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Prologue

CHRISTMAS DAY 1942: HMAS HAVOC, 210 NAUTICAL MILES SOUTH-SOUTHEAST OF THE KURIL ISLANDS.

Captain Jane Willet came awake in an instant – even before the chime rang at her cabin door. At least that’s how it seemed.

It’s probably just my mind getting bent out of shape, she mused.

Willet was groggy from a fortnight of broken sleep. Gone were the days of dialling up a stim surge from her implants. Indeed, most of the things she had taken for granted were long gone. Close friends and family outside of this boat. Six hundred channels of bad TV. Thai food. No-fuss contraception.

The chime rang again.

‘Enter,’ she said, her voice cracking badly. She had to repeat herself, after a cough. ‘Come in, please.’

The door slid to the side and a female sailor stuck her head into the cabin.

‘Begging your pardon, Captain, but the XO says we’ve picked ’em up again. He said you’d want to be on the bridge.’

‘Thank you, Bec.’

Willet sat up and ran her fingers through her hair, gathering the thick, shoulder-length mass of tangles and split ends into a workable ponytail that she tied off with an elastic band. The sailor stepped into the room and over to the counter, then poured a mug of coffee – the last of the boat’s stock of premium blend Illy. She handed it to the captain.

‘Ah. Thanks again. Champion effort.’ Willet took a sip, and it felt as though the caffeine went straight to her cortex. Young Sparrow brewed a very mean cup of coffee.

Jeez, I’m gonna miss this when it runs out, thought the submarine commander. Wonder how long it’ll be after the war before anyone imports a decent blend from Italy.

Aloud she said, ‘Tell the XO to keep his finger off the trigger until I’ve got some pants on. I’ll join him in two minutes.’

‘Aye, Captain.’

Her orderly disappeared, closing the door as she left. Willet took a long slug of the coffee, brewed warm rather than hot so she wouldn’t scald herself. She set the mug down on the small table beside her bunk. She grabbed a ’temp-made energy bar and peeled back the wax paper, then started chewing joylessly on her so-called breakfast at the same time as she climbed into a pair of grey combat coveralls. She checked her watch: 0431 hours, local. She’d been asleep for less than two hours.

Washing down a mouthful of the bar with the last of her coffee, Willet gathered up her flexipad and left behind the small, personal space of her cabin. Some novels, a few black and white photographs of the Sydney Harbour Bridge, a picture of her sister, and a small watercolour of their parents’ beach house painted by her dad back in Twenty-One marked the room out as her private territory. She was never far from work, however.

The cabin was located all of fifteen metres from the sub’s combat centre, allowing her to arrive in a shade under the promised two minutes.

‘Captain on deck!’

‘As you were, Mr Gray. I hear we’ve got them by the short and curlies again.’

Lieutenant Commander Conrad Gray stepped aside from a bank of flat-panel screens, a quick nod inviting her to take his place. She could see that he was tense, as were all those present.

‘The sea’s calmed down a fair bit up there, skipper. We’re getting clean capture on the sensors now, the best we’ve had in three days. Their cocks are on the chopping block, ma’am. Just waiting for you to say the magic word.’

Willet took in the sensor feed with a glance. Once upon a time, they would have made this kill from a much safer distance, but in such foul weather, and without satellite cover, they’d been forced to come within six thousand metres just to use the boat’s own sensor suite. Tracking something as dangerous as a Sartre-class stealth destroyer was like snuggling up to a nest of vipers.

At least, it would have been under normal circumstances. The Dessaix, however, wasn’t under the command of its normal crew. Their fate was unknown, but it didn’t take much to imagine what had become of them. The Nazis had taken the ship while they were all still comatose from the Transition, so there wouldn’t have been a chance to resist. If any still lived, they were probably hanging by their thumbs in a Gestapo cell, somewhere in Germany.

Willet leaned back into the gelform seat padding and peered intently into the multi-panel display. There was no video feed to examine, only animations of the boat’s electronic intelligence haul. The Havoc had five small drones left, but they weren’t robust enough to cope with the extreme conditions above. Three days earlier, two giant storm cells had merged to create a super-cell within which the Dessaix was trapped. Sitting six hundred feet down, the submariners had enjoyed an easy time of it. Conditions topside, on the other hand, would have been evil.

They were bad enough that tracking the ship had been near impossible. They’d lost contact again and again. At last, when the weather showed signs of abating, they had her – and the chance of taking her down.

‘You know, Mr Gray,’ Willet mused, ‘we may not have to bother with this after all. Mother nature might just do our job for us. It looks to me like the Dessaix is struggling.’

‘Better safe than sorry, ma’am,’ her XO cautioned.

‘Of course. It was just a girlish whim.’ She smiled, then her features took on an altogether sombre cast. ‘Weapons?’ she said crisply. ‘Confirm target lock and torpedo status.’

‘Aye, ma’am. Both confirmed. And we’ve reached firing depth.’

‘Well then, let’s not drag it out. Open tubes.’

Though she couldn’t actually hear or feel it, she knew instinctively when the giant submarine had bared its fangs.

‘Tubes three and four open, ma’am.’

Willet did not hesitate. ‘Fire.’

‘Firing three. Firing four, skipper. Clean shots. Tracking now.’

The combat centre was normally a hushed environment, but when a warshot was loosed, a preternatural stillness came over the dozen men and women working there. In the bad old days, a sub captain would have followed the torpedoes onto their victim by watching through a periscope. Just two years ago, Willet herself would have observed the killing stroke on the ship’s holobloc, where the action would play itself out as a ghostly, three-dimensional image. But now all she had was a crude computer-generated simulation as her last pair of Type 92 torpedoes accelerated towards the hijacked French vessel that was struggling through the waves.

‘Countermeasures?’ she asked quietly, although there was no need. The Havoc was fully stealthed.

‘None deployed yet, ma’am. They haven’t made us.’

She nodded, but couldn’t help chewing her lip. She had just fired off the last of their offensive weapons. There were no more shots in the locker – the cruise missile bays and the torpedo room were empty. If they missed with this strike, and the pick-up crew of the Dessaix was any good, she would have to dive deep and hide out down there for a very long time.

Two indicator bars, showing the distance to the target, crawled across the nearest screen. Five millimetres before they reached their goal, the chief defensive sysop cried out. ‘They’re onto us! Threat boards red.’

Willet’s heart rate surged, but then her weapons officer spoke up.

‘We got a double tap, skipper! Clean hits. She’s gone,’ he added.

Willet’s crew was disciplined, and nobody cheered, but the commander of the HMAS Havoc spoke for them all. ‘Outstanding piece of work, everyone,’ she said quietly. ‘Congratulations.’

Lieutenant Commander Gray stayed bent over the schematic displays until he was entirely satisfied. Standing upright, he asked, ‘Shall we search for survivors, ma’am?’

It didn’t take long for her to consider the question.

‘No, I’m afraid not, Mr Gray. The seas are still running at twelve metres up there. We can’t take the chance. Bring us around, and let’s get back to the lake. Prepare an encrypted burst for Pearl, San Diego and Sydney, then send it when we get within range.

‘And have Ms Sparrow brew me a hot chocolate. I’m going back to bed.’






[image: Penguin walking logo]


1

D-DAY, 3 MAY 1944, 0300 HRS: IN TRANSIT.

The lead helicopter hammered across the English Channel at the edge of its performance envelope, close enough to the waves that Lieutenant Gil Amundson thought he could feel a fine mist of sea spray stirred up by their passage through the darkness.

The seven men in his chalk were quiet, each alone in his own cocoon of anticipation and fear. Amundson could hear Sergeant Nunez beside him, reciting rapid-fire Hail Marys, working through a set of rosary beads in what looked to the young Cavalry officer like record time. Across the cabin Private Clarke was nervously tapping his heel on the steel plating of the floor, the tempo increasing until it sounded like one of those rock-and-roll drummers. Then he’d curse, punch himself on the leg and go still for a moment, before starting all over again. On either side of him a couple of the boys were dozing fitfully. Or at least pretending to.

That’s how it went the whole way across. Each man playing out what might be his last hour as he saw fit. Some checked their equipment before checking their buddy’s. Some leaned over to get a view of the invasion fleet as it headed for the coast. Corporal Gadsden craned his head skywards, the bulky lens of his Gen2 Starlite goggles tracking his gaze as he picked out Dakotas, gliders, Mustang night fighters and, at one point, a squadron of Sabres miles overhead, all screaming towards France.

Amundson forced himself to go through the plan again. The rapid insertion, the assembly point for his platoon, the mental map of their objective.

He used what little space he had in the chopper to perform a set of isometric exercises, lest his butt fall asleep before they jumped into Hitler’s front garden. He stretched his arms and legs and craned his neck from side to side, a full extension in each direction, which gave him a clear view of the rest of the Cav squadron as it thundered towards the enemy in a hundred and thirty-two Hueys, with another forty Cobra gunships riding shotgun.

It seemed that the demonic roar of so many engines, the great thudding of all those rotors, could surely be heard in Berlin itself. But as quickly as the thought came to him, it was gone.

A glance forward through the armoured glass canopy revealed the firestorm that was engulfing the Pas de Calais. So much high explosive had been dropped on that small region of France that it would have been a wonder if anything bigger than a flea was still alive down there. There’d even been talk back in England that Ike might bust a nuke over the Krauts, although Amundson doubted that. They hadn’t been outfitted to fight in radioactive terrain.

That wouldn’t stop the Nazis, though, he supposed. Axis Sally had been taunting the Allies for weeks now, claiming that the Reich was just waiting for them to set foot on the continent, giving them an excuse to use the first of their many, many A-bombs. Amundson glanced down, then back at the lead elements of the great fleet headed for the beaches of Calais. At least his squadron was too small a target to justify the use of such a weapon. No, they were probably just gonna get chewed to bits by German jet fighters. Ah, screw it.

He figured the same doubts were barrelling through every man in the operation. Eisenhower himself was doubtlessly being tortured by the same sorts of fears. Ever since the Transition, so much was known, but so much more was unknowable.

There was one person who didn’t seem to give a shit, though, and she was sitting directly across from him. She was a civilian, but she’d seen more combat than any of them. Maybe even more than anyone in the whole squadron. Amundson knew a few guys who’d fought in the Pacific, but most everyone else in the 7th had never fired a shot – not in combat – nor had they come under fire themselves.

But they’d trained as hard as any outfit in the world. And in one of those weird, head-spinning paradoxes, they’d learned the lessons of another D-Day, one that had taken place in another world. Amundson knew, for instance, that a field full of French cows most likely wasn’t mined, but that if those cows kept staring at a bush or a hedgerow, there was probably a German hiding there. Their equipment was without a doubt the best. The poor old infantry, down in those Higgins boats, they didn’t get any Starlite goggles, or even body armour. And they were still armed with the M1 Garand, not the brand new assault rifles with integrated grenade launchers.

Even though he’d been honed to a razor’s edge and was riding at the head of the most powerful cavalry unit ever assembled, Gil Amundson couldn’t help but wonder. Would he crumble when the first bullet zipped past? Would he freeze up over the landing zone? Would he fail his men? And would he look like a coward in front of this woman who seemed not to give a damn that they were less than an hour away from certain death?

The chopper banked sharply as the dark sky to the north suddenly filled with dozens of beautiful, sinuous lines of light. Tracer fire. Where the hell was that coming from? They’d been told the air force was going to bomb the coast back to the Stone Age.

He struggled to get a view of the rest of the squadron following the lead chopper. He heard the copilot calling in a position estimate for the antiaircraft batteries, and half expected to see a couple of gunships peeling away to deal with them. But everyone stayed in formation, and pressed on towards the objective.

They left the lead elements of the fleet behind them. The only movement on the sea was a rippling crescent of reflected moonlight as they sped on. The pilot’s voice crackled out of a speaker above Amundson’s head.

‘We’ll be over the coastline in five minutes.’

Amundson looked south as four gunships pulled away, their job to rake the ground clear of defenders. When he looked back at the woman, she was talking to Gadsden. Or rather, he was yelling something in her ear. She smiled and nodded.

Amundson felt a brief, irrational surge of jealousy. He slowly and deliberately stamped it down. She wasn’t his girl, after all. They’d shared a bed in London for a couple of nights, made love in ways he hadn’t thought possible – and which wouldn’t have been, if he wasn’t in such amazing physical shape. But she’d made it clear that she wanted nothing more than sex. She didn’t even like to cuddle. The couple of times he’d tried, she had rolled on top of him, fucked him insensible, then rolled off and gone back to sleep.

When he’d told his best buddies, Lieutenants Savo and Lobes, they’d stared at him like he’d just won the Kentucky Derby. And when he said that, actually, it kinda bugged him, they just looked at him like he was out of his mind.

Julia Duffy was famous. And beautiful. And rumour had it that she was as rich as a Rockefeller. So if he didn’t feel like sharing her bed, then Savo and Lobes reckoned they’d be more than happy to volunteer. After all, if she was good enough for the President of the United States of America – well, he’d be president someday, at least, if he survived the war – then who were they to turn her away?

Amundson caught himself staring at her just before she locked eyes with him. He glanced away guiltily.

Julia kicked him. It would have hurt if he hadn’t been wearing a thick rubber knee pad.

‘You and your boys, you’ll be fine, Lieutenant,’ she called out over the noise. ‘Don’t sweat it. You’re gonna eat those fuckers alive. Garry fuckin’ Owen.’

The men in his chalk roared back: ‘Garry Owen!’

Amundson smiled. But he felt sick in the pit of his stomach.

About three months after the Allies had retaken Hawaii, a package arrived for Julia at the New York Times. She’d been back home for a month by then. After the slaughter on Oahu, the paper insisted that she take a proper holiday, and to everyone’s surprise she agreed.

She’d still been with Dan at that point, but she hadn’t gone out to the Zone. Hadn’t even bothered to phone and tell him she was back. Mostly, she just stayed drunk.

She did manage to visit Rosanna’s family, and for about three hours in their company she felt half-human. But she fell apart when Poppi Ugo brought out the family album and insisted on taking her through every shot they had of Rosanna. She’d guzzled down nearly three-quarters of a bottle of grappa, crying hysterically all the time, and passed out on the couch. She woke up at three in the morning, shivering under the Natoli family quilt, then vomited and snuck out the front door, leaving twenty dollars to cover the dry-cleaning bill. Hours later she remembered that dry-cleaning as she knew it didn’t exist yet.

She’d gone back to apologise, but the Natoli clan refused to hear it. They tried to talk her into staying for another hundred and eighty-eight course dinner, but fearing a meltdown she had begged off and fled back to the city. The next she heard from them was when this package turned up at the Times.

The mailroom cleared about a thousand items a week for Julia. Letters from servicemen she’d written about. Cookies baked by their moms. Crayola drawings by little girls who said they wanted to grow up and be just like her. And, at the other extreme, hate mail and death threats from fans of the former FBI director who blamed her for his ruin, or from nutjobs who just didn’t like her. There were plenty of those. Many of them worked for the same paper as her.

The package from Rosanna’s family lay on her desk for about two weeks before she could bring herself to do anything about it. Worried that she might fall apart in front of her colleagues, Julia had carried the parcel back to her apartment and left it in a closet for nearly a month. It took a fifteen-hour liquid lunch at the Bayswater before she could get it back out of the closet, and two pots of black coffee before she could take a knife to the packing tape without cutting a finger off.

She had no idea what was waiting in there. Part of her thought the Natolis might have sent the quilt over for her to clean up. But the package wasn’t big enough, and when she spilled the contents of the thick, padded envelope onto her Castiglioni coffee table, a small ‘Oh!’ escaped her, and she had to run to the bathroom to be sick again.

The snoring man in her bed stirred but didn’t wake as she lost a whole day’s worth of Manhattans and finger food in the bathroom. She sucked a few mouthfuls of cold water straight from the tap, thought about taking a shower and decided to go without, lest she wake up the asshole in her bedroom.

Walking very unsteadily back into the lounge area of her huge open living space, Julia studied the sad collection of personal effects that lay on the tabletop. Rosanna’s flexipad and a dozen data sticks, a traditional leather-bound diary, some jewellery, a Hermès scarf, her imitation Bordigoni handbag, a wristwatch, a small piece of notepaper and some cosmetics.

Julia stared at the pile of detritus for a long time while her stomach threatened to rebel again. She tried to think, but it was as though her mind could gain no traction. It kept slipping over the sight in front of her, refusing to latch on to anything in particular. After a few minutes, with a shaking hand, she picked up the piece of paper.

Rosanna’s great auntie Tula had written on it in her large, looping style.


Dearest Julia,

A very kind Captain Schapelli from the army came by today with a large carton of little Rosie’s belongings recovered from Hawaii. She had made out a will and hidden it in her apartment. The Japanese killed everyone there, I hear, but they never found Rosie’s last testament or the things she had hidden away. Captain Schapelli, a lovely boy, but Jewish, insisted that we send them to you. He’s quite a fan. There is a larger box, which we could not afford to send because of the postage being what it is these days, and Captain Schapelli says there are some things in there for you, too. We would love to have you around for dinner again, and you could collect the things little Rosie wanted you to have. Please do call or write.

Love and best wishes, 
Tula.



Eight months later, Julia sat braced against the forward bulkhead of the lead chopper. It was the 7th Cav’s first charge since they’d gone tearing around after Pancho Villa.

She adjusted a shoulder pad as Corporal Gadsden yelled something into her ear about a couple of London barmaids he’d screwed a few weeks earlier. What a dick, she thought, but she just smiled and nodded.

Her titanium weave armour was way past its expiration date. It’d been repaired time and again with reactive matrix panels and patches bought, borrowed and occasionally stolen from other Twenty-First century reporters who didn’t share her enthusiasm for frontline action. So it had taken on the appearance of a camouflage quilt. The ballistic plating was brand new, though, thanks to Rosanna, who had left all of her own, mostly unused equipment to her friend.

A brief, sad smile died at the edge of Julia’s mouth. Still lookin’ out for me, babe.

The copilot’s voice crackled inside her powered helmet. ‘Ten minutes to insertion.’

Amundson repeated the call and held up both hands. Everyone nodded.

Julia could see that the young officer was trying to control his nerves. She guessed it had less to do with fear of being killed than it did with fucking up and letting everyone down. He was a sweet kid, really. They’d had some good times in London, even if he was a little clingy. In fact, thinking about it, she’d spent more time with Gil than any man she’d been with after Dan died. And now the poor kid was shitting himself.

‘You and your boys, you’ll be fine, Lieutenant,’ she yelled over the uproar. ‘Don’t sweat it. You’re gonna eat those fuckers alive. Garry fuckin’ Owen.’

She punched the air between them.

The men grinned fiercely and called out the 7th Cav’s war cry.

As the troopers began yet another round of equipment checks, Julia performed her own pre-combat routine. A software aid scanned all of her built-in combat systems, most of which were useless now anyway, for want of tac-net coverage. She unsheathed her knife. The monobonded carbon blade was a dull grey, but more than razor sharp. Her Sonycam was powered up and loaded with four blank data sticks – again thanks to Rosanna – enough for two days’ continuous filming. Her medikit was an eccentric mix of original 21C supplies, some AT stuff, and some plain old-fashioned ‘temp gear – assorted twentieth-century items she’d scavenged here and there.

Apart from a gene shear contraceptive, which of course she couldn’t switch off now – and hadn’t that been a fucked-up decision? – her bio-inserts were tapped out. If she took a round in the guts, there’d be no warm flush of anaesthetic from her thoracic pips. She’d be screaming for a medic and a shot of morphine, just like the best of them.

‘Five minutes.’

Amundson repeated the gesture he’d made before, except this time he held only one hand up. A harsh burning smell reached them and one of the cavalry troopers, Private Steve Murphy, asked her what the hell was going on.

‘Be cool,’ she called back, ‘and learn to love the smell of napalm in the morning.’

When nobody got the reference, she rolled her eyes.

‘It’s the air force. They would have come through here and bombed the shit out of the place about an hour ago. That’s what you smell. Toasted Nazis. Mmm-hmm. Crispy.’

Gadsden sniggered. Murphy seemed to ponder the point before nodding his approval.

The chopper banked to the right and began to lose altitude as it put on speed.

‘Just passed over the release point,’ reported the copilot.

In the cabin, the pilots were now free to ditch their maps and fly by dead reckoning. They were close. The door gunner primed his thirty cal. Amundson glanced around quickly to catch a look at the whole squadron as it formed up for the assault. Like the others, Julia tugged at her chinstrap and cinched her pack just a little tighter.

Huey and Cobra gunships roared past them on both sides as she waited for the familiar snarl of mini-guns and the whoosh of rockets leaving their pods.

‘Lock and load,’ Amundson cried at two minutes out. A dense black canopy of trees sped beneath the skids.

The Cav troopers tapped their mags against their steel pots before slapping them into place. Julia did the same, pulling the charging handle back along with everyone else. The bolt carrier slapped the first round into place. After Hawaii she’d switched over to using the same ‘temp weapons as the units she covered.

Other than a small stock of ammunition kept for research purposes, none of the original loads that had slipped through the Transition remained. All of the marines coming out of the Zone, and a few of the ‘temp forces like the Cav here, were now loaded out with AT gear like the M4 assault rifle, a workmanlike copy of Colt’s venerable old martyr-maker.

Indeed, fitting her goggles and sweeping her eyes over Amundson’s chalk, it was hard to separate them from some of the units she’d covered as a young pool reporter in Yemen. Swap their drab olive battle dress for Desert MARPAT, and you were almost there. The knee and elbow pads, camel backs, combat goggles, webbing and weaponry were all Twenty-First variants, manufactured decades ahead of their time.

The 7th Cavalry Regiment, along with all of the other regiments in the 1st Air Cavalry Division, were still ‘temp units, however, which meant that some things were very different. There were no African American cavalry troopers riding in this or any other helicopter. And no women. Other than Julia.

‘Thirty seconds!’ Amundson yelled.

‘Clear left,’ the crew chief called.

‘Clear right,’ the door gunner added.

The world turned opal green inside Julia’s Oakleys when she powered up the low light amplification system. They were descending rapidly onto a large field where dozens of black and white – or rather, dark jade and lime green – dairy cows scattered in fear. A wire-guided rocket, a stubby little SS-11, swished overhead and detonated behind a copse of oak trees. Secondary explosions followed and the night erupted. The chopper flared over their LZ, and Julia stood up.

‘Let’s go!’ Amundson yelled.
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D-DAY + 2, 5 MAY 1944: SPECIAL ADMINISTRATIVE ZONE, CALIFORNIA.

It was a hell of a thing, the way the smog had come back to Los Angeles.

Well, not back, he supposed. Most Californians were getting to know it for the first time. When Kolhammer had arrived in mid-’42, the air over the LA basin and the San Fernando had been so painfully clear you could hurt yourself breathing it in too quickly. That had changed.

It still wasn’t anything like the carcinogenic soup of his era, but when he flew in these days there was a definite brown haze hanging over the mountains to the east, and a blurring on the horizon out in the Pacific. Nevertheless, the admiral shrugged and took a long, deep breath, just because he still could. To his leathery old lungs the air tasted sweet.

Perhaps after the war there’d be a chance to slow down and do things differently. Some people were already headed in that direction. He’d met some of the pointy-heads up in Berkeley who were looking at fusion, and he knew there was a small but well-connected group in the National Security Office studying options that would help the United States avoid ever falling hostage to the whims of the Saudi royal family ‘again’.

On his infrequent trips to downtown LA, he never failed to notice some manifestation of the future folding back in on itself. Last time it had been a billboard advertising the arrival of disposable diapers. Before that it was a restaurant that proclaimed its ‘all-microwaved’ menu to the world – very unwisely in Kolhammer’s opinion. Some days it seemed as if the postwar economy was already with them. Despite the demands of war production, some resources were now being allocated to manufacturing consumer goods like automatic washing machines and pop-up toasters. They weren’t available in great numbers, but that scarcity only added to the hysteria of desire for each new arrival. He’d read somewhere that each of five hundred ‘experimental’ colour television sets made by General Electric had been bought before they rolled off a special assembly line last month, even though there were no network broadcasts for them to tune into yet.

Every one of the top five hundred companies in the US now had a wholly owned subsidiary resident in the Zone. Some, like GE and Boeing, were there to exploit their own future intellectual property. Others were simply hydra-headed monsters like Slim Jim Enterprises or McClintock Investments, which had moved quickly and aggressively to cash in during the confusion of the months following the Transition. They had accumulated enough wealth, and with it power, to protect their often dubious claims to ownership of myriad products and patents.

So much money had been pouring into the Zone via its own stock exchange – an offshoot of New York’s that regulators in Washington had been forced to step in and stem the capital tide, lest it unbalance the outside economy. It was amazing what happened when hindsight became foresight.

‘Refill, Admiral?’

It was all he could do not to jump. The female sailor had appeared at his elbow without making a sound.

Kolhammer swirled the dregs of his cold coffee around in the bottom of a mug he’d taken off the Clinton nearly two years ago. The gold-plated motto ‘It takes a carrier’ was patchy in places, and there was a chip right where he put his mouth, but he couldn’t bring himself to part with it. It was a rare link to the ‘old’ world.

‘No thank you, Paterson. I’d best be getting back inside, anyhow.’

It was really too hot to be standing around in the midday sun, sipping coffee, but Phillip Kolhammer was a creature of habit. When he was buried in work, he tended to eschew a sit-down lunch in favour of a ham sandwich and a quick cup of coffee, taken out on the balcony of his office. It was a fine view from up here on the eighth floor; he could see all the way back to the Santa Monicas. In between lay a patchwork of undeveloped farmland, industrial estates and miles of cheap tract housing for the hundreds of thousands of workers who’d migrated here.

Kolhammer poured the last of his drink into a much abused pot plant, then turned to go back inside, momentarily closing his eyes to help them adjust to the darker interior.

He stepped through into his air-conditioned office, pulling the glass door closed behind him. Paterson took his mug and disappeared through the main office door, telling his personal assistant, Lieutenant Liao, that the boss was back on deck. Kolhammer strode over to his desk and dropped into the padded swivel chair – another piece of Clinton salvage, as was the enormous touch screen which dominated his workspace.

On that screen multiple windows ran the first images from D-Day, mostly in colour and V3D. That meant the source had to be Twenty-First century equipment, since it still took them a few days to convert contemporary black and white film coverage. So for now he was restricted to whatever came down the wire from Washington – and even that had had to be encoded on a data stick, then physically flown across the Atlantic before it was sent via cable to San Diego. There, at last, it could be laser-linked to the Zone.

Any assets that might have been used to grab the take from Halabi’s Nemesis arrays were fully engaged in-theatre, meaning that even the Trident’s data bursts had to travel by stick. Coaxial cable just wasn’t up to carrying encrypted quantum signals, not without significant degradation. Still, despite the time delays, he had an excellent overview of the titanic struggle Eisenhower insisted on calling the ‘Great Crusade’. That phrase brought a quirk to his lips whenever he heard it. Back in 2021, after twenty years of the jihad, you still weren’t allowed to use the C-word.

Kolhammer traced his fingertips across the screen, bringing three windows to the fore, filling most of the display. One carried raw vision from the air assault over the villages of Coquelles, Peuplingues and Frethun, towns which sat astride the main road leading into and out of the port of Calais.

The window next to it ran footage of the mass parachute drop by the 101st into the same area, just two hours later. And in the third and smallest window, a continual loop showed the first wave of Higgins boats coming ashore on the wide sandy beaches of the Pas de Calais, where a half-built section of the Atlantic Wall had been reduced to smoking rubble by a six-hour storm of precision-guided thousand-pound bunker busters and fuel-air explosives: the ‘poor man’s nukes’.

A chime sounded, and Lieutenant Liao appeared in a pop-up.

‘I have your conference call, Admiral. General Jones and Captain Judge on screen. Links verified secure.’

‘Thank you, Lieutenant.’

Kolhammer collapsed the D-Day coverage into thumbnails as his two closest friends and colleagues took over ninety per cent of the screen in two separate windows. Judge was down in San Diego, on board the Clinton, while Jones was in his office at Camp Hannon, the 82nd’s induction and training facility just a few miles over in Andersonville.

‘Morning, Lonesome. Mike. You’ve been following the progress in Calais, I suppose.’

‘As best I can, Admiral,’ Jones replied. ‘Things are a little hectic over here, but I’ve been getting the highlights from your guys. It looks like it’s gonna work. I can’t believe Hitler bought the Normandy fake-out, but then, you never could tell what that fuckin’ loon would do, could you?’

Mike Judge, sitting in Kolhammer’s old ready room on the supercarrier, shook his head.

‘Nope, it’s true. Bookies are still six-to-five that he’ll go nuclear, though.’

‘You taking those odds?’ Kolhammer asked.

‘Nah. My bet’s that if he had ’em, he’d’ve used ’em already,’ Judge said. ‘I doubt he’d even wait for the invasion. That guy’s got poor impulse control. He woulda lit up London as soon as he got the wrapping off his first bomb.’

Kolhammer had to agree. Herculean efforts had gone into determining the status of the Axis powers’ atomic weapons programme. Nearly as much energy had gone into disrupting that programme as had been devoted to the invasion, and the search for any more ‘missing’ task force ships like the Dessaix.

Of course, the great unknown was the Soviets. Stalin undoubtedly had his own atomic plans, and while it was extremely unlikely that he’d really cooperate with the Nazis beyond the elaborate charade of the Demidenko facility, just about everything they’d been dealing with had been unlikely, ever since the moment Manning Pope’s wormhole had dropped them eight decades into the past.

‘I think you’re right, Mike,’ Kolhammer said. ‘But I still get that sick feeling in my gut every morning when I get out of the rack. You have to figure Groves is going to deliver any day now, and then what? When we first got here, I used to dream about Marie every night. Now, all I see in my dreams is mushroom clouds springing up over Europe.’

‘Yeah, me too,’ Jones agreed, a sombre cast to his features.

None of the three was privy to the progress of the Manhattan Project, the Allies’ own race for the bomb. Despite the resources Kolhammer had transferred over to General Leslie Groves, the man in charge of the project, a wall of impenetrable secrecy still surrounded it. Nobody outside the inner circle had any idea when the first bomb would be dropped, or where.

But thanks to the records they had brought with them, the whole world knew it was coming. This had induced a state of generalised panic that reminded Kolhammer of the days that followed the destruction of Marseilles, back in his own universe. The genie was out of the bottle, and everybody was well aware that he wasn’t a friendly spirit.

‘Okay, gentlemen,’ he said, putting an end to the maudlin exchange, ‘we deal with what we must, and what we can. Mike, I’ll be handing things over to Nancy Viviani tomorrow, and heading down your way, so you’ll need to get out of my room and change the sheets. I know you Texans love sleeping rough, but we admirals prefer our little comforts.’

Judge grinned. ‘It’ll be good to have you back, sir.’

‘Lonesome,’ Kolhammer continued, ‘you got everything squared away there? I’ve been talking to Spruance, and he’s looking forward to seeing your people at work. But some days it feels like he’s a minority of one.’

‘Admiral, I’ve had the 1st and 2nd battalions locked down for three days now. Everyone is back from R&R, and we didn’t have a single straggler. I think that’s a record. My boys and girls, they’ve got some shit to prove. Not to me. But like you say, there’s a lot of folks don’t think they’re up for it. We’ll prove ’em wrong, if we get the chance.’ The marine growled out the last line with real anger.

‘You’ll get the chance,’ Kolhammer promised.

‘That’s not what I hear. What I hear is that you’ve been taking heat to send us to fucking Persia. For garrison duty with the Brits.’

Kolhammer shook his head emphatically. ‘Look, you’ve heard right. There’s been some pressure, but it doesn’t mean a damned thing to me. You’ve got to stop chasing your tail, Lonesome. It’s been two years, and it never stops.’

Frustration flashed in the marine’s eyes.

‘That’s why I can’t stop chasing my goddamn tail, Admiral. Every time I look back, there’s someone trying to fuck me in the ass!’

‘Nobody here is going to allow that to happen. True, I got leaned on. And when it happened, I did what I always do. I told ’em to take a leap. You’re coming to the Marianas with the rest of us, so get used to it.

‘Now, Mike,’ he continued, shutting down the subject, ‘how’s my old girl? She ready to rumble?’

Judge nodded. He looked uncomfortable, though, at having been caught up in the crossfire. ‘Even my wife was impressed when she stopped by, sir. And those Royal Navy types, they don’t impress easy.’

Jones’ deep bass rumbled out. ‘So what, you gonna have to keep your pants on forever now?’

Judge’s expression didn’t change a bit. ‘I think the phrase “yo momma” covers it, Jarhead,’ he replied calmly.

It was a rare day when Kolhammer could think of anything positive that had come of the Transition, but Mike Judge’s wooing and winning of Captain Karen Halabi qualified as A Good Thing. Their giddy, teen-like infatuation reminded him of his own marriage, back in its first hot flush, and he felt sure that, like his, theirs would endure. He had kept to his vows, forsaking all others even though he was lost to Marie, and for all she knew he had died off East Timor.

Though Judge had already been married for six months, Kolhammer still saw the intensity there, despite the fact that they’d had very little time together. Halabi’s last two weeks of leave had been spent on board the Clinton while her husband bedded down the last of the retrofit and prepped the great warship to go back out to sea. She’d worked just as hard as he had, lending her invaluable experience in re-equipping the Trident with what the locals called ‘Advanced Technology’, but which the uptimers all thought of as museum pieces. Like the six-barrelled twenty-millimetre Vulcan cannon that replaced the Clinton’s laser packs and Metal Storm mounts.

It hadn’t been much of a honeymoon, as Judge admitted, but at least they had managed to get one day and one night to themselves, staying at the log cabin Kolhammer had bought for himself up at Clear Lake.

Jones broke in on Kolhammer’s train of thought: ‘I saw the new fighter squadrons out at Muroc the other day, Admiral. It was a beautiful thing, watching those Skyhawks get busy. Of course, my guys were all over yours, Mike.’

Before Judge could respond Kolhammer cut him off. ‘You can lay your bets later, gentlemen. I just wanted to make sure nothing’s getting jammed up here at the last moment. So, Mike, you happy with your air crew? They’re about ninety per cent ‘temp, aren’t they?’

‘Yes, sir. And I’ve got hundreds of requests from the ship’s original complement, asking to return to combat duty, but we still can’t justify putting our own people in harm’s way. Not when they’re of more use in research and development. It does make for some sore feelings though, Admiral.’

‘Bruised egos,’ Kolhammer grunted.

‘Nothing to be done about it,’ Jones said. ‘It’s been the case since we got here that anyone with an engineering degree – or any technical qualifications, for that matter – is going to be of more use in the lab than out on the battlefield. I’ve lost some of my best combat engineers to Caltech because of it. And one of my best company commanders, too, who just happened to major in fucking fluid mechanics, all because he was hot for some bimbo surfboard designer back in college.’

‘You know, it’s been noted – rather uncharitably, I might add – that the three of us are all going back into combat,’ Judge observed.

Kolhammer shrugged it off. ‘We’ve been through it a hundred times. Somebody has to command this battle group, and it’s a very different gig from running Spruance’s task force, even with the AT stuff they’ve been bringing on line. The whole world is watching Calais right now, but soon enough they’ll be watching us too. Tojo isn’t the only one who wants to see us fall on our asses.

‘So, if there’s nothing else I can do for you, gentlemen, I suggest we all get back to work. And I’ll see you in San Diego.’

Both men nodded in agreement, then signed off. Kolhammer returned to the business of handing over the Special Administrative Zone to his deputy, Colonel Viviani. She would be empowered to act in his stead for the duration of the deployment. That meant he was almost free. There were about two hundred documents requiring hard copy signatures, a final sit-down with the colonel, a quick tour of the campus to say goodbye to his department heads, and then he was outta there.

The only way he could have been more excited was if they were letting him fly one of the new Skyhawks out onto the Big Hill. But that was an indulgence reserved for younger men. No, he’d be catching a C-130 down to the base.

Kolhammer pulled the stack of documents towards him and reached for his fountain pen. He brought the D-Day coverage back up, and noticed that the by-line on the air assault video was Julia Duffy’s. Dan’s ex.

That had been a hell of a piss-poor show, their break-up. It had gutted Dan, killed him if the truth be known. The big doofus had insisted on going back into combat afterwards, whether to prove himself or to escape, Kolhammer wasn’t sure. Didn’t matter though. Poor bastard never even made it to Pearl. His transport crashed on takeoff from Muroc. Still, it wasn’t his place to judge. What chance had they really had, coming from such different worlds? It had been noted, more than once, that almost all relationships between uptime women and contemporary men failed in the end – although, intriguingly, the reverse was not true. Perhaps the angrier feminists of his time were right and all Twenty-First men really wanted was an old-fashioned wife. God knows there were any number of movies being made about it now. They screened as straight romances throughout the rest of the country, but were marketed as comedies inside the Zone – the same way Reefer Madness had once played so well with stoned college students.

Kolhammer watched the feed as he methodically worked his way through the stack of paper, signing wherever Liao had indicated. It wasn’t something that took much of his attention, so he could follow Duffy’s raw vision quite closely. The ’temps had adopted the embed system pretty much intact, so she got total access to the 7th Cav. But all of her unedited data became government property.

The fight for Calais looked intense. There was no way most of this footage would be released outside of the Zone, to the general public. It was way too graphic for the ’temps, who still hadn’t seen a picture of a dead GI. While he scratched away with his Mont Blanc, a savage hand-to-hand battle played itself out on the screen in front of him. He couldn’t tell which village Julia was reporting from, or even whether the Cav and the 101st had made it into the port itself at this point. Kolhammer kept the sound turned down while he scribbled. He wondered whether Julia Duffy was working through the same sort of impacted emotional damage that had driven her husband back to combat, and on to his death. She would doubtless carry a heavy load of guilt for the break-up. Dan had told him that she was already messed up over her friend Rosanna getting waxed on Hawaii. Blamed herself and couldn’t get over the fact that she was still alive when Natoli was gone.

That was only normal. But did she blame herself for Dan getting killed too? There was not a shred of doubt he’d demanded a combat assignment because of the break-up. And they had broken up mostly because of her refusal to accept that with marriage came family commitments. At least according to Dan. Kolhammer had never discussed it with Duffy. He had always found her to be a really tough bitch when they dealt professionally, and they’d had occasion to do so a lot when she was on Hoover’s case last year. But he had to admit she was always a pro. The grunts loved her, and because of that a lot of readers did too. He shrugged the thought off. It wasn’t relevant.

Having grown up with global media coverage, Kolhammer was more than capable of sitting in his comfortable office, watching men die thousands of miles away while he calmly attended to paperwork and personal rumination. Some called it callous, and even the contemporary military personnel thought of it as a defining characteristic of the people who had come through the Transition. For him, however, it was just the way the world turned. The way it always had.

Other than Halabi and the Trident, none of ‘his’ units were involved in the invasion. The only personal connection he had with the D-Day landings was there on his flat-panel display. The ex-wife of his late chief liaison officer. Julia Duffy.

She was firing a weapon, silently. A helmet-mounted camera rendered the scene into something reminiscent of the video games he’d played as a teenager. The barrel in the centre of the screen spat long tongues of fire, tracers leaping away, the impact clearly visible around the window of a stone cottage a hundred metres in the distance.

He wondered when Dan had last spoken to her, and what they had said to each other.

All the heavy equipment had already been loaded onto the 82nd’s newly commissioned heavy littoral assault ships down at San Diego. The Falluja and the Damascus were based on a long-hull Essex-class keel, with substantial modifications to fit them out for the requirements of General Jones’ Marine Expeditionary Brigade. The President had approved the name change from Unit to Brigade when the 1st and 2nd battalions came on line. Jones’ promotion had gone through in the same sheaf of orders.

There had been times, plenty of them, when Jones had wondered if they’d ever be allowed to leave. Or whether, when they did, they’d be pushed off into some sideshow like Persia or Burma. He would have to apologise to Kolhammer for snapping at him, but even his considerable reserves of Zen calm were being drained dry.

Nonetheless, at long last they looked good to go. The Super Shermans and AT-LAVs were all stowed away and chained down on the Kandahar. The last supplies were being loaded. Only a few heavy-lift choppers and Jones’ own command Huey remained to be flown out from Muroc Field, along with the twelve Skyhawks which would join with his remaining Super Harriers to provide organic air support. Another thirty-six of the ‘modern’ Skyhawk fighter-bombers were embarking with Kolhammer on the Big Hill, making them the first carrier-borne jets in the Pacific. They were also the most powerful military planes in the world, a generation more advanced than the Sabres that were increasingly coming to dominate the skies over Europe.

Regardless of the matériel they had amassed, Jones was most concerned with the beating heart of his command – the three battalions of the 9th Regiment, 5th Division, United States Marine Corps.

He pulled the brim of his cap down lower as he stepped out of the Quonset hut onto the gravel path, turning away from the regiment’s administrative buildings towards Camp Hannon’s parade ground. Conditions at Hannon were primitive, especially when compared with the increasingly settled and luxurious campus informally known as ‘Area 51’ or just ‘Fifty-One’, the control centre of the Special Administrative Zone, which had attracted dozens of aeronautical and ‘high-technology’ firms – a term he found more than a little ironic. More often than not, these companies had established West Coast offices in downtown LA, or elsewhere in the Valley. However, with the Zone operating as an autonomous region where Twenty-First century US law and custom prevailed, a lot of outfits like Douglas, IBM, Boeing and McDonnell had spun off stand-alone companies with their offices here.

Despite wartime restrictions on building materials, they had still managed to run up some very impressive-looking buildings. Even so, they were dwarfed – both physically and conceptually – by a publicly owned entity, the Intellectual Property Trust, or IPT. By an Act of Congress, IPT now held ‘deemed’ patents over all those remaining processes and creations where ownership was contested, or even nonexistent. Prime examples were Microsoft’s operating systems and applications, which had yet to be invented, but had come with them through the Transition. From what he had heard, the plan was for IPT to be broken up and floated on the open market sometime after the war.

Frankly, it was all beyond Jones – he had no idea how these guys worked out who owned what. One of his former captains, Maria O’Brien, had been a legal affairs officer attached to the war crimes unit on the Clinton, and she had tried to explain it to him once, without much luck. She’d been just a few weeks from finishing her stint in the Corps when the Transition had ripped her out of whatever life she’d been supposed to lead. Now she made more money than God as a civilian lawyer, smoothing out the intersection between the economy of 1940s America and Twenty-First century intellectual property law. Her personal Deathstar, as she jokingly called it, was a weird, contorted mass of polished concrete and black glass out on the fashionable western edge of Fifty-One, amongst a streetscape of expensive restaurants and lush parkland. Jones always thought her building, which had been designed by some very important architect whose name completely escaped him, resembled a bagel turned inside out, if that made any sense. It looked to be about six floors high, although he doubted it ran to anything as mundane as actual ‘floors’ on the inside. As far as he was concerned, she could have it all to herself. The less Jones had to do with the ’temps the better.

A born conservative, even as a kid in the projects, he’d never had time for politically correct bullshit. In his America a man or woman, black or white, got the chance to make a success out of life. And if they didn’t succeed, it was probably their own fucking fault. He’d got no special treatment from the Corps, but he’d suffered no discrimination either. Every decoration he had pinned to his dress uniform had been honestly earned, mostly by killing people who badly needed it. The Bible on his bedside table had lain beside his daddy’s pillow, and like his daddy he allowed himself one reading every night, when it was possible, starting at Genesis and slowly working his way through to Revelation, before going back and beginning all over again.

He had supported the same baseball team – the Cubs – for thirty-five years. The same basketball team – the Bulls – for thirty-six. He loved his country, his Corps, his friends and his family, most especially his wife, who was, as he never tired of telling people, as white as the Grand Cyclops of the Ku Klux Klan. By way of contrast General J Lonesome Jones disliked whining left-wingers, network news broadcasts, and steamed brussels sprouts all about equally, although only the latter haunted him in the 1940s.

He wasn’t the sort who saw himself as the victim of anything. Yet nearly every time he had to deal with the ’temps, it seemed like he was instantly cast in bronze as the object of their fear and loathing. At best they treated him with a stiff reserve. That was the standard response whenever task force business took him down to Camp Pendleton, to meet with the ‘old’ Marine Corps brass. He was treated with courtesy and every formality due his rank, but never once were the ‘informalities’ observed. Even after Hawaii, he’d never been invited to have a drink or share a meal with anyone at Pendleton.

Jones pressed his lips together as his boots crunched along the gravel path. The insults to his own dignity he could suffer in silence. He didn’t give a shit about the opinions of ignorant assholes. But the shitcanning of his marines was intolerable.

The sun burned the back of his neck and he could feel sweat beginning to stream between his shoulderblades. His eyes remained hidden behind a pair of powered-down sunglasses, but anyone who crossed his path would have no trouble telling that he was mightily pissed about something. Around him the camp was relatively quiet, a counterpoint to the seething anger which threatened to get the better of the 82nd’s commander.

A platoon jogged by, singing a tune he recognised from his earliest days in the military. The lyrics had changed, though, in this post-Transition world.


We care a lot

About the Nazis and the fucking Japanese.



He really hated the fucking song, truth be known, but his old roomie at Annapolis had played it incessantly, and in a strange way, hearing it calmed him down a little, as he returned the salutes of a couple of lieutenants he passed on his way to the final staff meeting. Mary Hiers and Nikki Christa from the Landing Support Team. Good young officers – ’temps, but most of the brigade were, nowadays. They’d taken twenty per cent casualties on Oahu. Added to the losses in Australia, it meant he’d come home with an effective fighting strength of one reinforced company. They’d had no choice but
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