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  Monday: Swindon


  
    ‘The Special Operations Network was formed in 1928 to handle policing duties considered too specialised to be tackled by the regular force. Despite considerable success in the many varied areas of expertise in which SpecOps operated, all but three of the thirty-six divisions were disbanded in the winter of 1991/92, allegedly because of budgetary cutbacks. By 2004 it was realised that this was a bad move, and plans were drawn up to reinstigate the service.’


    Millon de Floss – A Short History of SpecOps

  


  Everything comes to an end. A good bottle of wine, a summer’s day, a long-running sitcom, one’s life, and eventually our species. The question for many of us is not that everything will come to an end, but when, and can we do anything vaguely useful until it does?


  In the case of a good bottle of wine, probably not much – although the very act of consumption might make one believe otherwise. A well-lazed summer’s day should not expect too much of itself either, and sitcoms never die. They simply move to a zombie-like existence in repeat heaven. Of the remaining two – the end of one’s life and that of our species – regular subscribers to my exploits will recall that I had seen myself die a few years back, and given my past record, it would be probable that much useful work would be done between then and now. As to the end of our species, the possibility of annihilation was quite real, well documented, and went by the unimaginative title of Asteroid HR-6984. Whether the human race managed to figure out a worthwhile function for itself in the thirty-seven years until possible collision was dependent upon your level of optimism.


  But it wasn’t all bad news. In fact, owing to a foible of human nature that denies us the ability to focus on more than one threat at a time, the asteroid was barely news at all. HR-6984’s inconvenient lack of urgency and current likelihood of only around 34 per cent had relegated it well past such front-page news as the Stupidity Surplus and the current round of fiery cleansings by an angry deity, and instead saw the hurtling lump of space debris consigned to pop culture damnation on page twelve: sandwiched somewhere between guinea-pig accessorising and the apparently relevant eating habits of non-celebrities.


  My take on it was this: a 34 per cent chance of something happening was also a 66 per cent chance it wouldn’t happen, and given the rocky road our species had travelled to get here in the first place, these were considerably better odds than we’d seen so far. As for finding a collective purpose for ourselves in what might potentially be the last thirty-seven years of our existence, I was always struck by the paradox that while collective purpose might be at best unknowable and at worst irrelevant, individual purpose was of considerable importance.


  But I’m getting ahead of myself. The events described here occurred during a busier-than-usual week in the late summer of 2004. A week that began with a trip into Swindon in order to find a job, and ended with a pillar of cleansing fire descending from the heavens, a rethink on the Wessex Library Services operating budget and my son shooting Gavin Watkins dead. The last one was a serious downer – especially for Gavin. It’s a long story, and with a few twists and turns that take a bit of figuring. What the hell. We’ll just run the story in real time as it happened, and worry about the logic afterwards.


  So there we were: my husband Landen and I, sitting in the comfort of a Skyrail car, gliding effortlessly above the North Wessex countryside on the Newbury–Hungerford–Swindon monorail. We’d boarded at Aldbourne, where we now lived, and the car was almost empty. We weren’t talking about Asteroid HR-6984, nor the Stupidity Surplus or Landen’s latest book: Dogs Who Wonder Why Their Owners Think They Know When They Are Coming Home Because We Dogs Don’t Really but Agree It Might Appear as if We Do. We weren’t even talking about other issues of the day, such as pissed-off deities, Phoebe Smalls, the movie of Bonzo the Wonder Hound, synthetic Thursdays or the ongoing ‘Brains kept alive in jars’ ethical debate in New Splicer magazine. No, we were talking about our daughter Jenny, and why I needed a tattoo to remind me she was somewhat less than I imagined, or indeed, every bit as I imagined.


  ‘I never thought I’d get a second,’ I said, staring at the scarlet rawness on the back of my hand.


  ‘I’m amazed you even got the first,’ said Landen.


  ‘It was on a drunken night in Sevastopol,’ I replied wistfully, ‘a week off the troopship and still without an ounce of combat experience, or sense.’


  ‘Happy days,’ said Landen, ‘to have experienced the camaraderie before the loss.’


  He gave me a half-smile and I knew precisely what he meant. Before the ziiip of a round heralded a near-miss, the Crimea seemed like nothing more than a bit of a lark.


  ‘The brigade tattoo was one of those bonding moments,’ I said, ‘like agreeing to box Corporal Dwight for a kilo of best Beluga caviar.’


  He chuckled.


  ‘You were mad. Dwight was a serious bruiser.’


  ‘I know that now,’ I replied, ‘but give me credit for the attempt.’


  Lance Corporal Betty ‘Basher’ Dwight remained unbeaten in twenty-seven kick-boxing bouts, thirteen of them against men. She was to become a loyal companion and friend but not beyond my eighteen months of active service. Basher stayed in the Crimea, and I don’t mean to open a bar or something.


  That first tattoo had been inked the night of my fight with Dwight and had actually been quite useful. Clearly not that drunk, I’d asked them to add my blood and tissue grouping to the brigade motif, a simple act that saved my life at least twice. The boxing bout was not so successful. I hit the canvas ten seconds into the third round after a truly punishing first and second – my nose is still a bit bent, even today – and the unit had to go without caviar on their blinis for a month.


  My second tattoo was done only two weeks ago, just after I’d turned fifty-four. It was of a purely practical nature and, unlike the first, which was etched unobtrusively on my upper arm, was on the back of my hand for all to see, especially me. It was at my family’s request, too – an attempt to remind myself that my second daughter Jenny wasn’t real at all, but a troublesome Mindworm foisted on to me by a vengeful adversary.


  ‘Did it have to go on my hand?’ I said to Landen as the Skyrail car docked at Clary-Lamarr, Swindon’s main TravelHub.


  ‘It has to be somewhere you’ll have a chance of seeing it. The constant reminding might help you get over her.’


  I stared at it again in order to keep the thoughts in my head as long as possible. Now we were talking about Jenny’s non-existence everything seemed fine, but I knew also that these moments were fleeting. In a few moments all knowledge of the Mindworm would be gone and I’d be fretting over Jenny again. Where she was, how she was, and why the teachers called Landen when I came to school to pick her up.


  ‘Do you think it will?’


  ‘I’m hoping yes but thinking no,’ replied Landen in a typically stoical manner. ‘The only person who can fix your Jenny problem is the person who infected you with the Mindworm: Aornis.’


  This might seem strange until you realise that Aornis is a mnemonomorph – someone who can manipulate memories. She could rob a bank and no one would remember she’d been there. And trying to capture someone who can manipulate memories is like trying to sweep a partial vacuum into a bell jar using only a yard broom. But we could make enquiries about her, and that was another reason we were in Swindon.


  I grunted resignedly and then, after a short and oddly treacly pause, wondered what I was grunting resignedly about.


  We drifted down the escalators from the south entrance of Clary-Lamarr and stepped on to the large concourse outside, which was dominated by the thirty-foot-high bronze statue of Lola Vavoom. We had missed the rush hour and only latecomers and shoppers were walking out of the TravelHub.


  ‘What were we just talking about?’ I asked.


  ‘Stuff,’ replied Landen vaguely, taking a deep breath. ‘You know, I’m not sure I’m going to get used to living out of town. To me, grass is simply a transitional phase in turning sunlight into milk.’


  ‘You’re changing the subject,’ I replied suspiciously.


  ‘I do that sometimes.’


  ‘You do, don’t you?’


  But Landen was right. He wasn’t really a country dweller.


  ‘After a few months you’ll be wondering how you lived anywhere else.’


  ‘Perhaps.’


  We’d moved out of Swindon four months before, not long after I’d been discharged from hospital. The main reason was that our daughter Tuesday needed more room to experiment, but an equally good reason was security. I had more enemies than was considered healthy for the peaceful family life I had half-promised myself, and a country home was more easily defended – from enemies either side of the printed page.


  ‘I think the City Council are taking the threat of a smiting a bit lightly, don’t you?’ I asked, as aside from a few billboards outlining the possibility that the Almighty would lay the centre of Swindon to waste in an all-consuming fire next Friday, little seemed to be going on.


  ‘Joffy said the cathedral received a leaflet slipped under the west door,’ murmured Landen. ‘It was called: Vengeful Cleansing by a Wrathful Deity and You.’


  ‘Helpful?’


  ‘Not really. A few tips for a safe evacuation when the order is given – covering the windows with brown paper, hiding under tables, mumbling – that sort of thing. I’m not sure they’re taking the threat seriously.’


  ‘It was serious enough for Oswestry,’ I replied, recalling the first of the nine random smitings that had been undertaken around the globe by a clearly disgruntled deity, eager to show his wayward creations the error of their ways.


  ‘Perhaps so, but that was the first time and no one believed it would happen. If they’d evacuated the town, all would have been fine – and only the buildings destroyed.’


  ‘I suppose so. Did they ever decide whether it was ethical for those turned to pillars of salt to be ground up for use as winter road grit?’


  ‘I don’t know. Probably not.’


  He looked at his watch.


  ‘What time are you meeting with Braxton?’


  ‘As soon as I’ve had the psychological evaluation.’


  ‘I thought you’d have to be a bit nuts to want to run SO-27,’ mused Landen.


  ‘Undoubtedly,’ I replied, ‘but it’s not so much a question of how mad applicants for the job might be, but the style of madness. Obsessive drive is probably good, speaking in tongues and shouting at the walls less so.’


  ‘Do you think Phoebe Smalls has the requisite loopiness to get the job?’


  Detective Smalls, it should be noted, was the only other person who could realistically lead the re-formed Literary Detectives division. She was good, but then so was I.


  I thought for a moment.


  ‘Perhaps. She applied for the job, after all – no one would do that unless a little bit odd.’


  ‘She’s not got your experience,’ said Landen. ‘Running SO-27 isn’t for tenderfoots.’


  ‘But she’s got the youth,’ I replied, ‘and her health.’


  ‘Phoebe Smalls might look a sound bet on paper,’ he replied, ‘but when weird comes knocking, grey hairs count. Braxton knows this. Besides, the boss need never leave the office. Leave the running around to the young pups.’


  He smiled at me, but he knew I wasn’t happy. I was yet to walk without a stick, or pain. My broken femur had knitted badly in the two weeks before I was found following my accident, and it had to be broken and reset with pins, which is never satisfactory. I wasn’t particularly worried; running is overrated anyway, and sport only makes you sweaty and smug and wears out the knees. Besides, Landen had been missing his leg above the knee for longer than he hadn’t, and he was fine. In fact, since he had a left limp and I had a right one, if we walked side by side it apparently looked quite comical. I told Tuesday we were her ‘cute cripple parents’ and she retorted that ‘cripple’ wasn’t really a polite term, and I told her that since my leg got mashed I could define myself in any way I chose. In answer to that, she huffed, glared and then pouted, as teenagers are apt to do.


  ‘You’re right,’ Landen had remarked when I told him. He’d lost his leg to a landmine in the Crimea almost three decades before, and referred to himself as either a ‘deconstructed bipedalist’, or more simply ‘a man unjustly overcharged for socks’.


  ‘Will you be okay?’ he asked.


  ‘I’m fine,’ I told him, ‘with a stick to lean on and four Dizuperadol patches.’


  ‘Four?’ said Landen. ‘You shouldn’t have more then three.’


  ‘It’s the only thing that seems to have any lasting effect. Slow and constant release – double thickness, too.’


  I’d recently moved to the more effective stick-on patches rather than Dizuperadol taken orally. The patches seemed to work for longer, and I’d been prescribed the double-strength ones: sometimes it felt like I had a waffle stuck to my bum. They were effective, but there were side effects.


  ‘How’s the vision?’ asked Landen.


  ‘In focus more often than it’s not. And that’s good, right?’


  ‘A Zen dog dreams of a medium-sized bone.’


  ‘Actually, there is one thing you could do. Can you put my mobile phone in my right pocket so I can get it out?’


  Landen did as I asked. I’d been working on the grip of my left hand, but it was slow going. The damage to my hand had been caused by the taxi’s indicator stalk as it passed through my forearm during the taxi’s sudden stop in the swamp, and caused all sorts of mayhem on the way. The stalk broke off when it hit my jaw. These days I used it as a tea stirrer. The stalk that is, not my jaw.


  ‘I’ll meet you in TK Maxx around two,’ said Landen, giving me an affectionate nuzzle, ‘and don’t be too mean with the shrink, will you? They’ve got feelings too.’


  ‘I’ll play nice. What’s the password this time?’


  For a few years now, Goliath had been sending synthetic Thursdays out into the world to try to get information from people who would speak only to me – Landen being an obvious example. They had also tried to gain access to my house, the SpecOps records department and even blag a free membership at a health farm. The copies were initially crude, but had made steady and sustained advances in sophistication since first appearing eighteen months before. The Mk IV and Vs wouldn’t have fooled anyone, but the Mark VIs were impressive and had been able to crack single code words, which was why we used the more cloak-and-daggerish sentences and responses.


  ‘What about if I say: “No cookies at the hunt, sir!” and then you reply with: “It’s not a cookie, it’s a Newton”?’


  ‘Sounds random enough.’


  So with the passwords committed to memory, we limped off in opposite directions. I turned once to take a look at him, and he did the same, and we smiled a simple smile of understanding. Parting for us was generally sweet sorrow, as past experience had taught us there was a fair possibility we might not see one another for a while, if at all – a state of affairs for which I took full responsibility. Sadly, a lifetime in law enforcement tends not to create a bunch of grateful villains happy that you have shown them the error of their ways, but a lot of disgruntled ne’er-do-wells eager for payback.


  I hobbled across the pedestrian walkway and passed beneath the shadow of Swindon’s centrally located anti-smiting tower, the primary defence against God’s planned cleansings of the sinful. I stopped to stare for a moment at the two hundred foot tower. It looked like an electricity pylon topped with a domed metallic mushroom, the burnished copper sheathing glowing in the sun. Even though the many towers dotted about the country were mechanically complete, there were still several hurdles to overcome. The software controlling the 8.2 million independently controlled lasers inside the dome had yet to be fine-tuned, and until it was, the defence shield remained non-operational.


  Perhaps the reason the City Council weren’t so bothered about Swindon’s smiting was because they’d convinced themselves the tower would be running in good time to deflect the Wrath of the Almighty in four days’ time. I didn’t think it would, and with good reason – I knew the genius behind the technology, and despite much midnight oil, the Anti-Smiting Defence Shield remained firmly on the theoretical side of reality.


  I hurried on, passed the Thistle hotel to my right, and presently found myself outside the front entrance of the Wessex Special Operations Headquarters.


  2


  Monday: Phoebe Smalls


  
    ‘The SpecOps division most associated with Thursday Next was SO-27, the Literary Detectives. It was their job to protect the citizenry against literary fraud, overenthusiastic interpretations of protected plays, and the illegal trade in bogus Shakespeareana. Miss Next joined the Swindon branch in 1985 not long before the adventure that came to be known as The Eyre Affair. She worked there on and off in various capacities until disbandment in 1991, and was always suspected of continuing her job under the radar in the years since.’


    Millon de Floss – The Thursday Next Chronicles

  


  The offices had survived almost completely unchanged since most of the Special Operations Network was disbanded thirteen years before. The building was of a sensible design from the forties, and the worn wood and eroded stonework contained more memories than any other place in my life, with the possible exception of the Jurisfiction offices at Norland Park. I pushed open the heavy doors and walked into the lobby. High above me a glazed ceiling let in a directionless grey light and, by the look of it, some rainwater. The paintwork was peeling, and there was the ever-present smell of damp carpets and boiled cabbage – or, if you prefer, boiled carpets and damp cabbage.


  The lobby had a few officers milling about, which reflected the fact that the Special Operations Network had not been completely disbanded. There were six SpecOps divisions remaining out of the thirty or so who once worked here. SO-6 and SO-9 had been merged and looked after National Security and Diplomatic Protection. SO-1 policed the network itself and SO-5 were a super-judiciary search/destroy unit – I’d worked for them myself when we’d hunted down Acheron Hades. The Tax Office was SO-28, and the Cheese Enforcement Agency were SO-31.


  This left only SO-3, whom we had called ‘The Odd Squad’. They looked after dimensional travel issues, which were so disagreeably complex and mind-bogglingly strange we were all glad to have nothing to do with them. Suffice to say there were a shade over six thousand entirely separate dimensions within the League of Alternative Realities – a tiny fraction of the total but you didn’t get to join the League until you’d figured out how to move across, something that now seemed so blindingly obvious it’s astonishing we couldn’t see it before. Our own dimension was coded ID-11 and was the only League member with diphtheria, David Hasselhoff and the French, which amused the rest of the multiverse no end. It wasn’t all bad news as we were also the only one with bicycles, dogs and music, which put us in a robust trading position. SO-3 mostly dealt with trade issues like this; early trades were Brompton folding bicycles to HC-110 in return for escalators, and Dalmatians to X-TOL for fax machines. A more recent deal was the complete works of Bartok in exchange for a chain of grocery stores peculiar to D-76, which featured cheaper groceries. The chain was called Aldi, which explained the low cost and why you can’t ever recognise the brands.


  As I stood there for a moment, lost in thought, three operatives walked past in civvies. I could tell they were Odd Squad because they wore their left thumbs on the wrong side of the hand. No one knew quite why but we suspected it was similar to a hazing or a rite of passage, like my bout with Basher Dwight. The story goes that newbies at SO-3 get sent to mirror dimension E-6 to get partially reversed, but have to be careful – stay a second too long and you’d have ears on backwards or genitals in the small of your back. Mind you, it was less permanent than a tattoo – stay for just the right length of time in E-6 and you’d go all the way round and revert to normal. None ever did. You carried two right hands for life as a badge of honour, and solidarity.


  By way of comparison, hazing at the now-defunct time travelling elite known as the Chronoguard was just as frightening but a lot more spectacular: a sixty-five-million-year backjump to ground zero during the KT Extinction Event. The losers jumped out as the meteor struck, but the bold and proud waited for the shock wave. If you returned with grit in your hair and the smell of terrified Hadrosaur about you, well, you’d not be buying the first round for a while.


  I limped across the lobby to the main desk. A slim young woman had her back to me as I approached, but she turned as soon as I limped up to the desk.


  ‘Detective Next?’ she said, giving me a broad smile and holding out her hand. ‘It’s a huge honour.’


  She was taller than me by a few inches, slender and attractive. Her long dark hair was unflecked by grey and tied in a loose ponytail. She had fine features and smiled with easy confidence. She was also young – barely thirty – and I’d heard that she spoke three languages and had graduated with a double first in English literature from Oxford. I also knew that she’d been a cop since graduation, made detective in only three years and been awarded Swindon’s highest award for bravery, the Dorcan Star. It was well deserved – she took a bullet through the ear defending the mayor against Elgin separatists. This was Phoebe Smalls.


  ‘Detective Smalls,’ I said, shaking the proffered hand, ‘you’ve been making quite a name for yourself.’


  ‘I looked to your career for inspiration,’ she said. ‘Everything I’ve ever done was because you did it first.’


  ‘I never lost an ear on the mayor’s account,’ I told her, indicating the ragged thing on the side of her head.


  ‘Pardon?’


  ‘I said: “I never lost—”’


  ‘Just kidding. I can hear perfectly.’


  She looked down at my walking stick.


  ‘I heard you took all this in pursuit of the law,’ she said. ‘I only tackled the separatists because I knew you would. Ever since I was a little girl I wanted to be just like Thursday Next – only more so.’


  She gave me the steely gaze of the supremely ambitious, and my hackles, which had already risen, rose farther.


  ‘Like me only more so? How’s that meant to work?’


  ‘Go farther, achieve more, fail less.’


  ‘Oh yes?’ I replied. ‘And how’s that working out for you so far?’


  ‘I’m already taller.’


  ‘But not older.’


  ‘I’m working on that daily. I think you should be flattered – someone who wants to be a better version of you. I think we should have a longer meeting,’ she added, ‘to have a chat. Find out the areas in which there could be improvement.’


  ‘That’s the point about failure,’ I said. ‘It’s an intrinsic part of success. You win some, then you lose some. But with experience and luck, you learn to lose less as the years go on.’


  Smalls nodded in agreement.


  ‘Like in sports,’ she said, ‘it all boils down to lose/save ratios. I’ve been studying your stats, Thursday. You’ve got a career lives lost/saved ratio of 32:1 over sixty-two encounters, and a solve ratio of sixty-two per cent. That places you at number twenty-eight in the global tables.’


  ‘Is that a fact?’ I said.


  ‘Yes,’ she replied eagerly, ‘it’s all very scientific.’


  ‘There’s nothing scientific in tackling a crazed lunatic coming at you with an axe,’ I said. ‘How did you do in the league table?’


  ‘Okay so far. But if I’m to improve my ratio I need to know where you failed, and how I might do better. In that way I can make your mistakes the mistakes I would have made but now won’t. It’s for the good of the citizenry we protect, Miss Next. I’m not in this for the glory, as I’m sure neither were you.’


  ‘Neither was I?’


  ‘Sorry,’ she said, ‘I wasn’t suggesting that your career was effectively over.’


  But she just had. I sighed. I didn’t want to fight her. She was good, it was undeniable. Just a bit, well, intense – and obsessed with figures.


  There was a pause.


  ‘So,’ I said, ‘would you like to be my second-in-command when Braxton offers me the SO-27 job?’


  ‘Generous, if a little misguided,’ she replied with a smile. ‘As far as I can see I’m the only viable candidate.’


  ‘Not quite correct,’ I replied with a smile. ‘Braxton values experience above all.’


  She looked at my stick and my leg, and then back at my face.


  ‘Yes, I’m fully confident that Commander Hicks will come to the correct decision. I’d still like us to be friends, Thursday. Together we have much to offer the service. Youth, vitality, vigour ... and experience. See you around.’


  And she left me there in an empty pause in which I was thinking up a pithy rejoinder. I did think of one, but her back had already turned and it was too late to be anything but a lame attempt to get the final word.


  ‘Detective Smalls is the Gold Standard in law enforcement,’ said the officer at the main desk as he watched her slender figure walk elegantly to the exit. ‘Can I help?’


  I told him I was here for a psychiatric evaluation and showed him my ID. He recognised the name and raised an eyebrow.


  ‘Welcome back, Detective Next. When I said Smalls was the Gold Standard my comment may have been taken out of context. I really meant that she met the high gold standard set by your reputation.’


  ‘You’re a terrible creep, Sergeant.’


  ‘Thank you, ma’am.’


  ‘Is the shrink in his usual room?’


  ‘They moved him to the first floor,’ said the officer, ‘Room 101. Another high-ranker is with him at the moment. We had Officer Stoker in this morning – before dawn, for some reason.’


  This was better news. Spike was a good friend and, like me, had also lost his job during the SpecOps disbandment.


  ‘He’s up for the SO-17 Divisional Chief’s job?’


  ‘Apparently, although as he himself says: “Who else would be dumb-arsed enough to take it?”’


  ‘There might be some truth in that,’ I mused. Spike’s work with the semi-dead, ethereal horrors, demons, bogles and vampires wasn’t everyone’s cup of tea. In fact, aside from Spike himself with my occasional assistance, it wasn’t anyone’s cup of tea. His old division of SO-17 were known colloquially as ‘Suckers and Biters’, but they dealt with anything of a nominally undead or horrific nature. Despite the cuts, Officer ‘Spike’ Stoker had managed to keep the phantasm containment facilities and deep refrigeration units going in the sub-basements, but only after he demonstrated precisely why there was a good reason. The councillor who was eager to make the cuts rashly took up Spike’s offer of a tour. She was struck dumb for six months. Only a fool looked into anything below the fifth sub-basement.


  ‘May I ask a question, Detective?’ said the sergeant.


  ‘Go on.’


  ‘Why are they resurrecting SpecOps?’


  ‘I have no idea. First floor, did you say?’


  ‘Room 101. Don’t be too harsh with Dr Chumley. He’s our third shrink in as many years. The last one was taken away in an ambulance. They don’t make them like they used to. Let me give you a visitor’s pass.’


  3


  Monday: SpecOps


  
    ‘The recent smitings undertaken around the globe have taken many theological analysts by surprise, as this level of apparent interest in mankind’s affairs by the Almighty had not been seen since biblical times. The reason for the sudden reversion to Old Testamentism has spawned a thousand debates on late-night chat shows, none of which has so far provided a coherent answer. Traditionalists stated that it was simply vengeance for sinful behaviour, but of the eight confirmed smitings around the planet, only two locations could be described as “sinful”, leading scholars to muse on what being sinful might actually mean in the twenty-first century.’


    Eugene Plugg – God, the New Interventionist

  


  I took the lift to the first floor, and trod along the familiar corridors. The SO-27 staff had taken other jobs or retired when the Literary Detectives unit was disbanded. Victor Analogy had gone one farther and was currently embracing his new-found eternity from a sunny corner of Wanborough cemetery. I’d lost contact with most. Herr Bight had returned to Germany, where he came out in spectacular fashion as a fantasy author, much to the shock of his classically educated parents. The Forty brothers ran an antiquarian bookshop in Hay-on-Wye, but Jim Finisterre was still local – he was the head of the prestigious Really Ancient Texts department at the locally sponsored Swindon All You Can Eat at Fatso’s Drink Not Included Library. Even Bowden Cable, my one-time partner and closest work colleague, had found that running Acme Carpets suited his health better. The worst that could happen was laying an Axminster over someone’s budgie or handing out a refund.


  Room 101, I discovered, was sparsely furnished. There was a small desk at which sat a receptionist, and against the wall was a row of hard chairs. On a coffee table were much-thumbed copies of SpecOps Gazette, and on the wall were posters suggesting various help groups that overstressed SpecOps officers could attend. One was for an Odd Squad support group for those diagnosed with ‘Dimensional Fatigue’, and another for SpecOps accountants, which offered assistance for those who had become dangerously overstimulated by calculating tax exemptions for year-averaged pension deductibles.


  I gave my name to the receptionist and she asked me to take a seat. I said I’d stand since I could maintain at least a pretence of good health if no one saw me try to get up, but after she said ‘Are you sure?’ and I’d walked round the office twice, I opted to sit on the windowsill, which was higher and afforded an easier transit to my feet. You learn to adapt.


  Once comfortably perched I looked around, having been in the office a number of times. This had once been the reception for the ChronoGuard, the division that had policed time travel, defending the Standard History Eventline from the rapacious plundering of the temporally mischievous.


  Unlike most of the other SpecOps divisions, the ChronoGuard had not been disbanded because of budgetary difficulties. They had been shut down when it was found that the Retro Deficit Engineering principle couldn’t be applied to time travel technology. The Deficit concept was simple: use a technology now in the almost certain knowledge that it will be invented in the future. Nanotechnology works this way, as does the Gravitube, thermos flasks, Tachyon Data Streaming and the wheel. The reason the concept as applied to time travel had once worked but now didn’t was simple: a courageous time traveller by the name of ‘Flipper’ O’Malley had upstreamed his way to where time eventually ended, and discovered that during that unthinkably vast swathe of time, no one actually got round to inventing time travel. So with the technology now unsupported by the Retro Deficit Engineering principle, there was nothing for it but to spool down the C-90 Fluxgates and decommission the Time Engines.


  This was a serious blow for the three thousand Timeworkers who suddenly found that the glittering career they should have had was no longer going to happen. It was bad news for the human race, too, whose potential extinction by asteroid HR-6984 in thirty-seven years’ time had once been averted by an ingenious flexing of the Eventline, an act that lowered the potential Armageddon to a manageable 1.8 per cent and not the alarming 34 per cent it was at present. ‘Flipper’ O’Malley had chosen a bad time to declare time travel impossible. And if all that makes no sense at all, then welcome to the time industry.


  ‘Wasn’t the wallpaper from the seventies just now?’ I asked as the room wobbled for a moment and suddenly became a more modern pastel shade.


  ‘It was a backflash,’ said the receptionist, ‘the residual effect of the offices once being ChronoGuard. There’ll be another in a few moments. They usually come in pairs.’


  There was another ripple and her modern dress was replaced by one from the fifties.


  ‘Always in pairs,’ she said without looking up. She was about twenty, doing her nails a garish blue and eating a packet of Maltesers. Up until a few moments ago she had bleached hair. She looked better in the more reserved style of the fifties, but interestingly, she seemed utterly indifferent to the sudden change, so I ventured a theory.


  ‘You would have been ChronoGuard, wouldn’t you?’


  She gazed up at me with large intelligent eyes. The grammatical inference of my question showed I understood the complexities of the service.


  ‘I would have had a successful career in the Timestream,’ she replied with a sad smile, ‘but the way things stand at the moment I marry a guy named Biff I don’t much like, have two unremarkable kids and then get hit by a car in 2041, aged fifty-five.’


  ‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ I said, musing on the misguided wisdom that allowed ex-potential employees to have both their original and new lives summarised in a paragraph or two. It was dubbed the ‘Letter of Destiny’, and was apparently part of the Federated Union of Timeworkers severance package. The unions were powerful, but had achingly slow bureaucracy. Despite the Time Engines being shut down over two years previously, the ‘Letters of Destiny’ were only just falling through people’s mailboxes. To many, it was a complete surprise, and met with mixed feelings. Yes, it was good to know you might have been a hero at ChronoGuard, and yes, it was good to know that you make it to fifty-one without losing your mind or your hair, but no, perhaps you could do without knowing that your wife/husband is going to sleep with your best friend and enjoy it more, and no, it’s not healthy to know that you’re going to have an arm torn off by a gorilla in six hours and there’s nothing you can do about it.


  ‘You would have known my son,’ I said, ‘Friday Next.’


  ‘Ooh,’ she said, eyes opening a bit wider at the mention of his name. ‘I’d have left my husband for him. We’d spend a sweaty weekend consummating our affair in his late-Pleistocene weekend retreat.’


  This was news to me, and I wasn’t happy knowing my son might once – in an alternative future – be sleeping with another man’s wife. There was the ethical question of second homes, too.


  ‘I never knew he would’ve had a holiday home in the late Pleistocene.’


  ‘One Interglacial back so with good weather, nothing too bitey, and only twelve thousand years ago, so easy access for Friday afternoons – the Time Engines would have got really clogged as soon as work ended.’


  ‘If you must have a second home, best have it somewhere where it doesn’t inflate house prices,’ I mused. ‘Have you met him in this timeline?’


  ‘No; I only got my Letters of Destiny last week.’


  ‘Are you okay about it?’ I asked, as my son Friday has also been summarised recently, and was being a bit more reticent about how it turned out for him.


  ‘I’m fine about it,’ she said cheerily. ‘Before, I suspected I might not amount to anything, and now I know I won’t, so at least it takes away the wearisome burden of delusive hope.’


  ‘Very ... philosophical of you.’


  She thought for a moment.


  ‘Will you tell Friday Shazza says: “It would have been seriously good”?’


  My son and father would both have been in the ChronoGuard if the Engines hadn’t been switched off, so the seemingly pointless discussions on the might-have-been were not exactly relevant, but certainly of interest.


  I told her I’d pass on her message and she gave a half-smile before returning to her nails and bag of Maltesers.


  The door to Dr Chumley’s office opened and a short, heavy-set man walked out. He had prominent brow ridges, dark eyes and a broad nose. He wore a well-tailored suit woven from three different colours of baler twine, and his head was topped by a shock of unruly hair that had violently resisted all attempts to be combed. When he moved he had the side-to-side gait of a sailor, and the smell of woodsmoke and hot mud moved with him. This was not at all unusual. He was a re-sequenced Neanderthal named Stiggins, and soon to be, I assumed, divisional head of SO-13, the department that policed all unextincted creatures. Not just the legal ones like mammoths, dodos, sabre-toothed tigers and himself, but also all the ones that were illegal – Diatrymas, to list an example never far from the news, and a host of chimeras – creatures that had sprung not from the random machinations of evolution, but from garden-shed laboratories of meddling hobby geneticists who should have known better.


  ‘Hullo, Stig.’


  He gave a snorty grunt of pleasure and we hugged and smelled each other – once in the armpit, once in the hair, as was the Neanderthal custom.


  ‘Co-op generic shampoo,’ he said with a grimace, the Thal version of a smile, ‘but stored in a Pantene container.’


  ‘I like the shape of the bottle.’


  ‘Us, too. Bacon and eggs for breakfast with arabica coffee, pushy-down, not bubble bubble. Toast with jam. Raspberry. You travel Skyrail, sit next to someone too much Bodmin aftershave, and I smell much-much painkiller, Dizuperadol patches, two per cheek.’ He took another deep breath. ‘But no oofy-oofy with husband. Not for weeks. Not like you. Problems?’


  ‘I’m still a bit mashed,’ I replied with a smile, well used to Neanderthal ways, which were dazzlingly direct and unencumbered by the complex peculiarities of human etiquette, ‘but thanks for the concern.’


  ‘Oofy-oofy very important.’


  ‘I’ll second that,’ I said with a sigh. ‘I’d like to but have no desire to. How are Felicity and the boys?’


  ‘We are all well, thank you. Mrs Stiggins is ripe at present and the boys passed their Flint-Plus with distinction.’


  ‘You must send them our congratulations.’


  ‘We shall. And your own childer, Thursday?’


  ‘They’re well, mostly. Friday still doesn’t have a purpose since his future was erased, and Tuesday is going to be the keynote speaker at the annual Mad Inventors Convention on Thursday. Jenny keeps herself to herself most of the time. When do you restart SO-13?’


  ‘We start now. But work no different to past thirteen years. Just legal, and paid – end to beetle soup, leaky roof and sixteen-mile walk to work. Afford bus.’


  And he gave enough grunty laugh.


  ‘But why?’ he added.


  ‘Why what?’


  ‘Why SpecOps back? Something change?’


  ‘I don’t know,’ I confessed. ‘I’m seeing Braxton later. I’ll ask him.’


  ‘Detective Next?’ said the receptionist, having finally decided to answer the plaintively wailing intercom. ‘Dr Chumley will see you now.’


  I wished Stig good day, and walked past the receptionist, who had reverted to her bleached hair and modern dress. I took a deep breath, knocked on the door, and when I heard a muffled ‘Enter!’ walked in.


  4


  Monday: Shrink to Fit


  
    ‘The somewhat bizarre nature of SpecOps work and the high level of stress-related retirements led SpecOps management to undertake a top-down psychological overhaul as early as 1952, when a stringent psychological appraisal of all personnel revealed that few, if any, were completely free of work-related mental issues. Before the entire service was retired it was discovered that a control sample of ordinary citizens were probably just as mad as those in SpecOps, and that the “ordinary” classification was simply set unrealistically high. Once adjusted accordingly, the matter was resolved to the satisfaction of everyone.’


    Dr Franz Egg – ‘The effect of SpecOps work on the human psyche, its possible consequences for a healthy life and comments upon needlessly long titles to academic reports’

  


  Dr Chumley had his back to me when I entered, and seemed to be leaning on the filing cabinet for support while his back moved in that way it does when people are silently sobbing.


  ‘Are you okay?’ I asked.


  ‘Never better,’ he replied, his voice with a forced quietness – like when someone steps on your toe with a baby asleep near by. ‘Are you here to talk about issues regarding your work as a serving SpecOps officer?’


  ‘No,’ I replied, ‘I’m here for a psychiatric evaluation at Commander Braxton Hicks’s behest.’


  ‘Thank God for that,’ he said with obvious relief. ‘I thought I’d have to listen to the crazy antics of some deranged operative who should have been straitjacketed long ago.’


  He paused for a second.


  ‘I just said that out loud, didn’t I?’


  ‘I’m afraid so.’


  ‘Damn. I’m Dr Newton Chumley by the way.’


  ‘Detective Thursday Next,’ I said, shaking his hand.


  He placed a file in the cabinet, then took out a buff folder. It was big, and Dr Chumley heaved it to the desk with a thump. He was a young man, probably not long since graduated, but the work was already having an effect. His eyes were red, and he had a noticeable tremor.


  ‘You have no idea what I have to go through,’ he said, offering me a seat before sitting himself. ‘It’s intolerable, I tell you, intolerable.’


  He rested his face in his hands.


  ‘Early this morning,’ he said quietly through his fingers, ‘I had someone who had killed a zombie with a sharpened spade.’


  ‘That would be Spike,’ I replied brightly, having joined him on a few of these expeditions myself.


  ‘And doesn’t anything about that seem remotely unusual to you?’


  I reflected for a moment.


  ‘Not really ... Wait—’


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘Spike usually favours a semi-auto twelve-gauge. He must have been out of cartridges and used whatever was to hand. It’s one of his many talents. Adaptability.’


  ‘Very ... laudable,’ murmured Dr Chumley, and lapsed once more into quiet despondency.


  ‘Actually,’ I added in order to fill the silence, ‘technically speaking zombies are already dead, so you can’t kill them – just disable the diseased part of the cortex that gives them locomotion and an insatiable thirst for human flesh.’


  ‘I so didn’t want to know that,’ said Chumley, staring at me, ‘and will now have to do my very best to forget it. But I have a feeling the thought will remain, and fester in my subconscious until it bubbles to the surface as a fully fledged neurosis a dozen years from now, when I begin to have an inexplicable aversion to buttons and hedgehogs.’


  He took a deep breath, calmed himself and then opened the bulging file, which I noted had my name on the cover. I’d forgotten how much stuff I’d done.


  He indicated the closed door. ‘Do you know Officer Stiggins?’


  ‘Yes, very well.’


  ‘He uses “we” when he means “I”. Is that an affectation?’


  ‘Neanderthals are hardwired Marxist,’ I told him, ‘and have no concept of the personal pronoun. He would die tomorrow without fear or worry if he felt it would better serve his community.’


  ‘Are you saying Karl Marx was a Neanderthal?’


  ‘He was exceptionally hairy,’ I remarked reflectively, ‘but no, I don’t think so.’


  ‘You know what’s really strange?’


  ‘You could once buy lion cubs at Harrods?’ I replied helpfully. ‘That’s pretty strange.’


  ‘Not as strange as this: of everyone I’ve interviewed, Officer Stiggins is the most normal. Sensible, thoughtful and utterly without ego. That’s strange, given that he’s the only one who’s not human.’


  ‘Have you met Officer Simpkin?’ I asked.


  ‘Yes – charming lady.’


  ‘She’s not human.’


  He frowned.


  ‘What is she, then?’


  ‘Perhaps it’s better you don’t know,’ I replied, considering Chumley’s delicate mental state.


  ‘In that you are correct, and I thank you for it.’


  He looked at my file for a moment, read the good conduct report and then the summary. He stopped after a minute or two and grimaced.


  ‘Did you really kill Acheron Hades with a silver mullet?’


  ‘I think you’ll find it says “bullet”.’


  ‘Oh yes,’ he said, peering closer, ‘that makes a lot more sense.’


  ‘Acheron’s sister wasn’t best pleased that I did,’ I said. ‘In fact—’


  ‘Can I stop you there?’ said Chumley abruptly. ‘I’d be happier not knowing who Acheron’s sister is. My job is to give Commander Hicks an appraisal of your psychological well-being. Now, do you have any delusions, hallucinations, unresolved and deep-seated personal issues, inexplicable phobias or any other related aberrations that might negatively impact your working efficiency?’


  ‘I don’t ... think so.’


  ‘Thank heavens,’ he said with a contented sigh as he produced a small book of certificates. ‘I’m going to mark you NUT-1 on the internationally recognised but tactlessly named scale of psychological normality: “Disgustingly healthy and level-headed”. There, that was easy. I can have a break until my twelve o’clock – she had to kill a man with her thumb, and now can’t tie her shoelaces or change her mind without losing her temper. Well, nice meeting you. Close the door on your way out. Cheerio.’


  But I didn’t get up. No one I knew in SpecOps had been given a clean mental bill of health for decades. In fact, it struck me now that it was possibly a disadvantage. After all, who would ever do the stuff we did without being a little bit nuts? Victor Analogy had run SO-27 for twenty-six years and was never ranked higher than a NUT-4: ‘Prone to strange and sustained delusional outbursts, but otherwise normal in all respects’. I had respected Analogy a great deal, but even I felt slightly ill at ease when he confided in me with all seriousness that he was pregnant with an elephant, foisted on him by an over-amorous server at Greggs.


  ‘Actually,’ I began, ‘I think someone might be trying to kill me.’


  Chumley stopped what he was doing and stared at me over the top of his spectacles.


  ‘Oh no,’ he said, ‘I’m not falling for that. First you say you’re fine, then you say you’re not. We call it “Hamlet Syndrome” – an attempt to get your own way by feigning insanity, generally by saying what comes into your head and dithering a lot. Mind you,’ he added thoughtfully, ‘it works a lot better if you’re a prince.’


  ‘I’m not kidding,’ I replied, ‘Goliath are out to cause me harm.’


  I stared at him earnestly and he narrowed his eyes. It was true, too – the Goliath Corporation and I had not seen eye to eye for the past two decades. They no longer controlled SpecOps, but had run the police force ever since the entire service was put out to private tender.


  ‘In my experience that’s hardly evidence of delusion,’ he said. ‘Goliath are out to get lots of people. Being wary of multinationals shouldn’t be paranoia, and more a case of standard operating procedure.’


  Goliath weren’t universally loved, but since they employed almost a fifth of England’s workforce, no one was keen to rock the boat. Few ever dared to speak out against the behemoth.


  ‘So,’ he said, pen poised above the ‘signature’ part of the certificate, ‘what form does this harm take? Assassination?’


  ‘I’m too valuable to assassinate,’ I told him. ‘They’re more interested in attempting to access information by impersonation. There are people who might talk only to me about information that Goliath are after.’


  ‘They’d have to be good impersonators to fool people who know you well.’


  I thought for a moment. I wanted to aim for what Analogy had been given: a NUT-4. Anything saner and I was probably too normal, and anything more insane and I’d be disqualified. I wondered what Phoebe Smalls had been given. She was utterly sane – but smart, too, so I’d have to assume that she knew the system as well as me. She’d probably go for the same. It would be a delicate task to not just feign madness, but just the right level of madness. I leaned forward.


  ‘It’s not the sort of impersonators you imagine. The Goliath Corporation have made considerable advances in the manufacture of Homo syntheticus,’ I told him, ‘and for a few years now they’ve been manufacturing Thursdays who try to pass themselves off as me – six times that we know of.’


  ‘Did you take these synthetics to the police?’


  ‘The police are run by Goliath. I have a feeling we’d be wasting our time.’


  ‘I see. And where are those synthetics now?’


  I stared at him thoughtfully. Although Homo syntheticus were wholly artificial, they appeared sentient. If they were shown to be legally equivalent to Neanderthals, we could be convicted of murder. If they were deemed illegally spliced chimeras, we were in no trouble at all – and could even claim a bounty by presenting an eyelid as proof. I decided to play it safe.


  ‘I have no idea of their precise whereabouts.’


  He stared at me for a moment, attempting to gauge whether this idea could be real, or a complex delusion.


  ‘Okay,’ he said, ‘I’m going to make you a NUT-2: “Generally sane”. Seven Thursdays? Interesting.’


  It was a step in the right direction, but it wasn’t enough.


  ‘There weren’t seven,’ I said quickly, ‘there were ten.’


  ‘Ten?’


  I counted them out on my fingers.


  ‘Six synthetics, two fictional Thursdays, me, and my gran, who wasn’t actually my gran – just a version of me that I thought was my gran, hiding in our present rather than hers. She had to spend the last twenty years of her life in gingham and read the ten most boring classics.’


  ‘I’m sure there’s a good reason why.’


  ‘Because she – me – changed the ending of Jane Eyre. It was an Illegal Narrative Flexation; they would have liked to have let me off, but the law is the law. Oh, perhaps I should have added that for much of my career I’ve worked for Jurisfiction. It’s a sort of policing agency in the BookWorld, the realm that exists beyond the other side of the printed page.’


  ‘You’ve been there?’


  ‘Many times. I can read my way across, or at least, I could before the accident. My mentor was Miss Havisham, who was terrific so long as you didn’t mention the wedding, and Emperor Zhark, who is a barrel of laughs when he’s not subjugating entire star systems in his tyrannical and inadequately explained quest for galactic domination.’


  ‘Really?’


  ‘Yes. Remember how two weeks went missing out of Samuel Pepys’ diary a few years back? That was me having an off-day.’


  I continued in this vein for a while, outlining various adventures I’d had in the BookWorld. I talked about the ongoing metaphor shortage, Speedy Muffler, the witheringly tiresome internal politics at the Council of Genres, about ImaginoTransference engines, Ultraword, Commander Bradshaw’s gorilla wife Melanie and the first time I was
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