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TUPELO, MISSISSIPPI.

Lordy, thought the boy. It’s a miracle for sure.

He was seven-and-a-half years old – the man of the house, really, what with his daddy being away in Como – and he had never seen anything like the fearful wonder of the newly chiselled monument.

Here lies Jesse Garon Presley.

Deeply beloved of his mother Gladys,

father Vernon and brother Elvis.

A soul so pure the Good Lord

could not bear to be apart from him.

Born Jan. 8, 1935,

Taken unto God Jan. 8, 1935.

Despite the unseasonable heat of the evening, gooseflesh ran up his thin arms as he read the words again. Whippoorwills and crickets trilled their amazement in the sweet, warm air. With a pounding heart the boy inched forward and muttered hoarsely, ‘Jesse, are you here?’

The stone was cut from blindingly white marble that fairly glowed in the setting sun. The inscription had been inlaid with real gold, he was almost certain of that. He ran his fingers over the words and the cold, hard stone, as if afraid to discover that they weren’t real.

It must have cost a king’s ransom …

A large bunch of store-bought flowers had been placed on a patch of freshly broken earth that still lay at the foot of the monument. Hundreds of tiny beads of water covered the petals and caught the last golden rays of daylight.

He dropped down on his knees as if he were in church, and stared at the impossible vision for many minutes, heedless of the dirt he was getting on his old dungarees. He remained almost motionless until one hand reached out and his fingers again brushed the surface of the headstone.

‘Oh, my,’ he whispered.

Then Elvis Aaron Presley leapt to his feet and ran so fast that he raised a trail of dust as he sprinted down the gravel lane, away from the paupers’ section of the Priceville Cemetery, a-hollerin’ for his mama.

‘He’ll probably get his ass whupped, the poor little bastard.’ Slim Jim Davidson smiled as he said it, peering over the sunglasses he had perched on his nose.

‘Why?’ asked the woman who was sitting next to him in the rear seat of the gaudy red Cadillac. You didn’t see babies like this every day. Slim Jim had seen to the detailing himself. The paint job, the bison leather seats, everything.

‘For telling lies,’ he said. ‘Headstones don’t just appear like that, you know. They’re gonna think he made it up, and when he won’t take it back, there’ll be hell to pay.’

The woman seemed to give the statement more thought than it was really due.


‘I suppose so,’ she said after a few seconds.

Slim Jim could tell she didn’t approve. They were all the same, these people. They’d bomb an entire city into rubble without batting an eye, but they looked at you like you were some sort of hoodlum if you even suggested raising your hand against a snotnosed kid. Or a smart-mouth dame, for that matter.

And this O’Brien, she was a helluva smart-mouth dame.

She’d kept her trap shut, though, while they’d been watching the Presley kid. In fact, she seemed to be fascinated by him. They’d been waiting in the Caddy up on Old Saltillo Road for nearly an hour before he showed. Long enough for Slim Jim to wonder if they were pissing their time up against a wall. But the kid did show, just like his cousin had said he would. And he’d heard O’Brien’s stifled gasp when the small figure first appeared, walking out of a stand of trees about two hundred yards away.

‘It’s him all right,’ she said. ‘Damned if it’s not.’

Slim Jim had grabbed the contract papers and made to get out of the car right then and there. He’d had enough of sitting still. His butt had fallen asleep and he was downright bored. But O’Brien shook her head.

‘Not here.’

He’d bristled at that. His temper had frayed during the long wait. Long enough even to make him feel some sympathy for the cops who’d had to stake him out once or twice over the years. But he took her ‘advice’ because it was always worth taking.

Her advice had cost him a goddamn packet, too, over the course of their relationship. But along the way Slim Jim Davidson had learned that you had to spend money to make it. Problem was that up until recently, he didn’t have no money to spend. None of his own, anyway. And spending other people’s money had sent him to the road gangs.

Mississippi was a powerful reminder of those days. The air tasted the same as it had in Alabama, thick and sweet and tending towards rotten. The faces they’d driven past in town had brought back some unpleasant memories, too. Hard, lean faces, with deep lines and dark pools for eyes. The sort of uncompromising faces a man might expect to see on Judgment Day. They’d sure looked that way to Slim Jim when they trooped in from the jury room, a few years back.

Well, that felt like a thousand years ago. Now he could buy and sell that fucking jury. And the judge. And his crooked jailers. And the whole goddamn state of Alabama, if he felt like it.

Well, maybe not the whole state, but he was getting there. This Caddy was bigger and more comfortable than some of the flophouses he’d crashed in during the Depression. He had an apartment in an honest-to-goddamn brownstone overlooking Central Park back in New York, and a house designed by some faggot architect overlooking the beach at Santa Monica, out in LA. He had stocks and bonds and a big wad of folding money he liked to carry in his new buffalo-hide wallet – just so’s he could pull it out and snap the crisp new bills between his fingers when he needed to remind himself that he wasn’t dreaming.

Hell, he was so rich now that when those C-notes lost their snap, he could give them away and get some new ones. Not that he ever did, of course. Ms O’Brien would kill him. And she was more than capable of it. No doubt about that.

She’d insisted that he pick up the Santa Monica house as a long-term investment, too, even though he thought it was kind of downmarket, given his newly acquired status. ‘You can stay at the Ambassador if you don’t like rubbing shoulders with your old cellmates down on the pier,’ she’d said. ‘Believe me, Santa Monica will come back, and you need to diversify your asset base. Waterfront property is always a sure bet.’

Yes indeed, and Slim Jim was fond of sure bets. After all, they’d made him richer than God. They’d also delivered him a conga line of horny babes, a small army of his own hired muscle, and the slightly scary Ms O’Brien.

Thinking about the slightly scary Ms O’Brien sitting next to him there in the Caddy, however, led naturally to thinking about the slightly scary Ms O’Brien sliding her body over his in a king-size hotel bed. But that was a dangerous line of thought, he knew. Because Ms O’Brien wasn’t inclined to get anywhere near a bed with Slim Jim Davidson, naked or not.

He’d tried feeling her up once and she had nearly broken his arm for it. She’d snapped an excruciating wrist lock on him without even breaking a sweat, no doubt a party trick picked up back when she was a captain in the 82nd Marine Expeditionary Unit. And she’d kept him locked up, gasping for breath and nearly fainting away, while she explained to him the facts of life.

One: She was his employee, not his girlfriend.

Two: She would only be his employee for as long as she needed to be, and she would never be his girlfriend.

Three: She could kick his scrawny ass black and blue without bothering to lace up her boots.

And four: She –

‘Mr Davidson?’


Slim Jim jumped, feeling guilty and worried that she might have figured out what he’d been thinking. But no, luckily she was just dragging him out of his slightly bored daze.

‘Elvis has left the cemetery,’ she announced. She said it in a singsong way, and it seemed to amuse her more than it should have. But Slim Jim had given up trying to figure her out.

‘Let’s go over it one last time, just to be sure,’ she said, pulling out a flexipad.

‘Oh please,’ he begged. ‘Let’s not.’

O’Brien ignored him, and his shades suddenly flickered into life. Windows opened up on the lenses and seemed to float in the air in front of him. Some carried photographs of the boy they’d just seen. Others were full of words. Small ones in large type. She’d learned not to burden him with too much text. Bitch thinks she’s so goddamn smart …

Slim Jim sighed, and read through the briefing notes again. Some of his reluctance was for show, though. He never really got tired of the amazing gadgets these guys had brought with them.

‘Elvis Aaron Presley, age seven and a half. Mother’s name Gladys, father’s name Vernon,’ he recited. ‘Dead brother Jesse. Attends school at East Tupelo Consolidated. Father jailed for fraud. Asshole tried to ink a four-dollar cheque into forty …’

O’Brien shot him a warning look, but he hid behind the shades, pretending he couldn’t see her.

‘Daddy’s out now, away in Como, Mississippi, building a POW camp for the government. Mama takes in sewing when she can get it. Local yokels call ’em white trash behind their backs …’

Slim Jim laughed out loud, glancing out across the ragged fields of corn and soybean that stretched between the cemetery and the edge of the town. ‘Ha! There’s a fucking pot calling a kettle black if I ever –’

‘The notes, Mr Davidson. Just review the notes,’ said O’Brien.

Slim Jim returned to the readout for what felt like the hundredth time. He’d heard about some big-time grifters who worked like this. Getting so far inside the heads of their marks that they knew what was going on in there before the chumps realised it themselves. He could sort of see the point.

O’Brien had helped him close some amazing deals these last few months. But damn it was hard work. Nevertheless, he ploughed on, reciting most of it from memory even though the words still hung there in front of him.

‘Gladys drinks in private. She finds her comfort in the church. Her first love was dance, her second music. But she’s kind of a fat bitch now so … Sorry! Sorry …. She gets around in bare feet and old socks so her kid can have shoes. Elvis, he’s aware of his family’s low standing. It eats him up and he wants to rescue them. It always tickles him when his mama says she’s proud of him.’

In spite of himself, Slim Jim couldn’t help but warm to the little prick. They’d listened to his music all the way down here and you had to admit, the kid had a gift. Or would have.

Then again, maybe he wouldn’t. If Slim Jim bought him a ticket out of Tupelo now, gave him enough money for a comfortable life, maybe the kid would never sing a song worth a tinker’s crap. Not that the thought really bothered him. The songs were recorded by an Elvis from another time. No, this was all about who was gonna get paid for them.


Not some asshole called Colonel Tom Parker, you could bet on that. Nope, ‘Slim Jim Enterprises’ would be latching itself onto this particular money tit. And if the kid never became an actual recording star, just because he grew up rich instead of poor, well, who gave a damn? Slim Jim had grown up in a town a lot like this, with a daddy a lot like Vernon. And if some asshole had turned up on their doorstep, offering to buy them out of poverty, Daddy would have been trampled to death as the entire Davidson clan rushed to sign on the dotted line. And to hell with the consequences.

Slim Jim was only vaguely aware of the deepening dusk as he sat in the Caddy, chanting his way through O’Brien’s notes like some kind of mad priest. Yeah, Tupelo was a lot like home. Outside of the two main roads in the centre of town, every street was a strip of dirt or gravel. Clouds of dust would rise from them in summer. They’d turn into rivers of mud during the spring rains. Most folk would have worked the Roosevelt programme during the Depression, cutting brush, fixing roads. Most, like Gladys Presley, wouldn’t ask for handouts, but would accept what was offered. The men would all be factory workers and sharecroppers.

Now most of them would be in the army or working in the war industries. Poor but honest, they’d think of themselves. ‘Screwed and stupid’ was how Slim Jim would’ve put it.

A guy like Vernon Presley he could understand. He knew the type. He’d have had good intentions, but not enough character to see them through. Slim Jim wished they could deal with Vernon, rather than Gladys. It was a lay down that they could sneak a signature out of old Vern, just for a crate of beer and a hundred bucks.

But O’Brien had been a real ball breaker on that particular subject, even more so than usual. There’d be no grifting the Presley family. They’d get the industry standard percentage, and Slim Jim would take the industry standard cut. It was a shitload of money to be tossing away to a bunch of dumbass crackers, at least to his way of thinking. But she’d given him that stone face of hers again, and he’d buckled. She was a scary bitch, and bottom line, he was rich because of it.

‘And then Vernon told Elvis he was responsible for his mama’s ill health because of the bad birth …’ he continued, only half his mind on the task.

‘No,’ O’Brien said. ‘We don’t know for sure that that’s happened yet, so it’s better not to bring it up. But it’s supposed to happen around about now, so just keep it in mind.’

‘Right.’ He nodded. ‘So are we gonna fuck this puppy or what?’

His lawyer rolled her eyes, then leaned forward to tap on the glass partition that separated them from the driver.

‘Okay,’ she said, raising her voice. ‘Let’s roll.’

It was a short drive from Priceville Cemetery to East Tupelo, a pissant little rats’ nest of meandering unpaved streets running down off the Old Saltillo Road. A couple of creeks, two sets of railroad tracks, some open fields, and a whole world of dreams separated the hamlet’s beaten-down inhabitants from the good people of Tupelo proper. Slim Jim wasn’t bothered none driving into such a place.

Nor, he noticed, was Ms O’Brien. He figured it was just another one of those things about your dames from the future. Not much seemed to rattle them, unless you tried to cop a feel without being invited.

‘That’s it,’ she announced.


She indicated a small wooden-frame house – a ‘shotgun shack’, they called them. This one stood about a hundred yards up the street they’d just entered. Dusk was full upon them now, and the car’s headlights lanced through the gloom and the dust and pollen that always seemed to hang in the air, even at this time of year.

‘You sure you don’t want to do the talking?’ he asked, suddenly nervous for no good reason. This wasn’t like him at all.

‘You’ll be fine,’ O’Brien assured him. ‘It’s just business. Be sure to treat them with respect.’

‘But …’

‘No buts. You’ll nail it. I’ve never known such a rolled-gold bullshit artist. If you’d been born any luckier, you could have been a senator or a televangelist.’

Slim Jim wasn’t sure what she meant by that, but she didn’t seem to mean it as a compliment.

His driver pulled over into the gutter. As soon as he stepped out, the smell took him by the throat. Sour sweat. Outdoor toilets. Wood smoke. Corn bread, grits and boiled spuds. The smell of his childhood.

He could tell, without needing to check, that dozens of pairs of eyes had settled on the back of his newly cut, lightweight suit. Some of the bolder folks would have wandered right out onto their verandahs – an awful fancy name for a thin porch made of raw pine boards, roofed in by scraps of tin and supported at each corner by sawn-off bits of two-by-four. Others would be hiding in their front rooms, twitching aside sun-faded curtains, if they had any, peering out suspiciously at the Presleys’ unexplained visitors.

And if they thought he was something, he wondered what sort of ripple went up and down when Ms O’Brien emerged from the car. East Tupelo wasn’t used to women like that, not yet. Hell, neither was the rest of America. That skirt of hers would surely send tongues wagging, showing off so much leg above the knee as it did.

But it was time to get into character, so he pasted a harmless, well-meaning expression on his dial. A neutral grin that said to the world he was hoping he’d found the right address.

Slim Jim took in the details of the kid’s house in one quick glance. Again, he didn’t need to stare. It was all old news to him. There’d only be two rooms running off one corridor. You could shoot a gun clean through without hitting anything, hence the name. The kid would probably sleep where Slim Jim himself had for years, on an old sofa in the front room – which did double duty as a kitchen, and a parlour when guests came a-calling. Every stick of furniture would be someone else’s cast-offs, but it’d most likely be clean. Gladys would make sure of that. The water would be pumped by hand, from a well out in the backyard. There’d be bare boards on the floor and walls. No little comforts or luxuries.

Not a blade of grass grew in the brown dirt that substituted for a front yard. Even in the gloom, he recognised the scratch marks of a homemade dogwood broom in the hard-packed earth, and the telltale prints of chicken feet. He bit down on a sigh. It was going to be like a goddamn oven in there.

He really missed his brownstone.
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LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA.

He’d expected some changes. Even so, after an hour or more in Los Angeles, Chief Petty Officer Eddie Mohr felt like his head had been turned inside out. Sort of like an old sock.

He felt awkward as hell in his new ‘Twenty-First’ uniform. Figured people woulda been staring and pointing at him like some sort of carnival freak as he walked through the train station. But it was Mohr himself who had to resist the urge to stop and gawk, while nobody else gave him as much as a second glance. Most didn’t even notice him the first time around.

He’d stood on the concourse at Union Station for a long time, ever since he’d painfully uncurled himself from one of the hard, cheap seats on the Super Chief. The station was roaring with foot traffic. Sailors from what they were calling ‘the old navy’ lounged around in their best whites, clearly in no rush to get away to the South Pacific. Hundreds of civilians swarmed over the bright mosaic floor, too, their shoes clicking and scuffing on the tiles. Many of them were of fighting age, but none seemed to be bothered that somebody might front them about why they hadn’t signed up yet. Or been drafted.

Mohr wandered through, hauling the dead weight of his duffel bag like it was a side of beef. Occasionally he’d spot a uniform like his own, the colouring slightly different from the local rig, the cut a little more ‘stylish’. At least that’s what some fairy from New York called it. Mohr’s old man had read that article from the Post out loud, howling with laughter, tears streaming down his face. ‘Lookit this, Ethel!’ he’d yelled out to the kitchen. ‘Lughead here’s standin’ at da cuttin’ edge a fashion.’

Maybe that’s why Mohr was rolling and twitching his shoulders so much inside the new uniform. To steady his balance. Meanwhile, he did his best to avoid catching the eye of anybody else who looked to be heading out to the Zone – to the raw, sprawling settlements and industrial ‘parks’, as they called them. Not one of them looked much like a fucking park to Eddie Mohr, though. Just a bunch of big sheds and warehouses with a few scraggly fucking eucalyptus trees for shade. Some of them, they didn’t even seem to have workers inside. It was like the machines ran themselves.

He scowled then, and remembered Midway. Machines running themselves – that’s what had caused the whole class A fuck-up to begin with. That’s why he never went out near the factories, if he could avoid it.

He’d seen that movie, the one with the muscle man in it. A kraut, and he’d been the goddamn governor of California, if you could believe it! In the movie, the machines had tried to take over the world. He felt like it was about two minutes from happening whenever he set foot in some of them factories out in the Valley.

Somebody bumped into him then, knocking the duffel bag off his shoulders.


‘Sorry, Mac,’ the guy called out as he hurried away, not even bothering to turn around.

Some long-haired gimp. Mohr snorted in disgust. Probably wearing an earring, too.

He found himself standing in front of the station’s Harvey House restaurant. It was full of officers and their dates. Freshly minted war brides some of them, to judge by the painfully happy smiles and that just-been-fucked glow about the cheeks. And a fair swag of gold diggers, too, if his suspicions played true. They were probably dizzy with the prospect of the ten grand GI’s insurance they’d pocket if their ‘dearly beloved’ got himself shot to pieces along with old Dugout Doug.

Mohr’s whole body ached with fatigue, and his fractured skull – or at least the cracks they’d fixed up with some sort of plastic cement – throbbed in a dull, far-off kind of way. It’d been months since he got cracked on the scone in the Honolulu riot and he wondered if he was carrying permanent damage. His train had left Chicago early and he’d rested only fitfully on the long haul across the continent.

He thought about grabbing a sit-down sandwich or a burger at Harvey’s. He could see they ran a desegregated joint – a lot of places in California seemed to these days. There were a couple of uniformed Negroes and some Chinese-looking fellas eating in there. Even had some white folk with them. But he thought he could still detect a sort of no-go area around them. The place was packed, but a few empty chairs seemed to be scattered around their table. Still, they were being served, and left in peace.

That wouldn’t have happened four months ago.

He propped himself on the arm of a big leather chair for a moment. If he hadn’t been so tired he would have marvelled at the thing. It was a much flashier piece of furniture than had ever graced the Mohr family home, and here it was, stuck in a goddamn train station. Somebody had left behind a crumpled copy of the LA Times and he flicked through it idly while he waited for the bus out to Fifty-One.

Bad move. Right there on the second fucking page was a picture of that fucking idiot Slim Jim Davidson, grinning up a storm!

He had some poor kid tucked under one arm, and some flint-eyed dame – who just had to be Twenty-First – lurking at his shoulder. In his other hand he was waving around a giant cardboard cheque written out for twenty thousand dollars.

Mohr felt a wave of acid rise in his gut, and he hadn’t even gone for the burger yet. He tried not to read the story, but he couldn’t help himself. It was like watching a car wreck in slow motion. Davidson had bought himself another singer, name-a Presley, and a whole bunch of this kid’s tunes were gonna be released over the next six months. Mohr snorted when he read that a ‘significant’ percentage of the profits was being channelled straight into a war bond drive. It’d be one-tenth of one per cent of fuck-all compared to the bribes that little weasel had paid out to get himself taken off active duty, and assigned to ‘special services’ with the USO. Mohr bitterly regretted not hammering Davidson flat when he’d had the chance back on their ship.

On the Astoria he’d had the little crook under his thumb; now he was just like everyone else – reduced to following the adventures of Slim Jim in the papers and the newsreels. Mostly that involved watching him getting richer and richer. But Davidson was a sneaky little shit, and it seemed every time he fell ass-backwards into a pile of someone else’s money, he made sure to donate a big whack of it to some war widow or an orphaned kid, or some dogface with his dick shot off. So now everybody loved Slim Jim Davidson. Walter fucking Winchell wouldn’t shut up about the jerk.

Mohr felt a twinge of sympathy for the Presley kid, though. He looked like some poor dumb rube who’d gone to bed on a dirt floor and woken up in the Ritz. He wanted to warn the boy not to hold on to that cheque too tightly, or one day he’d find Davidson had chewed his arm down to a bloody stump trying to get the thing back.

He angrily reefed the page over and tried to lose himself in some other, less aggravating news. He half read some piece about a delegation from the NAACP and the Congress of Industrial Organizations visiting Kolhammer. His old man would have been interested in that. He still kept up with the union news. Next, Mohr skimmed a report out of London about all the invasion fear there, and he was actually getting interested in an Ernie Pyle piece on a guy called McCarthy, who would’ve been some kind of heavy-hitting senator one day ’cept that he got himself killed by the Japs down in Australia.

Then he heard a police whistle.

The roar of the crowd died away to a buzz and he could suddenly hear music coming from somewhere nearby. A Twenty-First number for sure, a duet about this dame called Candy. It sounded like it was being sung by some drunk on laudanum and a Texas bar whore.

Then everyone turned, the way a crowd will. Mohr turned with them and heard the whistle again. He got a quick flash of a dark-skinned figure in a uniform like his being tackled by two cops who looked like LAPD. Ah, shit …


It was only when he moved a little closer that Mohr discovered they worked for the Union Pacific line. They were older than your average beat cop. And fatter. But by God they could swing a nightstick just as quickly.

Mohr cursed under his breath at the sound of polished hickory smacking into flesh. He’d once been standing on a picket line with his old man when it was broken up by private muscle using axe handles and brass knucks. The sound of the nightsticks took him back there, and he started to trot. Nobody else within thirty yards of the assault was moving. A few women gasped and turned their faces away – they wouldn’t have been from the task force, then. A few of the men looked on meekly. Some green kids in army uniforms, who’d been so full of themselves just a minute earlier, looked queasy now. A couple of sailors snickered and pointed. Mohr glared at them as he picked up speed.

‘What the fuck is going on here?’ he roared in his fiercest gundeck voice.

The guy they were hitting, a young kid, a greaser of some sort by the look of him, actually flinched as much from the lash of the chief’s voice as he had under the rain of blows. He was a Mexican, in what had been a new Auxiliary Forces uniform, until it got all torn up and bloodied.

‘None of your business, Salty,’ snarled one of the railroad cops. He had his billy club raised for another blow and suddenly seemed to become aware of it, hanging up there. Mohr could tell that for a split second he thought about whipping it down one last time, but a cold, fixed stare stayed his hand. The man lowered the weapon uncertainly.

A spell was broken. The tableau on the station concourse began to move again as a furious buzz of conversation started up and spiralled out and away from the confrontation. The kid, a newly minted ‘private’, still lay where he’d been taken down. Violent shudders ran through his body as he struggled to choke off sobs and whimpers that wanted to turn into fullblown howling. Mohr willed the kid to keep it together as he bent down under the hostile eyes of the UP cops and gripped him by the arm.

‘Suck it up, kid,’ he whispered fiercely. ‘Get on your feet and cut out the snivelling.’

‘What do you think you’re doing?’ the UP man demanded. ‘He’s coming with us.’

Mohr turned to front the guy. His partner hadn’t spoken, and to judge by how he was shrinking away, Mohr didn’t think he would now.

‘What makes you think he’s going anywhere with you?’

‘He’s a thief,’ came the retort. ‘We got a report that he stole a pair of sunglasses.’

The tendons all along Mohr’s jawline stood out as he ground his teeth together.

‘You got a report?’ He freighted the question with about as much contempt as it could carry, which was a fair fucking load.

When he’d transferred into the Auxiliaries he’d expected to take a lot of shit from his old buddies – and he had. But it was basically good-natured. Some of the guys he’d served with on the Astoria were even thinking about making the jump, too. They’d seen the time travellers’ weapons up close, and that was a powerful enticement to swap uniforms. In the end though, most didn’t. They couldn’t come at learning a whole new set of rules in the Zone.

Mohr regarded the UP cops with cold scorn. It seemed they weren’t so keen on learning the new rules either. It was becoming a real problem all over.

‘Some asshole loses his fucking sunglasses,’ Mohr continued, ‘sees this kid nearby, so you figure to beat him to death in front of a thousand people. Is that what you’re telling me?’

Mohr was this close to hauling off and decking the big ape when a new voice shorted out the dark current that was building up between the two men.

‘My brother Lino, he bought these glasses for me when I joined up.’

It was the kid – Private Diaz, Mohr now saw from the name tag on his shirt. Diaz smiled anxiously. His teeth were stained fire-engine red with his own blood, and when he spoke, it was in a stuttering, apologetic voice. The sunglasses, which had been damaged beyond repair, dangled from one shaking hand.

‘H-he is working with m-my family out on the Williams ranch. He could t-tell you.’

The railway cop dismissed the suggestion with a look that verged on becoming a sneer.

‘You assholes couldn’t lie straight in bed. Why would –’

Whatever he intended to say was cut off when Eddie Mohr’s hand shot out and grabbed a fistful of shirt. Several onlookers gasped and backed away. Mohr leaned in close and ground out his next words through gritted teeth.

‘Check out the kid’s story, or pay him for the shades and let him go.’

As the cop squirmed in Mohr’s grip, his partner moved towards them, but a murderous look from the navy chief stopped him dead.

‘I mean it,’ growled Mohr. ‘A pair of glasses like that, a farm hand’d work two weeks picking fruit just to buy ’em. You fucked up. You broke ’em – you bought ’em.’

Diaz was about to speak again when a new voice rode in over him.

‘Chief, do we have a problem here?’

Eddie Mohr didn’t relax his grip, but he swung around fractionally to take in the speaker. When he saw the commander’s uniform and the man wearing it, he did let go. But he didn’t back down.

‘One of our men just took a licking from these goons, sir,’ he said, standing straight.

‘Did he deserve it?’ asked the officer. Two other figures Mohr recalled seeing at the table in the Harvey House restaurant came jogging over at a fast clip.

‘No, sir. Not that I can see,’ answered Mohr, triggering a brief but muted demonstration of outrage by the two cops.

‘Good enough, then,’ Commander Dan Black said with a tone that drew a line under the issue. ‘Soldier, you need to clean yourself up. You carrying a spare uniform with you?’

Private Jose Diaz, who looked like he’d just witnessed a vision of the Blessed Virgin materialise in a pool of his own blood, nodded quickly.

‘Yes, sir. In a locker, sir.’

‘Chief, you want to make sure Private Diaz gets changed without further incident? If you’re waiting for the trolley out to Fifty-One, perhaps he should wait with you. It’s a big city. I wouldn’t want him to get into any more trouble.’

Black smiled at the crestfallen police officers, but his eyes remained cold.

‘The soldier appears to have suffered some damage to his personal effects. I’m sure Union Pacific will have a procedure for making good the losses. Is that right, officer?’

‘There’s probably a form to fill in,’ the man agreed unhappily.

‘There always is,’ said Black. ‘And I’ll be following up personally, to make sure it gets done.’

SPECIAL ADMINISTRATIVE ZONE, CALIFORNIA.

The 23-inch flat-screen looked incongruous sitting on the old wooden desk. Admiral Phillip Kolhammer wondered if he’d ever get used to the collision of past and present that now surrounded him. Mil-grade flexipads and crank-handle telephones. Quantum processors and slide rules. Holoporn and Norman Rockwell.

Probably not. He was a good deal older than most of the men and women in his command, more than twice the age of many of them, and he was way past going with the flow. When the pressure of his work abated for a short time at the end of each day, he still ached for his wife and his home, and even, surprisingly, for his own war – as savage and stupid as it had been.

He had no real home to retire to at day’s end. There was a bungalow he’d rented in Oak Knoll, but he rarely made it back there. Most nights he just bunked down ‘on campus’, the hastily erected complex of low-rise plywood and particle-board offices just off the 405, where Panorama City would have been laid out in 1947. It was pleasant enough at this time of year, a warm autumn without anything like the smog of his era to suffocate the entire basin. But he found driving through the baking farmland and emerging gridiron of future suburbs to be depressing. It wasn’t how an admiral should spend his days.

The big screen beeped discreetly as his PA ushered out the labour delegates. Multiple tones, telling him that the message-holding command had been removed and dozens of urgent new emails had arrived. One vidmail had come in, too. That was less common. They just didn’t have the bandwidth to support it anymore.

He knew he’d never get used to that. In his day, California had been bathed in an invisible electronic mist, 24/7. Nobody even thought about bandwidth – it just wasn’t an issue. Now, the ramshackle comms system they’d clipped together from scavenged Fleetnet equipment just about did a half-assed job of nearly meeting their needs in the greater Los Angeles area. But that was all. There was no such thing as full spectrum access to the National Command Authority in Washington, and there wouldn’t be until the cable came on line, God only knew when. In 1952, maybe.

He didn’t get anything like the vidmail traffic he’d once had to wade through, which was a blessing in some ways. So the distinctive ping of a new message arriving caught his attention. He had a few minutes before the engineers from Douglas Aircraft turned up, and the small avatar of his liaison chief, the newly promoted Commander Black, floated in virtual 3D right in front of him, demanding attention. Kolhammer clicked on the icon and Black’s image came to life. It was a recorded message, captured by the small lens in the officer’s flexipad. There was enough depth of vision for the admiral to recognise Union Station in the background.

‘I’m sorry to bother you, sir,’ said Black. ‘But we’ve had another incident downtown, between a Latino guy called Diaz and a couple of railway bulls at Union. I saw it myself. That’s over two dozen so far this week for the wider city. We may want to pull our guys back to Fifty-One, and talk to the locals again. I just got a feeling things are about to light up here. Thought you’d want to know ASAP.

‘Over and out.’

Kolhammer indulged himself a smile at the arcane terminology. Dan Black tried hard, but he still seemed to have as much trouble dragging himself uptime as Kolhammer did shifting down. The smile faded, though, as he thought about the message.

This was a hell of a business, messing with history the way they had. He knew there was no such thing as a grandfather paradox, but Einstein had spoken to him about something he called ‘deep echoes’. At first it sounded a lot like the CIA’s idea of blowback, the law of unintended consequences. But the Nobel winner had waved that away with a flourish of his pipe stem. It was more like history trying to right itself, having been knocked off its axis by the Transition, if that made sense. It was sociology, not physics.

Kolhammer sighed deeply. None of it made sense. The accident that had brought them here, nor the seemingly infinite number of consequences that had since flowed on. None of it. It was barely four months since they’d arrived, and far from kicking fascist butt, the Multinational Force seemed to have fucked up everything six ways from Sunday. There was a whole Japanese army group fighting in Australia now, three German army groups massing in France to attempt an invasion of England, and old Joe Stalin had proved himself to be a worse ally than the fucking Malays that Kolhammer had escaped back up in Twenty-One. The old bastard had signed a cease-fire with Hitler and withdrawn from any hostilities against the Axis powers, suddenly freeing up the Nazi war machine to have another try at Great Britain. Christ only knew what was going through his mind. He may well have doomed the whole world.

Kolhammer shook his head clear. Other people were getting paid to worry about Stalin. He had more than enough to keep him up nights right here. He made a brief note to do something about Black’s vidmail, and brushed the flat-screen with a fingertip, touching an icon which told Lieutenant Liao that he was ready for his next visitors, the design team from Douglas. Without having to be asked, the young officer sent him a set of schematics for the Skyraider ground-attack aircraft, which wouldn’t have been built in this time line for another four years.

In the bottom left-hand corner of the screen another window, surrounded by a flashing red border, outlined his schedule for the rest of the day. With a few keystrokes he flick-passed about a dozen minor tasks, sending them to his production chief, Lieutenant Colonel Viviani. She could deal with the usual FAQs on steerable parachutes, body armour, MREs, penicillin, grenade launchers, Claymores and the rest. He was due to have a serious talk with General George Patton about the wonders of reactive armour and the need to make some drastic changes to the 31-tonne mobile crematorium known hereabouts as the Sherman tank.

A delegation from the navy was scheduled to politely ignore him while he told them to fix the torpedoes on their submarines. And another group, from the army, would soon arrive to rudely ignore him while he tried to convince them of the benefits of issuing a basic assault rifle.

He really wished Jones could have been around for that one, but the last time Kolhammer had checked, the commander of the 82nd MEU was getting swarmed by a couple of Japanese divisions. And anyway, Colonel J Lonesome Jones wasn’t the sort of officer who inspired confidence in your 1940s army types. He was a marine, and he was black. About the best that could be said of his visitors today was that they were equally prejudiced against both.

When Kolhammer wasn’t trying to bang heads with people who refused to see the benefits of twenty/Twenty-One hindsight, he had to juggle the competing demands of his new role as the sovereign lord of the San Fernando Valley. This meant dealing with everyone from disenfranchised citrus farmers to LA’s downtown power elite. Labour unions, land developers, minority rights activists, Hollywood moguls, industrial combines and local homeowners all hammered at his door without respite.

And at the very end of the day, he had a deniable back-channel meeting with William Stephenson, the Brits’ top intelligence man in the US. Yet another fruitless attempt to deal with the ugliest pain in the butt he’d ever had to endure – a pain so severe it surpassed even the nationally televised three-day cornholing he’d taken from Senators Springer and O’Reilly at the Armed Services Committee hearing regarding the Yemen fiasco. That had occurred just after he’d first made admiral, and Kolhammer had been secretly grateful for the experience. He’d figured that nothing outside of close combat could ever be that bad again.

But of course, at that point in his life he’d never had to contend with a vengeful and paranoid cross-dressing closet case like the legendary FBI director, J Edgar Hoover.
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The express trolley carrying Dan Black out to the Zone took its own sweet time covering the distance to the city’s newest centre of power. Travel through eight decades in just one hour, or so it said in all the brochures. And people did, by the thousands. Tourists and rubber-neckers passed through, wanting to catch a glimpse of the future – even though at the moment it was mostly just half-dug foundations and unfinished factories. Volunteers and recruits poured into the Auxiliary Forces’ barracks, which were growing like topsy around the core of the original Multinational Force.

Representatives from the ‘old’ armed forces came to learn what they could as fast as possible, and not always with good grace. Engineers and scientists travelled there from all over the free world. Students bussed in from across the country. Factory workers and their families streamed in to fill the plants and production facilities, which were starting to sprawl across the valley floor, chewing up thousands of acres of orange groves and ranchland. They filled the constellation of fast-growing, prefab suburbs known collectively as Andersonville so quickly that they threatened to outpace the contractors who were building the vast tracts of cheap housing. Indeed, most were still living in tents.

Still, they came whether or not there was a bed or a job waiting for them. Riding the overcrowded trolley back to the Zone with about a hundred new arrivals, Commander Black wondered how Kolhammer could possibly hope to manage the explosive growth of his strange new world.

It reminded him a little of the California he’d known in the ‘30s, when waves of nomads from the dustbowl states had fetched up on the western shore of the continent. Glancing up from his flexipad, he could see that about half the passengers fitted his recollection of those days. Families clung tightly together around rotting cardboard suitcases held together with twine. They swayed back and forth as the tracks carried them eastwards, forcing them to retrace some of the last steps they had taken on their long trek to the coast.

To Black, they didn’t look any less desperate than the thousands of Okies and chancers who’d poured into the state during the Depression, but for one small difference. Hope burned a little brighter in their eyes than it had in his own when he’d lit out from Grantville, in West Virginia. Even now, months after the world had adjusted to the fact of the Transition, the newswires still hummed with developments taking place in California, be they dry stories in the business pages about new manufacturing techniques, or yellow press hysteria about the ‘perversions’ and ‘moral sickness’ that were widely believed to be rampant within the confines of the San Fernando Valley. Some days it seemed to Black as if half the country wanted to drive the time travellers back into the sea from which they’d appeared, while the other half would sell everything they owned just to purchase a ticket west, and into the future.

Eddie Mohr and that Mexican kid, Diaz, were good examples of the latter. Black had no idea about why the chief petty officer had opted to transfer from the old navy to the AF, but he wasn’t alone. The applications list ran to tens of thousands of men and women, all wanting to get out of their original units and into new Auxiliary Force outfits which, for the most part, existed only on paper – or data stick, he corrected himself. Sometimes, Dan knew, they were simply drawn by the lure of flying rocket planes (which hadn’t yet been built) or sailing in missile boats (ditto).


Diaz, on the other hand, was like any number of hopefuls who had been seduced by a single promise. When they set foot on that relatively small patch of turf, which had been established by a narrow vote of Congress as the Special Administrative Zone (California), their skin colour, gender, religion and – most controversially – what they did in their own bedrooms, ceased to be a factor in determining the path their lives would take. Once inside the Zone, they became subject to the laws of the United States of America, and the provisions of her Uniform Code of Military Justice, exactly as they existed on the morning of 15 January 2021, the day of the Transition.

It meant, for instance, that nobody could call Diaz a wop or a greaser, at least not without incurring significant legal penalties. It also meant, however, that they couldn’t drive without a seat belt, smoke in public spaces or ‘cross a public roadway while immersed in a virtual reality’. Not that much of that sort of thing went on just yet, anyway.

Black couldn’t help but smile a little smugly at the warm self-regard the uptimers had for themselves and their many personal liberties. To him, they looked like people who’d been freed from heavy iron shackles, only to bind themselves just as tightly in a million threads of silk.

As the trolley line swung up through Cahuenga Pass, the old wooden 800 Series inter-urban slowed noticeably. Pacific Electric had recommissioned dozens of the cars to handle the extra traffic flowing into and out of the Valley. They seemed to wheeze and groan beside the sleek red-and-cream 700 Series ‘Hollywood’ trams, which fairly zipped along the new track, laid at breakneck speed by the company that had a lucrative contract to provide mass transit services into the Zone.

Glancing out the window, Black noted that as quickly as the PE engineers could lay track, the road gangs still seemed to be outpacing them, adding another lane to the Hollywood Freeway. There had to be two thousand men out there working on the link that would stretch between the Valley and Santa Monica. Personally, he didn’t have a view about it, but he’d seen fistfights break out among the uptimers when talk turned to the new freeways. It was a hell of a strange thing to start throwing punches over, if you asked him. But nobody asked. And anyway, he’d learned to keep his opinions to himself. Julia had smacked that much sense into him at least.

He was tempted to close the file he had up on the flexipad screen, and sneak a peek at the home movie Jules had shot for him the last time they’d stayed together in New York. But he could tell that about half the carriage was still staring at the device in his hands, and they really didn’t need to see his fiancée do her pole-dancing routine on a four-poster bed at the Plaza. So instead, he tried to concentrate on an epic dissertation from a Captain Chris Prather about building a better Sherman tank.

You’d have thought, being a navy man, he’d have been safe from the likes of Prather. But General Patton was set to come calling today and Black would have to shepherd him through the visit. He knew from recent experience that Patton would cut him no slack at all. Navy or not, he was Kolhammer’s chief liaison to the old forces, and so he was to become an instant expert on the care and feeding of Shermans.

Before he could help himself, however, he wondered idly what Julia was up to. He shut down the thought before it could go any further. She was somewhere on the east coast of Australia, covering MacArthur’s defence of the Brisbane Line.

And apart from that, he really didn’t want to know.
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BRISBANE LINE, SOUTH-WEST PACIFIC AREA.

The last mortar round nearly fucked her video rig, but Julia Duffy got the little Sonycam back online by slamming the data stick into its port a couple of times. It wasn’t a recommended fix, but it’d worked before. A small window in her battered Oakley combat goggles flickered into life again, the scene around her in the foxhole emerging from a blur of white noise.

Five men lay in the shell crater, protected from most of the Japanese fire by a huge granite outcrop halfway up the slope of Hill 178. Two of them were dead. One of the men had died when a nearby eucalyptus tree had been shattered by the blast of a small mountain gun; a thirty-centimetre-long splinter of wood had speared into his throat. The other guy, they had no idea. He was just dead, and he didn’t have a hole in him. Unable to directly target the rest, the Japanese had been dropping mortars all around, but the rock formation would provide just enough overhead cover to protect the journalist and her companions for a few minutes – until the odds caught up with them.

Julia let her gaze slide down the slope, the Sonycam zooming in and out, taking in the wreckage of the shattered company. Less than two minutes earlier, over a hundred marines had been creeping up through the darkened scrub towards the Japanese positions just below the crest of the hill. They had moved silently and with a speed that had surprised her, calling to mind a platoon of Gurkhas she’d once covered in Timor.

These marines were ’temps (as the men and women of the Multinational Force still referred to the contemporary forces), fighting without body armour, remote sensors or tac-net. Three rifle platoons of older, prewar volunteers. She’d interviewed many of them over the past few days and now, in the space between two ragged breaths, their lives passed before her eyes. At least a third of them were dead, and almost as many so badly torn apart by the Japanese Claymores as made no difference.

She breathed out against a wave of overpressure as another packet of high-explosive bombs bracketed their hideout. Shrapnel rattled against the granite overhang and the familiar scramble to check for wounds mechanically repeated itself-each man who was able to instinctively patting himself down where a superheated shard of metal might have tugged at a sleeve or sliced so cleanly through living tissue that no pain or shock had yet registered. The men quickly cupped their balls, she noted, in fear of the Wound.

Cocooned in her titanium-weave reactive matrix armour, her own responses deadened by ten years of this bullshit, Julia Duffy logged the screams of the dying for recall as she checked her machine-pistol. No damage. The best part of a full clip jacked in, alternating penetrators and dumdums, with a single tracer round three from the bottom to warn her when it was time to reload. She’d taped two clips together, for grease, a little trick some of the marines had quietly copied from her.

She sucked a mouthful of chilled Gatorade through a rubber tube that emerged from the padded collar of her coveralls. Then something heavy fell into their midst, causing Julia to almost jump out of her skin.

It was a koala, its fur burned to black tar and weeping red skin. It keened pitiably as smoke curled from its charred body. The marines regarded it, and her, with horror as she drew her side-arm, a SIG Sauer P226, and put one round of Nytrilium fragmentable hollowpoint into the animal. It blew apart like an overripe tomato.

‘Jesus Christ,’ someone croaked.

She looked at the men and essayed the faintest of shrugs as a furious eruption of small-arms fire broke over them. In the distance, on the slope above them, someone gave a shrill shout.

‘Banzai!’

‘Ah, shit.’

Julia glanced quickly in the direction of the sergeant who’d just cursed, measuring his likely response to what was coming. She didn’t know him. The chaos and madness of the ambush had thrown them together. The man looked to be a good deal older than his two buddies but she couldn’t even hazard a guess at his actual age, thanks to the gore and dirt covering his face. His eyes looked like pools of dead water.

‘You ever shoot anything besides a stuffed toy?’ he spat at her with unexpected vehemence.

She didn’t reply, but moved her selector to three-round bursts, unsafed the weapon and drew her knife from its scabbard. Satisfied that she could get to it in a hurry, Julia sheathed the evil-looking blade.

The crescendo of Japanese rifle fire seemed to build in an infinite curve that merged with the kiai-scream of the charge and the cries of the shattered marine company on the hillside below. It was a tableau drawn straight out of hell. Small groups of men huddled around blasted tree stumps, the momentum of their advance completely spent. The false promise of safety offered by the scraps of cover was enough to fix them to the spot where they were soon to die. The dead lay everywhere, closely entwined, their bodies grotesquely violated by blast effect and speeding metal. One man still moved. He tried to drag the top half of his body back down the slope, clawing at the scorched earth to heave his torso away from the red smear of rag and bone that had been his legs. Julia’s eyes took in the information, the shreds and tendrils and obscene tailings that dragged from the stump where he now ended – but no part of her connected it to the humanity of the dying creature. She wondered if she knew him.

‘Banzai!’

‘Fuck, fuck, fuck!’ cursed the sergeant in the hole with her.

He was shaking like a frightened dog and what little colour had been in his face drained away now.

‘Cover me!’ he yelled as the leading edge of the charge appeared where they could see it from their shelter. He stripped four grenades from his belt, primed them, and pitched them into the descending horde. The grenades detonated in a condensed drum solo, ripping a thirty-metre hole in the Japanese line, which staggered almost to a halt.

Julia smacked one of the other two marines on the shoulder and gestured for him to turn around and cover their rear before training her Sonycam back on the sergeant, just in time to see him scramble from the shell hole and rush at the enemy. He fired long bursts from a Thompson submachine-gun and, plucking more grenades from his webbing, he threw them into the ranks of Japanese, bizarrely reminding Julia of a rioting anarchist outside a Starbucks.

‘Come on! Come on! Get moving!’ he called back at the small knots of marines further down the hill.

Julia was struck by the scene of this one aged, slightly potbellied white man, surrounded by dozens of stunned Nipponese soldiers. The image could only have lasted half a second, but it looked like something out of an old movie, as if the enemy were standing completely still, just waiting to be mowed down.

Then she realised her own weapon was up and pouring fire into them, as well. Shouts reached her from below, but of a different pitch and timbre from the sounds of terror that had come from there before. Rallying cries gathered more survivors than she thought possible as the light of more grenade explosions glinted off the steel of at least two dozen American bayonets, suddenly moving at speed again towards their targets.

Julia stayed hidden behind the rock so she could remain fixed on the vision of the sergeant, who had run out of ammunition and was swinging his machine-gun like a club, stoving in the heads of two enemy soldiers just before his left knee disintegrated in a dramatic spray of blood. He dropped with a strangled scream and instantly two more Japanese were on him, their improbably long rifles raised like farm tools, the bayonets aimed at his body.

Julia zoomed in on the attackers. Her goggles read the microlight targeting dot square in the centre of the nearest man’s torso, and she squeezed the trigger. The gun coughed three times in rapid fire, the recoil dragging the muzzle up slightly, as she knew it would. All three rounds hit. Two dumdums and a penetrator.

Enormous gouts of lumpy red mist exploded from the soldier’s back, spraying his comrade, who was also hit, and was spinning around under the impact. The penetrator had passed clear though the ribcage, lungs and spinal cord of the first man, beginning a supersonic tumble as it exited, before striking the left shoulder of the second. As the second attacker fell away, Julia flipped the selector back to single shot and drilled another round through his head. The body jumped in that heavy, lifeless way she knew all too well.

‘Hey! Hey! Over here!’

The shouts came from close behind, and were almost consumed in the roar of rifle fire. Duffy spun around, losing sight of her subject, some deeply buried instinct causing her to flip the selector to full auto. The other two marines were emptying their magazines into a platoon of Japanese who had appeared on the far side of the giant rock. The muzzle of her gun swung up and began to spit long tongues of fire. A dozen men shuddered under the impact of the augmented ammunition. A streak of yellow light shot out, the tracer, thumping into the chest of an officer who had been racing at them, brandishing a samurai sword. He effected a near-perfect backward somersault, a little Catherine wheel of smoke tracing his path through the air.

Julia popped the dry clip, flipped it and snapped home the loaded magazine. Her heart beat like a jackhammer. It seemed impossible to draw breath.

She fired at the swarm of attackers again, her arms aching from the tension in her rigid muscles. The attack faltered and broke, and then dozens of marines slammed into the survivors. Their full-throated roars mingled with her own snarls and the kiai of the enemy. She distinctly heard the wet, ripping thud of a long knife spearing into human flesh, but could not place it anywhere in the mandala of blood and savagery that swirled all around her.

A cry
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Finally, love and thanks go to Jane, Anna and Thomas for putting up with me while I’m on deadline. It’s not a good look. I owe them a treat.
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