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Chapter 1 - Sh-Boom 
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“Are you sure you don’t want to wait until I’m done here, Blue Eyes?” Bradley gestured at the modern steel and glass office building that towered over them. “This is only a preliminary meeting, so it shouldn’t take more than an hour or so. Then I could come with you to The White Lion. I’m craving a Boddington’s.”

James chuckled. “You and I both know that Melton will inevitably find a thousand imperative things that he simply has to discuss with you immediately. That’s just the way Walter is. You can try and deny it all you like but I’d bet you a dime to a donut hole that he’s gonna keep you jumping through hoops for him all afternoon.” When Bradley looked like he was still going to argue the point, James put a hand on his husband’s shoulder and forcefully pushed him around till the taller man was facing the building’s entrance doors. “Go on, Handsome. Go be brilliant and win over the client and make oodles of money. I’ll be fine on my own.”

Bradley looked like he doubted that conclusion. He scanned the vicinity around where they were standing as if to determine whether any possibilities for mischief might be nearby. When he saw nothing beyond the blocks of tall office towers that populated the financial district of the City of London, he seemed placated. How much trouble could James get into in broad daylight in the safe, modern, respectable London of 2017? 

“I hate abandoning you on our first day back in London,” Bradley offered one last protest. 

“Applesauce, Bradley! You act like I’m some chucklehead who can’t find his way around town on my own. Did you forget I lived here - by myself - for almost a year before I even met you? Go on, already. I’m just gonna see the sights and enjoy this swell summer day we’ve got here.”

Bradley rolled his eyes frustratedly. “You didn’t live in this London, Blue Eyes,” he cautioned. 

But his indomitable husband was through being coddled. The blond might be slightly built and shorter than Bradley, but they both knew he could take the taller man any day of the week. Underneath the attractive exterior, with the pretty blue eyes, soft blond hair, and innocent, youthful face, the younger man boasted a wiry resilience and compact musculature. He also had some uncanny Judo skills and could stand his own in the boxing ring with most challengers. Bradley might look like the more physically intimidating of the two, but they both knew James was the one most likely to hold his own in a truly dangerous situation. Of course, that didn’t stop Bradley from worrying about his husband.

See, while James would probably be just fine if set upon by street thugs or if he got involved in a pub brawl, he was also much too trusting, at least as far as his more worldly partner was concerned. Yes, he was perfectly comfortable shooting it out in a dogfight with an enemy combatant at thirty-thousand feet, but pit him against an enterprising con artist, telemarketer, or even a street beggar, and the hard-as-nails combat veteran turned to easily malleable putty. Not that Bradley faulted his husband for that soft heart; James had come from a more innocent time and just didn’t have the same sense of skepticism most of the rest of the modern world took for granted. It didn’t matter how long James had been living in the present, he had yet to be convinced the world was truly as precarious a place as Bradley wanted him to believe.

Which was probably why Bradley loved him so fucking much.

“I’ll be fine, Handsome,” James replied, his hushed voice dropping an octave and getting more intimate as his hand inched lower down Bradley’s back so as to just barely brush against the top of his husband’s ass cheek. “I’m a big boy,” he added with a breathy chuckle, “as I’m sure your behind can attest.” Bradley rolled his eyes but didn’t deny the statement; not that he could, seeing as his ass was still smarting from their mile high club escapades while on the flight to London that morning. Then James’ voice went back to normal as he added, “besides, I’ve got my lightbox and your money card, so what could go wrong?”

Bradley laughed outright at the younger man’s antics. Just between themselves, James insisted on continuing to call his cell phone a ‘lightbox’ despite having long since mastered the digital age with his usual aplomb. It was the name James had given the device when he’d first been introduced to Bradley’s phone back when they’d met. Back in the technological dark ages of 1941, to be precise.

Bradley suspected James only did it to tease him. Or because he knew that Bradley secretly found it endearing. It wasn’t like the time-traveller from the past hadn’t adapted to living in the present or anything. James Garrett passed quite well in Twenty-First Century society these days. Except for his slightly colloquial language choices sometimes, James didn’t appear any different than other twenty-one year olds. When he wasn’t at work, James dressed in the same jeans and t-shirts, ate the same crappy junk food, watched far too much bad television, played the same inane video games, and listened to the same ear-splitting rap music as every other Gen-Zer around. If anything, James had acclimated to the times faster than Bradley had expected. As far as Bradley Connors knew, nobody suspected that his partner was actually a stowaway from the Twentieth Century.

“Fine. Go. Have fun. Stay out of trouble,” Bradley lectured good-naturedly before bending to give his blond a quick goodbye kiss. “Just meet me back here by, say,” he pulled his phone out of his pocket to check the time, “six o-clock. That should give us enough time to check into the hotel and still make our dinner reservations at BRAT by 7:30. You know Walter expects to see you there so you two can talk planes and war and all that crap, so we can’t be late.”

“Roger that,” James confirmed. Then he grinned mischievously and added, “and if you’re a good boy I’ll let you roger me in the shower while we get ready.”

“Cheeky,” Bradley replied and gave the younger man’s plump posterior a little slap as James turned to walk away. “But I’ll hold you to that, Blue Eyes, so come prepared.”

“Later, Handsome.”

“Later, Sunshine.”

James took off down the block with a purposeful stride - one that reminded Bradley of a military man on parade - without even a glance backward. 

Damn, Bradley loved his little Flyboy. After a year and a half together, he kept expecting those feelings to ebb, at least a little, but they never had. He still got a thrill every time he saw James. He looked forward to being with him again every moment they were apart, even if it had only been a few hours. James was his intellectual equal, his creative counterpart, and his physical match. He also kept Bradley more than happy in bed, which was good because the possessive little shit was monogamously inclined and fiercely jealous, and he made sure Bradley knew he wasn’t going to share him with anyone. Not that Bradley was even tempted to stray. Why would he when the two of them seemed so perfectly compatible in every way. Nope. Bradley was resigned to being off the market for good and he didn’t really miss that life at all. 

His last trip to London - the one where he’d accidentally stumbled across a hole in time and popped up in the middle of a war-torn city at the height of the Blitz, falling head over heels in love with a beautiful RAF pilot whom he’d later convinced to come forward in time with him - had turned out pretty great, all things considered. Bradley just hoped that this trip would be half as successful. Preferably without the multiple near death experiences. Strangely, though, Bradley couldn’t shake the feeling that coming back here, and bringing James along, wasn’t a good idea. James always accused Bradley of being accident prone, but of the two of them it was the young blond who seemed to get into trouble more often than not. Watching his husband amble around the far corner of the block and disappear from sight, Bradley wondered again if this was wise. For half a second he felt compelled to run after the younger man, grab him in his arms, and refuse to ever let him go again.

Before Bradley could act on that impulse, however, he was startled out of his musings by a familiar, booming voice, “Connors! There you are, man! Good to see you again! Can’t wait to see what you’ve brought me for our new campaign!”

Bradley was forced to let go of his nebulous worries over his stray husband, put on his game face, and smile at the client he was there to wow.

^^^^^

Meanwhile, James was already halfway down the street on his way to the closest Tube station. 

Unlike Bradley, James was happy to be back in London. This had been his chosen home for almost a year - albeit back in the distant past of 1941 - and he still thought of it as ‘his city’ in many ways. It didn’t matter that the London of 2017 looked nothing at all like the London of his time; it still felt like home. Maybe it was the familiar accents. Maybe it was the chaotic layout of the ancient city with all its odd little lanes and alleyways. Maybe it was just the remaining landmarks that still stood out amid the more modern buildings. But the bones of the city were still there, beneath the glitz of the present-day, and those bones called to James. Which was why he was glad to have some time to himself to go explore and relearn the city without Bradley’s caring but overprotective presence hovering in the background. 

It truly was a beautiful mid-August day. It had rained the night before, so the air was heavy and humid, but at least the rain had cooled things off a bit. This afternoon the sun was out and beaming beneficently down on the many pedestrians crowding the busy streets. James shifted the messenger bag he’d brought along to carry his sketchpad and other accessories for the day so it was riding more comfortably on his shoulder and continued on his way while enjoying the sunshine. James didn’t care that it was a little warmer than most folks would have liked; he knew London weather was notoriously fickle and he wasn’t about to waste a minute of the precious sunshine the day had offered up. 

Yes, it was the perfect day for a little adventure.

James pulled his lightbox out of his pocket and tapped the screen, double checking on the map that he was going the correct direction. This technology still amazed him on an almost daily basis. He couldn’t get over the fact that the tiny machine held a telephone and an interactive map that fit in the palm of his hand and could go anywhere he did. He didn’t think he’d ever become inured to the miracle of this incredible gizmo; at least he hoped he wouldn’t. The gadgets had been one of the best parts of his decision to join Bradley in the 21st-century.

He confirmed his location and took a left at the next corner, the entrance to the Tube station he’d been headed for in sight, as he continued to ponder all the recent changes in his life. Uppermost amid those wondrous changes was the man he’d just left: his husband, Bradley.

His husband! 

Any time James even thought that word it made him a little giddy. He still had trouble believing it was real. He, James Garrett, was married to the most amazing and beautiful man and, outside a few hate-blinded bigots, nobody even cared. That alone was so miraculous that James wasn’t surprised he still couldn’t wrap his brain around the fact. And, as if the fact of his marriage alone wasn’t mind-boggling enough, the husband in question was a virtual god like Bradley Connors.

The very thought of his handsome husband made the artist in James want to stop, pull out his sketchbook and draw Bradley again. He had hundreds, maybe thousands, of sketches and paintings of the man already, but in James’ opinion it was never enough. He simply didn’t think he could ever get enough of the handsome, talented, amazing man he’d married, and his fingers itched to draw the beloved figure yet again.

Who would ever have imagined that someone like James - a disgraced nancy boy from Pittsburgh, who had once been forced to leave the country just because he dared to love men rather than women - would land someone like Bradley? Bradley was everything James had ever fantasized about in a man. He was tall, lean, and elegant. He was accomplished and wealthy. He was the most masculine man James had ever met and yet Bradley wasn’t in the least bit ashamed of his homosexuality. Not to mention, he was also one of the most perfect specimens of manly beauty that the young artist had ever seen. 

For about thirty seconds, James contemplated turning around and going back to find Bradley so he could take him up on the offer to join the meeting with Melton. If he did that, he would be able to reassure himself once more that the man with the sparkling hazel eyes, the dark chestnut hair, the strong, chiseled jawline and the tall, lean, toned body was really his. The renewed burst of longing he felt, even though he'd only just left Bradley less than five minutes before, surprised James and set him to laughing. He was so clobbered by that man. Who could blame him, though, considering the object of his affections?

Resisting the call to return to his husband, James continued down the steps into the underground system and joined the rest of the day’s travelers waiting on the platform for the next train. He really needed to control himself. He was one hundred percent smitten by Bradley, and he wouldn’t dare deny it, but that didn’t mean he had to act like a crumb. He was perfectly capable of entertaining himself for one lousy afternoon, right?

Besides, James had plans. He was going to visit The White Lion and check in on the granddaughter of his old friend, Penelope Chandler. 

Over the past year, James had kept in touch with young Lottie; he’d even mastered his antipathy to FaceTime in order to chat with the girl. He felt responsible for the young woman, in a strange way, and as a result had appointed himself Lottie’s unofficial guardian. So, when Lottie had heard that James was coming back to London for a visit, she’d insisted he make the pub his very first stop and James had happily acquiesced. In fact, he was looking forward to seeing his local. Even if the area around the pub had changed with the times, he knew for a fact that the pub itself was still mostly the same as it had been back in 1941, and he was eager for a bit of time in more familiar, and comforting, surroundings. 

So, with his goal firmly in mind, James hopped aboard the next train carriage and shoved his longing for more Bradley Time into the back of his mind. There’d be plenty of couple-time for them later on during this trip. 

^^^^^

“It sounds so romantic!” Lottie gushed as James finished telling the girl all about his wedding to Bradley. 

“It really was wonderful,” James confirmed. “I know Bradley pretends to be a cold fish and acts all aloof - heaven forbid he be the least bit sentimental in front of outsiders - but the way he went all out to make it my dream wedding was . . . It was truly amazing. I hadn’t been expecting anything that fancy at all, you know, since it was sort of last minute and everything,” James confessed, remembering how they’d had to scramble to beat the 180-day deadline on his expiring tourist visa before the US Immigration services deported him back to England, not that he was going to disclose to Lottie the whole mess surrounding Bradley’s efforts to get James appropriate modern-day ID. To dispel the tension that memory caused he laughed and added, “I’d always dreamed of being a June Bride but we had to make do with a springtime wedding instead.” Lottie rolled her eyes at him but chuckled too. Then he continued in a more serious tone, “still, it ended up being the best day of my life. I wish you could have been there.”

Lottie squeezed his forearm and smiled sadly. “Me too, and if it weren’t so spur of the moment, I would ‘ave been. But James, honestly, seeing all the pictures you sent made me so bloody ‘appy for the two of ya.”

James blushed; he hated how his pale skin hid nothing of how he was feeling. It was always so stinking obvious when he was embarrassed, angry, or aroused. Something that Bradley took great pleasure in teasing him about.

“So, will Prince Charming be joining us at all this afternoon? I want to compliment him on how dashing he looked on his big day.” Lottie grinned mischievously, as she pulled them both a drink, pushing his towards him. “Especially as I know how much he suffers from low self esteem,” she said jokingly, knowing full well it was rather the opposite. 

“Oh, goodness,” James laughed. “Please don’t, I doubt his head could get much bigger - especially when it comes to him in a tux - he knows he makes James Bond look like a circus clown.”

Lottie snorted and threw her head back laughing. 

“And definitely don’t call him Prince Charming to his face; I would never hear the end of it.”

Lottie snorted. “I wouldn’t dare.”

“But, unfortunately, Bradley won't be joining us today. He’s in a meeting all afternoon and then we have dinner at this place called BRAT, in Shoreditch, at seven-thirty. But don’t worry, he’s desperate to see you again, and he’s been craving a ‘decent English bitter’ for a while now.”

“Bloody hell, James,” Lottie’s mouth dropped open. “You’re going to BRAT? That place has a bunch of Michelin stars. How the hell did ya manage that?”

James laughed. “I honestly don’t know. I think Bradley just liked the name - he’s always saying I’m a ‘brat’ and probably thought it would be funny to take me to dinner there - and somehow he managed to talk his way into a booking. In case you didn’t know, he can be quite charming when he wants to be.”

“Oh! He’s defo a charmer,” Lottie agreed with a chuckle. “Like my Gran used to say, your bloke’s the type that could talk the birds out o’ the trees.” 

Of course that comment brought up the topic of Lottie’s grandmother, Penelope, and eventually led to the two friends going through another old photo album. James wasn’t sure how he felt about that. He missed his friend desperately sometimes; he would have loved to have been able to share his thoughts, hopes, and fears with Penelope. She had always been a wonderful sounding board for him when he was worrying over something, and it made him sad to think he hadn’t been able to have Penny at his wedding to Bradley. Looking at pictures of her and being reminded that she was no longer alive, however, didn’t make him feel any better. He couldn’t explain any of that to Lottie, though, who thought he was just the distant nephew of a man who’d once known her grandmother. So he resigned himself to sitting there passively as the woman paged through some fifty years of photographs of her beloved grandmother, listening to Lottie tell him things he already knew about his best friend.

“Wait, go back,” James directed as Lottie sped past a duplicate of the framed photo of Penelope that lived on the wall at the end of the bar. 

He remembered Lottie showing him that one the first time he’d visited the pub in this time period. It depicted a smiling Penelope, some time in her mid-thirties, with her hair pinned up so it was held tightly against the sides of her head but left to poof up in a jumble of curls on top and in back. James thought she sorta looked like that red-headed actress he’d seen on Hulu the other night - what was her name? - oh, yeah, Lucille Ball. James had liked that show; it was funny. The hairdo made Penelope look all grown up, which he supposed made sense since she’d been about fifteen years older in that picture than the last time he’d seen her in person. She seemed happy, but maybe a little tired, in the photo. He hoped the happiness had outweighed any troubles in her life.

When James tuned back in to the prattling stories that Lottie was relating about the background of the photo they were both still gazing at, he was a little disturbed by the revelations. 

“I think Gran said this was taken at her dad’s fifty-fifth birthday party. She used to talk about it a lot because it made her sad that it was his last birthday do. Apparently, ‘e died from a heart attack about nine months after this was taken,” Lottie explained, sounding a little wistful. “Gran used to tell me so many stories about him; like how Boom Boom used to dress up my uncle Jimmy like a little waiter, even though he was barely able to walk yet. The poor kid would go round, cleaning up all the empties off the tables, and load ‘em in this little wooden wagon that Boom Boom had made for ‘im. Poor Jimmy would then ‘ave to drag it around behind him. I can’t imagine doing anything like that today though, not that it would be allowed, mind you. Especially the way the government is coming down on us like a ton ‘a bricks for hiring underaged workers, and all that health and safety crap they make us do now. Uncle Jimmy used to tell me the most outrageous stories about all the things he’d seen as a kid when he was working ‘ere. Quite the experience, I’d imagine.” 

James laughed at the image of a small boy pulling a wagon around the White Lion he’d known back in the day - not to mention all the antics Jimmy might have seen being around the types of reprobates who’d frequented the pub once upon a time - but he was quickly brought back to a more serious mindset as the story continued. 

“If you look closely, you can just see Jimmy and Baby Royce sitting there on that bench in the background. Those boys basically grew up in this pub,” Lottie commented with a fond smile, pointing to the picture again. “I did too, to be fair, even though, by the time I was born in the 90s, it was nothin’ like it was back then. But I was always a bit of a troublemaker and kept sneaking in ‘ere whenever my parents weren’t looking. Gran used to egg me on. She would even help me get past my dad when he was being difficult. Gran used to say that I was the only one in the family that loved this pub as much as she did; guess that’s why I’m the one she left this place to in her Will.”

“Yeah, she really did love this place,” James mumbled before he caught himself and realized what he’d said. “I mean, that’s what I assume, from what you’ve said about her.”

Lottie shrugged, apparently not picking up on Jame’s slip. “She really, really did. She worked bloody hard to make this place the kind of local you’d be proud to be a regular of. The folks that used to come in ‘ere, were more like family to her than just customers. She knew everyone by name - even had her own little pet names for most of them - and she was always willing to help out any of ’er boys. That's what she called ‘em, the regular guys that drank here, ‘er boys’. They were more like family to ‘er than customers. No wonder that, even when times were tough, she refused to give up on this place.”

“When times were tough?” James asked, worried for his friend despite the obvious fact that Penny’s worries and tough times had come and gone decades earlier. 

“Yeah, there were a few of those, judging by what Gran used to tell me.” Lottie glanced down at the page that the album was still opened to with the picture of a middle-aged Penelope looking up at them. “This picture was taken right about in the middle of one of those tough times, I think,” she explained with a defiant smile beaming down at the picture of her beloved mentor. “Gran was quite the groundbreaker, you know. Not only was she one of the few women who owned her own pub in the 1940s and 50s, but she was also one of the very few women who divorced her husband back then. Penelope Chandler wasn’t the kind of woman to take shit from any man, and the minute she caught him stealing money from the pub to pay for his ‘little bit on the side’, she kicked Grandad Clarey out on his arse and filed for divorce. Of course that almost led to her losing the pub, but somehow she pulled it off and managed to save the business. And, most impressively of all, she did it while pregnant with her fourth child, in the middle of a polio epidemic that almost killed Uncle Royce. Yeah, Gran definitely wasn’t a woman to be messed with.” Lottie looked up at the man sitting across from her with a sad smile. “I still really miss her.”

James wanted to say, ‘me too’, but he stopped himself at the last minute in order to keep his secret intact. 

The conversation veered off after that, with Lottie sharing other stories and moving on to more recent events. She might be young, but James could already tell she shared her grandmother’s business acumen. Lottie had a lot of plans for The White Lion. She was even looking at buying the adjoining shopfront so she could expand the pub and she quizzed him a bit on marketing suggestions. James wasn’t nearly as good at that stuff as Bradley, despite having been working with his husband off and on - mostly just providing artwork - for the past year. He did, however, promise to relay Lottie’s questions to Bradley.

Even after he had to say goodbye to Lottie so he could head back to the City to meet Bradley for dinner, James’ thoughts kept going back to the picture of Penelope and the story Lottie had been telling. How, at one point, Penny had almost lost the pub. He wished he could have been there to help her through what sounded like an incredibly difficult time. No matter how happy James was, being here in this time with the man he loved, he still sometimes regretted the way he’d effectuated his escape from 1941. He hated the deception - the lies of omission - he’d had to tell his friends and family. His brave, indomitable heart struggled with what felt like acts of cowardice. But, it wasn’t like he could go back and apologize now, seeing as the time portal had closed for good after the last time Bradley had come through.

James got off the Tube at Mansion House station and, since he still had a little time to kill before he needed to meet Bradley, he decided to wander around and enjoy the beautiful summer evening. He headed southwest, ambling down Queen Victoria Street, looking at the shop windows and peering down the many winding side streets. When he came to a small, terraced garden area tucked away amid the taller buildings surrounding it - the brass plaque at the entrance said it was called Cleary Garden and was built on the site of a block of buildings destroyed in his war - James opted to sit and sketch for a bit in the shade of one of the ivy-covered pergolas.

––––––––
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UNFORTUNATELY, JAMES had only been drawing for about fifteen minutes before he looked up from his sketchpad to see that the cheerful sunny day he’d been enjoying had suddenly become overcast and the sky had filled with ominous-looking clouds billowing up quickly from the west. He barely had time to stow his drawing materials back in his bag before he felt the first raindrops hitting. He sprinted across the lawn and took refuge under the only shelter around; a brickwork arch abutting the remnants of one of the old walls of the building that had previously occupied the site. The archway was covered with a fragrant jasmine vine which helped to keep the worst of the downpour from drenching him. 

Perhaps due to the hot and humid day, or maybe just because the rest of London was smart enough to get inside before a rainstorm hit, James was the only unlucky straggler left in the park. Normally, he wouldn’t have minded getting caught in the rain, but this storm seemed pretty bad. It had seemingly blown up out of nowhere and had come on so fast that it felt kind of dangerous. Of course, summer thunderstorms sometimes did that, but James still felt oddly unnerved by this storm for some reason he couldn’t pinpoint.

He supposed it shouldn’t have surprised him when the first distant rumblings of thunder arrived. He tried to burrow even deeper under the overhanging branches of the jasmine bush but it wasn’t helping much to keep him dry. He was going to look like a drowned rat by the time he finally met up with Bradley, who would probably get great pleasure from peeling him out of his soggy clothes. But, as enticing a thought as that was, it still didn’t stop him from feeling grossed out by his wet jeans sticking to his legs. He briefly contemplated making a run for it back to one of the shops he’d passed on the High Street, but figured he’d get even wetter doing that. James laughed quietly to himself and thought about how silly he must look, hiding beneath a few leaves, however it was the best alternative that he had at that point.

James’ moment of humor didn’t last long, though. The storm was growing more powerful by the second and the thunder was getting nearer. So he wasn’t at all surprised when the tiny hairs on the back of his neck began to stand on end and his skin began to prickle, a smell of ozone filling his nostrils, presaging the imminent arrival of the bolt of lightning that arced down from the blackness above. It was too late to get to better shelter. He watched with alarm as the lightning was drawn to the metal flashing that secured the overhead beam of the westernmost arch of the pergola, where it was attached to his dubious shelter. The ensuing flare of electricity illuminated the stormy darkness of his sanctuary brighter than ten suns and the flash of brilliance was accompanied by the loudest *BOOM* he’d ever heard.

As James felt himself flying backwards through the air, his trajectory lit up by the burning jasmine bush, his last coherent thought was, ‘not again’.

––––––––
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Chapter 2 - All Shook Up
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“How does that sound, Walter?” Bradley finished his spiel and set aside the proposed media buy spec they’d been going over. “The plan is to get your newest products in front of the public and build on the campaign we started last year so we keep the brand fresh and improve BritCom’s market share. I know it’s a hefty investment, but based on the profits you made off our last promotion, you can afford it. I can almost guarantee your cost per thousand impressions will be less than the last time around since people are already familiar with your brand.”

“Yes, yes. It sounds like a solid plan, Connors,” Walter Harold Melton, CEO and primary shareholder of BritCom announced, effectively ending the meeting. 

The other executives who’d been in the meeting got up, commenting favorably on the proposals that Bradley had been pushing, shook his hand, and filed out. Melton remained seated at the head of the conference table so, when he’d finished saying goodbye to the others, Bradley returned to his chair beside the corporate mogul. He thought the pitch had gone over well, and he knew his ideas were gold, but it was always difficult to tell whether or not the staid, understated Melton really liked something or not. Walter wasn’t the most difficult client Bradley’d ever had to work with, but he was definitely up there.

“Something you still have questions about, Walter?” Bradley asked.

“No. No, the proposal is fine, Connors. After the excellent job you did for us last year, I’m confident you have this in hand.”

“Good,” Bradley elucidated. “Because if you want to change anything, or if you don’t like the overall approach, now’s the time to speak up; any change you want can be easily made now, but if you wait till we’re in production, any deviations are going to cost you both time and money. So speak up now if you’re going to.”

“It’s nothing like that,” Melton countered. “I’m sure you’ve got all this business in hand.” He waved to the jumble of documents and display boards that littered the expanse of the conference table. “I apologize if I’m distracted this afternoon; we’ve run into a stumbling block on another project I’ve been working on and it’s frustrating the hell out of me.” A spark of intense interest lit up the elderly man’s eyes, momentarily making him seem at least twenty years younger in his enthusiasm. “It’s a bit of a pet project of mine, to be honest - something I’ve been working on for almost a decade now - and I keep feeling like we’re on the brink of figuring it out but then, every time I think we’ve got it, there’s another stumbling block. I tell you, though, Connors, if BritCom can master this . . . Well, it’ll very literally change the world.”

“Change the world, huh?” Bradley was skeptical because these engineering types always promised that kind of thing. But, not wanting to alienate his client, he decided he could feign interest. “That sounds like something I could market the hell out of.”

Melton laughed a big, booming roar of amusement. “I’m sure you could, young man. I’m sure you could.” The CEO got to his feet, a little stiffly but then again he was eighty years old, and clapped Bradley on the shoulder. “If I can work out the last few bugs in this project, you won’t have to do any marketing to sell it. This is one product that will easily sell itself.” The man gestured towards the door leading out of the boardroom. “As long as our Non-Disclosure Agreement is still enforceable - which my lawyers assure me is the case - I’d be happy to give you a peek. That way you’ll know what it is that all the profits we make off your ad campaigns are going to support.”

Bradley, now genuinely intrigued, eagerly got up and followed along behind Melton as the man led him to the elevator and down fifteen floors into the basement laboratory levels of the conglomerate’s headquarters. There were at least three security check stations that Melton led him past, including a staffed security desk where Bradley had to sign in to obtain a temporary security badge, before they finally made it through a door labelled ‘Alpha Lab: Authorized Personnel Only’.

“Careful not to touch anything, Connors. We’re not going into the clean room, but there’s still a lot of sensitive equipment in here,” Melton advised as he ushered the AdMan into the spacious room. “This is where they’re building my baby. It’s an idea I’ve been working on for . . . Well, for as long as I can remember, I suppose . . . And I think we’re getting close.”

Bradley wasn’t sure what he was looking at. The main part of the warehouse-sized room was separated from the entryway by a glass wall. Behind that barrier, the lab itself was lined with separately walled off cubicles, each containing a myriad of machines, gadgets and gizmos, none of which were familiar to the American. Lab workers, clad in disposable white jumpsuits and wearing hair nets, face masks, and even protective covers over their shoes, were working diligently, moving back and forth between various pieces of equipment, all looking busy. In the center of the room were some large metal stands, filled with rows and rows of grey metal boxes, each wired together in a chain to the next box in line, all of which were hooked up to enormous red and blue power cables. Another worker, this one in bright yellow protective gear that looked like it was made of rubber and a mask with a darkened glass visor, stood in front of an operations panel a few meters away, pushing buttons and twisting dials.

“As you already know, BritCom is one of the world’s leaders in next generation energy storage solutions,” Melton began pontificating. “Our silicon-metal composite batteries are the industry standard for longterm, high-output, energy storage. But, like all batteries, even silicon and lithium have limitations.” Walter moved a few feet to the left so he could better point to the array of metal boxes in the center of the room. “You see, we already have the ability to make more than enough energy to power our world through renewable resources, but we’re not yet very good at storing that energy so it’s available for use when and where we need it. If we’re ever going to move permanently away from fossil fuels, we need better batteries that can last longer, store more energy, and have less energy dissipation. And my people think we may have come up with the solution to that energy dissipation problem . . .”

Inside the room, the yellow-suited technician began to move around, checking the connections of the power cables, as Melton continued to explain. “More than a decade ago, we began experimenting with the use of magnetic fields to extend the lifespan and increase the output of Lithium-Ion batteries, with great success. But I want to take that idea even further; more than 100 years ago, Faraday hypothesized that you could use magnets, on their own, to create an electrical field, and this technology just builds on those principles. We’ve already shown that adding a series of precisely aligned nano-magnets to a battery array will boost efficiency. So my thought was to increase the size of the magnets and thereby increase the energy output. Which works quite well, although there’s sometimes problems with creating too much of an energy boost,” Melton explained with a chuckle. “I couldn’t tell you how many explosions we’ve had over the years, although I’m sure my insurance brokers can, but that’s beside the point.” Bradley wasn’t sure that explosions were something to laugh over, but he didn’t bother to voice that thought as Melton had already moved on. “However, even that promising development is limited by the size of the batteries we have access to. If we plan to power entire cities, industries, and eventually the whole world, with renewable energy alone, we’re going to need batteries several magnitudes more efficient.”

Bradley watched through the glass wall as the primary technician seemed satisfied with whatever he’d been checking and moved back behind his control panel. The man pushed another button and an alarm noise began to ring out through the lab. The rest of the workers all put away their gear and filed out into the entryway area where they took up positions behind Bradley and Melton. The lights inside the main room dimmed. Melton handed Bradley a pair of safety goggles; since everyone else was also donning the protective eyewear, he followed suit, slipping them over his head and adjusting the strap so they were held tightly to his face. 

The technician inside the room continued the button pushing and dial turning while Melton explained further. “The solution was simple; or at least I think it’s simple. The biggest magnet we know of is the Earth itself. Our planet’s magnetic field is not only incredibly powerful but also ubiquitous. If we could tap into that force, and use the Earth’s own magnetic field to help amplify the energy in a simple battery array, we’d have a virtually endless energy source. With that type of power, you could supply an entire city’s energy needs using only the amount of electricity generated by one field of wind turbines. The potential is essentially limitless.”

As Melton uttered that concluding remark, the technician in the room pushed one last button and then quickly moved around so that he was standing behind what appeared to be a solid steel barrier wall separating him from the array of batteries in the center of the room. There was a whir of noise and the lights in the lab flickered for a few seconds. Melton appeared to be intently focused on a large gauge mounted on the glass wall in front of them. The needle on the gauge quickly zoomed clockwise around the face of the dial until it was hovering at where the number 10 would be if it were a clock. Bradley didn’t know what it was measuring but, judging by the faces of the scientists around him, that was a very good outcome. 

Or, at least it was, until there was a louder noise than usual from inside the lab, accompanied by a shower of sparks from the battery array. The sound of the alarm that had still been beeping in the background became a shrill warning drone. The lights in the lab flickered wildly while the needle on the gauge moved up toward the 11:00 o’clock position, and then beyond, entering a range on the dial that was colored red. Bradley didn’t think that was a good thing. He felt goosebumps rising along his forearms and there was an itchy, electrical feeling in the air that crept along his body in an eerie way, making him feel like his skin wanted to disconnect from his skeleton. Finally, with one last, ear-popping bang, the insulation on the cables connecting the battery array to the power source fueling all this hullabaloo caught fire and the plastic casing began to melt. 

There was yelling and cursing from both Melton and the rest of the scientists standing around them. The tech inside the room hit a big red button on the wall behind his protective steel barrier. All the lights went out momentarily before dim red emergency lights flickered on to relieve the darkness. Three of the watching scientists grabbed nearby fire extinguishers and rushed into the room to help the other tech put out the ensuing fire. 

“Damn it! We were so close that time, too,” Melton cursed, although Bradley didn’t think he was nearly as upset or worried as he should be considering he almost blew up his entire building. “Oh well, we’ll get it right eventually.”

Bradley pulled off his safety goggles, hanging them on a hook next to the pair Melton had been wearing, and followed his client out of the lab, only half listening as the man prattled on about geeky science stuff. Bradley was still feeling a little shaky after what he’d witnessed. He wasn’t sure but, based on what he’d just seen, playing around with the Earth’s magnetic field didn’t seem like a good idea to him. 

^^^^^

James woke up with a pounding headache. He usually wasn’t one to drink very much, and definitely not enough to cause a hangover of this proportion, so whatever had driven him to this extreme must have been pretty bad. Funny, though, he didn’t remember going out drinking. Of course, sometimes, when he was feeling a little wild, he’d let Bradley give him something to help him ‘lighten up a little’, but he was almost certain that hadn’t happened either. So why the morning after head?

“Ah! There ya are, Sir. Decided to rejoin us in the land of the livin’, did ya?” A woman’s voice coming from somewhere next to his left shoulder surprised him. What was a broad doing in his bedroom? “Now don’t ya be getting too rambunctious there, Sir. After what ‘appened to ya, it’s bed rest what you needs most.”

James’ eyes popped open, only to close again immediately when the bright light in the room stabbed painfully into his brain like a steel spike through the skull. He moaned and tried to shift his body so he would be lying on his side, and therefore looking away from the light, but that didn’t work either. Apparently his body was as sore as his head. Whatever he’d done when he’d been out drinking the night before must have ended badly. After a little bit of a struggle, he managed to roll over to his side and was able to crack open his eyes without too much additional pain.

“Wha . . .” James tried to protest but his voice sounded gravelly and choked. He coughed and then tried again, “What happened? Where . . . Where am I?”

“You’re in St. Bart’s Hospital,” the woman, whose bottom half he could now see through his slitted eyes, answered. “Seems you ‘ad a bit of a run in wiv a brick wall over in Jo Brandis’ garden off of Huggin Hill. Folks found you layin’ in the middle of the road an’ carted you ‘ere to the hospital when they couldn’t wake ‘ya.

“Applesauce! What time is it? How long have I been out?” James exclaimed as he abruptly sat up, in a total panic, ignoring the pain the sudden movement caused.

The woman, clearly a nurse based on her get up, looked at the little silver watch that was clipped to the front of her pinafore. “It’s quarter past eight, sir. ‘Ave you got somewhere ta be?”

“Jeepers! My husband is gonna be crazy worried about me. I was supposed to meet him in the City for dinner at 7:30. Can you hand me my bag over there? I need to call him and let him know where I am before he goes bonkers,” James asked, pointing across the room towards where he saw his bag hanging on an otherwise empty coat stand.

“Your husband?” The woman cackled loudly. “I think ya mighta banged yer ‘ead harder than we thought, Sir.”

“Can you please just pass me my bag?” he pleaded.

When the nurse just stood there, smiling down on him without making any effort to get the waiting bag, James started to struggle to get up out of the bed to get it himself. An action he instantly regretted when his hasty movements caused the room to spin. He groaned and sank back into the pillows, reaching up with one hand to cover his eyes, hopefully blocking out the swirling stars he was seeing.

“Would ya just lay back down, sir,” the woman pleaded in a slightly exasperated tone. “You ‘ave gone and gotten yourself a nasty concussion. Doctor’s orders are to take it easy. I really don’t think ya want me bringin’ Doctor Donaldson in ‘ere
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