘That? That’s a kir on the rocks with a twist.’

I raise an eyebrow and he explains. ‘Basically, it’s a glass of white wine with a splash of Chambord – a blackberry liqueur – and a twist of lemon peel. With ice, of course.’ He sits back and takes a small sip. ‘It’s all the rage.’

I turn, looking to the barman. ‘Two more of those, thanks, Joe.’

And while he sets to making them, I plant my butt on the bar stool and smile at my only friend in this corner of the multiverse.

‘Busy day?’

Kavanagh’s smile broadens. He’s clearly been cranking his friend Pat all afternoon. ‘Thing is,’ he says, seeing that I’m following him, ‘it’s a bit like fucking an inflatable love doll.’

We both laugh at that, but I can’t entirely hide my awkwardness. It’s not that I’m prudish, it’s just that I can’t make light of the subject. That would be a grave disservice to Katerina and what I have with her. Fucking? No. We never just fuck. It’s more like some passionate ritual, a losing of ourselves. And talking about that isn’t for bars like this.

Which is why I’ve not spoken of it to Kavanagh. As far as he’s concerned, Katerina does not exist. Nor does a single one of my daughters. No. to him I’m a single man, a divorcee, and I work for one of the big corporations. I’ve kept it vague, and he’s not pushed for more. Which is good. We stay within our comfort zones, and that’s fine for both of us.

Joe brings the drinks and I slip a ten-dollar note onto the bar in front of me, following the local custom. We clink glasses, then drink.

It’s good. I can see why it’s so popular.

‘How’s that woman on your landing?’ Kavanagh asks.

I consider that a moment, then shrug. ‘It’s a tough one. By the look of them, they’re gangsters. Mafia, I’d say. The other night, after I’d left here, I had to squeeze past them on the landing. They were threatening her again and she looked terrified. I spoke to her this morning but she didn’t want to know. She’s got two young kids, however, and they look terrified too. The mobsters … they warned her she’s got two days.’

‘Two days?’

‘My thinking is that she owes them money.’

‘Ahhh …’ And from the sound of it, I’d say our friend Kavanagh has had similar problems in the past.

‘The thing is, I don’t know quite what to do.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Whether to get involved …’

‘With the Mob? Get serious, my friend. They’re unforgiving. Besides, violence isn’t the answer to this. Why? Because they’re better at it than us.’

It’s hard to argue with that. Violence probably isn’t the answer. It’ll simply draw attention to me. Like that time with Katerina on the river. But I’m out of patience. Just three days trapped here in this cul-de-sac of Time and I’m already climbing the walls.

‘You ever killed a man?’ Kavanagh asks, his whole being suddenly serious.

And I want to say yes. Hundreds of them, in dozens of different fashions, and that it’s what I do and what I’m best at. Only I can’t tell him that, so I shake my head and lie.

‘I’ve got a gun,’ I say and make to show him it. Only, seeing what I’m pulling out of my jacket pocket, he leans across and pushes it back down again.

‘Not here,’ he says, his eyes registering an element of shock. He leans closer, lowering his voice. ‘Is that loaded?’ And when I nod, he whistles.

‘Look,’ he says, after a moment’s thought. ‘This is not something I’m comfortable talking about in public. You say your apartment’s nearby?’

‘A hundred yards.’

‘Then let’s go there. You got some beers?’

‘A six-pack of Coors.’

‘Then we’re set. And Otto …’

‘Yes, John?’

‘Keep that thing in your pocket, will you? Till we’re safe indoors.’
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Back at the apartment building, there’s no sign of our Mob friends. So we go inside, into DeSario’s, where, emptying the chamber, he examines the Magnum, nodding his approval. Only then, to my astonishment, he presents one of his own, setting it down beside mine on the tabletop. They’re like twins. Two wonderful examples of Smith & Wesson’s finest craftsmanship.

‘Courtesy of Bell’s Guns, Franklin Park, Illinois,’ he says and laughs. ‘I don’t often carry it. But I had a hunch that I might need it today. Guess I was right, huh?’

I don’t know what to say. And then I do.

‘I thought you were the one who said violence would solve nothing?’

‘You ever found that to be true?’ he asks, and we both laugh, a relaxed laughter this time. The laughter of friends.

‘Look,’ he says, after a moment. ‘I’m going back to Chicago in two days’ time. My woman’s phoned and all’s well. But in the meantime …’

I’m not precisely sure what he means, nor how he proposes to go about helping the woman across the landing, but we’ve at least evened-up the odds a bit. Two guns against what? Thirty? Forty?

Anyway, they’ll not be back for another day, so we can relax a little, and formulate our plans.

‘Nice place you’ve got here,’ he says, walking from room to room.

‘It’s not mine. I’m borrowing it. Belongs to a guy named DeSario.

At that, his eyes fly open. ‘You’re kidding! Joe DeSario?’

I’m shocked. ‘You know him?’

‘If it’s the same guy. I don’t see him often, but … well, he’s a lawyer, too. Works from an office on Fifteenth Street. He wants to write thrillers. That is, if it’s the same guy.’

The coincidence wrongfoots me. It’s too close to home, and it makes me reconsider what I know about Kavanagh. If that’s his real name and not DeSario. Because now that I think about it, the guy has a similar build to me, right down to his shoe size.

Okay. But why? For what precise purpose would Kolya be doing this?

‘You okay, Otto?’

I nod. Then, because I haven’t thought of a better strategy, I ask him if he wants a beer and he says ‘Sure’ in that rich, Illinois accent of his. I get two from the fridge – the last of last night’s six – then slide the others onto a shelf and shut the door.

I turn to find him watching me intently.

‘You’re not from here, are you, Otto? I’ve been trying to work out what that accent is. It sounds a bit … Germanic, but there’s a bit of Russian in there too.’

I smile. Or try my hardest to. ‘I’m from Berlin, but my mother was Russian.’

Not that I know who my mother actually was.

But Kavanagh is smiling now. ‘There are a lot of Germans in Chicago. Almost one in four of the population. In fact, my great-grandfather, on my mother’s side, was German. He came over from Hamburg in the 1840s.’

He pops his can, the hiss of the gas in the beer filling the silence between us. A moment later, I do the same, and we raise our cans and touch them, to toast each other. But whether we’re friends or mortal enemies, I’m no longer sure.

All goes well. We drink beer and talk and watch TV, and I’m about to call it a night and go to bed, when there’s a commotion outside in the hallway; the sound of someone trying to break down a door.

Our friends are back. Slightly the worse for wear, it would seem, having consumed a few too many bottles of vino rosso. I look through the peephole and see that it’s the two who were here earlier, then turn to Kavanagh.

He’s holding out my gun to me, his own tucked into his waistband.

‘They’re both loaded,’ he says quietly, suddenly more sober than I thought he was. I nod and take it from him, but I check the chamber anyway.

It’s loaded.

I turn back and look again. The bastard’s banging on the door now, not caring who he wakes. And beneath his Sicilian bellowing, I can hear the children screaming.

I look to Kavanagh. His face seems determined. ‘You ready, John?’

He smiles. ‘Sure as fuck am, Otto.’

‘Okay. You take the ugly fucker, I’ll take the mouth.’

These are the pet names we’ve adopted for the two while we’ve been talking about them. But knowing who we’re each targeting is a necessity. We don’t want to be focused on the same guy.

I throw open the door and step out, gun raised, aimed at Mouth’s head.

‘Can I help you, gentlemen?’

The two thugs turn as one, reaching to draw their weapons. And freeze, seeing the two big revolvers we’re pointing at them.

‘Who the fuck are you?’ Mouth says belligerently. ‘This ain’t none of your business!’

I cock the gun and take a step closer, aiming the gun at the centre of his forehead.

‘I’m a friend of the lady, and if you’re not gone from here in thirty seconds, I might just blow your damn head off!’

‘Ditto,’ Kavanagh says, coming alongside me, cocking his gun in the same fashion.

‘This ain’t none of your business,’ he says again, and glances to his right.

I follow his line of sight and see there’s a window there. Maybe there’s a car outside the building, and reinforcements. Maybe that’s what he’s thinking. To shout down to them and have them help him out. If so, he’s mistaken.

I yell at him, the force of my voice surprising him. ‘Now go! Now!’ And he jerks, and then, narrowing his eyes, the scowl returning to his face, he leaves, tailed by his buddy, the ugly fucker. ‘I’ll be back,’ he says. And beside me, Kavanagh laughs, as if what the guy said was funny somehow.

‘Terminator,’ he says, after they’ve gone. ‘You haven’t seen it? You see … there’s this guy from the future and—’

I turn abruptly, staring at him. ‘What?’

‘It’s just a film. With Arnie Schwarzenegger. You must have heard about it. It’s one of the biggest films of the year.’

Only I haven’t. And now I feel I ought to. ‘Guys returning from the future, huh? Now how likely is that?’

‘Oh, he’s not human,’ Kavanagh says. ‘He’s some super-android and he’s lethal.’

‘Fine,’ I say. ‘Only what are we going to do now?’

I turn and look to her door. It’s almost off the hinges. One more kick and it’d be gone. I walk across and knock. ‘Lady? You there? You can come out now. They’ve gone.’

It takes a while, but she comes out, the door almost falling away from her as she opens it.

She looks confused, and I can almost read her mind. Are we police of some kind? Special agents, maybe? Because ordinary citizens don’t get involved.

‘You can’t sleep in there,’ I say. ‘Not with the kids. Bring them through to mine.’

‘I …’ She makes to argue, then sees the sense in it. ‘You think they’ll come back?’

‘Not tonight. But we need to get your front door secured. I’ll phone first thing tomorrow. Arrange it.’

‘Thanks …’

I turn and look to Kavanagh. ‘John … thanks, but you’d better get back to your hotel. I’ll be fine.’

‘You sure?’

‘Yeah. They won’t come back tonight. They’ll expect us to call the police. And I suspect it was the wine that brought them here. Maybe they thought they could rough her up. You know how these guys are.’

‘Rough her up and …’ But he falls silent and doesn’t say what else, because suddenly she’s back, the two kids in tow.

‘Go through to the bedroom,’ I say to her. ‘I’ll have the sofa.’

She nods her thanks and goes inside. I turn back and see that Kavanagh’s watching me again. ‘You’re sure,’ he says again, and I tell him, yes I’m sure, but if he wants to come back in the morning …

‘Take care, buddy,’ he says and pats my back and goes, the Magnum tucked into his waistband, beneath his coat, like he’s some ancient gunslinger. And I realise that he enjoyed it. As, strangely, did I.

Doing nothing. That’s why I felt so low. It wasn’t just thinking about Katerina and the girls, it’s what I am. A Reisende. Yes, and a bloody good one, too.

I close the door and, going through, briefly check on them before closing the door on them and stretching out on the sofa, the Magnum close at hand.

‘I’ll be back,’ I hear him say.

‘Yeah,’ I say quietly to the darkness surrounding me. ‘And if you do, I’ll blow your fucking head clean off your shoulders!’
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She comes to me in the night. She’s half-naked and smelling of some cheap perfume and she wants to say thank you in the only way she can think of. Only I can’t. I already have a woman, even if she’s lost to me.

I tell her this. Try to explain. ‘She’s lost,’ I say. ‘We got separated, in a country far away from here. But she’s still mine, and I’m hers … for ever.’ And the woman looks at me in awe. I can almost hear the thoughts that are going through her head. How lucky Katerina is to have a man like me.

‘Look,’ I say quietly. ‘What do you owe?’

She glances down, disturbed. It’s clearly not something she wants to discuss. But I press her on it.

‘It’s just … well, if it’s only money, then I can help you. I’ve five thousand dollars, if that’ll help.’

At which her eyes widen even further. No one’s ever offered her so much, or taken so little in return. ‘I … I can’t.’

I take her hands in mind. ‘You can. You have to. For the children.’

She looks down, abashed. ‘Thank you,’ she says, then looks up, meeting my eyes. ‘Are you sure …?’

‘I’m sure.’

Only I notice for the first time how aroused she is. For all I’ve said, she still wants me to take her. As my reward. To thank me for standing up for her. Yeah, and maybe because she simply wants me.

‘What’s your name?’ she asks, and there’s the faintest smile on her lips; the first I’ve seen. It transforms her. Makes her face seem pretty in the half light. Only I’ve no intention of ‘cranking’ her. Not even if my body cries out for it. Because there’s only one woman for me, in the length and breadth of all the universes that exist.

‘My name is Otto,’ I say, ignoring the warmth of her where she leans against me on the sofa.

‘Maria,’ she says, and squeezes my hands.

Maria. It’s a pretty name. Only she has to go, now, before I succumb to her.

Her voice is low, almost a whisper. ‘Otto?’

‘Yes, Maria?’

‘Won’t you hold me? Just hold me.’
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There’s a song playing on the radio. an example of what they call punk, and while I don’t care too much for the tune or the way they play it, a line of it catches my attention and I write it down – ‘It’s the aim of existence to offer resistance to the flow of time.’

My life, defined in a single line!

I determine there and then to find out more about the guy who wrote it. Some guy named Peter Shelley. Maybe he was an agent. Or knew one.

Maria has gone, hours back, along with her children, the door to her apartment repaired, new locks fitted.

Yes, and I’m glad that she stayed, for I needed someone to hold on to in that dark night of the soul. Someone to give me comfort. And no, I didn’t fuck her, much as my body wanted to. And I know that Katerina would have understood.

But for once the dreams didn’t come, and for that I am immensely grateful. Even so, I didn’t sleep well, and, having sorted everything, I went back to bed, the smell of the woman, Maria, on the sheets, the memory of her eyes, so like Katerina’s eyes, haunting me still.

I slept. And woke to a hammering on the door.

It’s Kavanagh, who, unknown to me, has been watching the front door of the building. I try to calm him down, because he seems to be panicking, only he’s got good reason to. There are two big black cars – limos – downstairs and half a dozen or more black-suited thugs, big men bristling with guns, and Kavanagh thinks that they’re heading my way. And that’s extremely likely. Only suddenly I can’t find my gun. I thought it was on the bed beside me, but it’s gone, and I wonder what that means.

Only there’s no time. I can hear them on the stairs, huffing and cursing, and suddenly they’re there, in the apartment, shouting and gesturing with their guns, and as one of them grabs hold of me, another slips a needle into my arm.

Kavanagh, too, has been taken, kicking and struggling, and as we’re dragged away, so I glimpse the woman’s apartment, see that the door’s wide open and that there’s no sign of Maria or her kids.

And then the drug hits me, and I slump …
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… And come to, in a room in Washington, DC. Through the window to my left there’s a view of the Lincoln Memorial.

‘So what happened to DeSario?’

I shake my head
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