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Prologue

September 15
1916

3:00 am, The
Somme Battlefield, opposite the village of Flers.

 


It was
cold, not the bone numbing, will sapping, mind bending cold
that would come in another month or so, but cold none the less.
Lieutenant Charles Radcliffe peered out from between the “horns” of
his tank at the flickering horizon. He could see nothing. There was
nothing to see.

Lt. Radcliffe
was twenty-five years old and looked like he was still in his
teenage. A faint downy peach fuzz clung to his cheeks and despite a
full year of army regulation shaving, which meant every day, it
remained just that; fuzz. He knew what he looked like; he felt it.
Sometimes it bothered him; sometimes he wondered what the seven men
under his command thought of him, not that they were anymore
experienced than he was. Charles Radcliffe and the crew of Tank D26
‘Deadbeat’ were all on unfamiliar territory; they were in a war
zone. To be more precise they were half a kilometre from the French
village of Longueval, one and a half kilometres from the British
front line, and that put them two kilometres from their first
objective, the German front lines outside the village of Flers. In
other words they were nowhere near where they should have been.

Charles sighed
and walked around to the rear of the tank. The gunner from the left
sponson was standing beside the open door, surreptitiously drawing
on a cigarette. He saw the officer as a dark shape against the
looming bulk of the vehicle, and quickly pinched out the glowing
tip between an oil stained finger and thumb.

“Alright
Sir?”

Charles looked
past the man into the dimly lit interior.

“Has Corporal
Scullin finished cleaning the plugs yet?”

“I’ll check
Sir.”

The gunner
turned and ducked through the door.

“Oi, Corp!” his
voice was suddenly muffled by the steel hull, “Mister Radcliffe
wants ter know ‘ow much longer.”

There was a
grunt, followed by the sharp ring of metal hitting more metal,
followed by an even sharper curse. The sharp, greasy features of
the driver appeared in the opening.

“Sorry Mr.
Radcliffe,” his tone held more than apology, the man spoke with a
robust Irish brogue that seemed to emphasise the disappointment he
felt. “But I can’t fix this.”

Charles looked
at the oil-corroded spark plug in his driver’s hand and understood.
This was the third time the engine had spluttered to a stop since
they had left their assembly point six hours ago.

Corporal
Scullin turned the plug over in his hand.

“The others are
just as bad, if not worse.” He said.

The rest of the
tank crew clambered out of the hatches and stood around him, their
faces pale blobs in the darkness. Charles sighed, there was nothing
else for it.

“Sorry chaps,”
he said, the words heavy in the damp air, “but that’s it I’m
afraid,” he glanced down at the luminous hands of his wristwatch.
“Poor old ‘Deadbeat’s’ not going any further until we get more
sparking plugs, and anyway, we’re too far behind the others to make
the start point now.”

The Corporal
cursed under his breath and hurled the oil-covered spark plug at
the side of the tank. It made a dull clang.

Charles opened
his mouth to rebuke the man, and then thought better of it. He knew
exactly how the driver felt. This was to have been the culmination
of seven months of intense training. Through the various
establishments back in England, the endless drills, the novelty and
enthusiasm of the revolutionary weapons, the knowledge that they
had the chance to end this murderous deadlock of trench warfare,
even though none of the crew had even seen a battlefield.

On the face of
it, the crew of Deadbeat had no reason to be enthusiastic at all.
In fact, in any normal world they should have been thanking their
lucky stars that their primitive weapon had failed to get anywhere
near an enemy. The vehicle that squatted darkly behind them had
only been conceived a mere eighteen months ago; had only been
invented in it’s final form twelve months ago; and they, the crew
had only seen it three months ago. Their training had been rushed
and rudimentary at best. Since arriving in France most of the time
had been spent putting on shows for the various dignitaries and
Generals of greater or lesser importance. The tanks were all
showing signs of wear, the engines were breaking down, and
sometimes the only thing that seemed to keep them going was the
enthusiasm of the crews. And now that enthusiasm had turned to
frustration.

Charles leaned
back against the sponson, feeling the rivets under his shoulder
blades. All around him was movement, sometimes more felt than seen.
Infantry trudged past; artillery moved back and forth, ammunition
on pack mules and more infantry. The only thing not moving on that
road seemed to be Deadbeat and her crew, in fact the crippled tank
was now a hindrance, as the columns of men had to divert around
it.

“What do we do
sir?”

Charles
recognised the voice as one of the gunners.

“Do we go into
the trenches sir” This question came from Corporal Scullin, “Do we
carry on as infantry?”

Charles thought
hard. On the one hand, his tank was not going anywhere until they
got hold of some new sparking plugs, and they had been told that if
their vehicle was knocked out, then the surviving crew members were
to assist the assault troops in any way that they could. On the
other hand, Deadbeat was far from ‘knocked out’, and with the
optimism of youth, Charles was reluctant to abandon her.

“No” he made
his voice sound firm. “All we need are some plugs and we can get
going again.” He turned to the corporal. “Support will find us
sometime or other, then we’ll follow the rest of the group as soon
as we can.”

Half an hour
later the tank and crew were still in the same place. The artillery
was still pounding away at the German line, visible as an unbroken
line of fire along the eastern horizon. Charles was standing on the
roof of Deadbeat, watching the light-show and wishing, for
hundredth time that he was with the other three tanks of his group.
He looked at the luminous hands of his watch, trying to work out
where they might be by now, but soon gave up speculating. The
ground over which they had travelled had come as a complete shock
to all the tankmen. Never in their wildest nightmares, let alone in
any form of training exercise, had they seen such appalling
terrain. It had taken most of the night to travel one kilometre,
and there was still another to go before they reached the British
front line.

“Sir!” Corporal
Scullin’s shout made him turn his head. “I think there’s a tank
coming up from behind.”

Charles peered
into blackness, straining his eyes to catch a glimpse of the
newcomer. Suddenly a shape loomed out of the night, the young
officer stared, his eyes widening slightly. Seconds later he
identified the familiar rhomboid shape of a tank, but what had
caught his attention was it’s speed! This tank, far from churning
and grinding through the mud at a painful fifteen yards a minute,
seemed to glide effortlessly towards him at a terrific pace.

‘My God!’ he
thought, that car must be doing at least ten miles an hour. “Come
on chaps,” he said out loud, “lets give them a cheer.”

The newcomer
drew rapidly nearer, and the men raised their caps in the air,
cheering lustily, or at any rate trying to make a noise that could
be heard above the crashing of the guns.

Corporal
Scullin paused in mid cheer as the other tank turned smoothly to
draw level with them. He read the name painted on the hull, just
behind the tension adjuster and frowned.

“Sir?” he
called. “I don’t know this car.”

Charles was
growing more curious by the second; He ran his eyes over the
unfamiliar letters himself

“Frau
Mauro.” He spelt out the words slowly, as if he were a child,
learning his alphabet. “Frau Mauro” the foreign sounding
words rolled around in his head. He didn’t know what they meant,
but he agreed with the Corporal; he had never seen this tank
either; and that was really strange!

C and D
companies of the Heavy Section Machine Gun Corps as the tanks were
known, had crossed the English Channel barely two weeks ago. Some
of the tank commanders had given their vehicles names, the
convention being that the name would begin with the letter of the
company that the tank belonged to. Thus, ‘C’ company had names that
included ‘Champagne’, Cognac’, Chartreuse’, ‘Crème de Menthe’, etc.
While ‘D’ company had adopted less alcoholic names like ‘Dragon’,
‘Dracula’, ‘Dinnaken’, and Charles’ own tank, ‘Deadbeat’, a less
dramatic, but perhaps more indicative name than the others.

An unfamiliar
tank bearing the foreign sobriquet ‘Frau Mauro’ was enough
to raise curiosity, if not outright suspicion. Add to that the
unheard of speed and the ease of manoeuvrability and the mystery
deepened to the point where fantasy threatened to take over.

Charles and the
rest of the crew had fallen silent as the tank drew level with
their own crippled vehicle, nosed into a shell-hole and came to a
smooth, if lopsided halt. There was a pause, and then the door in
the rear of the sponson, now tilted crazily towards the night sky,
opened and a tall figure in immaculate khaki stepped gingerly into
the mud and came towards them.

Charles, who
had been on the verge of snapping his mind back to some form of
reality, now found himself staring with renewed disbelief as the
officer picked his way towards them. The tank and the foreign name
had been weird enough, but the spotless uniform was too much. No
tank officer could possibly maintain that kind of parade ground
polish. Charles’ own uniform was showing all the signs of being
hurled around the inside of Deadbeat, where everything it hit was
either hot, sharp, or covered in thick grease; sometimes he came
into painful contact with all three. Compared to the newcomer,
Charles looked like a scarecrow.

“Nice day for
it”

The officer
smiled, showing an even row of small, white teeth.

He was on the
short side of six feet tall, and almost rapier thin, but his face,
at first glance at least, seemed pleasant enough.

“Yes,” said
Charles, now more curious than ever.

Uniforms never
looked that good even before the owner had (supposedly) waded
through four miles of mud and God alone knew what else, in order to
guide the driver of his tank along the correct route, as Charles
had spent most of the night doing. His uniform was plastered from
neck to hem with the chalky, clay-ridden gunge that this part of
France seemed to produce in abundance. This new officer was simply
an impossibility, nobody could look this good.

“Shaw” the
other man introduced himself; Charles could see that, like himself,
he held the rank of lieutenant.

“Charles
Radcliffe.”

“Sir” said
Corporal Scullin, bringing the crew to attention and saluting. If
he noticed anything strange about Shaw then he was not showing it,
thought Charles.

“Good morning
Corporal.”

Shaw casually
returned the man’s parade ground salute.

Charles was
studying the man’s face.

“Pleased to
meet you…Shaw, did you say?”

There was
something strange in the officer’s expression, something was there,
then it was gone.

“That’s it.”
Shaw looked past Charles at the crippled tank and raised an
eyebrow. “You’re behind schedule Radcliffe.”

The words were
unexpected, and for a second, Charles didn’t know what to say.

“Well yes,” he
said, feeling slightly outraged, after all, it wasn’t his fault. “I
suppose we are, but the engine’s conked out....”

“Relax,
Charles.” Shaw cut him off smoothly, “I’m here to help.” He
rummaged about in the large patch pockets of his tunic. “Spark
plugs is it?” he withdrew his hand and called the Corporal
over.

“Here you are
Corporal, these should get you out of trouble and back into the
war.” He smiled thinly at his own joke.

“Where did you
come from?” Charles broke in.

Shaw’s smile
stayed in place.

“Some folk
would be grateful I came at all.”

“I’m sorry,”
Charles was feeling out of his depth, and he didn’t like it, “But I
haven’t seen you or this car before...”

“And you were
wondering how it can move so fast, steer so sharp, look and sound
so good, what company I’m from and last but not least, what the
hell does ‘Frau Mauro’ mean.”


“Well...Yes...to all of it.”

Shaw didn’t
answer him; instead, he turned to Corporal Scullin and the rest of
the crew.

“Corporal,
those plugs won’t fit themselves, will they”

The two
officers watched the sudden scurry of movement as the crew jostled
themselves into movement, the Corporal and two of the gunners
scrambling into the tank, while the others just moved in the
general direction of ‘out-of-sight’

“Now,” Shaw
went on conversationally. “You’d like some answers?”

Charles
nodded.

Shaw peered at
his watch; Charles saw a faint flicker of annoyance slide across
his features.

“If you have
the time, that is.”

“I have the
time Radcliffe; you don’t. But it’s going to take a couple of
minutes to get your engine going again, and I don’t have anything
better to do.”

Charles wasn’t
sure that he wanted to spend anymore time than he had to with the
spotless officer. The man was a bore and he was on the verge of
telling him so; but he was still curious.

“I’ll make this
as short as I can.” Shaw leaned his back against the hull of
Deadbeat and lit a cigarette. “We followed you up to Green Dump
last night, just in case any of you couldn’t make the jumping off
points. The tank has a new type of differential and reduction gear,
so we can go a bit faster and we can steer on the brakes; you
probably noticed that we’ve got rid of the steering wheels.”

Charles looked
at the rear of the tank and saw that trailing wheels that should
have been attached to the rear hull were indeed missing.

“They really
don’t do much,” Shaw went on. “You could ditch yours if you had the
time.”

Charles nodded,
the wheels were supposed to act as a kind of ‘land rudder’ but most
drivers had learned to steer by slowing one track or the other with
the brakes. Unfortunately this had caused the primitive mechanisms
to burn out within a mile of driving. He had seen the way the new
tank had turned and he envied the added manoeuvrability; most of
all he envied the speed.

“What about the
name?”

Shaw drew on
his cigarette and blew a thin stream of smoke into the night.

“Ah well,
Charles,” he took the cigarette and pointed towards the moon that
was just appearing from behind the clouds. “I’m afraid you’ll have
to look for the answer to that one up there.”

Charles looked
up.

“I’m sorry, I
don’t understand.”

Shaw
smiled.

“On the Moon
old boy, on the Moon.”

Charles had
never felt so confused in his life; ‘on the Moon’? What the hell
was the madman on about?

Corporal
Scullin poked his head out of the sponson.

“We’re all
finished sir.”

Charles shook
his head, dismissing the question, the Moon, and anything that the
irritating Shaw had to do with them.

“Alright
Scullin, start her up.” He turned back to the other officer, “Sorry
Shaw, I’d love to stay here and talk astronomy with you…”

“Stop where you
are Corporal!”

Shaw’s voice
cracked across the space between them. A flare hissed into the sky
and the tableau was frozen in the harsh green light. Charles,
shocked, stared at the other officer, Corporal Scullin poised
comically half in and half out of the tank, then the flare
spluttered and died.

“Sorry
Radcliffe.”

Shaw’s voice
sounded genuinely apologetic and Charles shook his head, trying to
keep up with the change of moods. Shaw fumbled in his pocket again
and then handed a small container to the Corporal.

“Just pour this
into the oil filler before you start up.”

Scullin nodded
and disappeared once more.

“What was that
Shaw?”

Before officer
could answer, Charles heard a thudding of hooves from behind. He
turned to see a red tabbed officer mounted on a magnificent
chestnut-gelding ride up to them.

“Staff
officer,” thought Charles, “not often you see one of those this
close to the line”. In fact, it was so unusual that he momentarily
forgot about the mysterious container. The two men stiffened in
salute as the rider’s rank badges proclaimed him to be a Staff
Colonel.

“Good morning,
gentlemen.”

“Good morning
Sir”

“Ah, Shaw, I
see you found your way all right. Everything as it should be?”

“Yes Sir, I
think we’ve fixed the problem.”

As Shaw spoke
they all heard Deadbeat’s engine cough into life, then settle into
a steady rumble

“The lads seem
to have things in hand now Sir.” Shaw looked at Charles, “That
sounds better?”

In his short
career as an officer, Charles had never questioned a senior
officer, however, since the Colonel seemed to be familiar with Shaw
and his mysterious tank, he thought the man might provide him with
some answers. He opened his mouth to speak, but the Colonel got in
first.

“Radcliffe
isn’t it? Thought so, like to keep up with the names of my
officers,” he boomed heartily, “I suppose you’re wondering where
this tank and its crew came from, yes?”

“Er, yes
Sir,”

“Can’t tell you
I’m afraid, and as I’m sure you have realised, some of the
modifications to Lieutenant Shaw’s vehicle are, to say the least
experimental.”

“Yes Sir,
but...”

“So that’s all
sorted out then? Good. So I’ll just do what I came to do, which is
to wish you all good luck and good hunting, I’m sure I don’t need
to tell you that the C in C will be watching the outcome of your
assault very closely, he expects great things from these new
machines.”

Shaw turned to
look directly at Charles as he replied to the Colonel,

“Thank you Sir,
now I’m sure that Mister Radcliffe would like to be on his way, he
has a lot of time to make up

“Yes, well,
good luck once again lieutenant.”

Charles knew
when he was being dismissed and he turned to leave, putting his
curiosity to the back of his mind. As he brought his hand up in
salute, Corporal Scullin stepped out of the tank and before anybody
had realised what he was doing, had walked across to Frau Mauro and
jerked open the sponson door.”

“Hello there,
anybody home?...” Suddenly his voice choked off, and they all saw
the NCO stagger away from the tank, his eyes wide with shock.

Shaw moved in
quickly.

“I think you’d
better give your man a stiff drink, Radcliffe, he seems a little
unsteady on his feet, nerves perhaps? I’m sure we’re all suffering
from those to some degree?”

Shaw smiled
disarmingly as he spoke, but Charles was still looking at the
Corporal.

“What’s the
problem Scullin? What did you see?”

Before the man
could answer, the Staff Colonel looked pointedly at his watch.

“Good luck
Lieutenant.”

Charles grabbed
the Corporal and pushed him towards Deadbeat.

“Come on,
Scullin, let’s get the hell out of here.”

“Charles?”

Shaw’s voice
made him turn back while the Corporal climbed back into the
familiar interior of his own tank as fast as he could.

“What is it
Shaw, as you said, I’m behind schedule.”

Shaw
nodded.

“Just wanted to
tell you that you can probably push the engine a bit harder with
those plugs.” He waved his hand in mock salute, “If you’re lucky,
you might catch up with the rest of your group.”

 



*******************************************************

 


Shaw and the
Colonel watched as Deadbeat heaved it’s bulk into the centre of
what passed for a road and crawled slowly away, the screech of her
tracks fading gradually into the background noise of war.

“So, everything
alright?

Shaw ignored
the question and walked slowly back to his own tank.

“Shaw…?”

“I heard you
the first time.” He opened the door and turned back. “And yes,
every thing's alright, just like it was last time and the time
before and the time before that.”

The Colonel
heeled his mount into walk.

Shaw watched
him approach.

“He’s got the
new plugs, he’s got the oil additive, so even if the bloody
bearings run dry, they can’t seize.”

“So everything
should…”

Shaw cut him
off

“Yeah,
everything should go just like last time.” His tone had stopped
just short of anger and seemed to be stuck between sarcasm and
frustrated.

“But you’re not
giving up?” The Colonel sounded like he was pleading.

Shaw
sighed.

“No, I’m not
giving up, but I’m rapidly getting bored with this game.” He
stepped up into the tank. “Alright, I’m off, are you heading back
now?”

“The Colonel
nodded.

“Yes, I’m
finished here.” He moved away, then stopped, “By the way,”

Shaw paused in
the act of closing the door and looked up.

“What is it,
I’ve got people to kill.”

“I was just
going to say that there’s another tank broken down a mile back down
the road.”

“Yes?”

“It wasn’t
there last time.”

Shaw narrowed
his eyes thoughtfully for a second.

“Now that’s
interesting….” He smiled, “OK Thanks, see you later.”

The Colonel
watched as Frau Mauro moved smoothly off in the tracks of Deadbeat,
before spurring his horse into a canter and moving back down the
road. Away from the war.

 



**************************************************

 


Deadbeat
lurched her way over the British frontline five minutes behind the
infantry and ten minutes behind the other three tanks of it’s
group. The engine had performed flawlessly; indeed even the clouds
of oil smoke that normally poured from the exhaust had faded to a
faint blue haze. Corporal Scullin had found that he could squeeze
nearly fifty percent more speed from the tank; hence they had
almost made up the time lost through the breakdown.

Half an hour
later, Deadbeat, following the course allotted to it, crawled it’s
way around the southern edge of Flers and headed towards the second
objective; a low ridge that ran south west across their front.

The tank had
performed almost miraculously, and the gunners had dealt with the
German machineguns in the edge of the village as they passed them.
Charles felt on top of the world. This crazy, lashed up,
stuttering, ear-splitting concoction of boilerplate and rivets was
actually working; it was actually doing everything it was supposed
to do. Every now and then Deadbeat had lurched and faltered as a
shell had fallen nearby, and at first the crew had ducked
instinctively when the shrapnel clanged and pinged against the
armour. But every time, Corporal Scullin had performed a near
miracle of driving, and had somehow kept them moving. The German
gunners, suddenly presented with moving targets, were slow to
re-sight their guns and the best they had managed so far had been
near misses.

Charles cracked
open the armoured visor in front of him and peered out. Suddenly
the view tilted crazily and he was thrown violently against the
driver as Deadbeat crawled into yet another shell hole. He steadied
himself; feeling the floor tilt upwards as the tracks churned and
the tank heaved itself up the other side. Charles pounded the
Corporal on the shoulder and pointed forward, towards the ridge.
Scullin nodded and spun the steering wheel. Behind them the pair of
wheels slewed sideways and Deadbeat swung in a wide arc towards the
objective.

Charles
stiffened as another tank loomed into his limited field of vision.
So Shaw and his experimental tank with the strange name had managed
it this far, had they? The name was easy to make out as the other
tank slewed from side to side, advancing directly in front of
him.

“Nice driving,”
Thought Charles, “By God I wish we could manoeuvre like that!”

The erratic
motion of the tank was causing the German gunners on the ridge no
end of trouble. He could almost see their consternation as they
tried desperately to swing their heavy guns around to keep the
sights bearing on the tank. It couldn’t last, Charles knew and his
heart sank when he saw a brilliant jet of flame erupt from the
front of Frau Mauro, followed in quick succession by three more, as
the field guns found the range.

“Poor chaps,”
thought Charles. Then, unbelievably, he saw the supposedly stricken
machine emerge from the shell bursts and keep right on going as if
nothing had happened. Flame spiked from the tank’s cannon as Shaw
proceeded to take on the German artillery, knocking out the battery
and clearing the way for the slower vehicles.

“This is not
real,” thought Charles, as the surprise wore off, “these cars can’t
take that sort of damage and survive, let alone still fight.”

He determined
to ask Shaw some questions when and if they got to Flers.

Lieutenant
Radcliffe had been watching Frau Mauro now for about five minute.
This was just enough time for the horns of Deadbeat to pass the
sights of a German field piece that had been hurriedly dragged
around through ninety degrees in order to enfilade the advancing
tanks. Charles was still staring at the other tank when he saw it
turn right and increase speed to what seemed an impossible rate,
and dash forward, across the front of Deadbeat, all guns
blazing.

“That tank is
amazing!” he yelled, turning to Corporal Scullin.

A seventy seven
millimetre high explosive shell crashed through the armour plate in
line with his head, piercing the twenty three gallon petrol tank
before exploding one twentieth of a second later, turning the
interior of Deadbeat tank into a shrieking, blazing
incinerator.

Lieutenant Shaw
pushed open the hatch in the roof of his tank and surveyed the
blazing wreck that had been Deadbeat and her eight-man crew. He
looked down at the German field gun that now lay crushed beneath
his tracks, the gunners lying in a tangled heap where his shells
had caught them.

“Fuck it! Fuck
it!” He pounded the armour in frustration. “I keep missing that
last fucking gun!”

 



Chapter 1

Southern
Hemisphere

The Present
Day

 


It was
cold, not the fresh, biting cold, she knew from experience,
that she would find at twelve thousand feet, later in the day, but
cold, none the less.

Elizabeth
Hatfield, known universally and irrevocably as Libby, huddled
deeper into the layers of T-shirts and windcheaters she was
wearing. Her face although pleasant enough, lacked any of the
attributes by which people would have called her beautiful. Her
eyes, for instance were a nondescript grey-green-brownish colour,
the same as her mid length hair, and were set a little too close
together. Her nose was just long enough to avoid being referred to
as “pug”. Some had called it cute; it was probably her best
feature. The nose crowned a mouth best described as generous, which
fortunately held small, even teeth and smiled readily. All in all
Libby’s face, in the last years of it’s second decade, although not
really attractive, was not unpleasant. The main problem, as she
acknowledged herself, was that the face sat on a fairly shapeless
body, made even more so by the various layers of clothes she had
wrapped around it. No, at five feet and three inches tall, weighing
in at seventy kilograms Libby Hatfield was never going to turn any
lusting male heads in her direction. She didn’t care. The only
thing that really mattered in Libby’s life was flying, and she was
the best jump pilot in the business.

Today had
started as routine enough; Libby had turned up at the Drop Zone,
passing, as usual, under the faded sign that proclaimed the place
to be;



“Macksey
Drop Zone,

Home of the
Blue Coast Skydivers,

The friendliest
D.Z. on the coast”.

 


Well, Libby had
mused, and not for the first time, it was definitely on the coast,
and sometimes the coastline looked blueish, but as to the
friendliest bit, she had to admit that she’d experienced better.
Anyway, flying skydivers provided her with free flying hours and
experience you just couldn’t get flying pristine Cherokees at some
flying club whilst having to pay for the privilege. Libby figured
she could put up with a lot for that.

So, that
morning, she had walked out to where the 1960 vintage Cessna 182
was tied down and, as was her habit, slowed as she approached.
Libby liked to savour this moment. The building excitement, the
slight quickening of her heartbeat as her eyes roamed over the
expanse of the high set wings and the eager stance of the aircraft
as it perched on its tricycle undercarriage, seemingly impatient
for flight. Then some of the romance had evaporated as she passed
under the wing and noticed the familiar peeling paintwork and the
spartan interior, graced only by the dubious comfort of her single
left-hand seat. And as usual, she had smiled inwardly,

‘what the
hell,’ she had thought, ‘it may not be much, but it’s an aeroplane,
and for today and tomorrow, she’s all mine!’

Libby had just
finished preparing the plane, checking the systems and warming the
engine when one of the instructors had approached the area with
three students in tow.

“First load for
you, Lib.” He had called. “All Dope-Ropers!”

Libby had
frowned, squinting as she peered at the figure trying to make out
who it was. The instructor had used the colloquial, derogatory term
for “Static Line”. This was, she knew probably the most demanding
jump flying that a pilot could do. By any normal standards most
people would regard it as insane. This was because flying static
liners involved holding the Cessna steady as the student climbed
out of the door and worked his/her way along the wing strut, using
the wheel as a step, before falling free and allowing the three
meter Static line of tubular woven nylon to extract the parachute
and allow it to deploy. It involved doing this at least three times
per flight. Surprisingly, the static line had a good record as a
reliable deployment device, so long as the instructor or jumpmaster
knew his stuff. That was the problem, Libby’s frown had deepened as
she recognised the young jumpmaster of her first load.

Terry Foley was
the last person Libby would have wanted on the first sortie of the
day. He was very young, about eighteen, very confident, very new to
instructing, (and skydiving, having done his first jump barely
twelve months before), very good looking, and very much the only
son of the chief instructor and owner of Macksey D.Z. Terrence
Foley senior.

The young
instructor had thrown a glance at Libby as he checked the student’s
parachutes.

“Three runs at
three five, OK Libbs”, he had called.

‘Libbs’; she
hated that name and that young arsehole knew it. Libby Hatfield and
Terry Foley had disliked each other at almost first sight and the
relationship had not improved with age. She had regarded the trio
of students warily, recognising them from the week before when it
had been too windy to jump. These three were first timers; in other
words, unknowns. There were two females and a male; well boy
really, she remembered thinking. Then she had stared curiously at
the two girls. They were blond, they looked eerily identical, they
both wore an excesive amount of cosmetics for the occasion, and
they seemed to break into fits of nervous giggles at regular
intervals.

Great, she had
thought, a pair of bloody Barbie dolls on the first load. Not that
Libby had anything against that particular brand of pre-pubescent
plaything, indeed she had owned several of the perfectly pink toys
herself, until her own lower limbs had refused to grow to the
proportions set by Barbie, and all three had been consigned to an
old shoebox at the rear of her wardrobe in a fit of early teen
depression,. Then she had chided herself; you shouldn’t judge
people on first impressions, maybe this pair just looked like
airheads.

Terry had been
finishing his checks when one of the twins had let out a brief
squeal that transformed into a giggle, while playfully slapping one
of the young instructor’s hands away from the buckle of her leg
strap. Libby had sighed in disgust; so she was dealing with bimbos
after all. As Terry loaded the students into the Cessna, she had
gone through her routine start up checks, ticking each item off on
her mental checklist; mixture rich, carby heat cold, switches,
radio on. The high pitched whine of the instrument gyros was
vaguely discernible through her headset…HEADSET! Something was
wrong. The comforting background hiss of the radio was missing.
Libby toggled the radio and master power switches a couple of times
before turning to the jumpmaster.

“Terry.” She
called. Then, when the instructor had ignored her; “Oi! Terry!
What’s wrong with this bloody radio? Did your Dad say anything
about it?”

Terry had
turned reluctantly from his task of settling the three students
into their positions to throw a faintly annoyed look towards the
front of the cockpit.

“What’s up
Libs? Oh that.” He said in response to her gesture at the
malfunctioning equipment “Yeah, Dad’s going to get someone out to
fix it today sometime, not to worry, eh?”

“Sorry Terry,
but you know the rules,” had been her response “no radio, no fly”.
And she had started to shut the aircraft down. The next thing Libby
had seen was the descending right fist of the jumpmaster as he
administered a resounding thump to the top of the dashboard. Next
second, she was clawing at her head-set as the radio let out a
piercing electronic scream before settling into the familiar low
hiss that she had missed before.

“How’s that?”
Asked a grinning Terry, “OK now?”

Libby had
glared at the boy.

“Yep, that’s
fine thanks”, she had replied “but we’re not going anywhere, not
until this piece of junk gets looked at by someone who knows what
he’s doing.” Libby had removed her headset. “What if it dies again?
How do I get air clearance for your drop?”

Then things had
got rather serious.

“Look
Libby, it’s like this, I can go and get Dad to sort you out,
but he’ll only say the same thing as me, so listen; we have a lot
of people to jump today, heaps of students, tandems, low loads,
high loads, lots of flying for you.” Terry had paused, and turned
to look out of the side window of the Cessna before continuing.
“But if you don’t want to fly, if you feel you don’t need the
hours, then don’t fly; no problem. Dad can take this first load and
we’ll just call in another pilot to do the rest.” He turned his
head to face her again and grinned, “C’mon Libs what’s your
problem, the radio works doesn’t it?”

Libby had taken
a deep breath; he had her, she had admitted to herself, had her by
the short and curlies. The thought of not flying for the
foreseeable future was not even worth contemplating. Because Libby
held no illusions about her situation, if she refused to fly here,
Foley senior would make sure that she didn’t do any jump flying
anywhere. And all the while the radio had been hissing quietly in
her headset. Thinking that this was probably how a prostitute feels
when the negotiations were over, she had replied,

“Yes, the radio
works.”

Terry’s grin
had been replaced by a look of cold satisfaction,

“Then fly the
fucking plane.”

So here she
was, snuggling deeper into her clothing and climbing the Cessna
through two thousand feet. The radio hadn’t faltered, and she
pushed the unpleasant conversation to the back of her mind as she
concentrated on flying the aircraft.

Libby pushed
firmly on the rudder bar with her right foot and turned the control
yoke in the same direction, gently banking the plane through a
perfectly coordinated turn to line the nose up on the correct
heading. She looked over her shoulder at her passengers. Terry,
true to form, was ignoring the first student, a youth of around
seventeen years, and was concentrating on the twins. The pilot gave
a wry grin, they didn’t seem to be giggling at all now. She glanced
at the altimeter on the dashboard and nodded to herself. Two
thousand eight hundred feet. This was the moment; it never seemed
to fail, the realisation of what was about to happen. All that
laughing and joking on the ground disappeared like mist in the wind
as the students realised they were actually going to jump from a
perfectly serviceable aeroplane for the first time.

Everything was
ready, as far as her side of things went. She had called for, and
received clearance for the jump, the Drop Zone target was just
disappearing under the nose, and the airspeed and altitude were
both nudging the right numbers

Libby glanced
sideways at the boy kneeling forlorn and abandoned alongside her,
awkward in his unfamiliar harness. ‘Poor little bugger,’ she
thought, ‘it’s not your fault you weren’t born with tits and blonde
hair.’ She gave him a nudge with her elbow.

“All right
mate?” she yelled over the muted roar of the engine. He summoned up
a lopsided grin and raised a shaky thumb.

“You’ll be OK,”
Libby smiled encouragingly. “Nearly there.” She saw the needle of
the altimeter creeping through three thousand three hundred feet
and checked her heading again. It was perfect. Again she looked
over her shoulder and sighed. Any jumpmaster who was doing his job
would have been up behind her checking the run in, the altitude,
the static line attachments, and all of the myriad things that need
checking before the first student climbed out on the wing strut.
Terry was doing none of these things. Terry Foley was still
chatting up the twins in the rear of the Cessna. ‘Time to wake him
up’, thought Libby. She leaned over to the first student and said
in as low a voice as possible;

“I’m going to
open the door now, it makes a bit of a bang, but don’t worry about
it.” The boy flashed a grin at her raising his thumb again. Libby
relaxed; at least the first jump should go well. “You’ll be fine.”
She said, leaning over and grasping the “D” shaped handle of the
in-flight door. Turning her head, she took a deep breath and
yelled;

“JUMP RUN! DOOR
OPENING!”

Libby twisted
the handle to the left, and then let it go, allowing the door to
flip upwards and outwards as the eighty knot slipstream took hold
and slammed it against the stop on the lower surface of the wing
with a resounding crash. Instantly the noise of the engine was
multiplied tenfold, and the howling banshee of the wind swirled in
to assault the senses of the unprepared occupants in the rear of
the aircraft.

Terry had swung
around at her first warning and now he scowled at her,

“Nice going
Libs, thanks for the warning.”

Libby summoned
up her sweetest smile before replying

“I just thought
you needed a wake up call.”

Terry smiled
back sarcastically before turning back to the twins,

“Alright
ladies?” the two girls didn’t answer, they were staring fixedly
through the open door at the ground, now three thousand five
hundred feet below. Terry turned back to the door, lowered his
goggles and pushed his head into the slipstream, looking down.
Holding his left fist clenched in front of Libby, he extended the
thumb and held it out to the right, indicating that he wanted her
to turn the Cessna five degrees in that direction. Accordingly she
pressed lightly on the rudder bar with her right foot skidding the
plane though a flat turn. Terry changed the signal to a flat hand,
fingers extended, pointing forward and Libby obeyed the new signal,
stopping the turn. He leaned forward and yelled;

“POWER OFF!
BRAKES ON!”

Libby grasped
the hand throttle and pulled it towards her, chopping the power and
the noise, then she pressed her toes into the tops of the rudder
pedals, applying the wheel brakes. Terry gave the boy a hearty slap
on the shoulder shouting;

“OUT YA
GET!”

‘This was it’,
thought Libby, ‘will he, or wont he?’ But the training took over
and the boy climbed out of the small plane like a pro. In no time,
he was hanging from the end of the strut, near to where it joined
the wing, and she progressively applied opposite aileron to
compensate for the boy’s weight.

“GO!” Called
Terry, and there was a snapping jerk that Libby could feel through
the airframe as the static line took up. Terry leaned over from the
opening

“He’s OK”

As she tilted
the wings, she could see the suddenly tiny figure dangling from the
multi-coloured square of the parachute.

She brought the
Cessna around for the second run in while Terry got the first of
the twins manoeuvred into the door. Libby glanced down at the
girl’s face. It was expressionless, the eyes fixed and staring.
‘She’s lost it,’ she thought to herself, ‘this one’s not going to
jump.’ She looked over at the jumpmaster but Terry already had his
head out of the door. Libby reached over and tugged at the sleeve
of his tracksuit to attract his attention, the instructor looked up
irritably. She gestured at the student in the door and raised her
eyebrows questioningly. Terry looked at the back of the girl’s
head, then back at Libby, smiled, shrugged his shoulders and
yelled;

“POWER OFF!
BRAKES ON! OUT YOU GET!”

Libby did her
part, and the noise of the engine died away as before, but this
time the student didn’t move. The pilot smiled faintly, shaking her
head, ‘she’s not going to go, too bad; Terry will have to stay with
her and miss his jump.’ For that was one of the perks of being a
jumpmaster; when all the students had been dispatched, the
instructor got a free jump. Of course, if one of them panicked, and
had to stay in the aircraft, then the jumpmaster would have to stay
too. That was his job. Or it was supposed to be.

Libby had
reckoned without Terry’s powers of persuasion and she looked on in
growing disbelief at what happened next.

Terry put his
shoulder against the student’s parachute pack and heaved, pushing
her bodily through the opening into space. As she fell, she
suddenly seemed to wake up, and Libby saw straight into the young
girl’s eyes as a thin, despairing wail came from between her
clenched teeth. Libby watched, as if in slow motion as the
student’s fingers clutched despairingly at the strut, and then she
fell away, starting to tumble as her static line coiled after her.
Suddenly the Cessna lurched sideways, almost throwing Terry out
after the student. For a moment, it seemed to stagger in air. Libby
instinctively opened the throttle and then it picked up as the
flying surfaces responded to the stronger airflow.

Libby looked
back toward the door as Terry picked himself up and looked out,
when he turned back to the pilot, his face was white with shock and
he was screaming. It took a couple of seconds for Libby to work out
what he was saying.

“Hook-up!
Static line hook-up, oh shit!

Static line
hook-up. Libby had heard of it, who hadn’t? It was a story they
told to new jumpmasters under the heading, “So you want to be an
instructor?” along with engine failure, in-flight fires and
sexually transmitted diseases. These tales were supposed to scare
the new instructors and amuse everyone else. It worked, everyone
was duly amused. Until now. Now it was suddenly very real, and as
her numbed mind rapidly cleared, Libby realised what must have
happened. In his reluctance to allow the terrified student to
descend in the Cessna, Terry had pushed the girl bodily from the
plane. As she fell, she had somehow managed to grab the wing strut
in passing, causing her body to tumble, and so the three metre line
that was intended to deploy the parachute had somehow wrapped
itself around something. The luckless girl was now presumably
trailing somewhere beneath the aircraft’s fuselage, still three
thousand five hundred feet above the ground.

There was, of
course, a laid down procedure for this situation. There was a
procedure for most things. Unfortunately, this was what made the
story such fun to tell to up and coming instructors; this was the
scary bit. This one, as Libby remembered it, involved the
jumpmaster climbing down the static line and grasping the student
by the parachute harness before cutting the line, allowing them
both to fall free of the plane. Then the instructor had around
fourteen seconds in which to deploy the student’s reserve
parachute, fall clear, and deploy his own canopy.

Easy. No
problem. In theory. The catch was that the pilot would have to
maintain the aeroplane’s altitude while all this was going on and
Libby had been steadily applying power to the six cylinder engine
in order to do just that. Now the big, twin bladed alloy propeller
was churning the airflow to an invisible foam before hurling it
rearwards in a swirling, pulsating hurricane. It was this blast of
air that Terry was going to have to fight as he struggled down to
the girl.

Libby pushed
the throttle in the last few millimetres to the stop. She hoped he
was up to it. She looked at the jumpmaster, Terry hadn’t moved, he
was still staring wide eyed at Libby.

“C’mon Terry,”
she yelled, “C’mon, do something.” Again the instructor didn’t
move. Libby took a quick glance around her instrument panel; she
couldn’t believe how calm she felt now that the initial shock was
over, now it was just a problem to be solved.


“Unfortunately,” the pilot realised, “I’m not the person who can
solve it at the moment.” She came to a decision; she leaned over to
the motionless jumpmaster and delivered a stinging open handed slap
to the side of his face. Then she brought her mouth as close to
Terry’s ear as she could without leaving the controls and screamed
at him.

“Terry! You
useless piece of shit! You know what you have to do, I can’t help
her, it’s all up to you.” She turned from the boy and pulled a
small knife from its pocket alongside her seat and held it out to
him, “Now take this and get on with it. I’ll try to maintain this
height”

Libby
deliberately made her voice firm in the hope that Terry would snap
out of his panic. It seemed to work; the young man’s eyes suddenly
focused on the proffered knife and he reached out to take it from
her hand.

“What’s going
on? What’s happened to Kylie? Where is she?” The shrill voice in
her ear made Libby start violently, and she suddenly remembered the
girl’s twin in the rear of the Cessna. She too had evidently woken
up from her fear-induced coma. This too was Terry’s department; he
was supposed to be looking after the students, while she, Libby,
did the flying. That was how things worked, or were supposed
to.

Once again she
looked across at the jumpmaster. Terry, with the single-mindedness
that only the seriously panicked mind can achieve had already
started to climb out of the door, holding the knife, she noticed
incredulously, between his teeth like some latter-day Walt Disney
pirate character.

Ever since that
terrible jerk on the airframe that had told her that something was
wrong, Libby had been aware that some part of her mind was still
thinking quite calmly and rationally. That part of her mind had
been quietly going about the business of breathing, keeping her
blood racing around her body, and doing all the things necessary to
keep the Cessna airborne. It was this part of her mind that now
came to the fore and told her that the throttle was pushed hard up
against the firewall and that consequently, the engine had no more
power to give. It was with a sinking feeling in the pit of her
stomach that Libby looked at the gauge showing the aircraft’s rate
of climb. And descent. Especially descent.

When Libby had
first started learning to fly one of her instructors had told her
the amusing fact that an abundance of height never killed anyone,
lack of that same commodity however, would have serious
consequences.

The rate of
climb indicator was, by the downward slope of the needle, reading a
steady descent of just under fifty feet per minute. Libby glanced
at the altimeter, amazingly it still showed three and a half
thousand feet. Then as she watched, the larger of the two needles
began, very slowly, to creep backwards around the dial. She did the
mental calculation. It did not take her more than a second to work
out that the drag of the trailing student would cause the plane to
make contact with the ground in approximately thirty-five minutes.
“Still,” she thought, “if everything goes OK thirty five minutes
should be heaps of time.” After all Terry should have the line cut
in a matter of seconds now. Suddenly her headset was torn from her
ears.

“Where is my
sister?” screamed the other student, “And where is he going?” Libby
swung around to face the girl, who was now staring with fear
widened eyes at the figure of her erstwhile instructor who seemed
to be climbing through the door of the aircraft with a knife stuck
between his teeth. Libby did her best to calm her, while trying to
explain the situation to the girl. She wasn’t very successful. In
fact she very soon found herself talking to the wind as the twin
shuffled rapidly forward and stuck her head out of the door,
looking back towards the tail. She knelt in the door for a long
second, and then swung back to Libby.

“Where did he
go?”

The pilot felt
the icy fingers of panic begin to clutch at her heart and she
fought them back answering.

“What d’ya
mean? He must be there, where else could he go?”

But Libby was
already gingerly banking the Cessna around to the right to reveal
what she really didn’t want to see. Terry had gone. Either he had
slipped, or deliberately jumped, leaving the student trailing by
her uncut static-line. And to make matters even more hopeless, he
had taken the only knife in the plane with him. As she continued
the turn, she caught a glimpse of the boy suspended safely under
the square of his parachute.

Libby wanted to
scream! Inwardly she cursed the immature prick that thought an
instructor rating was a licence to fuck anything in a skirt. She
cursed the mature prick that gave him the jumpmaster ticket in the
first place. She cursed the drop zone. She cursed skydiving in
general, and static line in particular. But mostly she cursed
herself for agreeing to fly Terry and his airborne singles bar in
the first place. The blond girl was still shouting at her.

“WHERE. IS. HE?
What’s happened to my sister? Oh my god!”

With a
considerable effort Libby pulled herself together, ‘OK’ she
thought, ‘lets take this one step at a time.’ A stray thought
entered her mind as her sense of humour tried tentatively to assert
itself; ‘”Houston, we have a problem!” Yeah, no shit.’ At least the
reference pushed the feeling of panic away for the moment and
allowed her to think clearly. ‘Think clearly? About what?’ She
asked herself furiously. ‘Alright; I have one student dangling at
the end of a three meter line. This means I can’t land without
injuring or probably killing her unless I cut the line. And I can’t
cut the line because Terry took the only knife we had.’ Libby
weighed up her options, ‘I can’t land because I’ll kill her, and I
have to land soon, but where?’ She peered forward through the
shimmering haze of the propeller. It was the usual view of
coastline and hinterland. An idea started to form in Libby’s mind
“if all else fails, I’m going to ditch her in the sea.” She knew
that that would be an extremely risky undertaking as the Cessna had
a fixed undercarriage which would almost certainly cause the plane
to flip over as soon as the wheels touched the waves, so it would
definitely be a last resort. Libby was still scanning the forward
horizon, looking for inspiration, when she glanced to her left.
About ten kilometres inland, she caught sight of a large runway
complex and recognised it immediately.

“Rockway Air
Force base,” she breathed. The pilot knew that the base had the
longest runway around this part of the country, and if she could
just bring the Cessna down low enough…

Libby’s thought
process was suddenly interrupted

“What’s
happened? DO something,” the student was still on her knees in the
door and was looking across at Libby with large, pleading eyes.

‘Oh shit!’ she
thought, ‘I’m going to need help with this.’

“Look, we have
a situation here,” She fought to keep her voice level. “Terry was
supposed to cut your sister loose, but it looks like he fell before
he could do it.” The girl just stared back, blankly. ‘Oh god,’
thought Libby, ‘please don’t go bimbo on me now.’

“Hey! I need
your help, I can’t do this alone” she shouted, trying to snap the
girl into some understanding.

It seemed to
work

“OK,” the girl
said with a voice that she was still struggling to control, “what
do you need me to do?”

Libby sensed
that the worst of the panic was over and she felt like kissing her.
Instead, she gave her a job.

“I need to know
how you sister is doing; have look at her for me.” The girl turned
and craned her neck out of the door.

“She’s just
hanging there…just kind of…flopping around,” said the girl.

“Good, that’s
fine.” Libby was thinking fast; ‘sounds like she’s unconscious, at
least that should keep her hands away from the reserve handle.’ All
parachutists carried a reserve ‘chute in case the main canopy
failed to open. However pulling the ripcord to deploy the reserve
in this situation would almost certainly be catastrophic; the
canopy would stream out and wrap itself around the tail of the
Cessna. And if that happened, Libby knew that she would lose
control of the plane altogether. If the trailing student was out of
it then so much the better.

During the past
few minutes, the pilot had kept up her habitual scan of her
instruments almost without thinking, but she now looked closer at
her altimeter. Already it had sunk to a reading of three thousand
feet. How could that be? Then she looked at the rate of climb
indicator; it had dropped further, now showing a descent rate of
almost one hundred feet per minute. Her flying time had effectively
been cut in half. What was wrong? Frantically Libby checked the
gauges and controls. The throttle was pushed hard up against the
stop and the mixture and pitch knobs were in the right place. Then
she heard it. Faintly, above the howling of the wind, that had been
effectively masking it until she concentrated, she could hear that
the engine was miss-firing on one or more of its six cylinders.
Regularly. With yet another sinking feeling, Libby was forced into
the realisation that, despite her careful pre-flight checks,
something was now wrong with engine. She flipped the magneto
switches and listened intently. It made no difference. Libby looked
at the large runway now just to the right of her tailplane
calculating the distance. If she turned now she would have more
than enough altitude to reach it.

The more she
thought about her plan, the crazier it sounded but up here, and
running out of options, it seemed almost logical: She would bring
the Cessna in low over the runway threshold, slow enough for some
sort of open vehicle to keep up with her. With good communications
and a huge dollop of luck, Libby would bring the trailing student
down to the point where someone could grab her and cut her loose.
It held some enormous risks, but the only alternative that she
could see was trying to ditch in the sea. And that was a definite
last resort; Libby looked at the student and tried to smile.

“What’s your
name? I’m Libby.”

The girl smiled
back in spite her sister’s predicament.

“Katie.”

“Alright Katie,
just sit with your back to the dashboard here,” the girl, clumsy in
her parachute rig, struggled into position, “and keep an eye on
your sister, tell me if she looks like waking up. I’m going to call
Rockway on the radio” Libby repositioned her headset over her ears,
and flipped the mike button, as she began a shallow turn to the
right

“ Mayday,
mayday, mayday. Rockway tower, this is Cessna Tango Romeo
Yank.....Aaah!”

Libby gasped as
a familiar but still piercing electronic scream ripped through her
head and the radio went dead for the second time that day.

‘This is not
happening; this is a dream,’ Libby smashed her fist onto the
dashboard, more in frustration than in any attempt to get any
response from the recalcitrant communications equipment. There was
nothing. Losing her temper, she hit the top of the instrument panel
repeatedly, all the while cursing Terry Foley and condemning him to
the worst possible fate she could think of.

She was in the
process of mentally pushing the young instructor, penis first,
through a whirling propeller for the third time when a tug on her
leg brought her crashing back to reality.

“What’s wrong
now!” Katie asked.

Libby looked
down at the girl, huddled into the corner of the still open door,
‘you don’t want know,’ she thought, ‘not really,’ because, as the
pilot now realised, there was no chance of carrying out her
original plan. Not without a radio.

Just for good
measure, she brought her fist down one last time. There was a pause
and then a long drawn out electronic murmur in her headset that
faded finally to a gurgle before dieing altogether. A thin tendril
of smoke wormed its way out of the panel above the radio, only to
be whisked instantly away by the wind. A faint whiff of burning
insulation assaulted her nostrils.

“Are we on
fire?” the question came from Katie.

“No,” answered
Libby “we’re OK, we’re good.”

She scabbled
frantically for the radio switch and turned it off. It didn’t help;
the smell just got stronger.

“I can smell
burning.” Katie was instinctively edging her body away from the
source of the smell. The pilot fumbled with suddenly clumsy fingers
at the circuit breaker and finally popped it free. The pungent
aroma died away. Libby took a deep breath and tried to slow her
racing heart. She realised with trepidation even as she turned the
Cessna back towards the coast that she had now run out of options.
The ocean was the only place she could possibly put the plane down
without killing the trailing Kylie. The pilot looked at the other
twin and tried to give her the encouragement that she didn’t feel
herself.

“It’s OK,” she
said, “just a short circuit, it’s fixed now.” She took a breath;
“But the bad news is, we have no radio,”

Katie looked up
at her and attempted a weak smile,

“And the good
news?”

“There is
none,” replied Libby, “look, the only thing I can do is put us down
in the sea.” She gestured at the expanse of ocean in front of the
nose. She glanced at the altimeter; it was down to two thousand
feet, looking up again at the slowly approaching coastline, Libby
knew she wasn’t going to make it. The brief turn towards the
airbase had used too much of her precious height. “Well” she
thought, “if all bets are off, at least I can save one of
them.”

She leaned over
to the student.

“Katie, I want
you to do something for me.”

The girl looked
up expectantly.

“Yes.”

“Katie, I want
you to jump,”

the student’s
eyes widened and she shook her head violently from side to side as
what colour remained drained from her face,

“No! No way, I
can’t, I’m sorry but no, look what happened to Kylie.”

Libby did her
best to explain;

“Katie, there’s
no time to discuss this, very soon we are going to be too low.
You’ve got a perfectly good ‘chute on your back and your line’s
still attached so all you have to do is put one foot on the step,
point yourself at the nearest piece of blue sky and…”

“No! I can’t I
just can’t.”

Libby looked at
the altimeter again, eighteen hundred; she had time for one last
try.

“Katie I don’t
have time to argue with you,” She spoke quickly, “and I can’t throw
you out, but please listen to me. When this plane hits the water,
the wheels are going to dig in and flip us over. Hard. When that
happens, there is a good chance that anybody still in the plane
will die.” Libby hadn’t actually thought about dieing until the
words were out of her mouth. Now, confronted by the thought of her
impending demise she was pleased to note that she was not
frightened. Indeed a curious sense of rebellion against her
supposed fate started to grow in her mind. She wasn’t scared
because it wasn’t going to happen. Not today anyway.

Katie looked up
at the pilot;

“What about
Kylie? What will happen to her”

“I don’t know
if I can reach the water,” Libby answered, “but if I can, then she
has a fair chance” she noted that the altitude was now too low for
the girl to jump safely anyway. Katie was looking out of the door
again; suddenly she swung back to the pilot,

“Libby, I think
Kylie’s waking up!”

Kylie awoke
slowly to a strange sensation that felt like somebody was using her
body as a very long stock whip while spinning her violently at the
same time. She was dimly aware of a vast rushing sound in her ears.
Then reality came up and hit her abused senses like a freight
train. She knew precisely where she was, she didn’t know how or
why, but even before she opened her eyes, she knew something had
gone terribly wrong. As she looked about franticly, the ground, the
sky and what could only be the tailplane of the Cessna, revolved
jerkily in some insane kaleidoscope jostling one another in and out
of their positions. Trying to make some sort of coherent picture
out of all of the jumbled fragments proved to be too much. Kylie
did the only logical thing. She panicked.

When Libby
heard Katie scream that her twin was regaining consciousness, her
one thought was to keep her from pulling her reserve ripcord.

“Katie, can she
see you?

“I…I think
so…it’s hard to tell, she keeps waving her arms and twisting
around.”

“Katie, this is
important, you must get her to put her hands on her head.”

“Yes I know,
they told us that last week.”

Libby sighed,
grateful that at least one instructor had been on the ball back at
the Drop Zone. Somebody had obviously taken the time to explain the
emergency procedures to their class.

“Alright, try
to get her to do it, I want her hands well away from that reserve
handle,” She looked straight at the girl, “you understand why?”

“Yes, they told
us that too.”

The altitude
was down to one thousand feet and the coast seemed impossibly far
away. Libby pulled the control column back as far as she dared
trying to stretch the glide as far as she could. The engine was
sounding worse now and she guessed it was only matter of minutes
before it quit altogether. Not that they had minutes. She craned
her neck, trying to see over the nose; they were going to be about
a kilometre short. They were going to crash into the trees on the
foreshore. And there was nothing she could do about it. Libby felt
all the professional veneer of bravado leave her and she wanted to
cry.

Five hundred
feet, Libby had all but given up; Katie was watching her sister
swing crazily on the end of her static line, gesturing desperately,
trying to get her to put her hands on her head. Suddenly, Katie saw
her twin reach her right hand down past her head, scrabbling at her
harness.

Libby…Libby,”
she screamed, “I think she’s going for her handle!”

As she spoke,
the pilot leaned forward in her seat and then let out a loud whoop
of joy.

Libby had been
staring at the coastline when she suddenly saw a small inlet just
off to the left. It had been hidden by the trees that Libby had
seen earlier, and had only become visible as the stricken Cessna
dropped below two hundred feet. She nudged the rudder bar and lined
the nose of the plane up with the mouth of the small bay. So
focused was she on flying, that Libby missed the first warning from
Katie.

“What was
that?” she yelled, all of her concentration on the small strip of
surf between the trees.

Katie had no
time to repeat herself; the plane give an agonising lurch in the
air as Kylie released her three hundred square foot of reserve
canopy into the seventy miles an hour slipstream. The small plane
seemed to writhe in agony pointing its nose to the sky, as if
trying to stay in it’s natural element, and then pure physics took
over as the wings lost all power to keep the Cessna in the air. The
aircraft, its pilot, and passenger swung down like a huge pendulum,
hitting the blue water of the bay in a gigantic welter of foam and
spray followed two seconds later by Kylie, swaying gently under her
parachute.

 



************************************************

 


Libby swam
slowly upwards through the enveloping, soft darkness of her
unconsciousness. Something soft was pushing insistently at her
mouth, and in her confused state, she fought weakly to throw off
whatever was on her face. All at once, her lungs were filled with
stale, second-hand air, and her respiratory system purged itself in
a long choking gasp. A long way away a male voice was counting, and
there was a pulsing, rhythmic pressure on her chest.

“One, two,
three, four, five, ah! OK Jane, I think she’s coming back to us,
well done.” Libby felt a push on her throat as someone checked for
her pulse,

“Yep,” came a
female voice, “she’s got a pulse again” then directly “Hey! Can you
open your eyes? What’s your name? Here, squeeze my hand.”

Libby opened
her eyes and tried to focus; slowly she made out the features of a
young woman who was looking intently into her face. Libby tried to
talk, but all that came out was a low gurgle. She tried again;

“Libby,” she
managed eventually, “what’s happened?”

The ambulance
officer lost her look of concern and replaced it with a wide grin
of relief and triumph.

“Hey! Good to
have you back, we were a bit worried for a while there,” she
gripped Libby’s hand again, “Libby, did you say? Hi, my name’s
Jane,”

Suddenly
Libby’s memory came back with a rush and she looked around wildly,
attempting to raise herself up on her elbows as Jane held her
down.

“My plane, the
twins, Kylie….”

“Libby, Libby,
please try to keep still, you’re going to be OK but you’ve had one
hell of a knock on the head.”

The ambulance
officer had her arms pinned firmly to the sand, it didn’t take a
lot of effort, Libby was as weak as a newborn kitten. As she tried
to crane her head around she felt a sudden rush of dizziness and
the accompanying nausea made her flop back in a cold sweat. She
looked up at Jane pleadingly,

“Please,
where’s Kylie.”

“If you mean
the young girl on the parachute,”

Libby nodded
carefully; she was starting to feel as if any rapid movement of her
head would cause it to explode violently.

“Well, don’t
worry about her, she’s on her way to hospital, no major damage. I’m
sorry I can’t say the same for your aircraft though.” As she spoke
Jane moved a little to one side and Libby was able to see the tail
of the Cessna sticking forlornly out of the shallow water.

“Katie, the
other girl, she was with me in the plane,” the other woman turned
away; “She’s Ok? You got her out? Please, tell me!”

Jane ignored
her and called out to her unseen partner.

“Pete, can you
give me a hand here please.”

The other
officer opened a sterile dressing for the wound on Libby’s forehead
and came over to the two women.

Jane turned
back to the injured pilot.

“Libby, please
try to stay calm. According to those men over there,” she gestured
toward a small group of onlookers, “they managed to get you and the
other girl out of the plane before it sank. Then they dragged Kylie
up the beach and untangled her.” Jane paused and nodded at her
partner.

“The poor girl
was hysterical.” Pete took up the story as he applied the dressing
to her wound. “you must have given her some ride,”

Despite the
growing pain, Libby was sure they were hiding something

“So where is
she? Where’s the girl you got out of the Cessna.”

Pete looked
away, Libby felt a moment of cool to the inside of her elbow, and
then a sharp sting as a needle was pushed into her vein.

“We’re going to
give you some pain management.”

“I’m sorry
Libby,” Pete continued, “It looks like the girl broke her neck when
your plane hit the water, you were lucky, you were strapped in,” he
paused again.

“Oh no.”

“Look, I’m very
sorry, but she was dead when we got here.”

Libby felt a
great wave of sadness wash over her as the drug took effect and she
slipped back into the welcoming, soft, black oblivion. The
officer’s voice was fading, but his last words were very clear.

“I’m sorry, but
she was dead when we arrived.”
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Libby Hatfield
sat on the front steps of the Central Coroner’s Court weeping
silently as she surveyed the wreckage of her life and career. A
soft, but somehow depressing drizzle sifted down from a uniformly
grey sky, soaking her hair and plastering it in lank tendrils about
her miserable face. The centre of town was quite busy for midweek
and a steady flow of people passed by. If anybody noticed the
young, shapeless girl, they gave no sign. No-one even gave her a
second glance.

As she sat
there, thinking of the last hours spent in the imposing building
behind her, Libby’s mood changed slowly to a deep, frustrated
anger. It wasn’t that the actual verdict of the coroner was going
to be at fault, indeed, given the evidence presented by both Foley
junior and senior there really was no other outcome. For both men’s
version of events had laid the blame for Katie’s death squarely at
the feet of one Elizabeth Hatfield.

The inquiry had
been routine enough to begin with. Libby had been asked to give her
version of events, which she had done to the best of her abilities.
She had listed the faults with the Cessna, the events leading up to
Terry’s failure to cut the trailing Kylie free, and finished her
account with the aircraft’s plunge into the bay. She had been
instructed to stand down, and Terry Foley had taken the stand to
give his version of events. Libby had listened with an increasing
disbelief, as the boy’s story unfolded. From the start, it was
clear that it bore little, if any, resemblance to her own.

Terry started
by detailing the pre flight briefing given to the three students;
an event that Libby knew belonged in the realms of fantasy. When
questioned about any faults to the radio or aircraft in general,
Terry shook his head and drew the coroner’s attention to the
maintenance release form, which he stated, correctly as she knew,
would have shown any fault that the pilot had picked up during the
course of the pre flight checks. The form was completely free of
any such complaint, and in any case, Terry had gone on to state, if
the pilot had any problems, no matter how small, then all she had
to do was report it and the offending aircraft would be grounded
until the problem was fixed. This was the way his father operated,
safety first.

“And all of the
pilots in your employ knew of this policy?” the coroner asked.
Terry had nodded the affirmative before adding

“Yes that is
correct, which is why I did not understand Libby’s, er I mean Ms
Hatfield’s statement at all.”

“And this is Ms
Hatfield’s signature on the foot of the maintenance release forms
is it not?” The paper was picked up from the table by a clerk, and
shown to the boy in the dock. Libby had a sinking feeling in the
pit of her stomach, as she remembered signing a dozen of those
forms when she first started working at the Drop Zone, “just to
save time and paperwork” Foley senior had said. Libby, eager to
please her first real employer, had signed without a word of
protest.

She listened to
rest of Terry’s statement with a disbelief that changed rapidly to
outrage, as he told of her panic when informed about the student in
tow, how as he, Terry had pleaded with her to hold the Cessna
steady so that he could climb down to the stricken Kylie. How she,
in her state of panic had lost control of the plane as he was
climbing out, so causing him to fall. At least Libby noted, the
bastard didn’t have the nerve to look at her during that part of
the story. The final part of the statement was the last straw. In
summing up, Terry expressed the regret he knew the entire skydiving
community felt over the tragic death of this girl. Static line
complications were very rare, but they have happened. Here Terry
had looked at the floor, avoiding her eye again. He went on to say
that as a jumpmaster, he relied on good cooperation from the pilot
in times of emergency. On this occasion, that cooperation was not
forthcoming and again Terry had stated his regret, but in the
circumstances, he did not know what else he could have done. He was
allowed to stand down.

As Foley senior
took to the stand, Libby knew she was on a lost cause, the father
was going to back the son to the hilt, the whole concocted story
had almost certainly originated with the father. She also knew that
he would have any number of witnesses ready to back him up. And so
it transpired, Foley senior’s story was almost a repeat of Foley
junior, and the hearing was then adjourned for lunch.

So here she
was, sitting on the steps of the Central Coroner’s Court in the
middle of town, outwardly soggy but inwardly raging. She was dimly
aware of a pair of expensive shoes climbing the stair towards her
and was surprised when, instead of continuing on around her, they
came to halt on the step below.

“Miss
Hatfield?”

The voice was
even with no discernible accent. Libby looked up reluctantly. The
shoes were topped by an equally expensive pair of trousers, which,
she noted as her gaze rose to take in more of the figure, seemed to
be the bottom half of a rather expensive suit. The regular white
collar and dark tie followed, so it was with a start that she took
in the bright orange dreadlocks and reversed baseball cap framing
the round, pleasant face that topped off the ensemble. Libby
answered the enquiry as steadily as she could.

“Yes, that’s
me,” and then as she jumped to a logical conclusion, “You look a
little strange for a solicitor, and anyway, I can’t afford
you.”

“Oh, I’m not
into this law stuff,” he smiled in a curious sort of way, before
continuing, “but we think you got a shit deal in there,” he
indicated the court with a raised eyebrow, “and we think you’re the
sort of pilot we could use.”

An assortment
of about three hundred questions fought for position in Libby’s
mind, but before she could collect her thoughts enough to ask
anything, the strange apparition turned to leave.

“Here’s our
card, give us a call.”

She watched the
expensive shoes and the expensive suit with the incongruous head,
descend the steps and disappear into the drizzle. Libby glanced
down at the small rectangle of cardboard in her hand. There was a
phone number pencilled on the back.

The she got to
her feet and walked slowly down the steps as the drizzle increased
to a definite downpour.

 


 



Chapter
Two

 


Night shifts
could be really boring. Senior Fireman Fletcher Darcy shoved
his hands deep into his pockets as he surveyed the engine bay of
Woodleigh fire station. A small, one pump suburban backwater in a
small town that really didn’t deserve suburbs anyway

The large red
fire appliance that occupied most of the space looked ready for
action, but as most firemen will tell you, busy times could be like
buses; nothing for ages, then they all seem to come in a rush. This
last couple of days seemed like the beginning of a quiet period.
Thing was, you never knew. That was the nature of things.

Outside of his
job, Fletcher Darcy was known to his friends as Fletch but he had
earned the nickname “Spook” among his colleagues, due to his habit
of going to bed late and ‘haunting’ the fire station on his night
shifts. He was rather short for a profession where six foot was the
average, and possibly because of this his view of the world could
be a little cynical. His diminutive but well muscled frame was
topped by a face that was starting to look lived in, and his full
moustache was peppered with premature grey. His eyes were a washed
blue colour, like old denim and they seemed to look right through
you as if seeking something in your soul. Not that anybody ever
remarked on this, it probably wasn’t even true, Fletcher didn’t
think too much about people’s souls. It just looked like he
did.

At this precise
moment however these eyes were focused on the pumper and he was
thinking that a quiet night was really just as well. The regular
officer in charge of his crew had booked off sick at the start of
the shift, and, as the most senior man left, it had fallen to
Fletcher to take over. He had no problem with the added
responsibility, but he hated the paperwork that went with a big
job. All in all, he thought, a quiet night might be just the thing.
He had just picked up a new book from the local newsagent and
hadn’t had the chance to even read the back cover yet. Fletcher
smiled in anticipation.

He turned off
the lights and walked down the passageway to the mess room and the
three firemen that made up the rest of the crew. Lowest in the
pecking order was young Kenny Barnett, a probationer that had been
transferred to Woodleigh at the end of his three-month training.
Kenny hadn’t been with the crew long enough to pick up a nickname,
so was referred to by the generic ‘Prob’, supposedly short for
‘probationer’; experienced Firies said it stood for ‘problem’. He
spent most of his time studying fire service training manuals; this
night was no different.

Next in line
was a slightly older slightly overweight fireman with a thinning
hairline, who had been christened Peter Willis by his parents
twenty-nine years ago, but after eighteen months in the fire
service, now answered to the name “Nude-Nut” or ‘Nudey’ for
convenience. Fletcher wasn’t sure about Nudey. Sure he was a nice
enough bloke, and he had fitted in well with the crew, but he’d
only been in the job for a year and a half; long enough to see some
action, but not long enough to learn caution. Ordinarily, it
wouldn’t have mattered, but with himself in charge and a Prob on
board, he’d have his work cut out trying to keep them both out of
trouble if they got a big job. Thank Christ for Dusty, the driver,
thought Fletcher. Andy Macarthur had been a fireman for so many
years, and could tell so many tall stories that people just called
him Dusty, short for “Dust-bin”. Why “Dust-bin”? unwary individuals
would ask, and the laconic reply would always be the same; “‘Cos
he’s full of shit!” That may or may not have been the case, but
Dusty was one of those men you were always glad to be on shift
with, because you always knew the old Bastard would be right behind
you when you needed him. If you were the man on the hose in the
thick of things, Dusty was always there watching your back.
Fletcher never asked for anything more in a workmate.

Dusty had been
leafing his way though a pile of official memorandums. He looked up
at Fletcher as he entered and pushed a sheet of paper towards
him.

“Have a look at
this one Spook,”

Fletcher was
just in the act of plonking himself into a comfortable chair in
anticipation of reading his book, and saw no reason to change this
plan of action. The reading of memos was something he could put off
until another time, preferably after he was dead.

“What is it
Dusty,” he asked reluctantly, “more of the usual bullshit?”

Dusty peered at
him over the glasses he used for reading.

“Think you
should read it for yourself mate.”

Fletcher
scooted the memo back towards the older man

“You know I
hate these things,” he opened his book and turned to page one,
“just give me the short version.”

Dusty sighed,
and retrieved the paper. The Spook was all right, he thought, one
of the best firemen he had seen in what was almost thirty years of
service. He thought back to some of the jobs he’d been to with
Fletcher; fires where he’d seen the man casually handle the most
complex situations that nature could throw at them. All right, a
good firey had to think on his feet, but the Spook seemed to always
be one jump ahead of the fire. When it all came down to it,
firefighting was all about problem solving, and the Spook was good.
He should have been an officer, could have been, except for one
small problem. The Spook hated paperwork with a passion. Which
brought him back to the memorandum he was holding.

Dusty took a
deep breath.

“Fireman Darcy
is seconded to Area Training, commencing Monday the fifteenth of
August.”

Fletcher looked
at Dusty with a half smile on his face,

"Yeah right
Dusty. Fuck off and turn the TV on, even the news has got to be
funnier than you.”

Dusty sighed,
and pushed the memo back across the table. Fletcher picked it up
and glanced at the first paragraph. The breath hissed through his
teeth as he realised that this was no joke.

“The bastards!”
The words were spat out. “They can’t do this; look at this shit!”
He waved the scrap of A4 wildly. “It says they want me to be
‘Training Facilitator’.”

Dusty looked at
him sympathetically.

“I know, Spook,
I’ve just read it.” he shrugged, “Hey, it might be an easy job for
a couple of months, you know, put your feet up, kick back for a
while.” Dusty didn’t sound too convincing.

“Yeah, right!
You know what they mean by Facilitator? Hey?” Fletcher didn’t wait
for an answer, “Those bastards down at training just want someone
to handle all the shit paperwork that they’ve generated over the
last twelve months!”

Fletcher’s
voice had risen slightly and in the silence that followed, the two
older firemen worked hard to avoid his eye. Dusty looked at the
floor; Nudey stared woodenly at the TV, not wanting to be a part of
the conversation at all. It was left to the newest member of the
crew to break the spell.

“What’s so bad
about State Training, Spook?” the Prob asked innocently. Dusty drew
in a long breath, and slowly raised his eyes to the ceiling, while
Nudey still didn’t move, he just closed his eyes and winced. The
Prob, apparently oblivious to the impending storm, prattled on;

“I mean all the
instructors on the probationers course were good blokes, we all had
a great time. C’mon Spook I reckon it’d be cool working at Training
for a while.”

At last the
Prob suddenly seemed to become aware of the charged atmosphere, as
he looked at Fletcher, and his voice trailed off.

“Spook?
Fletcher? Mr. Darcy? Sir?”

Dusty sighed
and got slowly out of his chair, it was going to be a long
night.

The old fireman
was more correct than even he could possibly have known, for at
that moment, when Dusty was trying to decide if physical restraint
was going to be needed, when Nudey was trying to shrink into his
turnout boots, and when the Prob was just starting to loose his
usual puppy-dog smile; at that instant in time, the Turn–Out chimes
sounded.

The
conversation ceased immediately. Fletcher, instantly consigning the
memo to that part of his mind that dealt with ‘Instantly
Forgotten’, watched with some amusement at the varied reactions of
his crew.

The Prob came
out of his chair like a pilot on an ejector seat, while Nudey tried
to play it cool, getting up slowly from his armchair, and making a
show of walking deliberately from the messroom. The effect was
spoiled somewhat, however by the loud whoop that escaped from his
lips. Fletcher and Dusty, as befitted their years of service,
strolled casually down the passage to the engine bay and intercom.
Prob got there first and juggled the mic from its cradle.

“Woodliegh,
what have we got?” he asked trying to keep his voice calm. As he
spoke he moved the clipboard containing the turn-out forms closer.
The scratchy, distorted voice of the comms operator jangled from
the multiple speakers, and the rest of the crew strained to make
out the words as they reached for their turn-out gear.

“Turn-out to a
house fire at seven Robinson Road,” at the phrase ‘house fire’ the
firemen getting ready pricked up their ears. “Persons reported
trapped, multiple calls”

“Yes I’ve got
that,” the Prob scribbled the information onto the printed form as
fast as he could.

A map reference
followed, and then the crew was pushing through the double doors to
the engine bay. Fletcher was already collating the information in
his head as he pulled on his heavy yellow over-trousers. House fire
with multiple calls; well, this was no false alarm, that would have
been a single call. They were definitely going to a fire. But what
started the adrenalin spurting in his bloodstream was the phrase
‘persons reported’. In the fire service jargon, that meant that
there was somebody trapped in the house and now lives depended on
their speed and their abilities.

Fletcher
reached for his flame retardant jacket and helmet as Dusty
unplugged the cable from the battery charger and climbed into the
driver’s seat. Nudey, now fully dressed, scrambled into his riding
position on the left of the appliance. Fletcher climbed into his
place in the front of the cab, next to the driver and took a quick
look around the interior.

“Know where
we’re going, Andy?” He asked. Dusty nodded as he turned the
ignition key and the big diesel under the red bonnet rumbled into
life. The Prob’s position, next to Nudey in the rear was still
unoccupied.

Fletcher leaned
out of his window,

“Oi! Prob, get
your arse into gear.” he yelled. “This is a turnout, not a stroll
through the shopping mall!”

Despite the
urgency of the situation, Fletcher grinned as the Prob came
stumbling through the double doors scrambling to don the several
pieces of his turn-out uniform at once. Somehow the young fireman
managed to haul his entangled body into his riding position as
Dusty guided the big machine through the engine bay doors.

He thumbed the
switch on the dashboard to set the large, red rotating beacons into
motion, and a storm of crimson light split the darkness of the
evening . A harsh electronic yelping assaulted their ears as
Fletcher turned on the siren. There wasn’t much traffic about, but
the few vehicles on the road outside the fire station were stopped
in their tracks by the combination of flashing lights and the
high-pitched, staccato wail as Dusty pulled out onto the main
road.

Fletcher placed
one foot against the dashboard to brace himself and picked up the
microphone of the two-way radio. Taking care to compose the words
in his mind first, he took a deep breath;

“Firecom, this
is pumper four forty one.’

After a short
pause the operator came back to him;

“Go ahead, four
forty one.”

Again Fletcher
took a breath and continued with the stilted phases that made up
the radio ritual.

“Firecom, this
is four forty one, turning out to a house fire at seven Robinson
Road.”

“Roger four
forty one, turning out, nineteen forty, confirm two persons
reported trapped at this incident.”

The girl at
firecom confirmed his original transmission, and according to the
ritual, noted the time.

“Hear that
Dusty?” Fletcher shouted above the noise, “sounds like a real job
for once”

Dusty gestured
forward, Fletcher followed his gaze and felt the adrenalin surge
anew as he took in the dull red glow that was reflecting off the
low clouds about six kilometres in front of the speeding truck. He
turned to the two firemen in the back seat, Nudey had seen the glow
and was checking and re-checking the blast clips on the front of
his turn-out coat. The Prob had seen it too and was now staring as
if transfixed by the awesome power of the scene. Fletcher looked
closely and noticed that at least he had now finished dressing
himself. He had even lowered the clear visor of his helmet.
Fletcher leaned over and gently raised it for him, and the
youngster seemed to snap out of his trance.

“You OK
Prob?”

The boy nodded
twice; quickly.

“Alright then,”
Fletcher continued, addressing both firemen, “I want both of you in
breathing apparatus as soon as we get there; understand?”

He paused while
both men indicated the affirmative.

“Run out the
high pressure, and make sure you’ve got a good flow before you go
anywhere near the fire, got that?”

Again the nods
and grunts.

“When you’ve
done all of that, wait for me in the front garden, do not enter the
house without my say so, do you understand?”

For the third
time, the firemen nodded.

“Great, then
hang on and enjoy the ride!” Fletcher turned in his seat and
grinned. According to the book, that briefing should have gone on
for about ten minutes. Bloody rulebook, he thought, who has the
time for that in the real world?

“Nearly there,
Spook,” called Dusty spinning the wheel as he turned the appliance
into Robinson street, “it’s a go-er all right!”

Ahead, they
could all see the leaping flames of the fire, and even as they
watched, a shower of sparks erupted from the stricken building.

Nudey leaned
forward, craning his neck to see over the dashboard.

“Fire hydrants
on the right hand side, Dusty, OK?” he called, as he made out the
reflective white ‘H’ painted on the side of the road.

If no back-up
crew arrived, Dusty was going to have to connect his pump to the
water mains on his own, along with the thousand and one other jobs
he had.

Meanwhile
Fletcher was already on the radio, giving his attendance
message.

“Firecom, This
is four forty one, in attendance, at Robinson street, building well
involved,” He lifted his finger from the transmit button, and
looked over his shoulder at the two men in the back seat, eyebrows
raised in mute question that they both had their fingers one
hundred percent out and knew what they were doing. With their hands
on the door handles, ready to leap down from the vehicle the moment
it stopped, they nodded.

Fletcher
pressed the button.

“We will
require two Ambulance, two police, the Electricity Company, and
send two additional pumpers to this incident.”

The Watchroom
confirmed his request, And Fletcher found himself wondering, not
for the first time, how he could feel so calm; he always did at
fires, the more chaotic they were, the more in control he felt.

Dusty was
braking heavily, bringing the appliance to a smooth halt outside
the stricken building,

“Hydrant on the
footpath, Dusty” Nudey called.

Fletcher heard
the three doors slam shut and he took a couple of seconds to survey
the scene from the vantage point of the cab.

It was a small
single story house and at first glance the fire looked bad, however
as Fletcher ran his professional eye over the area, he could see
that the flames were mostly confined to the right hand side. At
least for now. A small group of people, presumably the owners, were
running towards the fire engine, while the rest of the street’s
population were jostling each other along the opposite side of the
road, fighting over the best position from which to view the
evening’s entertainment. The whole scene was lit by the lurid,
flickering glow from the fire, giving it an almost surreal
atmosphere. A locker door slammed open, and Fletcher decided he’d
seen enough to begin with. He put on his helmet, opened the door,
and stepped down.

Almost before
his feet touched the worn tarmac, he found himself engulfed in a
small tidal wave of humanity as the family stumbled up to him
him.

“My wife and
eldest kid are still in there I went for the baby, but Jen didn’t
follow me out, an’ it just got too hot.” The father’s lips were
working uncontrollably and he was almost incoherent. “You’ve got to
get them out, oh fuck fuck fuck what a mess!”

Fletcher made a
quick study of the man and tried to gauge his character. How much
of what he was saying was reliable information that he would be
expected to risk the lives of his men on?

The father
seemed of average height, of an age somewhere between mid thirties
and fifty, probably a heavy beer drinker from the look of the
overhanging belly, and he’d had more than a few tonight, Fletcher
could smell it on his breath. There was a wisp of beard below a
thin lipped mouth and his black T shirt proclaimed, in large yellow
letters that the wearer was something called a ‘Rum Pig’. A small
boy of around three clung to the his legs.

Fletcher took a
breath, he needed information, and he needed it fast.

“OK, try to
calm down,” he kept his voice firm, “we’re going to do everything
we can, but you’ve got to help me, alright?”

The man drew
his hands down his face and a little of the panic went out of his
eyes.

“That’s better,
now how many people are missing?”

“Two, Jenny,
that’s my wife, an’ Carol, my eldest daughter”

“OK good; and
where are they likely to be?”

“Well, Jen went
to get Carol out of bed when we smelled the smoke, I got the Bub,”
he indicated the small child, who still gripped his legs, “an’ then
the flames were everywhere, and I couldn’t get to them,”

“Alright, take
it easy,” said Fletcher, soothingly, praying that the bedrooms were
on the untouched side of the house. “I need to know where Carol’s
bedroom is.”

“Carol’s room’s
around the back, on the left hand side,” he gestured vaguely at the
house. “Look they’re still inside for fuck’s sake do
something!”

Out of the
corner of his eye, Fletcher saw Nudey and the Prob had got the
bright yellow cylinders of the breathing apparatus settled onto
their backs, and their features had disappeared behind the black
rubber snouts of the facemasks. Dusty had engaged the pump, and was
lugging the high pressure hose line towards the front door. At that
moment there was a dull crack and a loud tinkling of glass as a
window exploded in the heat, showering smoke blackened shards over
garden.

Fletcher turned
his attention back to the father as the man started to lose control
of himself again.

“OK thanks,
that’s all I need for now, you just stand clear and let us do our
jobs, alright?”

The man nodded.
Fletcher gripped the him by the shoulder, and looked him straight
in the eye;

“We’re going to
do everything we can, OK?”

Again, the
father nodded.

Fletcher moved
quickly around the exterior of the stricken house. It was the work
of seconds to locate the fuse box and throw the main switch,
cutting the power to the building. He glanced along the rear of the
house checking for gas cylinders; there were none so he tried the
rear door briefly, and found to his relief that it was open. The
flames were still confined to the other side of the house, so he
nelt down beside the open door calling out the names of the missing
women. There was no reply and he returned to the front garden to
give his instructions to his men.

He reached the
line of hose at the same time as Nudey and the Prob, both now
inhaling and exhaling noisily through the valves of their breathing
apparatus. Fletcher glanced at his watch, it was hard to believe,
but only two minutes had gone by since they had first pulled up. He
turned to the BA team;

“Nudey, Prob,
listen, we’ve got two women inside, probably in the rear bedroom,
on this side of the house,” he indicated the as yet uninvolved
portion of the building. “Make your entry round the back and
conduct your search, the names are Jenny and Carol.” He looked hard
at the Prob, “you OK with this Kenny?” the young fireman nodded
eagerly. “Alright then, don’t do anything stupid, silly, or
remotely heroic,”

The two men
nodded .

“Yeah boss,”
Nudy’s voice was distorted, “don’t worry about the kid, I’ll look
after him.”

Fletcher
gestured towards the house,

“Alright, in
you go, remember I want a radio check every two minutes, got
that?”

Again, there
were muffled words of assent, and the rescue team hurried off
around the corner of the house.

Fletcher walked
swiftly to the rear of the pump, where Dusty had charged the
hoseline with water.

“Dusty, get a
sit rep in as soon as you can,” Fletcher raised his voice above the
screaming machinery, “tell them that we are in action on a search
and rescue, with two men in BA, and where the hell is our
backup?”

“One lot’s got
themselves stuck in traffic,” the driver yelled back, “and the
other pumps given an ETA of ten minutes.”

“Ten minutes,
be fucked,” Fletcher spat with disgust, “it’ll all be over by the
time they get here!” He smiled ruefully, “ah well, do the best you
can with what you got Dusty, isn’t that what they tell us?”

“Always the way
mate,” the older man grinned back at him, “always the way. The good
guys win in the end!”

Fletcher
punched his friend on the shoulder and grabbed the second line of
high pressure hose. Taking the nozzle from the bracket he pulled
the hose around the front of the appliance and over the low wall
bordering the garden. He raised his arm in the air, fist clenched
to indicate that he was ready for water. Dusty raised his own arm
in acknowledgment, and Fletcher felt the hose buck as the water
pressure hit the nozzle. He lowered the clear visor of his helmet,
and moved closer to the flames that were now licking through the
open window in front of him. Fletcher tucked the hose under his arm
and braced his right leg, leaning into the weight of the jet that
came hissing and spurting from the end.

At first
nothing seemed to happen, then the flames lost some of their
brightness and the smoke changed colour as the steam started to
fill the space.

Suddenly
Fletcher could hear sirens, and he snatched a look over his
shoulder and saw two police cars and an ambulance arriving.

The radio
crackled into life and the heavily muffled voice of Nudey came
through.

“Are you there
Fletch?”

Fletcher shut
down his nozzle, and thumbed the transmit button

“Yeah go ahead,
Nudey, what have you got?”

“We’ve located
one casualty at this time, and…”

Just then the
Prob could be heard faintly in the background, yelling excitedly.
“Stand by Spook...what was that Kenny...OK, great stuff...you still
there Spook?

“Go ahead.”
Replied Fletch.

“OK, we’ve got
both of them and we’re coming out now”

“Well done!”
Fletcher grinned widely. “Good job. Bring them around to the front
of the house, the Ambos have just got here, I’ll send them to give
you a hand.”

“Hey, no
problem, thanks Boss.”

Fletcher turned
away from the fire and ran towards where the ambulance officers
were just getting out of their vehicle. He was feeling good;
whatever happened now the occupants were safe, and that was the
main thing. You can always replace property, whatever it was, but
you could never replace life. The thought of property damage made
him realise that if the backup pumpers and firemen didn’t arrive in
the next minute or so, there was a good chance that they would lose
this house. His crew was stretched to the limit.

The Ambulance
officers saw him approaching and came to meet him, along with the
one of the policemen.

“What have you
got for us?”

“We’ve got the
mother and daughter being brought out now.” Fletcher answered. “As
far as we can tell, they’ve got a few lungfuls of smoke, and
they’re semi-conscious.”

He turned and
saw his rescue team just coming around the angle of the house, each
man dragging a comatose form, supporting them under the
armpits.

“OK we’ll take
them from here,” said one of the officers. “looks like your fellas
did a good job”

“Yeah,”
Fletcher gave a lop-sided grin. “It’s what we do.”

The policeman
was still standing by

“Be with you in
a minute mate.” , Fletcher called out to him. The cop raised his
hand in temporary dismissal, and Fletcher hurried back to where
Nudey and the Prob were just handing their charges over to the
ambulance men. There was a faint ‘whoosh’ and the flames seemed to
increase again as the ceiling in the lounge burned through and the
fire was freed into the roof space. He studied the building knowing
that there was now very little chance of saving it. Anyway, he
certainly wasn’t going to risk the lives of his men for the sake of
bricks and mortar.

Where was the
bloody backup?


“Nudey...Prob...” He called to his men. “Both of you grab a hose
and start dumping water on this bastard,” the men moved to carry
out his order, but he stopped them. “Oi...! Before you race off,”
they turned back, and Fletcher’s voice was very firm as he gave his
next order, “Neither of you is to go inside this house again, from
now on, you’re both footpath firemen, got it?”

Two distorted
faces stared at him through their sweat run facemasks.

“In other
words,” Fletcher explained, “you both stand outside and dump your
water through the window OK?”

The two men
nodded, and Fletcher, satisfied that his team was out of harms way
retraced his steps to where Dusty had just finished connecting his
pump to the water mains, and was now briefing the men from the
recently arrived Electricity Company.

“So it’s just
the main fuse to this one then?” the engineer was saying.

“Yeah, that’s
right.” Dusty answered. “We’ve turned the power off at the fusebox
but we like to be safe.”

“Don’t blame
you.” The engineer said with a grin,

The police
constable stepped forward;

“I’ve got a man
at each end of the street to seal it off from the traffic, where
are the owners?”

Fletcher
pointed to the small group of people clustered around the ambulance
men.

“That’s the
father with the alcoholic T-shirt and youngest kid, with the mother
and daughter over there with the ambos.”

Since they had
arrived the spectators had been edging forward, and were now
starting to encroach on Dusty and his pump.

“While you’re
at it, can you do something about our fan club?” Fletcher jerked
his thumb towards the crowd. “They’re starting to get a little bit
close.”

“It’ll be my
pleasure.” The constable curled his lip in contempt. “Bloody
vultures!” he strode off purposefully.

Fletcher turned
to Dusty

“Any news on
that backup, yet?”

“Nah nothing,
but they can’t be far off now, surely?”

“When did you
give our last sitrep?”

“About five
minutes ago, just before the power company got here.”

“Alright,”
Fletcher nodded, “I’ll go give them another. Keep an eye on our
boys Dusty”

After Fletcher
had given his orders, Nudey had grabbed the nearest hoseline and
was now directing his jet through one of the front windows. The
Prob decided to retrieve the hose that he and Nudey had left at the
backdoor when they had dragged out the mother and daughter. As he
hurried past the First aid base that the Ambulance officers had set
up on the front lawn, the mother, who had been lying on her side,
breathing oxygen, suddenly sat up and pulled off her mask,
screaming;

“Baby! My baby!
Oh my god, baby’s still in there!” her eyes found the Prob through
the knot of people around her, and she struggled upright, lurching
over to the fireman before collapsing at his feet, grasping his
overtrousers. The Prob looked down at the plump woman in confusion;
what baby? Fletcher had only mentioned two people trapped, and they
had got those out. Hadn’t they?

“Please, please
you must save Baby,” The woman looked up at him, pleading. “You
must. Ohh pleeease!”

The Prob
thought quickly, too quickly. The excitement of his first fire, and
the adrenaline rush of his first live rescue combined to produce a
state of mind where cool, calculated common sense wasn’t even an
afterthought. He looked around quickly, his untrained eyes taking
in the house and the front garden; Nudey was playing his jet
through the front window, and he seemed to be knocking the fire
down in that area. The rear of the dwelling still looked like it
was free of the flames at the moment.

“Where is it?”
He asked, shouting through his facemask.

When the woman
continued to scream hystericaly, he took her by the shoulders and
shook her.

“Where’s what?”
suddenly her eyes focused and she frowned, “Oh, in the laundry of
course!”

Her voice
sounded strange, but Kenny was aready thinking about the rescue and
didn’t notice. He knew where the laundry was, he and Nudey had
passed it as they entered through the rear door. They hadn’t
bothered searching it because they where heading for the bedrooms,
besides who sleeps in the laundry? The young fireman made his
decision, if he was quick, he could get back around the house, gain
entry to the laundry, pick up the kid and be out again before the
fire got to him. Completely ignoring Fletcher’s last order, he
checked his cylinder gauge and started to run.

As Kenny
departed, the husband finally caught up with his wife along with
the ambulance officer who had been trying to get an oxygen mask on
her before her mad scramble towards the fireman.

“C’mon love,
calm down.” He tried to lead her back to the first aid area. “Let
the man look after you, hey?”

The Ambulance
officer was watching the retreating fireman

“Now where’s he
going in such a hurry?”

The woman
turned to him,

“Baby’s still
in there!”

The officer’s
eyes widened in shock, and he dashed off towards the fire
engine.

Fletcher had
just finished giving his latest report over the radio, when he
again heard approaching sirens.

“Here comes our
backup at long last.”

“And not before
time.” Dusty answered.

Fletcher took
another look at the fire, Nudey seemed to have the flames in the
lounge beaten down, but he knew the fire was now burning in the
roof-space, so it was really a matter of seconds rather than
minutes before the whole place collapsed. It could be very
deceptive; that’s why he hadn’t wanted anybody inside. He frowned
suddenly; something was missing. There was Nudey, just changing his
position to the next window, and there was the other hoseline,
snaking off around the corner of the house, but where was
Kenny?

“Hey Dusty,” he
called, “did you see where the Prob went?”

The driver
looked up from his guages and shook his head.

‘Shit!’ thought
Fletch, ‘the little Bugger’s gone round the back again,’ he
compressed his lips in annoyance. Just at that moment the ambulance
officer appeared.

“You’ve got a
baby still trapped inside.” he said, breathing hard.

Fletcher jerked
his head around,

“What?” he
asked, already starting to move, “There can’t be, the father only
mentioned two people.”

They ran
towards where the mother was lying, once agin the center of
attention. Out of the corner of his eye Fletch could see flashing
red lights as the back up pumps finally arrived.

“Drop your hose
and follow me!” he yelled as he passed Nudey.

The fireman
obeyed instantly; this must be serious, he’d never seen the Spook
lose his cool on a fireground before.

Fletcher was
the first to reach the mother.

“Is there
someone else still in there?”

The woman
looked up at him.

“Yes, poor Baby
was in the laundry,” she said calmly, “I was trying to get to her
when I collapsed.”

Fletcher
suddenly felt cold. Had he made a mistake? He had spoken to the
father; he aught know how many bloody offspring he had.

The woman was
still prattling on.

“It’s alright,
one of your men has already gone in to get her.”

Then it dawned
on him; Kenny! That’s why he couldn’t find him. The little idiot
had gone back into the house. On his own.

Fletcher’s mind
raced; the house didn’t have long to live.

“Where?” He
shouted at the mother;

The woman
looked at him blankly.

Fletcher fought
to keep his voice even.

“Where did you
say the baby was?”

‘In the
laundry,” she replied, almost calmly, “I already told the other
fireman, in the laundry.”

Fletcher turned
to Nudey;

“How much
air‘ve you got left?”

The fireman
looked at his gauge. The needle was showing two increments above
the red quadrant.

“About five
minutes Boss”

Fletcher
studied the house; the flames were licking under the eaves all
along the roof line. There was no time.

“Follow that
hose.” He flung out his arm, pointing. “If you find him, drag him
the fuck out of there, and get clear, that roof is not going to
last much longer.”

Nudey turned to
leave, but Fletcher grabbed him by the shoulder;

“Do not go
inside, is that clear,” The fireman nodded his head “I’m not going
to lose two men!”

He watched
Nudey disapear around the corner, and frowned. Something wasn’t
right. He turned back to the mother.

“What was your
baby doing in the laundry?”




*****************************************

 


When the
ceiling in the lounge room had burned through, a large volume of
hot smoke and flammable gasses had escaped into the roofspace. This
caused two things to occur; first, the temperature in the area
climbed rapidly. Second, the pressure of the gas rose as the air
expanded. Convection currents swirled the gasses up along the
underside of the tiled roof until they reached the apex, before
being forced down again on the other side, just above the
laundry.

It happened
that two days ago the family had returned from their annual
holiday, and as usual, when the mother had finished unpacking, the
father had removed the manhole cover in the laundry in order to put
the suitcases in the roofspace until next year. As he was
finishing, his son had called him away to watch a cartoon on
television. This he had done, forgetting to replace the cover. Over
the next two days, the manhole cover had slipped completely from
the man’s memory, mainly because he hardly ever went into the
laundry; washing was women’s work, after all. Now the hot,
flammable vapours had found somewhere to go, and they poured into
the small room, raising the temperature inside until the pile of
unwashed clothes on the floor blackened and smouldered sullenly.
They did not burst into flame however. With the door closed the
gasses had displaced too much oxygen. The temperature in the room
soared way above the flashpoint of it’s contents. But it couldn’t
burn. Not yet. The fire needed more air.

Kenny skidded
around the rear corner of the building, with only one thought in
his head. Snatch and Grab! He had heard the older firemen talk
about it, and it had sounded like the most exciting thing in the
world. It had to be done quickly, they said, only to be used in an
emergency, they said. Well that was OK; straight in, grab the kid,
straight out again. Instant hero.

He got to the
rear door and saw the nozzle and hose line on the ground. He
ignored it, ‘this is a snatch and grab’ he thought, ‘got to be
quick’ and he passed through the open door into the smoke blackened
interior.

Nudey came
puffing noisily around the corner of the house just in time to see
Kenny disappear through the door.

“PROB...!
KENNY...!” he shouted. “NO...! Don’t go in! Oh Shit!”

He realised
that the facemask was muffling his voice, and he threw off his
helmet, ripping the mask from his face and screaming again at the
young fireman to come out.

Kenny Barnett
had never felt so confident in all of his young life; he was doing
his job, and it felt good. He had the the layout of the house from
his previous entry, and he quickly groped his way to the laundry
door.

He grasped the
knob. Then he turned it and threw the door wide open.

The last thing
that Kenny heard on this Earth was the scream of inrushing air,
mixed instantaneously with the whoosh of ignition as the room
exploded in his face.

Nudey was still
standing outside yelling when the window next to him blew out.
Shards of jagged glass sliced at his unprotected head. Two of them
cut deep into his neck, narrowly missing his carotid artery, while
another sliced across his left eye. The hot blast of flame that
rolled out of the shattered window removed both of his eyebrows and
scorched away what was left of his hair. The fireman clutched his
hands to his face as he collapsed. Half blinded and shocked, he
groped his way back along the wall.

Fletcher was
still waiting for an answer from the woman when the house seemed to
expand slightly. Flame gushed from all the openings and a long
tongue of fire belched from the front door as the roof finally
collapsed in a huge shower of sparks.

Fletcher knew
he had lost at least one fireman, maybe two. He was surprised, he
felt nothing , just a vague numbness. All around him there was a
stunned silence. Everyone seemed too afraid to speak, to move. He
looked towards the road and saw two fire engines pulling up, their
crews spilling from the cabs. ‘Just in time to pick up the pieces’
he thought.

For the want of
anything better to do, he repeated his question;

“I said; what
was your baby doing in the laundry?”

The woman
turned her shocked face away from the scene.

“That’s where
Baby always sleeps after we feed her”

Fletcher felt
an awful sliding sensation in his lower stomach.

“Feed her...in
the laundry?”

“Yes our cat,
Baby. Our cat’s name is ‘Baby” she frowned, puzzled, “Why? Who did
you think I was talking about?”

Fletcher Darcy
took a very deep breath, held it in for a second and the let it out
again. Very slowly. He looked straight in the mother’s eyes and
said, in an almost conversational tone;

“You fucking
stupid Bitch.”

 



******************************************************

 


Fletcher Darcy
leaned against the rear of his pump, and listened as the Fire Chief
outlined the end of his career for him. He he couldn’t really blame
the man; he’d managed to lose one fireman, a Probationer at that,
maim another for life, and burn a perfectly good house to the
ground. The scene before him looked deceptively normal; firemen
were rolling up hoses, policemen were taking statements, while
others were sifting through the still hot ashes of the house
looking for bodies. ‘I bet they find the fucking cat first.’ He
thought.

The chief had
arrived in response to the fatality and obtained the basic story
from the police. He hadn’t really wanted to hear Fletcher’s side of
things at the moment, but had reluctantly listened when the fireman
pulled him aside.

“Look
Fletcher,” he said as Fletch finished his story, “there will be an
inquiry, you know that,” Fletcher nodded, “Of course, nobody’s
blaming you…”

The Chief was
being diplomatic, but at that point another man appeared, it seemed
to Fletcher as if from nowhere, and gently pushed the Chief
aside;

“Alright
Chief,” he said breezily, “is it OK if I have a word with this
man?”

An identity
card was flashed under the officer’s’ nose. The credentials must
have been impressive because the Chief disappeared without another
word. The newcomer moved out of the shadows and into the pool of
light cast by the rear of the fire engine. Fletcher started in
surprise as he got a good look at him. A round face framed by
bright orange hair and crowned with a reversed baseball cap sat
incongruously on top of an expensive looking suit

“They’re going
to screw you,” he said, “you know that, don’t you?”

Fletcher opened
his mouth to speak, but the stranger gave him no chance

“Mr. Darcy, or
may I call you Fletch?”

Fletcher looked
at the man incredulously, he had never seen this person before in
his entire life;

“And just who
the bloody hell are you?"

The bizarre
figure ignored him completely

“Great, Fletch
it is then,”

The fireman
noticed that the other man did not attempt to introduce himself. He
decided to try again

“I asked you a
question.”

The stranger
sighed,

“I’m nobody,
well, nobody that you know, or have heard of anyway. He paused
before going on, “but believe me when I say I’m somebody who can
help you. Look Fletch, you heard your chief just then; an inquiry,
courtrooms, coroners, and if you get through all of that, how far
do you think your going to go in the fire-service after
tonight?”

Fletcher
coughed and shuffled his feet before looking up,

“I’ve gone as
far as I want to...I like being a fireman.”

“Of course you
do, but you hate beaurocracy, don’t you?” Fletcher nodded,
wondering how this character could know him so well.“ So to sum up;
you like being in the centre of the action, but you don’t want the
responsibility that goes with higher rank. Am I right?” Fletch said
nothing, he wouldn’t have put quite like that. His mind began to
work furiously and he listened as the strangely dressed man laid
out the direction his life was about to take. It didn’t sound good.
By the time he had finished speaking, Fletcher was left in no doubt
that what stretched before him was an endless merry-go-round of
secondments to various backwaters for boring assignments.

“Tell me
Fletch, how do feel about re-writing training manuals for the next
few years?”

Fletcher gave
the man a sour look.

“You’re telling
me that the service is going to hang me out to dry?”

The expensive
suit shrugged it’s shoulders.

“What do you
think?”

The fireman
shook his head.

“No, I can’t
believe they’d do that. Christ, in a couple of minutes the Chief is
going to be falling over himself offering me all sorts of
counselling sessions with shrinks and support groups.” Fletcher
shook his head, “The Padre’s probably hanging around here
somewhere.”

Again the other
man shrugged.

“That maybe so
Fletcher, but how many fire crews do you think the service is going
to let you command after tonight?”

There was a
swollen silence as the question was left to hang in the air.
Fletcher thought about it; he still felt numb about the Prob and
Nudey, but that anyone might hold the deaths against him, even
unofficially, was unthinkable. Wasn’t it?

The man in the
suit was turning to leave. Fletcher grabbed him by the arm,

“Hey wait a
minute, you can’t lay all this on me and then disappear,”

The other man
smiled sympathetically.

“Of course not,
we think you’re worth much more than that. I’m here to help,” he
reached into his inside pocket, “and to give you this.”

He handed over
a small card. Fletcher turned it over in his hands; a small, plain
piece of cardboard, with a phone number printed on one side. He
looked up, but the man was already moving away.

“Give us a
call, but don’t wait too long.”

The stranger
faded into the shadows and suddenly Fletcher was alone with the
troubled night.

 



Chapter 3

 


Fletcher lay on
his narrow bed, in the narrow bedroom of his narrow flat and stared
at the ceiling as he cried. Not that the casual observer would have
seen any tears, Fletch did his crying on the inside as he had done
ever since he was a small child. He looked at his watch; the hands
showed nine o’clock. That meant that the whole system would have
swung into action by now. The families would have been informed,
grief councillors would have been dispatched, Nudey would be in
surgery, senior officers would be reviewing the transcript of the
radio log from the Watchroom, and the Prob? Well, the Prob would be
on a slab down at the morgue, waiting to be formally identified. He
winced at the sudden memory of the Prob’s body when they finally
dug it out of the wreckage. Identifying it as human would be
difficult enough without getting into specifics.

The other thing
that would be under close scrutiny would be his performance. Or
lack of it. He had gone over the night’s events, piece by piece,
blow by blow, and, he supposed, disaster by disaster, Try as he
might, from whatever angle he looked at it, given the same
scenario, he would do the exact same things. He would make the same
decisions, at the same times. And Kenny would still die. There was
no escaping it.

Fletcher had
indeed been offered counselling by the Chief, in fact he had been
ordered to attend a debriefing session immediately after the fire,
but he had declined. He never felt comfortable doing what felt like
a mental striptease in front of someone he didn’t know.

Suddenly he
felt hungry. Well, not hungry exactly, but Fletcher suddenly felt
the need to cook. He knew why; Fletcher liked to cook, he found it
relaxing. And right about now, he needed to relax, to de-stress.
The flat was narrow, and, it followed logically, so was the
kitchen. In fact there was barely enough room for both Fletcher and
the small, four burner gas stove. It didn’t really matter, Fletcher
had got used to cooking for one.

Being a Fireman
was considered to be a stable occupation. Whatever social upheaval
was going on, depressions, recessions, even war (especially war)
you always needed firemen. Being a fireman with the added
attraction of amateur gourmet chef had made Fletcher a ‘catch’, or
so Karen Wilcox had thought. Karen had been his wife. It hadn’t
lasted long. In fact, it had lasted until the dubious glamour of
being a firefighter’s wife had worn off, and then the reality and
pressures of the shiftwork had started erode what was left.

To their
credit, neither of them had tried to prolong the agony, and the
divorce had been swift and thanks to a complete lack of children
involved, unusually fair to both sides. In other words, Fletcher
wound up with most of the bills, and Karen got to walk away. They
pretended to stay friends.

It took
Fletcher ten minutes to create a Spanish omelette, and three
minutes to eat it straight from the pan. It hadn’t helped much.
Fletcher was still thinking about last night. He dropped the pan
into the sink and ran some water over it. Congealed egg and globs
of oil sluiced into the sink and blocked the outlet. Fletcher
turned off the tap in disgust and thrust his hands deep into the
pockets of his trousers. His fingers came into contact with a small
square of cardboard. There was a phone number on one side, and he
recognised the card as the one he had received the night before.
“Give us a call” the man had said, as he walked off.

“Might as well
talk to somebody,” he said to himself as he dialled the number. He
noticed that there were a strange amount of digits, and he guessed
he was dialling an extension. The phone at the other end rang once
before an attractive female voice answered.

“Mister Darcy,
glad you called, although we didn’t expect you so soon.”

Fletcher was
momentarily lost for words, how did they know it was him? Come to
that who were they. The voice continued, “Now, we would like you to
come and see us in two days, let’s see that will make it Friday,
shall we say ten o’clock,” and she gave him an address. Fletch
found his voice;

“How did you
know it was me?” he asked.

“Who else would
have this number?” the woman sounded mildly surprised that he would
ask such a question. Fletcher tried again;

“Look, who are
you, I was just given a card by some weird looking jerk last
night,” the woman cut in smoothly;

“I’m sorry
Mister Darcy, I only make the appointments, is Friday not
convenient for you?” Not convenient was one way of putting it. The
Chief had told him that the preliminary inquiry was scheduled for
Friday, and Fletcher Darcy was going to be there, after all, he was
the main event. He told the mysterious woman as much.

“No Mister
Darcy, there is no inquiry on Friday.”

Fletcher was
starting to lose his patience.

“I don’t know
who you are, but I can assure you that there is, and I have to be
there. Can’t you make another appointment?”

“Well, we don’t
like to, Mister Darcy, ” she answered, “and please don’t worry
about the inquest because we’ve cancelled it...for the moment.”
Fletcher tried another protest, but again the husky voice cut him
off;

“And don’t
worry Fletcher, that weird looking jerk knows who to give our cards
to. See you Friday”

There was a
click, and then the line was silent.

 



*********************************************************

 


Fletcher stood
on the footpath outside the address given to him over the phone two
days ago, and regarded the building in front of him. He was
starting to think that somebody was playing a rather elaborate
practical joke on him. Through a graceful archway he could see a
small courtyard bounded by a two story red brick building on one
side, and by a small cul de sac on the other. The sign above the
entrance read;

 


Merrit’s
Quality Outdoor Furniture

The
Inspiration

For All Your
Outdoor Living Needs

 


This made no
sense at all, and he checked the address again. It was definitely
the right place. The whole situation was becoming very strange and
he suddenly realised that if this was a hoax, then there was a very
good chance that he was, at this very moment (he checked his watch
and groaned inwardly) supposed to be giving his statement to the
board of inquiry.

He looked
around with increasing desperation. He was in a quiet street in a
quiet part of a quiet commercial area of town; in fact it was
almost unnaturally quiet now he came to think about it, for no cars
had passed him since he had been standing outside the shop, and he
had seen nobody around for at least ten minutes. That was unusual
for ten o’clock on a Friday morning. Looking further, he saw that
the street seemed well maintained, with a complete absence of
litter, and the shop itself was well presented. The phrase ‘Movie
set’ popped into his head, and he realised that that was what the
place looked like, a movie set that was waiting for the director to
call “Action”. Fletch looked at his watch again, if the inquiry had
not been cancelled, then very shortly some very irate senior
officers were going to be looking for him. He made up his mind;
maybe the people in the furniture shop could tell him if he had
made a mistake. Fletch took two paces forward and stepped through
the entrance into the courtyard.

The sound of
classical music danced playfully around him, emanating he guessed,
from hidden speakers. The courtyard was about ten metres square and
paved unevenly with mismatched flagstones. Looking around him he
saw that the area was filled with chairs and tables arranged into
settings. Tasteful, but restrained garden areas had been placed
around the perimeter and the tinkling sound of distant water
fountains could be heard over the more quiet passages of music. On
his left was a brick wall, half hidden by some creeping foliage and
towards the street end of this wall was a large doorway. A sign
above the door read,

SALES

Please enter
when your soul is


Replenished.

 


‘Oh great,’
thought Fletch, ‘just what I need right now; bloody tree-huggers,’
With some misgivings, he moved through the door. There was a
distant, electronic ‘ping’ and he realised that he must have
crossed some form of detector. For a long moment, nothing happened
then he heard descending footsteps. He turned to a long staircase
on his right and was rewarded when he saw a tall, short-haired,
elegantly dressed woman walking down the steps towards him.

Fletcher
stared, he didn’t normally stare, but on this occasion he literally
couldn’t help himself, it was a long time since a woman had made
him look twice, but this one was pushing all of his buttons in all
the right places. She had almost reached the foot of the stairs
before Fletch realised that not only was he staring, but that his
lower jaw had dropped slightly and given enough time there was a
distinct chance that he would start to drool. He closed his mouth
and pulled himself together.

The woman was
around ten inches taller than Fletcher, with a short, bobbed,
almost iridescent helmet of coppery hair that swept forward along
the line of her jaw to form perfectly symmetrical points below the
corners of her mouth. The face was a long oval, with graceful
curved eyebrows above faintly almond shaped green eyes, that were
flawlessly highlighted in vivid but restrained tones. The mouth was
painted a deep, carmine red, and as she drew closer, it curved
faintly in polite welcome. Her statuesque form was clothed in a
black dress that cascaded in sweeping, dramatic folds to just below
her knees, and Fletcher noticed that her exquisitely shaped calves
were sheathed in almost transparent black stockings, set off to
perfection by high stiletto heels, that ‘tack-tacked’ clinically as
she walked. Fletcher had just recognised the style as almost
classical Art Deco, when the gorgeous apparition came to halt in
front of him;

“Mr. Darcy, I’m
so glad you kept our appointment, but I’m afraid that you are a
little early, so I must ask you to follow me.”

The woman spoke
in an attractive, husky voice that Fletcher recognised from the
previous phone conversation and although a thousand questions
popped into his head at once, he refrained from asking any of them.
By this time he was half expecting perfect strangers to know who he
was and anyway, the most pressing question had been answered; he
was at the right place, incredulous as that might have seemed. So
he swallowed his curiosity, and simply nodded.

“Alright, lead
on”

The woman
smiled faintly at this, and raised one delicately arched
eyebrow,

“You should be
careful whose lead you follow, Mister Darcy,” She said
enigmatically. “One never knows where another person may take
you.”

She turned and
retraced her steps up the flight of stairs. Fletcher, despite the
woman’s gentle warning, followed, noting that the view of her back
was almost as spectacular as that of her front. His eyes took in
the graceful curve of her neck and the distinctive feminine sway of
her rear as she climbed the steps. Yes, thought Fletch, all things
considered, this was a very spectacular lady.

At the top of
the stairs he was led across an expensive, plush pile carpet
through into a small comfortably furnished lounge. The woman bade
him sit at one of two comfortable chairs; the pair was separated by
a small, black lacquered coffee table.

“Can I offer
you some refreshment, Mister Darcy? Tea, coffee, some champagne
perhaps?”

Fletcher, still
distracted, answered without thinking

“It’s a bit
early for hard stuff, isn’t it?”

As soon as the
words had left his mouth he regretted saying them. Even to his
jaundiced ear they sounded gauche and he thought he detected a
twinkle of amusement in the woman’s eye.

“Surely it’s
never too early for champagne?” she chuckled, “Why, Noel Coward
drank it for breakfast every day and when questioned, invariable
answered, ‘doesn’t everyone?’”

Her laugh
surprised him; it was full and quite deep, seeming to rumble up
from deep in her belly. He found it refreshing, one of those
ladylike, silvery tinklings would have made her too perfect, this
laugh made her seem almost approachable.

“Thanks all the
same, but I think I’ll stick to tea,”

“Very well, I
can offer you Earl Grey, Lapsang?” once again the raised eyebrow.
Fletch decided to try and play it cool, anyway he didn’t have a
clue what she was talking about, the tea in Fletcher’s life came in
teabags marked ‘Woolworth’s home-brand’. In the hope of sounding as
if he had a taste for the exotic, he replied

“Oh, I think
Lapsang, don’t you.”

She seemed
pleased with this choice.

“In that case
I’ll join you” she consulted her thin gold wristwatch “I’m afraid
we have about fifteen minutes before your appointment, you see
we’re running a little late today.”

Fletcher didn’t
mind at all, it could have been fifteen hours for all he cared, if
it meant he could spend more time with this woman. He watched in
appreciation as she draped herself elegantly across the remaining
chair. Crossing one leg over the other, she leaned over and pushed
a small button on the side of the coffee table. Almost immediately
there was a discrete buzz as an unseen person responded.

“Tea for two
please, lapsang.” She looked over at Fletch and smiled, “there,
that won’t be long,” her smile broadened, “I suppose that you are
just about bursting with curiosity by now aren’t you?”

Fletcher in
fact hadn’t been, he had in fact been thinking of the normally
absurd phrase ‘Tea for Two’ but somehow coming from this woman, in
this setting, in did not seem out of place at all. All she needed
to complete the picture of a perfect, nineteen thirties vamp was a
long, ivory tipped, cigarette holder. He pulled himself together,
‘enough of the awestruck adolescent,’ he thought, ‘I may be a rough
Firey, but I’m no teenager.’

In fact
Fletcher was a little less rough and ready than some of his peers,
due in part to a somewhat strict upbringing from his parents and
partly to an inherent shyness that others mistook for distain. This
had distanced him from some people, and in consequence Fletcher
had, for most of his adult life, found himself with time on his
hands. While others had been spending their afternoons gathered in
a local public bar or their weekends away on fishing trips,
Fletcher had discovered books. Anytime he had spare, he could
always be found curled up in a comfortable position, with his mind
in a faraway place and time. Over the years the young man’s tastes
in literature had ranged far and wide, from action pulp, to
historical romance, through science fiction, to non fiction and
eventually, he had found a singular satisfaction in modern
history.

A lifetime of
reading had given Fletcher an above average vocabulary and a
bottomless well of varied but ultimately useless information, as
anyone who engaged him in a seemingly harmless game of ‘Trivial
Pursuit’ found to their cost. At the age of forty-nine Fletcher
could hold his own in most conversations that he engaged in. These
were, of course few in number, because he had very few friends and
since his divorce, he found that he had even fewer.

He looked
across the table at the woman lounging in the chair opposite, still
with a slightly amused look on her face,

“What I’m
curious about, is why somebody who obviously identifies with one of
the most pleasure seeking, self indulgent periods of this century,
should be trying to sell outdoor furniture in a premises that is
decorated with new age, soul replenishing signs.”

The smile
broadened, and she gave a throaty chuckle.

“Oh, priceless,
Mister Darcy, absolutely priceless, well done!”

It was Fletch’s
turn to raise an eyebrow in curiosity, as the woman continued.

“I’ve been
doing some of my best turns, trying to keep you off balance ever
since you came in, and you just refused to be distracted, jolly
good!” She straightened, as a thought seemed to enter her head, and
she raised one hand to her mouth, “Oh, I’m sorry, are you gay?”

Fletcher
smiled, shaking his head,

“No I’m not
gay, but don’t feel too bad, I admit the distractions worked very
well, I just have an unfortunate habit of saying the wrong thing at
the right time.”

“Not at all
Mister Darcy, may I call you Fletcher?” Fletch nodded; “Thank you,
so much more informal. No not all Fletcher, it simply confirms to
me that once again, they have picked the right man for the job,”
she paused, “so far.”

A panel opened
in the wall behind her and a uniformed maid entered, carrying a tea
tray. His companion nodded faintly and said, half to herself, “They
usually do.”

The maid went
through a small, but nonetheless formal ritual of arranging some
expensive looking china onto the table between them and then left
as unobtrusively as she came. The fragrance of the tea filled the
small room.

Fletcher sat
back in his chair.

“You seem to be
well informed about me, er…?”

“I’m so sorry,
didn’t I introduce myself?” Fletcher shook his head. “No? Oh dear
you must think me terribly rude, she paused and reached for the
small jug of milk, lifting it delicately by the handle, “well, you
may call me Jean.” Her eyes crinkled a little at the corners as she
smiled, “as in ‘Harlow’.”

Fletcher was
enjoying the conversation,

“‘Jean’, yes,
that suits you.”

Jean poured a
small amount of milk into the two cups.

“Do you think
so?” She seemed to think for a long moment before continuing, “yes
I suppose it does.” Replacing the milk, she picked up the teapot
and poured the pale brown liquor into the cups before offering one
to Fletcher. She did not offer sugar, and he concluded that,
apparently this tea didn’t need it.

He raised the
cup to his lips, and realised his mistake. Up close the smell of
tea disappeared, to be replaced by the pungent odour of wood smoke,
and the taste. It was all he could do to keep himself from gagging.
If he had to describe it he would have said that it was somewhere
between burning socks and boiling tar. Struggling hard to keep his
expression neutral, he looked on in disbelief as Jean sipped from
her cup with obvious relish.

“Ah, perfect,
if there’s one thing our kitchen staff know how to do, it’s
tea.”

Fletcher could
hardly believe his ears. He rolled his tongue around the inside of
his mouth to give himself time to think. He had a small problem, he
couldn’t very well reject the tea because, in a raging hormone
induced act of bravado, he had selected it. The problem, was that
he couldn’t drink any more of the stuff. Then he was saved, quite
literally, by the bell.

There was
another discreet electronic ping and Jean reached over to take his
cup from him.

“You can go in
now Fletcher.”

She uncrossed
her legs and stood up, Fletcher followed. The woman held out her
perfectly manicured hand and continued “It really has been a
pleasure,” she indicated another door on the left of the one they
came in through, “just in there.” He turned to look, and as he
turned back and reached for her hand, she withdrew it slightly and
gestured in farewell, “goodbye Fletcher Darcy, we will not meet
again.” And with that the woman who called herself Jean, walked
around him and out through the first door. As she passed through,
she tossed a final remark over her shoulder;

“Y’know, I
would probably have been more impressed had you chosen the
champagne instead of tea you had never heard of.”

And then she
was gone, leaving Fletch to puzzle anew over his situation.

 



************************************************

 


As Fletcher
approached the door, there was a soft click and then it swung
silently open, revealing a spacious, tastefully decorated office.
The room seemed to be set up for a formal interview, with one
rather uncomfortable looking chair facing a wide, leather topped
desk, behind which was an infinitely more inviting seat. Almost as
an afterthought, an extra chair had been added to one end of the
desk, making three in all.

Behind the desk
was a large window that extended from the ceiling down to about
three feet above the floor. As Fletcher glanced around the room,
the window caught his attention and he stared. It wasn’t so much
what he could see, more what he couldn’t. He couldn’t see anything.
What should have been a dreary vista of stained roofs was simply a
milky opaque haze surrounded by the usual aluminium frame. As he
drew closer, the ‘window’ revealed itself to be a faintly
luminescent screen of some sort, this fact betrayed by a faint but
regular flicker along the top. Fletcher reached out and gave the
screen an exploratory rap with the knuckle of his forefinger,

“It is the
largest computer monitor in existence Fletcher, but please feel
free to knock, tap, hit, or otherwise demolish anything else in the
room, just so you’re satisfied. We’d like to think you were
completely comfortable. Perhaps we could furnish you with a large
sledgehammer? You know, do the job properly?”

The voice from
the door, heavy with sarcasm, made Fletch spin around. A man of
medium height and build, with shaggy blonde hair and a full beard,
was leaning casually up against the door jam. He was dressed in a
faded denim shirt and well worn jeans, while a pair of glasses hung
around his neck from a long cord. Fletcher guessed his age at a
nondescript forty-ish.

Fletcher
recovered himself.

“I’m sorry,” he
replied evenly, “I thought it was some sort of window, I was just
curious.”

“Oh, ‘just
curious’,” the sarcasm was unabated, “so you don’t want the
hammer?”

Fletcher shook
his head.

“You don’t feel
the need to batter holes in the walls or remove the roof from the
building in order to satisfy your evidently rampant
inquisitiveness?” Fletcher again indicated in the negative. The
newcomer was starting to irritate him and his voice gained a slight
edge as he replied;

“Look! Can we
dispense with the dramatic irony? I presume that you are part of
the organisation that invited me here, as you seem to know my name.
I might remind you that your secretary or whoever the overdressed
vamp I met outside was, made this appointment. You invited me here,
not vice versa. I think I have been patient enough. I’d like an
explanation.” Fletch looked at the man for a long moment before
adding “Please.”

The newcomer
did not seem impressed with Fletcher’s oratory, and stared straight
back at him for what seemed an eternity, before his mouth, or what
was visible of it beneath the beard began to slowly curve upwards
in a disarming smile. When he spoke again all trace of sarcasm was
removed from his voice as if someone had flicked a switch.

“Fletcher,
Fletcher,” he said soothingly, “if I offended you then you have my
complete and unconditional apology.” When Fletcher gave no response
the man went on disarmingly, “please won’t you sit down,” he
indicated the Spartan chair in front of the desk. Again, Fletch
made no move to comply with the request.

“OK we got off
on the wrong foot, of course you are absolutely right, you are
entitled to an explanation. Er… won’t you please sit down?”

The man
appeared so contrite that Fletch was frightened he would actually
start begging, so he walked slowly to the offered chair and sat
down. The other man came fussing around and sat on the other side
of the desk.

“Thank you
Fletcher, or may I call you Fletch?”

Fletch still
did not return the man’s smile.

“You haven’t
actually told me who you are.”

“No I didn’t
did I? Sorry, I was too busy being sarcastic, you must forgive me
for that, it’s kind of a hobby for me.”

It was Fletch’s
turn to raise his eyebrows in amazement.

“A hobby”

“Yes, I find it
challenging, sort of pitting your wits against the world, seeing
how far you can go without becoming churlish.” The man shrugged
apologetically, “I suppose it’s rather pathetic really but when I
gave up smoking, I was told to find new pastime to get me over the
cravings. Other people eat sweets or take up macramé, I took up
irritating people. I found I had quite a talent for it.”

Fletcher shook
his head, this was verging on the surreal

“Whatever!” His
voice cut across the rambling explanation. “You were going to give
me an explanation as to why I am here, and who you are. You have
become churlish, and I’m irritated. Congratulations, a fifty per
cent success. I am going to count to ten quite slowly and silently.
When I am finished I am going to get up and walk out of this
office, out of this building and back to my job, where no doubt
some senior officers are looking for me to ask some questions about
the death of one of my colleagues. I am starting to count now.”

The other man
looked back at him and his smile became hard.

“My name, not
that it matters, is Bob, and you may count as slowly and as
silently as you like, but believe me when I tell you, that if you
walk away from this, you will regret it. Your life is about to
change, one way or another. If you stay, it may change for the
better, if you leave, it will change for the worse.”

Fletch thought
hard, he couldn’t argue with the logic. He gave up; what did he
have to lose?

“OK you have a
point,” he smiled to himself, “and as you said, I’m curious”

Bob sat back in
his chair.

“A very wise
decision. As I said, an explanation will be forthcoming, but first
I want to bring in a third party,” Fletcher heard the door glide
open again and turned to see the newcomer. “Fletch I think you’ve
met my…” He paused and seemed to be searching for the correct word.
He smiled again before continuing; “shall we say ‘talent
scout’”

Fletcher looked
up at the figure who stood framed in the doorway of the office and
recognised the ginger haired man from the other night.

“Hello
Fletcher, glad to see you decided to give us a call, although I
can’t say I’m surprised.”

“No I don’t
suppose you are, given that you seem to know just about everything
about me.” Fletcher’s patience was starting to wear thin. These
people knew all the answers, or so it seemed and it was time they
stopped screwing him around and explained why he was here. That was
the least they could do. He told them as much. Bob looked across at
the newcomer and an understanding seemed to pass between them.

“Fletch, I must
ask you to be patient for just a little while longer,”

Fletch moved to
rise from his seat, and Bob raised his hands in restraint,

“Please
Fletcher, please hear me out.”

Fletch
sighed.

“OK, carry on,
I might as well sit here and listen to you two.” He glanced down at
this watch. “It’s not like I have anywhere else to be.”

Bob ignored the
gesture

“Thank you,” he
went on breezily, “believe me, Mr. West, and I” he indicated the
ginger haired man who had left his position by the door and had
moved to sit in the third chair, “appreciate your time. Now, you’ll
understand why we asked you to come here a lot quicker if I ask you
a few questions.”

Fletcher nodded
carefully;

“OK, fire away
if you think it will help.”

“Right,
question one; Fletcher, who would you say were the best practical,
hands on, problem solvers in the world?”

The question
knocked Fletcher off balance for a second or two, what the hell
kind of answer were they looking for, the question seemed totally
irrelevant. Then he realised that he had no idea what a relevant
question would be anyway, so he thought carefully before he
answered.

“I would say,
if pushed for an answer, that some sort of corporate chief
executive or some people in the military…?” his voice trailed off
and he looked from one to the other seeking a response.

“Yes, we
thought you’d say something along those lines, somebody who makes a
lot of money, or someone who shows leadership in battle, but you
are really quite wrong. Think for a minute, the executive works in
the abstract, along theoretical guidelines, and if he is
successful, his company makes a lot of money, profit upon profit,
upon profit.” Bob raised an eyebrow, “Right?” Fletcher shrugged and
inclined his head.

“Yeees I
suppose it’s not what you would call hands on.”

“Of course
not,” Bob continued. “And what of your second choice, the General,
one on whose decisions the lives of hundreds, even thousands of
soldiers may depend.” Fletch nodded a second time. “Again, this
person, although being at the somewhat opposite end of the spectrum
from our executive, still thinks along certain theoretical lines
laid down in manuals and certain texts that he studies as he learns
his trade. In other words both of your examples deal with the
predictable.”

Fletch sat
forward and protested;

“Oh come on! I
would hardly call a battle predictable.”

“Wouldn’t you?”
Bob clasped his hands behind his head and leaned back in his chair.
“Think for a moment, picture the scene, two opposing forces, two
opposing generals, both of them well versed in the warfare of their
particular era, both trying to outguess the other, and both of them
relying on intelligence gathered by their respective agencies. The
moves they will both make are, if you use enough common sense,
entirely predictable. The only thing that is unpredictable is the
outcome.” He unclasped his hands and leaned forward across the
desk, “and the outcome, Fletch, is not determined by your General.
The outcome is decided by his lowest subordinate, the common
soldier.”

There was a
silence as Bob finished his statement. Fletcher wasn’t entirely
satisfied with the other’s argument, and given time felt he could
drive a rather large bus through the holes in it. However he was
still waiting for some sort of explanation as to why he was there
at all and Bob’s verbal gymnastics had brought him no closer to an
understanding.

“OK, I’m
getting more than a little confused…”

“Please bear
with us for just a little longer, I give you my word that all will
become, if not clear, then at least a little less opaque.” Bob
spread his hands in a disarming gesture, “Please?” Once again
Fletcher forced himself to relax.

“Thank you.
Just a couple more questions and then we’re done; What is the most
unpredictable thing you can think of?”

“That’s not
even a question,” answered Fletch, “the weather, obviously. Don’t
tell me you dragged me in here to talk about the bloody
weather!”

“No, not at
all, and in any case you’re wrong again,” Bob sat back in his chair
again, and nodded to West, who then explained;

“The weather,
Fletch, is almost completely foreseeable, given enough computer
power, and access to the right weather surveying satellites” the
ginger-haired person introduced rather plainly as West, continued’
“the trick is, of course, to have that sort of power at your
command.” He paused, and rummaged about in one of his jacket
pockets for a few seconds, before producing an ordinary box of
matches. He slid the box open, and took out a single match before
striking it along the side of the box. The match flared as the
chemicals ignited, raising the temperature of the thin stick of
wood to the point where combustion could continue.

Mr. West held
the match at arm’s length and allowed it to burn slowly, with a
steady yellow flame.

“Fire,
Fletcher. Something you deal with on a regular basis.”

Fletcher looked
at the match, now burning along a quarter of its body, starting to
leave a half-curled knob of black ash at the end. When he made no
comment, West continued

“Fire, the most
unpredictable of elements. If I drop this match, it is more than
likely that it will go out. But it could also start a blaze that if
left unchecked, could engulf the entire city.” The two men now
looked directly at Fletcher, but it was Bob who spoke.

“You confront
fire as part of your normal working life, and barring the stupidity
of the general public, like the other night, you generally win. I
put it to you that the best all round, hands on, practical
problem-solvers in the world, are Firemen.”

Fletch
shrugged, he supposed that it was true, he’d just never thought of
it before. West brought the match close to his lips and blew it
out. A thin tendril of light grey smoke spiralled up from the end,
and he tossed the spent match carelessly over his shoulder.

Fletcher had
had enough. Finally.

“OK gentlemen,
it’s all very theatrical, and I’m sure you’re both having a great
time since they let you out of whatever fucking loony bin you came
from, but some of us still have to deal with the real world.”
Fletch was now up out of his seat, and heading for the door as he
continued. “You know, reality,” he sighed, he had wasted an entire
morning on these jerks, God alone knew what their particular
problem was. Fletcher didn’t care, he now had far too many of his
own to deal with, and he was going to lighten his load right here
and now.

A shout of
alarm spun him around in his tracks.

The window and
far wall were hidden by a mass of flame, and Fletcher could feel
the skin of his face tighten from the radiant heat. Where the fire
had come from, he couldn’t imagine, then he remembered the
carelessly tossed match; even so for the fire to get a hold so fast
the carpet must have been soaked in petrol. Instinct, took over.
This was real, this was here, and this was now. This he could deal
with. He looked around and summed up the scene. It didn’t take
long. Bob had disappeared behind the wall of fire, presumably the
cry he had heard had been his last words, West was lying curled up
in the corner of the office seemingly unconscious, his bright red
tresses singed and smoking lightly. The fire had stopped advancing
when it got to the far side of the desk, and looked like it was
staying put for the moment. However the burning carpet and soft
furnishings of the room were starting to give off large volumes of
thick, black smoke, and he knew that it was only matter of seconds,
rather than minutes before the lethal fumes reached him.

Fletcher swung
into action, the door behind him worked automatically, therefore it
couldn’t be relied upon, so he stooped, picked up his chair and
knocked the door off its hinges. Moving quickly now, he stooped low
to keep clear of the descending smoke. He grasped West under the
shoulders and hoisted the dead weight of the man’s body up until he
was leaning against the wall. He placed a knee in West’s groin area
to pin him in place, then he bent over and allowed the unconscious
man to fall across his shoulders. Grasping West’s arm with one
hand, and wrapping his legs up with his other arm, Fletcher
straightened up, carrying the limp body across his shoulders. He
Turned to the open doorway and swivelled his burden sideways
retreating from the blazing office as the false ceiling started to
fall in flaming chunks of debris, spreading the fire to all parts
of the room.

And then
everything went quiet.

Fletcher looked
around him, as he had expected, he was back in the outer lounge
area where he had lately been attempting to get a certain beverage
past his tonsils. What he did not expect was the utter normality of
the scene. He swung around to face the office he had just stepped
from and recoiled as he found the original door back in the frame
he had torn it from only seconds before. In fact the only thing
missing from the whole incredible scene was the piped classical
music he had encountered when he first entered the building. The
sound of a slow almost derisive handclap made him spin around again
despite the weight on his shoulders. As the rest of the room came
into view Fletcher stopped turning. Fletcher stopped breathing. In
fact he was fairly sure his heart had stopped beating. At the far
end of the room, seated at one of the chairs by the coffee table
where he had so recently been ogling Jean’s silken clad legs, was,
in all his pin-striped, dread-locked, baseball capped glory, none
other than the man who called himself West!

It was he who
was doing the applauding.

“Bravo! Bravo!
Well done Fletch, a virtuoso performance of quick thinking, and the
art of Firemanship. A superb showing.”

Fletcher didn’t
answer. For the moment he was quite content to stand there and make
strange gurgling noises in the back of his throat. Later on, maybe
in his next life, or possibly after a couple of re-incarnations as
lower life forms, he figured he would understand enough of what was
going on around him to put it all into semi-intelligible language.
For the moment however, gurgling would do just fine.

“Why don’t you
put er…me down, and take a seat, I think you could probably use a
proper drink now, don’t you?”

Fletch whipped
his head to the side and recoiled a second time. Where he should
have seen the upper torso and head of a man, there was precisely
nothing, the weight was still there, he could feel it, there was
just nobody across his shoulders any more, just thin, and
apparently heavy …air. Fletch decided to try out his voice. It was
a mistake.

“Whuh?
Whenff?…Whurgle!!”

“Fletcher,
please put me down, you’ll feel much more comfortable, just let
go.”

Unable to think
of a reason not to, and being totally incapable of voicing one even
if he could, Fletcher did just that. He let go and straightened up.
Instantly the weight left his shoulders, and he waited for the soft
thunk as the body hit the floor. He waited for a short while but it
didn’t come. Well that figured, no body, no thunk. He was about to
ask if there were any vacancies in West’s lunatic asylum, when the
man again gestured to the other seat.

“Fletcher, I
know you must be a little bewildered, but believe me, you are no
more insane than I am.”

Ohh great!
Thought Fletch, that’s all I need, this fucking loony telling me
that I’m sane, where do I sign up for ‘Shady Acres’?

West
continued.

“Look, I’ll
pour the drinks, and you come over when you feel like it, OK?” He
picked up a tall, square bottle; “its Bourbon that you drink isn’t
it?”

Without waiting
for a reply West poured two generous measures into a pair of heavy
whisky glasses, then sat back and sipped his with evident
satisfaction. Still in a daze Fletcher shambled over and sat down
opposite the other man. Numbly he picked up the glass and drained
its contents in one gulp. He clenched his eyes against the tears as
the raw spirit hit the back of his throat, but the liquor had the
desired effect. His muddled brain cleared rapidly. West looked on
with apprehension that changed rapidly to fear as the diminutive
Fireman placed his glass gently back on the table, rose slowly to
his feet, and took two short steps towards him. Fletcher was a lot
stronger than he looked. West discovered this interesting snippet
of information when he found himself grasped carefully around the
neck and then lifted out of his seat. Next moment West was pinned
against the wall. With his face about half an inch from his nose,
Fletcher finally lost his composure completely and bared his teeth
in a maniacal snarl.

“Explanation,”
he grated, “clarification, elucidate. TELL ME,” Fletch said with
slow deliberation, “ just what the fuck is going on, before I rip
your head off and shit down the hole!” It was West’s turn to
splutter and cough, which he did for a good thirty seconds, before
Fletch relaxed his grip enough for him to make some intelligible
sounds.

“Please Fletch,
put me down, I promise no more tests, no more tricks, no games.
Please just let me go!” Fletcher opened his fingers and allowed
West to slide gracefully down the wall as his legs refused to bear
his weight. He then returned to his seat, poured himself another
generous measure of spirit and sipped it slowly.

“Please,” he
tilted his glass in West’s direction, “in your own time.”

West got
shakily to his feet and flopped into a chair. Fletcher reached for
his glass and considerately topped it up for him. West drained half
the measure in one go, and seemed to regain his composure.

“Tell me
Fletcher, have you ever heard of ‘V.R.’”

Fletcher
thought hard, there were many things that the two initials could
have stood for, but he knew of only one phrase that fitted at the
moment, and a slow, sneaking suspicion began to form at the back of
his mind. Fletcher prided himself on keeping an open mind, he also
liked to think that he considered nothing to be impossible, but the
idea that was nagging at him in this instance was to weird, even
for his broad thinking. The more he tried to dismiss it the more
the idea fought to be recognised. The problem was this; the only
interpretation for the initials that made sense of his recent
experience was ‘Virtual Reality’ and that was out of the question,
wasn’t it?

He said as much
to West.

“No Fletcher,
it’s not out of the question at all, in fact you are absolutely
right. We have taken VR a lot further than anybody else, to the
point where we can insert any experience you can think of into
normal everyday living. We can do it seamlessly and the event will
seem so real that you can’t tell it from the real thing. As you
yourself have just discovered.”

Fletcher took a
moment to digest this,

“But,” he
frowned, “VR involves the wearing of all sorts of gear, helmets,
glasses. For that kind of realism you’d need a full body suit, and
even then the person would know it wasn’t real. No I’m sorry West
you’re going to have to do a lot better than that.”

West took
another sip at his drink before answering.

“Well, as I
said, we’ve managed to take VR further than anyone thought possible
a few years ago.”

“How is it that
nobody has ever heard of this breakthrough, I would have thought
that technology like that would be worth a fortune.”

West actually
curled his lip at the thought of making money.

“Believe it or
not Fletcher, there are some people on this planet in this day and
age, who are not solely concerned with making squillions of dollars
in a short amount of time. Some have an aversion to selling off
brilliant ideas that would be used simply to give generation X, Y,
Z, or whoever we’re up to now, a quick thrill for their Nintendo’s
or Playstations.”

West put his
drink down and paused. Fletcher got the idea that West wanted to be
believed. “There are some,” he went on, “who would rather use great
ideas in a more constructive manner.”

Fletcher put up
his hands in defence.

“Alright, I’m
dealing with really nice, moral people, just spare me the bloody
sermon. Anyway,” he jerked a thumb over his shoulder, “you still
haven’t explained what went on in there.” “Oh, that was really
quite simple,”

Fletcher raised
his eyebrows,

“Really? Define
‘simple’”

“Well, all we
did was to introduce a new selective hallucinogen into your
tea,”

“That would
explain a lot.” Fletch remarked dryly, “What do you mean
selective?”

“I mean that
unlike normal psychedelic compounds, this one responds to hypnotic
suggestions, it has the ability to affect all of the senses in
concert. In other words, once you have taken the substance, we can
control all of the input to your brain; sight, sound, touch, even
taste and smell.”

Fletcher was
beginning to understand, but he was still a long way from accepting
any of this. He still wasn’t sure that this chap didn’t belong in
some nice big country estate where they taught you to weave
baskets.

“Are you
telling me that you were able to hypnotise me somehow, when?
How?”

“Not hypnotise
you in the true sense of the word, more along the lines of altering
your state of consciousness. Tell me, when you first entered the
shop downstairs, did you notice the music?” Fletch nodded.

“Yes, yes I
did, some sort of classical piece?”

That’s right,
Bach to be exact, but behind the music is a very sophisticated
program of subliminal suggestions. You know what I mean by
subliminal?”

Again Fletch
nodded; sublims were messages repeated thousands of times, normally
behind the cover of music, transmitted just below the level of
hearing. The idea was that the subconscious picked them up. They
were supposed to be an urban myth.

“Well there you
have it,” West lounged back in his chair. “With a combination of
the drug and a very powerful computer, running the scenario by
generating the subliminal suggestions we gave you the experience of
the fire in the office. It worked rather well didn’t it?”

“Alright,” said
Fletcher guardedly, “I’m still hearing the music, what happens
next, is Godzilla about to trash the town, because if so, I think
I’d like to know about it.”

“Ahh, I can see
you’re still sceptical. Think Fletch, use you brain, can you come
up with another rational explanation?”

Fletch had to
admit that he couldn’t, and so he shook his head.

“When you left
the room, after saving me, thanks for that by the way, we
programmed the simulation to stop, but we still told you to feel
the weight of the body across your shoulders. Hence your confusion.
Sorry, but we had to show you that it was simply an illusion before
you started evacuating the whole building.”

Fletch might
not have been able to come up with a rational explanation, but that
didn’t mean that the alternative was in any shape or form what he
would call rational.

“OK it’s weird,
and I’m not sure that I fully understand this crazy set-up. Some
things still need to be cleared up.”

West seemed to
have fully recovered from Fletch’s polite interrogation, and he
spread his arms expansively.

“Please Fletch,
ask away, if I can answer, then I will,” he leaned over and
refilled both glasses. He took a sip, and smiled “please, go on,
I’m all ears.”

Fletcher took a
deep breath,

“Where does Bob
fit in?”

“Ah Bob; well
he was part of the simulation, he is of course based on a real
character,” West paused and looked at him across the top of his
glass, “you may meet him later, in the flesh, so to speak. Or you
may not, it all depends.”

Fletcher
pondered this for a few seconds, and then decided to let it go for
the moment.

“Why am I not
seeing things now,” he looked around the lounge, as an obvious
thought struck him, “unless of course all this…?”

West
smiled.

“We do have you
confused don’t we?” He said with a chuckle.

The look Fletch
shot across the table could have peeled the paint from the wall.
West suddenly remembered that this man could be somewhat violent,
and he quickly stifled his amusement.

“No, this room,
and everything you see inside it, is real. Including myself. You
will not be ‘seeing things’ as you put it, again. Not without your
express permission.”

This time West
did not smile “you see Fletch you may not believe this at this
particular moment in time, but we have very strong ethics. One of
them is never to use our equipment for cheap thrills. The whiskey
you are enjoying contains the antidote, for want of a better word,
to the drug. It flushes completely from your system, leaving no
trace and no after effects.”

Suddenly
Fletcher shuffled uncomfortably in his seat as an extraordinary
sensation hit his lower body. It felt as if several litres of
liquid had hit his bladder all at once, and the need to urinate was
almost overwhelming.

West looked up
sheepishly,

“Except the one
that you are now experiencing.”

Fletcher shot
to his feet and looked around desperately. West pressed the button
on the side of the table, as Jean had done earlier, but this time
the panel in the rear wall opened immediately. Fletcher caught a
glimpse of some familiar porcelain structures through the opening
and bolted.

Some five
minutes later Fletcher re-emerged from were he had been engaged and
sat down opposite an almost contrite looking West.

“Sorry, I
should have told you about that earlier, it’s just a small bug, but
it can be rather inconvenient at the wrong time.”

“What the hell
happened?” West cocked an eyebrow, and Fletcher hastily corrected
himself. “Well obviously, I know what happened. Why?” ,

“The antidote”
West explained, “flushes the hallucinogen from your system, leaving
no trace. Unfortunately, the way it does this is by a mild chemical
reaction. As a by-product a substantial amount of water is created
in a very short time. Your body just reacted normally.”

Fletcher put
his drink down firmly.

“I take it that
you are, at this very moment burning your midnight oil in an effort
to remove this, what did you call it? Side effect?”

“We’re trying
Fletch, but at this time we have a much larger project to deal
with.” He screwed the cap back on the whiskey bottle and put it
aside, “which is where you come in.”

Fletcher had to
admit he was interested. Off the top of his head, he could think of
quite a few applications for the technology that he had been so
dramatically introduced to, but he still had some questions that
needed answers.

“The girl. Was
she a simulation? If she was she was a bloody good one.”

West smiled and
shook his head.

“No, the girl
is real, she’s a very talented, but unfortunately out-of-work
actress that we employ from time to time.”

“Why the ‘femme
fatale’ routine?” Asked Fletch.

“That was to
keep you off balance, we know a fair bit about you Fletcher, our
research department has been looking at you for months.”

Fletcher wasn’t
sure that he liked the sound of that, but he allowed the man to
continue. “We had a fair idea of what sort of woman you would
respond to.” West smiled, “we did a good job, didn’t we?”

It was true,
Fletch had to admit it, Jean had been most of his fantasies all
wrapped up in a neat bundle, ready for his next wet dream.

West consulted
his watch.

“Is there
anything else Fletch? Only I’d like to move on if we could.”

“ Just one last
thing, West,”

The other man
looked up, an expression of faint annoyance on his face.

“Yes?”

“Why?”

“Why?”

“Yes, why? Why
all this trouble? Why the scenario in the virtual office? If that’s
the right term.”

West smiled
again

“Yes very good,
‘virtual office’, I like it”

“So why? If you
know as much about me as you say you do, then why bother with the
drugs and the fire?” West reached down under the table and produced
a large briefcase. He rummaged around inside for a few seconds
before drawing out a small plastic envelope. Fletcher’s name was
inscribed on a square label stuck on one side.

“Have you seen
one of these before?”

Fletch
nodded,

“It’s a CD,
Compact Disc. Who hasn’t seen one of those?”

West withdrew
the small disc, and held it so that it caught the light. A full
spectrum of metallic colour reflected off of the disc in two
perfectly symmetrical fans. He watched the lightshow for a few
seconds before handing the CD to Fletch.

“There you are
Fletch, seven hundred and fifty megabytes, everything on record
that we could find out about you. Your whole life on a disc.” He
looked at Fletch and smiled again, “Such is the march of progress!”
He shrugged, “of course, you don’t actually fill the entire
disc.”

Fletcher turned
the small circle of precision-pitted aluminium over in his hands
for a few seconds, before looking up.

“This is it?
Everything?”

“Everything
that was on record. You know, birth, marriage, what jobs you’ve
had, psych profiles from various employers, medical records, school
report cards, bank statements, the usual stuff, but it gives us a
rough profile to work on.”

Fletcher
thought about that for a moment,.

“Like I said,”
West continued, “this gives us a rough profile, for instance we
when you joined the fire service. You have attended numerous
structural fires, a large proportion of which you handled as
officer in charge. You still remain, however a Fireman, and not an
officer. Why is that?” Fletch had an answer for this question, he
was well practiced,

“I hate the
paperwork that goes with the job.”

“Yes, we’d
heard that excuse. So what’s the real reason?”

Fletcher stuck
to his guns,

“I said, I hate
paperwork!”

West studied
him for a long moment before going on.

“OK, we’ll let
that one go for now, it works to our advantage anyway.”

“Really?
How?”

West looked at
him in exasperation.

“Haven’t you
been listening? Didn’t you hear us say that we needed a hands on
problem solver?”

“Yes, but that
was in the office, the, the…” he groped for the correct word, “you
know, the simulator thing, none of that was real.”

West spoke very
deliberately, as if explaining the theory of relativity to a five
year old child.

“Fletcher, the
whole point of the simulation was to see how you would react to
direct, personal danger. None of the records could tell us that, we
had to see for ourselves.”

“Oh?” It was
Fletcher’s turn to be a little incredulous, “And how did you do
that? As far as I could see there was only me there, the other two
were part of your bloody machine.” Fletch paused as a thought
struck him, “come to that who the bloody hell are you? Are you from
the government?”

West
sighed.

“Look, we
really are running out of time, but to ease your mind, I can tell
you that we are not from the government, they have no say in what
we do, we are totally self funding, and I don’t suppose you will
believe me at the moment, but we are the good guys, you know...the
ones in the white hats.” He paused and pressed another concealed
button. The lights dimmed and a screen descended from a slot in the
ceiling with a soft whirring noise. “And we could see for ourselves
because we recorded the whole thing”

Fletcher’s eyes
were drawn like magnets to the action unfolding on the screen.

“Of course,”
chuckled West, “it looks a little strange from the outside.”

Fletcher
couldn’t agree more. There he was on the monitor, apparently
talking to himself. He watched in fascination as he saw himself
leap up from his chair, bend to pick up nothing, and then stumble
to the door. As the door closed behind his imaged self, the picture
faded out, the screen retreated back into its slot and the lights
came up to full brightness again.

“Yes,” West
went on, “strange to look at, but it told us what we needed to
know.”

Fletcher
wrenched his mind back to reality.

“Which
was?”

“That you are
the man we’ve been looking for, the right man for the job as it
were” West smiled and extended his hand. “Welcome aboard
Fletch,”

Fletcher kept
his own hand by his side, and did not return the other’s smile.

“Welcome aboard
what? I still don’t know who you are, and this is the first time
you’ve mentioned a job. What job? I’ve got a job.”

West dropped
his hand, and the smile hardened slightly.

“Yes, Fletcher,
you’ve got a job, of sorts. We only postponed the inquiry; we
didn’t cancel it. As I asked you before; what sort of a future do
you think you’ll have in your job after they stop using you as a
scapegoat? And even if they don’t, what’s the future? Ride fire
engines until you retire? Then what? Live on cardboard and dog food
because that’s all your superannuation will buy you? C’mon Fletch
you know you can do better than that.”

Fletcher was
interested, he couldn’t deny that. He decided to go with the flow,
and see where it would take him. For now.

“Alright,” he
said slowly, “I see your point. Just one last question,” West
nodded. “What’s the pay like?”

The
incongruously dreadlocked man in the impeccable suit broke into a
wide, genuine grin, and extended his hand again as he replied.

“Oh Fletcher! I
have to tell you that the pay for this job, is, by any standards,
absolutely fucking wonderful

 



************************************************************

 


Fletcher rose
stiffly from his seat and walked about the room to stretch his
legs. Since his guarded acceptance of West’s offer the atmosphere
in the lounge had become a lot less formal, almost casual in fact.
He looked to where the other man was still seated by the coffee
table, talking quietly into a mobile phone. He finished the
conversation, and closed the instrument with a snap. “Well that’s
all arranged, we’re a little pushed for time but you should be
OK.”

“What happens
now?” asked Fletcher.

West produced
another bottle, this time from his briefcase. It was quite
small.

“What happens
now, is that you meet the head of our small enterprise, the boss if
you like.” He handed him the container. Fletcher looked closely. It
appeared to be filled with a clear slightly viscous liquid, not
unlike light syrup.

“What’s
this.”

West took a
moment before he replied.

“It’s the same
drug you took before,”

Fletcher placed
the vial on the table and stood back.

“No
thanks.”

West
sighed,

“Like I said
before, we can’t force you to take it, nor will we trick you again,
but if you don’t, then I’m afraid our association must end
here.”

“Why? Is this
some form of initiation?”

West shook his
head

“No Fletch, no
initiation. The only way that you can meet this man is in VR, and
to do that you must drink the contents of the flask.”

“Why can we
only meet in VR? What’s the guy’s problem?”

“Fletcher, why
don’t you let him explain that to you.” He shrugged, “Look stop
asking bloody silly questions and drink the stuff, you know it
doesn’t do you any harm. What do you have to lose?”

Fletcher had no
answer to this, and once again his curiosity got the better of him.
He picked up the flask and downed the contents in one gulp. A look
of surprise appeared on his features and he rounded on West.

“Hey! This
isn’t the same stuff as last time! That last batch made the tea
taste like shit, this doesn’t taste of anything.

West looked up
as he dialled another number on his mobile.

“That’s right
Fletch, the drug has no taste.”

“Then what
about the tea?”

West put the
phone to his ear,

“Lapsang always
tastes like that. I’m surprised you chose it.” He gestured to the
doorway, “same door as before. See you later.”

Shaking his
head, Fletcher walked towards the door

“Bach!” he
muttered. “I hate Bach!”

 



Chapter
Four

 


Libby opened
the throttle, feeling the surge of power through the airframe
as the turbine spooled up. The runway was approaching fast and she
was a fraction too low. Not enough to worry about, but she liked to
get things right. Especially when her instructor was watching. And
he would be watching, she could bet on that. Shannon never missed a
thing.

Libby gave the
interior of the 185 a quick glance to make sure every thing was in
order. It was. She concentrated on her approach. The increased
power had brought the runway back into the correct position and she
applied the last few degrees of flap as she reduced the power one
more. The nose came up a little in response to the flap and the
airspeed dropped away as the aircraft crossed the runway threshold.
Libby held the nose-high attitude, and the stall-warning device was
just beginning to twitter lightly in her flying helmet as the
Cessna 185 kissed the runway in a perfect three-point landing. As
soon as she felt her wheels firmly on the ground, Libby applied
full reverse pitch to the propeller and opened the throttle again,
feeling the harness bite as the plane slowed dramatically before
coming to a halt ten meters past the ‘piano keys’ that marked the
start of the runway. Feeling pleased with herself, she closed the
throttle, engaged forward pitch once more and cracked the throttle
again to begin a brisk taxi towards the sheds at the end of the
runway.

Libby was
feeling more than a little pleased with herself, in fact she was
downright bloody proud of herself. Superficially the Cessna 185
aircraft was little different to the 182 series that she was used
to flying, except that it was a little larger and instead of a nose
wheel, it had a small castor situated under the tail. This changed
the way the aircraft handled on the ground enormously. The biggest
difference however lay under the cowling. This Cessna 185 was
equipped with a turbine engine, which effectively doubled the power
for a much less all-up weight and made the plane an absolute dream
to fly.

Libby grinned
to herself, dream it may have been, but learning the idiosyncrasies
of the tail-wheel configuration along with the unfamiliar engine,
had at times seemed more like a nightmare. And she had done it all
in a week.

Reaching the
end of the short runway, she pressed the toe of her right foot into
the top of the rudder pedal and swung the Cessna gently off the
hardstanding onto the grass. Sure enough, there was Shannon,
standing beside one of the sheds. He walked over to the aircraft as
Libby shut down the turbine.

“That looked OK
Libby,”

Libby glanced
up at the instructor. The man framed in the doorway had a long,
thin face with a ferocious moustache. Flinty grey eyes peered out
from beneath heavy black eyebrows which were matched by thick wavy
hair of the same colour. An olive complexion surrounded a
thin-lipped mouth set perpetually in a straight line. Except for
now.

Libby almost
jumped in surprise. Her istructor was smiling at her. She didn’t
think she had ever seen him smile. It looked scary.

“That was a
good landing, how do you feel about it?” He spoke in a clipped,
British accent.

Libby had a
little trouble finding her voice.

“Umm… fine I
think,” then she thought, oh to hell with him and corrected herself
“Actually I feel bloody good about it.”

Shannon nodded,
actually showing some teeth.

“Terrific! Tie
her down and then come into the office, there’s some people I want
you to meet.”

Libby sucked a
large breath through her teeth, undid the harness and stepped down
from the cockpit. As she went through the actions of tying the
aircraft down to the shackles anchored in the short grass, the
pilot reflected on what had been the most extraordinary week of her
life.

Libby
Hatfield’s experience had been very different from Fletcher’s. When
she had dialled the number on her card she had simply been told to
report to the ticket counter of a small airline at the flight
terminal. Libby had told the voice on the other end of the line of
the enquiry she was in the middle of and was promptly informed that
her presence was no longer needed and not to worry about it. This,
of course, had been impossible.

The airline
turned out to be smaller than she had expected, and when she had
fronted up at the counter expecting to be given a ticket, she was
surprised when the middle aged man behind the counter shook her
hand.

“Elizabeth
Hatfield?” Libby had nodded, “I’m your pilot, pleased to meet you,”
Then he had picked up her bag in one hand and a pilot’s headset in
the other, saying “Follow me please.” as he had hurried towards the
rear of the building, trailing a somewhat bemused Libby in his
wake.

After a two
hour trip in a cramped Cherokee, Libby had been deposited on a
desolate tarmac runway in the middle of what she decided was very
close to nowhere, watching the aircraft depart. As the small
plane’s wheels lifted from the ground, a sudden rainsquall hit the
airstrip, quickly soaking her to the bone. Feeling more than a
little lost, she picked up her lonely suitcase and bolted towards
the handfull of buildings she could seen at the end of the runway.
The rain momentarily hid them from her view, but as she drew closer
the downpour ceased as suddenly as it had begun and Libby fetched
up, bedraggled and panting in front of a medium sized hanger.

At first she
had thought the place deserted, but as she struggled to regain her
breath, a small door opened and a tall swarthy featured man stepped
forward. He stopped about ten paces away and stood staring at her
in silent appraisal.

“Libby
Hatfield.” It was not a question, but Libby nodded anyway, “My name
is Shannon, and I am going to teach you how to fly.”

That was the
first time she had heard his precise, clipped accent. It was not,
however to be the last. Throughout next week she had come to wish
she had never heard it at all.

Libby had got
off to a bad start. She had politely informed the newcomer that she
could already fly, that she had in fact been flying for quite
sometime now, and that she was also very wet, and also very fed up,
and, even if she did say so herself, she was a damn good pilot. The
man who called himself Shannon had not moved, not by a flicker of
an eyelash did he show any reaction to her outburst. But he had
said quietly,

“We’ll ask your
last passenger how good a pilot you are shall we?”

That remark hit
Libby hard. She shuddered as the fragile mental scab was torn away
and the memories came flooding back. Seeing that the point was made
Shannon turned on his heel and stalked back to the hanger. Libby
had picked up her case and followed.

Inside the cool
gloom of the building was an aeroplane which dominated the centre
of the covered space.

“Cessna
one-eight-five,” Shannon placed a foot on the forward thrusting
undercarriage and gestured at the small tailwheel “a little
different to the one-eight-two you’re used to.”

“Not that
different,” Libby had protested, “sure it’s a tail-dragger, but
that shouldn’t be too difficult.” She moved closer to the plane,
noting the slope of the fuselage. “I’ve seen one before...”

Shannon had not
been impressed.

“Yes we know.
Once. And you didn’t fly it, which was hardly surprising since you
were only ten years old at the time.”

Libby shrugged,
her father had flown the old Cessna off of a friend’s private
airstrip, and she had never forgotten the thrill of her first
flight. Shannon indicated a camp bed made up in a corner of the
hanger, there was a small washbasin beside it, and a footlocker
which also served as a table.

“This is where
you live while you’re here, how long that is depends on you. It’s a
touch on the Spartan side, but then you’re not here for a holiday
are you?”

Libby had
shaken her head; it seemed to be the right response. Living rough
never bothered her, being a jump pilot she had gotten used to it,
sometimes sleeping out under the wing of her plane when the weather
had permitted. Compared to some of the Drop-Zones Libby had worked
at, these facilities had seemed almost luxurious.

“As I said,”
Shannon had continued, “you are here to learn, so let’s have no
more crap about how good you are.” he raised an eyebrow.
“Clear?”

“Crystal” she
answered sarcastically.

The instructor
hadn’t noticed

“Splendid, I
suggest you get some sleep Libby, tomorrow is going to be a very
long day.” Libby had run out of things to say, so she had walked
over to the camp bed.

“By the
way,”

Libby had
turned and looked up, Shannon had been framed by the doorway, his
back to the gathering dusk.

“What?”

“I mentioned
that this aircraft was a little different” he paused “It’s a
turbine.”

Libby had
stared at the modified Cessna for a long while. A turbine
one-eight-five; Of course she had heard of them. They were not
common and the conversion was not cheap. This was the first time
she had seen one. And Shannon had said that she was going to fly it
tomorrow.

Sleep had been
a long time in coming.

The next day
had dawned early, and the week had become a long hard slog of
theory followed by some of the most gruelling flying hours she had
ever put in, followed by yet more theory. Shannon had been a hard
taskmaster; quick with criticism, and sparing with his praise,
indeed no criticism was as near to praise as the man ever got.

Libby dragged
her thoughts back to the present. She had to admit that the man was
a good instructor. In a week she had learned to handle the
unfamiliar aircraft as easily as she had the other Cessnas she was
used to. And today, Shannon had finally smiled.

Yes, she
thought, all things considered, she had every right to feel proud
of herself.

Libby retrieved
her helmet from the pilot’s seat and tucked it under her arm as she
walked to the small office in the hut alongside the hanger.

Libby had not
been invited in here before. Her movements had been confined to the
tiny classroom that occupied the other half of this building and
the hanger where she slept. She smiled to herself, noting the
instructor’s living arrangements were a little better than hers. He
at least had an electric kettle and what looked like a supply of
instant coffee.

Shannon looked
up from where he was seated and Libby saw that they indeed had
company. A group of four people stood beside the instructor. They
were the first souls that she had seen in a week and she studied
them with interest. She didn’t know what it was, but there was
something about them that seemed to scream ‘military’, which was
strange, because she had never, to her knowledge even met a
soldier.

Shannon
confirmed her suspicions.

“Libby, I’d
like you to meet Colonel Street and his associates.” He beckoned
the pilot over, “Colonel, this is Elizabeth Hatfield, she’ll be
doing some flying for us.”

A short man
detached himself from the group and walked towards her, arm
outstretched, “Miss Hatfield, good to meet you, call me Rory, don’t
go much on this ‘Colonel’ crap since I retired.”

He was a short,
thickset man who looked to be anywhere between his late forties to
mid sixties. He moved with an almost cat-like grace and she could
see that most of the weight he was carrying was muscle. Despite him
being ‘no longer young’, he gave the impression of still being
obscenely fit. His close cropped iron grey hair was partially
hidden under a flat cloth cap and he was dressed in well-worn levis
and black T- shirt that clung to his smoothly sculptured outline.
When he spoke his voice had contained a faint twang.

Libby accepted
his firm handshake and decided to like him.

“Libby, please,
no-one calls me Elizabeth, except Mum,” she gave him her widest
smile. “Did I catch a bit of an accent there Rory?”

The man smiled
easily in return..

“Yeah, you did
Libby, I’m an Aussie; Brisbane to be exact. Haven’t seen the place
for a while, they tell me it’s changed a bit.”

“Oh really?
Have you been doing some travelling?”

Rory gave her a
strange look.

“Yeah you could
say that” then he seemed to recover himself and turned to the rest
of the group. “Sorry Libby, sometimes I forget my manners; let me
introduce my people.” He jerked his thumb at two men standing
together, and went on. “That tall bloke over there is Jacko,” he
indicated the shorter of the two men, “and the even taller one is a
pommy prick called Nigel, we call him Nigel-no-mates.”

The two men
grinned.

“Don’t mind the
Colonel Libby,” the one called Nigel chuckled, “he just doesn’t
like having to stand next to me. I think he’s grown a complex over
the years.”

Libby smiled
back; the banter had the easy feel of being well practiced. As the
Colonel punched his companion playfully on the shoulder, the last
member of the group stepped out of the shadows. Libby was
surprised. In a group that she had taken to be all male this one
turned out to be a woman.

She looked lean
with not an ounce of fat on her. What was left of her closely
cropped hair seemed to be dark brown, if not black. A generic khaki
t-shirt was tucked into faded urban pattern camo-pants, and on her
feet were green, lace up combat boots. Libby put her age at
somewhere between mid-twenties and somewhere else. The face was
roundish, typically swarthy and seemed pleasant enough. The eyes
were different. Libby looked closer and decided that the eyes had
definitely ‘been around’. They seemed to be looking beyond the
room, as if searching for something out towards the horizon. In
fact, the pilot decided, they just didn’t belong in that face.

“Since the
Colonel don’t know me, I’ll introduce myself.” She spoke with faint
hint of liquid Hispanic accent. “They call me Diaz, just Diaz, late
of the United States Marine Corps; disenchanted and recently
discharged.”

The girl looked
and sounded like she could pull the wings off Cessnas just for fun.
Libby was impressed.

Rory wasn’t

“Jeeesus lady,
what’s got up your arse?” He grinned and shook his head. “Did the
batteries in your joy vibe run out at the wrong time or what?”

Despite the
words, his voice never raised itself above an easy conversational
tone. Rory turned on the flying Instructor who had been watching
the exchange with amusement.

“Shannon, where
did you get this bloody dyke from, and please don’t tell me that I
need her, because I’m not listening.” He held up his two index
fingers and continued, “see? I’m putting my fingers in my ears, and
I’m not listening to you any more.”

Shannon smiled
and reached out, gently removing the mans fingers from his ears.
There was a sudden, commanding shout from the middle of the
room.

“Colonel!” Diaz
was no longer focussed on infinity. In fact her eyes now blazed
with quick anger and her next words hissed through her teeth

“Colonel, I
ain’t no dyke! I’m as straight as you and the rest of your
boyfriends here. And Colonel, you need me because I’m the best
fucking medico the Corps ever turned out. You name it, I can
extract it, sew it, stitch it, bandage it...hell, I’ll even staple
it and glue it if I have to. And I can do all this in the middle of
the heaviest god-dammed firefight you pendejos ever saw.”

The tirade
finished as soon as it had begun, and Shannon nodded

“Well,” he
said, attempting a little diplomacy, “I think that clears up that
little misunderstanding.” He glanced at Rory, “Right Colonel?”

“Yeah, no
worries,” the Australian answered easily. “Diaz it is. Sorry for
the mix up.”

Diaz relaxed
and was on the verge of smiling back when Rory added “I’m sure that
someone as efficient as you would never let her batteries run
down!”

For a brief
moment Diaz’s face darkened once more, then she smiled slowly

“Hell Colonel,”
her voice now matching the other’s easy tones, “I grew out of
batteries years ago. I kick-start my toys baby!”

Shannon, still
playing the diplomat, moved in smoothly.

“Yes...well,
before this conversation descends any further down this particular
pathway...” he left the sentence to hang as he gestured towards the
door, “Ladies, gentlemen; your transportation awaits, and,” he
nodded at Libby, “your pilot is only too eager to display her
skills.” The group picked up whatever pieces of luggage they had,
and headed for the door.

Jacko nudged
Nigel,

“Shit, Nige,
that was looking really interesting for a while. Trust the bloody
Poms to bugger things up.”

Nigel punched
him playfully,

“Aw shut up,
you bloody colonial.”

Libby lagged
behind the others.

“I don’t
suppose,” she asked Shannon, “you’re going to tell me what this is
all about.”

The instructor
smiled back at her.

“Of course not,
I’ve no intention of putting you in the picture,”

Libby shrugged
and turned away

“I will say
though,” Shannon called her back, “That you are the best pilot I
have seen for a long while. If there was such a thing I would say
that you are a natural. But...” he paused, searching for the right
words. “...There is still a long way to go. In a way the best and
worst is yet to come.” He slumped back into the chair behind the
desk and looked away. Libby almost missed his next words.

“I hope you’ll
be ready.”

Shannon picked
up a sheaf of papers as a means of dismissing her. Libby didn’t
move, her mind was in turmoil. Shannon looked up in annoyance,

“The route is
marked on your map in the cockpit, the aircraft is fully fuelled,
and you have five people on board,” Libby still hesitated, “Go!
Aviate!” he shouted, and Libby scooted out of the office.

Ten minutes
later Shannon heard the engine note change as the Cessna lifted off
and he picked up the telephone.

“West?... Yes
Shannon here...No...no problem, they’ve just this minute taken off.
How is everything your end?...Oh good, yes the girl passed phase
one with flying colours if you’ll pardon the extremely bad pun. Yes
OK...Well I’ll leave things in your capable hands then. Ta ta.”

 



*************************************************

Fletcher was
rapidly losing the capacity to be surprised. This time, as he
walked through the doorway into what he thought to be an ordinary
office, he was confronted instead, with a long room approximately
eight meters by thirty meters. All the way down one side of this
space were large panoramic windows through which Fletch could see,
of all things, an expanse of fluffy clouds, sliding majestically
past . The windows slanted upwards and outwards at a shallow angle
and along the lower edge was a low shelf that, at a pinch would
serve as a table. Confirming this impression were sets of upright
lounge chairs spaced at strategic points along the glassed-in
space.

Separating this
area from the rest of the room was a low railing and on his side of
this divider were six dining tables impeccably laid out for what
could only be an extremely lavish dinner, judging by the amount of
utensils placed on the immaculate white napery. At the far table
sat a solitary figure who beckoned to him. Apart from a young
couple seated at the window, the lonely diner was the only
occupant.

Fletcher was
about to go over to the stranger when his curiosity got the better
of him. He’d guessed that this whole scene was virtual reality, but
the place was intriguing. He walked around the railing to the long
window and peered out. Despite the knowledge that none of this was
real, what he saw still managed to startle him.

Far below, a
grey-green expanse of water stretched to the horizon, the
featureless panorama broken dramatically by a large pod of what he
took to be whales broaching and spouting almost directly below his
vantage point. As Fletcher watched, the group gradually fell behind
until and he began to move along the walkway to keep them in sight,
passing the couple who were gazing out at the view of sea and
clouds. The man turned and Fletcher saw they were dressed in the
fashion of the mid nineteen-thirties. The couple nodded and smiled,
before turning back to the view.

At the half-way
point, there was a break in the dividing barrier and Fletch turned
and re-entered the dining space. Again, the man at the end table
gestured him over. This time Fletcher accepted the invitation.

The stranger
was of medium height with a moderately heavy build, dressed in a
dark blue suit, set off by a deep red silk cravat in place of the
usual tie. His hair was parted in the middle and slicked back in
the manner mid-thirties and his wide, pleasant face was
clean-shaven. A handkerchief matching the colour and material of
the cravat decorated the breast pocket of the suit, adding a
finishing touch to the ensemble. He stood up and Fletcher was
relieved to note that there were no red dreadlocks or baseball caps
in evidence.

He sat down as
his host remained standing.

“Ah, Fletcher,
so good of you to join me at long last, have you seen all you
wanted to see? Perhaps I could arrange a guided tour for you, you
know, just to make you feel comfortable?” Fletcher recognised the
sarcasm instantly.

“Bob?” The man
smiled, “Bob!... I thought I recognised the dramatic irony,” He
peered closely at the other’s face. “Which is just as well because
I don’t recognise the face or the body, who the hell are you this
time?”

The man sat
down and leaned back in his chair.

“Well, as you
can see Fletch, I can be whoever I choose to be, wherever I choose
to be, but the name I was given by my parents was Geoffrey
Harrigan,” Fletcher looked surprised, “I see you’ve heard of
me.”

‘Heard of him?’
Thought Fletcher, ‘who hadn’t?’ There would be very few people in
the civilised world that hadn’t heard of Geoffrey Harrigan.

Geoffrey Robert
Harrigan had, up until around five years ago, been one of those
international figures that never, ever seemed to be out of the
media spotlight. He followed the seasons; if Geoffrey was skiing,
then it was winter in one of the worlds most exclusive ski fields.
If Geoffrey was seen basking on a beach, well then it was summer
somewhere expensive. Spring saw him hanging out with the
glitterati, the literati, the fritterati and any other ‘arti’ at
the Paris fashion shows to the delight (and profit) of the
paparazzi, while autumn found him attending artshows in the garrets
of New York. It was universally agreed, by anyone who mattered,
that Geoffrey Robert Harrigan was a ‘Very Important Person
indeed’.

He had come to
this most desirable status by an indirect route. In his not so
distant youth, Geoff had been something of a thinker. His family
had been comfortable as far as financial matters went and so could
afford to indulge the young Geoffrey in a fairly wide-ranging
education. This had given the young man an inquiring mind; he liked
to question the whys and wherefores of things.

As he matured
through adolescence and puberty, the thing that Geoffrey questioned
the most was; ‘why do some people live vastly more comfortable
lives than others?’ And the answer that he came up with was very
simple, ‘money!’ The more you had, the more comfortable you were.
Happiness was then up to you. So Geoffrey Robert Harrigan had
devoted his life to the accumulation of a vast fortune.

Like many
before him, Geoffrey found that the first million was the hardest
to come by; after that it was easy. He seemed to attract money like
a magnet, everything he did, every business venture he embarked on
made a profit, after that first million, he couldn’t lose. Unlike
many people before him, who sometimes found their wealth to be a
burden, Geoff revelled in every aspect, every trapping, of being
rich. He loved to be photographed. Anywhere. Not for him the
high-speed dashes in blacked out limousines hotly pursued by
voracious snap-hounds riding pillion on over-powered motorcycles.
Not for him the long distance grainy telephoto lens image taken
through the bushes of a remote estate owned by a sympathetic
acquaintance. No, Geoffrey was rich, and Geoffrey was proud of it,
and he didn’t care who saw him living it.

Five years ago,
everything changed. Not in any financial sense, indeed by this time
Geoffrey had made far too much money for even a medium sized city
to spend in a lifetime. What changed was the man himself. Geoffrey
Robert Harrigan had, quite simply disappeared without trace.

In the space of
a few days, his face vanished from the newsstands. In the following
weeks, the disappearance had been the subject of the deepest most
thorough journalistic investigation the world had seen. The
paparazzi excelled themselves in the devious methods they used to
get into the various establishments he was rumoured to be staying
in. When his most recent girlfriend was seen at one of the
Serengeti game parks, a crack team of freelance photographers
parachuted in from high altitude carrying a week’s supply of film.
They were never seen again. After an exhaustive search, it it had
become widely accepted that they had supplied the local carnivorous
wildlife with something less than a week’s worth of food. Some of
the richest recluses in the world kicked up their heels at what was
reputedly the longest, loudest party of the season.

No photographs
were ever taken and no statement was ever made to the world’s
press. Geoffrey just disappeared, seemingly without trace and had
not been seen since. Until now.

Fletcher stared
at his host, for the moment lost for words.

“I can see you
are confused,” Geoffrey leaned forward and grasped Fletch’s arm,
just above the elbow.

“Fletcher, I
can see that it’s time to put all of my cards on the table. I
want...no...” he hesitated, “I...need you to trust me. I hope that
at the end of this conversation, you will be ready to join us in
what will be a very interesting adventure.”

As his usual
cynicism kicked in, Fletcher decided for once, to take the
situation at face value, no matter how weird that situation was
turning out to be. Which brought him to a question. “Hang on a
minute,” there’s something I just have to know before you get
started on what is admittedly a long overdue explanation.” Geoff
stopped in mid-sentence, and smiled, spreading his hands
indulgently as he did so.

“Please, go
ahead, ask away.”

“Where the hell
are we this time?”

Geoff’s smile
grew broader, and he leaned back in his chair

“I’m sorry have
to answer a question with a question, but I can’t resist. Where the
hell do you think we are?”

“Well I have my
suspicions,” Fletch looked around himself at the dining room and
it’s steadily moving panorama of skyscape. “But I was kind of
hoping I was wrong.”

Geoff rocked
his chair back on it’s rear legs and found the point of balance
where he teetered for a few seconds before tipping forward
again.

“Alright, as I
said, cards on the table; We are sitting at table number six in the
dining room of the Deutsche Zeppelin-Reederei Airship Hindenburg.
We are currently flying at an altitude of six hundred and fifty
feet, and we are cruising at a comfortable speed of eighty miles an
hour. It is around six p.m. on the seventh of May in the year
nineteen hundred and thirty six, and the stewards are about to
serve a rather excellent dinner, I hope you will join me.”

Fletcher looked
nervously in the direction of the windows.

“The
Hindenburg?”

Geoff nodded
gleefully.

“Doesn’t this
particular gasbag self- immolate rather spectacularly at the end of
the trip? I seem to remember something along the lines of ‘Oh the
humanity’ being said somewhat dramatically as the thing explodes in
all of its black and white glory.”

Geoff nodded
again, this time more seriously.

“Yes, that’s
the mistake commonly made by armchair historians. But what they
fail to realise is that the Hindenburg had a complete season of
safe and luxurious trans-atlantic trips before she ended her life
in the disaster at Lakehurst.”

Fletcher
interrupted at that point,

“And we’re
travelling on one of those first season flights, right?”

Geoff looked at
him.

“Does it really
matter Fletch, I think that your forgetting this is VR, we are not
really here, in fact we are both about as far from each other as it
is possible to be without leaving the planet!”

Geoff was
right; Fletcher had been so caught up in his surroundings that he
had, in fact, forgotten about the drug-induced reality of the
scene. He grinned ruefully.

“Yeah, sorry,
it’s very easy to forget. You people do such a great job,” he shook
his head. “I can’t believe that this isn’t real.”

I’ll take that
as a compliment, now I suggest we order and I’ll fill you in on the
rest of the story.”

A waiter
materialised beside the table, and Geoff raised an eyebrow in
Fletch’s direction. “Do you mind if I order for both of us,”

Fletch shook
his head.

“We’ll have the
Indian swallow nest soup,” Geoff smiled up at the waiter, obviously
enjoying himself, “followed by the Rhine salmon with spice sauce,
then the tenderloin with goose liver sauce and to finish a Carmen
salad and iced California melon.”

He looked over
at Fletcher,

“OK for
you?”

Fletcher hadn’t
a clue what his host had been talking, but nodded anyway. Whatever
Geoff had ordered sounded impressive and he hadn’t heard the word
‘Lapsang’ mentioned once.

A thought
struck him,

“We’re not
actually going to eat are we? I mean none of this exists does it?
We can’t eat VR surely?”

 


“Why not?”
Geoff frowned back at him, “I thought West explained this to you.
The sublims control your senses, all of them, including taste, so
your brain gets the message that you’re eating.”

“Yes he did
mention that,” answered Fletcher, “you’ll have to excuse me, I was
busy not believing him at the time.”

“C’mon Fletch”
His companion reached over and slapped his arm heartily, “it’s the
ultimate diet. You can eat anything you like, and never put on
weight. Even better,” here Geoff smiled wolfishly, “you can drink
all you like but never feel the effects of a hangover!”

Fletcher
thought about this very carefully for approximately two seconds
before deciding to like the idea.

“OK I’m
convinced, what are we going to have to drink?”

“Well, you can
have anything you fancy, but in case you are not familiar with the
menu…?”

“Oh no,” Fletch
interrupted. “I try to eat lunch on this gasbag at least three
times a week.” He made a sweeping gesture towards the panorama of
foam flecked waves sliding past the windows,

“I’m having tea
on the ‘Titanic’ tonight. Perhaps you’ll join me?”

“Please,
Fletch,” Geoff shook his head as he dismissed the waiter, “leave
the sarcasm to the experts. Now, if you really want to see the
Titanic, then of course that can be arranged.”

“No thanks.”
Fletcher answered quickly. “I’ve seen the movie, freezing to death
alongside the delectable Kate Winslett is still freezing to death,
whichever way you look at it.”

Geoff laughed
softly.

“Yes I suppose
that’s true.”

Another
white-coated waiter appeared seemingly out of the woodwork.

“As I was
saying, if you are not familiar with the ‘millionaires’ menu then I
will order the appropriate vintages,” he glanced over at Fletch,
“er...I take it that you...aren’t familiar with it?”

Fletcher shook
his head.

“I have no idea
what you are talking about.”

Geoff smiled
indulgently,

“Then let me
explain. On the ninth of October, nineteen thirty six, the
Hindenburg played host to seventy two of the richest, most powerful
men in the United States. The round trip took ten hours and became
known as the ‘Millionaire’s Flight’. I’ve just ordered the same
menu that was served on that trip.”

Geoff paused
and seemed to wait for some comment from his guest.

“Of course,” he
continued, when none was forthcoming, “you are quite free to cancel
and order egg and chips if that is more to your taste.”

Fletcher shook
his head again,

“No, the nest
soup thingy sounds...interesting.” He decided it was time to get
back to business. “You mentioned ‘cards on the table’, how about
you carry on in the same spirit.”

Geoff looked at
him apologetically

“Yes, I’m
sorry, I get sidetracked all too easily, especially when really
good food is involved, I’ll continue in a moment.” He murmured
something to the wine waiter, then turned back to his guest.

“Let me start
with a little personal history. As you are no doubt aware, I spent
a large portion of my life amassing a vast amount of money, in fact
it became so large that the value ceased to have any meaning
whatsoever. At the time, this didn’t worry me. You see Fletch, I
truly enjoyed my wealth.”

“So what
happened?” Fletcher raised an eyebrow quizzically, “No don’t tell
me, you got bored and decided that a life of grinding, yet carefree
poverty would be more of a challenge, right?”

“I see you’re
trying out your sarcasm again,” Geoff observed, “it’s not improving
by the way. I’d stick to straight out cynicism if I was you, but I
digress. No Fletcher, I never got bored with my life, only those
who have never achieved true wealth still cling to the myth that
the rich are unhappy.

“OK, I get the
picture;” Fletcher interrupted again. “You were a really happy,
intensely rich man who was having a great time shopping. Again, I
ask the question; What happened?”

“Well,”
patiently, Geoff ignored the interruption, “around six years ago,
it was a Sunday morning as I remember, I woke up to the feeling
that I was short of breath. I didn’t think it was serious until I
tried to get out of bed and suddenly found that my limbs had
somehow ceased to function. This worried me.”

Fletcher
thought that this was something of an understatement and said as
much.

“Yes,” his
companion nodded, “but you see, nothing like this had ever happened
to me before, no warning, not so much as a cough or a dose of the
flu, then all of a sudden the body that I had taken for granted all
these years, just stopped working. Completely!

I was
fortunate, because with what felt like my last breath I managed to
call for help. It was one of those rare occasions when I was
sleeping alone by the way. Very soon I found myself in a private
room of one of the best hospitals in the world, with some of the
most expensive equipment in the world breathing for me, pumping my
blood for me, feeding me, emptying my bladder and evacuating my
bowels for me. I also had the most expensive doctors that my money
could buy inserting various instruments into my unfeeling body in
an effort to find out how long it would be before I could resume my
normal enjoyable lifestyle.

You see
Fletcher; I was still not taking any of this seriously. In the
past, if I had a problem, I threw money at it until the problem
went away or until it became someone else’s. Unfortunately, it did
not take my team of expensive doctors long to come up with an
answer that they all agreed on. Quite simply, they didn’t know! Oh
they knew what it was, they just couldn’t tell me how long it would
last, or more to the point, if it would ever end.

“So what was
it?” asked Fletcher.

“The medical
term for the condition is incomprehensibly long and latin, but the
name itself means nothing. The effect of the thing is one hundred
percent devastation of the body. Nothing, and I mean nothing,
works. Except the brain. Thus the torture is exquisite, I was fully
aware of what was going on around me, I could hear everything, see
everything, but for all intents and purposes my body was, and still
is, dead.” Fletch’s eyes widened in disbelief,

“You mean that
you still have this, this…thing...whatever you called it? Then
how…?”

“I’m coming to
that, if you’ll let me continue. For about a year, I languished in
my very private world. People came and went, and after a while I
noticed something very strange. The more they failed to get any
response from me, the more they treated me like a small child. I
think that was what hurt the most, I had suddenly gone from adult
to baby in the space of a couple of months. I went a little insane
then. Not that anyone noticed.

After the first
year, I suppose that some form of acceptance came over me, I began
to look forward to the rotations as they moved me around on the
rotor bed. At least it was a change of scenery. You know, ceiling,
floor. Floor ceiling. And then I started to think. I thought of all
sorts of things, but mainly about how to communicate. You see money
was still no object; all the problem had to be was solvable. My
lucky break came when the doctors had all but forgotten me, and a
brilliant young scientist obtained a grant for some basic research
into brain function. She had come up with a device that could
translate, via a common pc, brain wave patterns into normal, and
most importantly, readable text. The hospital gave me to her as a
Guinea pig.

I’ll never
forget the first day they plugged me in, so to speak. The young
woman had taken the trouble to explain the function of the device
as she connected it;” Geoff smiled, “It had been quite some time
since anyone had actualy spoken to me directly. Took a little
getting used to. Anyway, the whole thing was, and is really quite
simple. And it works! In fact, the device worked so well that
within a month we were conversing quite normally. She spoke as
usual, I listened, and then all I had to do was concentrate my
thoughts and visualise my response. And there it would be, in
orderly rows of text marching across the monitor screen. It was a
simple matter to connect a speech generator to the program, and I
finally had my voice back. I took over the funding of the project
and had myself moved to a purpose built facility.

So, I could
communicate once more, what now? Some time ago, as I was staring at
the floor and ceiling, I came to the conclusion that I had been
wasting time. I had been a user. I had been content to allow the
world to blunder along its merry way and to simply feed off the
richest parts of society. Not that I felt that I was doing anything
wrong, you understand? As you can see I still favour the more
luxurious side of life,” Geoff waved his arm in the general
direction of the Hindenburg “No...I began to wonder if the world
couldn’t be turned into a better place for more people to
enjoy.”

“Oh, come on!”
Fletcher had been fascinated by the monologue so far, but was
jolted back to reality as Geoff seemed to be veering dangerously
towards ‘religious nutterland’. “I think I’ve heard this particular
line before”

“Let me
finish!” Geoff, frustrated by this latest interruption, almost spat
the words out; the tone was quite different to the languid, relaxed
speech he had been using. Fletcher shut up. “Thank you, I’m sorry
but I really must insist that you hear me out,” Geoff suddenly
smiled disarmingly, sliding back into his former manners. “Besides,
if you leave now, you’ll miss dinner. Where was I? Oh yes, anyway,
as I said I had plenty of time to think, and I went way beyond the
simple ‘Band Aid’ idea of throwing my fortune into the bottomless
pit of famine relief and welfare payments to people that quite
frankly don’t deserve handouts. The more I looked at the problem,
the more it seemed that the modern world in the late twentieth
century was no longer a place in which everybody got a chance at
their fair share of happiness.” He shrugged, “Whatever they
conceived happiness to be. So, I hit the books for an explanation.
After some serious reading I discovered that the short period
between the turn of the century and the outbreak of World War One,
the period referred to, with good reason, as ‘the Belle Epoch’,
things were actually moving towards an equality that was not
apparent at the time and has not been since.”

Fletcher,
having read about the time himself, found the idea hard to
accept

“Not sure I
agree with you Geoff,” He leaned forward, “The bit about the ‘Belle
Epoch’ anyway. It was an illusion! The good times were only for a
select few; their lifestyles were made possible by the cheap labour
provided by the masses. In no western civilised country, and I mean
Europe, the US and most of Russia was there equality before World
War One”

Geoff shook his
head

“You are
correct in what you are saying, but you are quite wrong in your
interpretation of what was going on. Like most amateur historians,
you’ve allowed yourself to be sidetracked by the Great War. You
see, I now believe it was that cataclysmic event that started the
unravelling of our society. Before the war, up to the year nineteen
fourteen, the potential for civilisation was immense. Think of what
was happening; electric light was replacing gas, this would lead to
cleaner air, and in turn better health. Better and faster
communications; in that achievement alone lies the potential for a
lasting peace. Mass education, greater literacy, far more ordinary
people thinking for themselves. But what did we do with these
marvellous tools?” Geoff didn’t wait for an answer. “Instead of
developing them along peaceful lines, we adapted most of them to
the more efficient waging of war. And what was the main feature of
that war? Quite apart from the industrialised slaughter on a scale
that no-one had seen or was prepared for, the main feature was that
once started it was extremely difficult to stop. The adversaries
found it almost impossible to disengage at the end of the first few
months. After that, the unforgiving rancour caused by the mass
execution of the armies involved in the battles made anything but
total surrender of the enemy, from either side, Alliance or Entent,
completely unacceptable.”

Fletch still
found himself disagreeing

“But what about
all of the social change that happened during the war, women
getting the vote, social equality, socialist revolution in Russia,
the stirring’s of independence in the colonies?” Fletcher
interjected. “Surely the war was the catalyst that brought
progressive change to the world?”

“Progress? You
think that seventy years of communist oppression in Russia was
progress? You think that instant social equality brought about by
killing off most of the next generation of the political and social
leadership of three of the strongest nations in Europe is progress?
Women’s suffrage would have happened; in fact it was close when war
broke out, in fact most of the changes you mentioned would have
come about even if war had not occurred, they would simply have
taken more time.

Instead the
social structure was torn up, and in its place was left a vacuum.”
Here Geoff paused, and looked at his guest before asking, “and do
you have any idea what we have filled that vacuum with
Fletcher?”

Fletcher shook
his head, but decided to have a guess anyway.

“Well, I
suppose, or I would like to think that we are living in a more
equal society, one where anybody can climb to the top of his chosen
field…don’t we?”

“I’ll tell you
what filled the vacuum Fletch; in a word it was, greed. The
accumulation of wealth has come to obsess most of the world’s
population. I was no exception. Take a good look around. The
clamour for quick monetary wealth is everywhere. From the man who
can barely afford food for his family, but will happily spend most
of his welfare cheque on some form of gambling, to the corporate
chairman who ‘downsizes’ a couple of thousand ordinary jobs in
order to boost the price of his company’s shares, and in so doing
gain a fat bonus for himself.

In between
those two extremes are the millions upon millions of backstreet
deals, black-market markets and petty ‘old school tie’ bribes and
cover-ups by politicians. Not to mention the various
get-rich-without-really-trying deals and MLMs that now pollute most
of the bloody internet.

Geoff set back
in his chair once more, took a sip of water and wiped his mouth
before continuing his story.

“A tiny
fraction of these make a tiny fraction of profit for an even
smaller fraction of the people involved in them. All of them cause
a lot of people to be miserable to varying degrees.”

Geoff looked up
as a pair of waiters approached discreetly.

“Ahh, here is
our first course at last, thank you gentlemen.”

The waiters
placed the dishes in front of the two men and retired, only to be
followed a second later by the wine waiter, who proceeded with the
ritual of opening the bottle and then pouring a sample to be
tasted. Geoff did the honours, and then, after swirling the wine
around his mouth, swallowed with evident satisfaction.


“Excellent!”

The waiter
poured two glasses placed the bottle in the ice bucket that he had
provided, and then also respectfully retired.

There was a
pause in the conversation as the two men tackled the food on their
plates, Geoff with relish, and Fletcher, after his initial
reservation, with surprised enjoyment. After a short interval
Fletcher wiped his mouth, decided he could get used to good wine
and gazed at the passing scenery.

He had to admit
that some parts of Geoff’s story were intriguing, not the least of
them was the explanation of his illness and subsequent
disappearance. Fantastic though it was, too many things had
happened to him today for him to feel in any position to disbelieve
it.

“So,” He asked,
“who thought up this ‘Fantasy Incorporated’ that we’re sitting
in?”

“Ah well,”
Geoff answered, “this whole VR apparatus was actually a by-product
of my frustration.”

Fletcher’s
mouth twisted in amused disbelief.

“But I thought
you were happy, thinking your thoughts and communicating with your
pet scientist. What happened?”

“For one
thing,” Geoff ignored the jibe, “I’m never completely satisfied
with anything. All things, no matter how perfect they seem are
capable of improvement. So I asked my protégé as I prefer to call
her, if she had any ideas on how to improve her invention, and she
mentioned that she had been toying with the new science of virtual
reality. I thought this had potential and I encouraged her to do
more research in this area. Within a year she had come up with this
concept”

Here again,
Geoff made a vague gesture at the Hindenburg and the world it was
flying through.

“There was,
however, one seemingly unsurmountable problem that my pet genius
had come up against.”

Fletcher
couldn’t disguise his interest.

“Which
was?”

“In order for
the concept to work, a computer of unheard of power would be needed
to run even a simple scenario. A complete world would have to be
created in three dimensions, constantly changing as the subject
moved through it, and then all of this would have to be translated
millisecond by millisecond into the subliminal suggestions that
would fool the brain into thinking the whole thing was real.”

“What about the
drug?” asked Fletch, “the hallucinogen? Where did that come
from?”.

Geoff gave a
self-indulgent chuckle.

“That was the
easiest of the lot. We were actually able to buy our drug off the
shelf, so to speak.”

“It couldn’t be
that simple surely?”

“Well, it was,
thanks to some very secret and foolishly cancelled government
research into the LSD group of hallucinogens carried out in the
nineteen-seventies. It was literally sitting there, waiting for us
to find a use for it. Lucky really.”

“Again, the
understatement!”

“So all we had
to do was come up with the computer power to run it.” Geoff paused
again and grinned widely. “Fletch, have you any idea what a team of
the world’s elite computer engineers can come up with in a year,
given unlimited funds?”

Fletcher
shrugged

“I could try to
guess”

“You could
indeed, but you would be wrong, in fact you would not even be
close.”

“OK, you tell
me.”

“They invented
a machine of such incredible power, such vast artificial
intelligence, that we stopped using the word ‘computer’. This
machine has the power to reproduce the entire scene that you see
around you, and not even use one millionth of its full capacity.
And that capacity Fletch, grows as we speak. This machine has the
ability to learn; to expand its network of artificial neurones,
just as the human brain does, which it was modelled on. There are
some technical details that I won’t bore you with, but I can give
you a quick demonstration if you like?”

“Go on.”

“I am actually
controlling this whole scenario of the lunch, the wine, our
appearance, the Hindenburg from my bed without moving a wasted
muscle which is, in fact half a world away from the building in
which you are located. Clever?”

Fletcher agreed
that it was. What else could he say?

“I’ll give you
an example. Normally I don’t like to fool around with the
historical context of the scenarios but I’ll make an exception.
Have a good look at the wine waiter.”

Fletcher looked
up to see an instantly recognisable blonde female take the wine
bottle from the bucket and refill his glass, leaning close.
Fletcher had ample time to admire the famous cleavage of Norma-Jean
Baker, better known as Marilyn Monroe, as she replaced the bottle,
and winked at him.

“Do you need
anything else?” She asked in a breathless whisper. “Anything at
all?” She blew a kiss and left the room. It took Fletcher a few
seconds to recover.

“Impressive,”
he remarked, “who’s going to serve the second course, Adolf
Hitler?”

Geoff was
enjoying himself.

“If you like,”
he replied, “but you do get the point?”

Fletcher
nodded,

“Yep, as I said
it’s all very impressive. Apart from anything else I can see the
potential for the disabled of the world, but where do I fit in to
all this?”

Geoff leaned
back in his seat, and regarded his companion quizzically,

“Fletcher, do
you mind if we skip the rest of lunch?”

Fletcher gave a
short laugh.

“Hey, it’s your
airship and seeing as we’re not really eating, drinking or even
flying in it, I don’t suppose it really matters does it?”

Geoff rose from
his chair.

“Come take a
walk with me.”

Fletcher got up
and followed as his companion walked down the length of the dining
room and out of the door at the end.

Half expecting
to enter a completely different scenario, Fletcher was mildly
surprised to find himself walking through what still appeared to be
the interior of the airship. Geoff paused at the head of a flight
of stairs and waited for him to catch up before descending to the
deck below. Geoff threw short comments over his shoulder as they
went

“‘B’ deck; this
is mostly the crew’s quarters.”

Fletch followed
as the other man led him through some narrow corridors until they
finally came to a small room that seemed to be full of electrical
equipment.

“Radio
room.”

Fletcher looked
around the tiny cubicle, marvelling at the detail in the
simulation. The radio set was a large bulky affair. All the
switches and dials were labelled in German, Geoff watched him as he
studied the unit.

“State of the
art communications for the late nineteen-thirties. What do you
think?”

“As I said, I’m
impressed. You mentioned that some sort of super computer is
running this whole scene?”

Geoff
laughed,

“With a little
help from me, yes.”

Fletcher had
noticed something.

“Well then” he
went on, feeling a little smug, “I’d say you’ve cocked it up.”

It was Geoff’s
turn to look surprised.

“Really?
How?”

“Well, as far
as I know, there was a fair sized crew on board this gasbag, and
apart from a couple of waiters and one slightly out of place film
star, I’ve seen nobody.”

Geoff sighed
and shook his head.

“I do wish you
would show a little more respect Fletch. Do you have to refer to
this airship as a gasbag? I think that one of man’s greatest
creations deserves something better.”

Fletcher
shrugged, feeling a little miffed.

“Whether this
is one of man’s greatest creations is a matter of opinion and in
any case, as far as I’m concerned its reputation precedes it!”

Geoff turned to
a ladder that Fletch could now see in the far corner of the room.
It appeared to lead downwards to yet another deck below.

“OK, have it
your way.” He began to descend. “As for the crew, I’ve deleted them
for a while. The airship is sort of flying on automatic,”

This brought
Fletcher back to reality with a jolt. For all his outward cynicism,
he was actually enjoying the fantasy that surrounded him so
completely. In fact, his mind was in the process of accepting the
simulation as reality, the longer he was immersed in it; the more
he believed it. Geoff’s last comment shattered most of that. He
hadn’t dismissed the crew, he had deleted them. Only a computer
could be so characteristically convenient.

At the bottom
of the ladder, Fletcher found himself in what he took to be the
main control car. Geoff was standing with his back to him looking
out of the large window at the front of the cabin. Fletcher joined
him, and gasped in wonder.

The view
forward was nothing short of stunning. Six hundred feet below the
thin floor that the two men were standing on, the Atlantic Ocean
stretched away to the horizon on both sides in a pearly,
foam-flecked green translucence. In front of them, the long grey
jagged silhouette of the Manhattan coastline broke the faint line
where the sea met the sky. As a backdrop to the scene, dark
cumulous storm clouds combined with the luminous blood red sun to
form the most awe-inspiring sunset that Fletcher had ever seen. He
stood there, marvelling in the depth of the scene.

“Beautiful,
isn’t it?” Geoff broke the spell.

For a long
moment, Fletcher didn’t answer, and the Geoff watched with a smile
flickering around the corners of his mouth, as Fletcher took a
long, deep breath.

“It’s
wonderful.” He said at last

Geoff looked at
the slowly growing coastline.

“Yes. It
is”

A silence
descended over the pair of them and for a short while they were
content to just watch as the colours of the sky slowly changed from
shell pink, through magenta, to deep red and purple, and finally,
as the light began to fail, to a bottomless velvet black,
punctuated by the vivid flashes of forked lightning.

“Don’t worry,”
Geoff murmured “we’re not going to fly through it.”

Fletcher, who
had merely been enjoying the lightshow, not realising that the
storm might be dangerous came out of his reverie with a grunt.

“In a short
while” Geoff went on, “the airship will turn North and fly parallel
to the coast.”

Fletcher tore
his eyes away from the scenery in front of him and looked up. He
could see the hull of the airship as it curved away above him, it’s
silvery envelope reflecting the glow and flashes of the storm. He
was enthralled.

Geoff seemed to
read his mind.

“This is a view
that very few people have seen, or will see.”

“You mean that
West wasn’t joking?” Fletcher was still looking upwards, “You
really aren’t going to put this discovery on the market?”

Geoff shook his
head.

“No Fletch,
this is one invention that I don’t need to sell.” Fletcher remained
silent. “You must understand, Fletcher, although I have enjoyed my
wealth, I simply don’t need to make any more of the stuff. I have
far more than I will ever need.”

When Fletcher
still didn’t reply the silence again descended between the two men.
It continued for some time before Geoff spoke again.

“I’ve always
liked the late Thirties.”

Fletcher turned
to the other man at last, noting that he was almost completely
hidden by the shadows that had filled most of the front of the
control car where they were standing.

“Yes, I’d
guessed that somebody had a thing about that particular
decade.”

“I love the
elegance, the last death throws of a more gracious lifestyle.”

“A gracious
style if you had the money to enjoy it.” Fletcher snorted.

“Don’t try to
pretend that you’re a socialist Fletch.” Geoff sounded bored,
“We’ve done our homework on you.”

Fletcher had
the distinct feeling that the conversation had just branched off in
an entirely different direction.

“Oh, and what
did your research tell you Geoff?”

“It told us
enough, Fletcher, it gave us a picture of a man who is dying.”

Fletcher was a
little shocked by this, and said so. Geoff smiled in the darkness,
his teeth showing faintly.

“Don’t worry, I
wasn’t referring to your health. No, what I was talking about was a
condition that happens to a lot of people when they reach middle
age.”

Geoff paused
long enough for Fletcher to become impatient

“Yes?”

“Look at
yourself Fletch. You’re nearly fifty and you’ve given up on going
anywhere else in your career,” The other man opened his mouth to
protest, but Geoff went on, “yes, I know your excuse about
paperwork, but it’s just that isn’t it? An excuse? In fact, you’ve
just started to loose interest in most things around you; the thing
you fear most is change. Most people of your age have their
children to fill in the blank parts of their lives, you however
chose not to have any. You don’t have challenges any more Fletch.
You have inconveniences, and you don’t like it.”

Fletcher had
had enough, some small voice in his subconscious told him that yet
another person was getting too close, and his usual defences
started to spring into action.

“Bullshit!
Look, read my lips, I hate paperwork”

“No you don’t,”
Geoff looked him straight in the eye. “You hate change. Look at
your reaction to your transfer the other day. Would you call that
reasonable? I wouldn’t.

Fletcher you’ve
become complacent. In fact you have lifted your feet off the bottom
and now you’re drifting with the current. And that, Fletch, is why
you have begun to die. It may take a couple of decades more, but in
the end self imposed boredom coupled with the isolation that comes
with it is a lethal cocktail for someone like you.”

Fletcher stared
into the night. Something seemed to crack deep inside him and a
small part of his defences broke. Suddenly he saw his life
stretched out before him. There wasn’t much to it. Shiftwork,
solitary retirement, struggle, and in the finish... lonely death.
He decided he didn’t like it. He didn’t like it but then what could
he do? His fate was no worse than some people’s, and was probably a
lot better than others. It wasn’t something that he’d thought
about. That was the problem.

“You mentioned
a job.”

Geoff seemed to
hesitate and half-turned away.

“Yes Fletch, we
have a job for you. If you’re up to it.”

Fletcher
suddenly realised that he might not have too many options left.

“So what do you
want me to do?”

Geoff was still
looking away from him.

Again Geoff
hesitated, then he seemed to come to a decision and swung around,
his face coming out of the shadows as he faced the Fireman “Alright
Fletcher. Do you recall the conversation we had earlier?”

“Which one?
Your super computer or the Paradise you said existed before the
First World War?”

Geoff’s eyes
narrowed, and Fletcher got the impression that the man was unused
to having his ideas questioned

“Both really.
The ‘Paradise’ as you call it, did exist for some people; the war
destroyed it and any chance that the promise of the early twentieth
century would be realised.

We have been
fighting wars ever since. In the brief, isolated periods of peace
that break out every now and again, we crawl and clamber over one
another in the search for elusive wealth. We have been so busy
chasing the goal that we have destroyed it before most of us have
come even remotely close to attaining it. We have created a world
where everything, everything, including truth, justice and honour
has a price, but nothing has value. There are some of us who think
that this should be changed.”

“Alright,”
Fletcher wanted facts, not another sermon, “let’s pretend I agree
with you, how do you intend to do this.” He gave a short chuckle,
“Are you going to change history?”

He was totally
unprepared for Geoff’s answer to his question.

“Yes Fletcher.
That’s exactly what we’re going to do.”

The words were
spoken so softly that Fletcher thought he had misheard.

“I’m sorry, did
I hear you right?”

“Yes, Fletch,
you heard right. I said we’re going to change history.” Geoff
paused for a second. “The next question people generally ask is
‘how?’”

Fletch nodded
warily.

“OK how?”

“Well, it’s all
to do with the artificial intelligence I told you about earlier.
You remember that I said we weren’t using even a small fraction of
the power to run these simulations?” As Fletcher nodded, he felt
the great Airship begin to turn and the lights of the storm and
coastline swung around until they were directly behind Geoff. He
wondered if the man had arranged it deliberately. The scene now
formed a dramatic back-cloth to the story he was telling. “We found
that the more we researched into the apparatus, the more we found
uses for it. Most of them were abstract scientific experiments that
bored the crap out of me, so I shan’t do the same to you. However,
my protégé had been nursing a pet theory that she was keen to try
out.”

Geoff turned to
look behind him, as if noticing the change of direction for the
first time.

“Ah I see we’re
flying up the coast,” he swung back to face Fletcher, “good, that
should work out very nicely.” He moved back to the ladder, and
looked at his companion, “Well?”

Fletcher, who
had felt that he was finally going to discover the ‘Grand Plan’ or
whatever it was, almost screamed in frustration, instead, he closed
his eyes, took a very deep breath, and replied with a blindingly
witty;

“Well
what?”

“Well, I feel
like a brandy, are you coming?”

Fletcher let
out his breath in a long sigh and followed his host reluctantly as
he retraced his steps up to ‘B’ deck, through the radio room and
out into the corridor. This time however, instead of returning to
the stairs that would lead them back to the restaurant, his host
turned in the opposite direction, and proceeded down a short
corridor before entering a door on the left. Following in his wake,
Fletch found himself in a small reception room, dominated by a tiny
bar, where a white uniformed steward smiled genially at them before
ushering them through into a cosy room, lined with what appeared to
be comfortable lounge chairs coupled with small coffee tables.

Geoff sat
himself down at a corner table waved a languid hand at the opposite
chair. A waiter appeared as Fletch settled himself into the black
leather and decided to go along with the situation, once again. He
was learning that Geoffrey Robert Harrigan was used to doing things
in his own way and taking his own sweet time about it. Besides, he
had to admit, he really was enjoying himself despite the
frustration.

“Brandy for you
Fletch?” Geoff asked

“Yeah whatever;
as you said, ‘no hangover in the morning’”

Geoff
smiled.

“No indeed!”
and his eyes twinkled, “how about a cigar? Cuba hasn’t gone over to
Castro and his friends yet, so Havana’s are in plentiful
supply.”

He offered the
humidor as he deftly trimmed and lit one for himself.

Fletcher’s eyes
widened in horror and he looked around him rapidly as if seeking
the nearest exit.

“Have you gone
barking mad?” When the other man continued to draw on his cigar
with evident satisfaction, he tried again; “Have you forgotten that
this thing gets it’s lift from umpteen zillion cubic feet of very
flammable, easy ignitable bloody hydrogen?”

Geoff grinned
and drew on his cigar once more, causing the tip to glow cheerily.
He blew a perfect smoke ring upwards, and waited for it to strike
the ceiling.

“Relax Fletch,”
He chuckled, “You really don’t know much about this airship, do
you? I was under the impression that you were something of an
amateur historian.”

Fletcher was
still looking for the exit.

“Look Geoff,”
he muttered, “I read a few books is all, I never claimed to be an
Historian, amateur or otherwise!”

His host had
another drag on his fat cigar and then put it down in the
ashtray.

“Well, Fletch,”
he said, sarcastically imitating the other’s tone, “if you had read
more books about this particular airship, you would have known that
one of it’s unique features was a smoking room, pressurised to
prevent the hydrogen entering.”

Fletch ceased
his wild search, and turned to stare as Geoff picked up the humidor
and offered it to him once more. “The small bar we passed as we
entered was the airlock, so you can see, we really are quite safe.
Are you sure you won’t have one?”

Fletcher shook
his head.

“No thanks, I
don’t smoke.”

“As you wish.
By the way, you seem to be accepting this simulation as
reality,”

Fletcher
blinked, and shuffled uneasily in his seat. Geoff was right. For
the last few minutes, he had been reacting as though the scene was
real; it was just too easy to believe. Even now, trying to bring
himself back to a state of mind where he could see this as what it
was; a simulation, was causing him some confusion.

Geoff watched
with amusement.

“Please Fletch,
don’t worry about it, you are simply reacting to what you perceive
as reality, even though you know it isn’t. Trust me, you’ll find
things a lot less confusing if you just go with it.” He smiled
again, adding, “I do.”

Again Fletcher
nodded. Suddenly the confusion lifted from his mind and he found
himself back in the year nineteen thirty six. The brandy arrived
and he raised his glass, inhaling appreciatively before taking a
sip. He felt the alcohol glow warmly as he sat back in his lounge
chair and surveyed his surroundings.

The smoking
room was quite small, able to seat no more than a dozen people
comfortably. Above the rear cushions of the seats that lined the
room, there was a series of drawings depicting the various stages
of manned balloon flight. Fletcher studied the panel behind his
host’s head. The balloon was instantly recognisable as the one used
by the Montgolfier brothers, and to the right of this was a
slightly different balloon, labelled ‘Wasserstoff Balloon
1783’.

“I like the
décor, Geoff, very appropriate.” He pointed his glass at the panel.
“Balloon I understand, but ‘Wasserstoff’?”

Geoff took a
sip of his brandy before answering.

“Wasserstoff is
the German word for ‘hydrogen’ Fletch,” he spread his arms along
the tops of the seats as he leaned back expansively, “this is a
German airship.”

Fletcher
decided it was time to get back to business.

“You were
saying that one of your tame computer wizards had a theory…?”

Geoff drew a
deep lungful of smoke from his cigar and exhaled twin streams
through his nose.

“Yes, the young
lady in question had come up with a theory that quite frankly
nobody had taken seriously until she came to us. I was prepared to
listen to her because, if it were proven, it would dovetail nicely
with my own ideas to change things for the better.

“By ‘Better’
you mean…?” interrupted Fletch.

“Haven’t you
been listening to me?” replied Geoff, with a faint show of
annoyance. “Better for all people, more opportunity to share in a
better, more enjoyable life, less despair, less people living from
day to day hand-outs with the accompanying loss of self
esteem.”

Fletcher wasn’t
quite sure about Geoff’s simplistic reasoning and he decided to be
non-committal until he knew more


“Oh...that...right.” he muttered, but his host was in full flight.
His eyes suddenly blazed with the light of a fundamentalist.

“Yes Fletch
‘All that’ and much more.” Geoff finished his brandy in a gulp, and
summoned the waiter to top up their glasses. “So much in fact, that
it took me a year just to get my head around what could be
achieved.”

He took the
crimson silk from his top pocket and mopped his face.

“I’m sorry
Fletch, I get carried away sometimes, but once you yourself get
your head around this concept, I guarantee that you’ll be just as
excited as me.”

Fletcher
doubted that but motioned the man to continue. Instead of going on,
Geoff rose from his seat and moved around the table to stand next
to him.

“I can explain
the idea a lot easier with the help of a couple of aids,” said
Geoff pointing to the panel that Fletch had recently enquired
about. Looking up, Fletcher noticed that a large screen, not unlike
that of a data projector had replaced the drawing of the balloon.
As he watched, the picture cleared, and a diagram took shape on the
screen.

Geoff
incongruously produced a laser pointer from his pocket and
proceeded to explain.

“This is an
example of a timeline, Fletch. As you can see, if we choose a point
in history,” here he indicated the start of the line with a red dot
of light, “in this case the year eighteen-fifteen, and then pick
another,” the point of light danced lightly to the other end of the
line, “lets say nineteen fifty-eight, and we draw a line in between
the two points, we can graphically depict the passage of time.”

Fletcher
nodded, he had seen this before. The image faded as Geoff
continued.

“That at least,
is the current theory, in accordance with popular thinking.
However, some time ago, my protégé, came to me with a theory that,
could change the way we relate to time.”

Fletcher took
another mouthful of brandy,

“Don’t tell me;
she has invented a time machine and you want me to use it to stop
World War One from ever happening.”

The words were
spoken in jest but Geoff didn’t laugh

“Not exactly
Fletch, if you’ll let me continue...”

Fletcher
remembered that he was in effect at a job interview and nodded his
head, feeling suitably chastened.

“Thank you, as
I was saying this is a completely new way of looking at the passage
of time. The old idea was that events happened in a linear pattern,
in a straight line if you like, straight, rigid, and unchangeable.
But what if time wasn’t like that at all?”

As he spoke the
screen in front of them changed again, and Fletcher found himself
staring at a vaguely familiar diagram. He racked his brains for a
few seconds and suddenly he knew what he was looking at.

“Is this some
kind of joke?” he blurted, “that’s a DNA strand!”

Geoff nodded,
as the familiar double helix of inter-twined strands slowly
revolved in full colour 3D.

“That’s what it
looks like, but in fact, it’s a new way of looking at a timeline.
You see Fletch, this theory is based on the understanding that time
is made up of an infinite number of possible events. For instance,
you are now raising your glass to your mouth to take a drink.”

Fletcher
paused, with the brandy balloon half way to his lips.

“But”, Geoff
continued, “there are an infinite number of other things that could
happen. As you can see, because of a few words from me you have
stopped the movement of your hand, what was in your mind was almost
unthinkingly definite, your taking a drink, has now become a
‘maybe’; events have changed. For every event that actually takes
place there are an infinite number of possible alternatives, do you
see?”

Fletcher was
wondering if he still needed the drink and after a few seconds
thought, decided that he did indeed, and again he raised the brandy
to his lips as his mind struggled to come to grips with the
concepts that his host was trying to explain. ‘Did he see?’ now
there was a question. As he thought about it the more the idea
seemed logical, or at least it seemed no more illogical than the
idea that the whole universe had started with an enormous
explosion. He nodded tentatively.

Geoff
smiled.

“Good.” He
gestured at the screen, and Fletcher watched as the viewpoint
zoomed in closer to the helix, until individual segments could be
seen.

“This is the
point where you would normally see the various parts that go
together to make up the DNA structure; phosphates, sugars,
cytosine, etcetera, however in the case of our modified timeline,
as you can see, the structure is made up of possible events.”

Fletcher looked
on in fascination as the image expanded to show literally tens of
thousands of small screens all busy with various scenes from the
past. It was possible with one glance to take in the entire sweep
of history from the Battle of Waterloo to the Wright brothers
taking off from the sand dunes at Kittyhawk and beyond. And then as
he looked on in amazement, the picture zoomed out again past the
double helix to the point where more interwoven lines joined with
the first to form what looked to Fletch like a thick hawser.
Finally, the viewpoint swung around until he was looking at the end
of the cable in cross-section.

Geoff
explained.

“In this image
you can see that the strands you saw in such detail earlier come
together to form a picture, not unlike a fibre optic cable. This
picture is what we call ‘The Present’.”

In a flash of
understanding, as if someone had thrown a switch for a lightbulb,
Fletcher grasped the entire concept, it was so elegant. The
uncountable, myriad, small events of the past entwined in a random
order to form a present, it was simple and it made sense.

He told Geoff
as much. The other grinned.

“Simple? Yes
well, I suppose some parts of it are, but I’m glad to see you get
the idea.” His brow crinkled as the grin grew wider, “Because I’ve
saved the best part till last!”

Fletcher sat
forward in his seat, trying, without success, to keep his
excitement from showing.

“Which is?”

“A few years
ago some Australian scientists came up with a technique for
inserting a different code into a strand of DNA, thus causing a
subtle change to the entire organism, in this case a form of
bacteria.”

Fletcher
watched the screen as the picture changed to follow the other man’s
words.

“They dubbed
their invention ‘Gene Shears’, and the world of genetics was turned
on its learned head. The concept here is to make a small change in
order to change the whole.”

Fletcher’s mind
made the logical jump and he thought he could see where this was
going.

“And you think
you can change the picture of the present in the same way?
How?”

“Well as I said
this is all theoretical at the moment, but the idea is to use the
same concept as the Gene Shears, in other words, insert a new event
into the time strand.” He looked at the screen as a fuzzy picture
gradually emerged.

Fletcher turned
to stare at his host, his mind racing. How the hell were they going
to do that?

“Geoff is any
of this actually possible? I mean can we really do this?”

The other man
pointed at the screen, Fletcher looked as the image coalesced into
the familiar features of his own face.

After a long
pause Geoff said;

That’s what
we’d like you to find out, Fletcher.”

 



Chapter
Five

 


Fletcher was
saying goodbye to a friend. He was ensconced, along with Dusty
and a few other firemen, in the public bar of the local tavern,
slowly going about the serious business of getting drunk. As it was
early into the evening, intelligent conversation was still possible
and Dusty was trying to talk some sense into his old comrade.

“Look Spook,”
he said earnestly, “I’m telling you, whatever it is you’ve got
going, there’s no need to quit the service. C’mon, you’re too good
a firey to give it all up.”

With a vague
slosh of his glass Dusty indicated the small cadre of senior
officers that, for the sake of protocol, had attended the send
off.

“I’ll say it
even if those bastards won’t.”

Fletcher had
the impression that he was definitely not flavour of the month. In
fact, one of the senior staff had asked him outright why the
inquiry into Kenny’s death had ended in a whitewash and why he,
Fletcher Darcy hadn’t even bothered to attend. The officer had been
called away rather suddenly and Fletcher had escaped having to
answer.

Evidently
somebody was covering his tracks for him. He wasn’t sure how he
felt about that. Suddenly he felt a mild sense of panic at the
thought of what he was doing. Why was he leaving a perfectly good
job that he was perfectly happy doing?

He pulled
himself together. He was leaving the Fire service because he had
had a better offer wasn’t he? Well no, he conceded, that wasn’t the
whole truth.

Geoffrey Robert
Harrigan had told him to leave and then he had told him why.

“We’re a
selfish organisation Fletcher,” Geoffrey had said, “we want you all
to ourselves and we need your undivided attention.”

The two men had
been watching as the Hindenburg approached the mooring mast at
Lakehurst, signifying the end of the trip.

“Of course, we
don’t expect you to give up a nice secure job like the fire service
for nothing.”

Fletcher
noticed the sarcasm, but had chosen to ignore it. Instead he
swallowed the last of his brandy.

“How much?” he
asked, “According to West, the pay for this job is supposed to be
very good.”

“Let me put it
to you this way Fletch, what figure do you think would enable you
to leave your interesting but low paid job. Shall we say a
million,”

Here Geoff had
paused in order to study his reaction. To his credit, Fletcher had
managed to prevent his jaw from hitting the floor while his brain
made a very quick calculation. If he added his entire savings to
the sum that Geoff had just mentioned, then he’d have one million
and three dollars.

“Are we talking
about U.S. dollars,”

Geoff had
shrugged.

“You can have
it in Venusian pobble beads for all it matters, how about
Euros?”

Fletcher had
felt a nice warm glow that bore little relationship to the amount
of brandy that he had consumed. Geoff had looked across the table
at him. For the first time, Fletcher noticed that there was an
almost hungry look in the man’s eyes.

“So, Fletch,
are you going to join us and maybe change a few things, or do you
want to stay where you are?”

And suddenly it
had been decision time for Fletcher. He had thought hard, weighing
his options.

The fire
service was his career, he was proud of being a fireman, proud of
his skills, and whatever else you said about it, however much you
moaned about the job, the satisfaction of saving lives just
couldn’t be equalled. He weighed all this against recent changes in
the service and thought about his new title. Because Fletcher was
no longer a fireman. His new title was ‘Fire prevention Officer
one, pay point five’ or in its abbreviated form FPO1 PP5.

He hadn’t liked
that. It smacked of political correctness and sounded like a small
child going to the toilet. Then had come the icing on the demerit
cake. A senior officer had been to the fire station for the express
purpose of telling the firemen that putting out fires was no longer
their ‘Core Business’.

“What the hell
is then?” Somebody had asked.

The officer
went on to explain that the fire service was taking a more
pro-active role. Education and prevention were to be the primary
objectives. Fletcher knew what that meant, lots of talking, visits
to private homes, paperwork, and lectures to six year old kids at
primary schools. The talks to the kids were probably a good idea,
he conceded. Fletcher just wasn’t very good at them. He didn’t
really like children. They scared him a little.

That had been
enough reason, and he had glanced across the table at Geoff.

“The day I see
the money in my account is the day I pull the pin on the fire
service”

Geoff had
smiled, widely and genuinely. Rising from his leather chair he had
offered his hand. Fletcher took it somewhat gingerly and was mildly
surprised. He had expected the hand to be cold and lifeless for
some reason, after all the man himself was a simulation, but the
handshake had been warm and dry, in fact it had been absolutely
normal.

The meeting had
terminated soon after, Fletcher had been directed out of the
smoking room, and found himself back in the upstairs office where
he had left West talking on the ‘phone. This time the office was
empty, and the small glass of colourless liquid had been sitting on
the table. Picking up the glass, Fletch had noticed his name
written on the coaster, along with the words, ‘drink me’

Feeling a
little like Alice in Wonderland, he had swallowed the contents in
one go. This time he walked straight to the toilets and, after the
inevitable, wandered out of the building and went home.

The next day
Fletcher had checked his bank account at the nearest ATM, and
nearly fell over in the street. There in black and white, thermal
printed script was the grand total of one point seven million and
three dollars. And twenty-five cents. Geoff had been true to his
word and Fletcher had been true to his.

And now here he
was, saying goodbye to his friends.

A tap on his
shoulder brought Fletcher out of his reverie and he turned to the
new comer.

“Oh, hey Rowdy,
I thought you were still on the sick list.” Tony ‘Rowdy’ Bricknall
smiled slowly and took another sip from his glass of beer, taking
his time over it. Tony took his time over a lot of things,
particularly conversations, which were always sprinkled generously
with long silences, hence the nickname ‘Rowdy’.

He was the
station officer of Woodleigh fire station and as such, Fletcher’s
immediate superior, and over the years they had become firm
friends. Rowdy was a keen football player and had recently
sustained some minor cartilage damage to his left knee.
Consequently he’d been on sick leave for a number of weeks and had
missed the fatal fire. This was the first time Fletcher had had a
chance to talk to his friend about the events of that night.

Tony Bricknall,
however, seemed reluctant.

“You heard
about Kenny, I suppose?” Fletcher began

“I heard” Rowdy
answered, then, “bad business.”

Fletcher tried
again.

“Rowdy, I keep
running the whole thing through in my head and I keep coming up
with the same answer, I would still do the same things, make the
same decisions…”

His voice faded
as he waited for some kind of response. He waited quite a
while.

Dusty watched
the scene closely, he too had known and worked with Rowdy for a
number of years, and was surprised at the lack of sympathy. Rowdy
finished his drink, and ordered another round.

He took a long
slow look around the bar.

“Fletch, Dusty,
how long have we been going to fires together?”

Dusty raised
his head slightly and looked across at Fletch. Fletcher shrugged
faintly before answering;

“Um...I
think...oh, must be the best part of fifteen years...right
Dusty?”

“Yeah,”
muttered the older fireman. “Fifteen years’d come close,”

“Fifteen
years,” Rowdy paused and appeared to come to a decision. “Fletcher
I’m not supposed to tell you any of this, in fact I’m not even
supposed to be here.”

Fletcher’s eyes
widened, as the officer went on.

“Kenny’s death
was pretty much irrelevant.”

“What?” said
the two men in unison.

“Look...what I
mean is that somebody wanted you out of the job long before the
other night, and it wasn’t anybody we know.” Rowdy took another
pull at his beer “You can’t blame the brigade for this one Fletch.”
He paused for a long moment, “Who the hell did you offend
mate?”

Fletcher’s
brain was working furiously and for a couple of seconds Fletcher
didn’t answer. Then things began to clarify. He remembered the memo
from the start of that eventful night, and he remembered his
reaction to it. He remembered the Chief’s reaction to West’s
credentials; the officer had just walked away on cue. At a
firescene, the chief was God All-bloody-mighty and nobody told him
what to do, especially a firescene where one fireman had died and
another had been injured. The more he thought about it the more he
felt he had been manipulated.

Rowdy was in
the process of ordering another round.

“I didn’t
offend anyone special, Rowdy,” Fletcher answered, some sort of
truth at last dawning, “but in an around about way, I think I’ve
been ‘Headhunted.’”


“Headhunted?”

Fletcher let
the word echo around in his head for a few seconds. Headhunted. It
sounded harsh, it’s modern interpretation not withstanding. The
problem was, and had always been, that for Fletcher at least, the
fire service was like a nice warm, if threadbare, blanket. It was
one of those jobs that never failed to be a conversation starter,
and no matter how hard, or how boring, or physically demanding it
became, you could always tell yourself that it was worthwhile. Of
course that enabled you to bury the hard truth; that it was just a
job. Just like any other. You went to work, you got paid at the end
of the fortnight, and then you went to work again. When you
retired, they gave you a small send off, a brass helmet to hang on
the wall, and then they forgot about you until they heard about
your funeral. In other words, it was a comfort zone. Fletcher was
being asked to step outside.

“Yeah,” he said
at last.

Fletcher
decided to jump. The money was unheard of in his world, but what he
needed most, he realised with an almost stunning clarity, was the
challenge.

“Yeah,” he
repeated, smiling suddenly. “Somebody wanted my expertise.”

It was Rowdy’s
turn to look surprised.

“What the hell
does that mean? C’mon Fletcher, I know you; you wouldn’t leave this
job unless you had something better to go to, Jesus, none of us
would.”

Fletcher
grinned again as he thought back to his parting words with the
virtual


multi-Billionaire. Fletcher had asked if he should keep the whole
affair secret. He had been completely unprepared for the
answer.

“No, not
really, in fact tell who you like, it won’t matter.”

Fletcher was
shocked and said so.

“Why?” Geoff
had asked, “Who the hell is going to believe you. Tell them what
you like; they’ll just think you’re making it up.” He smiled,
“Although in some respects I would be careful who I told. Tell too
many people and they’ll put you in the loony-bin!”

And so he
turned to his two work-mates and said, still with the grin on his
face,

“I’m going back
in time to rearrange the history books!”

The reactions
were interesting;

“Okay, okay,”
Dusty shook his head, “you don’t have to tell us, we’re only your
mates.

The old fireman
downed his beer in one gulp, then turned on his heel and walked
out. Fletcher’s grin decided to do the same.

Rowdy paid for
his drinks and got up to follow.

“I hope you’re
getting paid well.” He handed Fletch a full glass adding, “That’s
the least they could do for you. See you around hey?”

Fletcher sat at
the bar with a beer in each hand, and found his eyes were watering.
The backs of his two best friends blurred as they disappeared
through the door at the end of the bar and Fletcher realised that
he was leaving more than just the job behind.

Fletcher said
goodbye to the Fire service.

 



Chapter
Six

 


Libby awoke
to the sound of gunfire. Not that she recognised it as gunfire.
That was because it didn’t sound like any gunfire that she had ever
heard.

The sound that
dragged Libby from her slumbers was more of a long drawn out,
sustained vibration, with a numbing staccato resonance thrown in.
It stopped as suddenly as it began and Libby was left staring up at
the slowly revolving, faintly squeaking, ceiling fan.

Libby’s
quarters were in a group of buildings that she had first seen from
the Cessna as they flew low over what looked like playing fields.
She had checked her map, and then checked it again. Then just for
good measure, she had got the Colonel to check it. There was no
mistake, this was the right place. She just hadn’t expected the
right place to be a large, apparently deserted school.

Libby had
circled twice before noticing that the bigger of the two playing
fields had a small wind sock at one end. As she flew closer she
could just make out a strip of slightly different coloured turf
that extended the length of the two playing surfaces. It was
enough. If that didn’t add up to a runway of sorts then it was
doing a very good impression of one. She had made her final
approach over some rusting goal posts and seconds later the wheels
where rumbling over the uneven surface.

That had been a
week ago. Since then she had learned that the place was indeed a
disused school. In fact the whole area was disused and had been
ever since the copper mine had run out of copper and the town had
closed down.

Libby had
learned a lot but in a way she had learned nothing. She had parted
company with the Colonel and his team almost as soon as she had
shut down the engine of the Cessna. They had been met by someone
who had looked like a security guard, and had been led off in the
direction of what was labelled ‘E’ Block, leaving her behind.

The turbine
pinged and clicked as the metal cooled and she was looking in the
wrong direction when her someone called her name.

“Libby
Hatfield?”

Libby spun
around, peering over the Cessna’s cowling. A young woman of average
height and slim build was walking towards her. Jet black curls
framed a pleasant enough face and a generous sprinkling of freckles
marred an almost alabaster complexion. She was dressed
incongruously in a long white lab coat.

“I’m Deborah
Barrie, did you have a good flight?”

The woman
offered her hand.

“Yes thanks,”
Libby took it, nodding, “although I was a little puzzled when I
first saw this place.”

“Yes it can be
confusing,” The woman calling herself Deborah smiled knowingly.
“Which of course is the whole point. It tends to help with security
if people just think the place is an old school.”

“Security...?”
Libby had been surprised, “Why? What goes on here?”

Deborah had
looked at her a little strangely,

“Haven’t you
been briefed?”

Libby shook her
head.

“Oh...I’m
sorry, I thought Shannon would have told you.”

“All Shannon
told me” Libby answered through slightly clenched teeth, “was that
he was going to tell me nothing!”

Deborah seemed
to think about that for a couple of seconds.

“Okay Libby,
this is, for want of a better description, a research facility.
We’re currently working on a project that requires the services of
a pilot; a pilot with rather special qualities. You apparently fit
the bill. That’s all I can tell you.

Shannon will be
joining us next week along with some other people. There’s going to
be a full and complete run down of the project then. Until that
time you are to do as much flying as possible in the Cessna, with
emphasis on aerobatics, I’m told you are qualified in these,
yes?”

Libby had
nodded, feeling a little better about the place. She liked
aerobatics.

“Good, you’ll
find whatever text, and manuals you need in your room, that’s in
‘D’ block by the way.”

Here Deborah
had smiled,

“The old
domestic science classrooms. Awful smell of old cabbage, but apart
from that quite comfortable.”

She patted the
engine cowling of the Cessna.

“So, fly the
arse off this thing but don’t get too attached to her.”

She tapped her
fingers lightly as she spoke. Libby decided it was irritating.

“Shannon’s got
a surprise for you next week.”

Libby had
smiled at the thought of a whole week of flying the turbine. The
smile got a bit wider when she remembered the week would not
include Shannon telling her what to do.

“Alright, when
do I start?”

“Take the rest
of the day to settle in.” Deborah had waved her hand at the
buildings, “Look around if you want to, the only place we ask you
to keep away from are the science blocks, for now. You’ll recognise
these quite easily; they are the ones with the armed guards and
large, slavering German Shepherds patrolling around them.” The
fingers tap-tapped, “You can start your program in the morning at
first light.” Tap, tap, “Shannon sent through the manoeuvres he
wants you to perfect by the time he gets here. OK?”

“Yep no problem
Debbie.”

With an effort,
Libby ignored the endless cadence, and nodded amiably,

At the sound of
the shortened version of her name the other woman’s eyes narrowed
to minute slits and her voice went down a couple of octaves until
it sounded like she was gargling coarse gravel.

“Debbie did
Dallas. Deborah does research. Clear?”

Libby took an
involuntary step backwards, tripped over the landing gear and
sprawled on her back.

Deborah offered
her hand. Libby took it.

“Sorry,” Libby
pulled herself up, “didn’t realise you were so touchy about your
name.” “I’m touchy about a lot of things,” Said Deborah, switching
back to her normal, breezy tones. “we genius’s normally are. See
you next week if not before.”

Libby watched
her walk away.

“Well” Libby
said to herself as the white coated figure walked away, “at least
it stopped the bloody tipperty-tap!”

The week had
passed and Libby had ‘flown the arse’ off the turbine Cessna. She
felt that she could do just about anything with it now, which was
just as well because Shannon was due to arrive today.

She got up and
walked groggily to the shower. Libby always hated being woken up
before she was ready. However, after a few moments under the hot,
cascading water, she was feeling much better. She was just drying
off when there was a knock at the door.

Wrapping the
towel around her body she returned to her living-cum-bedroom and
opened the door.

“Good morning
Libby.”

Shannon stood
in the doorway grinning.

Libby didn’t
think she was ever going to get used to this man smiling at her.
“Um...morning...er...come in.” she gestured him inside “I’ve just
stepped out of the shower, sit down while I throw some clothes
on.”

Shannon sat on
the unmade bed as she returned to the bathroom;

“Dress up warm,
Libby.” he called after her, “You’re going to need it.”

Libby had
discovered early on in their acquaintance that it didn’t do to
question Shannon, so she drew on her long thermal underwear and a
tracksuit before rejoining her instructor.

“So what’s
happening,” she asked, eager now for information. “why the early
morning call.” Shannon chose, once again, to be evasive.

“Have you had
breakfast yet? No? Alright then lets go down and have a bite to
eat, you’ll be needing something in your stomach this morning.”

A faint smile
played around his lips, as if he was hiding something.

“Shannon,”
Libby tried again. “I’ve been patient. I’ve jumped through whatever
hoops you’ve asked me to, I can do anything with that bloody Cessna
out there but make it sit up and beg.” She took a deep breath, “I
think I deserve an explanation.”

Shannon didn’t
even bother to answer her; he simply got up and walked to the
door.

“I’m starving,
come on.”

Libby sat in
the small cafeteria and cringed as Shannon deposited a plate piled
high with fried bacon, fried eggs, sausage, baked beans, fried
bread, fried hash browns and fried tomatoes on the table in front
of her. Then she watched, appalled, as her instructor tucked into
his own potentially lethal combination with apparent relish.

He looked
up.

“C’mon Libby,
hook in.” he swallowed another greasy mouthful. “Aren’t you
hungry?”

Libby pushed
gingerly at one of her fried eggs before deciding that the baked
beans offered the best option for survival. She scooped up a
forkful and started to eat.

After another
ten minutes Shannon had cleared his plate, mopped up what was left
with more fried bread, and was pouring himself a large mug of tea.
Libby had barely scratched the surface of the mountain of food in
front of her, but she felt she ought to make an effort so she
tackled her bacon while

Shannon placed
his knife and fork neatly on the plate and.

“You said you
thought you were entitled to an explanation.” he began, “Well, I
suppose that’s true. I’ve something to show you, when you’ve
finished playing with your food, something that you are going to
love to bits, if I judge you correctly. As to why you are here,
that’s simple, you have flying skills that are not easy to find
among normal pilots, and you’ve some shitty luck.”

He took a slurp
of tea,

“What they did
to you at that inquiry was injustice pure and simple. They would
have taken your pilot’s licence away. You would never have flown
again, or at least not for a long time. That would have been a
waste.” He wrung the tea residue from his moustache and looked
across the table.

“We don’t like
waste here.”

Libby wasn’t
satisfied.

“Shannon,
you’ve been evading the question of why I’m here ever since we met.
Up until now I’ve been happy just to fly. Don’t get me wrong; I’m
grateful, but there must be a point to all this,” She gestured
round at the school. “This whole set-up...this...this...huge
secret, the security guards, the Deborah that doesn’t do Dallas,
the exotic aircraft, I could go on. Shannon, please, please just
tell me why the bloody hell I’m here!”

Shannon drained
the rest of his tea in one swallow and looked at his pupil
narrowly. Then he lounged back in the seat and clasped his hands
behind his neck.

“Well, well, so
you do have a streak of the rebel in you after all.” he smiled
slowly, “I was beginning to wonder if the profile I read on you was
true. Well, it certainly took long enough for it to surface.
Good.”

Libby said
nothing. “The reason for the secrecy” Shannon continued, “is
simple; the person in charge likes it that way and since he’s
paying the bills, we do what he wants. You are told what you need
to know, when you need to know it, and not before. The way the boss
sees it, you don’t need the information untill you can understand
it.

Libby opened
her mouth to protest

“Hear me out
Libby.” Shannon raised his hand,

“There’s going
to be some key players arriving this afternoon and we’re getting a
full run-down on the project this evening.” He smiled disarmingly
at her, “I’m sure you can wait a few more hours. Besides, I’ve got
something that should help you while away the time productively.”
He pushed his chair back and stood up. “I really hate to see all
that food go to waste, but I think you’ve finished your breakfast,
don’t you?”

Libby paused, a
forkful of rapidly congealing fried egg poised half way to her
mouth. Thankfully, she plonked her utensil down among the already
congealed mass of fried food that remained on her plate and
followed her instructor out of the dining room.

Shannon led her
away from the normal classrooms and towards an area that Libby had
not been to before. She hadn’t been there because this particular
area was enclosed by a rather high fence, that in turn appeared to
be topped by some vicious looking razor wire. The armed security
guards and the big, nasty dogs straining at their leashes, seemed
to be something of an afterthought.

The man at the
gate seemed to know Shannon and opened the barrier for them.
Shannon bent and scratched the guard’s dog under the chin,
producing a low whine of pleasure from the animal. This changed to
an equally low, but menacing growl as the dog saw Libby. The guard
said something soothing and the pair was allowed to enter the
grounds of what Libby now recognised as the school hall.

Shannon pushed
open the doors and stepped through into a small entry chamber.
Another guard was sitting behind a computer desk. He didn’t even
bother to get up and just waved them through the double door at his
back.

Libby entered
into complete blackness. It wasn’t just dark, it was black. She
closed her eyes and then she opened them again. It made no
difference. Not wishing to grope about in an unknown place she
stood very still. Then she heard a slight click, and next instant
she was blinking furiously as the interior of the building, which
she now saw to be enormous, was lit with a harsh white light. What
sent her pulse racing however, was the aircraft that stood in the
glare of a battery of spotlights. It looked vaguely familiar, but
the name escaped her for the moment. The machine was quite small,
no more than seven metres in length, from its blunt nose to it’s
large tail and rudder assembly which sat on the wooden tailskid.
The biplane wings spanned a mere eight meters and she estimated and
the cockpit would have been around two metres off the ground,
perched above the spindly wheels of the fixed undercarriage. The
upper surfaces were painted a brownish green and the undersides
appeared to be a light cream colour.

There was no
mistaking the country of origin of the biplane. The large red,
white and blue roundels, not to mention the jaunty cockade adorning
the vertical stabiliser identified the machine as British.

Libby had
always liked aircraft. While other girls had played with makeup and
mums shoes, Libby had been trying to make her conglomerations of
glue, balsa, tissue and rubber, fly. Most of them didn’t. When you
spend a lot of time with ‘planes, the history tends to seep into
your soul. After all, there isn’t much of it. She had really liked
the early stuff, the ones that looked like you could build them in
your back garden.

So now, as
Libby walked to the front of the plane, taking in the car type
radiator and the exposed banks of the V- type powerplant she
suddenly knew what she was looking at.

“My God!” Her
voice was almost a whisper. “It’s an S.E.5a.”

Shannon, acting
like a faery godmother on amphetamines, grinned hugely

“Very close
Libby. This is an S.E.5. You can tell them apart by the enclosed
cockpit which suits our needs a little better than the open cockpit
of the ‘A’”

He inclined his
head towards the aircraft.

“Why don’t you
tell me what you know about it?”

“Ok,” Libby
returned his smile and began to walk around the warplane for the
second time, going through the specifications as she went.

“One hundred
and fifty horsepower Hispano-Suiza engine.” she reached up and
patted the cowling, “speed was around a hundred and thirty miles
per hour, lands at around fifty.”

Libby walked
around the wingtips.

“Let’s see, I
think the ceiling was about seventeen thousand feet.” She glanced
at the upper wing and nodded, “Oh, that’s right, it had a Lewis gun
on the top wing.” Libby pointed up at the light machine gun that
perched, precariously above the centre section on a spindly looking
rail.

She looked up
at the cockpit.

“May I?”

“Please, be my
guest.”

Libby placed
her foot in the small, stirrup shaped foothole, and stepped up onto
the lower wing. Being careful to keep within the black step panel,
she sighted along the fuselage towards the propeller.

“Aah, there it
is,” Libby continued the inventory, pointing out the business end
of a large machinegun. “one Vickers machine gun, synchronised to
fire through the propeller.”

She turned her
head to look into the open cockpit, and got a surprise when a
section of the canopy slid smoothly away to allow access.

“What gives?”
She asked, puzzled.

Shannon held up
a small remote key.

“Just a little
modern tech.” he pressed the key and the canopy closed as silently
as it had opened.

“Anything else
you want to tell me about.” Libby didn’t understand; why was she
being shown a museum piece?

“No,” The
instructor was trying to appear nonchalant but it was clear he was
hiding something. Equally clear was the fact that he was enjoying
himself.

“Please,” he
placed his hands behind his back, “go on with your tour.”

Libby frowned,
something was going on. She looked closely at Shannon, trying to
read something in his expression, but the instructor just gave a
bland smile and gestured for her to continue.

“Ok then,”
Libby stepped down from the wing and walked around to the large
tailplane, her frustrated curiosity growing with every step. She
placed her hands on her hips and rattled off everything else she
knew about the vintage fighter.

“Wingspan is
just over twenty-six feet, length is about twenty. It can climb to
seventeen thousand feet and the range was three hundred miles, give
or take. Pilots liked it because the engine was reliable. It wasn’t
as manoeuvrable as the Sopwith Camel, but it was much easier to
fly. It was faster than nearly everything else in the sky, but the
German planes had more firepower. It could carry four small bombs
under the fuselage, and like all the planes of that time, it burned
really well.

There was
silence as she finished, and Libby waited as her companion walked
around the aircraft to join her at the tail.

“So,” she said,
at last, “Is that enough? Do I pass?”

Shannon leaned
against the tailplane and clapped his hands slowly

“Bravo, bravo,
well done Libby, very good.” he mockingly applauded her. “Most
concise, you are a mine of completely useless information.”

“I’m sorry,”
Libby was getting tired of this game, “what do you mean ‘useless’ I
think I got my facts right.”

Shannon held up
his hands as if to ward her off.

“No no
no...really you must forgive my unaccustomed sarcasm, the boss does
it much better. No your facts are correct; they just don’t apply to
this aircraft.”

Libby was
puzzled, and it showed in her expression.

“Let me
explain,” the instructor went on, “this particular S.E.5 has been
especially built to our specifications. Come with me and we’ll go
over them.”

Libby watched
in mild disbelief as her previously stern and humourless instructor
walked jauntily up to her and offered his arm like some latter-day
Victorian gentleman. Surprising herself even more, she took it.

“To start
with,” Shannon ran his hand over the fabric covering, “the airframe
is made from a specially hardened carbon-fibre compound and we’ve
covered this with woven kevlar in place of the usual doped linen.
This makes for vastly improved strength and incidentally makes the
aircraft much less prone to damage.”

Libby found
herself wondering what sort of damage the man was talking about; it
wasn’t as if anyone was going to be shooting at it.

“The cockpit is
a little different, as you’ve seen.”

Shannon
produced the remote key and opened the canopy again,

“There are
various radar displays and flight control is the latest in
fly-by-wire technology. Of course all this is backed up with
redundant systems should one fail.”

“The pilot
seat” He pointed towards the flimsy looking wicker chair, “is a
cleverly disguised version of the latest ejection system specially
built for us by Martin-Baker. You’ll have time to familiarise
yourself with the systems later.”

Libby wasn’t
sure she had heard the man correctly. Ejector seat? Why? Where was
all this leading? She tried to concentrate as Shannon rapped the
side of the cockpit with his knuckles

“The pilot is
enclosed in, and protected by, titanium armour. Once again this
increases survivability, but we’ve managed to make the whole thing
look as if it was built in 1916, clever eh?”

Libby was
starting to feel a little dazed, and not a little suspicious. It
was sounding increasingly as if this aircraft had been designed for
less than peaceful purposes.

“Yes,” She
agreed, “Very ingenious Why?”

Shannon merely
grinned at her,

“All will
become clear Libby, have faith. And anyway, I’m coming to the best
bit.” He led her back to the blunt nose and paused while he undid
the cowling.

“We’ve managed
to shovel a nine hundred and fifty horsepower turbo-prop engine
into a shell that for all intents and purposes makes it look like
the original Hispano-Suiza.”

Shannon
gestured at the ancient seeming Vee Eight configuration.

“We even
managed to hide the jet exhausts and air intakes, so you can’t tell
just by looking at it. Except for the sound.”

His eyes
twinkled,

“Oh, and the
performance of course.” He made it sound like a afterthought.

“The service
ceiling is now forty-five thousand feet. Oxygen equipment is, of
course provided, and climb to twenty thousand is in the order of
seven minutes, give or take. Top speed is now three hundred and
eighty miles an hour, hence the strengthening of the airframe.”

Shannon paused
and his grin became wolfish.

“It’ll go
faster if you want to push the envelope a little.”

Despite her
suspicions, Libby was impressed and, she admitted, intrigued as to
what else had been ‘modified’

Shannon didn’t
leave her wondering for long.

“Armament.”

“Armament”
Libby repeated, “you mean the guns are real?”

Shannon closed
the cowling, latching it securely

“Oh yes,” he
nodded, “but we’ve improved on the standards of 1916, although at
first, or even second glance, you wouldn’t know it.”

Shannon pointed
up at the muzzle that Libby had noticed earlier.

“In place of
the 303 calibre Vickers, we’ve installed a GECAL 50, or ‘Gatling
gun’ if you prefer. This is the standard weapon of most of the US
attack choppers, so the gun was quite easy to source. You might
have heard us testing it this morning?”

Libby was still
trying to come to terms with 1916 vintage biplane that could do
nearly four hundred miles an hour, so she missed some of what
Shannon said about the gun. However, one word came through loud and
clear .

“Gatling gun?”
Libby was getting scared, “You’ve slapped a Gatling gun onto an
SE5? Why? Who the hell are we going to shoot at?”

Shannon ignored
her again.

“The rate of
fire for this weapon is four thousand rounds per minute, but the
interrupter gear brings that down a little,”

He
shrugged,

“The best we’ve
got out of it is three thousand five hundred,”

“Ooh that is
disappointing,” interjected Libby with heavy irony.

Shannon gave
her a withering look.

“Anyway, that
rate of fire is still somewhat better than the old six hundred of
the original equipment. The aircraft carries enough ammunition for
thirty seconds of sustained fire, and we’ve managed to install the
whole thing including the ammunition feeds into a housing that
makes it look like the old Vickers that it replaces.”

Shannon looked
smug,

“We were lucky
that the original gun had such a large cooling jacket around it and
that most of it is buried inside the fuselage.”

Then he pointed
upwards to the other gun that Libby had identified as a Lewis.

“This one was
rather harder to come by, but it was worth it in the end. They only
made a few prototypes of it before the government lost interest.
The calibre was too small for them, but we found it ideal.”

Here he made an
exaggerated bow

“Libby, may I
present the GECAL 50’s smaller brother, the microgun.”

If Shannon was
expecting a standing ovation after his theatrics, then he was
sorely disappointed. Libby just stood there looking up at the top
wing of the aircraft.

If he was
disappointed then he was not showing it, Shannon was still carrying
on like a small boy showing off his new toy.

“The microgun
is a 5.56 calibre weapon. That’s rather small, but it fires these
rounds at a rate of ten thousand per minute. Two drums of
ammunition are coaxially mounted on the gun, each carrying a
thousand rounds each. The feed switches over automatically so you
have two thousand rounds in all.”

He reached up
and grasped the rail that protruded down from the centre
section.

“As you
noticed, the Foster mount has been retained, so the gun can be
fired vertically when you need to attack from below.”

‘Attack?’
thought Libby. With that stupid rate of fire the more correct word
would be ‘disintegrate’.

“The aircraft
can carry just over one metric tonne of external stores under the
wing and fuselage, but this of course will detract from the overall
performance.”

Shannon
finished his walk-round tour and turned, grinning to face her.

“Libby
Hatfield,” he anounced formally, “welcome to your new
aircraft.”

He tossed her
the remote key,

“You’ll find
the flight characteristics similar to the Cessna, although this
obviously has more power. Don’t touch the weapon systems for now,
just take her up and enjoy.”

He patted the
blunt nose affectionately.

“She’s yours to
fly.”

Libby didn’t
move, she just stood there mouthing words.

“Gatling gun?
Micro…what? How many per minute…?”

She shook her
head, it felt crowded.

“One metric
tonne…of what?

 



************************************************

 


Fletcher was
the only passenger on the Beech King Air. As a consequence, the
two-hour flight was comfortable. There was only one flight
attendant, and she was able to give Fletcher her full attention,
which was minimal. To his faint disgust the aircraft had no stocks
of alcohol of any size, shape or description.

His protest at
this distressing state of affairs merely resulted in a professional
display of totally insincere but expert sympathy and an offer of
more refreshing mineral water or perhaps a small, hermetically
sealed, packet of peanuts. These items were proffered in the same
clinically friendly tones as that well-worn question; ‘Do you want
fries with that?’

Fletcher had
always belonged to that large majority of level-headed people that
answered that particular inquiry with; ‘If I’d wanted...fries with
that I would have...asked’ with well chosen expletives inserted in
to the appropriate places. Or would have, if he could have been
bothered.

So Fletcher
chose the mineral water for the fourth time and by the time the
aircraft landed at what he was mildly surprised to see was a
school, he was feeling a little waterlogged.

He sloshed his
way down the short flight of stairs and looked around at what he
took to be the playing fields. To his surprise there was a small
antiquated looking biplane lining up at the end of the runway prior
to commencing its take-off run. As he watched, the plane started to
move, and Fletcher’s surprise changed swiftly to bewilderment as
the machine passed and its tail lifted. It wasn’t the shortness of
the take-off that puzzled him, it was the sound of the engine. As
the wheels lifted from the turf he heard the distinctive whine of a
high powered turbine engine and a faint tang of kerosene, blown
back to him by the opposing wind, confirmed his suspicion.

He was
prevented from further speculation, however, by the approach of the
by now familiarly orange-haired West.

“Fletch!” West
hailed him heartily when he was still a dozen or so paces away,
“Welcome to School, did you have a good trip?”

“Fair,”
Fletcher scowled, “you might have told me this was a dry
organisation. I’ve drunk so much bloody mineral water that I’m
expecting a large mining company to apply for leases on my
kidneys.”

He turned his
scowl on the flight attendant who was still standing at the doorway
of the King-Air. She smiled sweetly in return and nodded faintly to
West.

“Oh we’re not
dry Fletch,” he said lightly, “we just didn’t want you drinking
anything that might upset your concentration, so the stewardess was
under strict instructions.”

Suddenly he
grinned, “If you wanted a change from mineral water, you could have
asked for a pot of tea. Lapsang, perhaps?” West chuckled at his own
joke and Fletcher swapped his scowl for an expression of deep
disgust.

“Funny!..Okay
West, I’ve got a handshake from a computer simulation, I’ve got a
million dollars of your money in a safe place and I’ve just left my
job.” And my friends, he thought. He shoved the regret to the back
of his mind, apparently he needed to concentrate.

“What now?” he
asked.

With an effort,
West managed to paste a serious look on his face before he
answered.

“Follow me.”
Suddenly the short-lived professional look disappeared, and the
man’s eyes lit up with an almost maniacal glow while his voice
dropped into a very bad impersonation of Groucho Marx “It’s
ShowTime folks!”

Fletcher caught
a movement out of the corner of his eye and he turned his head
slightly to see the biplane land. It must have been a short flight
and he watched as the small aircraft taxied, tail up, towards a
large building on the side of the playing field. Abruptly, it
slewed round in it’s own length to face back the way it came.
Moments later the whine of the turbine expired and the pilot jumped
down from the cockpit.

“C’mon Fletch,”
West was getting impatient. “You don’t want to be late for the
show.” Fletcher was still watching the distant figure of the
pilot,

“Hang on a
minute, West.”

At that moment,
the pilot noticed the two men and waved.

“Hey, wait for
me.”

The figure
broke into a trot as the men paused. Fletcher was curious, the
voice had sounded decidedly female. As the pilot reached them, the
flying helmet was removed, revealing shoulder length mousy hair and
an upturned nose that sat in the centre of the girl’s pleasant
face. Fletcher judged the newcomer to be somewhere in her late
somethings.

He smiled
inwardly, ‘like me, no longer young.’

The girl
grinned;

“I’m Libby
Hatfield, thanks for waiting.”

She offered her
hand, panting slightly.

Fletcher took
it and grinned back, going with his first impressions and liking
her.

“Fletcher
Darcy, but call me Fletch.”

“Very nice,
people,” West interrupted, testily. “can we get on please,”.

Fletcher
ignored him as he examined the pilot. While she still wasn’t model
potential, the last weeks of intensive training had caused Libby to
shed some of her excess weight and although she was still
diminutive in size, she exuded a fresh enthusiasm and confidence.
At the moment however her face was wearing a definitely
unattractive look.

“Oh, pull your
head in West.” she snapped, “You know that you’re not going to
start anything without me and I suppose this character here, so
just stand there quietly like a good boy and wait.”

West seemed to
shrink a little and shrugged his shoulders.

“Oh, I’m sorry!
I thought the pair of you were so keen to find out what this
project was all about.”

“Ignore him,
Fletcher,” Libby chuckled, “he’s been keeping this great big
‘whatever it is’ under that bright red thatch of his for this long,
it’ll do him good to have someone cause him some tension for a
change.”

She returned
Fletcher’s scrutiny, taking in the small but well muscled frame and
the salt and pepper moustache adorning the average face. She
stopped when she got to the eyes; they seemed anything but average.
For a long second, they seemed to be looking through her.

Then he smiled
and the spell was broken as the eyes crinkled in concert with the
mouth.

“Yeah, good
idea, let him sweat for change,” He glanced in the direction of the
biplane, “that’s a nice little toy they’ve given you to play
with.”

Libby looked a
little worried as she answered him;

“It’s a nice
machine, but it’s not a toy,” she shook her head and took a deep
breath, “not by any stretch of the imagination.” The pilot looked
at the ground between her feet and kicked the turf a few times with
the fleece lined flying boots she was wearing.

Fletcher
watched the pilot with concern, he had an idea of why she was
learning to fly a machine that would not look out of place in an
old movie. Obviously, the girl hadn’t a clue of why she was
here.

“Libby,” he
asked, “have they told you anything? Anything at all?”

The girl shook
her head again.

“No, they just
tell me what to do, fly this plane, get to know that plane, do
stunts, aerobatics, engine management. Every time I ask them why I
get the run-around, or ‘you don’t need to know…yet’”

She turned back
to look at her aircraft.

“Why,” she
asked, “what have they told you?”

Fletcher
suddenly remembered West, who was standing a few metres away, arms
folded and tapping his foot impatiently. Seeing Fletch looking his
way, he raised his left wrist and gazed pointedly at his watch.

Fletcher turned
back to the pilot.

“I think we’d
better go and hear what they’ve got to tell us.” He said
quietly

Libby stared at
him for a long moment before nodding in agreement. They trailed off
behind West, who had finally run out of patience and was walking
briskly through the gathering gloom to the distant buildings of the
science block.

 



**********************************************

 


They were all
sitting around a large elliptical table of thick, polished, English
oak. The Colonel, Jacko, Nigel, and Diaz sat in a group on one side
while Fletcher and Libby sat blinking in the harsh florescent light
on the other. Two other men, neither of whom Libby or Fletcher had
ever met before, sat apart from the soldiers, as if to form a
slightly different clique. West sat at the head of the table and
after a couple of minutes Deborah and Shannon took their seats on
either side of him. The only people that were familiar to Fletcher
were West and the pilot who had introduced herself as Libby.

West waited
until they were all seated before nodding to himself, as if
performing some sort of personal inventory. This was not too far
from the truth. The characters had been assembled carefully, he was
thinking, ‘now we have to get it right, no more hasty mistakes, no
more quick fixes’. The big question, yet to be answered, was would
they all perform? Would they all do what was wanted? He shook his
head, they might have assembled the characters, but they could
still cancel the play.

He cleared his
throat theatrically.

“Good evening
to you all and welcome to School. As this is the first time that
all of you have come together, I’ll get the introductions out of
the way first.”

West looked
over to the largest group.

“I’ll begin
with your team, if you don’t mind Rory.”

“No, you go
right ahead Bluey,” The Colonel gave a dismissive gesture,
“whatever makes you happy.”

Fletcher had
the distinct impression that the Colonel was ‘taking the piss’ ever
so slightly. He wondered why.

“Colonel Rory
Street, comes from the small country village of Brisbane.” West
smiled thinly, “Thats in Australia for those who failed their
geography, as does one of his associates, who apparently only
answers to the name Jacko.”

Jacko, given
his cue, grinned, and nodded to the table in general.

“Australians
have the irritating habit of giving people incomprehensible
nicknames,” West pointed at his hair, “mine apparently is ‘Bluey’.
All redheads are known as Bluey for some reason. Anyway Rory’s
other companion goes by the name of Nigel and once again does not
seem to have any other.”

Nigel unfolded
himself to his full height and took a small mock bow.

“I had two
names once, I just can’t remember where I left the other one.” He
smiled self-consciously and sat down again.

“Jeez Nige,”
Jacko regarded his friend sarcastically. “you can be really
careless sometimes.”

West ignored
the obviously time worn banter.

“As you can
see, Rory and his team form the comic relief for our small group.
If I could continue?..Thanks. The last member of Rory’s team is
Diaz, who is joining us in her medical capacity. Diaz comes to us
after short but notable career in the United States Marine
Corps.”

Diaz chose to
remain seated, and inclined her close cropped head in
acknowledgement

“All of these
people,” West continued, “have seen active service, in one form or
another and of varying severity. I should also mention that Rory,
Jacko and Nigel were all members of their respective country’s
Special Air Service Regiments.

Fletcher
regarded the group warily, he was beginning to have an idea what
Geoff had been talking about. He was also beginning to hope he was
wrong.

West turned to
the two men that sat slightly apart from the Colonel and his group,
with them, but not of them.

“Next, we have
Mr David Shaw,’ the taller of the pair nodded, unsmiling, “ and
Roger Avon. David is most one of the foremost authorities on
armoured warfare tactics and strategy in the world and has spent
some time with both the US and the Israeli armed forces.

Roger, for his
part, brings to the group certain acting skills that we use from
time to time.”

Libby was
watching the actor as West spoke. Not a flicker of emotion or even
expression crossed the man’s features. If she had been asked to
describe him she would have found it difficult, if not
impossible.

Roger Avon
looked so completely ordinary that you almost had to look sideways
at him to notice that he was there at all.

West was
speaking again.

“And finally we
come to the newest members of our team. Libby Hatfield and Fletcher
Darcy,”

Suddenly
everyone’s eyes turned in their direction and the pair fidgeted
uncomfortably.

“Fletcher was
until very recently a long serving member of a fire service…”

Suddenly Shaw
broke in,

“A bloody
Fireman, what use do we have for a fireman!” There was no
inflection in the man’s voice. It was simply a question. He stared
at Fletcher, “What are you doing here?” He smiled faintly, as if
allowing himself a rare moment of mirth. “There’s no cats to rescue
where we’re going.”

Fletcher was
confused. The words had been calm, conversational even, and yet he
had the distinct impression that he’d been insulted. Fletcher
decided to ignore the feeling to see if it went away.

Rory broke in
with a quiet authority that had been lacking from his earlier
speech.

“We have a
Fireman David, because I asked for one! Because Firemen are the
best practical problem solvers around at the moment and because
mate, judging by the attempts you’ve had at solving your own
particular problem, you need a shitload of help. Am I making this
any clearer for you, David?”

The result of
Rory’s speech was immediate. Shaw’s eyes shifted sideways for a
fraction of a second. Libby happened to be looking at him and just
managed to catch the shifty look before he composed his features
once more.

“OK” Answered
Shaw, in the same even voice as before. “I just wanted to be
clear.”

Rory
nodded,

“And are you
clear now?”

“Yes,
perfectly.” Shaw placed his hands behind his neck and sat back in
his chair. “Thanks for the clarification.”

“Glad to be of
help.”

Rory and Shaw
had both lapsed into silence, but there remained a air of tension
between them. The conflict, if it was that, had that air of
familiar aggression, as if it had been going on for some time.

Fletcher tried
to relax. It wasn’t easy. The one job he had really hated, quite
aside from unnecessary paperwork, had been rescuing bloody cats,
from bloody trees.

Libby stared
across the table, she wasn’t sure what she had seen on Shaws face,
but it hadn’t looked good.

West cut in
smoothly,

“Talking of
help, that’s were Libby comes in. This young lady is going to be
very supportive once she has finished the last couple of weeks of
her training.

Shaw’s eyes
narrowed sharply on hearing this

“At last!.. Air
support.”

Libby’s eyes
grew wide, she couldn’t have heard correctly.

“Hang on a
minute” she raised her voice in protest, “have I suddenly joined
some kind of mercenary air force? When did that happen?” She turned
on Shannon, who had been watching her reaction without emotion.
“Shannon, what’s this all about? All you ever said was fly. You
never said a bloody thing about fight or, if I’m reading this joker
right,” she jabbed her thumb in Shaw’s direction, “kill! I’ve never
shot at anything in my life, I’m a bloody jump pilot for Christ’s
sake!

Shannon held up
his hand.

“Are you
finished?” Libby was silent. She had more to say on the subject,
but at the moment she happened to be taking a breath. “Just hear us
out,” Shannon continued in calm, even tones,

“nobody is
going to make you do something you can’t, or don’t want to do. You
have my word, but please listen to what we have to tell you before
you start waving your arms about.”

The look on
Shannon’s face was one of mild enquiry, but Libby wasn’t fooled.
Since she met the man, she had never seen him get angry, he didn’t
have to. Shannon knew how to push her buttons. That’s what made him
such an effective teacher. Libby complied.

“That’s very
good advice Libby” West was talking again, “and the same goes for
you too Fletch. You’re the only ones at this table that don’t yet
know the full story. So how about you stop trying to second guess
where this is all heading and just listen, then if you don’t like
it, you are both free to leave us, and go back to the ruins of your
respective lives.”

Libby and
Fletcher nodded in turn. Neither were particularly happy with the
situation but West’s last words had reminded both of them that they
had passed the point of no return some time ago and they were
already committed. Whatever that meant.

West saw the
surrender; he had expected it. There was really no other choice for
the pair of them if Geoff had got their profiles right. And Geoff
always got the profiles right.

“Good, thank
you. Now we know who we all are, I’ll ask Deborah here to explain
the project to you. It is, after all, her idea. Deborah?”

“Thank you Mr.
West.” The young woman smiled and rose to her feet. “This will be a
short run down of the project because I know that some of you have
heard it all before. After I have finished I will give a briefing
on where we expect go from here. So for those of you that have
heard it, please bear with us and we’ll get to the new stuff
later.” she glanced around the room, “Okay?”

There were nods
and grunts from around the table, some more resigned than
others.

Fletcher
suddenly understood that the scientist was now talking exclusively
to Libby and himself. He thought about that. Geoff had said that
they wanted him to find out if the scheme was possible. However,
for some reason all these other people seemed to know about it and
most of them seemed to have a military background of some
description. What had Geoff meant? And why was he here?

He forced
himself to concentrate as Deborah began her presentation

“The concept of
time travel,” she began, “has been a goal almost as elusive as that
of powered flight. That goal that was realised only in the early
part of last century. A breakthrough that had some parallels with
time travel, in that certain technology had to be available before
the dream could become a reality. With flight it was the internal
combustion engine. With time travel it was the advent of the
computer. Of course, we’re not talking about your average laptop
here and the standard MacBook Pro isn’t quite up to it yet. So what
happened?”

Deborah allowed
herself an indulgent smile. She was proud of her brainchild, and
was not above a little showing off.

“A couple of
years ago, I was researching a method by which patterns of
brainwaves could be scanned and then interpreted as ordinary text
by way of a simple personal computer. The potential was there to
provide some sort of communication ability for patients in a
comatose state. You know the type; brain okay but no body function.
Some people saw some merit in my idea, much to their credit and I
was given a few cases to...I suppose...experiment on would be the
best description. In any case, the technique was quite safe because
the apparatus was completely non-invasive.

The first
couple of subjects were a complete failure, probably because their
brain function had deteriorated too far over the years that their
condition had affected them. Finally I was introduced to Geoff
Harrigan. His condition was unique. I won’t go into details, but to
put it simply, the man was aware of everything going on around him
but was unable to communicate. In other words, the brain worked,
but the body didn’t.

Anyway, the
device worked perfectly and in a very short time we were
conversing; not just by words on the screen, but by speech
synthesis. Then I discovered that Geoff was very nearly the richest
man in the world. He took over the funding of my research and just
about everything else. Stroke of luck, really.”

Deborah paused,
collecting her thoughts.

“Some time ago,
Geoff approached me about a new concept involving the technology of
virtual reality. Again, I won’t bore you with the details, but the
main focus of the idea was that Geoff wanted to interact with his
surroundings and virtual-reality seemed to be a way of doing this.
I looked into the project and found that the basic theory was
sound. However, to obtain the effect that he wanted, which was
total immersion of all parties involved with the whole thing being
infinitely variable and controllable by one or more subjects, would
need the power of a computer that nobody had come up with yet. When
I reported this fact to Geoff, he simply recruited a team of the
very best designers and radical thinkers in computer design. Then
he threw vast amounts of money at them until they fixed the
problem. It took a year. What they came up with staggered the
imagination.” She paused again, “It still scares the freckle out of
me”

“This team
discovered a way of linking CPU’s in such a way that the
intelligence became self sustaining. In a way they grew. As they
added more data to the memory chips, so the capacity increased. In
other words, the computer had no limits as to the amount of data it
could process.”

Deborah paused
and frowned slightly,


“Well...alright, there is a limit, but we’ll leave that for the
moment. This computer was quite capable of running Geoff’s virtual
reality scenarios, in fact the most complex immersion that we came
up with didn’t even use up a tiny fraction of its power. And it was
still growing!

For some time,
I had been fascinated with a different concept of time than the one
that is currently accepted. In other words, I found lineal time,
where we depict the timeline with all the events lined up in a neat
row, seemed to me somewhat limited. At this point I think a few
graphics are needed.”

She picked up a
slim remote control unit and pushed a few buttons in the way that
people do when using these devices, stabbing the air with the unit
in the direction of the equipment she was trying to control.
Eventually the lights in the room dimmed, and a screen descended
from the ceiling, slotting into a position where they all could see
it. What followed was the same presentation that Geoff had shown to
Fletcher on the airship.

Finally, the
lights brightened in response to Deborah’s energetic stabs.

“That then was
the theory. Now I’m going to talk about the reality and what we’ve
done with it. Using the capacity of the new computing power it is
possible, as I’ve already stated, to process and store vast amounts
of information. Using data, from the various government archives,
historical information relating to weather patterns, air density
and composition, along with terrain, vegetation, in fact everything
that goes towards making up an exact split second in time...we call
it an ‘event’, we can, very accurately, recreate such an event for
any given time.

Deborah
smiled,

“The
breakthrough came when I discovered that by using some
sophisticated software, similar in appearance to an ordinary file
management program, it was possible to fool the time-space-event
line into thinking that the computer driven alternative was just
another event. In other words, you would be able to step out of the
virtual environment…and into the past.”

“We can’t go to
the future, at least as far as we know. Quite simply the future
hasn’t happened, the time-space-event line doesn’t go there yet,
and so neither can we.”

Fletcher had
seen most of this before. Libby hadn’t and now, she was out of her
depth. Actually she felt like she’d gone down with the Titanic.

She put up her
hand tentatively.

Deborah turned
her full gaze on Libby and a look of mild annoyance crossed her
features.

“Problem?” she
asked tersely.

“Um…yes.” Libby
was floundering. “You talk as if this is actually possible, I mean
time travel. It’s not...is it?”

Deborah took a
deep breath and spoke as if she was trying to explain the theory of
quantum physics to a brain-dead chimpanzee. Very slowly.

“Why do you
think it wouldn’t be possible, Libby? I’ve spent most of my adult
life working on this. She pointed at the now blank screen. “I’ve
just spent some of my infinitely valuable time trying to explain it
to you. What particular problem do you have with the concept of
time-travel?” Libby glanced around to see if there was anyone else
who was finding this concept hard to deal with. To her surprise,
most of the other members of the group were sitting in what
appeared to be a bored silence. Fletcher actually seemed
enthusiastic. To hell with them, she thought.

And to hell
with you, Ms. Debbie-who-doesn’t-do-Dallas.

She curled her
lip slightly and replied coolly.

“It’s not the
concept I’ve got the problem with Debbie,” She smiled inwardly as
the deliberate use of the name brought a narrowing to the others
features. Out of the corner of her eye she noticed Jacko perk up
slightly as if sniffing blood.

“The problem
I’ve got, quite apart from being spoken to like a four year old
child, is why you’d want to do this. I mean what’s the point? You
can’t do anything once you’re there, can you? It’s not as if you
dare change anything, so why do it? Sightseeing perhaps?”

Deborah looked
at her as if she was something that had just crawled off one her
specimen slides and oozed onto her clean floor.

“What makes you
think that Libby? Why do you think that the past can’t be changed,
or as we like to say, manipulated?”

“Well it’s
obvious isn’t it?” Despite her show of self confidence, Libby
looked at the other people around the table for support. “I don’t
pretend to know much about it, but don’t you run into all sorts
of…what’s the word…paradox...that’s it,” she snapped her fingers,
“paradox’s you know, if I go back and kill my parents before they
conceive me, and so on…?”

Her voice
finally faded away as Deborah maintained a contemptuous silence.
She allowed the pause to go on long enough to be just slightly
embarrassing.

“You’re quite
right Libby,” she said at last. “you’re not an expert. So how about
you shut up and listen to one. We have discovered that, in theory
at least, the past can be changed slightly. It’s all about the
event hypothesis. In other words, change an event and the past
changes slightly. We are only aiming at subtle changes; the trick
is knowing what change to make. Fortunately with the computing
power available to us, this has become possible, although not
simple. Let me give you an example. A young man dies in the past.
What would have happened had he lived? We feed the data of the
person’s profile to the computer and ask it to project a modified
time strand as we call it. In a few moments we can see the outcome.
Most of the time there is no change.”

Libby was
surprised, she had been led to believe that all things in time were
interrelated. There had been a very informative show on the TV
about this very subject, something along the lines of, ‘If a
butterfly burps in London, then there is going to be a hurricane
off the West Indies. Something like that. She said as much.

Deborah
laughed. I wasn’t a happy, or even pleasant sound.

“No Libby, that
theory only sounds really good if you are a half educated moron
sitting at your TV screen waiting for the latest in Australian Soap
Operas to come on and spoon feed you your conversation and emotions
for the next day.”

She looked over
at Rory and Jacko, “No offence.”

“None taken
Doc.” Jacko grinned, managing to give the distinct impression that
he was enjoying the floor show

“Yes your
theory sounds okay” Deborah continued her explanation, “but we’ve
actually proved it to be crap. Most people that have lived on this
Earth have bumbled through their lives without influencing anything
or anybody to a significant degree. Of course that paradox you
mentioned might cause a slight problem Libby, but the solution is
easy; just don’t kill off your relatives. The computer can tell you
who they are if you don’t recognise them.”

Fletcher
interrupted at this point, seeming not to care if Deborah took
offence or not.

“Just excuse me
for a sec.” The scientist nodded. “But what happens if you do
change something significant, like…” He picked a thought at random,
“Oh...I dunno...er...getting rid of someone significant,
like….Napoleon, or Queen Victoria, or….

“You can’t do
that Fletch,” Deborah cut in, deadly serious all of a sudden. “You
can’t do that, because of an inherent limitation in the time
strand.”

Fletcher raised
his eyebrows,

“Ohh, a
limitation, at last, a problem.”

“Yes Fletch, a
problem. One we work with by not even going there. Don’t you think
we thought of this when I first proved my theory? I know, we’ll
stop World War II! easy, just bump off Hitler. No problem, great
service to 20th century humanity.” She sighed, “Thank God we ran a
simulation before we jumped in at the deep end.

What we found
when we ran the simulation was….nothing. The time strand simply
faded and stopped. Not suddenly; a few strands went on for a few
months vainly trying to entwine to make some sort of present, but
even these faded in the end, leaving what looked to be a badly
frayed rope at about 1938.” She paused for a long second. “There
was no event, or present after that time.”

Fletcher
digested that information for a while as the horror of the scenario
slowly dawned on him.

“Why,
what...why?” He didn’t even know what question to ask.

“We
discovered...well...the only explanation we came up with was that
Time, to use another computing analogy, has limited memory. To put
it another way, not enough RAM. It can’t cope with large changes.
We believe it can cope with small ones. Change too much, like a
major event and everything fades out, including us”

Fletcher didn’t
think he could cope with much more information at the moment. Apart
from a whole jumble-sale of emotions and feeling, the one thing
that he knew for sure, was that he was confused. Seriously
confused.

“So why am I
here?” he asked, in an attempt to put his thoughts in vague order.
“The last time I saw Geoff, he said he wanted me to see if this
could be done. I thought he meant time travel.”

Deborah shook
her head.

“No, Fletch,
the time travel works, as these men and women will tell you.”

Fletcher didn’t
think he could be shocked again, but he was wrong. He looked at the
others with his mouth dropping open foolishly. Even with all the
explanation, the visuals, the almost surreal place that he found
himself in, Fletcher’s mind was still placing ‘Time Travel’ in the
star covered box marked Sci-Fi.

Now, a person
in a white coat was telling him that, for the last half hour or so,
he’d been sitting here, passing the time with…well...time
travellers.

He asked
again.

“So why am I
here?”

“Unfortunately
we’ve run into another problem.”

Libby sat
forward in her seat,

Fletchers
imagination had reached a safety limit. Most people have them
installed at birth. Sometimes they stop you buying things from
daytime television, or investing in ‘Ponzi’ schemes.

“Another
problem!”

Fletcher wasn’t
annoyed, he wasn’t even angry, again, he was just trying to get
things in some sort of order. “

“Let me get
this straight;” his voice sounded even, if a little puzzled. “You
people can come up with a super computer, the likes of which
nobody’s ever seen before. You can theorise on the aspects of time
travel and come up with a concept that makes it work. You” here he
paused, to gather his thoughts again, “I’m sorry I had a problem
with this next one...You can fool the Space-Time-Continuum into
thinking that your scenario...sorry...event is the reality and last
but not least, if you’re to be believed, you’ve also come up with
the end of time itself, at least so far as we are concerned.”
Fletcher sat back and took a deep breath. “And now you say you’ve
found another problem...and you think I can help you with it?..Well
please, go ahead, lay it on me.”

He sat forward
again.

“I’m a
Fireman,” Fletcher had decided that, after all the thinking, all
the rearranging of facts into neat boxes in his head, he had run
out of ideas. In other words, he was out of his depth, and feeling
that he was in the wrong place.

“ I run into
burning buildings and pull corpses out of wrecked cars for a
living! A Fireman; nothing more, nothing less. I know sod all about
space-time events, military matters or the price of wombat shit
commodities in the third world. Unless one of you suddenly
spontaneously combusts, I don’t think I can help you”

The lights
dimmed for a second time and another audio-visual screen descended
smoothly from the ceiling. This one was quite small and it was
facing towards Fletcher, effectively isolating him from the rest of
the company. As he watched, the familiar features of Geoff Harrigan
emerged from the haze.

He wasn’t
looking pleased.

“Have you been
listening to anything anybody has said to you in all of the
interviews you’ve had with us?” Geoff didn’t wait for an answer. “
We need you because you are a problem solver who can think on his
feet. You have proved over the years that you can coordinate
resources and collate information with less effort than most people
use to make instant coffee. This is your talent. We picked you
because you are better than most of your peers. You are also
unattached to any family, you are divorced, have no children, have
few friends...hardly surprising really...and now you have no job.
Correct so far?”

Fletcher nodded
slowly.

“In short
Fletcher, there is nobody who is going to miss you very much if you
aren’t around.

Now we have a
problem and we need your help. We think you are well suited to the
task and if you must know, Colonel Street over there came up with
the idea of using a Fireman. I value Rory’s judgement and he
assures me that your lack of military background is not relevant to
this project.”

Fletcher was
suddenly well aware of his own flaws, and didn’t blame Geoff too
much for his dressing down. He took a deep breath. He was still out
of his depth, but decided to shut up. Besides, he was still
intrigued.

“OK,” He looked
around the table, “If you think I can help, I’m at your
service.”

There was a
pause as Rory regarded the Fireman.

“Ok Fletch.” He
smiled, breaking the tension of the last few minutes.

“It’s a little
difficult to explain, but I’ll try. If there’s anything you don’t
follow, please feel free to butt in and ask questions, anything at
all, at any time. It’s important that you grasp the situation fully
if you’re going to be of any use to us...Clear?”

“Crystal”
Fletcher nodded. “Go on”

“Alright, in
the last couple of weeks, my team and Shaw’s have made a couple of
time ‘Skips’ as we call them. We went back to the year 1916. The
skips were targeted a couple of months apart, but they both had the
same objectives. Actually, Shaw has had five attempts at his skip
and I pulled the pin after two. The objectives were quite simple.
Or at least they seemed that way on the surface. We were both
trying to preserve the life of one individual each. Mine was a
young officer who, historically, was killed on the first day of the
Somme battle,”

Rory looked
down at the table.

“Poor sod
didn’t get three yards.” Nigel spoke his thoughts aloud.

“Yeah, thanks
Nige.” Rory acknowledged his friend, “Anyway, we started off by
trying to tell the poor bugger how to survive, but for some reason
he refused to believe me. On the second trip, we tried a more
active roll in the battle, but we failed for the same reason as
Shaw’s did. We’ll come to that later. We think, that although we
can fool the time strands into taking us back in time, somehow the
past outcomes...are preserved somehow. In other words, we haven’t
been able to influence the past in any significant way.

Fletcher
listened in silence.

“Shaw’s mission
was a little more involved, but still had the same objectives.”
Here Rory held out his hand in invitation to the other man. “Shaw,
perhaps you would be better explaining this one.”

The thin man
rose to his feet.

“Yes, if you
like,” he said calmly, “my skip was aimed at the 15th of September
in the same year,”

He paused to
see if the date brought any reaction. When Fletch gave no response,
Shaw frowned,

“I’m sorry,
Fletcher. I was told you had some knowledge of this period.”

Fletcher was
trying to concentrate on the essentials of the narrative, using his
experience to sift the important nuggets of information from the
story.

He looked up,
still concentrating.

“I’m guessing
it was something to do with tanks?”

“That’s right,”
Shaw continued “The first Tank attack in history. I was trying to
stop a certain tank from being destroyed. I’ve tried this five
times now...On five separate skips. The outcome was always the
same. At the last moment an artillery piece scored a direct hit on
the tank, cooking everyone inside. Every time. And each time we
took out the offending gun from the last skip. The problem was that
every time we did that, there was another in a slightly different
place.”

Rory broke in
at this point.

“Our problem
was machine gun emplacements, every time we thought we’d taken care
of all the ones that could hit our boy, another seemed to
appear.”

“So, Fletcher,”
Shaw continued, “the scenarios were changing slightly every time.
Somehow, a random element had crept into them. The only explanation
that we have come up with is that time is protecting itself.”

Fletcher
stroked his moustache absently

“Interesting
problem, doesn’t your super computer have a solution? I mean
doesn’t it predict any of this?”

“Nice try
Fletch,” Rory answered, as Shaw sat down, “that was our first idea
too.”

Fletcher leaned
forward again.

“And?”

“Nothing!”
Deborah answered the question, breaking her silence.

“We ran into
the first limitation of the processor,”

“Oh yeah,”
Fletcher raised an eyebrow, “you mentioned a limit before. Can you
explain?”

Deborah
shrugged

“Of course.
Like most computers, it can deal with logical progressions and
predict outcomes from them very accurately. Where it runs into
trouble is when an outside influence introduces a random element
into the scene. Like Shaw’s field guns and Rory’s mysterious
machine-guns, like the fact that the subject might choose to
disbelieve you. Computers have never been very good at predicting
chance.” Here she allowed herself a wry smile. “Otherwise we’d all
give up time travel and go and win squillions at Lotto”

Fletcher
waited. Obviously they had something up their sleeves. That was why
he and Libby were here.

“So you haven’t
been able to change a thing?” He prompted when no more information
was forthcoming from the group.

It was Geoff
who answered;

“No,
nothing”

“So what you’re
saying, if I can just cut through all of the weird science, is that
although you can travel back in time, and you can actually interact
with the scene that you are in...” he glanced over at the Colonel’s
small group “I suppose thats nice jargon for killing certain people
who get in the way, or at least the ones who sent your boy toes
up?”

Rory nodded
slowly.

“Thought so…”
Fletcher gave him a hard look, “You can do all this, but you
haven’t changed even one small event. And yet if you try to make a
large change, you think the whole thing will fall in a heap?”

Here Deborah
indicated in the affirmative.

Fletcher looked
around the table again, he was trying very hard not to fall about
on the floor laughing. He had the idea that this reaction would be
frowned on by most present. But the urge was almost
irresistible.

This group had
come up with a project that had been the wet-dream of countless
sci-fi writers for decades, if not centuries. They had perfected
time travel, if you could believe them. He was yet to see any real
evidence. And it was useless to them unless they just wanted to
watch. Fletcher had come to know that Geoffrey Harrigan, for one
was never going to be content with being a voyeur.

He had one
question left.

“And you think
that somehow, an out of work Fireman and a barnstorming pilot can
help you with this… I dunno...what shall we call it?…glitch? I’m
sorry to sound dumb…but how?”

Libby had felt
isolated as Fletcher was speaking and had moved over to stand
beside him.

Rory answered
the question for the pair of them.

“I’ll make this
as simple as I can Fletch. We think that on our previous visits we
have been taking too narrow a view, we need to affect more of the
picture, obviously without doing too much. In military terms, we’ve
been looking tactically, when we should have been looking
strategically. Do you understand the difference?”

Fletcher
nodded.

“We want you”
Rory went on, “to come with us on the next planned skip and
collate. In other words, we want you to oversee the entire
operation and tell us what’s going wrong so we can fix it in time.
We think that the protection factor built into the time strand is
limited. What we are going to do is overload it to the point where
it will fail, and allow our modified scenario into the strand as
reality.” He paused for a second. “We have actually done the
simulation and within certain parameters it works.”

Fletcher looked
sideways at the pilot standing next to his chair.

“Where does
Libby fit in to this?”

It was Shaw who
answered;

“That’s simple
Fletcher, we need air-support.”

Libby felt her
knees go slightly weak, then a hot flush of anger went through her.
The bastards! All of them! But especially that
stuck-up-Euro-trash-Brit-Prick of a flying instructor. No wonder
the bastard hadn’t told her anything. Air-support..? Of what..? At
least now she knew the reason for the super armed SE5 she was
supposed to fly. And the reason for the elaborate aerobatics.
Fletcher sensed an impending explosion in the body language of the
young pilot, and nudged her discreetly. Libby glanced at him.

“Later, not
now!” he murmured. He wanted time to find out more, he didn’t want
to get involved in a fruitless slanging match at this point. Libby
simmered for a couple more seconds and then seemed to deflate
slightly as she relaxed and nodded tightly.

Seeing that her
tension had eased, Fletcher turned back to the image of Geoff on
the screen. He didn’t know if the billionaire could see him but he
smiled anyway

“Okay Geoff, if
you think I can do it, you’ve got yourself a Incident-Controller.
When do we time travel?”

Once again, it
was Shaw who answered,

“We don’t,
Fletcher. You do.” The man smiled. Sort of. “On your own!”

Fletcher
suddenly realised something. Not once had David Shaw called him
Fletch. He shook his head slightly. There was too much to think
about to be concerned with trivia.

 



Chapter
Seven

 


Libby and
Fletcher were sitting in Fletcher’s room talking. They were
talking about mundane things because both of them wanted to avoid
asking real questions. They each seemed frightened that the other
would either know too much, or worse, nothing at all. It was an
interesting problem.

Fletcher was
being very safe, or so he thought.

“How long have
you been flying Libby?”

The girl was
sprawled across one of the pair of comfortable chairs that the room
was furnished with. Her head hung forward as she slouched. At the
question she glanced sideways at him, smiling.

“Do you mean
really flying, or dreaming of it?”

Fletcher smiled
back, he was genuinely starting to like this girl. He understood
her statement completely. As a young boy he had dreamed of being a
Fireman. This was something he had shared with millions of other
small boys. Fletcher was one of the microscopic proportion that
continued to dream until the dream became reality.

Apparently it
was something he shared with Libby.

“No let’s stick
to reality if we can. I think that if these people are half way
serious in what they are trying to do, then reality is something
we’ll need to practice.” He smiled sarcastically, “You know, just
so we can recognise it, if and when we ever encounter it
again.”

Fletcher was
thinking of the various interviews in virtual reality that he had
already been subjected to. He remembered how seductively real they
had seemed. It would be very easy to lose sight of what was real,
and what wasn’t. They were both going to have to be careful.

“I’ve been
flying for about ten years Fletch.” Libby sat forward in her seat,
looking earnest. “I’m good Fletch, I’m very good.”

The girl wasn’t
bragging, Fletcher could see that. She simply needed him to
understand.

“I’ve been a
jump pilot for most of that time...I’m sorry...Do you know what I
mean by ‘Jump pilot’?”

Fletcher shook
his head.

“It’s the
pretty much the craziest flying you can do, short of the military.”
Libby laughed softly at the memory. “I flew skydivers, Fletcher. I
flew busted-arsed planes held together with bits of wire and gaffer
tape. Planes with most of their innards pulled out, pushed out or
generally worn away. No comfort, no finesse, just basic flying
machines, most of them Cessnas. I flew these aircraft and held them
steady while anything up to five jumpers crawled out along the wing
strut and hung there. That’s not easy.”

Fletcher
thought that to be a slight understatement. But then he couldn’t
think why any sane person would want to crawl out of any plane that
happened to be flying in a straight line anyway. He said so.

Libby threw
back her head and laughed. “Ha, spoken like a true ‘Wuffo’
Fletcher. I thought firemen were supposed to be the into this kind
of thing, heroism, risking life and limb, don’t tell me you’ve
never even thought about skydiving,” The pilot sat back in her
chair and fixed him with a straight stare. “c’mon everybody does
from time to time.”

Fletcher shook
his head,

“No, sorry
Libby, never have, could never see the point in it. I mean it’s
such a long way down.” He thought for a second, “What the hell’s a
‘Wuffo?”

Again, Libby
chuckled.

“A ‘Wuffo’ is
the name jumpers give to those people who don’t...Jump I mean.”
Fletcher was still looking blank. “The people who come up to you in
the pub,” Libby explained further, “normally half tanked and ask
‘Wuffo you do this thing?’

Light dawned as
Fletcher’s penny dropped. He let out a sharp bark of laughter.

Libby
continued,

“Somebody once
gave me a valuable piece of information. ‘Height never killed
anyone, however lack of altitude, will kill you every time’.”

Fletcher
smiled.

“Yees...I can
accept that. The solution, as I see it, is never to gain any kind
of altitude in the first place. Christ, I’d probably get vertigo in
your high heels!”

“Don’t wear
‘em,” she answered, “but you might look cute in a pair of four inch
stilettos.”

Fletcher stared
at the girl for around a second before the ridiculous mental image
she conjured up caused him to dissolve in a fit of uncontrollable
mirth. His laughter was infectious and Libby joined in. For the
next few moments the sound drifted out over the silent blocks of
School causing the patrolling dogs to prick up their ears at the
unfamiliar noise.

The pair
gradually subsided into a silence broken by a few gulps from Libby
and couple of sniffs from her companion. After a while, Libby got
up from her chair and leaned against the wall opposite Fletcher.
There was a serious look on her face.

“Fletch,” she
was serious now, “you know more than I do about this whole set-up,
don’t you?”

Fletcher saw no
reason to deny it. Anyway, he didn’t know that much and anyway,
what could he tell her that she hadn’t picked up at the
briefing?

“Yes, I suppose
I know a little more than you do. Tell me, did you meet the man
that seems to be running things, the one they all seem to refer to
as ‘the Boss’” She shook her head,

“No, most of my
contact has been with West and Shannon, the flying type who was
sitting in between him and Debbie.”

Fletcher
frowned as he remembered.

“I get the
impression that she doesn’t like being called by that particular
name.”

Libby grinned
nastily.

“No, she
doesn’t, does she? Shame.”

Fletcher
decided that this was an area he really didn’t want to get into at
this time. He had enough to worry about. To change the subject he
told her about Geoff Harrigan and his dream of an engineered
present. He told her about the virtual reality and he told her
about the interview on the Hindenburg.

To her credit,
the Libby didn’t interrupt him, not even when he told her about
Marilyn Munro.

Only after he
had finished did she flop back into her chair and looked
drained.

“So they are
serious,” she said, half to herself “they really do have the means
to do this.”

“Well” Fletcher
thought carefully before answering “they certainly have the money
and the ability to make virtual reality…well not merely virtual any
more. It fooled me.”

“And the time
travel? Do you believe they can do it?”

Before he could
answer there was a knock at the door. He got up stiffly from his
chair and pulled the door open. Rory Street and one of his
offsiders stood framed in the opening. Fletcher remembered the
others had called him Nigel. The Colonel was holding a large
cardboard carton and a wide smile. The carton appeared to be filled
with things that clinked. Nigel was holding a second, identical
box.

“How ya goin
Fletch, Libby?” Rory greeted them heartily. “Thought you’d like to
wash some of that talkfest out of your throat,” He ripped open the
end of the box, and produced two brown bottles before expertly
twisting off the crown caps. Fletcher was impressed. Rory hadn’t
even put down the carton. He looked closer to see if the newcomer
had grown an extra pair of arms. He hadn’t.

Fletcher
regarded the proffered bottles. The beer was chilled. And suddenly
Fletch wanted a beer and he wanted to know more about the man
holding it. He glanced at Libby. Intuitively he knew she was
feeling the same.

He smiled in
welcome.

“Colonel, good
to see you. Welcome to my tatty abode,” Taking the bottles and
handing one to Libby, he raised it to his lips “Cheers!”

The amber
liquid glugged down his throat with that glorious cold ‘zzithing’
sensation, and he drained three quarters of the bottle before he
stopped. Libby did better, emptying hers without drawing a breath
while the Colonel and Nigel watched, mildly impressed.

“Looks like you
needed that Libby, another?” Nigel had opened his carton and was
holding a second beer. Libby took the bottle gratefully and they
all watched, this time with awe as it disappeared in the wake of
the first. The pilot wiped her mouth and let out a large, rolling
and distinctly unladylike belch of satisfaction, before looking
around her a little sheepishly.

“Sorry, but
that’s the first decent drink I’ve had since I started flying with
Shannon.”

Rory and Nigel
seemed to recognise a kindred spirit in the pilot and proceeded to
give her a standing ovation complete with applause and loud whoops
of appreciation. Fletcher joined in the general celebrations with
enthusiasm. Libby made a mock curtsy, which started them all
laughing again.

“Where the hell
d’ya learn to drink like that Libby?” Rory asked.

She grinned
back at him;

“Colonel, have
you ever been to a Drop Zone party on a Saturday night?”

Nigel’s smile
faded slightly and a shadow seemed to cross behind his eyes,
Fletcher got the impression that the outwardly genial mercenary had
some bad memories just below the surface. He wondered about
that.

Rory sensed the
mood and answered quickly.

“Oh, we’ve been
to a few DZ parties, hey Nige?” he nudged his partner, “Some were
more memorable than others.”

Libby’s eyes
sparkled

“Well boys,
I’ve spent the best part of nine years hitting the booze on a
Saturday night. She shrugged, “You get used to it or you get
cirrhosis!”

Fletcher liked
a drink as much as the next person, and chuckled “probably
both!”

The cartons
were retrieved and the empty bottles replaced with full ones, Rory
and Nigel found themselves chairs from around the table and Libby
placed the rest of the bottles in the fridge. There were loud
hisses as the soldiers opened their drinks. Fletcher didn’t even
try to copy that trick and found himself rummaging around in the
cutlery drawer looking for a bottle opener. Rory took a long drink
from his bottle and glanced over at the Fireman. He regarded the
man for a few seconds,

“Here Fletch!
Chuck it over.”

Fletcher
stopped hunting through the drawers in the kitchen and thought
hard. He had no reason to think that he was under any kind of test
from the Colonel, but his role in the scheme of things had been
clearly defined on more than one occasion, as the ‘problem
Solver’.

It wasn’t going
to look good if he couldn’t open a simple bottle of beer.

‘Defeated by a
crown cap,’ he thought. ‘Never!’

Racking his
brains, he finally dredged up a dim memory from his probationary
days at the start of his career. It had been one of those nights
after one of those days where nothing had gone right. Lectures had
been mind numbing, drills had been cold and very wet and all
Fletcher had wanted to do when he got home was to put his feet up
and drink copious amounts of his favourite beer. The ale itself was
no problem, he had enough stockpiled to render a concrete elephant
into a comatose state. What he did not have was a bottle opener. An
omission that soon reduced him to a state of screaming
frustration.

It had been
inventiveness born of desperation that had come to his rescue.
Looking at the cap of the first bottle and almost willing it to
remove itself, he reached out and grasped it around the neck,
holding it so the crown cap protruded out of his fist. Reaching
into the first drawer under his sink, he withdrew a chunky butter
knife and placed the blade under the serrated rim of the cap on top
of the knuckle of his forefinger. Applying upward leverage to the
handle, there was a second of mild discomfort that was instantly
drowned in a feeling of triumph as the cap hissed and then flew off
in response to the unequal pressure. After that, Fletcher had no
trouble in becoming happily drunk.

The memory
served him well. Fletcher quickly found a suitable knife and,
moments later, had popped the seal off the bottle. He glanced back
at Rory as the cap was still airborne, just in time to see hint of
satisfaction cross the man’s features.

Rory nodded
faintly.

“So tell us
Libby,” he said, turning his attention to the pilot. “what do you
think of your new aircraft?”

The Colonel was
smiling. Libby was not. The beer she had drunk so rapidly was
having an effect and she replied with even less restraint than was
usual for her.

“It’s a killing
machine isn’t it Colonel? It’s armed to the bloody teeth, it’s
overpowered to the shithouse and if you people are half way serious
about what you can do with your smartarse computer, then I should
be able to annihilate anything in the sky back in…when are we going
to?…1916.”

Rory took a
mouthful of beer.

“That’s the
second time somebody’s called the computer a Smartarse. I think you
were the other, Fletch.” He grinned over at Nigel, “what d’yer
reckon, Nige, I like the sound of that,” “Oh yeah! Smartarse!”
Nigel had the sort of face that seemed to lag behind his thoughts,
and he smiled slowly, “That should get little Miss Deborah chewing
carpet by tomorrow evening...ya gotta love that!”

Fletcher had
the distinct impression that the young scientist had managed to rub
quite a few people up the wrong way lately. It was not going to
make for a harmonious working relationship.

Rory turned
back to Libby.

“Anyway Libby,
I think it depends on how you look at things.

“I don’t know
if there are too many ways of looking at four thousand fifty
calibre lumps of metal per minute” Libby cut in with the self
justification of a well lubricated brain.

“Yeah, well,”
Rory half smiled as he watched Libby take another drink. “You got a
point there, Libby, but,” he pointed the neck of his bottle towards
the girl, “it still depends on where you point those four thousand
rounds.”

“Yeah, right!”
Libby snorted. “tell me all about the humanitarian uses of machine
guns.”

Rory refused to
be provoked

“Well,” he
continued, “I suppose we could discuss that for a while, but you
might want to think on the idea that the SE5 has been designed more
to help you survive than to kill.” he thought for a second,
“Although, as you point out, it will do that very well if we need
it to.”

Libby jumped
straight in.

“Oh
yeah...Right..! Should we need it to..? Ha!’ Libby seemed to have
moved beyond self justification, and now appeared to experimenting
with indignation. “Colonel, you and everybody else knows that you
don’t keep that kind of firepower on tap with no intension of using
it. Don’t take me for an idiot! Look carefully at my hair! It
doesn’t look blonde does it?” She was in full beer fuelled flight,
and didn’t bother waiting for an answer. “Well I’m sorry to ruin
your plans boys, but one thing that Libby doesn’t do is kill people
for no reason!”

Rory’s
expression didn’t change. In fact there had been a hint of a smile
on his lips ever since Libby had started her tirade. Fletcher,
still a spectator, had the feeling that it was all going to some
sort of plan. He just couldn’t see what the point was. Yet.

Rory took his
time, and then asked the girl a question.

“Why do you
fly?”

Libby looked as
if she had been hit in the face with a large wet towel. It was not
a question she had been expecting. She had her answer out quick
enough though.

“Because I’m
good at it.”

“No,” Rory said
evenly, “that’s an assessment of your ability and a self-assessment
at that, Although we’re inclined to agree with you. Libby, what I
asked was “why do you fly?’ Think about it...take your time.” He
spread his arms wide in a generous gesture, and emptied his beer in
another swallow.

Here called out
to Fletcher without taking his eyes of Libby,

“How’s ya beer
Fletch?”

Looking down
Fletcher was astonished to find his bottle was, again, empty. That
had been the third. ‘Better slow down,’ he thought. Then he thought
again, ‘what the hell.’ Anyway, it was good beer.

“Empty.”

“Good...your
shout” and he waved his empty bottle in the direction of the
fridge.

Fletcher looked
around the room.

“Yeah, me too
Fletch.” called Nigel

He didn’t ask
Libby, she was still deep in thought, but he went to the fridge and
removed four more dew-covered bottles from the first carton. He
opened them and passed them round. Libby took hers without a
word.

She had been
thinking hard about Rory’s question. Why did she fly? Why was it
the most important thing in her life? At her age, she should have
been thinking about children, or settling down, or any number of
activities that ‘normal’ women were supposed to do. Libby had done
none of these things; flying had obsessed her from the moment of
her first flight. It had led her, via the promise of free flying
hours into the world of skydiving and rough living. It had led her
to master more different kinds of flying situations than most
private pilots would see in their entire career. She could handle
most emergency scenarios she could think of and some she avoided
thinking about.

And flying had
led her here, to this and to Rory’s question.

Deep down, she
knew why she flew. She had always known. She flew because there was
no other feeling like it in the world. Nothing had ever come close
to that thrill she still got as she felt the wings first begin to
shape the airflow as she advanced the throttle. As they forced it
into two streams of air, one fast and one not so fast. The top
stream compelled to travel further over the camber and thus
speeding up while the air streaming along the underside of her wing
stayed at the same velocity. In abeyance to the laws of physics,
the fast air lost some of its density and thus lift was created,
slowly and in small amounts at first. Then, as the propeller spun
with more power, the speed increased and so did the lift generated
by the wings, until that gloriously triumphant moment when the
weight of the hurtling structure was overcome and Libby was lifted
up, and lost contact with the ground.

Libby brought
her thoughts back to the small room. She was astonished to see that
her hands were shaking, the palms glistening with a light sheen of
sweat. She looked up suddenly. Straight into the eyes of the
Colonel.

He nodded
faintly.

“Yeah Libby,
that’s why you fly.” He spoke quietly. “You’re a Junkie. You’re
hooked on that thrill ride and you can’t get enough.”

Libby lowered
her eyes until she was staring at the bottle in her hands.

“Libby you fly
because it’s exciting and because you love it”

The Pilot
raised her head and took another swallow.

“You’re
right.”

“I know I’m
right. You were just saying that you won’t kill without a reason.
I’ll let you into a small secret; most people wouldn’t. I admire
the sentiment, if not the logic of it and I hope to hell that you
won’t have to.” he paused, “I know rather a lot about killing.
Would you like me to tell you about it?”

It was a
surprise to most of the occupants of the room, not least himself,
when Fletcher answered.

“Yeah, Rory,
I’d like to hear it. Everybody seems to know all about Libby. I’d
really like to sit on the other side and listen to someone else’s
life story for a change.”

Rory
laughed.

“Relax Fletch,
you’re not getting my life story, that would probably curl your
hair too much...but I’ll give you a story.”

Nigel got
up.

“Beers
everyone? My shout.”

There was a
chorus of assent. Again Fletcher found that his bottle had
mysteriously drained itself .

Nigel was
clinking away in the fridge as the Colonel started to speak. The
story began comfortably enough.

“I joined the
army in the mid sixties, Australian Army that is. The Yanks were
just getting involved in Viet Nam at the time. The writing was on
the wall, and our Government was always going to go ‘All the way
with L.B.J’ and I figured if I had to go to war, I may as go with
the best. That meant the S.A.S.

I didn’t care
one way or another about the war. I know that sounds unfashionable
these days, but I believed that as a professional soldier I had
given up the right to question things when I joined up. I’ll
explain that, because it’s important to the story. When you’re a
soldier, by choice, that means you do what you’re told and go where
the government of the day sends you. It’s your job. I think that
it’s different with conscripts or national service, but that’s
another story.”

There was a
pause as Nigel distributed more brown bottles, and yet more beer
passed over four sets of tonsils.

“The country
went to war” Rory went on, “and I decided my best chance of
survival lay in being the best soldier in the world. Again, we come
back to the S.A.S.”

Nigel spoke
up.

“Our new friend
Diaz might disagree with you there Colonel. In fact we know she
does,” He took a swallow from his beer, and raised his eyes to the
ceiling in mock disgust, “she tells us often enough!”

“The U.S.
Marine corps is one of the best,” Rory acknowledged, “but the
S.A.S. are specialists in what they do,” Rory glanced over at
Nigel, “And that Nige, is the difference, As you well know.”

“Hey...don’t
tell me Colonel,” Nigel waved his drink in the Colonels general
direction, “tell her the next time she starts preaching.”

“Anyway, if I
could continue?”

Nigel shrugged
his shoulders and took another mouthful of beer.

“So I
transferred to the S.A.S. and in due course they sent us to Viet
Nam. I did three tours of duty there all up. Ran into Jacko on the
second tour and we decided to team up again for the third.”

Fletcher sat
back in his chair and listened. He had been too young for the war
that Rory was describing and anyway, his country had not been
involved. That didn’t mean that he knew nothing about it. He knew
enough to be impressed by the fact that Rory claimed to have done
three tours of duty over there. To Fletcher that meant he was
either insane, or he enjoyed what he did. Then he realised it
probably meant the same thing.

As if reading
his mind Rory continued;

“I had a good
war, Fletch, I was good at what I did, and like any good soldier, I
was convinced that I was right. In fact I was enjoying myself so
much that when the war ended we took our show on the road.

Me an’ Jacko
hired ourselves out as mercenaries.” He looked around the room, as
if seeking something in the upper corners. “Ex S.A.S. were in
demand you see. In fact, we were a very valuable commodity to the
nasty little warmongers that sprang up in the worlds trouble spots.
They all wanted our expertise and we gave it. For a very high
price, I might add. I won’t bore you with a run down of our
travels, but I think we got to most of the disease ridden, misery
laden, putrid little countries that wanted to beat the crap out of
their neighbours. Or themselves for that matter. Somewhere along
the way we picked up Nigel here, and for some strange reason the
Pommy bastard’s been with us ever since.”

“I happen to
like Jacko’s cooking.” Nigel cut in on cue.

“Yeah,
right...Anyhow, this went on for a number of years and then
suddenly, out of the blue, I realised I wasn’t enjoying myself any
more, I put it to the other blokes, and d’you know what? They felt
the same way. The thing was Fletch, we all came to the conclusion
at the same time. We just happened to be in a place called Bosnia
at the time.

Fletcher was
definitely feeling the effects of the alcohol by now, but that
particular place name had the effect of parting the cotton wool
that was beginning to insulate his mind.

“Bosnia?” he
asked, slurry faintly “I seem to remember crossing that place off
my holiday list some time ago.”

“Wise decision
Fletcher. It wasn’t, and still isn’t, a very nice place. Scenery’s
pleasant enough though.”

“I don’t
suppose it matters, but could I ask whose side you were on?”

“No...you’re
right, it doesn’t matter.” Rory took a deep breath and glanced at
Nigel, who shrugged,

“You’re telling
the story, Colonel.”

“Well anyway
it’s not relevant to the current situation. By this time the three
of us had been in the mercenary game a long time. We’d been getting
paid to do the job for so long in fact, that the right and wrong of
what we did no longer mattered. Until one drizzly autumn day.” He
paused while he took another drink. “We were supposed to be on a
recce, it’s one of the things we specialised in. Basically, we were
looking for a safe route for a small armoured column to get across
some rough highlands. Simple enough. We were just about finished,
in fact Jacko had just radioed in to the column’s commander to come
ahead.”

Nigel finished
his beer in one long swallow,

“And then we
saw the camp.”

Rory nodded
slowly. Fletcher noticed that Libby was sitting up, watching the
man intently.

“Yeah, and then
we saw the camp.”

Another silence
followed, when it had gone on too long, Fletcher decided to speak
up.

“I assume that
we’re not talking about Butlin’s holiday camp here Colonel?” When
the other man still didn’t answer, he tried again. “Rory, you
started this, if you don’t want to tell us about it, then that’s
fine, I don’t think I really want to know anyway, but I think you
came here for more than just a beer drinking session, so come
on...the camp?”

“The camp
wasn’t important...not really.” Rory sighed. “It was just a wake up
call. I don’t even know who was running the place and looking back
on it, I’ve seen a lot worse. It’s just that suddenly, this
concentrated package of human misery, humiliation and systematic
degradation was too much. I firmly believe that the human mind can
only absorb so much bad news. After that you just reject it, fight
against it and will do any thing to avoid seeing, feeling or being
touched by any more. I...that is...we, reached our limit on that
day. We just sat down in the squalor and took stock of what we had
become and where we could go. I know this sounds like a cliche, but
I can’t tell it any different. I had been doing what I do best for
most of my adult life. Basically, that meant killing people. Oh, I
justified it. In the beginning I told myself that it was just my
job. And it was. Then I justified it in all sorts of ways; money,
cause...crusade if you like. Whatever. I genuinely thought I was
making a difference. I thought I was changing a few things, you
know like a surgeon removing a cancer. Then came this one small
concentration camp and I saw, quite clearly, that I hadn’t done a
bloody thing. All the wars, all the lives I’d snuffed out, all the
tin pot little warlords I’d used my expertise to help. All of that
meant absolutely nothing.”

Rory stopped
and took the fresh bottle that Libby handed him, as did Fletcher,
and Nigel.

Fletcher was
really feeling the effects of the beer and he leaned back in the
chair again, trying to collect his thoughts. The Colonel took a
long drink.

“I think what
got to us the most was the stark symbolism.” Nigel took over the
story.

“It was almost
surreal. The wasted bodies, the hollow eyes. The average age of
these people couldn’t have been more than early twenties, but this
place had turned them into old men. And for what? What had these
people done to deserve this treatment..? Simple, wrong religion,
wrong place, wrong time and wrong age. None of which was their
fault.

Nobody deserves
to be treated like that. And do you want to know the exquisite
irony of the whole thing Fletch?” For the second time, Nigel
answered his own question. “The irony that made all three of us
stop and finally look around at what we did.”

Fletcher
couldn’t imagine what kind of spiritual revelation was needed to
turn three self- confessed hired killers into the saints that they
seemed to want to portray themselves as. He guessed it would be
something so large as to have a couple of small planets orbiting
around it. He was wrong.

Rory took up
the story

“The irony for
us was that this could still happen. Everyone’s seen the jerky
black and white films of the WWII concentration camps, but this was
happening in colour and in full Dolby bloody surround sound. In
fifty odd years of historical hand wringing , we were doing it all
again. Instead of changing things, we had helped maintain the
status quo. In a very real sense, our efforts in the service of
whoever was in charge at the time had allowed this…this
bullshit...to perpetuate.”

Fletcher
thought hard. The whole thing just didn’t ring quite true to him.
He didn’t know why, maybe it was too neat, too even. He shook his
head and watched as the room wobbled around him.

“So what did
you do?”

It was Nigel
who answered,

“After we found
out that we all felt the same, it was easy.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah...we
quit!”

“Just like
that?”

“Well okay, the
tank commander wasn’t all that happy, what with us refusing to work
for him any more and then demanding transport out of the country.
But after Rory here shot him in the face with a rather large
calibre bullet, we had no more trouble from him or his crew. Of
course we had to take the bastard’s tank off him, but as I said, we
needed the transport.”

Fletcher had
barely digested the part about the large bullet, it had been spoken
in such a casual tone.

“You…you
mentioned an armoured column?” It was the only question his
stunned, beer soaked brain came up with.

“Well that was
no problem, the late and very unlamented commander was leading from
the front, quite a long way from the front as it happened. About
two miles in fact. The rest of his tanks were still traversing this
narrow pass that we’d found for them. Sad really. It was so narrow
that there was no room for the tanks to turn. Simple tactics after
that, we took a leaf from the Spartans at the battle of
Thermopolae,”

Fletcher was
looking at him with a blank expression.

“Easy Fletch,”
Rory explained the finer points of armoured tactics, “kill the
first tank and the only way the others can go is back, brew up the
last one and the rest are fucked.”

Fletcher really
didn’t want to know any more, but he felt like he was in a bad
dream where he just had to open that last door

“Please don’t
tell me you killed all of them...Why?”

“You haven’t
been listening again Fletch.” Rory frowned and shook his head, “We
were pissed off, you know, not happy. Call it therapy if you like.
Anyway we couldn’t get all of them and we ran out of armour
piercing shells eventually. I think one or two got away.

After that we
liberated the camp...Oh, all right, we drove over it, shot the
guards, machine gunned the dogs and then we liberated it. We drove
the tank to the border, which was quite close and then crossed on
foot.

We were sitting
in a bar in Frankfurt when we ran into Bluey West. We’d been there
about a week I think, wondering where we were going. He had a
proposal that seemed to make sense of everything at the time. Of
course we could have just been pissed.” Rory smiled, “No...we
weren’t that far gone. He got us in touch with Geoff and what the
guy said simply blew us away.”

Rory and Nigel
both looked at the other two.

“It was finally
a chance to use our...talents...if you want to call them that. To
actually do something, to have a chance to change things.” Nigel
reached out and gripped Fletcher by the shoulder., he seemed almost
emotional, in complete contrast to Rory, Fletcher thought he
noticed. “It meant Fletch, that we could finally do something
right! If we had to kill, then at least it might mean a change for
the better in the long run.”

Fletcher had
finally drunk enough to have a mild revelation. These killers,
these ex-mercenaries, were trying to find an absolution, an
atonement of sorts, for their violent lives. He sincerely doubted
they were going to find what they were looking for on the
battlefields of the Somme. Then he shrugged mentally, who was he to
judge. From a practical point of view, these people knew their
business and presumably could be relied upon to do what was
needed.

“Colonel, you
mentioned a…skip...?” he left the question open.

Rory opened yet
another round of beers and passed them round before answering.

“Lady and
gentlemen,” he called, dramatically raising his foam collared
bottle, “To our newest time traveller. Drink your beer, Fletch, for
tomorrow you Skip!”

There was
silence broken only by the peculiar sound of frothy beer passing
down four throats in unison.

“What about
me?” Libby asked in a slurred voice that indicated that even she
was reaching her limits.

“Don’t ask
stupid questions, Libby.” Rory gave her an indulgent look, rather
like the one an uncle with paedophile tendencies might give to his
small niece. “We’ve got a lot of work to do on you yet!

 



*************************************************

 


Fletcher awoke
and made a decision. He was never going to drink again. At least
not with Rory and his mates. At least not that particular brand of
beer. At least not that much of that particular brand of beer. At
least not until the next time. Definitely.

His head felt
like there was a large gang of council road builders all trying to
lay the base for an eight lane highway between his eyes, the
sockets of which felt as if those same men had already poured the
hot tar surface into them.

There was an
insistent hammering in the back of his skull that slowly resolved
itself into a gentle, but repeated tapping at the door.

Fletcher sat up
and groaned. He caught a glimpse of his face in the small mirror on
the opposite wall. He didn’t look good. He tried to open his eyes
further but they seemed to have been super-glued three quarters
shut. Someone was still knocking at the door. He swung his legs out
over the side of the bed and stood up tentatively. Fletcher
surprised himself; the nausea was almost controllable. In fact, he
was able to swallow the mouthful of bile that his over-stressed
stomach sent past his tonsils with no trouble at all.

Grimacing at
the taste, he crossed to the door and pulled it open

“Morning
Fletcher” West’s grinning face and crimson locks greeted him
heartily, “heavy night was it?”

Fletcher
scowled and grunted. His visitor smiled in that superior way
reserved exclusively for victims of self inflicted pain. Like
hang-overs.

His next words
were stock-standard as well.

“Serves you
right. Never drink with the Australian Army, they are the
acknowledged experts in the field, bar none.”

Fletcher didn’t
even bother to answer that one, anyway he was in no position to
dispute the fact.

“Alright, time
to get moving.” West continued. “You’ve got one hour to get
showered, dressed and down to breakfast if you want it.” He grinned
nastily, “Although I’d steer clear of the ‘Shannon Special’ full
English if I were in your state. Report to the science block at...”
he consulted his watch, “shall we say nine thirty for a briefing.
The guards know about you, so you’ve got full security clearance
throughout the facility. Okay?”

Fletcher’s
cotton-wool wrapped brain had taken in most of the meaning in
West’s orders, so he grunted again and moved towards his bathroom.
Then a thought struck him.

“What
briefing?”

West looked
puzzled.

“What the hell
did you drink last night Fletch, Draino? Don’t you remember
anything?” He moved his hand up and down in front of Fletcher’s
face and peered into what he could see of his eyes.
“You...time-skip today...briefing science block...nine thirty. Be
there!”

Fletcher turned
and vomited the rest of his stomach’s contents into the toilet
bowl.

 



*************************************************

 


At the end of
his third cup of tea, Fletcher was feeling a little more human and
his brain was almost up to full speed again. He put down his cup
and glanced up at the clock on the far wall. Seeing he had ten
minutes to spare, Fletcher got up and strolled leisurely to the
exit door of the dining room.

It was one of
those spectacular days that only seemed to occur in late spring or
early autumn. Vivid blue skies framed a gentle, warming sun and the
visibility was so sharp you would swear it had been digitally
enhanced. A hint of cool crackle in his nostrils as he inhaled
completed the scene. He smiled to himself.

“Today is a
good day for….” He stopped in mid sentence. Good day for what? Time
travel? Is that what he was going to do. Really! He squared his
shoulders, there was only one way to find out and he strode
purposely toward the science blocks on the other side of the
tarmac.

 



********************************************

 


Deborah looked
up as Fletcher pushed open the door.

“Ah, good
morning Fletch. I hope you got a good nights sleep.”

Fletcher didn’t
really want to go into the events of last night, so he just nodded
and grunted. The scientist seemed satisfied and didn’t question him
any further. She took a large set of keys from a chain attached to
her belt and unlocked a small door on the opposite side of the room
it before ushering him through. She followed and closed the door
behind her. The space was in darkness, but after a second or two,
the ceiling lit up as concealed fluorescent lighting pinged into
life and the room was flooded with a harsh artificial glare.
Fletcher looked around; the chamber was furnished with a small
coffee table and what looked to be a very comfortable leather
upholstered lounge suite arranged in a cosy ‘U’ shape. The
scientist sat on one side and Fletcher, at her invitation sank
luxuriously into the other.

His first
impressions had been correct. This was one of those pieces of
furniture that you could sink into up to your neck and yet never
feel uncomfortable in. He smiled, actually feeling good for the
first time that morning.

Deborah noticed
the expression.

“I see you like
the furnishings.”

Fletcher
nodded,

“Yes,” Fletcher
spread his arms expansively, “I keep meaning to buy myself some
furniture that doesn’t involve flat-packs, hex-keys and ABBA-esque
names ”

The scientist
smiled for an instant and then it was gone. Fletcher got the
impression that the time for levity was over. He was right.

“Time travel,
Fletch...” she began with a phrase calculated to hold his
attention.

“So what part
of the War am I going to?” He broke in, forgetting for a moment how
Deborah hated to be interrupted and compounding the mistake by
ploughing on. “And why on earth am I going on my own?”

Deborah held
her temper in check.

“I can answer
both questions with the one answer,” she paused for a second, then
began to tap her fingers on the arm of the lounge “You’re not going
to the war and so you’ll be quite safe on your own. In fact we
especially want you on your own because we want you to try and get
a feel for the era.”

Fletcher was
puzzled.

“What era? Why
do I need a ‘feel’ for it?”

“The era is the
same as the others, World War One. But you are going to south east
England in the year 1915.” Deborah explained. “It’s a small seaside
town, very pleasant spot by all accounts.” She looked away from
him, “you should be quite safe as long as you don’t interfere with
too much.”

“I thought that
was the whole point of these…skips...to interfere. Don’t tell me
you haven’t run this one through smartarse yet.”

Deborah stopped
tapping as her eyes widened until they resembled those small
Frisbees people sometimes pretend dogs can catch.

“What the
bloody hell is smartarse!”

Fletcher
quickly decided to shift the blame.

“Aah…it was
Nigel’s name for your super computer. Umm….he dropped by for a
drink last night and I suppose I must have picked it up from
him…sorry.” He finished somewhat lamely.

For a moment,
Deborah’s eyes flashed dangerously before she threw back her head
and laughed.

“Brilliant...I
love it...Great name.” The fingers resumed their tapping. “OK
Fletch, smartarse it is.”

Fletcher let
out a long breath and relaxed. So the bitch had a sense of humour.
Hoo-bloody- ray. Now maybe they could get on with things. He said
so. Deborah stopped laughing and agreed with him. The briefing
resumed. The tapping went on.

“We want you to
observe your surroundings,” tap tap, “talk to people and generally
just soak up the era.” tap, tap. “We want you to become familiar
with it.”

Fletch was
still puzzled.

“All well and
good Deborah, but I still can’t see why.”

“We think that
the more you understand the people and the time, the more
comfortable you will be with the general time zone and
Fletcher...we do want you to be very comfortable with it.” Tap,
tap-pity tap, tap.

Fletcher
nodded, at last beginning to understand. They wanted him to care.
They wanted things to matter to him; he needed to live the
time.

Deborah noted
his dawning comprehension.

“Just so
there’s no misunderstanding, we want you to blend in, talk to
people.” tap tap Remember, these people are at war and their values
will be vastly different to yours. You will be, in a very real
sense, an alien, as if you were literally from another planet. Do
you understand?” Tap tap tap.

Fletcher
thought hard, did he understand? Could he understand? He thought he
might, as much as anybody was able to. Yes he’d be an alien, but he
knew something about the time he was going to. He wouldn’t be going
in completely blind.

“I think I know
something of what to expect.” Then another thought struck him like
a slap in the face “You really don’t know anything about this time
travel shit do you? By the way do you have to keep bloody
tapping?”

Deborah looked
at him; there was no anger at the sudden accusation, just calm
acceptance.

“Yes I do,”
Deborah went on with the tapping. “ But to answer your question; no
Fletch we don’t know much about this time travel shit. This is a
Research Establishment. That’s what you’re doing, research. We
collate the information that you bring back. That’s how research
works.”

Fletcher,
deciding he would have to ignore the percussion, grinned suddenly,
surprising himself and the scientist.

“Well that’s OK
then. Just so long as we’re all on the same side.” He sat back in
the comfy lounge, “How does this time travel shit work then?”

 



******************************************

 


Fletcher
snorted in disbelief, he couldn’t help himself.

“You mean
this…this…thing…this…Look, I’m sorry...container, is your bloody
time machine!” He was incredulous; he walked around the long box.
He walked around it again. And then he walked around it a third
time. It didn’t make any difference, it was still a drab, red oxide
painted freight container, the type that were carted all over the
globe by trains, trucks and ships. He felt let down. It was
supposed to be the world’s first successful time machine and he
couldn’t see one flashing light. Not even a little one.

Deborah wasn’t
surprised by Fletch’s reaction; she was used to people being
disappointed at first sight of her invention. It wasn’t her fault.
The container just happened to be the ideal box shape for her
needs.

Fletcher
returned after his fourth circuit.

“Okay Deborah.”
He jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the innocuous looking box.
“Please explain. How does it work? If it works.”

Deborah smiled
brightly.

“Oh it works.
And it’s so simple that even you might understand it.” Her voice
had acquired a hard edge. She may have been used to people’s
reaction to her invention, but that didn’t mean she had to like
it.

Just for fun,
Deborah decided to be confusing.

“Some people,”
she continued, “have the idea that traveling through time needs to
involve quantum mechanics, wormholes and other theoretical dead
ends.

Fletcher
thought he recognised some small part of what the scientist was
saying.

“I vaguely
remember seeing something to do with those….” he tailed off into
uncertainty.

“Yes, you would
have,” Deborah agreed, “In a documentary? Knowledgeable nonsense
and really good graphics, all designed to leave you feeling like
you learned something by the time credits rolled up the
screen.”

“Er...yeah.”
Fletcher wondered where this conversation as going, if indeed it
was going anywhere. “I thought the whole thing looked kind of
possible, just way too complicated to ever work.”

“Of course you
did Fletch.” Deborah was looking smug. “You and ninety-nine point
nine nine recurring percent of the viewing population according to
the data. It really helps if the average person in the street
actually believes in wormholes, black holes, and the arse-holes
that we employ to talk about them.”

Fletcher was
lost

“I’m
sorry...what?”

“Oh, c’mon
Fletcher, we like to keep our work secret. It suits us to have
people think that time travel involves really hard theoretical
physics and difficult sums.” She smiled breezily, “So we seed the
scientific community with impressive sounding stuff, like ‘quantum’
and ‘string theory’ and we make impressive doco’s to explain it
all, and before you know it, all the inquisitive brains go off on
interesting dead ends and spend years looking impressive.”

“So...you
invented the whole quantum theory thing?” Fletcher was incredulous,
“That’s impossible…isn’t it?”

“Of course it
is.” Deborah’s smile suddenly looked very evil. “everything I just
told you is complete fabrication.”

“Right…?”

“Do you feel
confused?

Fletcher
finally discovered something he could be certain about.

“Oh yeah!”

“And that
Fletcher, is how you keep things secret.” the scientist finished.
“The best liars in the world never tell the whole untruth. Just
enough to keep you guessing in the wrong direction.”

Fletcher shook
his head in an attempt to clear the fog.

“Ok, I’m very
confused. I’m supposed to be going back in time. I don’t think this
is a good way to be.” He looked at Deborah. “What do you
think?”

“I really don’t
know what the problem is.” She answered. “You asked me a question,
I answered. In fact I gave you a quick demonstration of how our
security operates. I think you got a bargain.

“Okaaay…”
Fletcher had had enough. “I’m really reluctant to ask, but what
hell…”

“You still want
to know how it works?” Deborah broke in. “As I said it’s very
simple. Inside this container we reproduce the exact conditions
that existed on a certain day at a certain time, then we use the
computer to simulate the time strand. When the conditions in our
scenario match the one on the real time strand, confusion occurs
for long enough to insert our scene as reality.”

“How long is
long enough?” asked Fletcher.

“No time at all
really, a thousandth of a second is enough. You won’t notice it, at
least no one else has.”

“So what do I
do? Throw a switch? Push a button? What?”

“No, nothing as
dramatic as that, when the conditions are right, you cross over,
that’s all. We found the actual trigger to be the electromagnetic
ambience as we like to call it.”

Fletch didn’t
even pretend to understand that one.

“Ambience?”

“Yes, we
discovered that for every second of every day, in this century at
least, man has been producing an electromagnetic background unique
to each moment. Radio waves, if you want to call them that. We just
run the data through the computer, and it gives us the exact
ambience for that exact time. It enables us to time these skips
rather precisely.

“Just what data
would you run through smartarse to get that sort of
prediction.”

“Well that was
the easy part. It’s not hard to monitor all of the transmissions
going to air at any one time, you just need the computing power to
do it. And the further back you go the easier it becomes...less of
them, you see.”

Fletcher wasn’t
sure that he did, but it sounded plausible. He had another
question. He thought it was important.

“How do I get
back?”

“That’s the
easiest part of the whole operation. You just change the local
ambience back again. We’ll give you a small device, it actually
looks like a turn of the century pocket watch, while in fact, it is
the latest in digital encoding and playback hardware. This will be
automatically encoded with the Ambience from the time of your
departure. You hit the button and the time strand spits you out,
straight back here. Simple.”

Fletcher
nodded, it sounded okay, then another thought struck him;

“All right; but
where are you?.. I mean this time, this present...while I’m
sightseeing back in 1915...or wherever...?” His mind groped as he
tried to explain a concept he only had the most tenuous grasp
of.

The scientist
came to his rescue.

“Don’t worry
Fletch, time goes on and we move with it. When you return, you
return to the exact instant you left. Immediately you do so, the
device is updated and you skip again to catch us up. It saves you
embarrassment by not allowing you to meet yourself. Neat
arrangement really.”

Fletcher
agreed,

“Okay, sounds
good. When do I come back,”

“When you’re
ready. Come back when you feel like you’ve seen enough.”

“You mean
there’s no time limit, no restrictions?”

“None
whatsoever, it’s only in bad science-fiction that the authors feel
they have to put limits on time travel. Just don’t take too long,
otherwise we might start to worry a little.”

“Didn’t think
you would care, but does this mean I can’t communicate with
you?”

“I’m afraid so,
you will be, in a very real sense, on your own.”

‘Oh well,’ he
thought, ‘can’t have everything.’

“When do I
go?”

Deborah leaned
forward and pulled on the heavy lever that unlocked the door. It
opened with a loud creak.

“As soon as
you’re ready.”

Twenty minutes
later, Fletch was back standing in the open doorway of the
container. He was dressed for the year 1915, in a smart suit
complete with wing collar, studs, braces, patent leather boots and
straw boater. He was also equipped with one thousand pounds
Stirling in large, white, five pound notes. They made a rather
bulky lump in the pocket of his jacket. Deborah handed him
something that looked like a pocket watch.

Fletcher turned
the object over in his hands.

“So this thing
is basically a fancy looking iPod, right?”

“Fletch,
please,” Deborah grabbed the watch from him. “Don’t even think
that. We don’t want a messy court battle with Apple inc., They get
very touchy about that sort of thing.

Fletcher pulled
a face

“Ok, ok, sorry,
‘mp3 thingy’ it is.”

The scientist
nodded.

“Or you could
just call it a watch, we all do.” She indicated the winder.
“Anyway, just press this and you should be straight back here,” She
smiled horribly, “Well that’s the theory anyway!” Fletcher went
pale. “Oh, relax Fletch...that was a joke! It works, all
right?”

Fletcher took
the watch and stepped into the box without another word.

Deborah closed
the door.

“See you when
we see you.”

Fletcher looked
around. It wasn’t much use; the interior was completely dark. And
then suddenly it wasn’t. He looked up to see an ornate street lamp.
He looked down to see greasy cobblestones under his feet.

Fletcher
glanced around and then stepped back, out of the sickly yellow glow
and into the past.

 



Chapter
Eight

 


Deborah heard
the footsteps behind her, and turned from the computer monitor to
see the short figure of Colonel Rory Street.

“How’s our
boy?”

Deborah turned
back to her computer, her right hand rolling the mouse on its
pad.

“If you mean
Fletcher, he’s on his own, as you well know.”

Rory sucked his
teeth, and looked over the scientist’s shoulder.

“The skip
worked though? I mean he got away alright?”

“Yes, Rory,”
Deborah answered, using a tone that indicated she was busy and
would he please go away, “he got away as you put it, and as we
speak our resident Fireman should be enjoying the delights of a
small seaside town in the year 1915. As far as we can tell.”

Rory reached
over her shoulder and turned the computer off. Deborah swung round
on her chair, eyes blazing with sudden anger.

Rory got in
first. Quietly.

“I would like
it if you would listen to me Doc. And I would really appreciate it
if you would take what I have to say with some degree of
seriousness.”

Deborah opened
her mouth to swamp the man with a torrent of abuse. Nobody, but
nobody, manhandled her equipment without her express
permission.

Again, Rory
beat her to it.

“As I said, I
would like you to listen very carefully. Fletcher is important to
this project, I would like you to understand how important. He is
going to be the brains behind all of our operations. I can think on
a tactical level, but we need him to work out the overall strategy.
Is that clear?”

As Deborah
looked Rory up and down, some of the anger was replaced by a vague
sense of irony. Pulling one of the office chairs around she bade
him sit and then leaned over until her face was a scant couple of
inches away from his.

She chose her
words carefully.

“Rory, I know
how important Fletch is. The question is, do you?”

It was Rory’s
turn to be lost for words,

“Fletcher is
almost unique.” Deborah continued, “He has no significant ties in
this time so, as we told him at the briefing, nobody will miss him.
He is also one of those individuals that has had, and will have,
almost no influence on events that surround him.”

“Do you know
what that means, Colonel?” Deborah continued without waiting for
Rory to reply. “No, of course you don’t. Fletcher is
chrono-neutral, as we like to say. Let me show you something.”

She turned to
the computer,

“You don’t mind
if I turn this on again, do you?”

Rory shook his
head. With a few deft mouse clicks, Deborah brought up Fletcher’s
personal profile.

“Now, I know
you’ve seen this and studied it,” she began, “but what you haven’t
seen is this computer projection of his personality into the kind
of scenarios you want him to perform for you.”

The scientist
clicked a few more times and then entered a security code, clicked
again, right clicked and then entered another. Finally the pair was
rewarded with a new screen with headings like ‘Battle command
overall’, ‘Aviation support control’, ‘tactical coordination’, and
so on down the page. Next to this column was one Headed;
‘Potential’ and next to that one titled ‘Actual’.

In the
‘potential’ column the word ‘Excellent’ was against entered in all
of the spaces. What caused Rory to frown in confusion was the one
word in the outcome column. That word was ‘unknown’

“Does this mean
that the bastard’s no bloody good, or what?”

Deborah smiled
sweetly,

“It means,
Rory, that our man has the potential to do everything we want him
to.” She tapped her fingers against the desk. “Nobody else that we
fed into the computer came close. His problem, and therefore yours,
is that he lacks motivation. He has to want this to work and,
unfortunately, for your particular scenarios to succeed,” tap, tap.
“people must die. Fletcher has made a career out of saving
lives.”

“Oh, fucking
wonderful!” Rory said in a conversational voice, “That’s just
great, the man needs motivating, how the hell do we do that?”

Suddenly he
reached over and grabbed Deborah’s hand.

“Just by the
way Doc, I’d really like it if you stopped with the tapping.”

The scientist
looked at him calmly.

“No, sorry”

Rory shook his
head in disgust and released her hand. Deborah went on as if
nothing had happened.

“You’re the one
who wanted a Fireman.” tap tap. “You really didn’t do your homework
on this, did you?” Tap, tap, tap.

Then Deborah
smiled, this time there was a touch of smugness to it.

“Don’t worry,
Rory I’ve taken care of that defect for you. If our Mr Darcy
returns from his skip, he will be as you need him to be.” she
paused, looking sideways. “maybe a little traumatised, but nothing
we can’t handle”

Rory had just
caught her words, and was hoping he hadn’t.

“What?”

Deborah got up
and, as the Colonel followed suit, linked her arm through his and
pulled him close.

“Rory, let me
explain to you exactly where I’ve sent our boy…”

 


 


 



********************************************



 


It wasn’t
really dark, Fletcher realised. In fact, it was little more than
late afternoon. He looked at the street lamp again, finding it
strange that it was lit at such an early hour. Then he saw the gas
flame, and remembered that gas lamps had to be lit manually and
this was probably the first street the lamplighter had been down.
Then it hit him. Gas lamp! Nobody had thrown a switch to cause this
illumination, no hi-tech gang of electronic timers had tirelessly
watched the minutes and seconds tick by until it was time to close
a pair of contacts and light up the city streets. No, he realised
with a shock that reminded him just where, and more to the point,
when he was. Someone had walked down this street and placed a
ladder against the crossbar that he could see jutting out just
below the square, truncated cone of the lens. The same someone had
then climbed the first few rungs and then physically applied fire
to the hissing gas jet.

There could be
no doubt. Not any more. Not even with Fletcher’s well-honed
cynicism. He was in the past; he was a time traveller. The bloody
thing had worked, and now as far as he could tell, he was in the
year 1915. Exactly as Deborah said he would be. Wherever that
was.

Fletcher
suddenly realised that he knew precisely nothing about his location
. That was either bad planning or, on the other hand good planning
if, as the scientist had said, he was supposed to investigate the
place for himself. He hoped it was the latter.

Fletcher
finally dragged his gaze away from the gas-lamp and studied his
surroundings. He appeared to be in a fairly narrow street, with a
number of shops on each side. Some of these were in the process of
closing for the day, a fact that was confirmed by the sound of an
unseen town clock striking the hour of five. There were a few
people about, some in couples and quite a number of the men he
could see were in uniform. That was to be expected. It was not,
however the sights of the place that brought him up short and made
his eyes widen in surprise. It was his first taste of the air in
the past. It was totally alien. To Fletcher’s late twentieth
century sense of smell, it was like a kaleidoscope of aroma. To a
nose that was used to a background of car exhaust and aftershave,
not to mention the perfumed body sprays that cause people to fall
about gagging in shopping centres, came the smells of the early
century. Fletcher stood and sniffed the air like a bloodhound.
Easily identified were horse droppings and coke fires, not so
pervasive were unwashed bodies and coal gas, but it was the absence
of smells that made the air more remarkable, mainly the absence of
one smell, the aforementioned car exhaust. Until you couldn’t smell
it, you didn’t realise how much you could. Fletcher took a deep
breath, the smell of horses was almost refreshing.

He walked
slowly along the street in the direction of the chimes. He was
going to need somewhere to stay and if the clock was in the centre
of the town, then he figured that was a good place to look for
accommodation.

He glanced in
the shop windows as he past, fascinated by the things he saw;
adverts for patent medicines that promised a cure for just about
everything from lumbago, to warts, to infant croup. All out of the
same bottle. Other shopfronts were devoted to what he supposed were
corsets and other obviously female underclothing whose function he
could only guess at. He paused and looked in the window of one such
shop. In the centre of the display was an engineering marvel that
had apparently been created simply to reduce the female waistline
to that of a anorexic wasp. After studying the device in more
detail, Fletcher realised just how easy his adolescence had been.
Had only had to worry about releasing the two or three hooks at the
back of a bra in order to gain access to the sexual delights of the
feminine torso. Regarding this contraption, he calculated that a
crowbar and an oxy torch would be needed to pry it loose.

At the end of
the street, he turned the corner and was rewarded with the sight of
the town hall, complete with its clock. It was an imposing building
and seemed to take up the whole block. Fletcher walked along the
front of the wrought iron railings that fringed the edge of the
structure. A couple approached in the opposite direction. The woman
was well dressed, and moved in a stiff, almost painful manner that
seemed to indicate that she was in pain. Then, as the couple grew
closer, Fletcher realised that she was suffering from the embrace
of the object he had just been studying. He shook his head in
disbelief. People actually wore those things. Voluntarily. Fletcher
shrugged mentally. The time was different, people were different,
values were going to be different, along with fashion trends,
personal hygiene, traffic flow and recreational drug use.
Everything was going to be different. ‘Deal with it,’ he told
himself as his rationality re-asserted itself, ‘and then move
on.’

The man was
wearing the uniform of a captain, the three pips on his shoulders
glowing in the evening sunlight. The lady nodded faintly as they
passed, and the officer touched his stick to the peak of his cap in
casual salute. Fletcher nodded and smiled in return. As he turned
his head to follow them, his eye was caught by a large painted sign
on the other side of the road. And he stopped in his tracks. The
sign said, quite plainly in large, no-nonsense lettering;

Fire
Station.

Fletcher knew
he had other things he should be doing, ‘but what the hell,’ he
thought, ‘I’ll just take a quick look.’ Fletcher hurried across the
road, feeling a little like a small child. The large front doors
were open and he stood in the opening, looking in.

There was a
large, open space with a high, open ceiling, that Fletcher guessed
must be the engine bay. It was dominated by a pair of vehicles
which were obviously meant to be pulled by horses. He could see the
quick fitting harness suspended over the traces ready to drop down
over the necks of the horses in the event of a turn out.

He wanted to
look closer. Actually, he admitted to himself, he wanted to climb
all over these fascinating machines, but the daylight was fading
quite rapidly now and he reluctantly turned away, continuing his
progress along the footpath. As the last of the daylight faded to
night, the street led him to an imposing building which a very
ornate sign proclaimed to be;

 


The Railway
Hotel

 


‘Perfect’
thought Fletcher, ‘close to the centre of town, and apparently
close to the railway if I need to see anything of the rest of the
country.’ He pushed through the revolving doors and walked up to
the counter.

He was
immediately attended by a middle-aged man in a frock coat.

“Yes sir, may I
be of some service?”

Fletcher took a
deep breath, this was his first conversation in the past. ‘Just be
normal.’ he told himself, ‘Just relax, you speak the same language,
and this guy’s brain would suffer a major melt-down if you had to
explain the real truth.’

“Yes,” he said,
trying to make up the script as he went along and making his first
mistake of the trip, “I’d like to speak to the booking clerk.”

A small furrow
creased the other man’s brow.

“I am the
Concierge, sir.” he said slowly, “The clerk has gone home for the
day, however, I can take your booking if you wish?”

“Aah… yes,”
Fletcher realised he’d made some kind of social gaff, “I’d… ah,
like a room please.” Then he thought, ‘Sod it! In for a penny…’
Actually I’d like a suite if you have one.” ‘If I’m going to time
travel,’ he thought to himself, ‘I may as well do it in style.’

The clerk’
didn’t bat an eyelid. Placing a small pince-nez on the bridge of
his nose, he consulted his register.

“Have you, by
chance, made a reservation, Sir?...No?” When Fletch shook his head.
“No matter, I think we have a vacancy,” He smiled, “I’m afraid
there’s not much call for a suite these days. It’s the War you
understand. Perhaps people think it’s a little extravagant to stay
in luxury?”

Fletcher
instantly felt guilty. Apparently this was mistake number two,
Deborah had warned him that wartime values would be different. He’d
only been here five minutes and already he’d made two cock-ups. He
looked carefully at the man behind the counter. To his surprise,
the Consiege was looking back at him with nothing but professional
courtesy and not hint of accusation. Fletcher relaxed as he
remembered that although the country might be caught up in one of
the greatest wars in history, the period was also known for it’s
grace and good manners. Luckily.

The man had
simply been making a polite observation.

“If I could
have your name Sir?”

Fletcher gave
him his details, using an address that proclaimed him to be from
one of the colonies overseas. A detail that would, he hoped,
explain any slight difference in his dialect.

The attendant
peered over the counter, glancing left and right as if searching
for something

“Er…Luggage,
Sir…?”

Fletcher shook
his head, he had a story ready for this one.

“No,
unfortunately I had a slight accident getting it off the steamer,
the porter slipped and put the whole lot into the bloody harbour.
By the time he’d fished it out, it wasn’t worth having any
more.”

The clerk’s
eyes widened in polite horror.

“My dear Sir,
how terrible. Perhaps you would do me the honour of allowing me to
send for a reputable tailor to attend you at your convenience?”

“Most
certainly,” replied Fletcher, finally gaining some confidence,
“Perhaps tomorrow morning would be a good time?”

“Certainly
Sir,” the clerk beamed. “Shall we say ten?”

“Ten o’clock
would be perfect.” He made a show of consulting his watch. “It will
give me time for a relaxed breakfast.”

“How long do
you intend staying with us, Sir?”

Fletcher
thought about that. It was very tempting to make his stay
indefinite, then he remembered Deborah’s warning.

“I think my
business should be concluded within a week to ten days.”

“Certainly,
Sir.”

The Concierge
lifted a small shiny handbell and and in response to it’s silvery
tinkle, an elderly man in a hotel uniform shuffled forward from
some unseen recess and stood deferentially in front of the
counter.

“Ah, Lewis,
show mister Darcy to suite 101,” The Concierge ordered, as if
geriatric porters were a perfectly normal state of affairs. “he has
no luggage,” then, addressing Fletcher, “Lewis will show you to
your rooms Sir, If you need anything further, please don’t hesitate
to ask your butler.”

“Butler?”
Fletcher was a little surprised.

The slight
frown re-appeared.

“Yes of course,
both our suites are furnished with a butler. Is there something
wrong?”

Fletcher
realised he had made yet another late twentieth century mistake. He
hadn’t expected a personal servant to be provided with the
accommodation, but in this era, it was perfectly normal. He would
have to adjust.

Mumbling
something non-committal to hide his confusion, he set off in the
wake of the shuffling Lewis, who led him to the lattice work
concertina of the lift.

After a short
ascent, the lift attendant stopped at what appeared to be the sixth
floor and pulled the inner and outer doors to the side. Fletch
followed the porter out into the thickly carpeted corridor. He
observed that the space was lit by electricity, and decided the
town must be in the transition between the two forms of lighting he
had seen.

Lewis had
stopped outside a heavy looking door and, fumbled in his pocket
before producing a large key. Fletcher half expected the door to
emit some form of horror movie creak, it was that sort of door, but
it swung open soundlessly and Fletcher followed the porter into a
forgotten version of luxury.

He was in a
sitting room of quite generous proportions. A thick, dove grey
carpet underfoot was complimented by the burgundy and grey vertical
striped wallpaper that adorned the walls. Walnut paneling extended
from the floor to about three feet up the wall. A small writing
desk with a roll top was discreetly provided in one of the corners,
while a large, imposing chesterfield lounge dominated the centre of
the room. At the far side, a large bay window overlooked the
rooftops and a chaise-lounge reclined invitingly in front of it.
Heavy velvet drapes of the same pattern as the wallpaper hung at
the sides of the window, held back by a thick gold rope decorated
with lavish tassels.

Fletcher looked
around in wonder. The whole effect was one of understated good
taste. To his modern eyes it seemed almost, but not quite overdone.
He looked upwards to see a heavily embossed and patterned ceiling,
highlighted by a small chandelier of light that hung down from the
centre. To his left a coal fire flickered cosily in an imposing
fireplace, making the space comfortably warm. Lewis was standing in
the centre of the sitting room waiting politely for him to finish
his inspection.

Fletcher
realised the man was waiting for him to say something.

“Thank you
Lewis.” It was the best he could come up with.

Fletcher
decided that he was way out his depth in this situation, he had no
experience of dealing with servants. All of the hotel staff he had
known, or more to the point Motel staff in Fletcher’s case, had
been normal workers just like himself, with not a hint of deference
about them. Again, he told himself to adjust. Get a grip on
things.

The elderly
porter was speaking,

“This is your
sitting room, Sir” the man spoke in thin voice that verged on
quavering. Fletcher got the impression that the voice would most
likely expire before the man did, and from the look of him the man
didn’t have long to go.

He sighed
inwardly

“Yes, most
satisfactory, very tasteful.”

Lewis nodded
faintly and opened a door on the far wall . Fletcher walked through
and stopped dead.

If the sitting
room had been almost overdone, then this room, the bedroom, as it
turned out, went straight through overdone, trampled on well-done,
punched done-to-a-turn in the face, and wound up somewhere between
burnt to a crisp and scorched earth.

The room was
buried in frills and flounces. It was impossible to single out any
one feature. Even the four poster bed (naturally) was so weighed
down with sweeping curtains it just blended into the ground clutter
of cascading fabrics that garnished the room. Lewis was wading, as
it appeared, through a blizzard of silk and muslin to show him an
ornate hip bath that, now it was pointed out to him, he could
discern residing behind a lacquered screen in a corner. Fletcher
suddenly understood with a slight jolt, that he was going to have
to sleep here.

He pushed
tentatively at the mattress. It yielded like hot marshmallow.

‘Oh well,’ he
thought, ‘I always did like a soft bed.’ Aloud, he said

“Yes, Lewis
this room will do. I think I know how to work the bath, you pour
water in, it fills up, right?”

The poor man
didn’t know quite how to handle sarcasm and the confusion showed in
his changed expression. Fletcher was almost ashamed of himself, but
he felt the shock of the bedroom warranted some reaction. He
reached into his pocket and, realising that he was totally without
any change whatsoever, he pulled out one of the five pound
notes.

“Thank you
Lewis,” He said pressing it into Lewis’ hand. “that will be
all.”

Fletcher had
always wondered what it would feel like to say that.

Poor Lewis was
having trouble digesting what amounted to almost two months wages
in one go. Fletcher noticed that the man’s eyes were actually
starting out of his head, and he was emitting small whimpering
noises out of his suddenly slack-jawed mouth. The Fireman took him
firmly by the shoulder and gently propelled him out of the bedroom,
through the sitting room and into the corridor. Thanking him for
his service, and silently hoping the old codger would have his
heart spasm somewhere else, like down in the lobby, he closed the
door behind him, and sat down on the chesterfield.

Fletcher looked
around at the sitting room for the second time. It was now quite
dark outside and he wondered what he should be doing. Surprisingly,
he didn’t feel hungry. Perhaps he would later. He got up and walked
over to the fire, noticing the large ornate crimson velvet rope
that hung by the side of the mantelpiece. It ended, as all such
ropes seemed to, in a large gold tassel. Fletcher recognised it
from some of the period soap-operas that his ex wife had strapped
him kicking and screaming into a chair to watch. You pulled the
rope and then, after a discreet interval, the butler appeared.

Fletcher wasn’t
sure he was ready for that confrontation just yet, and he moved
away from the bell-rope and the fireplace. Finally he walked to the
door; he knew where he was going to go and what he was going to do.
He had always known, it had just been a question of when.

 



**************************************************

 


Fletcher stood
outside the the open doors of the Fire station. On the right of the
engine bay was a four wheeled vehicle carrying an extension ladder
of three sections. The ladder was mounted on two large, iron tyred,
wooden spoked wheels that straddled the appliance, and immediately
identified the item as a wheeled escape ladder. Fletcher had seen
them in museums and old, black and white photographs. He smiled,
noting the gleaming paintwork and well greased ladder sections as
he realised, once again, that this was all very real. This was no
mouldy museum relic, but a working piece of kit, and it was
maintained with professional care. Above the traces at the front of
the vehicle hung two sets of harness ready to hitch up to the
horses.

On the left was
the main fire engine. Again, Fletcher marvelled at the shining
brass and copper and gleaming red paint of the steamer. This time
he couldn’t help himself. He moved closer and started to walk
around the vintage appliance. The background aroma of horses became
dominant.

“Can I ‘elp
yer, sir?”

The voice had
come from behind, and Fletcher swung around quickly. A tall,
powerfully built man of about fifty was standing beside the drivers
box. He was dressed in heavy woollen serge trousers held up by red
braces and adorned with a wide red stripe down the outside leg. A
light blue collarless shirt and heavy knee length black boots
completed the outfit. He had a pleasantly strong-featured face that
seemed to be cut in half by the whiskers that extended from his
sideburns to his large, grey-flecked ginger moustache.

Fletcher had
been expecting the challenge, and so he gave the man a friendly
smile and extended his hand in greeting.

“Hullo, sorry
to disturb you, but I was just admiring your fire engine,” he
nodded at the spotless brass-work, “it’s magnificent.”

Fletcher had
chosen his words carefully. He had decided to start his study with
an area he knew well and he wanted to draw the man into
conversation. Complimenting any Fireman on his well-kept appliance
was almost guaranteed to pay dividends. He was not wrong.

The newcomer
smiled.

“Yep, she is
that!. A clean fire engine is a good fire engine as the old chief
used to say.”

Calculating
swiftly, Fletcher took a chance

“Ah yes, the
old chief, that wouldn’t have been Captain Shaw would it?” He was
taking a wild punt, and he knew it. But if he was right and the
Fireman in front of him was certainly old enough to have known the
founding chief of the metropolitan brigade, Captain Sir Eyre Massey
Shaw, then the mention of the name should break the ice nicely. It
worked, and the man’s whiskers twitched at the memory.

“Ah yes sir, we
‘aven’t seen his like since,” He shook his head as if he was
counting the years. “I only saw him the once, when I was just a
young lad.” He patted the front of the pumper affectionately. “I
like to think I maintain the old Captain’s standards though
Sir,”

“Yes, the state
of your equipment is a credit to you…er?”

The Fireman
wiped his hand down the front of his shirt before extending it.

“Dando, Fred
Dando, First officer of this brigade, and you…?”

Fletcher gave
his name and Fred gave him a sideways look.

“You look like
a Fireman,” he said shrewdly, “I can normally tell if someone’s in
the job. Where you from?”

Fletcher had an
answer ready for this one, too. Using the same ploy as at the
hotel, he said,

“Sydney town,
Australia.”

Fred looked
surprised.

“Blimey!” He
exclaimed, “You’re a long way from ‘ome aint yer? Wot the ‘ell you
doin’ ‘ere.”

Once again
Fletcher had an answer that he hoped would explain his presence and
relative affluence.

“Well, I just
inherited a modest fortune from a distant relative who insisted
that I return to England in order to collect the inheritance.”

The story
sounded trite and very flimsy to the point of floating away, but he
was counting on the people of this age having a much less developed
sense of suspicion than his own time. He need not have worried.

“That was a
stroke o’ luck, Fletcher,” Fred began heartily, before a shadow
seemed to cross his features. “too bad you had to come back in the
middle of this bloody war though.” He paused and seemed to shake
off his slight melancholy. “Pardon my manners, Fletcher, what must
you think of us, hey?”

Fletcher
blinked at the sudden change of subject.

“I’m
sorry….”

“Here, we are,
standin’ ‘ere all this time, and me not even offerin’ you a cup o’
tea.”

Fred gestured
towards the rear of the fire station.

“Can you stop
for a while, maybe tell us all about Sydney town, The lad’s ‘d ‘ave
a brew on about now.

Fletcher
beamed. This was exactly what he needed.

“I thought
you’d never ask, Fred.”

 



********************************************************

 


Fletcher sat
with his feet under the mess-room table and sipped his tea. It was
not, he was pleased to discover, Lapsang. In fact, he didn’t know
what it was and he didn’t care, he was enjoying it. And he was
enjoying the company, not to mention the conversation. The small
chamber that appeared to serve as the dining room and sleeping
quarters was positioned at the rear of the station, just off to one
side. A small coke fired stove with hot plates were positioned
against the back wall and a large kettle of water had been boiling
merrily as Fred had ushered Fletcher through into the cheerfully
lit room. Seated around the central table were three more Firemen,
who had looked up from their game of cards with polite interest as
the two men entered.

“Lads, I’d like
you to meet Mister Fletcher Darcy. A Fireman, all the way from the
colonies, Australia to be exact. He’s just popped in to pay ‘is
respects.”

Fred introduced
the fire crew as, they stood up one by one, to shake his hand.

“Fletcher, this
is Arthur, he drives the pump. Charlie, our number one, and this
young fella over at the end of the table is Owen, who’s in charge
of the Escape.”

Fletcher
blinked, ‘young?’ there was not a man in the room under fifty years
old, indeed the one introduced as Arthur looked to be on the high
side of sixty.

“Got some char
on the go Owen?” Fred asked, “I promised Fletcher ‘ere a brew.”

Owen smiled
through his full beard.

“‘Course we
‘ave Chief. Kettle’s just boiled,” he pulled a chair out from the
table. “‘ave a seat mister Darcy,”

Fletcher had
smiled and sat down. Arthur placed a none too clean mug in front of
him and Owen filled it from the large teapot. Fletcher had sipped
tentatively, and then with undisguised relish.

And now here he
was lounging in his upright chair and looking around the table.
Fred pulled up another seat and Owen poured anther cup before
placing it in front of the chief.

Fred strained a
mouthful of the liquid through his whiskers. Then he looked
directly at Fletcher down the length of the table.

“Tell me
Fletcher,” he asked bluntly, “how is this war affecting the job in
Sydney?”

For a moment,
Fletcher hadn’t the slightest clue what the man was talking about.
When he didn’t answer, the man went on, “or didn’t you have
reservists in your fire brigade?”

Still not quite
understanding, and starting to wish that he’d had done some
research last night instead of working on the destruction of his
liver, Fletcher managed to answer with a hesitant

“Ah…no, I don’t
think so, Fred.”

“Lucky you.”
Fred took another mouthful of tea, and seemed to sink into his
seat. “Most of our experienced Firemen were in the bloody
Territorials,”

Fletcher
suddenly understood. The Territorials were the British army’s
reserve. They had been mobilised in August of 1914 when the war had
broken out.

Fred confirmed
this with his next words.

“The Army took
our best men, leaving us so understaffed that I can’t crew my
pumpers at even half strength!” The chief sighed in disgust. “We
asked for the men back. We told them that it was important to
maintain a Brigade that could do its bloody job, but would they
listen?” There was a murmur around the table.

“All over by
Christmas, they said.” Arthur shook his head.

“Yeah,” Owen
stared into his tea, “They just never said which one!”

“We told them
we needed Firemen for home defence.” Fred continued, “ The Army
said the Huns can’t reach us and that we’re worrying over
nothin’.”

The Chief
looked up and smiled suddenly.

“Sorry
Fletcher,” he apologised, “We do go on. You must think us rude to
start moanin’ as soon as you sat down.”

Charlie slurped
tea noisily from his saucer.

“Yer,” he said
replacing his cup with a clatter of china. “and the only reason
we’re still here is that the bloody Army didn’t want us.”

Fletcher
thought hard, if he was supposed to be getting a ‘feel’ as Deborah
had put it, for the period, then this conversation was invaluable.
This was the old Fireman’s complaint of undermanning, but in this
time period, it acquired a sinister new twist.

World War One
was the first total war in history. In other words it was the first
war where the populations of the warring nations were deliberately
attacked. In Britain’s case, that attack would come from the air.
If Fletcher remembered his reading correctly, certain places were
going to need all the civil defence they could muster. Depleting
the Fire Brigades to provide what would turn out to be ‘cannon
fodder’ for the Army was, with his late twentieth century
hindsight, little short of lunacy. He felt something of the
officer’s frustration. He sipped his tea.

“Anybody from
here not join up?” he asked, more to keep the conversation going
than for anything else.

It was Charlie
who answered.

“Those ‘oo
weren’t in the reserves volunteered,” His mouth twisted “Then they
go an’ pull me an’ Arthur out of retirement.”

Fletcher was
appalled. Didn’t these poor bastards have a union? He looked around
the table again. These men should be bouncing their grandchildren
on their knees, not sleeping in draughty Fire stations and
polishing brasswork. Then he stopped that line of thought. He was
there to observe and collate. It was not his place to judge or give
opinions from the next century.

Fletcher
decided to change the subject.

“So, Fred, you
say you knew Captain Shaw. You must have been young when you
started the job.”

Fred blinked at
the sudden turn in the conversation, and then smiled as if
remembering more pleasant times.

“That I was,
Fletcher, that I was. I joined the Brigade just as the Captain
retired, he was used to running things his way, see. The new
council couldn’t see eye to eye, so that was that.” he shrugged,
“More’s the pity.”

Fletcher was
still curious;

“Correct me if
I’m wrong Fred, but didn’t the Brigade recruit exclusively from the
Royal Navy in those days.” Fletcher was remembering a short history
of the Fire service that he had read when he first joined the job.
The theory behind the employment of ex-seamen was that they would
not only take to the discipline that was required, but that they
would tolerate the Draconian hours that the early Firemen were
required to work. Three weeks on and four hours off, the text had
stated.

“No, that’s
right,” Fred grinned, sounding more cheerful. “but there were
exceptions. I was one of them. Pa was in the job, and when he knew
I was interested...well strings was pulled an’ here I am.”

Fletcher was
about to congratulate the man on his youthful good fortune when he
noticed something curious. The liquid in his cup had formed the
faintest of surface ripples, starting from the centre, as if the
table was vibrating. He placed his hands, palms downward flat on
the tabletop. Nothing.

He glanced
around the room to see if anybody else was experiencing anything
strange. All the Firemen were just acting normally, drinking tea
and light-heartedly jibing the officer about his early days.
Fletcher strained his ears, listening. And then, very faintly,
almost below the threshold of his hearing, he made out a low
throbbing noise. As he listened the sound got louder, and one by
one the men around the table stopped talking and cocked their ears,
as they too picked up the growing and somehow sinister noise that
now sounded more like a continual growl than the throbbing he had
first heard.

Fred was the
first to react.

“What the hell
is that?” He asked mildly, voicing the question to no one in
particular.

The noise grew
louder until it filled the room. Suddenly Fletcher realised what he
was hearing. It was the sound of large internal combustion engines,
probably three or four of them and they seemed to be coming from
directly overhead. Fletcher had a growing suspicion in the back of
his mind, some memory was tickling his consciousness. Then it
stopped tickling and started screaming!

He cursed
himself for not asking Deborah more questions about where he was
going.

‘Just get the
feel of things... my arse!’ He thought bitterly.

The bitch had
stuck him in the middle of a fucking war zone.

“What’s today’s
date?” His voiced croaked slightly as he asked the question. The
others dragged their attention away from the noise to stare at him
blankly

“Wot?”

Fletcher
thought he knew what was making the noise and yes, it was about as
sinister as it could get. If he was right, these boys were in for a
really busy night.


“What...Is...The...Bloody...Date.” He grated, spelling the words
out in his impatience.

It was Owen who
answered him.

“It’s the
ninth...ninth of May...Why?”

As far as
Fletcher was concerned, the old Fireman needn’t have bothered. The
date was amply confirmed by the first bombs that were being
unloaded by Zeppelin LZ38 as it cruised above the town.

 



Chapter
Nine

 


The crash of
the first exploding bomb almost drowned the sound of four
chairs overturning as the firemen sprang to their feet. Owen was
the first to reach the engine bay doors, closely followed by the
others. Fletcher looked up into the night sky. Alone out of the
group, he knew exactly what he was looking for. It took only a few
seconds for him to make out the vast black shadow blotting out the
stars as it came towards them. Towards the north end of town there
was the beginnings of a large red glow as the incendiaries dropped
from the Airship burned into the close packed houses. It was this
spreading radiance that had captured the attention of the other
Firemen. Charlie looked at the spreading fire, then suddenly, he
jerked his head up.

“It’s a bloody
Zeppelin.” he said, almost in wonder. “It’s a bloody Hun Zeppelin.”
Arthur was also looking up into the sky, following Fletcher’s
gaze.

“The Bastards,”
he murmured, “the fucking murdering Hun bastards.”

They could all
now see the sinister, cigar shape as it cruised overhead.

“Only the
bloody Huns would bomb defenceless women and children.”

Fletcher winced
as he suddenly had a brief mental picture of Dresden, Hamburg and
Hiroshima.

Fred laid a
hand on Arthur’s shoulder.

“Alright
Arthur,” he said calmly, “this is no time to do yer nut, we’re
goin’ to ‘ave our work cut out for us tonight, so you’d better keep
your wits about yer.” He looked at the rest of the small group,
“Alright lads, we’re goin’ to be busy, tonight but we’re not
turnin’ a wheel ‘till we know what’s ‘appenin’.”

The Chief
thought for a moment, then suddenly, everything was orders and
movement

“Owen, Arthur,
get hitched up, Charlie, get steam up.” He looked at Fletcher,
“What about you Fletch.”

For a moment,
Fletcher didn’t understand the question.

“We could use
some ‘elp.” Fred looked at the now spreading fire, “Bloody Hell.”
He still spoke calmly, but Fletcher sensed the urgency behind the
control

“Fletch we need
all the ‘elp we can get, how about it,” He nodded at the pumper
“can you ride the pump? We need you.”

Fletch knew
better than any of the firemen just what was happening, knew better
than even the chief, just how dangerous this was going to get. He
was out of his depth and he hesitated.

“I’m not
familiar with your equipment, Fred, we…ah…we use somewhat different
pumps where I’m from.” ‘Christ, that’s the mother of all
understatements’ he thought.

Fred gestured
at the men going into action behind him.

“Fletcher, I
ain’t got time to argue, but jus’ take a look around, we’re
understaffed, the men I’ve got are mostly passed it, an extra pair
of ‘ands could mean the difference between life an’ death
tonight.”

Fletcher looked
into the fire Chief’s face and saw the mute appeal in his eyes
before throwing caution, Deborah’s instructions, common sense, and
probably any professional safety practices, out of the window.

“Give me some
turnout gear and I’m with you.”

Fred
grinned,

“Good man!”

As he spoke a
loud bell started to ring in the engine bay and to Fletcher’s
amazement two trios of white horses came trotting out of their
stable at the back of the station and, with no guidance whatsoever
from the Firemen, came to a halt in front of the appliances and
stood waiting under the harnesses. Owen ran to the Escape and
Arthur to the Pumper. In a matter of seconds they had the horses in
harness and ready to go. The animals themselves had picked up the
urgency and excitement and were pawing at the ground, stamping
their hooves with impatience. Meanwhile Charlie had run into the
messroom and a few seconds later emerged with a bucket of glowing
coals and threw them into the firebox of the pump. Almost
immediately, there was a glow as the fire took hold.

Fred had thrown
open a spare locker and was hurling items of clothing at
Fletcher,

“This stuff
should fit.”

Fletcher threw
on the serge trousers and black, double breasted tunic, struggling
with the two rows of brass buttons. Fred handed him a shining brass
helmet just as a panting, red faced police Sergeant arrived on his
push bike.

“Come on Fred,”
he wheezed, “you and your lads are needed, the whole of East
street’s ablaze and God alone knows what else,”

Fred turned to
the drivers, now seated with long whips in their hands

“Orrite” he
yelled, “you ‘eard the Sergeant, East street, lets move!”

Fletcher
climbed onto the bench on the side of the pump next to Charlie as
Arthur got the horses moving. Fred swung up onto the front seat as
the appliance passed him. Fletcher clapped the heavy helmet onto
his head and settled the chinstrap into position. He clung to the
seat as the steamer clattered out of the fire station and set off
in the direction of the fire, closely followed by Owen and the
Escape.

 



*******************************************

 


Fletcher
grasped the thin brass rails that ran along the back of his seat,
clenched his muscles and clung on for grim death as the horse drawn
pumper careened down the darkened streets. The yellow glows from
the gas lamps seemed sickly and pale as they passed underneath.

Up in front,
Fred sat beside the driver furiously jerking the handle of the
large brass bell. Fletcher glanced backwards, the funnel of the
pumper was belching forth a large, thick trail of heavy black smoke
and he could see the glow from the firebox reflected in the shop
windows as they clattered past. Fletcher caught the excitement and
chuckled, feeling like a probationer going to his first fire all
over again.

The iron shod
wheels skidded and clattered over the uneven cobble-stoned street.
The sulphurous smell of the coal fire and the whiff of steam. The
sight of the wild-eyed and sweat foamed horses, and the sudden and
shocking yell of the driver as they hurtled through an
intersection, all suddenly combined in a rising sense of excitement
that made him forget, for a moment that he was a 21st century
time-traveler who had no business being there at all.

Then Fletcher
looked up and saw the spreading glow of the fire. He heard the
crash of more bombs and over it all, the all pervasive, menacing
throb of the marauding Zeppelin’s engines. He remembered that he
was in the middle of an air-raid, and those fires he could see were
started deliberately. And people were dying. People were, at this
moment, in all probability, dead already. Fletcher suddenly
realised that with all the urgency and drama going on around him,
the horse drawn fire engine was making painfully slow progress
compared to the turn-out speeds he was used to. Instead of the
seven hundred horse-power Diesel engine he normally had at his
command, there was now the sum total of (literally) three and the
tell-tale glow still seemed far away.

At last, after
what seemed an age, the horses rounded the last corner and galloped
into a narrow street, lined on each side with a row of mean, three
story, terraced dwellings. It was a long road and it was the far
end that had received the worst of the raid. Fletcher guessed that
the airship had flown across the street, dropping it’s bomb-load in
a line which had ended in a vacant block of land, fortunately
minimising the damage.

Arthur and Fred
looked up as the pumper jolted across the cobbles.

“I think the
bastard’s goin’ home,” yelled Arthur.

Fletcher
followed their gaze skywards and could just make out the dark
silhouette as it headed out towards the estuary and France.
Dismissing the Zeppelin, he turned his mind back to the scene in
front of him, and was instantly aware of the similarity to the
countless firegrounds he’d been to. Houses still burned, fire was
still hot and people would still die.

Arthur cracked
his long whip and the trio of horsepower leaped forward, their
nostrils flaring as they caught the acrid taint of the smoke.
Seconds later Fletcher braced himself as the driver hauled in the
reigns and applied the brakes, bringing the pump to a grinding,
sliding halt that struck sparks from iron shod tyres and flailing
hoofs.

Arthur climbed
down from the driver’s box and busied himself with the levers and
gauges of his pump. Fred followed him, barking out orders. Fletcher
vaulted from his own position, and held out a hand to Charlie, only
to find that the older man had already dismounted and was hunting
along the footpath for a fire hydrant.

Fletcher sized
up the fire scene. On the left side of the road, the last house had
collapsed into the street. This had brought down half of the next
dwelling, leaving the interior exposed to the flickering glow of
the two houses on the opposite side of the road. These were both
burning fiercely from their top floors.

Suddenly there
were more flashes in the sky, and distant, strangely muffled thumps
assaulted his ears.

Fred had been
talking to a couple of smoke blackened figures, and he jerked his
head up at the new sounds. He flung out his arm, pointing
upwards.

“It’s the
coastal guns.” he yelled excitedly, “Go on boys, give it to
‘em!”

The rest of the
firemen looked up, whooping and shouting at the shell-bursts above
the headland.

Fletcher
watched the spectacle in silence for a few seconds, then, knowing
that the primitive anti-aircraft fire was going be less effective
than throwing rocks, he again dismissed the sight and

hurried towards
Fred. As he approached, Fred seemed to get the same idea and ran
across the road to the blazing houses. The two men reached the last
house at the same time. Panting, Fred turned to Fletch.

“Alright,” Fred
panted as he turned to Fletcher, “it looks like we’ve got two
kiddies unaccounted for in this one, and a family of three trapped
in that one over there,” he pointed at the other house. “I’m going
into this one to get those youngsters out. Fletch, you tell Arthur
to get his hoses playing on these second floors as soon as he can,
then you can go after the family in this other place. I’ll give you
a hand as soon as I can...Alright?”

Fletcher
suddenly found he was still thinking in the twenty-first century.
He was thinking of safety.


“Er…yeah…Alright Chief,” He hesitated, “just one thing,”

Fred was
already halfway to the door of the house and it was with some
impatience that he turned back.

“What..? What
is it Fletch? You’re wastin’ time.”

“Sorry Chief,”
Fletcher’s mind was still spinning it’s wheels as he tried to get a
grip on the reality around him. “I was just wondering where the B.
A.s were.”

Fred looked
puzzled, and Fletcher remembered a fragment of fire service
history. Of course, they had a different term for Breathing
Apparatus didn’t they!

“Smoke hoods,
Chief,” The words came out in a rush, “where do you keep the smoke
hoods?”

Fred snorted
with disgust;

“Smoke ‘oods!”
He spat, “Bloody smoke ‘oods! Never use ‘em, never have! All my
lads can ‘eat smoke’, Fletch.” he shook his head. “Smoke ‘oods!
Firemen are bleedin’ soft where you come from that’s all I can say,
now let’s get on with it.” He disappeared through the doorway and
into the smoke-logged interior.

Fletcher stared
after the older man for a long second as as his mind finally caught
up. ‘Eat smoke’ the man had said, and in this era that was exactly
what firemen did, in consequence the average working life of a
firey was short, and a high proportion of them died from some form
of lung disease.

None of this
was much help to him. All he had on his side was his modern
knowledge of fire-fighting, and as he turned on his heel and
hurried back to Arthur and his pump, he decided to put that
know-how to work.

Charlie had
located the water mains and was already screwing in the stand pipe.
Arthur was furiously shovelling coal into the firebox at the rear
of the upright boiler, and steam was wisping from various glands
and joints in the complicated pipework. They both looked up
expectantly as Fletcher arrived, the glow from the fire glinting
off their helmets.

“Arthur, have
you got steam up yet?” Fletcher asked the driver.

“Yeah, ‘corse I
‘ave”

“Can you give
me water?”

Arthur nodded
towards the other fireman.

“As soon as
Charlie stops fartin’ around with the plug you can ‘ave all the
water you want.”

As they spoke,
Owen clattered up on the Escape. The horses reared as they were
reigned in and the driver climbed down from his box.

Charlie turned
the brass handle of the standpipe, shooting a torrent of water over
the cobblestones.

“Nice of you to
join us,” He said sarcastically “Stop fer a quick one at the Rose
an’ Crown on the way did we?”

Owen ignored
his colleague and turned to Fletch.

“This is the
only street the sods hit,” he said, “a bobby hailed me down on the
way and told me.”

Fletcher
studied the fire, drawing on his experience. It didn’t have a good
hold yet, but thick black smoke was pouring from all of the upper
story windows.

Owen was still
talking.

“It’s funny yer
know, I always thought this would be a lot worse. I mean why come
all the way from Germany just to drop half a dozen bombs on a
couple of houses.” He scratched his head, “ Hardly seems worth the
effort really.”

Fletcher didn’t
have the time to ponder the economy of the German war effort or if
it was effective or not. At this particular moment he couldn’t have
cared less. He had a problem to solve.

Quickly he took
stock of what equipment he had available, then turned to Owen.

“Owen, I want
you to set up with the head of your ladder on the second floor of
the last house in this street, watch for any sign that the place is
going to collapse and if it even looks suspect get yourself
clear,”

Owen looked a
little confused.

“Where’s the
Chief?”

Fletcher took a
deep breath, he still wasn’t sure of himself, but he couldn’t let
these firemen know about it.

“Look Owen,”
Fletcher tried to inject as much confidence and authority into his
voice as he could. “Fred’s made entry to the first house and he
wants me to get into the second. We’ve got persons trapped in both
buildings and he told me to get the rest of you to work, OK?”

Owen nodded
hesitantly.

“Good,”
Fletcher continued, not giving the man time to think. “because
while I’m standing here having this pointless conversation with
you, time is being wasted. Clear?”

Owen looked
stunned, clearly he was not used to being given orders in that
manner, but Fletcher was relieved to see him hurry back to his
vehicle and begin to unstow the long ladder from its mountings.

Arthur was in
the process of running out the heavy canvas hose to connect up with
the water mains. As he saw Fletcher approaching he paused and stood
up. Fletcher had no time to argue and came straight to the
point.

“Arthur, as
soon as you can deliver water, I want you to start playing your
hoses on that third house, let’s see if we can stop this thing from
spreading any further. Do not put water anywhere near the first two
places, the Chief’s in the first one and I’m going into the second.
I don’t want to fill the place up with steam as well as smoke.”

Not waiting to
see Arthur’s reaction, Fletcher ran back to the door of the second
house studying the fire as he went. The smoke, if anything seemed
to be thicker, but the flames still hadn’t taken a good hold. He
gave silent thanks that plastics were not yet in general use. That
meant that the fumes inside the building weren’t going to be as
toxic as they would be in a modern fire. He was under no illusions
however. It was going to be bad enough.

He tried the
latch and the door swung open. Taking a deep breath, he got down on
his hands and knees. Fletcher closed his eyes and crawled into the
smoke.

 



**************************************************

 


Seven thousand
feet above the flames, the commander of LZ38 tapped his fingers on
one of the main girders in the control gondola and fumed inwardly
at the sudden impotence of his craft. The Airship he commanded
represented the pinnacle of German aviation engineering. It was
capable of flying to the home Islands of the British people and it
could carry enough bombs to do some real damage when it got
there.

The
Kapitänleutnant was having a problem coming to terms with the fact
that his great airship had developed a fault that had suddenly
rendered it completely harmless. To the people on the ground,
anyway. The problem lay with the release mechanism that dropped the
bombs. The apparatus had jammed and the engineering officer had
been dispatched to investigate. That had been ten minutes ago and
the commander’s limited supply of patience was exhausted. He gave
the girder one last frustrated slap, and then turned on his heel to
ascend the ladder into the hull. As he clambered through the trap
onto the main catwalk, he was greeted by the missing officer who
saluted nervously.

The commander
returned the courtesy with a vague, impatient gesture.

“Well?” he
demanded. “Have you rectified the fault with the mechanism?”

“No, Herr
Kapitänleutnant.” The engineer almost cringed as he answered his
officer. “One of the main pins has sheered, jamming the frame. I’m
sorry, but the bombs cannot be released from your control.”

The commander
seethed with fury. Through a gap in the envelope he was able to see
the glow of the fires that had started in the town. From this
height they looked small. He desperately wanted to make them
bigger.

“How much of
our bomb load is left?”

The engineer
swallowed twice before answering.

“Around two
thirds, Herr Kapitänleutnant. A few high explosive, the rest
incendiary,” He shrugged, what did it matter what was left, he
wished the Kapitänleutnant would stop asking ridiculous questions
so they could all go home. He couldn’t fix the bloody bomb rack, so
what was the point of staying here? He realised that the Commander
was speaking to him again;

“You said the
bombs could not be dropped from the control car.”

It was a
statement, not a question, and the engineer nodded slowly,

“Yees...Herr
Kapitänleutnant...that is correct.”

“Is there any
other way to release them?”

At this point
the engineer should have focused his gaze on a point somewhere
beyond the commander’s left shoulder and just said an emphatic
‘NO’. However the man had a practical frame of mind that went with
his calling, and in the abstract, he saw this problem as a
challenge. He frowned, thinking hard.

“I think the
projectiles could be released by the application of a little force
in the right place Herr Kapitänleutnant.” He said finally, ignoring
the possible consequences.

The Commander’s
face lightened and he almost smiled.

“You are saying
that you could do this?”

Again the man
nodded, he wasn’t sure he liked the direction in which this
conversation was going. He suddenly realised his commander was
serious. He could have bitten his own tongue off. Now it was too
late

“That would be
possible Sir, but it would endanger the ship, the bombs are fused
you see, and…”

He got no
further.

“Good, that is
what we will do. Organise a team of men to relay my orders from the
control car to you at the bomb rack. I will tell you when and what
to release.”

The engineer
blanched. Did this pompous fool know what he was doing? Did he
understand just how the bombs would have to be released? The
engineer opened his mouth to protest and then shut it again when he
realised that the Commander was not there.

Sudden flares
of light appeared below the Zeppelin, and structure was rocked by
the distant explosions. The Commander, halfway down the ladder to
the control car felt the air pulse lightly around him, and
compressed his lips in annoyance. He slid the rest of the way down
the ladder, bellowing orders to the helmsman to bring the airship
around and head back to the stricken town. The engineering officer
sucked his teeth and shrugged again, what did it matter if the
overbearing idiot wanted to kill them all. From his point of view
at least, death was going to be very swift. He turned to retrace
his steps along the catwalk, calling out his orders as he worked
his way back to the recalcitrant bomb rack.

Down in the
control car the Commander stood next to the helmsman and watched as
the Zeppelin steadied on its course back towards the telltale glow
of the fire.

“I see the
British are being playful.” he observed to his second in
command

The young
Leutnant zur See stood behind him and looked forward over his
shoulder.

“Yes sir, a
couple of coastal defence batteries on the headland.” He shrugged
in the darkness, “I think they lacked the elevation to reach us
sir.”

“So I noticed.”
The commander replied. “However, if they wish to play, then we will
oblige.”

“We are going
to try for the docks again Sir?” the officer queried. The Zeppelin
and her crew had been ordered to bomb a coastal dockyard and indeed
the Commander was under the impression that the town spread out in
front of him was his destination. However, he was under no
illusions as to the target he was aiming for. His orders may have
forbidden attacks on non-military targets, but in his mind, the
whole of the British Isles was a military target and that to him
meant the civilians that supported the troops in the front line. In
this, he was rather a forward thinker, a little ahead of his
time.

He allowed
himself the indulgence of a tight smile.

“Yes, Leutnant.
If you like.”

The second in
command frowned, ordinarily he would not dream of questioning his
Commander, but he was sure that he had glimpsed some houses in the
flash of the detonating bombs, and now it seemed that the Zeppelin
was heading back to the same place.

“I’m sorry Herr
Kapitänleutnant,” He tried again, “I only ask because I think we
missed the docks on our last run, and…?”

“Tell me,
Leutnant,” the Commander swung around, his voice icy calm. “what do
you see in front of you?”

“I see fire
Sir.”

“Very good,
Leutnant, you are correct. What else can you see?”

The young man
peered down into the darkness but apart from the dull red glow of
the flames, there was nothing to see.

“I…I…see
nothing Sir, only the fire.”

“Precisely, the
only thing to see is the fire, it makes an easy target.”

The Leutnant
tried one more time.

“I’m sure there
were...houses down there Sir...I don’t think I could see anything
that looked like docks.”

The Commander
turned away, effectively dismissing his subordinate.

“ Leutnant,
kindly go and stand over by the ladder, and be ready to relay my
orders to the engineer.”

The young
officer clamped his lips together, he couldn’t believe his
commander was deliberately going to bomb civilians.

“Sir,” he said
formally, “I wish it to be noted that I cannot approve of this
course of action.” He stood ramrod straight as he delivered the
final part of his speech; “I will of course obey your
instructions.”

He did a smart
about face and moved to his assigned position at the foot of the
ladder. Looking up he could see one of the crew members peering
down at him through the trap leading to the catwalk.

“Can you hear
me?” he called.

The man nodded
vigorously and the Leutnant turned back to the commander. “Ready
for your instructions sir.”

“Thank you
Leutnant, your protest is noted.”

The fire had
drawn closer during the exchange, and was now almost directly below
the Airship. The Kapitänleutnant peered into the bombsight.

 



******************************************

 


Fletcher
pressed his face to the floorboards and opened his mouth to take a
very shallow breath. It wasn’t too bad. Definitely smoky, of
course, but just breathable. Vision at this level was almost
non-existent, however and he groped his way along the bare
floorboards towards where he guessed the stairs would be. He knew
his time was limited to a few short minutes and he was gambling
that the bedrooms would be on the first floor. That was his ‘Plan
A’ at least.

He groped his
way up the stairs, thankful that he had instructed Arthur not to
play the hoses on the fire while he was inside. The last thing he
wanted was an unexpected jet of water coming through the window,
adding steam to the smoke and disturbing the layer of breathable
air that was keeping him alive.

At the landing
he applied the standard procedure for a search and turned to his
left, moving along the wall as he came to it. Within two feet he
came to a door. It was closed and Fletcher tested it for heat with
the back of his hand. It felt cool enough. Taking as deep a breath
as he dared, he stood up and pushed at the door. There was
something blocking it. He pushed harder and felt it yield a little.
With his lungs protesting, he gave one last shove and almost fell
into the room.

Fletcher
dropped to his knees and gasped for breath, the smoke wasn’t quite
so bad in the room and he immediately saw the body of a young woman
that had been blocking the door. He scrambled over to her and
pushed his fingers into her neck, checking for a pulse. He found it
instantly, beating strongly against his hand. ‘One down, two to
go,’ he thought. Quickly, he unfastened his belt from around his
tunic. Passing the buckle under the woman’s neck, he straddled the
body and leaned forward, putting his head and neck through the loop
formed by the belt. Then he raised himself up and lifted her upper
body with him. He started to crawl towards the stairs, the drag
position allowing him to keep his face in the relatively clear air
close to the floor. As he came to the landing again, he took
several deep breaths and slipped his head out of the belt. Then he
moved around until he was kneeling at the woman’s head. Bending
low, he passed his arms under her armpits, locked his hands
together on her chest and dragged the woman down the stairs, out
into the fresh air.

Fletcher
gathered the body into his arms and ran awkwardly over to where
Arthur was controlling the pump.

“Hey Arthur!”
he yelled, “I’ve got one of them out, she’s unconscious but she
seems OK.” Hearing his shout, Arthur came bustling over.

“Well done
Fletcher, I’ve sent one of the Bobbys to find a Doctor, he should
be here soon.” ‘Christ,’ thought Fletch, ‘not even an Ambulance in
sight, just a bloody Doctor who we’ve got to wake up! How did these
people survive?’

Suddenly the
woman’s eyes flickered open and she sat up.

“Where am
I?”

Arthur was
instantly at her side.

“Alright Luv,
there’s a bit of a fire, an’ this Fireman’s just got you out, yer
safe now.”

The woman, more
of a girl really, Fletcher noted, relaxed for about a millisecond,
before her eyes widened in horror.

“Me kid” she
screamed. “the baby!..Amy! Fer Christ’s sake...Amy’s still in
there!”

She looked
around wildly. “Oi you!” she focused on the smoke-blackened face of
Fletcher, “Oi you...Fireman! Do something!”

‘I’ve been here
before,’ thought Fletcher, ‘and wasn’t that night a bloody
disaster?’

“Alright, calm
down, we’re doing all we can,” he said soothingly, trying to calm
her. “Where is your husband? Is he still in the house?”

The girl’s face
screwed up in scorn as if the thought of her spouse had made her
forget where she was for the moment.

‘‘Im! Don’t you
worry abaht ‘im. ‘Es orf dahn the friggin Bull’s ‘Ead, where ‘e
always is.” Reality came rushing back as she started screaming
about her child once more. Fletcher was thinking fast; the husband
was down the local pub, if that was what the woman had meant. He
was still having trouble getting his 21st century ears around some
of this dialect.

“Alright,
alright!” he said trying to quieten the distraught woman.
Responding to the authority in his voice, she stopped screaming and
looked at him expectantly. Relieved, Fletcher went on, “That’s
better..now what’s your name?”

The girl stared
for a moment before answering;

“Doris”

Fletcher
smiled;

“Alright Doris,
now I need you to tell me where Amy is, is she in the house?”

“‘Course she
is” Doris snorted. “I just got ‘er off to sleep when I ‘ears this
sort o’ whistlin’ noise, just like a train it was. Then I must ‘ave
fallen over ‘an knocked me ‘ead, cos next thing I know I was aht
‘ere wiv you lot.”

Fletcher looked
back at the house, the upper story was now well involved, with the
flames starting to lick out of the eaves. Fred was clambering out
of a window and starting to climb down Owen’s ladder, a comatose
bundle over his shoulder. Fletcher waited no longer

“Thanks Doris,
that’s all I need, don’t worry.”

He sprinted
back to the house and, filling his lungs, ran up the stairs three
at a time.

 



************************************************

 


High above, the
Commander watched as the centre of the fire appeared at the top of
his sight, he allowed a few more seconds and then turned to the
Leutnant.


“Bomb…Loose!”

The young
officer bellowed the order up the ladder, and the crewmen passed it
down the line until it reached the engineer who was lying prone
over the bomb rack.

Taking a deep
breath which, he reflected briefly, could very well be his last, he
shut his eyes, gritted his teeth, thought about praying and raised
the large hammer that he held in his right hand high above his
head. Then he brought it crashing down upon the metal frame of the
bomb rack. For a stretched second, nothing happened. The engineer
thought about opening his eyes and then the Zeppelin gave a
sickening lurch that almost threw him out into freefall.

He surveyed the
bomb rack with some trepidation. He didn’t think the Herr
Kapitänleutnant was going to be too pleased. The rack was empty.
Not only had all the high explosive gone, but also the
incendiaries. What was left of LZ38’s war load had just gone
whistling off into the darkness. All at once.

 



***********************************************

 


Fletcher
reached the top of the stairs in a matter of seconds. Without
pausing, he ran straight to the door of the bedroom and went in.
Searching quickly, he found the wooden cot against the far wall.
Fletcher laid the unconscious baby down on the floor, where the air
was still relatively clear. he took his first breath since entering
the building, and checked the body for signs of life. He felt for a
pulse and found it, although it was weak. Then he looked for
respiration, there was none; the child had stopped breathing!
Behind him was a bright orange glow under the door, and the heat
was starting to rise in the room. Fletcher put his mouth over the
child’s and gave her five quick, shallow breaths. ‘That should keep
you going Amy,’ he thought, as he picked her up in his arms and ran
from the bedroom, feeling the child cough as he went.

A wall of flame
greeted him as he opened the door and he stepped back. He could
feel the skin of his face shrink in the intense heat.

Fletcher put
his head down and, shielding the child with his body as best he
could, he ran across the landing and half fell down the stairs.
Running blind, Fletcher kept his eyes shut until the muted glow
through his eyelids faded and he felt the cool of the night air on
his scorched features.

Holding Amy
like a trophy, he walked quickly but triumphantly towards the pump
and the mother.

“Hey...lend a
hand, I’ve got her. She’s OK”.

Nobody moved,
and he tried again. “Come on, you buggers...”

His voice
trailed off as he looked at the crowd. As one, they were all gazing
silently skywards and suddenly Fletcher became aware for the first
time that the menacing throbbing was back in the air. He barely had
time to notice that fact before a new sound assaulted his ravaged
senses.

This was a high
pitched scream and a mind pummelling crash. His eyes registered a
brilliant flash of light as Amy was torn from his grasp and
darkness came smashing down upon him.

 



****************************************

 


Libby stood
under the blunt nose of the SE5 and looked up at the wicked,
unblinking eye of the gun. A deep sense of unease gripped her and
she tore her gaze away as she started to walk slowly around the
aircraft. Until now, despite Shannon’s invitation to fly it, this
was the first time Libby had been out to the hanger since the
instructor had introduced her to the warplane two days ago. She had
occupied her time reading the notes that the various test pilots
had written about the ‘plane, and although she felt confident that
she could fly it, she didn’t feel at all comfortable with the
machine.

During the
brief hop that Fletcher had witnessed on his first day, Libby had
been impressed by the considerable power of the turbine. Indeed the
small fighter had been airborne before she knew it, or indeed was
ready for it. In almost no time at all she had found herself at
over one thousand feet and climbing rapidly. With a definite sense
of respect that bordered closely on awe, Libby had closed the
throttle and landed without further incident, vowing to do some
homework on the aircraft before she tackled it again.

So here she
was, walking around a one-of-a-kind project that she now knew to be
the most lethal machine she had ever flown.

Libby moved to
the angular tailplane and ran her hands down the smooth fabric of
the fuselage, noting the texture of the surface. To the eye, it
looked exactly the same as normal linen, but she knew from her
reading that the airframe was made from a special carbon fibre
compound and then covered with a Kevlar composite. Libby wondered
idly why someone had gone to the trouble of making it look like
linen.

She sighed
aloud.

“For that
matter why use an SE5 at all and why the fuck do the guns have to
be disguised in the first place?”

“It’s a little
early in the day for such language. Don’t swear around my aircraft,
I might not like it.

” Libby swung
around in mild shock. She had spoken out loud, thinking that she
was alone. She relaxed slightly as she recognised the white-coated
figure of Deborah emerging from the shadows under the nose.

Libby regarded
her without enthusiasm.

“Shit!” She
said flatly, “I suppose nobody told you it’s rude to interrupt
other people’s conversations, even if I was talking to myself.
Don’t tell me this nightmare was your brainchild as well.”

The scientist
managed to look genuinely hurt.

“Nightmare?”
she repeated, “I never thought of any of my creations as
nightmares, Libby.”

The pilot
curled her lip slightly as she replied.

“What would you
call it?” Without waiting for an answer, Libby went on, “this
aircraft is armed to the teeth with the most devastating weapons
you can shoehorn into it.” The pilot pointed up at the machine
guns, “The firepower of those guns alone is enough to reduce any
airframe of World War One to scrap and I don’t think you’d find
anything remotely recognisable of the pilot.”

Deborah leaned
one elbow on the horizontal stabiliser and rolled her eyes in mock
irony.

“Oooh, I
see!...You don’t like this plane because you think it gives you an
unfair advantage! Very sporting of you, I’m impressed. Really I am.
I didn’t know you had such a well developed sense of fair
play.”

Libby opened
her mouth to speak, but the scientist hadn’t quite finished.

“Wake up girl!
This is a warplane, there’s no such thing as an unfair advantage,
just winners and dead people. Yes, this is a superior machine, but
it’s not indestructible, and neither are you.” Deborah spoke slowly
and deliberately, “Libby, it’s time to join the real world, we know
why you fly, we know how you fly, we know you are very good at what
you do, that’s why you’re here. Now we have to make you
better.”

Suddenly the
she smiled and Libby was mildly shocked as she realised the
scientist was trying to be friendly. The pilot decided that she
would rather make friends with a virus.

“Come on
Libby,” Deborah went on. “you know you want to take this thing up
and make it sing. I thought you liked a challenge, a thrill.”

Libby relaxed
slightly. The bitch was right, of course she was. Of course she
wanted to fly this plane; of course, she wanted to know what it was
capable of. She even had to admit that the weapons fascinated her
to a degree. The power of the main guns was awesome enough, God
alone knew what damage she could do with the ton of external stores
that Shannon had mentioned.

As if on cue
Shannon walked around the main undercarriage and approached the two
women.

“Hullo, you
two.” he smirked, “I hope I’m interrupting something. Life can get
terribly tedious around here sometimes.”

Realising the
man was alluding to some private lesbian fantasy, Deborah decided
to hit back before the happy banter got irritating.

“Oh come off it
Shannon, everyone knows that the only fantasy you Brits have is the
one where your nannies dress you in nappies, tie you up, and then
do dirty things to your tiny willies while you whistle God save the
Queen through your zip-up bondage masks.”

Libby couldn’t
help it, the mental picture was irresistible and she burst into a
giggling fit that held the promise of lasting for quite some
considerable time.

Shannon just
smiled loftily,

“Complete
nonsense...Utter rubbish! An Englishman would never whistle the
national anthem without being able to stand up. No, for a good
infantile bondage session with one’s Nanny, Elgar’s ‘Land of Hope
and Glory’ is far more appropriate.”

This broke the
tension completely, and the three of them smiled at each other as
animosities were forgotten. At least for the moment.

“To answer your
earlier question Libby,” Deborah broke in “the whole aircraft is
disguised to look authentic down to the last detail. This is
because of a phenomenon that I discovered early in my research into
this project. I called it the ‘Waxwork Effect’”

Libby looked
from Deborah to Shannon and back again, an expression of complete
blankness on her face.

“Waxwork
Effect?”

“Yes,”

“Please
explain.”

“Well, to put
it in simple terms, as usual,” The scientist somehow made the word
‘simple’ sound slightly obscene. “you will remember we said that we
must create an identical reality in order to time skip?” Libby had
a vague recollection and nodded slowly. “Good, then it follows that
anything, any piece of equipment that you take with you must look
authentic, including this aircraft, no matter what modifications we
might give it.”

“Right, I
understand that, I think, but why ‘Waxwork’?”

Deborah allowed
herself a private smile.

“A waxwork
dummy can be a perfect replica on the outside, even up close, it
still looks perfect, if the person it is modelled for stands still,
you would have trouble telling them apart. But on the inside…”

Libby, in a
flash of understanding jumped in and finished her sentence

“They can be
totally different, which of course they are, and nobody would know,
so as long as the SE5 looks right on the outside…”

“You can put
what you like on the inside. Well done, give yourself a lollipop,”
the scientist finished sarcastically.

Shannon decided
it was time to get back to work.

“Libby, I think
it’s time to put in some serious flying time, don’t you.”

Libby grinned
back at him. In fact, she was almost looking forward to getting the
small fighter back into the air.

Shannon’s next
words disappointed her faintly.

“Alright then,
if you’ll follow me, we’ll start the briefing for this morning’s
exercise.” Reluctantly Libby took her hand off the airframe, and
started off after the tall figure of her instructor.

Deborah gave
her a friendly pat on the back.

“I’ll leave you
to it then,” She said, giving the impression that some thing had
been solved, some problem had been fixed. Libby wasn’t so sure.

 



*******************************************

 


Libby sat in
the small air-conditioned briefing room that formed part of the
admin building. Shannon had dimmed the lights and was showing a
series of computer generated images on a large screen at the front
of the room. He gave a running commentary as the slides flashed
across the screen.

The first was a
grainy black-and-white image of a youngish man wearing a half grin,
half grimace and a peaked service cap tilted at a rakish angle over
one eye.

“Oswald
Boelcke,” Announced the instructor, “but then you should already
know that.” Libby nodded in the darkness.

“The man
responsible for the theory behind basic air combat tactics.”
Shannon continued. “He had quite a tidy score of allied aircraft
before he died in a mid-air collision with one of his own pilots.
Richthofen was one of his proteges. He was twenty four when this
picture was taken.”

Libby started
in surprise. The man in the image looked older, much older.

Shannon smiled
bleakly in the darkness,

“I know...he
looks much older. That’s what nine months of constant air combat
can do for one’s looks. I’d use plenty of moisturiser if I were
you.”

The next image
slid smoothly onto the screen. This time the photograph was much
clearer. It showed a young man with clear, handsome features,
dressed in what Libby recognised as the uniform of the Nazi
Luftwaffe. The image was superimposed on a background of a military
magazine named ‘Signal”

“Werner
Mölders, Father of modern fighter tactics, inventor of the rotte or
pair, consisting of leader and wingman. Also of the schwarm which
the allies copied and dubbed the ‘Finger four’. In essence two
pairs flying in loose formation, each pair covering the other and
able to act independently if necessary.”

Libby stirred
restlessly in her seat. She knew all this. Maybe not the names, but
she had always had a good general knowledge of the historical side
of aviation. She wondered if this was heading towards any kind of
point. The screen went blank and Shannon moved around to stand in
front of her. The lights were still dimmed, so as Shannon stood in
front of the light of the projection system the effect was quite
dramatic. It was meant to be.

“These men used
teamwork. Between them they laid the foundations for most of the
modern fighter tactics that are used today throughout the world’s
airforces. They work well. Teamwork is the key to nearly all of
it.” He paused for effect before continuing, “You won’t be using
any of these tactics Libby. You are going to be on your own.”

Libby felt that
some comment was expected.

“So I’d
gathered.” she said drily “Shannon, is all this actually leading
somewhere?”

The man didn’t
answer straight away, but instead returned to his original position
behind the projector. After a couple of seconds an image of the SE5
appeared.

“As I was
saying, you will be on your own, so we got in touch with a friend
we have at the Miramar Naval Air Station.”

He smiled as
Libby swung around in her seat, “That’s right Libby, ‘Top Gun’. Tom
Cruise land. Anyway we asked him for advice on the problem, and
eventually he came up with some ideas.”

“If this guy’s
so good, why not just recruit him to fly this thing.”

Libby’s
suggestion floated out of the darkness.

“Oh, we
couldn’t do that, the poor chap’s far too busy churning out gung ho
pilots for the US Navy and giving them names like ‘Viper’ and
‘Ice-Cube’ or ‘Iced Vo-Vo, or whatever.”

Libby
suppressed a giggle; she had always found the American pilot’s call
signs faintly comic. Shannon evidently agreed.

“Now because we
want you to utilise the SE’s capabilities to avoid air-combat, most
of the exercises we’re going to be performing over the next few
days are evasive manoeuvres. For the rare times when you are unable
to evade your opponent, there are a couple of aggressive tactics
that will, if learned correctly and applied with your undoubted
flying skills, should result in you staying alive to fight another
day. Next week will be given over to learning the ground attack
role which will, of course, be your main function. Any questions
before we begin?”

Libby had been
thinking that Shannon seemed to be taking a lot for granted.

“I haven’t
actually said that I’m going to attack anybody yet, Shannon.”

The
instructor’s smile was hidden in the darkness as he replied.

“One thing at a
time, Libby, one thing at a time. All I’m asking you to do is fly
the aircraft, and learn some aerobatic manoeuvres, OK?”

“Fine,” Libby
rose from her seat, “so are we going to fly, or jerk off!”

 


 


 



Chapter
Ten

 


When LZ38’s
engineering officer struck the bomb rack, the heavier, high
explosive bombs, in reality crudely modified shells, had fallen
free half a second before the lighter incendiaries. They also fell
a little faster, their extra weight adding a considerable number of
feet per second to the final terminal velocity. The Zeppelin was
travelling at around eighty miles an hour at the time the
projectiles were released, and all these factors combined to cause
a spread of approximately one hundred yards between the explosives
and the lighter incendiaries. This meant that the incendiary bombs
hit the ground a good distance further along the airship’s track
than the modified shells, causing them to miss the two rows of
houses completely and the only damage they caused was to start a
large grass fire on the common ground behind the street. The
explosives however, all eight of them, fell directly on their
target as if they had been guided by wires.

The first pair
pierced the slate tiles of the two houses twenty yards from where
Arthur, having left Doris in the care of the newly arrived doctor,
was shovelling more coal into the firebox. By this time a large
crowd of people had arrived at the scene and some were being
enlisted by the firemen to help in bringing more coal to fuel the
steamer. The bombs crashed their way through the attics and
bedrooms of the first two floors of the houses, before coming to
rest in the kitchen and sitting rooms on the ground floor, closely
followed by bricks, plaster and ruined trusses. This pair had been
modified from the same batch of shells and both had faulty fuses.
In other words, they were duds. The rest were not.

The next bombs
struck the open street between the rows of houses, the first
landing on the footpath alongside a group of three families. The
bursting shell-cases scythed down adults and children with the
random, remorseless efficiency they were designed for.

The second
impacted on the offside of Arthur’s pump. The fuse did it’s job and
ignited the bursting charge one third of a second later and split
the steel case into fifteen pieces. Eight of these were less than
half an inch in diameter, and caused minor damage to the lower
brickwork of the houses on both sides of the street. One struck
Doris in the throat, tearing through her carotid artery and trachea
before coming to rest against her spine. She bled out four minutes
later. Another fragment struck the doctor in the right knee, just
as he was getting up from alongside his patient. The jagged sliver
of steel entered the joint and carved through the cartilage, before
severing the anterior cruciate ligament. The doctor felt a violent
blow to his knee, before a rubbery popping feeling as the stricken
joint gave way, pitching him forward over the body of his patient
who was choking her blood onto the cobbles.

Like everybody
else, Arthur had been staring skywards when the bomb hit the
surface of the road, just in front of him. The blast immediately
reduced his body to a lumpy pulp. Three of the larger fragments
struck the pump, demolishing the pistons and tearing the boiler
apart. This released the high pressure steam in a scalding blast of
rapidly expanding, white vapour which caught Charlie full in the
chest. The old fireman felt a searing blast of agony, which was
mercifully short as his shocked system shut down completely and he
joined what was left of Arthur on the roadway.

Two more bombs
completed the demolition of the houses on the left-hand side of the
street, but fortunately caused no more casualties. It was the last
two projectiles that had caught Fletcher’s attention as he emerged
from the burning house with Amy in his arms. The first struck the
ground on the other side of the low garden wall, so Fletcher and
the child were shielded from most of the fragments. The blast
however was sufficient to tear Amy from his grasp, tossing her
small body high into the air.

The last bomb
of the Airship’s load hit the junction of the two houses where the
firemen had been working. Fred, who was still struggling down
Owen’s escape ladder was killed instantly, as was the victim draped
over his shoulder, while Owen and Fletcher were buried under the
collapsing front wall of the house as it slid into the front
gardens and across the street.

 



**********************************************

 


Fletcher awoke
slowly, conscious of a dull pain in his chest. This did not stop
him from indulging in a violent coughing fit as soon as he
attempted to draw breath into his abused lungs. His eyes flickered,
blinking the brick dust away. Slowly they focused and he realised
he wasn’t buried deeply. In fact he was only covered by a light
screen of fragments from the collapsed wall. He moved his limbs
experimentally and to his profound relief, they all appeared to be
in working order. Clearing his legs, Fletcher sat up groggily and
looked around as his memory came back with a rush. He jerked his
head around, desperately searching for Amy. He was totally
unprepared for what he saw.

The end of the
street was a charnel house. No-one had survived the combination of
high explosive steel fragments and collapsing brickwork. Further up
the road where the pump had been, there was a blurry outline of a
large crater that had been torn in the surface of the road and
vaguely, through the clouds of smoke, brick dust and steam, he
thought he saw some figures crawling slowly towards the shelter of
the houses. There was no sign of Amy at all. To his left, he saw an
arm, clad in the black serge of a turnout tunic sticking out from
the wreckage. Fletcher scrambled desperately over the broken bricks
and splintered timbers and pushed the debris away from the body,
which turned out to be Owen. He shook the man by the shoulders,
going through the drill. The dull dusty eyes set in the dusty
features stopped him. It was the same when he came across the body
of the Chief a couple of seconds later. Fred Dando was still
clinging to his splintered ladder, but the crushed head with it’s
curiously folded features told him all he needed to know.

Fletcher spent
a few more minutes searching for Amy before giving up and walking
slowly up the road, picking his way through the debris. At the
remains of Arthur’s pump, he stopped dead in his tracks. Fletcher
had been a Fireman for more years than he wanted to think about,
and had long since come to terms with any amount of blood and gore.
He had seen it all. He could handle it. Or so he thought.

Arthur was
unrecognisable as anything human. The driver had been reduced to a
slime of small body parts, mucous, fragments of black cloth and
dented brass. In the middle of this pool of offal, lay the
well-cooked body of Charlie, who appeared, as Fletcher tried to
move him, to be seared to the road. Suddenly, with a wet tearing
sound, the torso came free. That was when Fletch gave up. Beyond
the pump, was a pathetic pile of wrecked and broken humanity. This
was all that was left of the crowd of onlookers and they lay where
the flying steel had dropped them. Again Fletcher went through the
drill, checking the bodies for signs of life. And it was then,
finally that the tears welled up from some dark place deep within
and the seasoned Fireman, veteran of countless motor vehicle
accidents and highway carnage, sat down in the carnage and wept
like a small child.

A movement
caught his eye and he turned his head, fighting to bring his
emotions under control as he saw a man crawling towards him,
dragging his right leg.

“Hey...Hey
you...Fireman” he called “are you alright?”

Fletcher
blinked at the man incredulously. ‘Alright?’ he thought, ‘Alright?
Define fucking all right.’

But all he said
was;

“Yes, I think
so,” he answered, the, as an afterthought, “my crew seems to have
had it though.”

“I think we can
say the same for everybody,” the newcomer said, glancing around.
“we seem to be the only ones left.” He grimaced in pain as he
involuntarily flexed his injury . “And I’m afraid I’m not too
good.”

The Fletcher
looked at the man’s leg. The trouser had been torn and the knee
looked as if someone had run it through a mincing machine. The only
thing that came to his shocked mind was a masterful
understatement;

“That looks
nasty.”

The other man
smiled shakily through his obvious pain.

“Yes, I’m
rather afraid it is,” he eased himself into a sitting position
alongside the Fireman, “Even if I manage to keep the leg, I don’t
think I’ll walk again.”

He paused as a
spasm of pain hit him, and he clenched his eyes against the bite of
it before going on. “I’ll be lucky to avoid gangrene.”

Fletcher
suddenly realised the man had, in all likelihood been given a death
sentence. There was no way he could avoid infection without the aid
of antibiotics, and they were nearly forty years into the future.
He looked at the wound, again remembering where he was. In this era
the poor bastard would consider himself lucky if they took the limb
off halfway up the bloody thigh.

He sighed and
held out his hand,

“Fletcher
Darcy,” he introduced himself, “I was going to say ‘pleased to meet
you’, but I really don’t think I am.” He looked around at the
carnage again, “not in these circumstances.”

The other man
grasped his hand in a pale, sweaty grip and tried to smile. He
seemed to try very hard. Then he gave up. Fletcher didn’t blame
him.

“Steven
Greenhouse,” He paused, then “Doctor Steven Greenhouse. So you see,
I do know what I’m talking about Fletcher.”

The pair sat in
silence for a few seconds before Fletcher’s abused senses picked up
the sound of distant bells. They seemed to be getting nearer.

“That will be
the ambulance brigade” The doctor had noticed the sounds as well,
“and, with any luck, some more of your colleagues from the next
district. Oh well, better late than never.”

Fletcher nodded
to himself,

‘Good’ he
thought, ‘the bloody ambos can clean up this mess and then someone
else can deal with the fire.’

“It’s a mess
Steve.” He said aloud

The doctor
looked at the street filled with the dead and mutilated and leaned
his head against the pocked wall. Fletcher was not surprised to see
tears squeezing themselves out from between his tightly clenched
eyelids. They glittered in the reflected glow of the fires like
delicate rubies.

“A bloody mess
Fletcher, I’ve never seen anything like it, not ever.” He gestured
at the inert form of Doris, not three yards away from where they
sat. The young woman was lying with her head twisted around to
regard them with her unseeing eyes, her mouth drawn back over her
teeth, as if in a last despairing effort to draw a breath that her
body could no longer use. “Look at that poor woman, one minute I’m
calming her down, next thing I knew she was coughing her blood all
over me. Then I fell over.” The man indicated the front of his
white shirt, which Fletcher could now see, was covered in dark
blood. “This is hers.” The doctor said as if in confirmation of his
thoughts. “Not mine.”

The bells were
getting closer. Fletcher closed his eyes and fought back another
wave of unfamiliar emotion.

“Doris.” he
said

“Huh?...I’m
sorry, I missed that.”

“That was her
name...Doris. I’d just pulled her out of the second house from the
end.” he stared at the grinning corpse. “Should have bloody left
her in there for all the good it did her.”

The doctor
moved his hand painfully and placed it on Fletcher’s shoulder.

“You weren’t to
know, old man. You were just doing your job.”

Fletcher
thought about that for a second and then made a short choking sound
that might have been mistaken for laughter.

“My job, that’s
a joke,” He turned and lifted Steve’s hand gently from his
shoulder. Rising to his feet, he looked down at the crippled
doctor. “Sorry Steve, I’m just visiting.” He looked up the street
to see the first of the horse drawn ambulances clattering around
the corner. “These bloke’s will look after you now, I’ve got to
go.” He bent down and gripped the man’s hand firmly. “Good luck to
you Steven.” He turned away, “you poor bastard.”

At the end of
the street, Fletcher made one last search for Amy. He didn’t want
to be there when the fire crews arrived. He was in no mood to
answer questions, or indeed to take part in any more heroic acts
that night. He felt like shit.

He wanted to
find the child. If she had survived then maybe, just maybe, he
could put this night in the same lock-up box in his mind where all
the other shitty jobs he had been to had gone. Deal with it, lock
it up and then forget it.

Because he
really wanted to forget this one.

He came across
the child quite suddenly and without warning. Amy’s small body had
been blown into the next garden and she lay on her back in the
middle of a patch of uncovered turf. She seemed unharmed. Her small
eyes were shut and she lay with a peaceful set to her features. At
a glance, Fletcher would have sworn that the young girl was
sleeping. He managed to think that right up to the moment that he
stood over her and looked closely at the thin trickles of dark
blood running obscenely from one corner of her mouth and from both
tiny nostrils. Fletcher knew Amy was dead. As dead as her blast
ruptured lungs could make her.

As he stood
over the small corpse, a familiar sound assaulted his ears. The
fireman looked up instinctively. The Zeppelin was back. He could
see its familiar shape as it again blotted out the stars.

Deep, deep,
within him, something snapped.

“YOU MISERABLE
FUCKING MURDERING BASTARDS!” he screamed. Bending over he scooped
up chunks of broken brickwork and hurled them skywards, suddenly
beside himself in an uncontrollable rage. “YOU PRICKS! YOU
ARSE-HOLES! YOU FUCKHEADS!” Fletcher had never felt this angry in
his life.

Fletcher ran
out of Teutonic body parts to abuse, and went on to new
subjects.

“THERE’S
NOTHING LEFT, D’YOU HEAR, WE’RE ALL FUCKING DEAD. NOBODY HERE BUT
ME, YOU MOTHERFUCKERS! FIREMAN FIRST CLASS FLETCHER FUCKING
DARCY.”

By this stage,
Fletcher was literally dancing in the middle of the street. Then,
quite suddenly, he stopped. A thought had battered its way through
the red mist of his anger. He dropped the bricks he was holding and
just stared upwards.

The Zeppelin
had deliberately bombed into the fire. It had to have done. That
was the only way they could be so accurate with the crude equipment
of the day. The commander had been out to kill civilians this
night. Women and children. With all his modern knowledge of what
was to come later in the century, all the misery another war was to
produce, not to mention the threat of a nuclear cold war to follow,
he still couldn’t make sense of this discovery.

He stood in the
middle of the ravaged street and just stared up at the black shape
as it turned overhead and moved away, the sound of it’s engines
fading to nothing. Fletcher looked at the rows of houses and saw
figures moving purposefully among the ruins, buildings and human.
He could hear police whistles and more pounding, clattering hooves
as the town finally woke up to the disaster.

Fletcher pulled
off his helmet and dropped it with a dull clang onto the road. Then
he turned and walked off down an alleyway between two houses.
Slowly and deliberately he removed his turnout coat and dropped it
behind him.

 



*****************************************

 


Looking back on
it later, Fletcher decided he must have been wandering the town for
about four hours. In fact, it was closer to eight because dawn was
just beginning to glimmer faintly on the horizon when he was
stopped by a shout. In his present state of mind, after the traumas
of the night, a solitary shout would probably have been ignored.
This one was different. This one was calling his name. He stopped
and looked around dumbly in the vague direction of the sound. To
his mild astonishment, he found himself outside the imposing front
entrance of his hotel. The one he had left about a thousand years
ago.

The concierge
was hurrying down the steps towards him.

“Mister Darcy!
Mister Darcy...Sir..!” Then he stopped in his tracks. This caused
old Lewis, two impeccably dressed butlers and a gaggle of uniformed
chambermaids to cannon into him. Fletcher blinked as the tide of
humanity bounced off the Concierge who stood, in the midst of
chaos, as servants fell about in all directions.

“My dear Sir,”
he began, “The whole town is talking of the raid last night. You
appear to have seen the events first hand.”

Fletcher looked
down at himself, realising that he was still wearing the
unmistakable uniform of the fire brigade. The red striped trousers
and red braces along with the various nicks and tears in the cloth
and his skin were a dead give-a-way. Fletcher glanced into one of
the windows of the hotel and saw a strange apparition. It took him
a couple of seconds before he realised that he was staring at
himself. He was covered from head to toe in red brick dust which
had combined with assorted body fluids, not the least of which was
good old fashioned blood and not all of that was someone else’s, to
form an obscene paste that plastered his features into something
that would look more at home in a nineteen thirties horror movie.
Not that any of his present company would know that of course.

“My dear Sir,”
the concierge repeated, I had no idea you were a part of our Fire
brigades.”

Fletcher tried
out his voice to see what would happen. He was pleasantly surprised
to hear a weak croaking sound, he had been almost certain that his
voice would never work again.

After a couple
of tries, he found he could actually hear cohesive speech coming
from the vicinity of his mouth. He listened to what the voice was
saying, it sounded interesting.

“I’m not
really. The boys said they needed some help and...I’ve had some
experience in these matters and…well…”

It seemed to do
the trick.

“Say no more
for the moment Sir.” The man turned to his staff, and began issuing
orders with military precision.

“Polly, Mary,
Ivy, go to Mister Darcy’s suite and have his bath filled in ten
minutes and hot water mind. Lewis, find a couple of bell
boys...yes, wake them up if you have to...have them run down to the
Tailor in the high street and bring him here with his tape measure
and a selection of pret a porter. They are to tell Mr. Cohen that
it is an emergency.” Addressing the two butlers he said, “Soames,
Beckit, help the gentleman into the lounge where you will supply
him with a good measure of our best Napoleon brandy. You are to see
that he is comfortable and the cleaning staff can deal with the
mess later.”

He turned at
last to the still bemused Fletcher.

“Mister Darcy,
please accept our help and all the hospitality this establishment
can give to you. We have heard something of what occurred last
night, and we also heard that our town fire brigade were all killed
in the raid,” He looked down at his feet for a second, “This is a
small town.” he said simply, “We knew Chief Dando and his men
well.”

The mention of
his brief comrades brought the memories flooding back to his numbed
mind and Fletcher felt his knees go weak. The concierge gestured
hurriedly to the pair of butlers and Fletcher felt himself lifted
gently and supported into the cheerily lit lounge of the hotel.
Somehow, a large brandy balloon found it’s way into his right hand.
It was almost full. The spirit brought tears to his eyes, but the
shock brought his brain back to present or, to be precise, he
caught himself, the past.

One of the
butlers was regarding him anxiously.

“Sir, do you
require the services of a physician, a doctor…?”

Fletcher winced
slightly.

“No thank you,
that’s not necessary I’m not hurt, just a few scrapes and bruises.
It looks a lot worse than it is.”

He tried to
smile reassuringly but didn’t get far before the maid called Polly
entered in a flurry of skirts to announce that the gentleman’s bath
was ready and in no time Fletcher found himself upstairs,
luxuriating in a bath of hot soap suds. The only thing wrong with
the scenario as he saw it, was the fact the Soames was gently
scrubbing his back and not Polly, or Mary, or Ivy, or possibly all
three.

Then the
semi-erotic fantasy disappeared as he remembered the Zeppelin, and
he felt ashamed to have thought of it in the first place. He
decided to enjoy the heat of the water and was soon drifting off
into a troubled sleep. A polite cough from the direction of his
sitting room brought his drifting senses back to his surroundings.
Fletcher opened one eye and regarded the figure of the Concierge a
little warily. Despite feeling a little better, a state of affairs
brought on more by the ingestion of a large amount of brandy than
any restorative powers of hot water, he was in no fit state of mind
to answer questions on a post-mortem of the events of the previous
night. In fact, he didn’t think he ever would.

Fletcher was
trying to come to terms with a strange new feeling that he had
begun to take notice of as he walked around the darkened
streets.

The sensation
was strange to him because he recognised it as an unfamiliar
emotion. Fletcher was surprised to find that after he had analysed
the feeling for some time, the emotion revealed itself as a pure
and unquestioning hate. It surprised him more for the revelation of
the fact that he hadn’t actually hated anything before. He thought
he had; petty things like paperwork. He had always hated that
hadn’t he? And what about back in his childhood? Surely he must
have hated something back then? Well no, not really, his
subconscious mind answered him, that wasn’t hate. This is hate.
This is that pure, blinding, human emotion that defies logic. Once
brushed by it, you are never quite the same person again.

Fletcher
discovered that he hated the German military. He tried to mitigate
the sentence. After all, his feeling of fairness fought back and
told him, how can you condemn everybody in an organisation? Wasn’t
it just the bastard that gave the orders? Most Germans were
ordinary blokes just like him, weren’t they? Just poor sods trying
to get through the day as best they could?

Hatred cut
across the mental court scene like a knife. No! Your day does not
involve dropping high explosive onto what you know to be civilians.
This is where this ‘Total War’ crap started, this is where we
started not to care, and this is where, in a small way, we started
to chase the ‘all important bottom line’. This is where we started
telling ourselves that the end justified the means, no matter how
abhorrent the ‘means’ employed.

In some remote
recess of his inner mind, Fletcher knew that these thoughts were
not logical, maybe they weren’t even true. But his hatred was a
harsh, glitteringly new substance and the urge to embrace it was
irresistible, if only to give some meaning to his traumatic
evening. He decided to go with it for the moment.

Another
discreet cough came from the doorway, this one just that little
more insistent than the first, dragged Fletch’s attention back to
the figure of the Concierge.

“Ah...Sir…If
you will excuse this interruption…”

The manners
were still as smooth as silk, but Fletcher got the feeling the man
was hiding something.

“Yes?” He
decided to give the Concierge no encouragement. Really, he just
wanted him to go away.

“Ah,
yes…well…I’m sorry, but there are two gentlemen from the local
constabulary waiting in the hotel foyer to see you. Apparently they
want to ask you about last night’s raid. I of course informed them
that you are quite indisposed, and could not possibly see them.”
The poor man looked uncomfortable. “They said they would come up if
you did not go down.” He hesitated again. “They were most
insistent.”

“How did they
know about me?” Fletcher was puzzled, he thought he had managed to
escape the scene last night, then he remembered the crippled
doctor. He had introduced himself and if the Police in this era
lacked a computer database, then he was sure there would have been
other methods to track down individuals that were just as
effective.

The Concierge’s
next words suggested it had been even easier than he had
thought.

“I’m terribly
sorry, but one of the boys we sent to the Tailors on the high
street was quite excited by the whole affair and it seemed couldn’t
keep the news to himself.” He looked down at his feet, and then
looked back at the man in the bath. “I’m rather afraid your
exploits will be the talk of the town by now.” After a short pause
he seemed to pull himself together and went on formally. “It is a
matter of the deepest regret to this hotel that the confidence of
one of our guests has been compromised in this most shameful
manner. The boy will, of course, be dismissed and you may rest
assured that the management and staff will do our utmost to make
sure that your stay with us will be as free from interruptions and
publicity as is humanly possible.”

Fletcher looked
at the man without smiling. Not even the stilted language of this
polite man could get him out of this. ‘Be discreet’ Deborah had
said, ‘blend in, absorb, and observe.’ Well he’d done that alright.
Everything except the bit about being discreet, Christ he might
just as well have announced his presence on the six o’clock news
“Intrepid Time Traveller arrives in time to get caught up in
World’s First Air raid. Exclusive to this Channel. Gory details to
follow. And then the usual warning that some of this footage may be
disturbing to some viewers, a statement calculated to get everyone,
including the family dog, glued to the screen. Of course these
people didn’t have the productions of Foxx or CNN to sensationalise
the news to that degree, but he had the feeling that the ubiquitous
word of mouth would do the job extremely well. He blanched as he
thought of what the time strands would be doing at this moment, and
actually glanced around to see if any of the scene was beginning to
wink in and out of existence. To his relief, every thing seemed
perfectly normal, and he glanced up at the Concierge who was still
waiting anxiously for his response.

Fletcher
shrugged, what was done was done.

“Tell me,” he
asked, “is there anyway to get these coppers off my back, you know,
tell them I’m not here, you made a mistake, whatever?”

The poor man
actually wrung his hands in despair as he shook his head.

“No, I really
am awfully sorry, but they’ve already spoken to a number of
witnesses about a man fitting your description and they know that
you’re here. As I said the young lad will be dismissed for his
indiscretion.”

Fletcher gave
up

“Nah, don’t
bother. You can’t expect the poor young sod to keep a secret like
that to himself.”

The Concierge
seemed shocked, then relieved.

“Thank you Sir,
most generous,” he turned to leave, then “I will inform the police
that you will require at least one half of an hour before you can
receive them. The clothes from the tailor have arrived and I will
order one of the maids to lay them out in your sitting room. After
your selection, Soames will help you dress for your interview. I
hope this will be satisfactory Sir.”

Fletcher smiled
despite himself.

“Most
satisfactory, thank you so much.”

The Concierge
returned his smile and left. From behind him Soames, the butler
said in a polite tone;

“Thank you
Sir,” the butler said from behind, “the boy in question is my
nephew, he’s a good lad, I’m glad you could see your way clear to
giving him a second chance.”

“No problem.”
Fletcher turned his head “As I said, you can’t expect them to keep
secrets at that age.”

The butler
nodded and held a towel as Fletcher arose from the bath, suds
cascading from his body.

Ten minutes
later Fletch was attired in a dove grey walking suit that although
it was not made to measure, fitted him quite adequately. He was
checking the view in the long mirror when a discreet tap on the
door called his attention. Thinking it was the police, he
positioned himself in front of the bay window as Soames answered
the door. Fletcher was mildly surprised to see the Concierge enter
the room, he wouldn’t have thought that the local constabulary
warranted a formal introduction.

What the man
said next was completely unexpected; in fact, it floored him.

“Excuse me Sir,
but it seems your wife is here to see you.”

 



*********************************************

Fletcher stood
and stared at the door with a brief, but horrifying feeling that
Karen had somehow tracked him through time and was, at this moment
waiting outside his 1915 hotel room with her solicitors.

The reality of
the situation, was of course, more logical. Bizarre, but logical.
Fletcher hastily painted an expectant look onto his face. He knew
it couldn’t be Karen. Could it?

It wasn’t.

The woman swept
into the room. Her head was down and her right hand was held to the
brim of her wide, feather-adorned hat, effectively hiding her face.
In the two seconds that it took her to reach the centre of the
room, Fletcher studied her closely, unable to tell if she was doing
the same to him.

She was tall,
around five foot ten with a slim build, made slimmer by the
fashions of the day. She was dressed in an ankle length cream
dress, the colour bordering on pale apricot, highlighted by the
finest chocolate brown pin striping. The dress rose from the floor
in a dramatic, though deceptively simple sweep over her well formed
chest to close at the lace collar at her throat. The point of
closure highlighted by a pale, oval cameo brooch. The woman dropped
her hand from the brim of her hat and stood in the middle of the
sitting room, her chin set at a slight upward angle as she regarded
him severely. The hair, as much as he could see of it, was a rich
chestnut, sparkled with auburn. The woman’s face was vaguely
familiar and this made him feel a little better.

What she said
next however, did not.

“Well Cherie,
you zeem to ‘ave got yourzelf into ze merde again.” She addressed
the hotel staff “My name is Madame Claudette Darcy, this is my
‘usband, I ‘ope you are looking after ‘im in ze manner to which he
deserves.

The Concierge
inclined his head in a polite bow,

“Of course
Madame. Your husband is something of a hero to this community and
this hotel is extending every courtesy and service. You may rest
assured that the utmost effort from all members of our staff will
be forthcoming.”

Fletcher had
the impression that the woman’ self-introduction was more for his
benefit than anyone else’s but this realisation was completely
swamped by an almost uncontrollable urge to laugh. The woman was
unbelievable! That accent was so outrageously false he half
expected to be called ‘A stupid English K-niggut’ or something
equally Pythonesque. As the Concierge finished, the woman calling
herself ‘Claudette’ widened her eyes theatrically and turned back
to face him.

“Ero? ‘Ero,
what does the man mean ‘ero, what ees ‘e talking about?”

“Madame, your
husband was involved in the Airship raid of last night.” The
Concierge answered smoothly. “He very gallantly lent his aid to our
local Fire Brigade and we hear, acquitted himself with great honour
and steadfastness.” The man’s face clouded with sorrow while he
paused for a few seconds before going on. “Steadfastness under the
most harrowing conditions, Madame, for as we now know, your husband
is the sole survivor of our Brigade. You can be truly proud
him.”

Claudette
seemed to soften, just a little, and she murmured, as if to
herself.

“Proud?
Okaaay!” And then

“Mon Dui!” she
continued in her more usual tones. “Can you not keep out of ze
danger for just a leetle while Cherie? Zut alors! Salle Boche! What
‘ave they done to you.”

Fletcher
happened to look up as the woman finished her tirade, just in time
to see her give him a slow, deliberate wink. Turning back to the
staff, she reached into her small purse.

“I wonder,
could you leave us for a while, I wish to speak wiz my ‘usban’
alone.”

The concierge
looked down at the proffered tip.

“Madame, where
your husband is concerned, no gratuity is ever necessary.” he said
haughtily. “I bid you good morning Madame.” he turned to Fletcher.
“Please remember the police inspector and his associate Sir, I will
of course inform him of your wife’s presence. Shall we say fifteen
minutes Sir?”

Fletcher was
beginning to get the hang of the situation, whoever this wife was
she had obviously been sent from the future and as such could be
regarded as an ally, he hoped. In answer he said

“Yes...Thanks.”
he answered, “Fifteen minutes, I’ll see them then.”

He watched as
the hotel staff filed out of the room. Claudette moved swiftly,
closing the door silently before collapsing in a welter of skirts
onto the chesterfield, covering her face with her hands to stifle
her laughter. It took her few seconds to compose herself, then she
removed a long pin from her hair and took off her hat and put it on
the floor.

A hint of a
smirk was playing around the corners of her pretty mouth.

“So tell me,
m’dear” she said in a completely different voice. “how were you
going to get out of this one?”

Fletcher
thought for a moment, then he shook his head. Why didn’t people
simply explain why they were there, instead of playing these bloody
stupid games. ‘Get out of what?’ he asked silently. ‘The police
interview? The hotel. The town? Time travel? Modern society? His
mortgage? What?’

Fletcher had
had a busy night, the effects of the brandy had worn off, his eyes
felt as if the sockets had been filled with ground glass, and
suddenly he felt utterly weary.

He decided he
was in no mood for any more games.

“I’m sorry,
should I know you?” he asked coldly. “And as to your question,
you’ll have to be a shitload more specific than that. I have no
idea what you are talking about and at the moment, my care factor
is bordering on the extremely low.” He sat down on the
chaise-lounge; “I’m tired.”

Claudette’s
expression flitted briefly to concern, before returning to faintly
mocking.

“Well, I’m
sorry you had a rough night Fletch, but nobody told you to go off
and get yourself involved in an air raid.”

Fletcher’s eyes
narrowed. With an effort, he held onto his temper.

“Now you look
here; Debbie told me to observe this place and soak up the
atmosphere. The fire service is something I know a little bit
about, so I thought it would be a good place to start.”

The woman
shrugged.

“Fletch, I’m
not criticising you, but what the hell did you think was going to
happen when you got dragged along to that street last night? What
did you think that Zeppelin was going to be dropping, French
pastries?”

The irreverent
reference prompted Fletcher to smile in spite of himself.

“Talking of
‘French’ what the hell was that accent you were trying to pull off
when you came in,”

Claudette’s
eyes widened again, this time in mock indignation.

“What do you
mean Cherie?” she protested, dropping back into her bad francais,
“Zees is ze genuine article n’es pas?” She smiled ruefully, and
returned to what he supposed was normal. “OK, OK, it’s not my
greatest character, but Debbie wasn’t specific and I always thought
I’d look good, even if I don’t sound it. Besides, I have a couple
of French ancestors, something should have rubbed off somewhere
along the line”

Fletcher had to
agree with part of her statement.

“Yeah, you look
great, but weren’t you taking a chance?” Claudette raised her
eyebrows, “I mean if one of those characters had sussed you
out?”

“No Fletcher,”
She shook her head. “you worry too much and you place too much
importance on what other people think. For one thing, most males in
this era regard women as adornments for their arm, especially drop
dead gorgeous ones,” Here she winked again, “Like me...and being
French just adds to the illusion. Now they’ll think I’m
over-emotional and brain-dead as well.” She lounged on the settee,
“you know, just a piece of fluff.”

Fletcher took a
long, hard look at his ‘wife’. He definitely had the feeling he’d
seen her before; he just couldn’t place where. He was sure she
hadn’t been around the School and she certainly hadn’t been part of
the Hindenburg’ scenario, so where? Then his memory clicked.

“Hello Jean” he
said.

Of course she
looked a lot different in her latest role, but even the best actors
cannot hide certain basic mannerisms, the turn of the head, the
tilt of the jaw, the way they hold themselves in certain
situations. You don’t have to be an expert to pick these things up,
just moderately observant. Ask any body who goes to the movies. No
matter how good their favourite actor is, a fan will always
recognise his idol. And Fletcher had been a fan of this actress
ever since he had seen her descend the stairs at the furniture shop
where this whole thing had started.

“You confuse
me.”

Claudette
tilted her head

“Oh?”

“You said that
we would never meet again.” Fletcher half smiled, “Not that I’m
complaining, you understand.”

The actress
uncoiled her legs from beneath her and sat up looking slightly
pleased with herself.

“Well if this
was a perfect world, you wouldn’t be seeing Jean again, I make it a
rule to never wear out my best characters,” her smile broadened and
became distinctly lopsided. “Always leave ‘em wantin’ more, Kid.”
Then suddenly she was seriously businesslike again. “Look, I’d love
to hang around here trading Edwardian banter with you Fletcher, but
that king died sometime ago and in around five minutes from now a
couple of policemen are going to be in this room talking to you, I
take it that you have a plan?”

“Of course I
have, it’s very simple.” Fletcher was breezily confident again.
“Just before you made your grand entrance, I was about to dismiss
the staff. As soon as they were gone, so was I, straight back to
the good old twenty-first century.

As plans went,
it was fairly unimaginative, but it was the classic escape of the
pulp sci-fi time traveller. If things got too hot or awkward for
him, all he had to do was hit the magic button and, as the old
stories always finished, ‘With one bound, Jack was free!’

Claudette, or
whoever she was this time, was still staring at him.

“Oh yes?” She
spoke very slowly. “And how were you going to achieve this happy
state of affairs?”

Fletcher’s hand
flew to his jacket pocket as a horrible truth dawned on him.
Claudette nodded. She already knew what he had only just
discovered. The shocked look on his face told her that his
composure had just eloped with his confidence.

His pocket
watch, his guarantee of return to his own time, was missing. and
suddenly he remembered exactly where he had left it.

“Oui Cherie,
you took off your jacket last night, didn’t you? You remember? When
you changed back into a fireman and went to the ball?”

Fletcher froze
as the full magnitude of what he had done came crowding in on his
already strained nerves. In his haste to don his turnout uniform
last night, he had stripped his own clothes and Fred had bundled
them, including their contents into the empty locker. That was
where the vital pocket watch had been left. In an anonymous locker,
in a dead Fire Station.

He could have
kicked himself for his stupidity. Planner? Problem solver? Able to
think on his feet? Yeah, right!

A polite tap on
the door brought Fletcher out of one shocked state, and dumped him
headfirst into another. In a very slightly strangled tone he
asked

“Alright,
Madame, just how do I get myself out of this one..? Please?”

What she said
next was definitely the last thing he expected to hear from her. A
split second later, he realised that it was precisely what he
wanted to hear.

“Relax
Fletcher. Let them in, sit down and follow my lead.”

Fletcher let
out a breath he had been holding for around two years and did as he
was told. In the end, the whole thing was quite painless. His wife
took charge.

As soon as the
men entered the room, they were confronted by Madame Claudette in
full flight.

“M’seurs, I
must inseest that you make zees interview brief, my ‘usban’ is, ‘ow
you say, traumatise by ze events of last night, you must
understand, zat ‘is entire crew was keeled as ‘e watched and eet
ees only by ze grace of God zat I still ‘ave an ‘usban’ at
all.”

Fletcher sat
back on the chaise lounge and tried to look traumatised. It wasn’t
difficult, suppressing the laughter that threatened to bubble out
between his compressed lips gave the appearance of imminent
nausea.

The men stood
in the centre of the room, fingering their bowler hats nervously.
Fletcher got the impression that they were not at all used to women
telling them what to do. He was almost right. In fact, the
policemen, for all his trepidation, had only come to get his first
hand statement on the events of the night and were not there to
interrogate in any way at all. As soon as he had given his hesitant
version of the raid, they seemed more than content and turned to
leave. Fletcher was just beginning to wonder what all the fuss had
been about, when one of the policemen paused on his way to the
door

“Oh, just one
other thing...Mister Darcy, Madame...there will be a visit from an
Army officer shortly.” he smiled faintly. “Shouldn’t take up too
much of your time.”

Fletcher
removed his hand from his eyes, where he had placed it dramatically
while relating a particularly heroic part of the raid and looked at
Claudette.

“An Offizier
Millitaire, Monsieur?” She responded.

“Yes Madame, an
intelligence h’officer, I understand, ‘e was down the police
station first thing this morning. Very interested in yore husband
‘e was. I don’t know for sure but he seems to be something to do
with a committee that goes around gathering information on these
raids. He says ‘e’s coming straight here...soon as we get back, ‘e
says. Goodbye, Sir, Madame.”

There was
silence in the room and then Claudette frowned, pursing her lips.
Suddenly she bent and retrieved her hat,

“Time to go
Fletch.” she said, replacing the long pin. “Grab your stuff, we’re
leaving.”

Fletcher was a
little puzzled by her abrupt manner. He had been impressed with the
way the actress had handled the Police and couldn’t think why the
Army officer wasn’t going to be just as easy. He said so.

“Because
Fletch,” she answered, adjusting the wide brim of her hat, “the
last person you are going to talk to is somebody that matters. An
army intelligence officer could just be one of those people.
Intelligence, Fletch, these people gather information and then use
it, do you understand?”

Fletcher still
wasn’t sure that he did.

“So what
difference does that make?”

“I’ll try to
put it in simple terms.”Claudette was in a hurry, but she made an
effort to be patient. “It doesn’t matter what you say to a couple
of nondescript coppers. All they were doing is taking a statement
for the public record. The Army will want to know about the bombs,
the Zeppelin, the manner of the attack, how many times it came
over, and finally, as a professional fireman, what you think the
German Commander was aiming at. Am I getting through to you
Fletch?”

But Fletcher
wasn’t giving up just yet. What he really wanted to know was where
this somewhat (in his opinion) mediocre actor featured in the
scheme of things. The other thing he wanted to do, in the worst
possible way was to bolt out of the room and retrieve his watch
from the Fire Station. He didn’t think he would feel anything even
remotely approaching a sense of security until he had that
particular item back in his now excessively sweating hands. But for
the moment, he had some questions to ask. Maybe his ‘wife’ could
answer them.

“Claudette,
what about the Doctor?”

“What about the
Doctor, Fletch.” Claudette was no longer making an effort, “Look,
we have to leave before this officer gets here. Come on, we can
talk on the way if you insist.”

“On the way to
where? Where are we going? The only place I want to go at this
moment in time is back to the Fire Station.”

“Why?”
Claudette raised her eyes skywards in exasperation and reached into
her bag. “So you can retrieve this!”

Fletcher found
himself staring at the familiar shape of his missing pocket
watch.

“How did you
know where it was.”

“I didn’t,” she
answered flatly, “this one is mine, but it will do the job so long
as you stand close enough to me when I press the button. Now come
on!”

Fletcher found
himself propelled through the door and out into the corridor.

“What now?” he
asked nastily. “A moonlight flit down the fire escape like a pair
of lovesick teenagers?”

Claudette shot
him a withering look.

“Be nice to me
Fletcher, or I might just collect Diaz from where I left her and
leave you here.”

Fletcher’s mind
was working overtime as the hurried down the corridor towards the
lift.

“Diaz?” He
asked, frowning as he raked through his memories. “Wasn’t that the
U.S. Marine that was sitting with the Colonel and his mates at the
briefing? Isn’t she some kind of medic?”

“Yes she was,
and yes she is. At least I’m told she’s attached to Rory’s group.
And to answer your somewhat snide comment about the back stairs,
your heroism of last night has all of the staff bowing and scraping
at your feet, so anything you might care to tell them will be
accepted as the word of God. You have about thirty seconds to come
up with a good story.”

They had
reached the lift by now and they pushed the ornately surrounded
bell to summon the lift car. As the machinery hummed into life,
Fletcher repeated his earlier question about the Doctor he had met
in the air raid.

“What about
him.”

“What I’m
trying to tell you is that Doctor Greenhouse was there too. The
officer will question him as well won’t he?”

“Fletch, please
try to understand where you are and who you are. Steven Greenhouse
can tell the Army nothing that they don’t know already.” she paused
for a second. “He’s not going to be around very long anyway.”

Fletcher jerked
his head up, frowning.

“How do you
know that?”

“Fletcher!” The
woman exclaimed, “For God’s sake, we’re time travellers, we ran
this whole scenario through the computer. Of course we know what
happens. The doctor gets gangrene, they take his leg off, and then
he dies from the shock of the operation. End of story”

The lift
arrived and they stepped in, the close proximity of the attendant
silencing their conversation as they descended.

“I’m sorry,”
Claudette continued in hushed tones as they moved out of the car
into the lobby.

“but that’s
just the way things are here. Get used to it. But to answer your
question, I can’t let you talk to the officer because of your
modern perspective. Think about it for a second,” she hissed. “How
are you going to explain the modern methods of fire fighting that
you employed? How would you explain the miraculous application of
advanced C.P.R. And try as you might, you’re never going to avoid
letting slip what you thought the Germans were trying to do.”

Fletcher looked
thoughtful,

“You mean, do I
think the bastards were deliberately committing murder last
night?”

“Well, do you
think they were?”

“Yes I do, they
bombed directly into the fires that were started on the first run.
It’s the only thing they could have aimed at so accurately.

Claudette
looked strangely relieved.

“And how do you
feel about that Fletch?”

That one was
easy

“I hate the
Bastards.”

Fletcher had
spoken the words without thinking, but he happened to be looking at
Claudette's face. The faint expression of relieved satisfaction was
only there for a second, but it was unmistakeable.

“That is
precisely the reason you cannot talk to the military about last
night,” She continued smoothly. “If it became general knowledge
that the German Navy is deliberately terror bombing, then the
clamour for retaliation would be overwhelming, and Britain doesn’t
have anything like the resources for that yet. For all we know, it
could put the whole priority of the war effort onto the wrong foot.
You do see what I’m getting at?”

Fletcher could
see only too well. He had felt the same fear earlier on when he
thought he might have interfered too much in the time period. They
passed the Concierge’s station and Fletcher gave the man a lordly
wave as they went by. Claudette had been right, apart from semi
military salutes and polite bows; the staff did not impede them at
all.

Out in the
street, they walked quickly down the block and turned into the next
cross street, slowing their pace. Claudette entwined her arm in his
and they strolled companionably along the flag stones.

“Why did you
bring Diaz?” Fletcher asked

“There was a
possibility that you might have got yourself injured last night,”
Claudette answered, “She’s supposed to be very good at battleground
injuries.”

Fletcher
stopped dead in his tracks as a few realisations and awful truth
finally dawned on him.

“You knew! You
bastards, you bloody knew.”

Claudette
looked at him sideways,

“Knew what,
Fletcher?”

“Cut the crap
Madame! You set this up from the start. What did that ice bitch do?
Run me through her fucking smartarse computer. Is that what this is
all about? Wind Fletcher up? Watch him perform?”

The woman
stared straight ahead

“Yes,” she
answered tonelessly, “If you like.”

Fletcher stood
looking up into the actor’s eyes. Her expression was professionally
blank. Almost. As he looked, he thought he could detect, just
faintly, a tiny flicker of sympathy beneath the veneer of her
character. Suddenly the indignation that had been welling up in him
in response to the manipulation left him. He fancied he could
actually feel it drain away through the soles of his shoes into the
pavement. Claudette seemed to sense this and waited, watching the
emotions fight their way across his face as he wrestled with the
inner turmoil. She knew the struggle wouldn’t last long and anyway,
she reflected, they were well within budget, time-wise. The
sympathy that Fletcher had detected was real; Claudette had been
given a full briefing and she had studied the man’s profile before
she left. She had a fair idea of what the fireman was going
through.

Fletcher was
doing some more mental self-diagnosis. What, he asked himself, did
he expect? These people wanted him to perform a specific task. In
order to do that task successfully he had needed an attitude
change. There was no way the old Fletcher would have willingly
taken part in this war, or any war for that matter.

His new
employers had manoeuvred him into a situation they knew he couldn’t
resist. And, apparently, he had responded exactly in the way they
had wanted. The question was, he asked himself again, had it all
worked? Was he now ready to run the scenario for them and in so
doing, possibly cause the deaths of what the old Fletcher would
have called innocent people, notwithstanding the uniform they
happened to be wearing at the time.

Fletcher
thought about that for a hard minute. Hate, his shiny new emotion,
screamed ‘YES, YES, A THOUSAND TIMES YES!’ but he was finding the
strident voice of his new feeling a little wearing at the moment,
so he silently told it to go and stand in the corner while he
thought about something else.

At last,
Fletcher decided that what he didn’t like was being manipulated. He
decided he didn’t like all of his personality being on a data file
for some nutty professor with a ‘B’ grade blue movie flick hang-up
over her name to peruse and share at her leisure. And finally he
decided, what he really didn’t like, quite apart from the German
military machine of this particular time, was being thought of as
predictable.

As he stood
there, looking into Claudette’s distractingly lovely face, the germ
of an idea started to grow in his mind. He looked on as it matured,
and decided he liked the colour. ‘Time to change the pattern, girls
and boys.’

He smiled.

“I suppose a
little nudging in the right direction was needed, wasn’t it?”
Fletcher made his voice sound neutral. “I mean as killers go, I
hardly measure up alongside the Colonel and his mates, do I?”

The woman
relaxed, the profile had been right, completely predictable. She
fed him his next cue;

“No Fletch, we
don’t need you to be like the Colonel, we just wanted you to care a
little about what we’re doing, or trying to do.”

Give him a way
to admit to himself that he’s not really doing what you want, even
if he is, Debbie had said. And she was right, of course. Even as
she watched, Claudette could see the acceptance of the argument in
Fletcher’s eyes as he thought himself into it.

“Yes, I see
that it was necessary to go through that raid last night to get a
perspective on what was going on here. Yeah, OK.”

Fletcher let
his shoulders relax in a show of acceptance. Placing the woman’s
arm through his own once more, he turned and continued their
interrupted progress along the footpath. Claudette looked down at
the man by her side, a thoughtful expression on her face.

On the face of
it, Fletcher appeared to be simply enjoying the morning. All traces
of anger and worry had been erased from his face, which now bore a
wide smile. ‘Well,’ she reflected, ‘it is a beautiful morning.’

The sun’s rays
slanted down past the buildings and dappled the pavement through
the leaves of the small beech trees that lined the street, giving
the scene a fresh innocent look that seemed to deny the tragedy of
the night before. Indeed, it was only very occasionally that the
faintest zephyr of wind brought with it the ugly, pungent whiff of
smoke from the raid’s still smouldering aftermath.

Claudette
couldn’t help feeling almost disappointed by the man’s conformity
to a computer-generated profile. It made him seem just that little
bit artificial. She knew this was unreasonable. She knew that the
poor man really had had no choice, his profile was just that, his!
He had to conform, given the correct set of circumstances. She knew
all that and yet she still felt mildly disappointed. She had
expected something more from this Fireman. Just what that something
was, she had no idea.

“Where did you
leave our medical partner by the way?”

The sound of
Fletch’s voice brought her out of her reverie and she smiled as she
answered.

“I left her on
the sea-front with a stick of rock,” The smile turned wicked.“She
didn’t seem to know what to do with it.”

“Let’s join
her, shall we?”

“If you wish.
Then we can think about getting back to the lab. That is if you
think you’ve seen enough?” She left the question in the air.

“Oh yes, I
think the skip has had its desired effect, don’t you?”

Claudette was
puzzled and she didn’t quite know why. Fletcher was giving her no
clues. The almost idiotic grin of acceptance was back on his face,
if indeed it had ever left, and all seemed right with his world. As
they came to the end of the road and turned right onto the sea
front, she put her feelings aside, and began looking for Diaz. They
saw her almost immediately, and she felt Fletcher jerk in surprise
as he recognised the heavily disguised form of the Medic.

For her skip to
this period, Debbie and her staff had decided that the muscular
figure of the marine would be best hidden in the role of a street
beggar. Something which they evidently thought her short hair and
slightly swarthy features would lend themselves to. They had been
wrong. Fletcher could see \the effect that they had been trying
for, but at the moment he couldn’t think of anybody or indeed,
anything, that looked less like a down-and-out street dweller than
Diaz, U.S. Marine Corps. (Ret)

“This is a
joke, right?” He asked the actress at his side.

“Not the
absolute apex, is she? Don’t blame me, Fletch, it wasn’t my
idea.”

“Then what
idiot thought she could pull this off?”

Claudette
grinned

“Weel…I don’t
want to name anybody specifically...but I think a certain research
person with an annoying habit of tapping her fingers has just made
a very bad enemy!”

Fletcher
agreed. The poor girl had been dressed in a shabby suit consisting
of a pair of filthy frayed trousers and dark coat, which she was
wearing along with a semi permanent scowl. The ensemble was
finished to perfection by crocodile jawed boots which seemed
completely free of any kind of laces. At her feet was a very
battered carpet bag, which he supposed contained her medical
kit.

The miserable
apparition glanced in their direction and the scowl deepened as she
recognised them.

“I was about to
give up on you, sister.” The medic grated, “Another ten minutes and
I was going to press my joy button and fuck off back to educate
that white coated bitch on how I like to dress.”

Fletcher didn’t
quite know how to handle this girl, but Claudette didn’t seem
bothered by the foul-mouthed ex-marine.

“Hullo Diaz,”
she said brightly, “glad to see you kept yourself out of trouble.
Did you finish your stick of rock?”

The girl turned
and looked pointedly at a sign on the beach that had, at one time
advertised the cost of hiring deck chairs. That was until an nine
inch length of hard, peppermint flavoured rod had splintered it in
two.

Fletcher was
impressed. Claudette wasn’t

“That’s a neat
trick, I suppose you passed out in the top five of your class in
unarmed candy combat, did you?”

Diaz ignored
the sarcasm.

“I see you
found wonder-boy,” she gave Fletcher a sour look. “is he
damaged?”

Fletcher
answered for himself.

“No, I’m not,
except for a few scrapes that I don’t think I need hospitalisation
for.” He grinned at her, hoping that she had a sense of humour, or
failing that, no more sticks of rock. “Thanks for your heartfelt
concern.”

The medic’s
scowl turned rapidly to an expression of disgust.

“Swell! So
after all that and all this,” she said indicating her outfit with a
contemptuous wave of her arm, “You didn’t Goddamn need me
anyway!”

“Don’t worry
Diaz,” Fletcher smiled suddenly, “I don’t think your talents are
going to be wasted,” He looked deliberately at Claudette as he
continued, “I’ve got a small job for you.”

The woman’s
eyebrows rose in surprise. This was unexpected.

“What do you
mean, Fletch? We’ve got to go, you said yourself that this skip has
served its purpose.” She tried a forcefulness she didn’t feel, “Now
come on don’t be silly,” she reached into her bag. Fletcher was a
split second ahead of her and grasped her arm.

“Not yet
Madame, if you don’t mind. As I said, I’ve got a small job for our
friend here before we return to the arms of the lovely Debbie.”

Claudette
gasped, more in surprise than pain.

Diaz didn’t
move, she remained leaning against the rail, looking at the new
developments with interest. Claudette tried again.


“Fletch...Please...you’re hurting me...Let me go, we’ve got to get
back…”

Fletcher
ignored her.

“Tell me Diaz,
what do you carry in the way of heavy duty antibiotics?”

In a voice that
betrayed no expression what so-ever the marine answered.

“I’ve got quite
a selection, wonder-boy. Did you have anything specific in
mind?”

“Yes I do. And
you can stop calling me ‘boy’, wonder or otherwise. My name is
Fletcher, as you well know, or if you prefer my friends call me
Fletch. Another choice would be my nickname of Spook, take your
pick, but call me boy again and it’s peppermint rock at ten paces
lady, just you and me.”

Suddenly Diaz
grinned widely.

“Hey OK! I
think I’m gonna like you Spook, you’re alright. Go ahead, shoot,
what did you have in mind?”

Fletcher
glanced at his captive, who during his sparring with Diaz had
stopped her struggling. He looked into her face. Strangely he saw
no anger there, just curiosity. Turning back to the girl, he
said.

“A good friend
of mine was wounded last night. He caught a shell fragment in the
knee. Miss Claudette here tells me he’s going to die a fairly messy
death in a couple of weeks. We need to prevent the onset of
gangrene, can you do that?”

Claudette found
her voice.

“Ohhh no..!
Fletcher...no, you can’t! It’s interfering, you’re not supposed
to...” There was no slackening in his grip. “Fletcher, please,” she
tried again. “we can’t do this, you don’t even know where he’s been
taken. Please...look, just let me go. We’ve got to get back, we
don’t have time for this.”

Fletcher
released her arm and stepped back, swiftly putting about ten paces
between them. He raised his voice,

“Don’t have
time? That’s a bloody joke. We’re time travellers, remember. We’ve
got all the bloody time in the world!” He took another step
backwards. “Now I don’t claim to be an expert, but I don’t think
your gismo has the range to skip me back to our present from this
distance. So if you want to get back to Debbie and her mates,
please, go right ahead, push the button, I’m going back to the
Hotel.”

There was a
silence between them, broken only by the faint sound of the surf
and the cries of the seagulls as they dived on the foreshore,
fighting over scraps of beach refuse.

“You can’t go
back there Fletch,” Claudette called, “I told you, on no account
can you talk to the Army, I can’t let you do that.”

Fletcher backed
away a little further,

“Sorry, but I
don’t think you can stop me.”

Claudette
looked at Diaz in desperation

“Sorry sister,”
the ex marine smiled and shrugged. “I’m all out of sea-side
rock.”

“This is
blackmail Fletch, you’re not supposed to do this.”

“Oh, you mean
it’s not in my profile. It wasn’t predicted?” Fletcher grinned in
triumph. “Sorry about that, and anyway, blackmail is such an ugly
word, I’ve got another one for you. How about ‘manipulation’”

Claudette tried
one last time.

“Do you really
think you can save the man with one lousy course of
penicillin?”

Fletchers eyes
narrowed.

“That’s up to
Diaz over there, but at least I’ll give the poor bastard a
chance.”

“You know that
leg will never be the same, there are no knee reconstructions in
this era?”

“At least he’ll
live.”

Claudette knew
when she was beaten, and suddenly, for all sorts of reasons, she
felt a lot better about Fletcher Darcy.

“Alright
Fletcher, if Diaz has got something, lets try it.” She closed her
bag. “Come on, I know where they’ve taken him.”

 



**********************************************

 


Libby centred
the controls and tried to do the same with the Cessna in the
gun-sight. Shannon had taken off five minutes before she had, and
the arrangement had been that they would rendezvous at ten thousand
feet over the School.

On arrival, the
instructor’s voice had come through her helmet.

“Hello,
Libby.”

She was a
little disappointed. Although she found the call-signs used by the
American pilots a little silly, deep down, she thought, it would
have been nice to have one. ‘Libby’, would have to do it
seemed.

“Hello, Libby,
can you hear me?” The voice repeated. Thumbing the transmit button
on the underside of the throttle handle, Libby replied.

“Yes, I hear
you, go ahead Shannon.”

“Alright, now
listen carefully, this first manoeuvre will be a high attack from
above and behind. You will be the aggressor, I will be defending.
Is that clear?”

‘Clear enough,’
she had thought, ‘all I have to do is find the bastard.’

Since arriving
at the allotted airspace, Libby had seen no sign of the turbine
Cessna that Shannon was flying for the day’s exercises. She, of
course, was flying the modified SE5. The aircraft had been fitted
with laser ‘guns’ to replace the more lethal cargo normally
carried. If she managed to score a ‘hit’, a receiver on the Cessna
would send a signal to the pilot and also to a smoke generator,
which would then emit a thin streamer of smoke, giving instant
confirmation of success. As far as she knew, the Cessna was not
armed.

A sudden a
faint glint of reflected sunlight had caught her eye and her
attention. She turned her head inside the cockpit and saw the other
machine immediately. The Cessna was about two thousand feet below
her ‘one o’clock’ position.

“ Shannon, I
have you in sight. When do you want me to start?”

A pause, then
the slightly exasperated voice of the instructor had crackled in
her ears.

“I don’t want
to bloody know, Libby! Surprise me, that is after all, the name of
the game, just try to shoot me. I think I’ll know if you’re
successful.”

Libby had felt
silly. Of course he didn’t want to know, you didn’t go up to
somebody and politely say, “Er excuse me, I‘m just letting you know
that I’m about to attempt to perforate your aircraft with high
velocity lumps of lead alloy, thus condemning you to a nasty, messy
death.”

The relative
positions of the two aircraft had not changed and the SE seemed
well set-up. She had taken a deep breath, pulled back on the
throttle and pushed the control column forward, watching as the
other ‘plane swam upwards towards the gunsight reflected on the
windscreen.

And now here
she was. Try as she might, the Cessna proved too elusive. She
simply could not centre the aircraft long enough to trigger her
‘guns’

The attack had
begun well, she had been in a good position, but as she pushed the
blunt nose of the SE down, her speed increased, despite her
throttling back. Shannon saw her angling in from above, trying to
get into a firing position in his six o’clock, and he performed a
basic defensive manoeuvre, which was, quite simply, to turn towards
his attacker. Very basic, very old, and very effective. The outcome
was that Libby watched the Cessna slide rapidly downwards out of
her sights as she overshot hopelessly. The hunter became the hunted
and she froze in horror as the airframe shuddered to the hits
of…what?

Libby looked up
as the impacts sounded across the Perspex of her canopy, and was
shocked to see blotches of bright red paint appear as if by magic.
Twisting in her seat, she looked behind her and gasped
involuntarily. Not twenty yards behind was the familiar nose of the
Cessna with the face of Shannon grinning at her over the
cowling.

His laugh
grated in her ears.

“Sorry about
that Libby. I forgot to tell you about the paint-ball gun I had
fitted to this thing. It’s not very accurate, but at this range who
could miss?”

Libby pushed
her joystick forward and applied left rudder, scooting her biplane
out of the line of fire. Shannon brought the Cessna in close to her
wingtip and they flew in formation.

Libby thumbed
her microphone.

“Alright, what
did I do wrong?”

“You were way
too hot. You set up well, but as I turned, your speed caused you to
over-shoot. Classic mistake by you, classic defensive move by
me.”

“So what do I
do?”

“This time I’ll
be the aggressor. As soon as you see me, I want you to turn hard
into me and then watch what I do.”

Before she
could answer him, Shannon pulled the Cessna into a steep climb,
dropping rapidly behind the Biplane. For about thirty seconds she
lost sight of the other aircraft and she looked around frantically,
dipping first one pair of wings and then the other in an effort to
see Shannon before she was attacked. Just when she was starting to
panic, she saw it; the Cessna was dropping in from above and
behind. Fast. Really fast.

‘All right’ she
thought, ‘turn towards him he said,’ and she started to apply
pressure to the rudder bar and push the stick over in a nice
coordinated turn. Then something in the back of her mind screamed a
warning. This is combat ! The last thing you do is a nice,
coordinated, predictable turn. Without thinking further, she
chopped the power, jerked the nose up until the SE shuddered on the
brink of a stall and then kicked in the rudder all the way. The
small fighter responded by turning one hundred and eighty degrees
very rapidly, and Libby had the satisfaction of seeing the Cessna
pass harmlessly over the canopy in the opposite direction. What
happened next really ruined her day.

The Cessna
seemed to shoot straight up into the vertical, performing almost a
mirror image of her own manoeuvre, but in his case, Shannon did not
cut the power and the plane arced up and over in a graceful curve
that brought it down neatly onto her tail where it stayed. Libby
cringed as she waited for the barrage of paint.

“Nice try
Libby. I thought you’d try something like that, but as you can see
the high-speed yoyo is very effective. In essence you use gravity
to cool a hot approach and if you do it properly, you stay where
you want to be, on the bad guy’s tail!”

Libby had to
agree.

“OK, seems
straightforward enough.”

“Oh it is. It’s
very simple, but remember, it’s the counter to a very basic
defensive manoeuvre.” There was a pause, then, “Now you try.”

Libby squared
her shoulders and took a deep breath, it was going to be a long
day.

Libby climbed
back into position, thinking hard. The name of the game was, in
essence, surprise. Get in, kill, and then go home before the guy
even knows he’s in trouble. If you played it right, the other pilot
would be dead without even seeing you. Libby racked her brains.
Surprise. How to achieve it? More to the point, how to achieve it
on a pilot that was expecting her?

The glare of
sun invaded her cockpit, and she pulled the tinted visor down over
her eyes. The sun! Of course! She almost kicked herself for not
remembering. ‘Use the sun.’ It was the old fighter pilot’s trick,
place yourself in between the sun and your quarry, with the sun at
your back, you become invisible to the other pilot.

Almost
quivering in anticipation, she turned until her tail was pointing
directly at the bright disc and then searched for the Cessna. She
found it almost at once, two thousand feet below and about one mile
ahead, perfectly set up. Remembering her mistake from the last
attempt, she applied full throttle and pushed the nose of the SE
down until it was pointing just below the other aircraft. The
Cessna leapt towards the middle of the gun-sight, it was evident
that Shannon had not seen her in the glare of the sun and her
finger caressed the trigger in the head of the joystick. She wanted
to be close. She wanted to see the look on the other pilot’s face
as she triggered the laser ‘gun’.

So she waited.
Libby waited until the Cessna had not only filled the reflected
image of the sight, but also the entire windscreen. Then, when she
judged it close enough, her finger moved to press the trigger. In
the split second before the laser could register a hit, everything
changed. Suddenly, instead of looking at the familiar shape of a
Cessna tailplane, the view altered and now she was looking at empty
air. Shannon and his machine had vanished.

‘This wasn’t
fair,’ she thought, ‘how am I supposed to shoot down a fucking
magician.’ Then she found him again. The Cessna had pulled the same
stunt again, although, in this case the manoeuvre had been far more
violent on account of Shannon not seeing the SE until it was almost
too late. Libby had nearly caught him. Be that as it may, the
Cessna was still turning hard towards her and, if she judged
correctly, her instructor would be in position to repaint her and
the SE in around another two seconds. If she did nothing. She
didn’t. Her brain seemed to be working at light speed as she
calculated her options. Her feet and hands instinctively started to
move the controls in an effort to match the turn of the Cessna.
Then Libby remembered what happened the last time she had tried
that. At it’s present speed, there was no way the SE would stay
behind the target. Once more she would overshoot and once more
Shannon would get a clear shot at her. Then the lesson clicked
home. Stopping the embryo turn, she pulled the joystick back into
her lap, pointing the fighter’s blunt nose at the sky, feeling the
G forces pulling her body down into her seat. As the speed bled
away, she craned her neck in an effort to keep the other machine in
sight.

This time she
kept the throttle all the way forward as she kicked in the rudder
and pulled the nose down below the horizon. And there was the
Cessna, right where it was supposed to be. Right in the centre of
the sight. This time there was no flamboyant point to make. She
didn’t care any more. The Cessna was dead and she wasn’t. With the
precision of a micro-surgeon, Libby closed to the optimum range and
clinically squeezed the trigger. The dense, white streamer of smoke
that heralded her triumph was almost an anti climax.

“Well done
Libby. That was classic. Congratulations, I’m dead!”

Libby took a
deep breath and felt the sweat streaming down her body under the
flying suit. She trimmed the SE to fly straight and level and
released the controls.

It was only
then she realised how much her hands were shaking. And only then,
she realised just how high the adrenalin of the last minute had
pumped her. She couldn’t believe how calm she had felt as she made
the ‘kill’

She thumbed the
talk button.

“Thanks, what
now?”

The reply was
unexpected;

“Home for tea,
Libby.” Shannon sounded cheery, “I’ll buy you a drink.”

 



*********************************************

 


“Here’s to your
first kill, Libby, me!” Shannon raised the square tumbler of scotch
and dry ginger in salute, before swallowing half the contents.
Libby made a token gesture with her bourbon and coke and sipped
thoughtfully. They were both sitting on high barstools in a small
room off the main canteen that had been fitted out as a cosy
private club bar. Shannon took a more conservative sip of his drink
and regarded his pupil. Her reaction to the training flight of that
day was not one that he had expected. He had hoped for something
more exciting.

“Far be it from
me to pry, Libby, but I can’t help thinking that you didn’t quite
have a great time today.”

Libby for her
part was busy trying to come to terms with some conflicting
emotions. On the one hand she had just flown in combat, albeit in
simulation, for the first time. And she had found it the most
thrilling event of her life. If flying had been great, then this
experience was right over the top. On the other, when it came right
down to the actual ‘kill’ she had made no mistake, the adrenalin
had honed her body and reflexes to a fine precision, and she had
felt nothing but a deep sense of calm as she squeezed the trigger.
What was really bothering her was that she had the feeling that she
was going to be very good at this killing game. And she felt
scared.

Suddenly she
realised the truth of the matter, the elusive, not-so-nice truth at
the centre of her feelings. She had enjoyed it. In fact, Libby
Hatfield had had the time of her life. She downed the rest of her
drink and motioned the waiter for another, ignoring Shannon’s
implied question for the moment; she raised an eyebrow at him.

“How about you?
Another?”

The instructor
looked at her carefully then he shrugged and emptied his glass

“Why not?”

Libby nodded
and ordered for him.

“And the same
again for the expert here.”

Shannon noticed
the thinly veiled sarcasm in the pilot’s voice. He had had the
feeling that something was bothering her ever since they had
landed. He thought about the mock combat they had been through.
That move she’d pulled had been nothing short of brilliant, it’d
almost caught him out. But then, he reflected, it had been quite a
while since he’d flown fighters.

Shannon stared
across the bar at the row of expensive liquors on the top shelf but
in his mind, he was seeing something quite different. It had been
quite a few years since the Falklands.

The arrival of
two fresh drinks brought him back to the present. And Libby.

“What’s pissing
you off, Libby?” He asked in a neutral voice. “The fact that you’re
good at this sort of thing? Because it shouldn’t come as a surprise
to you. You know how good a pilot you are. Or is it the fact that
you actually enjoyed squeezing that trigger, making the kill?”

He knew that
his words would get to her, but he also knew that the sooner she
confronted herself with the truth, the sooner he could get on with
teaching her the things she would need to know. He sighed inwardly;
there was still a long way to go.

Libby turned
and looked at him, the beginnings of outrage in her expression.
Suddenly Shannon had had enough. Enough of trying to soften her up,
enough of trying to persuade her gently and enough of feeding her
bloody ego. The girl was good, naturally gifted. She was also a
born hunter, if not a killer. She enjoyed it; the sooner she
admitted it the better. Forestalling the pilot, Shannon spoke
first.

“Listen to me,
before you say something pathetic! Like it or not, you were good up
there today. You outflew me and then you made the kill. And you
enjoyed it. Didn’t you!”

The last words
were spoken loudly and with no little heat. The waiter moved to the
far end of the bar and picked up a glass. He began to polish it,
carefully keeping his eyes on his work and away from the argument
at the other end of his workplace.

Libby recoiled
from her instructor. It wasn’t the words that shocked her, it was
the way they were said. She’d heard far worse from Shannon in the
short time that she had known him. But now he seemed on the verge
of loosing his temper. The problem was, she knew the man was one
hundred percent right. In everything. She just didn’t want to admit
it. Not yet. As it turned out, Shannon didn’t give her the
luxury.

Placing his
face inches from hers and so close she could smell the scotch on
his breath, he continued.

“You enjoyed
yourself today, so why don’t you just grow up and deal with it.” He
leaned back and sipped at his drink. “You can’t avoid it Libby.” He
continued in more moderate tones. “The human psyche is a curious,
but predictable thing. Once it’s found something that it enjoys,
that gives it pleasure, no matter how immoral, it is a strong
person indeed who can resist the urge to do it again, and again,
and again. Libby, don’t you understand? We are not going to judge
you on your morals. We want you to enjoy yourself. In fact, we
would like you to enjoy yourself a lot.”

Libby gave up.
‘What the hell,’ she thought. ‘The bastard was right. She had
always sought excitement and she had discovered today that not only
did she enjoy the hunt and the kill, but that she had a talent for
it as well. Today had been a blast and she decided that she wanted
more. She would deal with the morals later. If she could.

She finished
her second drink with a flourish.

“Well Shannon,
if we’re going to forget morals, you can buy me another. I feel
like getting drunk.”

If Shannon felt
any kind of relief, or indeed any triumph at her acceptance, then
he didn’t show it. Instead of getting her another drink, he
finished his own and slipped off his stool.

“Oh no you
don’t. We’ve got ‘Dawn Patrol’ in the morning and you’re going to
be bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, if I have to strap you into bed
myself. Clear?”

Libby looked at
him sourly.

“Not even one
more for the road?”

Shannon
relented slightly.

“All right, one
more, but lights out no later than twenty two hundred,
understood?”

Libby grinned
and summoned the waiter as the instructor left the bar.

 



********************************************

 


A week later
Libby was doing her walk-round checks of the SE5. Once again, it
had been a week of intensive training, as if Shannon, or whoever
was pushing his buttons, was trying to cram a year’s worth of pilot
experience into as shorter time as possible. After one particularly
gruelling episode, she had climbed, dripping with sweat from the
cockpit and dragged herself over to where Shannon was tying the
Cessna down.

“All right
Shannon, you and I both know that it takes longer than one week to
train a fighter pilot.” She took off her helmet and let it dangle
from her hand. “Christ, it took the Brits at least three months to
turn out their particular brand of cannon fodder during the Battle
of Britain. I know this is no F-16 but what do you expect to get
done in just one week?” She leaned wearily against the wing strut
as Shannon adjusted the tension on the wing tie downs. “Don’t get
me wrong,” Libby continued, “hurling this thing,” She indicated the
SE with a backward jerk of her thumb, “around the sky until I’m
reduced to a quivering, gibbering wreck is my idea of heaven. I
can’t think of anything that I’d rather be doing at this particular
point in time.”

Her instructor
seemed unmoved by her sarcasm. Indeed he gave all the indications
of completely ignoring her as he moved to the tailplane and
proceeded to busy himself with the last tie-down point. Libby
followed, her frustration increasing with every step.

“Shannon, it
takes two years to train a modern fighter pilot, not one week!”

The man
completed his task, squatted on his heels and looked up at his
student.

“Closer to
three actually, what’s your point?”

Libby paused
for a moment.

“The question I
am asking, Shannon,” she continued finally, “is what am I meant to
be doing? The point being, that as good as I am, not even you can
make a combat pilot out of me in just one week.”

Libby spoke
slowly and deliberately, she didn’t want any more evasion and she
felt, once again, that she was owed some answers. Shannon stood up
and walked slowly over to where the SE5 stood clicking and pinging
softly as the turbine cooled. Libby followed. The instructor was
leaning on the cockpit coaming as she caught up. Reaching inside
Shannon rapped his knuckles against the inside of the fuselage.
They made a dull, metallic sound.

“Hear that,
Libby?” Not being deaf, she nodded. “Titanium.” He said flatly,
“completely surrounds you.” He tapped the perspex of the canopy,
“bullet proof polycarbonate.” He pointed at the blunt nose, “over
one hundred percent power increase on the original, giving you a
massive speed advantage over most of the German machines you are
likely to encounter.” He finished his short inventory and looked at
her inquiringly. “Do you really think you need to be a fighter
pilot? That’s not what it’s all about Libby. I thought you’d at
least guessed that much. I’m teaching you the basics of air combat
tactics so you can get to the main task of cooperating with our
team on the ground without too much interference from the enemy air
service. We think that the most you’ll have to do is chase some
inquisitive birds away. Unless you are extremely stupid, I don’t
think there was anything flying in nineteen sixteen that could do
you much in the way of damage.” he levelled his gaze at her. “Do
you?”

Libby spoke
slowly, again;

“So when do we
get to ground attack, or am I supposed to know about that
already?”

“No, you’re
not, and we get to ground cooperation next week, or as soon as I
satisfy myself that you’re up to speed on these basic combat
manoeuvres.

Shannon had
looked at the setting sun, it had been just about to kiss the
horizon, and the few clouds were starting to turn a delicate shell
pink. Then he had turned back to her with a nasty expression on his
face.

“Looks like
there’s about forty minutes to last light, just enough time to get
in a few more high and low yo-yos, you were a bit rough up there
today.” he pointed upwards. “Off you go.”

Libby stared at
the man’s retreating back. She could feel the sweat running down
between her shoulder blades, and was more tired than she could
remember. Painfully she hauled her protesting body back into the
cockpit and decided that she was definitely starting to hate
Shannon.

That had been
last week and since then, Shannon had professed himself satisfied
with her progress. The subject of ground attack had not been
mentioned again and she was going through her now routine checks in
the belief that this was going to be another day of compressed
learning on fighter tactics. She was swinging her leg into the
cockpit when she was stopped by an unfamiliar voice.

“Libby,” the
voice called. “Could you climb down for a minute, please? There are
some things I have to show you.”

Standing at the
cockpit was a young woman of medium height, her sandy hair pulled
back into a pony tail and almost hidden under a once white baseball
cap. Her features were just bordering on attractive with the almost
too wide mouth and light dusting of freckles. She was smiling up at
the pilot and, as the girl seemed friendly, Libby decided to return
the smile.

Climbing down
as instructed, she noticed that the newcomer was wearing a faded
set of well-tailored khaki overalls.

“I’m sorry,
have we met? “Libby held out her hand in greeting. “You seem to
know who I am.”

The other girl
shook her head and reached out her surprisingly large hand to
enfold the one offered by the pilot, who winced slightly at the
strength of the grip.

“No we haven’t
met, although I’ve seen you around, I’m Leonie Knox. I suppose you
could say I’m your ground-crew.”

Libby blinked,
Ground-crew? She hadn’t given it a thought really, just taking it
for granted that somebody was looking after her fighter,
refuelling, maintaining, and checking on the large number of
systems that need to be checked before an aircraft flies. Of
course, she had always done her pre-flight checks, pilots who
neglected those ran the serious risk of not being pilots for very
long. Gravity tended to weed them out early in their careers. Libby
looked at the newcomer and liked what she saw.

“Very pleased
to meet you at last,” She released the girl’s hand. “thanks for
looking after me.”

“Oh that’s
alright,” Leonie jerked a thumb towards the fighter, “I’m here to
look after our aircraft, but I suppose it’s the same thing.” She
gestured in the direction of the far side of the building, “Listen,
I’ve got a wicked espresso machine over in the office, fancy some
really good coffee?”

Libby
hesitated;

“I think I’m
supposed to be flying,” The pilot allowed her shoulders to droop
slightly. In truth she was just a little tired of flying. It was
nothing that a short break wouldn’t cure, she knew, but after a
solid week of throwing the SE and herself all over the sky, the
thought of more of the same mildly depressed her.

Leonie’s next
words cheered her up.

“No you’re
not.” the girl grinned, “Shannon told me to brief you on the
systems you’ll be using later.” she winked, “But he didn’t say how
long I could take! Come and have a coffee.”

A few minutes
later the two girls were sitting in Leonie’s small office sipping
at couple of perfectly constructed lattes and talking like old
friends. This was hardly surprising; they had a lot in common.
Libby wrapped her hands around her mug and savoured the rich
aroma.

“Tell me
Leonie, apart from general maintenance, what else do you do?”

“I do the lot.”
The girl grinned at her across her coffee cup. “I’m the mechanic,
the airframe fitter and the avionics expert all rolled into one.”
Almost as an afterthought she added, “Oh, and I’m the armorer as
well.”

Libby thought
about that. She hadn’t used any of the Fighter’s awesome firepower
yet. The combat of the last week had only involved the use of the
laser ‘gun’.

Leonie seemed
to read her thoughts,

“I refitted the
GECAL 50 and the microgun this morning,” Leonie said casually.
“She’s fully armed, except for the rockets.”

Libby stared
into her coffee, still thinking hard.

“Leonie, I
don’t really know what you’re talking about.” she looked up, “Apart
from Shannon, nobody has even mentioned the weapons this thing
carries.”

Carefully,
Leonie placed her cup on the small table and stood up.

“That’s OK, I’m
supposed to fill you in.” she wiped the froth from her mouth with
an old rag, “Don’t look so worried, the whole system was designed
to be simple to operate. You’ll be happily blowing things to bits
in no time.”

Libby glanced
at the other girl to see if she was pulling her leg. She
wasn’t.

 



********************************************

 


Libby sat in
the cockpit while Leonie went through the systems one by one.

“OK, main
armament first,” The girl was standing on the wing leaning over the
pilot, as she spoke she slapped the end of the cylindrical barrel
buried in the cowling. “The GECAL 50, short for General Electric
Fifty Calibre. It’s capable of firing four thousand rounds per
minute but, as you know, we had to fit an interrupter gear. That
brings the cyclic rate down to just a fraction under three thousand
five hundred, give or take.”

Libby looked up
at her quizzically;

“Leonie, I’m
not complaining, but why a machine gun? Most fighters are armed
with a twenty or even thirty millimetre cannon these days, as far
as I know they’re all made by the same company. I had the
impression we were going for the biggest bang per buck.”

“You’re talking
about the Vulcan,” Leonie nodded. “A good weapon, but for your
purposes, it would be a real overkill, if you’ll pardon the pun.
No, the tried and true fifty cal is just what you need.” The pilot
still looked uncertain, “You’ve been watching too many movies,
Libby. Hollywood has done a great injustice to this gun. I’ll give
you an example, go to a city, any city and have a good look around
you. If somebody cuts loose with one of these, you’d be hard put to
find something, anything to take cover behind.

Libby looked at
the gun again. She felt suitably impressed.

“Trust me
Libby,” Leonie continued, “this is the best gun for our purposes
and as a bonus you can carry almost twice the ammunition that you
could if this was a cannon.”

The pilot
nodded,

“OK, how do
I…?”

“Fire it?”
Leonie finished for her.

Again, Libby
nodded.

“The same way
you fired the laser, use your Head Up Display, or HUD, for the
sight and press the right hand trigger on the spade grip.”

“Simple
enough,” she answered, “Shannon mentioned another gun?”

“Ah yes the
microgun, I was really pleased with this.” Leonie motioned upwards
at the centre section of the upper wing. “We managed to make it
look just like the original Lewis gun, the large air cooled casing
helped, but the microgun is a small calibre version of the GECAL50
in fact its only 5.56 millimetre but it can fire at over ten
thousand rounds per minute.” She let that sink in. “We think that
this gun will prove useful in air to air combat, the calibre sort
of limits its use in the ground attack role.” Here Leonie smiled
again, “We’ve mounted the bullets in two coaxial feed drums, again
like the Lewis; but they only hold a thousand rounds each, when one
is empty, the feed switches to the other automatically. Your
ammunition is limited to two thousand rounds or twelve seconds, so
use them carefully. No frills on this gun, in fact it was almost an
afterthought by the designers,” She nodded at the pilot, “I’m sure
you’ll find a use for it. You fire it with the other trigger, by
the way, right beside the first one.”

Libby fingered
the two levers nervously, then moved her hands away guiltily.

Leonie
chuckled.

“It’s OK Libby
you have to arm your weapons circuits first.” She pointed at what
looked like the magneto switch, “There you are, master arm switch,
until you flip that, you may as well be flying the Cessna.”

“I thought that
was the magneto.”

The mechanic
chuckled again.

“Oh Libby,
nothing is as it seems.” She leaned into the cockpit. “OK, lets
look at the dashboard while we’re here.”

Libby looked,
and started in her seat. The familiar, if archaic looking
instruments she had been using, had disappeared. ‘No’, she
corrected herself, ‘that wasn’t right, they’re still there, they
just look a little different.’

Leonie
explained,

“All of your
flight instruments are now displayed on the HUD, the engine gauges
remain the same, but the altimeter on the dash is now the main
targeting screen, don’t worry, I’ll explain it all later. The fuel
system is, of course, automatic on this engine and so the fuel knob
now serves as your weapons selector, you know, rockets, bombs,
what-have-you.”

Libby reached
out and touched the weapons selector gingerly.

“Rockets?”

“Yep!” Leonie
grinned wolfishly. “Ain’t technology wonderful?”

The pilot
wasn’t sure about ‘wonderful,’ but ‘lethal’ was a word that sprang
readily to her mind. She forced herself to concentrate as the
technician went on to explain the weapons system.

“The release
for all external stores is on the underneath of the throttle, next
to the radio talk button, try not to mix them up; and the infra-red
designator, should you need it, is triggered by the button on what
used to be the mixture lever. Clear?”

Libby glanced
down at the throttle handle, and received another surprise. Instead
of the old handle, which had been simply a knob on the end of a
brass lever, the new one was almost modern in appearance, being a
‘T’ bar affair. Reaching out her left hand Libby grasped the handle
and felt the row of buttons set into the underside of the handle.
There seemed to be an awful lot of them. Feeling with her thumb,
she came across another curiosity. Protruding slightly from the
right hand end of the throttle handle was a small rubber…nipple was
the only word she could think of. Feeling at it with the ball of
her thumb, she found that it moved quite freely in all directions.
Leonie looked on, an amused smile playing around her mouth.

“Ah, I see you
found the ‘clit’.”

The pilot
wasn’t quite sure she’d heard her correctly.

“What did you
call it?”

Leonie burst
out laughing.

“I’m sorry, I’m
not laughing at you, but you should have seen the look on your
face!” The mechanic tried to look serious and failed miserably.
“I’m sorry, Libby,” she said again, “The term ‘clit’ has, in the
last couple of years crossed over into the jargon of this great
computer age that we live in and is simply a name for a compact
visual display pointing device. A mouse, if you like. They used to
be on some laptops, until touch-pads replaced them.” Libby had
jerked her hand away from the handle, now she returned her grip,
and put her thumb gingerly on the small rubber knob.

“Let me guess,
this thing was named by a man, right?”

Leonie
shrugged.

“Search me,
look, you can call it what you like, it’s really just a small
joystick.”

Libby gave her
a hard look.

“Amounts to the
same thing doesn’t it?” The technician ignored her. Libby gave up.
“So what does it do?” she asked

Leonie leaned
over and flipped the arming switch for the weapons circuits.
Nothing much seemed to happen at first then, faintly, the pilot
could make out a low humming noise, almost at the threshold of her
hearing, as the equipment stirred into electronic life. Scanning
her instrument panel, she found that some of the gauges had
changed. Instead of the stark, white on black increments of the
altimeter, there was now what appeared to be the luminous screen of
a small television set. In the centre of the softly glowing screen
was a small cross hair. She had been idly moving the ‘clit’ with
her thumb as she looked at the screen, and found to her surprise
that the crosshairs moved in concert with the device.

“Infra-red
targeting designator,” said Leonie, by way of explanation.
“Switchable through normal vision and enhanced night scope. Those
are the other buttons you were playing with on the throttle, by the
way.”

Libby felt
under the handle and pushed at one the controls. Nothing
happened.

The technician
leaned over her shoulder and poked a finger at the weapons select
switch.

“Well done
Libby, you just attempted to launch a rather expensive missile at
the hanger doors. Luckily this,” she tapped the switch again, “was
set on ‘safety’, and there were no rockets anyway. How about you
wait until I’ve told you everything before you press anything
else?”

Libby snapped
her hands away from the controls as if they were red-hot and placed
them carefully in her lap.

Leonie pushed
at her shoulder,

“Hey, no need
to panic. That’s why I’m here; to keep you out of trouble. Trust
me,” She gave the pilot a friendly wink, “I’m your
ground-crew!”

“OK,” The pilot
smiled back at the other girl, liking her more as the day went on.
“just don’t try to sell me a used car, alright?”

“Understood,
now can we move on?”

Libby
nodded

“You were
talking about the infra-red...something or other…?”

Leonie reached
in and pressed one of the buttons on the throttle bar causing the
instrument that used to be the altimeter to glow with a faint
greenish hue.

“This is your
primary targeting display, it’s fed by information gathered from
the various sensors built into the airframe, don’t bother to look
for them, because most are hidden or disguised. In addition to the
designator, there is radar, of course, and an optical system that
feeds the display with constantly updated data. In other words, a
moving, real time map display of the terrain you are flying over.
As I said earlier, this display is available in various modes,
infra-red and night vision being the most useful. All modes are
switchable from the one control under the throttle, you simply
toggle between the ones you want. OK so far?”

Libby nodded
again, although she had never seen such an instrument, it didn’t
mean that she had never heard of one. She recognised the device as
one that most modern attack aircraft were fitted with and although
the instrument wasn’t simple to operate, she saw no reason as to
why it would be beyond her capabilities.

Leonie must
have guessed at her thoughts.

“Don’t worry,
we’ve taken into account that you’re not a fighter jockey in the
true sense of the word and a lot of the functions are
automated.”

The pilot was
relieved to hear it and said so.

“Libby, don’t
forget the main difference in the combat you’re going to be going
into and today’s high tech world.”

Libby twisted
in her seat and looked at the other girl over her shoulder.

“You mean
speed.”

Leonie
nodded.

“Fighter pilots
today have to make split second decisions, their closing speeds are
phenomenal, that’s why everything has to be to hand, all their
information must come to them with a minimum of effort. In nineteen
sixteen the top speed of most of the warplanes was only just over
one hundred miles an hour. In comparison to today’s aircraft, these
guys moved in slow-motion, you’ll have time to spare if you’re
careful.”

She paused,

“And you are
going to be careful aren’t you? I like my aeroplane, and I like it
even better when it’s in one piece. Please don’t bend it.”

“I’ll try to
remember that, Leonie, I don’t feel like getting bent along with
it.”

“Great.” Leonie
smiled again, “Now, if you look at the target display, you’ll have
already noticed the crosshairs move in relation to the input from
the ‘clit’,” again, Libby nodded. “OK, when you see a likely target
on the screen all you have to do is place the crosshairs over it,
push the ‘clit’ in to lock the designator and if you are within
range release a missile,” Here the girl showed her teeth in a wry
grin, “We call them ‘Vixens’ by the way, which will then home on to
the reflected emissions from the target.” She smiled. “As they say
‘Fire and Forget’. In other words you are free to take evasive
manoeuvres as soon as you fire.”

“Vixen’s?”

“Yep, catchy
name, hunh?”

Libby shook her
head.

“Sounds a bit
silly”

“Oi!” Leonie
seemed hurt. “I thought that up, and anyway, you gotta have names
for things.”

“Why?”

“Because,” The
tech went on patiently, “when things start getting messy, when
things start to happen fast, it’s useful to know exactly what
you’re referring to. Before you launch something.”

Libby held up
her hands

“Ok, ok. So we
need names, why ‘Vixen’ by the way?”

The tech
grinned again, her good humour restored.

“Cos it’s a
vicious bitch with a brain!”

The pilot
shrugged,

“The natural
enemy of the male.” she sighed to herself, there seemed a lot to
learn and not much time to learn it. “The designator will stay on
the target? No matter what I do?”

“That’s the
theory, yes. In practise of course, the more violent the manoeuvre,
the more likely the infra-red will lose the lock.” The technician
paused. “That’s why the ground team will usually illuminate the
targets for you.”

Libby fingered
the controls, that made more sense. However it would require good
coordination with the men on the ground, she presumed it was going
to be the Colonel and his team, and that would mean good
communications. It would also mean, above all, practice.

A familiar
voice from the other side of her cockpit made her jump.

“Which brings
us to today’s sortie.”

Libby looked
down into the face of her instructor. Shannon had arrived silently
and had caught the last of Leonie’s explanation.

“I see you two
are getting along. Have you finished?”

The question
was directed at the technician, who nodded.

“Yes...for the
moment. I’ve given her the basics, what she needs to do now is
practise. A lot.”

Shannon looked
in at Libby, and motioned her to climb out.

“Yes I agree.
Out you get Libby, we’ll go and get on with the briefing.” He
glanced over the fuselage at Leonie. “You’ll finish arming the
aircraft?”

She inclined
her head.

“Yep, how many
do you want?”

Shannon
grinned,

“Make it a
round dozen,” he watched as the pilot climbed from her seat and
made her way to the ground. “I think Libby’s feeling dangerous this
morning!”

Leonie watched
the pair as they walked out of the hanger and towards the briefing
rooms. She hoped Shannon knew what he was doing. Libby had one week
to learn all of these systems, two if she was really lucky. Leonie
wasn’t sure the pilot was up to the task.

She shook her
head; a lot of the procedures had been automated, and the attack
protocols were nowhere near as complex as the ones a modern jet
pilot had to contend with, but she had taken a liking to the pilot.
Leonie chewed at her lower lip thoughtfully. In her line of work
she didn’t make too many friends, it would be a shame to lose
one.

Deep in
thought, the technician walked over to a stack of dark grey
coloured boxes. She knocked the retaining clip back with the heel
of her hand and with some difficulty withdrew a heavy cylindrical
object about two feet long, and almost three inches in diameter. A
stubby, pointed cone capped one end, while the other ended in a
tubular opening. Leonie reached into the box again, this time
producing a long, thin aluminium rod which she slid into a hole in
the blunt end of the tube, leaving about two feet sticking out.

When she had
finished the object resembled nothing more than a large firework
rocket, like the ones that children sometimes let off for fun.
Strangely this was not too far from the truth. The object was, in
fact, a copy of a ‘Le Prieur’ rocket, a rather crude device that
was fired from allied aircraft during the First World War,
primarily at balloons. At least that’s what it looked like from the
outside. Inside, the weapon was anything but crude.

The Vixen had
been designed by the same people who had engineered the SE5, and
the same innovation was evident. Under the conical cap was a seeker
unit that was designed to ‘lock’ onto the reflected emissions from
a suitably ‘illuminated’ target. Immediately behind the seeker was
the warhead. This consisted of a large, shaped charge fitted with a
dual detonation system. The first trigger was housed with the
seeker, and incorporated a half second delay. This, along with the
specially hardened nose cone would enable the missile to penetrate
concrete bunkers before exploding, thus maximising the effect. The
second detonator was situated in the base of the explosive and was
fired by rapid deceleration. In this mode the shaped charge could
be used against ‘soft’ targets, such as sandbagged emplacements, or
more traditionally, it could penetrate a considerable thickness of
armour-plate steel. Not that there was going to be much of that
where these were going, thought Leonie as she clipped the aluminium
tail to the outer wing struts. The electrical contacts for the
firing and tracking systems clicked into place and the tech tugged
on the missile to check the attachment. The rest of the tube housed
the guidance systems and the motor. This had a short burn time of
ten seconds, but in that time the missile would accelerate to three
times the speed of sound.

When it was
fired, the main body of the rocket would detach from the metal
‘tail’ using it as a launch rail. As it cleared the aircraft,
spring loaded control surfaces would deploy, and the Vixen homed
onto it’s target. The Vixen was fast, it was accurate, it packed a
devastating punch, and Leonie fitted twelve of them to the SE5.
Half a dozen to each side.

She didn’t fit
the napalm canisters to the under wing hard points.

“No point in
over-doing things.” She said to herself.

 



Chapter
Eleven

 


Fletcher was
feeling really silly. He couldn’t help thinking that he had
watched this scene in a very bad movie. In fact, he was sure that
he had. He was standing with his back to a wall, edging his way
down a short corridor hoping that he wouldn’t be noticed. Just how
he expected to escape the attention of anybody who happened to be
looking in his direction, by the act of sliding his torso inch, by
painful inch along the wall, wasn’t at all plain to him. However,
this seemed to by the approved manner in which secretive persons
escaped detection in ‘B’ grade movies. Following this train of
thought he stopped and moved away from the wall. Then, feeling
almost nakedly exposed, but decidedly less silly, he walked
normally along the hallway to the intersection of two passages.

Fletcher made
sure the coast was clear before motioning urgently to his two
companions to follow him. A few seconds later, Diaz and Claudette
joined him. Diaz was looking a little different from the ragged
figure that Fletch had encountered on the Esplanade. Thanks to a
rather hurried visit to the ‘Ladies Ready-to-Wear Emporium’, the
marine was now dressed in a high collared, ankle length dress of
light-grey wool. A pinafore apron adorned the front of the outfit,
while a white lace cap hid her close cropped hair. It wasn’t
perfect by any means but, from a distance, the costume looked
enough like a nurse’s uniform to fool the average person of the
period. They hoped.

Together they
moved swiftly down the new corridor, with Claudette counting the
numbers on the doors as they passed them.

“Three-oh-nine,
three-ten, this is the one,”

Fletcher placed
his hand on the door knob,

“How come he
gets a private room?” he asked, suddenly puzzled.

“How the hell
should I know.” The actor shrugged. “The records show he was taken
to this hospital, and this is his room. Maybe Doctors get more
space than the average punter.”

“Alright,”
Fletcher dismissed the thought. “Diaz and I will go in, you wait
out here, OK?”

“Wait a minute,
this was your idea, you stay outside.”

Fletcher didn’t
have time for this, and his voice had an edge to it as he
replied;

“You’re the
actress, you stay here. If anybody comes past, you should be able
to bullshit your way out of it.”

Claudette
frowned

“What if I
can’t?”

Fletcher sighed
heavily.

“Then you’re a
worse actor than I thought. Look, just stop anyone from coming
through this door for the next…” He looked at the Medic, his
eyebrows raised in question.

“Ten minutes
should be enough.” She responded.

“Ten minutes,”
said Fletcher, “Can you do that?”

Claudette shook
her head, then shrugged

“If I can’t
you’ll be the first to know.”

“If you can’t,
I’ll have to let Diaz deal with them.” Fletcher opened the door.
“I’m sure she’s capable, although I’d guess she’d be a little more
messy than you’d like.”

Claudette gave
him a withering look.

“I’m starting
not to like you Fletcher.”

Fletcher
grinned back at her;

“That would be
a pity.” he said before closing the panelled door and leaving the
actor standing outside in the corridor, wondering what she was
going to do.

‘Oh well’ she
thought, ‘I always did enjoy improv.’

Inside, the
room was sparsely furnished. A wardrobe, a small chest of draws,
and a dresser being the only items of note. The walls were painted
with what appeared to be very old whitewash, and a solitary
gaslight hung from the centre of the cracked ceiling. An iron
framed single bed with a lumpy looking mattress occupied what was
left of the floor space. The sheets, however, looked to be freshly
laundered and starched. Not that any of this mattered to the
occupant of the bed.

Doctor Steven
Greenhouse lay face up on the grey striped pillow, his eyes closed
as the beads of sweat oozed from his pores, gathered in the folds
of his face and then ran down in steady streams to soak the
bedclothes. As they watched, a low moan escaped his lips. Fletcher
at the bedside while Diaz stripped the dressing from the man’s leg,
exposing the wound.

“It looks like
they’ve given him something to make him sleep,” she muttered,
looking up from her work, “probably laudanum, or morphine.” She
paused, “I suppose this is the right guy?”

“Yeah this is
the one,” Fletcher nodded, “although he looks a lot worse than he
did last night.”

“Have a look at
this.”

Fletcher took a
sharp involuntary breath as he saw the wound. The steel fragment
had torn a one-inch hole in the side of the leg, exposing the
severed cartilage and shredded muscle. But what had caused
Fletcher’s shocked reaction was the extent of the infection in such
a short amount of time. He didn’t have to get close. The smell of
faintly rotting meat was unmistakeable. Angry red lines radiated
away from the site and progressed down the calf, while the lips of
the wound themselves appeared purple and swollen.

Diaz was
shaking her head and muttering to herself.

“Can you do
anything?” Fletcher asked

“Oh sure, I can
always do something, I just didn’t expect it to be this bad.” Diaz
finished her examination and bent down to open her medical kit.
“When did you say this happened?”

“Last
night.”

“Something’s
wrong, a wound don’t get this bad in less than twenty four
hours.”

“It definitely
happened last night.” Fletcher shook his head. “I was with him, we
both got hit by the same stick of bombs.”

Diaz shrugged
and took a syringe from her bag. Filling it from an ampoule she
slipped the needle expertly into the patient’s upper arm. Steven’s
eyes flickered open and after a second or two he focused on
Fletcher. The Doctor’s puzzled look was replaced by one of slow
recognition, as he fought his way through the drug-induced
haze.

“Fletcher.” He
said dreamily. “ I didn’t expect to see you again,”

“You never know
your luck Steve.” The Fireman grinned down at him.

“Why…?”

“Did I come?”
Fletcher finished the doctor’s question for him. “Relax, I’ve
brought someone to see you.”

Diaz finished
her preliminary inspection of the wound and elbowed Fletcher out of
the way.

“Steven
Greenhouse, meet umm...Miss Diaz.”

Steven’s pale
features moved in the general direction of a smile, without quite
getting there.

“Look Doc,”
Diaz took over. “we got no time for introductions, so I’m going to
make this quick, can you understand me?”

The Doctors
eyes cleared for a second, and he struggled up onto one elbow.

“Your name is
Diaz, I understand that much, as for anything else, I’m not sure.
Anyway, who are you?”

Fletcher
stepped in.

“Trust me
Steve, we’re here to help, Miss Diaz is…” He racked his brains for
a plausible explanation for the Medic, “umm… attached to my
Brigade.” It was the first thing that came into his head, and
Fletcher’s imagination went into overdrive as he elaborated on the
story. ‘She’s part of a new idea we came up with to put nurses on
the Fire engines to give injured people some comfort on the scene…”
he tailed off as he ran out of ideas.

Again, Steven
tried to smile.

“Good show,
I’ve been trying to get that accepted for months,”

Fletcher’s eyes
widened in disbelief, he thought he’d just come up with the scheme
on the spur of the moment.

“I think our
nurses are capable of so much more than we give them credit for,”
the Doctor went on in a weak voice. “Do you know the Army won’t
even let them drive ambulances in France like the French and
Belgians do?” He finally managed a smile. ‘Good to see the Fire
Brigade agrees with me.”

Fletcher
blinked his mind back to the business in hand.

“Yeah…right,
anyway, Nurse Diaz here has been trying to save your leg,
she…ah…specialises in infectious wounds. I’d listen to her if I
were you, she’s had some remarkable successes.”

Diaz filled a
new syringe and placed it under the pillow.

“This is an
anti infection solution,” Fletcher breathed a sigh of relief, the
marine was on the ball. The words anti-biotic would not only have
been out of place; they would also have confused a situation that
had the potential for complete chaos if the pair of them weren’t
careful.

Diaz was still
speaking.

“You need to
inject it into a muscle tomorrow morning, not before.
Understood?”

Steven
nodded.

“Yes, I think I
can manage that.”

“Good, you’ll
need to hide the needle until then.”

Again, the
Doctor nodded.

“Leave it under
the pillow. They’ve changed the bedding today and they won’t do it
again until tomorrow.” He looked puzzled, “but why hide it?”

Fletcher spoke
up, he was getting good at making up the story as he went
along.

“Let’s just say
this treatment is not widely accepted and maybe the staff here
haven’t heard of it yet,” now that’s an understatement he thought
before going on. “Put it this way, if you use that injection,
there’s a good chance you’ll keep the leg, if you let someone take
it away from you…” he let the words hang in the air.

Steven’s eyes
narrowed, and he nodded tightly.”

“Alright, I
suppose I don’t have anything to lose. Do I?”

Diaz shook her
head, and produced a small brown bottle.

“Damn right you
don’t! Now I’m going to put this on the wound and then I’ll leave
it with you.” She explained as she worked, “ You got to apply it
three times a day and you’ll have to remove the dressing they put
on you. Can you do that?”

Again Steven
nodded and the medic bent to her task, unscrewing the cap of the
bottle. Instantly the room was filled with a pungent smell.
Fletcher’s nostrils twitched, the smell was very familiar.

“Ti tree oil”
he said after a few seconds. “That’s Ti tree oil.”

Diaz looked
up.

“Yeah, so?”

“Nothing...I
just didn’t expect it that’s all.”

Diaz finished
and began to re-dress the wound.

“It’s one of
the best disinfectants around.” She replied shortly. And it’s easy
to get hold of.”

Fletcher
shrugged, and decided to let her get on with it. This was her
department after all.

Diaz was
speaking to her patient again. “If you do everything I told you,
the wound should start to heal in a couple of days. Don’t let them
operate on you and get out of here as soon as you can. As far as I
can tell, you’ve lost a cartilage and your anterior cruciate
ligament. I can’t help you with that.”

Steven set his
jaw and looked back at her.

“You don’t
break things gently do you?”

“I don’t
candy-coat things, Doc.”

“You’re correct
of course.” Steven lay back on the bed and sighed deeply. “I had
surmised that I’d not walk again.”

“Hey...deal
with it” Diaz spoke harshly, even for her. “At least you should
keep the leg, if you’re careful.” She looked at Fletcher. “I’m
finished, can we go now?”

“Good idea, I
think we’ve outstayed our welcome.” Fletcher glanced at the door,
“Lets grab Claudette and get the hell out of here.”

Fletcher leaned
over the bed while Diaz quickly packed up her kit. He was feeling
good.

“We’ll leave
you now Steve. Good luck to you, at least you’ve got a chance to
keep your body together.” At that moment there was the sound of
raised voices from the corridor; Fletcher recognised the
exaggerated accents of the actress. Diaz looked back at him.
Fletcher stood quite still. Suddenly he didn’t feel so good and,
for the moment, he had run out of ideas.

 



*******************************************

 


Claudette had
spotted the small group of people coming around the far corner, and
quickly sized them up. There were two men, presumably doctors. One
was quite elderly, around sixty, she guessed, while the other was
younger, not yet thirty anyway. Several young nurses accompanied
this pair while the last person in the group was clearly some kind
of Matron.

Claudette
regarded this last figure grimly. If she had tried to create a
caricature of a hospital matron, she could not have done any better
than the imposing female that bore down the corridor towards her.
From the white cap to the glimpse of the high-buttoned shoes on her
feet, the plump figure oozed authority. It was present in the
bulldog like set of the face, it was in the tightly corseted but
still heroic chest, and it was in the severely starched fabric of
the snow-white apron that fronted the apparition.

Claudette
figured she had about three seconds before she would have to
explain her presence. She had to come up with a character, and
above all, she had to stop them going into the room behind her.
There was no way Diaz’s ‘costume’ would stand scrutiny by this
group, especially the matron. Her mind worked furiously. Already
she could see eyes turning towards her, some puzzled, some
appraising (the men) but one set were becoming downright
hostile.

She decided to
stay as Claudette-the-ditzy-French-bimbo-helpless-femme. And she
would play to the men.

Taking a deep
breath, she put a hand to her mouth, fluttered her eyelashes,
established eye-to-eye contact with the older Doctor and took two
mincing steps towards the group, effectively closing the last of
the distance between them.

“Oh...oh..! Mon
Dieu!”Looking as flustered as possible, Claudette launched into her
act.

“Thank goodness
I ‘ave found somebody. Please you must ‘elp me...My ‘usban’ ‘e ‘as
disappeared. We come ‘ere to visit one of ‘is colleagues, but we
cannot, ‘ow you say? Locate ‘is room. We cherchez… J’ias desolate,
search for someone to ‘elp, but we can see nobody an’ then we
become separate, I turn aroun’, poof!..‘E is vanish.” She fluttered
her eyelashes again. “Please, you must ‘elp me...I am… ‘Ow you say?
Distraught.”

Her tirade had
effectively stalled any questions from the group, which had been
her intention. However, she was watching the matron out of the
corner of her eye and the look on her face was not encouraging. The
large woman opened her mouth to speak, but fortunately, the elder
Doctor got there first.

“Now, now,
Madame, please calm yourself,” Smiling fondly, he placed a calming
hand on her arm. “there is no need to panic, you’ve lost your
husband you say? I’m sure he can’t be far away.”

The man’s voice
was calm and he had a kindly look to his soft brown eyes. Claudette
began to relax, calculating that she would have the Doctor wrapped
around her small finger in a matter of minutes.

Unfortunately,
the Matron had moved behind her and immediately set about ruining
her plans.

“Madame, if you
will excuse me, perhaps it would help if you could tell us the name
of the gentleman you and your husband were trying to see.” The
matron’s voice was as imposing as her figure

Claudette hid
her frustration as she turned to face the woman, fighting to stay
in character.

“‘Is name
Madame?” she raised a hand to her forehead in a blatantly
theatrical gesture, gambling on the fact that the French were
expected to be emotional, and made a huge show of
absent-mindedness. “Zut, I am so stupid! I ‘ave completely
forgotten ‘is name. Mon Dieu! What am I to do?” turning back to the
elder Doctor, she pretended to half swoon and stumbled heavily into
his arms. “Oh! I am so sorry, I cannot stand.” Burying her face in
his chest, she began to sob loudly.

The doctor
patted her head gently, and made a gesture to the matron, who
mouthed the word ‘smelling salts’ nodded and made off down the
hallway, the student nurses twittering excitedly in her formidable
wake. As their footsteps faded, Claudette smiled into the depths of
the tobacco fragrant tweed jacket.

“I am so
foolish, I be’ave like a frightened schoolgirl,” Claudette summoned
up a brave smile, and watched the old man melt as if she had
applied a blow torch to him, “you will forgive me, yes?” It was all
he could do to nod a couple of times, his eyes almost glazed over
in worship.

Claudette
savoured her triumph. ‘Eating out of my hand in under two minutes,’
she exulted. ‘time for the finale’

She turned the
full force of her smile on the two Doctors, and for the benefit of
her companions behind the door she raised her voice.

“I think I need
some fresh air monsieur’s, eef you could guide me to the entrance,
then my ‘usban’ could not ‘elp but see me when ‘e leaves, n’es
pas.”

Both men
continued to nod their heads like happy puppy-dogs and led her off
in the opposite direction to which the matron and her entourage had
taken. Their footsteps echoed and faded. The corridor was
empty.

The door to
room three-ten cracked an inch and then creaked slightly as
Fletcher widened stepped out cautiously. He looked carefully up and
down the hall, and then whispered over his shoulder. Diaz emerged a
few seconds later and the pair of them made their way out of the
building without further incident.

Outside in the
courtyard, they were greeted by the sight of Claudette, sitting on
an ornate garden bench in the building’s forecourt. She was flanked
by two men, one young and one old, but both competing with each
other for her undivided attentions. Fletcher and Diaz watched the
entertainment for a few seconds before the medic stepped around him
and walked swiftly passed the seated trio, ignoring them completely
as she disappeared up the gravelled driveway. For all the notice
the two doctors took of her, she could have been mist.

Fletcher had
been listening in the room as Claudette had played her scene
outside, so he had a fair idea of how to perform.

“There you
are!” he called in a voice loud enough to cause the pair of Doctors
to jump like guilty schoolchildren. “I’ve been looking high and low
for you. Dearest, where did you go to, I’ve been beside myself with
worry.”

He looked at
Claudette’s companions and sighed inwardly as he realised heI could
have said ‘Ink pink, you stink’, for all it mattered. The two men
were completely under the spell that the actress had woven around
them.

She smiled up
at him, her eyes twinkling.

“Aah, Cherie at
last I ‘ave found you. I am sorry, I was lost, an’ zees kind
gentlemen ‘elp me to find my way again.” She stood up and grasped
both of his hands in hers, “you will forgive your silly wife n’es
pas?”

Fletcher played
his part

“There is
nothing to forgive my dear, I’m just glad you are safe.” He
enfolded the actress in his arms.

“Well done
dear.” he murmured, “You must be a better actor than I
thought.”

He gasped as
Claudette rammed two fingers under his ribs before she disengaged
herself, smiling sweetly.

“Oh! I am
sorry, I zeenk one of my ‘atpins must ‘ave caught you.”

Fletcher rubbed
his side gingerly, and decided it was time they left.

“Yes
well...Come along dear, we mustn’t keep these men from their duties
any longer,” He spoke to the Doctors, “Thank you for looking after
my wife gentlemen, she gets a little flustered sometimes.” He
leaned forward. “She is French you know,” he said in a conspiratory
whisper, as if that explained everything. The pair nodded and,
after kissing Claudette’s hand, bid the couple goodbye and vanished
into the building.

Claudette took
Fletcher’s arm and they walked slowly down the driveway. Diaz
joined them as they emerged onto the quiet street, and

“Alright
Fletch, you’ve had your fun.” Claudette freed her arm and reached
into her bag.

“Now I’m
telling you; it’s time to get back to the lab.” She grasped her
pocket watch with her thumb poised above the winder.

Fletcher smiled
disarmingly;

“Don’t you want
to hear about the patient?”

The actress
shook her head;

“Not really,
it’s quite immaterial what happens to him.”

“Are you sure
you don’t want to know? It’s a good story.”

Claudette held
out the watch towards him.

“You can tell
me all about it back at the lab.”

The knuckle of
her thumb whitened as she started to press down on the button.

“Wait!”
Fletcher’s voice whip-cracked across the space between them, the
urgency in his tone stopping the actress for the moment. “Debbie
wouldn’t like it if I came back too early, after all she did say to
take as long as I like.”

“Ok,” Claudette
sighed heavily. “What do you want to do this time.”

Fletcher
scratched his earlobe

“I’ll tell you
in a minute, but first Diaz has some interesting observations about
the extent of the infection in Stevens wound.”

“Damn right!”
Diaz stepped forward. “According to the Spook here, the man was
wounded around twelve hours ago.” She looked at Fletcher for
confirmation.

The Fireman
nodded.

“That’s
right.”

“No way,” the
medic shook her head emphatically. “There’s no way the infection
could have been that far advanced...You saw it...That leg was
rotting off his god-damn body...”

“So,” Fletcher
cut in, “something strange is going on here; you would agree?”

The question
was aimed at the actor, who nodded a little reluctantly. She didn’t
want to believe any of this. But if she didn’t, then she was
effectively over-ruling both the ‘Problem-Solver’, and the ‘Medic’.
That was her dilemma, she was there to keep Fletcerh out of
trouble, so he could do what he came to do. The reason she wanted
to get him back was that she didn’t fancy explaining things to
Debbie if he got damaged. The sooner she pressed her button, the
safer he’d be. She took a deep breath and tried to think. If the
pair of specialists thought they’d stumbled across something
strange then she supposed they had better try to figure it out.

“OK I agree,”
Claudette said at last. “If Diaz thinks there was something strange
about the wound then there’s something strange about the wound.”
She put the watch back in her bag, “what do we intend to do about
it.”

Fletcher
ignored her for the moment.

“You got
everything you need?” The question was aimed at the marine.

Diaz nudged the
bag at her feet with her toe.

“Yeah, got it
all. Specimens, blood swabs, tissue samples. You name it, I got
it”

Fletcher
nodded

“Good. Off you
go then, tell Debbie we’ll see her in a week or two.” The medic
reached into her bag and pulled out her watch.

“Hang on.” He
held up his hand, “Did you two bring any spare cash?”

It was
Claudette who answered.

“We both
brought ten thousand each, why?”

“I left mine at
the Fire station, along with my watch.” He smiled sheepishly. “I
could use a loan.”

Diaz grinned
slowly as she reached into the bag for the second time. She held
out a large bundle of white bank notes, saying

“You gonna owe
me big time man!”

Fletcher took
the cash and waved it at her.

“It’s only
money Diaz. Tell Debbie to buy you a beer on my account,”

The marine’s
grin grew wider;

“Hell Spook,
that bitch can buy me a whole case of the good stuff on her own
account. We still got to have a talk about how she dressed me for
this god-damn Looney Tunes show in the first place. See Ya”

And she pressed
her button. And then she wasn’t there any more. Fletcher didn’t
really know what he had been expecting, but the Medic’s departure
had been interesting. Or rather it hadn’t. She just wasn’t there
any more.

“That’s
something you don’t see everyday,” he mused.

Claudette’s
voice brought him out of his thoughts;

“So, where do
you want to start?”

Fletcher was
puzzled

“Start
what?”

Claudette
rolled her eyes skywards.

“I thought you
wanted to find out why your precious doctors leg wound was so
bad.”

Fletcher shook
his head.

“No...no I
don’t. That’s Diaz’s department, that’s why I sent her back.” He
took the woman’s arm and started walking back towards the centre of
town. “Inside that bag, she’s got enough material to give our Miss
I’m-a-genius-and-the-rest-of-you-are-cretins Deborah multiple
orgasms for a week, if I’m not mistaken.”

Claudette
stopped, dragging him to a halt.

“Then what are
we going to do?”

“Well my dear
wife,” Fletcher looked up at her and smiled. “I rather fancy a trip
to London.”

 



**************************************

 


The SE5 flew
low over the gently sloping hills that bordered the weapons range.
Colonel Rory Street turned to the man by his side.

“Alright Jacko,
tell her we’ve got her visual, and we’re going to light up the last
pillbox on the trench line,” Raising his binoculars to his eyes he
focused on the concrete structure “Got it Nige?”

Nigel was lying
down with the target designator aimed like a sniper’s rifle.
Through the telescopic sight, he placed the crosshairs squarely on
the thick, concrete flank of the pillbox. “Yeah, Colonel, bang on”
he muttered without moving his eye from the sight.

Libby looked
down as the wheels of the fighter skimmed along, no more than
twenty feet above the ground. The firing range had been laid out on
the other side of the deserted township. The terrain was nothing
more than arid desert and the small mining town had been a
temporary oasis in the wilderness. Now it had acquired another
purpose.

The range was,
in essence, a carefully reconstructed section of trench line from
the western front. There was the notched outline of the front line
trench, running for about half a mile and dotted here and there
with concrete strong-points and pillboxes. A hundred yards behind
this was the ‘second line’ of defence, reinforced with sandbagged
machinegun emplacements. There was a third line of trenches behind
this one, and a support line beyond that. Although Libby hadn’t
seen them, the trenches were populated with grey uniformed dummies,
and the whole scene was as authentic as Geoffrey’s unlimited budget
could make it. Even the shell holes were the right size and
position, although Shannon had thought this was overdoing things a
little.

The instructor
was, at this precise moment, circling the Cessna above the range at
an altitude of one thousand feet. This gave him an excellent
overview of the area. Literally. Earlier, as Libby had flown across
from the school he had given her instructions for the first
attack.

“OK Libby, you
have four minutes to contact. Turn on to a heading of oh niner fife
degrees, arm your weapons circuits and select your first
Vixen.”

Libby had
changed course to the required heading as she reached out and
flipped the magneto switch to ‘on’. Then she twisted the knob of
the fuel selector to the ‘missile’ option. The targeting screen
glowed softly, then lit up in a full colour electronic rendition of
the ground the SE was flying over. Libby acknowledged, and
confirmed that the systems were working.

Shannon’s voice
came back immediately.

“Accelerate to
three hundred knots and descend.”

Libby pushed
the throttle forward and dropped the blunt nose of the fighter,
allowing the airspeed to build rapidly. At twenty feet the ground
was a multicoloured blur racing under her nose and she felt her
shoulders tense as she focused all of her concentration on flying
at this low altitude.

At the
briefing, Shannon had stressed the need for close co-operation with
the ground team. Rory, or one of the others would ‘illuminate’ the
target for her and as soon as her Vixen obtained a solid lock,
indicated by a steady tone in her headset, she was to fire. The
technology would do the rest and a hit was a ninety-eight percent
certainty.

As she peered
through the gun-sight projected on her Head Up Display, Libby
suddenly decided to change the plan. After all, Shannon was always
telling her to show some initiative.

A low ridge was
approaching. Shannon’s disembodied voice came into her ears
again.

“Just before
you get to the ridge, climb to three hundred and listen for
instructions from the ground team. Don’t rush the shot, you’ve got
plenty of time.” There was a pause, the row of hills filled the
sight, just as Libby started to pull back on the spade grip, the
instructor spoke again. “Good luck, and good shooting Libby.”

Things began to
happen quickly as soon as the SE cleared the ridge.

“’Morning
Libby,” Jacko drawled heartily. “Can you see the trench-line?”

At three
hundred feet Libby could see the tumbled ground of the range. As
she she got closer, she began picking out individual features from
her recent briefing.

“Affirmative, I
see it” Actually, she could see all three lines of fortifications,
but again, from the briefing, she knew the target was the front
line of trenches, which was just starting to pass under the nose of
the biplane.

“Bewdy!”
Jacko’s voice came again. “You’re doing good, Nige has lit up the
last pillbox in the front line.”

Libby peered
over the nose at the small grey dot of the emplacement now standing
out clearly against the dull brown earth of the trench. Suddenly an
insistent beeping in her headphones told her that the missile had
acquired the target, detecting the reflected infra-red radiation
from Nigel’s target designator. She looked through the HUD and saw
that a small, square box was being projected over the area of the
target, telling her that the missile had now ‘locked on’ and all
she had to do was press the release button on the throttle. The
tone in her helmet became louder, as if the Vixen was getting
impatient. Not waiting for any further instructions from the ground
team, she hit the transmit button with her thumb while her index
finger caressed the trigger lovingly.

“Target
acquired, locked on, good tone,” Libby lowered the nose. ‘Now,’ she
thought, ‘Time to show these Army Jerks some real flying.”

The SE was
lined up with the target, and she was looking at the doomed pillbox
centred the square of light on her windscreen. The ground leapt
towards her and she concentrated all of her attention on the
rapidly growing slab of dirty cement. Everything else vanished from
her awareness, The tone was almost deafening and she was aware of
her pulse hammering in her chest. At the very last moment, as it
seemed the ground would swallow her and her fighter, as the grey
fortification filled her world, she squeezed the trigger.

“FIRING!” She
yelled exultantly, as she hauled back on the spade grip of the
control column.

A frenzied
chorus of voices assaulted her ears.

“Jeez, Libby
what the bloody hell…?’ Jacko’s shocked exclamation fought for
exclusive airtime with Shannon’s more conservative,

“Pull up!
You’re coming in too low.”

The wheels of
the SE5 cleared the target pillbox by quite a good margin, at least
thirty feet, and Libby wondered what the fuss was about. She knew
what she was doing, and she felt confident that her method of
attack had ensured a hit. ‘How,’ she thought smugly ‘could I
possibly miss?’

The warm fuzzy
aura of confidence lasted precisely two more seconds. That was the
time that the Vixen, launched hopelessly too close to the target to
maintain it’s lock, took to skim the top of the pillbox and explode
as it impacted directly under the SE as it clawed for altitude.

The first Libby
knew of her mistake was the thudding impact of shrapnel into the
underside of her wings and fuselage. There was a distinct ‘clang’
as a large piece of errant casing hit the armour directly under her
seat and the pilot went icy cold as she realised how close she had
come to a messy demise. Not that she had time to contemplate this
unhappy snippet of information as the blast and shock wave from the
explosion took the small fighter and threw it about like an autumn
leaf.

Libby’s world
tilted crazily as she fought for control, one pair of wingtips
canting perilously close to the ground. Finally she found the right
combination of stick and rudder, the SE returned to an even keel
and resumed its climb. Libby watched the projected altimeter
anxiously for a few more seconds and then relaxed in her harness,
conscious once more of the sweat running down between her shoulder
blades. It felt very cold.

From his
vantage-point, one thousand feet above Shannon had seen it all.

“What the hell
do you think you’re flying Libby” he asked, ice forming on every
word. “A fucking Stuka?”,

The pilot
cringed as her instructor’s voice invaded her shocked senses. When
she didn’t reply, Shannon tried again.

“Because the
days of dive bombing are over, in case you don’t know. That’s why
we went to all the trouble of equipping you with the hi-tech
weapons you see attached to your aircraft.” He paused, “you can see
them, can’t you?”

Without looking
left or right, Libby keyed her microphone.

“Yes.” She
answered dully.

“Ah, she
speaks, I was beginning to think you’d lost your voice, along with
any skill or common sense you might have had.”

“Sorry.” Libby
was starting to feel like a schoolgirl again, it was not
pleasant.

“I’m not
interested in apologies.” Shannon snapped, “I’m interested in that
aircraft, is any thing broken? Do you still have full control?”

The pilot had
been wondering the same thing, but the SE5 seemed to be responding
normally and the turbine sounded healthy. She told Shannon.

“Good! Now do
you think we can do this again?”

“I’ll try,”
still badly shaken; Libby tried to put more confidence than she
felt into the answer.

The instructor
came back immediately.

“There is no
‘try’! There is only ‘succeed’ clear?

Libby nodded,
aware that he couldn’t see her.

Shannon was
still transmitting.

“OK, now you’re
going to make another run. This time pop up to three hundred feet
as you come over the hill, wait for the weapon to lock onto the
target and then just fire it. Nothing fancy just let the technology
do its job.”

Libby felt
depressed.

“Roger” was all
she said, and she flew back down the range to line up for another
run.

Rory lowered
his binoculars and turned to face Jacko.

“Did you see
that?”

Jacko
nodded

“It looked like
‘target fixation’ to me Boss.”

“Yeah, I
agree,” Rory nodded, “happens to the best of us. You think she’s
over it now?

Nigel kicked at
a small rock, sending it chipping and bounding over the broken
ground.

“Well, that
will depend on how Shannon handles the de-brief.” He stuck his
hands into his pockets, “On the other hand, it looks like the girl
can fly.”

“Yeah,” Jacko
looked up from the sight, his words dripping irony “that’s always
useful.”

Rory looked
from one subordinate to the other, deep in thought. After a while
he turned back to the range and put his binoculars to his eyes once
more.

“You say the
cutest things Jacko” he muttered. “Light her up again Nige.”

This time when
she heard the tone in her headset, telling her that the next
missile had acquired the target, Libby flew straight and level
until the HUD confirmed the lock on. With no dramatics, she said
simply.

“Lock on, good
tone, firing.” And she squeezed the trigger, pulling the SE5 into a
climbing turn after the Vixen had hissed from its rail. There was
no mistake, and the pilot craned her neck to watch as the missile
tracked directly into the target. The pillbox disappeared in a
mushrooming cloud of smoke and flying debris. Shannon came on the
air, sounding a little happier.

“Well done
Libby! Now let’s make sure it wasn’t a lucky shot. This time I want
you to use your own target designator, OK.”

Libby glanced
down at the small screen and received another shock. It was totally
blank. Flipping buttons and turning knobs didn’t help; her
targeting screen was dead.

She told
Shannon. There was a long pause, and she fancied she could hear the
steam venting from his nostrils.

The voice, when
it came, sounded restrained. Or was it simply strained?

“Oh brilliant!
The lens must have copped it in your fly past.” He paused again,
“Let’s hope you haven’t damaged anything else, or we might just
take it out of your wages.”

‘That’s a
laugh,’ thought Libby, ‘you’ve not payed me yet.’

Shannon was
still transmitting.

“Alright, let’s
not waste the flying time. Select your guns, and we’ll make this a
strafing pass. The second line of trenches is your target.”

Libby took a
deep breath, reached out and turned the selector from ‘missile’, to
‘gun’, and swung the fighter through one ninety degrees, retracing
her flight path back to the other end of the range.

“Now pay
attention Libby.” Shannon instructed. “As I said, this will be a
gunnery pass targeting the second line of trenches. There’s nothing
sophisticated about this one, just climb to four hundred feet, then
start a shallow dive to bring your sights to bare on the trench,
clear?”

It all sounded
simple enough, and Libby was determined to get it right. This time
she would do as she was told, nothing more, nothing less.

“Understood
Shannon.” She answered.

“Good, come in
at full throttle, and don’t stop shooting until you run out of
target.” There was silence for a few seconds, then, “If this was
real, you’d only get one pass at it, so make it count. In other
words, we’re not concerned with saving ammunition here.”

Libby nodded
grimly, she understood well enough. If she came in for a second run
everything that could shoot would be aimed in her direction ‘No
problem,’ she thought, as she turned in for her attack, ‘just get
it right the first time.’

She checked her
heading and spoke into her oxygen mask.

“Weapons armed,
main gun selected, starting run…now”

Holding the
throttle all the way to the stop, Libby thrust the stick forward
and nosed over into a shallow dive, watching the airspeed build
rapidly as she cleared the low hills once more. With a touch of
left rudder, she aligned the glowing image of the sight on the
start of the trenches and closed the range. When she judged the
distance to be around three hundred feet, she braced her body back
into the seat, and took a firm hold on the grip. Then Libby pushed
the trigger.

The gun blasted
into lethal action with a demented, brain tormenting hammering that
completely drowned out the familiar, happy sounds of flying and
seemed to drill into her very skull. She had imagined that she
would have to look for the streaks of the tracer bullets and
correct her aim, bringing the bullets firmly onto her target.
Looking forward through the flashing blur of the propeller, she
came to the rapid conclusion that correction would be unnecessary.
The trench line literally dissolved into a cloud of pulverised
earth.

The fifty
calibre round is a large slug of metal and the gun was designed to
spit out three thousand five hundred bullets every minute. In fact,
it achieved a little better than this and the cyclic rate
approached four thousand.

Libby watched,
stunned, as she flew down the length of the trench, annihilating
every inch as she went. Mechanically, she stopped firing as the end
of the line disappeared in turn. Mechanically she pulled the nose
of the SE up into a climb. Mechanically she turned and flew back
down the range once more, disarming the weapons systems as she
went.

Shannon
congratulated her with barely disguised glee in his voice.

“That was great
Libby, first class, well done.”

“Shannon did
you see that?” Libby found her voice, “This thing just chewed up
the trench...Shit, it just blew it away.”

She didn’t know
how she felt at that moment. Shocked would be a close guess, she
thought. She was certain of one thing however. This was an awesome
weapon.

Shannon was
still talking

“Of course I
saw, I think we can call that run a success, don’t you?”

“Yeah, I
suppose we can, I just wasn’t expecting it to be so…”

“Impressive?”
the instructor supplied.

“Final.” Libby
answered, “I can see we’re not leaving much to chance, you know,
like survival of anyone or anything.”

“That’s right
Libby, you’re going to war remember?”

Libby had had
about as much of this conversation as she wanted for now.

“Yeah whatever.
What now?”

“Home and
re-arm, of course, plenty of daylight left”

As Libby
throttled back to cruising power, the instructor came in again,
“And you can explain to Leonie how you put those holes in her
aircraft.”

 



*******************************************

 


Rory and his
two followers waited for the dust to settle and walked slowly
towards the scene of devastation. They came to the pillbox first.
The missile had penetrated the concrete shell, before detonating
its warhead in the confined interior. There wasn’t much to
discuss.

Jacko kicked
idly at the rubble.

‘If there’d
have been anyone here, you’d be flat-out finding a tooth,” he
observed.

Moving on they
came to a vague depression in the ground that used to be a trench.
Here and there, it was decorated with bits of grey rag and
fragments of sandbag, all that was left of the dummies and
emplacements.

Rory looked up
and down the length of torn earth, smiling faintly. “Yep, that
seems to have done the trick,” he remarked with evident
satisfaction. “C’mon...Lets have smoko,”

 



Chapter
Twelve

 


Fletcher and
Claudette sat in the Restaurant of the Ritz Hotel sipping their
afternoon tea and nibbling warm scones spread with rich yellow
cream and strawberry jam. In the last ten days they had sat through
shows and theatre in the West End, strolled along the Thames and
over most of the bridges. They had smelled the roses in Kew Gardens
and had lunched and dined in some of the best and worst restaurants
that wartime London had to offer. They had travelled by railway to
some of the smaller towns on the outskirts of the capital and
watched the troop transports shuttle back and forth from Dover. And
everywhere they had been surrounded by Khaki. In London it had been
the fine cloth of the officer’s uniforms, on the damp quays and
sooty platforms it had been joined by the rougher wool serge of the
private soldier. And in the smaller places they had seen the
hospital blue uniforms of the wounded and maimed.

Some of these
men had come home to recover, some to convalesce, some to die, and
some to spend the rest of their lives wishing they had. Even these
casualties, however bitter they were over their injuries, still
seemed to have faith that the war was going well and that the
leaders knew what they were doing. This was the one over-riding
feeling that the time-travellers sensed. Wherever they went, at
this time of early 1915, the people still had an absolute faith
that the Army and the nation would win. Of course some sacrifice
would have to be made, but surely now that the Huns had been
stopped, all the hard fighting was over, wasn’t it?

An old man,
with the faded ribbons of the Zulu war on his chest had said as
much. Fletch had met him outside the Bull’s Head on the banks of
the Thames at Strand-on-the-Green. They had discovered that men
generally felt more comfortable, and talked more freely when
Claudette wasn’t around. Accordingly, Claudette strolled a few more
paces down the towpath, while Fletcher sat down opposite the old
soldier and struck up a casual conversation.

The old man had
been at Ulundi, and was only to eager to talk about it before the
conversation drifted back to the present conflict. Apparently now
that the summer was coming, and as soon as the army had recovered
from the casualties of last year, then they’d really show that
Kaiser…

“Wot’s wot, an’
oo’s oo, eh?”

Fletcher had
agreed heartily,

“Yes, we’ll
certainly show them a thing or two, but,” He hesitated, he was
trying to find out the general opinion of the War. It was all very
well to read about the situation in the history books, it was quite
another to experience it first hand. He looked down at the table
carefully as he went on. “But I can’t help wondering what went
wrong at that last big attack.” The old man stared back at him,
frowning “You know,” Fletcher explained, “the battle at Neuve
Chapel, everything was going well for the first day, then…nothing.
Nothing in the papers except those casualty lists.”

The old man
looked at him through narrowed eyes. There was a long pause before
he finally answered

“The only thing
that went wrong was our men not ‘avin’ enough ammo fer the guns,
an’ that was ‘cos defeatist, pacifist, shirkin’ bastards like those
factory workers won’t pull their weight an’ do their bloody’
share!”

Fletcher rose
slowly to his feet. He sighed, he was getting nowhere. Again. Most
of the conversations he had entered into in the last ten days or so
had ended in this way.

It seemed
people were reluctant to see any problem in the way the war was
being run, preferring to believe the reports in the newspapers and
finding scapegoats for failure far from the battlefields of France
and Belgium. Quite simply, Fletcher had come to the conclusion that
these people still believed that their leaders knew what they were
doing. That whatever the disaster, however many the casualties, no
matter what rumours did the rounds, the Generals and their
political masters were in control. They would get the job done,
even if it was a little painful. Fletcher mumbled his usual
apologies and slid out from behind the table, leaving the old man
to his thoughts. He rejoined Claudette and they walked on for a few
more minutes before catching a taxi back to the hotel.

“Well,” she
said as she sipped her tea. “Have you seen enough now?”

‘Have I?’ he
thought. That was a good question, he had come here to observe and
he had done so. He had got a general ‘feel’ for the era and had
found that enthusiasm for the war was still an over-riding emotion
of the people he had seen. Even the wounded and the maimed still
clung onto some hidden reserves of faith.

He studied his
companion across the table. Claudette was looking desirable as ever
in a high fashion walking outfit of pale lilac, teamed with another
of her broad-brimmed hats. They had shared hotel rooms, candle-lit
dinners and suppers, overnight railway sleeping carriages,
champagne and long conversations, but strangely no beds.

He didn’t think
that there was anything wrong with him. For some reason, he just
hadn’t felt particularly aroused. As for Claudette, he had no idea
of how she felt about him, if she felt at all. He shrugged
inwardly, maybe he’d been too busy, or maybe time travel screwed
with your libido. He made a mental note to ask Deborah about it
when they got back. Thinking along these lines brought him back to
the present, and Claudette’s question.

“Yeah, I’ve
seen enough, get out the watch, lets go.”

Claudette had
been appraising Fletcher in return. She had seen some interesting
facets of the man’s character. He had turned when everyone had
expected him to twist and he had gone in a straight line when the
profile said he would bend. In short, the Fireman had proved to be
completely unpredictable. At first the actress had found this
fascinating, then as time went by she had found herself attracted
to him. And nothing had happened. Unpredictable again! By this time
Claudette was feeling somewhat insulted, not to mention frustrated.
The sooner they got back to their own time, the better she’d like
it. Then she could stop role playing and be herself. However, if
Fletcher felt the need to stay longer, then she was determined to
give him her full support. She withdrew her watch from her small,
stylish bag.

“Are you quite
sure you’ve seen all you need to?”

Fletch moved
around the table, and placed his arm gently around her waist. In
answer to her question, he reached down and, taking her hand and
watch in his, he pressed down firmly on the winder.

 



****************************************************

 


It was dark and
then he heard a low creaking sound as a sliver of light appeared in
the gloom. The sliver rapidly became a rectangle of almost blinding
intensity and he put up his arm to shield his eyes.

“Are you going
to come out, or are you taking up residence in my Time Machine? The
voice was sarcastic, female and very familiar. “I’ll have your
meals sent in, will I?”

“Hello Deborah,
did you miss me?” Fletcher lowered his arms and walked towards the
doorway, that he could now see was being held open by the
scientist. Squinting furiously, he emerged into the light, closely
followed by Claudette.

Fletcher looked
around at the twenty-first century for the first time in almost two
weeks and took a couple of seconds to re-orient his senses.

Deborah closed
the door to the container.

“You two seem
to have been busy.” She remarked.

Fletcher
grinned at her

“Yes, we
managed to keep ourselves amused.”

“Well you’d
better get changed,” The scientist was not smiling. “the Boss wants
to see you.”

“Hey, hang on a
minute,” Fletcher was mildly puzzled. “didn’t Diaz give you those
blood and tissue samples she took at the hospital?”

He turned to
his time travelling partner for confirmation, only to watch as the
woman he had come to know first as Jean, and then Claudette,
brushed past and disappeared through one of the doors leading out
of the lab and out of his life. For the second time.

Fletcher
watched her go. He wondered whether he should call out to her, if
only to say goodbye. He wondered whether he should go after her. It
seemed a little rude after all, just disappearing after spending
nearly two weeks of pretending to be married to him. In the end he
did nothing, he just watched her go through the door without so
much as a fare-thee-well. The door shut with a loud ‘thunk’.

Deborah broke
into his melancholy thoughts.

“Yes she did,
thanks.”

He waited for
the scientist to continue. When she didn’t and the silence had gone
on a little too long, Fletcher leaned forward a little and
said,

“And?”

“And nothing,”
Deborah looked sideways. Fletcher got the impression that the
scientist was hiding something. Then the moment was gone and it was
business as usual.

“The samples,
as you call them, didn’t survive the trip. All we got was an
inorganic sludge in the bottom of the containers.” She moved back
to her console and turned to her computer, dismissing him. Fletcher
wasn’t going to be put off so easily. He was acutely aware of
Deborah, leaning on the bench of her work station, rhythmically
tapping her fingers and glancing at her wristwatch.

“Sorry, that’s
just not good enough.” he stated. “I went through a considerable
amount of shit to get those cultures to you.”

The woman
continued to regard him with disinterest, as if the words ‘This
program has performed an illegal function and will be shut down’
had appeared on his forehead.

“It’s quite
simple Fletch,” she answered at last, “I meant just what I said.
The samples did not survive the trip. Sorry.” She seemed to think
for a couple of seconds before going on. “But thanks for finding
that fact out for us though.”

Fletcher was
confused and said so. The scientist raised her eyes to the ceiling,
her impatience barely concealed. “I’m sorry again Fletcher, I
thought you had a grip on what was happening around you, some sort
of idea of what we were doing here.”

Not for the
first time, Fletcher had had enough of this acid tongued woman.

“Look, I’m
tired, it’s been a long week-and-a-bit, so just give me the short
version, without the side order of abuse and sarcasm, OK?”

Deborah flashed
him one of her totally insincere smiles.

“It seems that
organic matter from the past does not travel well. To put it
simply, in words that you should understand, you can’t bring living
things to the present, from the past. Clear?”

Fletcher
figured she was being about as transparent as tar. But he was
tired, his costume was uncomfortable and he hadn’t the stamina for
any more mental sparring. He gave up. For the moment.

“What does
Geoff want to see me about?”

Deborah’s
answer was as expressionless as her face and Fletcher had the weird
feeling that he was talking to one of her computers. He hoped the
machine in question didn’t go by the name of ‘Hal’

“I’m going to
let him explain that to you.”

Fletcher
sighed, he supposed that meant he was in some sort of trouble and
Geoff wanted to see him in order to either reprimand him, or worse,
end his employment. Obviously, it had something to do with his
minor rebellion at the hospital the day after the Zeppelin
raid.

“OK, Debbie,”
Fletcher had had enough of being pleasant, now he just wanted to
get the whole thing over with, “Where’s the drugs.”

To his complete
surprise, the scientist smiled and actually made it look
genuine

“No drugs” she
said simply

“I’m sorry,
what do you mean, no drugs?” Fletcher had progressed beyond puzzled
and was now exploring the possibilities of confused. “C’mon Debbie,
stop fart-arsing around, let’s get this shit over with.” He looked
around at the brightly-lit laboratory. “Where is he this time?
Taking afternoon tea on the Lusitania? Or is he leading the charge
of the fucking Light Brigade at Balaclava?”

If Deborah was
impressed by his outburst, it didn’t show. If anything, her smile
grew brighter. This didn’t sit well with Fletcher, who was, by now
deciding that ‘confused’ had reached its limit, and it was now time
to switch to worry-bordering-on-panic.

“Like I said,
go find out for yourself. You’ll find him over in the main briefing
room.” Again, she looked at her watch. “I’d hurry if I were you
though,”

Fletcher gave
up on the conversation.

“It’s always a
matter of time with you people.”

 



************************************************

 


The actress
heard the door slam behind her, and she shivered. Jean or more
recently, Claudette, hunched her shoulders, and hurried across the
sodden fields in the direction of the accommodation block. She knew
her actions would seem strange to Fletcher, but she had to get
away. The simple fact was that after playing a role for such an
extended period, she had to get back to who she really was. She had
to find her own persona again. In other words, the actress needed
some time out. It was silly she knew, but if she didn’t spend some
time as herself, she was afraid she would forget who she was.

As Jean
approached her unit, she felt the familiar rising panic. As usual,
she tried to fight it down, and as usual, she failed. Bolting up
the outside stairs as fast as her period costume would let her, she
threw open the door and hurled her clothes off as she ran to the
bathroom, turning on the shower as she got there. Only then, as the
almost scalding water cascaded through her hair and over her skin
did she finally begin to relax. Slowly, very slowly she allowed her
body to slide down the glass wall of the cubicle until she was
sitting in the corner, hugging her knees like a small child.
Jean/Claudette closed her eyes and smiled faintly as the hot water
plastered her hair to her shoulders.

 



*********************************************

 


Fletcher looked
at himself in the full-length mirror and smiled. It was good to get
back into Levis and T-shirts. He sat down on the edge of the bed
and pulled on his old running shoes, feeling the familiar contours
as his toes slid into place. Even though he couldn’t yet call his
present surroundings familiar, it was still good to be back,
fascinating though the time skip had been.

He looked out
of the window at the wet, dreary evening. Everything seemed so
…well…normal. Had he really travelled back in time? He, Fletcher
Darcy, Mr Ordinary Average? Then he quickly ran over his memories
of the last ten days; the air raid had certainly been real and if
that was the case, then so was all the rest.

Fletcher
stopped pummelling his brain. It had been real, he had travelled
back in time to the year 1915, and he had witnessed the carnage of
total war. And if these people carried on with their project, he
was going to see a lot more of it.

“So,” he said
aloud, “I’d better get used to the idea.

“Yeah right,
and you’d better do it quick.” The voice from behind made him spin
around in shock, and embarrassment. He was relieved to see Libby
standing in the doorway.

“Christ, you
gave me a scare, do you always sneak up on people?”

Libby smiled
faintly and stepped into the room. Fletcher felt a mild shock as
her face came into the light. When he had last seen the pilot, she
had been a fresh faced, enthusiastic youngish girl. Libby was still
youngish, and still female, but now her face looked all wrong. The
eyes were underscored by deep, almost purple, half moons, and small
delicate lines had formed at their corners. The lines had also
invaded the corners of her mouth, and the girl’s normally ruddy
complexion had turned distinctly grey. In short, Libby Hatfield
looked as if she had aged about ten years in as many days.

“You look
horrible.”

Her tired smile
vanished and was replaced with a tired scowl.

“Thanks,” she
said, “I feel horrible.”

Fletcher moved
away from the window.

“Libby, I’m not
kidding, what the hell have you been doing, you look as if you’ve
just done ten rounds with a small army.”

“I’ve been
flying,”The pilot regarded him sourly. “It’s what I do and by the
way, you don’t look quite the same as you did before you went off
to 1915.” She leaned casually against the wardrobe. “What happened
to you then Fletch? Have an argument with a bomb?”

The Fireman
looked at her narrowly. so she knew about the raid, that meant they
all did. Then his patience wore thin.

“Is it a social
visit, or does this have some point to it.”

Libby didn’t
respond to the words, but she didn’t smile either.

“You were
taking too long, so the boss sent me to fetch you,” she said
flatly. “You’re wanted. Now.”

Fletcher
realised that he might have overstepped the bounds of a tenuous
friendship,

“Look, I’m
sorry Libby,” he said “I’m a bit short on patience at the moment,
you were right, some things have changed.” He forced a wry grin.
“It’s been one hell of a trip.”

The pilot was
silent for a second or two then she relaxed.

“Yeah, no joke
Fletch, you want to live in this body for a while,” she rubbed her
temples, “I’m cultivating a headache that gives a new definition to
the word.” Suddenly she was all business. “Anyway, c’mon, the whole
bunch is waiting for you, and if we’re not careful the next person
they send to look for us is likely to be that muscle-fuck Diaz
bitch.”

Fletcher
grabbed his room key from the top drawer of his bedside table and
followed the girl out, locking the door behind him.

“Hey, Diaz is
OK, me an’ her are good mates,” He suddenly grinned at the memory,
“just don’t tangle with her if she’s holding a large lump of hard
peppermint rock. I’ve seen what she can do and it’s not
pretty.”

 



*************************************************

 


They were all
there, Fletcher saw as he and Libby stepped into the brightly lit
briefing room. The large oval table had disappeared under an
enormous array of food and drink. He could see at once that the
distinct groups had disappeared, and now they all seemed to mix
freely with one another. In one corner the Colonel was laughing
with Deborah at a joke obviously told by the flame haired West,
while Jacko, Diaz, and Nigel were spectators to an animated
conversation between Shannon and Roger. The only ones missing at
first glance were David Shaw the tank expert, and Claudette, or
Jean, or whoever she was. Then he caught sight of Shaw in a
darkened corner, bent over and talking to someone who seemed to be
sitting down.

All
conversation ceased as the two newcomers entered the room and all
eyes turned in their direction. Or his direction, he thought as he
realised that Libby had moved away from his side and had quietly
gone over to stand next to Shannon, leaving him quite alone.

‘Boy’, he
thought, ‘I must really be for it, nobody wants to even be near me.
They must be frightened they’ll get hit by the fallout.’

Fletcher
decided he’d had enough.

“Alright, I’m
here, I’ve fucked up. I played with your precious time line. Give
me my pink slip, my ‘Don’t-Come-Monday’ and I’ll be on my way.
C’mon Boss, let’s get it over with, you’ve got a large enough
audience.” Fletcher peered around at the faces, waiting for the
television monitors to descend from the ceiling, the way they had
at the first meeting.

“Actually
Fletcher, you couldn’t be further from the truth.”

The voice
sounded weak, but it held the promise of becoming a lot stronger,
given a bit more time. Fletcher blinked in sudden shock as the
speaker was wheeled into the light. The features were wasted, as
was the blanket wrapped body, but there was enough of the man left
to recognise the figure of Geoffrey Robert Harrigan. In the
Flesh.

Geoff’s
features twisted a little, and Fletcher realised that he was trying
to smile. The muscles had been inactive for so long that even
simple facial expressions appeared to require a supreme effort.
Only the billionaire’s eyes seemed to have escaped the ravages of
the disease. Fletcher looked into them and sensed the latent drive
and ambition stored in their depths. It made him uncomfortable.

“Ladies and
Gentlemen,” Geoff raised what there was of his voice.” You see
before you a man made whole. A man who, up until this day you had
only met in a contrived universe of man-made virtual reality. This
is not a miracle. This is the result of one man doing what he felt
to be the right thing, and most importantly, doing it at the right
time.” He paused, and tried to smile again. Fletcher got the
impression that the man really wanted to look pleased. He
continued, “What you see before you is a first for our facility; a
success!

I knew that it
was possible to manipulate time, at least in Deborah’s theories,
but there was no way I could have suspected that I would be the
result of our first triumph.” Shaw stepped forward and helped the
wasted figure to rise to his feet.

“When Fletcher
decided to help the young doctor, the victim of that tragic air
raid, whatever his reasons for doing so, he set a subtle trail of
events in motion. The trail ended with a cure for the wasting
disease that had held me in its grip for so many, many years. Not
only me, but tens of thousands of coma victims all over the planet
will, from this day on, be freed from their prisons.” Again he
tried to smile

“How do you
feel Fletch?”

Fletcher
thought carefully about that. On the face of it, he felt good. More
than good, he felt great. If what Geoff had said was true, then he
had achieved more in an afternoon than he ever had in years of
being an operational Fireman. Not only that, but the facts finally
blew away his faint, but enduring cynicisms and disbeliefs about
this whole concept of travelling through time. ‘Christ,’ he
thought, ‘I’ve done it, I actually changed time, I altered the
present.’

Fletcher felt a
warm glow begin somewhere in the region of his chest and then it
expanded deliciously to fill his entire body.

“So Steve came
through.” He said after a pause, during which he concentrated on
enjoying the incandescence that he was feeling. “Great. We...I mean
Diaz and me... weren’t sure if he would.”

Geoff was
shaking his head.

“Steven
Greenhouse survived his injuries, but he wasn’t responsible for the
research behind the cure.”

Fletcher wasn’t
sure he understood.

“But you said
it was the young doctor from the air raid.”

Geoff
nodded.

“Yes I did, but
it was his grandson who ultimately triumphed. You see Fletch, by
allowing the man to live, you allowed the unborn generations of his
family to exist. Thus, very slightly you changed the time line, the
present is subtly different, and I, as a result have my life
back.”

Geoff’s
features relaxed as he finally gave up on smiling and tried to do
serious. Something his wasted muscles were able to achieve with a
little more success.

“I am extremely
grateful to you.”

“I can’t take
all the credit Geoff.” Fletcher felt the need to show some
humility, “Diaz and Claudette were there too.”

“Precisely,
just what was needed. A team! A team working under your
supervision. And the results? The results on only the first try?
Brilliant success! Ladies and gentlemen, there is some very good
champagne on the table, Krug I believe, so take a glass and drink
to our first victory.” Geoff was silent as the drinks were poured.
When he spoke again, he could not resist a small joke. “To Fletcher
and his “A” Team.”

The short
speech and emotion had exhausted him, and Geoff flopped down in his
wheelchair once more as the expensive wine gurgled frothily down
numerous throats.

Fletcher was
just savouring his second mouthful and suddenly choked as Diaz gave
him a hearty thump between the shoulder blades.

“Woohoo! Way to
go Spook” she yelled, “Did we kick ass or did we kick ass, man?”
Fletcher spluttered as the champagne found its way into his
windpipe. He looked at the grinning medic through teary eyes, and
tried to focus. Finally his vision cleared, and he saw that she was
holding a long necked bottle off cold beer. The label read
‘Coors’.

“Have a beer
Spook,” she invited, “wash that French crap outa your mouth.”

Fletch finished
choking and grinned back at her.

“It’s hideously
expensive French crap, but I don’t mind if I do.” He took the
bottle and tilted it to his lips, savouring the clean, bitter
taste. He drained half the bottle and then sighed wetly.
“Thanks.”

The medic
drained her bottle completely and wiped her mouth with the back of
her hand.

“Hey, no
problem.” She looked at him and the grin got wider, “We make one
helluva team, huh?”

“We do, Diaz,
we do.”

At that moment
the self-congratulation was cut short by Shaw and the Colonel,
pushing Geoff in his wheelchair between them. Shannon brought up
the rear.

“Sorry to
interrupt,” said Geoff, “but we need to talk. Before the night
progresses too far.” Fletcher was under the dual influence of mixed
drinks and an ego trip so large it could precipitate a lunar
eclipse.

“Go ahead,” he
waved his beer in a lordly manor, “shoot.”

The Colonel
started to speak; after the first few words, Fletcher was beginning
to wish he hadn’t.

“We’ve been
throwing a few ideas around Fletch. We now know that this time
change idea can work and so we think we should try the first
scenario.”

Fletcher was
becoming a little fuzzy, and he tried to concentrate.

“Which one was
that?”

“The first day
of the Somme battle.” Rory looked around at the others. “Shannon
tells me that Libby has finished most of the training...He thinks
she’s up to it.”

Shannon
nodded.

“Yes, she’s
picked up the concept of ground cooperation and I have confidence
that she and the SE5 can hold their own in the simple air combats
she might come across.”

“As I was
saying,” the Rory went on, “We think we’re ready, but we’d like
your opinion.”

Fletcher got
the impression that they were waiting on his approval, that he
would have the final say on the go-ahead of the mission. His ego
trip decided that a solar eclipse was not out of the question.
Geoff’s next words confirmed his thoughts.

“Fletch, I owe
you more than I can ever repay, If you don’t think we’re ready,
then you say so. We’ll wait. If in fact you don’t want to be a part
of this scheme any longer, then you have only to say. I will
arrange transport to wherever you want to go and an unlimited line
of credit will be established in whatever currency you choose. You
have already done more than we could have possibly hoped for.”
Again he tried to smile, “Of course we all hope that you don’t
choose to leave us.”

Suddenly
Fletcher felt all their eyes upon him. Waiting. Watching.

Rory broke the
silence,

“C’mon Fletch,”
he grinned, “you can’t give up now. Come with us, lets see what
happens.”

Fletcher looked
at the soldier. The man was asking, he wasn’t pleading. The offer
of a luxurious lifestyle was tempting, Fletcher had to admit and in
fact, he was tempted. For about two point one five milliseconds. He
couldn’t turn away now. He had changed things; he had succeeded
where all these ‘experts’ had failed.

He felt the
power.

“When were you
thinking of going,” he asked, absently.

“Yeah, I’d like
to know that as well!” The new voice belonged to Libby. The pilot
had appeared beside him, unnoticed, and unannounced. In the hard
light of the briefing room the pilot looked ghastly.

“Ah Libby,”
Shannon greeted his pupil, “we were just talking about you.”

Libby ignored
him and faced the Colonel.

“Colonel when
were you thinking of taking off for the not so green fields of
France? Because if you want the best from me, then I need a break.”
She wiped a hand over her face. “Hell, I need a holiday.”

Shaw stepped in
smoothly.

“No problem
Libby. Take a week, it’ll take us that long to get things
organised.” He looked at Rory, “right Colonel?”

“Please, by all
means Libby, take a week.” It was Geoff who answered. “Go where you
want, just let me know where and I’ll be happy to arrange it.”

The pilot
smiled with relief and muttered her thanks, moving away from the
conversation in the direction of more alcohol.

Rory looked to
the Fireman.

“So how about
it, are you in?”

This time
Fletcher didn’t hesitate.

“Yeah, why not?
Sounds like fun. Count me in.”

There seemed to
be a collective sigh of relief from the others, and one by one they
shook his hand.

“Thank you
Fletch,” Geoff said as he took Fletcher’s hand in a grip that was
barely there. He gestured at the vast array of food and drink,
“Please Fletch...this is a celebration. Go...create a hangover to
be proud of.”

Fletch had no
argument to this idea and he wandered off to join Diaz and the
others. He decided he had developed a taste for Krug with a Coors
chaser.

Deborah sidled
up to the Colonel as the others moved away to different parts of
the room.

“Well, was I
right? Is our boy ready to go?”

Rory
nodded.

“Yep, I’ve got
to hand it to you Doc, you had him pegged all the way, how’s the
profile looking now?”

The scientist
looked thoughtful for a moment before answering.

“Oh that’s
fine, all the categories that were marked ‘Fail’ are now coming out
with a ‘Pass’”

Rory had caught
her expression.

“So what’s
wrong? He performed to your schedule, didn’t he?”

“Yes he did, up
to a point.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning, that
whole thing about the bloody Doctor wasn’t in the scenario, that
was all his own idea.” She took off her glasses and polished them
on her lapel. “Colonel, what I mean is...That boy’s a wild card,
unpredictable. You’ll have to watch him.”

Rory looked at
her narrowly,

“What about
those samples that Diaz brought back?”

If Deborah was
confused by the shift in the conversation, she wasn’t about to let
it show.

“Well, as I
explained to Fletcher, the organic material failed to survive the
time skip.”

Rory looked
away, hiding his expression.

“I kind of
expected that.”

This time
Deborah was definitely surprised and this time it showed.

“What do you
mean?..” she asked incredulously. “How could you have known
that?...I had no idea.”

Rory allowed
himself a small moment of triumph and kept the scientist in
suspense for a moment longer.

“I could tell
you Doc,” he said at length. “but then I’d have to kill you.”

The woman’s
eyes narrowed dangerously. “OK, OK.” Rory grinned hugely and took a
precautionary step rearward. “It’s simple, think about the
mud.”

The scientist’s
expression moved from dangerous to nasty.

“Explain ‘mud’
Colonel, or the next skip you go on could well involve
Dinosaurs”

Rory was
enjoying himself, despite the threat of visiting the original
Jurassic Park. “Keep your knickers on Debbie,” he grinned, “me and
the boys noticed that whenever anyone came back from a skip their
clothes were always clean. Some of the places we’ve been to were
notorious for being knee deep in mud. The mud didn’t make the
trip.”

He shrugged, as
if he knew the rest of the story to be self-explanatory. Deborah
disagreed.

“One of the
biggest killers of wounded men in that war was something called
Gas-gangrene,” Rory continued, “the soil of France and, for that
matter Belgium, was very liberally laced with fertiliser, manure if
you like. It would grow just about anything. It didn’t matter if
that soil was lying in a field growing cabbages or if it had been
punched into a human body by bullets or shell fragments. In short,
most of the soil, or mud had a very high content of organic matter.
It follows that if our guys were coming back clean, then it had to
be something in the mud. As you’ve discovered, living things from
the past can’t make the jump to the present.”

Deborah was
nodding her head.

“Of course,
that makes sense. Thank you so much Rory, thank you so much for
keeping all this to yourself. It really makes my job easy, trying
to be a bloody mind-reader.”

For once, the
soldier seemed a little lost for words.

“I’m sorry,
none of us thought it particularly important and, if it was, we
naturally thought you’d picked up on it.” He finished on a
sarcastic note, “You being the resident genius and all.”

Deborah
surprised him by smiling back in the face of his barbs.

“Well Rory,
being, as you say, the resident genius, shall I tell you what else
I managed to glean from this skip.”

Rory smiled
back.

“Go ahead, I’m
all ears.”

“The key
information came not from the cultures Diaz had, but more from her
observations of the wound.”

“Which
were?”

“That the
infection had progressed at an extremely rapid pace, she estimated
that the wound looked at least five days old. This means, as far as
I can judge, that the time-line is again, trying to maintain the
status quo. Luckily for Geoff Diaz had a very potent anti-biotic
with her.”

“What did she
use.”

“That was the
other interesting fact; it would seem that time, if we think of it
for the moment as an entity in itself, must also work within
certain constraints. In other words, it can only use what is
available at the time. Although the Doctor’s infection was fairly
well advanced, the culture in question would have been defeated by
the most basic of today’s preparations.” Deborah grinned, “Diaz
used one of the latest; ‘Vancomycin’. It’s a bit like using a small
thermo nuclear device to resolve a dispute with your next door
neighbour.”

Rory looked
impressed.

“No wonder the
bastard lived, the poor bug never stood a chance.”

“Quite. But
this has possibilities that we might use to our advantage.”

“Yeah, OK
Debbie; whatever you think, if it makes my job easier, then I won’t
complain.”

“Like I said
Colonel,” Deborah poured herself a drink. “you watch out for
Fletcher. I don’t feel comfortable with things I can’t predict.

Rory sighed
again.

“Aah, he did
well, the Boss is pleased and he’s given us the go ahead for the
next skip.” He smiled suddenly, “Anyway, you should be
pleased.”

Deborah raised
an eyebrow.

“Oh?”

“Well come on
Doc, if nothing else, at least he’s proved your theory.”

Deborah
replaced her glasses,

“Time will tell
Rory,” she murmured. “time will tell.”

 



*************************************************

 


It had been a
week. To Fletcher and the rest of the time travellers, it had
seemed more like a month. Fletcher had checked the calendar that
morning, it had only been seven days since the night of the
celebration, a week since Libby had left School and a week in which
the final preparations for the trip had been made.

Most of the
time had been spent familiarising himself with the SE5 and it’s
various systems. Leonie had been almost glued to his side,
explaining the weapons and controls.

“Not that
you’ll be flying as such,” she had explained, “but you need to
understand what this aircraft is capable of, and how that relates
to you and the mission.”

Fletcher had
agreed. He had agreed in so much as he was never going to fly this
thing, and he had agreed that the rest sounded like a good idea, at
least in principle. That had been at the start of the week. Now he
was at the end of it he wasn’t sure what he agreed with. His brain
felt like a soggy sponge and the appearance of Libby, miraculously
changed from the wrung-out wretch she had been when he last saw
her, into something that seemed to glow faintly and bestow smiles
on everybody she met, did nothing to improve his mood.

The smiling and
glowing was bad enough but bearable. Just. What he really found
nauseating, in his own worn-out state, was her unbridled enthusiasm
for the plane, the project, and life in general. Fletcher knew that
he was being unreasonable, but what the hell, it had been a long,
busy week, full of really long, busy days and if he felt like being
grumpy then people were just going to have to live with it.

Leonie had been
explaining one of the features of the aircraft to him. This
involved a small digital camera which the designers had built into
the undercarriage. In effect, this afforded him with a wide-angle
view of the terrain that the SE was flying over.

“This picture
is available in normal, infra-red, and passive night vision,”
Leonie had explained, “all switchable from your main operations
console.” This, she had shown him would be located in a small
demountable building which they would erect on the airfield that
Libby and her fighter would be using. This would be the operations
centre from where he, Fletcher would run their particular part of
the battle. His mind had been racing as the technician explained
the system, trying to absorb the almost unending flow of
information.

Suddenly he hit
a glitch, a problem that seemed, to his over-taxed mind, to have
been overlooked.

“Leonie,” The
commentary ceased in mid comment. “I know this is going to sound
like a really stupid question and I know I’m going to regret asking
it, but how am I supposed to communicate with the team? For that
matter how am I going to control this camera?”

“Don’t worry
Fletch,” Leonie looked up from the camera housing, “in my
experience, there’s no such thing as a stupid question, just
irrelevant ones.”

Fletcher looked
away mumbling,

“I suppose this
comes under the last heading, right?”

The girl was
still smiling,

“Yep, sure
does.” She held up her hand as Fletcher opened his mouth to
protest. “But I’m going to answer it anyway. You communicate by
radio. Simple.”

Now Fletcher
knew he had a problem. His mind went back to a small object that
resembled a pocket watch and something called electro-magnetic
ambience.

“Leonie, as far
as I know the only radio communication around at the time that
we’re going to, was Morse code. Not only do I not know Morse code,
but I think that it will be a little slow for our needs” he pointed
at the camera, “Oh, and by the way, how the hell do I send Morse
commands to this?”

The technician
didn’t seem worried in the slightest, she just kept smiling back at
him.

“OK Fletch,
here it is. As I said very simple, but also, if I might say so,
bloody clever.” She straightened up and leant against the fuselage.
“As you said, correctly, Morse code was the order of the day and as
you have realised, any other form of communication, FM, microwave,
UHF, and even VHF will upset the ‘ambience’ with the potential
result of sending you straight back here.” she put her head on one
side, “or somewhere. So what we do is communicate in Morse.” Once
again she held up her hand to silence Fletch’s protests, “Just
listen, don’t be impatient.” Leonie smiled. “It’s a good story.
Fletcher, what is Morse code?”

Fletcher
answered without having to think

“That’s not
even a question, its just dots and dashes isn’t it.”

“Correct, Morse
code is a system of dots and dashes. Question, have you heard of
‘binary’?”

Again, Fletcher
found this an easy one.

“Isn’t that the
system that all computers work on?”

“Correct again
and that is where most peoples knowledge and imagination run out.
The select few that allow themselves to think further generally
make a lot of money, very fast. Think further Fletch. Binary is a
system of ones and zeros. To a computer, ‘on’ or ‘off’.”

Fletcher picked
up on the idea.

“OK...I
see...on...off...one...zero...dot or dash.” his eyes lit up. “Hey,
that’s bloody clever.”

Leonie looked
smug.

“It is, isn’t
it? Simple, but that’s how we communicate, the system breaks your
message, be it data or direct speech, into dots and dashes. Then it
transmits it and the receiver at the other end either translates it
into audible sounds or the equipment uses the raw data as binary in
the normal operating environment. This maintains the electro
magnetic ambiance between the necessary parameters and allows you
full communication with your team and your systems.”

“Alright,
Leonie,” Fletcher was impressed. “I’ll pay that one, that is
smart.”

The girl’s
smile grew wider as she performed a mock curtsy, the effect ruined
by her overalls and also by the fact that Leonie had never
attempted one before.

“Thanks, I’d
like to take all the credit, but I can’t.”

Fletcher’s grin
faded a little,

“Please don’t
tell me this was one of Debbie’s brainchildren! That chick is
becoming just a little unbelievable.”

Leonie shook
her head.

“No, don’t
worry, she doesn’t think of everything. No,” she repeated, “we just
gave the problem to our captive think tank, we’ve got some good
brains on the payroll by the way, and in under a week they came up
with this concept. Then it was just a question of contracting out
for the hardware.”

The girl
stooped suddenly and picked up an item from one of the storage
containers that littered the floor of the hanger. She held it up
for his inspection.

“Have a look at
this, Fletch.” she invited.

The fireman
looked closely at the loose bundle of wires. At first glance it
appeared to be a set of ordinary earbuds with a few extra
straps.

“This is one of
the coms units the team will be using.” Explained Leonie.

Fletcher nodded
as if he knew what she was talking about.

“Umm...
right...OK”

Leonie shook
her head, smiling.

“Relax, Fletch.
You have your own communication system built into the computer.
These are for Rory and the others. They’re VOX units, in other
words, voice activated and they’re constantly live so that
everybody is in contact all of the time. You have to speak up
slightly to activate it, that way it doesn’t transmit the mumbling
incidentals.” She smiled. “You and Libby have a push-to-talk
button.” The smile became business like. “We figured that you two
might have a hand free to use it.”

Fletcher looked
at the unit. He understood the implication in the tech’s words. She
was saying that Rory and his boys might be too busy. An idea had
been growing in his mind for the last week and with Leonie’s
explanation of the this last piece of gear, the idea suddenly
seemed to solidify.

“Leonie,” he
asked, “I wonder, could you make me up a couple of extra
items.”

The tech
frowned suspiciously.

“That depends
on what they are and how soon you want them.”

“Don’t stress
Leonie.” Fletcher smiled disarmingly, “They can skip with the last
of the gear, no rush.”

“So what do you
need?”

In the next few
minutes Fletcher outlined his idea, the tech nodding from time to
time as she jotted some notes down on her clipboard. Finally she
looked up.

“Is that
it?”

Fletcher
nodded.

“Yeah. Can you
do it?”

“I don’t see
any major problems.” She sucked at her teeth. “Do you want to tell
me what you want this for?

“Sorry,
Leonie.” He gave her a sheepish look, “I’m not quite sure myself
yet...”

It was at that
moment that a bright and, to Fletcher’s tired, overworked eyes,
disgustingly cheerful Libby Hatfield breezed into the hanger.

“Hi guys,
what’s happening?”

Libby was
wearing what appeared to be stiff new jeans, a dark brown, butter
soft leather flying jacket and an expensive case of suntan.

“How’s my
‘plane Leonie? Hi Fletch, you look like shit.”

“Ah, the
intrepid aviator returns,” Leonie answered, once again leaning
casually against the fuselage. “Hello Libby, the holiday seems to
have done you some good?”

A wide grin
split the young pilot’s face.

“It was
wonnnderful,” she said dreamily. “I feel great.”

Fletcher raised
his eyes in disgust

“Great, that
makes one of us,” He turned back to Leonie “Have we finished for
the moment? I only ask because if I stay around this horribly
cheerful apparition much longer, I’m afraid that I’m going to be
violently ill.”

Libby’s smile
slipped a notch. She had spent the last week on an all expenses
paid holiday at a hideously costly resort and had, for the first
time in her life, experienced the luxurious sense of well being
that comes from knowing that you can do what ever you like, for as
long as you like. Or, on the other hand, if she chose she could do
precisely nothing, which was what she had done.

“Aww dear, I’m
sorry Fletch, has it been a hard day?”

“Tell me
Leonie,”Asked Fletcher, pointedly ignoring the shiny new Libby.
“what happens to this bucket of bolts if it gets shot down?”

There was a
sharp intake of breath from behind and he realised his question had
had the desired effect. He studied Libby out of the corner of his
eye. Sure enough, the girl had lost the bright shiny appearance she
had entered with, and was now looking deadly serious. Fletcher
hadn’t asked the question out of spite. He had, in fact, wanted to
remind the pilot where they were going and why.

There was
another reason. Fletcher genuinely wanted to know.

“I know this
aircraft is armed to the teeth, bulletproof and faster than
anything else in the sky at this time,” He went on, “but you must
have thought about it.” He spread his arms slightly. “I mean you
must have a ‘plan B’.”

Libby stood
beside Fletcher while Leonie continued to lean on the side of the
SE and regard the pair of them levelly.

“I asked kind
of the same question when I first started flying this thing,” Libby
said quietly, “Shannon didn’t answer. Well, not directly anyway. I
got the impression that he thought it couldn’t happen. At the time
I suppose I was too busy flying and shooting to worry about it
myself.” She paused and then looked straight at the tech. “Is there
something about my aircraft that I haven’t been briefed on?”

Leonie seemed
to think for a second.

“Yes there is.”
she said bluntly. “Don’t worry, I was going to tell you, but I’ve
been told to leave it ‘till the last few days before you go.” She
shrugged, “I suppose now is as good a time as any.” Leonie stepped
up onto the lower wing and gestured for Libby to do the same on the
opposite side. Fletcher stood behind her as she went on with her
explanation. “When this aircraft was in the design stage a lot of
thought was put into the various systems; what we could disguise,
what we couldn’t, what would fit, and so on. It wasn’t long before
somebody, I forget who, asked a very important question. ‘What
would happen if this twenty-first century technology fell into the
hands of the wrong people’. By ‘wrong people’ they meant, of
course, anybody from the time we sent it to. Very quickly and for
all the usual reasons, we came to the conclusion that that must
never happen.”

She looked over
her shoulder

“You understand
what I mean?”

Libby and
Fletch nodded; it didn’t take a genius to work out that the time
line would never accommodate a clash of technologies of that
magnitude.

“So” Leonie
went on, “we came up with a simple idea to ensure that it didn’t.
Sort of a ‘failsafe device’.”

She pointed to
a small red LED set into the bottom of the main display panel.
“When the engine is running and the sensors detect forward motion,
this flashes to indicate that the system is armed. After that, any
impact over the setting of fifteen ‘G’s will cause the SE5 to
return here. In other words, to the present. We estimated that a
crash in the area of fifteen ‘G’s is sufficient to total the
airframe. Simple huh?”

Fletcher was
impressed, but Libby looked worried.

“If I crash and
the SE comes back here, then what happens to me?” she asked,
“Fifteen G is enough to make splatterguts out of me”

Leonie’s grin
grew wider.

“Oh don’t be so
bloody dramatic.” she said with mock severity, “You’ll have to get
out first, I mean before you make contact with the ground and go
‘splatterguts’. She pulled a face, “I’m guessing that’s one of your
old skydiving terms?”

Libby
shrugged.

“Yeah, there
were others.”

“Whatever.”
Leonie turned back to the cockpit. “Anyway, that’s why we fitted
the ejector seat.”

Libby was
slightly reassured by this, daunting though the prospect of using
it was; at least an ejector seat gave her an escape route, if all
else failed. She cheered up as her recent mood returned. ‘Hell,’
she thought, ‘it’s not as if I haven’t used a parachute before’.
Most jump pilots eventually found themselves doing at least one
jump in their career. And anyway, the machine was all but bullet
proof. Shannon had said so.

“So, how do I
fire it?”

Leonie nodded
and pointed to the joystick. Libby studied the spade grip closely.
Just next to the twin triggers was a slight, barely discernible
bump. Looking closer she could just make out a slit along one side
of it, just enough to accommodate a fingernail. She watched as the
tech slid her own nail into it and lifted up the small cover to
reveal a bright red button, surrounded by a square of diagonal
yellow and black stripes. Libby was impressed, with the cover shut;
the casual observer would never notice anything at all. Flip it
open and you couldn’t miss it.

“Safety catch.”
Leonie explained. “Slide your thumbnail into the slot and lift to
arm the seat and uncover the trigger.” She looked up at the pilot,
grinning. “Push the button and you’re out of there. Fast.”

She closed the
cover with a snap, and lifted her head out of the cockpit once
more.

“The canopy
jettisons automatically,” she continued tapping the polycarbonate
with her knuckle. “obviously there are interlocks in the system to
ensure that the seat won’t fire unless the canopy goes first. This
is a ‘Zero, Zero’ seat, which means you could be sitting on the
runway, at zero feet, and not moving, and if you pressed the
trigger, the system is designed to fire you high enough to allow
your parachute to deploy.”

“What sort of
‘chute do I have?” Libby asked.

“Are we
finished?” Fletcher broke in before Leonie could answer. “Because
if we have, I’d like to go to the bar and relax before turning in.
We skip tomorrow, and I want to get some serious shut eye before
then.”

Leonie
nodded,

“Yeah, off you
go, anything else you can learn on the job, as they say. Anything
you can’t handle after that probably isn’t important anyway.”

Without another
word Fletcher climbed down from the wing and disappeared.

“We put a lot
of thought into the parachute we equipped you with,” Leonie was
saying. “It had to be small, unobtrusive, easy to bundle up and
carry after use, and above all we thought that it should perform.
In other words, we wanted it to give maximum glide so you might,
given sufficient height, make it to some form of safety. It had to
be square, and it had to be small. Fortunately, we were able to buy
just what we needed ‘off the shelf’. You’ve done a few jumps?”

Libby nodded
uncertainly.

“Umm...Yeah...a
couple...”

“Great, you
shouldn’t have a problem.” Leonie stepped backwards of the wing and
walked around the tail.

“Had enough for
one day?” she asked.

Libby had only
just returned from a very enjoyable holiday, she felt ready for
anything and said so, but the other girl shook her head.

“No, this
evening we take things easy and relax. Trust me, you won’t get
another chance for a while. I’m going to join Fletch in the bar,
coming? My round.” Not finding anything even close to being wrong
with this offer, Libby followed the other girl out of the
hanger.

 



*****************************************

 


The time
travellers, with the exception of Jean, Fletcher noticed to his
faint disappointment were all together in the small bar-room. He
had just sat down beside Rory and his companions when Libby and
Leonie bustled noisily through the double doors.

“What’s
everybody having?” yelled the pilot to the room in general, “I feel
good, so have your next one on me.”

“Very generous
Libby, considering everything is free anyway.”

Libby peered
into the shadows at the far end of the room.

“Oh, hi
Shannon,” she called breezily, “what’s crawled up your arse.”

Her recent
instructor emerged into the light as if seeing the others for the
first time and seemed about to say something. Libby could see by
the flushed features and the slightly shaking hands that the man
had been here for some time. She couldn’t remember ever seeing him
un-groomed, let alone drunk. Shannon turned wordlessly back to his
glass, his shoulders hunched as if he wanted to keep out the rest
of the world. Rory caught her eye and shook his head.

Ordering her
drink, Libby left Fletcher and Leonie talking together and sat
herself on a high barstool beside the hunched figure of the
instructor. She took her glass from the attendant and nudged him
with her elbow.

“Wanna talk
about it?”

Shannon stopped
staring into his whiskey looked at her. Libby was shocked. He
looked terrible. Her first suspicions were confirmed, but what she
hadn’t seen before were the eyes. they looked like two hard boiled
eggs, and they stared up at her from an unshaven, haggard face. His
moustache was as unkempt as the rest of his hair, and as he opened
his mouth to answer her, she caught the rich odour of bourbon on
his breath.

“No thanks
Libby, I don’t want to bloody talk about it.”

With an almost
visible effort Shannon controlled himself and turned back to his
drink.

“You just go
back to your little friends and talk about playing your little
war-games. Just leave me to look after the real world for you.” He
paused, and took a noisy slurp from the glass. “You know Libby, the
real world, where real wars happen.”

Libby was
starting to get annoyed herself. These people had brought her here
and this bastard had put her through some of the worst moments of
her life. He had never let up on her, not even when her body was
crying out for rest, not even when the thought of flying another
set of evasive manoeuvres made her physically ill. Not until
Shannon was satisfied did he let up, and then it was only to brief
her for the next sortie. And now he wanted to get drunk and abuse
her, not only her, but seemingly, everything she and the others of
the team had been preparing for.

Libby went past
annoyed and got angry.

“Just who the
bloody hell do you think you are Shannon?” She banged her glass
down on the bar, slopping the contents over the rim. “You work me
into the floor, you never let up, and all the time you walk around
here like you’re some left over refugee from the Battle of fucking
Britain. You know all there is to know about flying, is that
it?”

Just over the
hunched instructor’s shoulder, the Colonel seemed to be trying to
catch her eye. As she looked he raised his eyebrows and shook his
head vigorously. Libby was too far-gone to take any notice of the
implied warning.

Shannon had
raised his head again

“What did you
say?”

“I said,” Libby
continued, now in full flight, “you act as if you know all there is
to know about flying and air combat.” She paused for a breath.
“Well if you do...if you’re so bloody good, then you take the
bloody plane. You go back in time, you fly the thing.” She paused
and drained her glass. “I don’t know why you needed me in the first
place.”

There was a
complete and very thick silence after Libby had finished speaking.
Rory winced, Jacko, for once had nothing to say, Nigel just looked
plain angry. She glanced around, most of the others found various
ways of avoiding her gaze. Fletcher didn’t bother, he merely looked
at her and shook his head sadly. There was a slight scraping noise,
and the pilot swung around to see Shannon sliding his stool
back.

“I’m sorry you
feel that way about me, Libby.” He said calmly. “You were my best
trainee. I’m sorry you felt that I pushed you too hard.” He stood
up and walked to the door, pulling it open. “I do hope you don’t
find your next instructors too pushy.” And then he was gone.

As the door
closed behind the instructor, there was a large, collective sigh,
as if everyone in the room had been holding their breath and now
felt that they could breathe normally once more. Libby glanced
around again, this time in increasing bewilderment.

“What was all
that about? What did I do.”

Nigel was about
to speak. He still looked very angry. Rory got in first.

“Shut up
Nige.”

Nigel shut up,
but continued to glare at her.

Rory moved to
stand beside her.

“Libby, can I
buy you another drink?”

Sensing that he
might be her only ally in the room now, Libby agreed. Rory waited
in silence while the waiter filled the glass, then he suggested
they go out into the small beer-garden that had been set up
outside. The pilot looked out at the afternoon. It was getting to
the end of autumn, but the sun was still shining through valiantly,
and the day had taken on that pleasant golden hue, so typical of
that time of year. She followed the Colonel outside and sat down on
the bench opposite him, placing her drink beside his on the table
between them. For a short while Rory seemed content to sit and look
out at the view, a faint smile playing at his lips.

After a time he
picked up his beer and sipped at it appreciatively.

“Aah,” he
sighed, rubbing his thumb along the outside of the glass, causing
the frosted condensation to gather and run down to drip onto the
table with a faint tapping sound. “You can’t beat Tasmanian
beer.”

“I thought you
were a Queenslander.” Said Libby, more to make conversation than
anything else.

The Colonel
ignored the comment.

“Have you ever
been to the Falkland Islands?”

The question
caught her by surprise, and she answered hesitantly.

“N-no, can’t
say I have.”

“Pity, it’s not
a bad place, if you like sheep. Very challenging terrain.” Rory put
his glass down and looked towards the Western horizon. The sun was
making its way slowly down the sky turning the thin layers of cloud
to a rich burnished gold.

“The Poms
fought a small, but well publicised war there.” He went on quietly.
“You probably heard of it.”

Libby nodded;
who hadn’t?

“Are you going
to tell me Shannon was there?” Libby thought she was beginning to
understand

“Yeah, he was
there.” Rory was still gazing at the embryo sunset. “He flew RAF
Harriers, GR8s I think he called them, anyway, it doesn’t matter,
he wasn’t there very long.”

“How long?”

“Exactly one
week.”

“Oh, I think I
see.” Libby nodded “He was shot down? Wounded?”

Rory picked up
his drink and regarded her over the foam that sat on the top of the
beer. There wasn’t very much, and Libby could see into his eyes as
he answered her.

“He wasn’t shot
down, or wounded, and you see bloody nothing.” The Colonel was
quite calm and Libby suddenly realised that in all the time she had
known him she had never heard him raise his voice. He didn’t have
to; he had the kind of voice that never needed volume to make a
point.

After a short
pause to let the rebuke sink in, Rory went on.

“Have you ever
heard of the term ‘Creamy’?” Libby could think of quite a few
things off hand that fit the word, some of them related to sex, or
the preparation of dessert. For some reason, she got the impression
that none of these would be correct.

“Yes I’ve heard
the term,” Libby kept her voice neutral “and no, I don’t know what
you mean, unless you’re offering to buy me coffee.”

Rory smiled.
There wasn’t a lot of humour in it.

“In this case,”
he explained “‘Creamy’ is the nickname given to RAF pilots who
excel in their advanced training class. They are ‘creamed’ off to
become flying instructors.”

‘That,
explained a lot.’ thought Libby. She had known, of course, that
Shannon had to have had a military background, she knew he was
British, and that meant the Royal Air Force.

“He was a good
instructor, as you know.” Rory continued. “Eventually he was
assigned to an operational squadron flying Harriers. Then the
Argentinians made a try for the Falklands and in due course Shannon
was dispatched, along with a few mates, to one of the Pommy
aircraft carriers. I forget which one...he did tell me. Anyway, his
job was to fly Combat Air Patrol, you know, try to intercept the
Argie pilots, and generally fuck up their day, persuade them to
take a quick dip in the south Atlantic, that sort of thing.”

Rory paused and
took a long drink, belching quietly.

“The Brits were
good, very few of the bad guys got through. Not surprising really.
What the Harriers missed got chewed up by the Rapier batteries,
surface to air missiles to you, and what was left after that had to
fly through the defences of the ships themselves. On the way back,
as a kind of consolation prize the survivors got to contend with
the Harriers all over again. This is where the story gets
interesting.” Rory got to his feet and leaned his rear against the
small railing that surrounded the area. Behind him the slowly
setting sun had finished playing with gold, and was now colouring
the clouds and the sky a delicate shell pink. “Our mate Shannon was
driving along in his plane, the leader in a pair, when his wingman
calls up and says he’s got a couple of contacts on his attack
radar. This is confirmed by one of the Destroyers from the task
force and so the pair of them start to swing around in order get
above and behind the targets. As you do.

It all works,
Shannon and his mate come out of the cloud directly behind a couple
of Skyhawks. These blokes are flying low and fast, heading for
home. Shannon sees straight up that one of them is in the shit,
puffs of smoke coming out of his tailpipe, holes in all the wrong
places, you know, the usual stuff. Anyway to cut this short,
Shannon goes after the lame duck while the wingman covers his arse.
He selects one of his Sidewinders and gets a good lock on. Then
everything turns to crap, the Argies finally work out they’re being
bounced, and the pair split, turning hard and trying to come around
behind, Shannon follows maintaining the missile lock, but guess
what?”

Libby had been
listening intently, picturing the grey sky; the grass and granite
landscape of the island with the rushing light grey jets streaking
for home. Then the Harriers, dropping like their namesakes onto the
tails of the Skyhawks. The Colonel’s question brought her back with
a jolt. She shook her head, just wishing he would get on with it,
she knew the story could only have one outcome. Libby was right,
but it was nothing like the one she had anticipated.

“Can’t guess?”
Rory continued, “OK I’ll tell you; he doesn’t fire the weapon. He
can’t. At this moment, after years of flying, of instructing,
waiting for just this instant in time, the poor bastard finds that
he can’t kill. Shannon just froze up there. The target was a
sitting duck, Shannon’s wingman can’t believe it’s taking so long
to shoot down one busted up Skyhawk, and in the meantime, the other
one comes around and looses off a burst of twenty millimetre cannon
that chews off the top off his fin. The wingman is quite
justifiably pissed off.”

Libby sat at
the table, her drink untouched with eyes widening in their
sockets.

“What
happened?” She asked, almost breathless.

Rory
shrugged,

“Oh not much
after that. The wingman popped up and got behind the bastard that
was shooting at him, finished him off with guns and then loosed two
sidewinders at the other one, just to be sure. Apparently neither
of the Argy pilots banged out.

The two
Harriers flew home, Shannon landed...sort of...and then the wingman
came over and hauled him out of the cockpit. From the report I
read, our mate was a gibbering wreck.

They sent him
home after that, then he left the RAF of his own accord. I believe
they were sorry to loose him, he is a good instructor after all.
And Shannon has been drifting in and out of jobs ever since. We
snapped him up when we knew we were going to be using the SE5. As
you found, the man is very good, but every so often, his past comes
back to haunt him. Like now. Like when he knows that you are going
into a combat situation and he can’t go with you. I think it upsets
him. A shame, but then, what use is a fighter pilot who can’t
shoot?” He smiled again, “You may as well put tits on a bull,
hey?”

Libby sat back
from the table, and shivered. It wasn’t just the cold of the
rapidly approaching evening, she knew. As she slowly digested the
story, a question popped into her mind.

“Did Shannon
tell you all that.” she asked.

“‘Course he
bloody didn’t, what do you reckon?” Rory laughed out loud, “Anyway
he didn’t have to, most of it’s on his service record. You can get
to see those if you know the right people, by the way. No, Shannon
just filled in some of the more colourful details. The rest I got
from his wingman, he’s still in the RAF, although he flies a desk
these days. Good enough bloke, but still seems to dislike Shannon
for some reason.”

Libby nodded
slowly, beginning to understand. Nor was she surprised at the
measures Rory had taken. Libby had come to realise that before
these people employed anyone some really serious checking went
on.

“Alright then,
Libby?” The Colonel was asking, “Does that clear things up for you?
Do you understand why you’re coming back with us and why Shannon
can’t, much as he’d like to?” Libby didn’t answer immediately.

“How do you
know I’ll… er…perform?”

“We know you’ll
do alright Libby,” This time Rory was not smiling. “you enjoy this
shit too much.” He moved away from the railing and walked around
the table. Standing in front of the door, he looked back at her.
“As to the whole killing thing, I don’t know. I guess we’ll find
out.” he held the door open. “Let’s go back inside shall we?
Tomorrow’s going to be a huge day.”

Libby finished
her drink and followed Rory back into the warmth and bright lights
of the bar. She ordered another one. A large one.

 



***************************************************

 


 


Fletcher
stepped out into the chill autumn night, it had been a pleasant
evening. Short but pleasant. Short for all of the travellers,
because they knew that some of them would skip the next day. None
of them wanted even the slightest hint of hangover.

Fletcher had
spent the time chatting to Jacko and Nigel. Diaz had joined the
group for a few minutes before moving off to speak to Libby as she
came back inside with Rory.

As usual, Roger
was standing on his own, in just enough shadow to make him hard to
notice. Fletcher tried talking to him, more to see if could spread
any light on Jean’s strange behaviour than anything else, but after
several failed attempts to engage him in conversation, he gave up.
The man little to no personality of his own, and if Roger hadn’t
been an actor, he’d disappear altogether.

It was at that
point Fletcher decided to call it a night

He stuck his
hands in the pockets of his Levis and slouched off across the open
space towards his living unit. At the top of the stairs he
unsnapped the key ring from the belt loop it had been jingling on
and fumbled slightly as his fingers searched for the correct
key.

“Fletch, have
you got a minute?”

The voice came
out of the darkness, and startled him for a second. Then he relaxed
as Jean’s tall figure stepped from the shadows.

Pleased and
surprised, Fletcher smiled a welcome.

“Sure, come in,
I was just going to make a pot of tea,” the smile grew wider as he
remembered the first time they had met, “although I think I’ll
stick to regular Lipton's this time.”

Jean did not
smile back. Crossing the patch of light, she placed her hand behind
his head and drew his face up to meet hers. Fletcher was mildly
shocked as their lips met.

After what
seemed to him to be about three days, she released him and stood
back. Jean seemed flushed and a faint smile hovered around her
mouth

“Look after
yourself Fletcher,” she said. “Remember, dead in 1916 still means
dead. Time travel doesn’t make you immortal.” She turned to leave.
“Please try to come back in one piece.”

As usual, when
this woman was around Fletcher had a million thoughts whizzing
around his head at light-speed. He picked one at random.

“Hey”

She turned her
head, the half smile still in place.

“Yes?”

Fletcher took a
deep breath,

“You never told
me your real name.”

“No I didn’t
did I?”

Jean
disappeared into the night.

 



Part II

‘The
Valley’

 


Chapter
Thirteen

 


“Where were
you at Gheluvelt?”

The words were
yelled from what sounded like a thousand lusty throats. Fletcher
sat bolt upright as he was jolted rudely from of his sleep,
blearily trying to remember where he was. A muffled curse, followed
by someone clearing his throat noisily and spitting the results
onto the ground with a distinct ‘splat’ brought him fully awake.
The rhythmic tramp of boots as they marched past his tent reminded
him where and when he was.

Fletcher swung
his legs over the side of his camp stretcher and attempted to stand
up, conveniently forgetting that he was in a very small tent that
was going to be his home until they could erect something more
substantial. He probed the abused muscles in his lower back and
regarded the plank-like structure where he had spent the night. He
had slept in worse beds, Fire station dormitories were not
generally known for their five star luxuries. He decided, on
reflection that it would do.

Fletcher had
slept almost fully dressed and he only needed to pull on a khaki
shirt before emerging into the bright sunlight of a late May
morning. After the rain and drizzle that he had left behind, 1916
looked very good. The distinctive odour of frying bacon perfumed
the morning air and he glanced around until he saw Rory and the
other three travellers sitting around an open fire, attending to a
large, black frying pan.

The smell grew,
along with his hunger and in a couple of seconds it became
irresistible, as bacon does, so he walked slowly across the short
grass to join them.

Fletcher, Rory,
Jacko, Nigel, and Diaz had arrived last night. They had formed an
advance party, to set up the field and to lay a cover story for any
one they might encounter. Roger had chosen a fairly secluded spot,
but this was the Somme valley, and one of the greatest troop
concentrations in history was going on all around them. There was a
good chance they would encounter any number of people.

Just then,

“ARE WE DOWN
‘EARTED?” a lone voice suddenly yelled from behind.

“NO!” A
thousand others answered.

Fletcher turned
around and instantly forgot all about breakfast. An unpaved road
ran past the field and as far as his eyes could see it was full of
marching men, raising a haze of dust that Fletcher figured you
could probably see from the Moon. He stood and watched for a while,
every so often there was a short break in the ranks as a mounted
officer rode slowly past the field, leading yet another body of
dusty infantry. Every group seemed to be singing a different song;
in the space of five minutes, he heard Mademoiselle from
Armentieres at least twice, Tipperary once and between songs there
was always the defiant question,

“ARE WE DOWN
‘EARTED?”

At an opening
in the low hedgerow that bordered the field was a small group of
soldiers. They stood very straight and very still, and Fletcher
suddenly realised that they were guarding the entrance. As if to
prove his theory, one of the mounted officers wheeled his horse and
cantered up to the men. One of them threw up a stiff salute and
unbuttoned his breast pocket and handed a piece of paper to the
officer. Whatever it was, the man seemed satisfied and, after
another exchange of salutes, he cantered back to the head of his
men. Fletcher had a limited knowledge of military badges or
insignia, so he hadn’t a clue who the men were, but their uniforms,
although worn and in places faded, were spotless and the webbing
straps looked well scrubbed. They were obviously old hands and very
well turned out. Considering.

Fletcher looked
up as yet another officer passed the entrance, this one was leading
his horse on foot, his men followed at a steady pace. As the front
rank drew abreast of the guard party, the men yelled,

“WHERE WERE YOU
AT GHELUVELT?”

Fletcher
watched in interest as one of the men at the gate threw a filthy
look at the passing infantry, then hawked deeply and spat into the
dust. Puzzled, Fletcher turned from the curious scene and slouched
back to the fire.

“Morning
Fletch,” called Rory as he approached, “or should I say ‘Good
afternoon?” Fletcher figured it couldn’t be more than six o’clock,
but he smiled at the jibe

“Any fool can
get up at sparrow-fart,” he stretched luxuriously and yawned, “me,
I like to sleep in a little.”

Jacko
laughed,

“A little?
Jeez, the day’s half gone.”

Fletcher
ignored the Australian

“So what’s
going on over there” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder in the
direction of the road. “and how did we acquire our small private
army down by the gate?”

Rory looked up
from the frying bacon in the pan.

“Those are the
Guards that Roger arranged for us, they turned up about an hour
ago.”

Fletcher turned
to look at them again.

“So these are
regular Army, I mean they’re not from our time, not security from
School?”

“No, they’re
not from our time” Nigel grinned. “and those chaps are about as
regular as they come. They are, quite literally, ‘Guards’.
Coldstreamers I believe.”

Fletcher gave a
low whistle. Guardsmen, that explained a lot.

“I’m impressed,
how did we manage to score them?”

Rory began
scooping rashers of bacon onto plates as he answered.

“I told Roger
to get men who follow orders and don’t ask many questions. He got
us them. Don’t worry Fletch, it’s all fair dinkum, Rog managed to
get the commander in chief to sign a whole swag of orders, so we
won’t be disturbed, or have to answer any awkward questions, clever
eh?”

Fletcher wasn’t
sure he’d heard correctly,

“Commander in
Chief? You don’t mean Haig?”

“Yeah, who
did’ya think I meant, Bin Laden?”

Fletcher shook
his head. ‘Fair enough,’ he thought,

“What’s with
the ‘Where were you?’ bit?”

“That’s quite
an interesting story Fletch,” Nigel was squatting on his heels
forking hot bacon into his mouth as he went on. “Back in 1914,” he
smiled greasily “that would be…um…less than two years ago, the
Germans were coming through France and Belgium like a runaway
freight train. Then, as their lines of communication stretched to
braking point, their Generals had a major anxiety attack, made some
stupid mistakes, and the Allies managed to stop them just short of
Paris.”

He began
mopping up the fat from his plate with a large hunk of bread. Rory
cracked a number of eggs into the pan and started them cooking in
the grease.

“Both sides
stopped dead,” Nigel went on, “and started to build the open sewers
we called trenches, each side trying to out-flank the other. To the
south, they ran up against the Alps, and to the north the Germans
ran into what was left of the British at a place called Ypres.

A fair sort of
battle ensued, and one of the more desperate struggles was in and
around a small village called ‘Gheluvelt’. Anyway, the German army
finally ground to a halt and the British regiments involved were
justifiably proud of their Battle honour. Those that were left,
that is.” Rory scooped the remaining food out onto two more plates
and handed them to Fletcher and Diaz.

Fletcher chewed
thoughtfully.

“Yes I’d heard
of the Ypres battle, but I thought the regular Army just about
ceased to exist, these guys,” he waved his fork at the road,
“couldn’t have been there.”

“That’s right,”
Nigel nodded, “all those men are part of Kitcheners ‘New Armies’
moving into the area to train for the battle, but some of the
regiments they joined were at Gheluvelt, hence they feel justified
in abusing anyone they think wasn’t”

“And those poor
sods at the gate?”

“Our Guards?
Yes, of course they were.” He licked the grease from his fingers,
“Doesn’t stop the ‘K’ boys taking the piss when they get the
chance,” Nigel nodded towards the gate, “Those Coldstreamers are
old sweats, survivors if you like, and they’ve probably had enough
of those youngsters winding them up.”

Rory looked up
from his own breakfast and regarded the man bleakly.

“You might want
to remember, Nige, that most of those youngsters aren’t going to
get much more than a month older.”

Chastened,
Nigel mumbled an apology. Diaz slurped up the last of her eggs and
got to her feet.

“Yep, Limey
cannon-fodder. Poor bastards” She dismissed the marching columns
and turned back to the group “Have we finished with the history
lesson guys, ‘cause if we have there’s some work I’d like to get on
with.”

Diaz, like the
rest of them, had skipped light, carrying only the bare essentials,
which really meant basic camping gear. The main equipment, along
with Libby, the SE5 and the rest of the team was to arrive that
night. The bulkier items, like the huts and the supplies, were
being skipped out of the hanger where Libby had first seen the
aircraft. The time skip principle was the same, Deborah had
explained, whatever the structure they used.

It had been
decided to do all the skips under the cover of darkness where
possible. That way they hoped to avoid some embarrassing questions;
like ‘How did you just appear out of nowhere?’ ‘Where did that hut
just come from?’ And so on.

The five of
them were kitted out in authentic uniforms of the period, the
Colonel retaining his rank, while Fletcher was promoted to Captain.
Diaz however wore a cobbled together uniform, comprising a genuine
United States Army tunic of the period, matched to a heavy khaki
drab skirt. It was hoped that she could explain herself as neutral
observer, as America was yet to enter the war at this time. Jacko
and Nigel stayed as they were; common soldiers.

Rory got to his
feet, stretching.

“Yeah, the
septic’s right, let’s get to it.” He fastened his jacket and
buckled his sam browne belt across his body. Fletcher did the
same.

“Fletch, take
Jacko and Nige. Start marking out Libby’s runway, the prevailing
wind seems to be from the West, OK?”

Fletcher
nodded, and the trio moved off. Diaz grabbed Jacko by the sleeve as
he passed “What did Rambo just call me?”

“He called you
‘Septic’” Jacko grinned wolfishly. “as in Septic-Tank…Yank, get it?
Rhyming slang, we use it a lot in Oz. I thought you knew.”

“Rhyming
slang,” She spat, “Wasn’t that the Brits.”

“Oh hell no,
they had to learn it from us!” Jacko gave her a slap on the back.
“Like cricket.” before walking off to catch up with the others.

Diaz turned in
the other direction.

“Brits and
fucking Aussies,” She growled, shaking her head. “why couldn’t
Uncle Sam have started this goddamn war, then maybe I could
understand the language.”

 



*********************************************************

 


An hour later,
Fletcher was standing beside the hedge, watching the passing
columns. Although the numbers had thinned a little, there was still
a substantial amount of traffic. He was finding it hard to believe
that there were this many soldiers in one army. The majority of
them, he had noticed, were young men in the prime of their youth
and strength. And as they marched, they sang. Some well, some not
so well, but all of them with great depth of feeling. These men
were not simply singing to pass the time, nor even to take their
minds of the pain of blistered feet and chafing shoulders. They
sang because they felt like it, because they wanted to be here, and
could not think of being anywhere else.

Fletcher turned
to see Rory standing behind him.

“Enthusiastic
buggers aren’t they?” The Colonel remarked.

Fletcher
nodded,

“I don’t think
I’ve ever seen anybody so sure of themselves.”

“You haven’t.”
Rory stood beside him “And you never will again.”

Fletcher
understood. Most of these men were going to die. Knowing this,
indeed, knowing the exact casualty figures, Fletcher still could
not believe the slaughter required to kill off the vast armies he
had seen that morning. The worst part was knowing that what he had
seen was only a tiny fraction of the tragedy, only one small part
of the impending carnage. In other places, all down the line, the
same scene was being repeated. Tens of thousands were converging on
this one area of France.

The scene grew
misty and he sniffed, wiping the corner of his eye. The moisture on
his hand startled him.

“I do
understand you know.” Rory was looking at him. “Don’t think I can’t
feel it too.” He turned his eyes back to the scene on the road, and
placed his hand gently on his companion’s shoulder.

Fletcher wiped
his eye again.

“With all our
knowledge, all our hindsight, all of …this,” he waved his arm in a
wide gesture that took in the whole experiment in time travel, “do
you mean to tell me we can only save one of them?”

“We did try,
Fletch,” Roger said quietly, “Roger tried to make Haig and his
mates listen. He even showed them evidence that they we planning a
disaster, but they wouldn’t have it. This is the best we can do for
the moment.” He grinned wryly. “Hey, don’t get too emotional about
this Fletch. This is only our first day, there’s a long way to go
yet.”

Fletcher stood
in silence for a while, as more regiments filed past.

“God, Rory,
it’s just so bloody frustrating.”

The Colonel
nodded,

“Yeah I know,”
he shrugged. “The Jews have a saying, ‘He who saves a life, saves a
nation’.” He started to walk away from the fence. “That’s one way
to look at it I suppose.”

Fletcher
dragged himself away from his vigil and followed Rory back to where
the others had set up a small kerosene stove and were in the
process of boiling a kettle on it.

The Colonel
looked back over his shoulder,

“Looks like
Jacko’s got a brew started.”

 



***************************************************

 


Rory sipped at
his tea and grimaced.

“Bloody hell,
Jacko! Why did you let Nige make the tea? You know he’s bloody
hopeless at it.”

Fletcher peered
into his own mug. There didn’t seem to be anything wrong with it
and he took an exploratory mouthful. The tea had the strong, sweet
flavour of stewed tannin and condensed milk, but apart from that,
he could find nothing wrong.

Rory, however
didn’t seem to agree and hurled the contents of his mug onto the
grass in a steaming orange stream.

“Nigel! If you
ever, I repeat, ever, put that sweet, sugary milk apology crap in
my tea again, I swear you’ll be shitting sweetened condensed milk
for the rest of the week.” The object of the man’s rage was
squatting on his heels, quite unperturbed, sipping his tea with
obvious relish.

“If you don’t
like it,” he said evenly, “make it yourself next time.” He winked
at Fletcher and Diaz who were somewhat embarrassed spectators.

“Don’t worry,
we go through this routine every time I brew up. I keep trying to
tell them that not everybody likes what they call tea. You know, a
handful of gum leaves thrown into a rusty tin, boiled and then
swung around the head for some reason or other and then sweetened
with some species of native Australian soldier ant.” He sipped from
his enamelled mug and then grinned, “Not exactly my cup of
tea.”

He poured
another cup from the large teapot, and offered it to Diaz, who
turned her nose up as if there was something nasty crawling out of
it.

“Thanks, but I
think I’ll stick to coffee.”

“Suit yourself,
another cup Fletch?”

Fletcher shook
his head and poured the dregs of his tea onto the ground.

Rory came back
to the fire and dropped his mug alongside Nigel.

“Alright, lets
get on with it, if you can’t make a decent brew then we may as well
forget smoko.”

“Yeah Nige,”
Jacko nodded. “let’s see if you can get the washing-up right.”

Nigel picked up
both mugs and threw them half-heartedly at the Australian who
skipped lightly out of the way.

“Rory, just how
far are we from the sharp end of things?” Fletcher asked.

Rory pursed his
lips.

“Oh, I’d say
about ten miles, before you start to get into the trench system.
Why?”

Fletcher
glanced at the road. In the time they had taken to drink, or reject
the tea, the flow of men had, at last, dwindled to a trickle and
now only a couple of isolated groups could be seen. He studied at
his wristwatch, noting that it was now getting on for
mid-morning.

“If it’s OK
with you, and if you’ve got nothing else lined up for me, then I
think I’d like to take a look around.”

“Yeah, all
right,” The Colonel nodded. “you might as well. There won’t be much
happening until this evening anyway,”

Fletcher
started to move away towards the gate.

“Just a couple
of points Fletch.” Rory called him back. “Don’t get caught up in a
conversation you can’t handle and take Diaz along for company,
OK?”

Fletcher
thought for a moment, he had learned a lot on his first skip, but
that didn’t mean he knew it all.

“Is there
anything I need to know about Colonel, anything I need to
avoid?”

“Nah,” Rory
shook his head, a strange little smile on his face. “most of the
jokers you’ll meet around here are going to be dead in few more
weeks, so you can talk quite freely to them. No, what I meant was
don’t get yourself arrested by saying the wrong thing Security is
pretty crude but you can still get yourself into trouble if you try
hard enough.”

“Any
suggestions then?”

“If I were you
I’d tell them that you are attached in some minor way to the
general staff, you know some sort of official observer, that’s why
I said to take Diaz, you can say that you’re showing her,
around.”

Rory called the
American over. Then he pulled out a sheaf of hand written forms
from his breast pocket and searched through them until he found
what he wanted.

“Here,” he said
finally, “this should get you out of most of the problems you come
across.” Fletcher reached out and took the form from the man’s
outstretched hand.

The officer who
bears this order is attached to GHQ and is responsible for
escorting Lt. Tanner of the United States Army. He has been given
access to all areas of all Army Corps and is to be shown all
courtesy and given all and any such aid as is required.

The order was
signed by Gen. D. Haig. Fletches eyes widened in mild shock as he
read.

“Rory, this
gives me carte blanche to go anywhere and do just about anything I
damn-well want to.”

The Colonel
smiled.

“That’s right,
we scanned the man’s signature and ran off a few orders we thought
might come in handy.”

He handed
another order to Diaz, who had just arrived. “Says more or less the
same thing, just in case you get separated. Should keep you out of
trouble.” He turned and walked back across the area. “Have
fun!”

Fletcher
thought for a second then called after him.

“Hang on a
minute Rory.”

The Colonel
paused then turned around.

“Something
else?”

“Yeah, do you
have any cigarettes on you?”

Rory reached
into one of the patch pockets on the front of his tunic and
withdrew a packet of Woodbines.

“Didn’t know
you smoked, mate. It’s bad for your health you know. Could shorten
your life.”

Fletcher looked
eastwards. In the general direction of the war.

“Thanks for the
advice, I didn’t think you cared.”

Then he saw the
broad grin on the Colonel’s face, and realised the man was pulling
his leg. Rory fetched out two more packets and handed them to
Diaz.

“I reckoned you
might want to trade with the natives.”

He waved, and
walked off.

Absently, Diaz
pocketed the cigarettes and stood reading the order, her brow
furrowing more and more with each line. Finally, she got to the
end.

“Lootenant
Tanner!” She exclaimed, “Who the hell is Lootenant Tanner?”

Fletcher
carefully folded his copy and placed it in his breast pocket,

“It looks like
you are.” He shrugged, “don’t know what you’re complaining about,
at least you got a promotion.”

Diaz tossed him
a look of deep disgust, thrust the order deep into her skirt
pocket.

Fletcher was
puzzled by her reaction, in fact he was puzzled by her whole
manner. The girl had seemed grumpy all morning.

“Christ Diaz,
are you never happy?” he grabbed her by the elbow “What more do
you….”? Suddenly a blurred panorama of sky, horizon, and finally a
good close-up of grass and earth, flashed past his eyes, as Diaz
reacted and he found himself looking up at the marine gasping for
breath.

Diaz smiled
apologetically.

“Gee, um…sorry
Spook, conditioned reflex. You’re going to have to warn me before
you try to grab me like that again.” She held out her hand. “Hey,
are we still friends?”

Fletcher lay on
the grass and tried to collect his thoughts. He had spent years
working with men who were trained for action, trained to respond to
situations that changed in seconds. None of this had prepared him
for the company he now found himself in. From where he lay, he
could see Rory, Jacko, and Nigel pottering about, exchanging
good-natured jibes at one another. He could have been studying a
group of firemen, or indeed, any close knit group of professionals.
What made these men, and, he acknowledged as he looked up at Diaz,
woman, different, was the fact that they were trained to survive
the battleground, not the fireground.

Then it dawned
on him; he had no idea of how these people operated, no inkling of
how they would react. Fletcher got up and dusted the loose grass
from his uniform. He had a lot to learn, and not much time.

“It’s me who
should be apologising Diaz,” He took the marine’s hand and he
smiled ruefully. “sometimes I forget just how dangerous you people
are. I’ll try to be more careful in the future.”

Diaz nodded

“OK Capt’n,
where do you want to go?”

“First, I want
a chat with those people at the gate. We’re not going too far on
foot, I just want to get a feel for the area.” He paused as a
thought from his past struck him, and he grinned. “Maybe get some
‘local knowledge’.”

The medic
didn’t have a clue what Fletcher was talking about, but she
shrugged and followed, the weather was good and anything beat
sitting around a dusty field.

The Guards
sergeant officers approaching and called the soldiers to attention.
Fletcher and Diaz, uncomfortable in their new roles, returned the
salute.

“Tell your men
to relax Sergeant,” Fletcher said easily, trying to imagine what an
officer should sound like.

“Sah! Guard
party, stand at EASE!”

Fletcher
glanced at the Sergeant who was still looking straight ahead. The
fire service hadn’t been much into drill and parade grounds when he
was a probationer, but there had been some, and although a lot of
years had passed, Fletcher found he could still remember the
basics.

“Alright men,
stand easy,” The five guardsmen relaxed. A little bit. Just then,
another party of soldiers marched past the gate. There weren’t many
in the group, no more than a platoon. They seemed a little more
tired, a little dustier than the others that had marched up the
road that morning but, as they noticed the Guards at the entrance
to the field, the men straightened their shoulders and lifted their
heads.

“ARE WE DOWN
‘EARTED?” they yelled, and then “NO!” as they answered their own
question.

“You may not be
down ‘earted yet mate,” The Guard nearest the road muttered. “but
you bloody soon will be.”

The Sergeant
turned on him.

“You shut yer
rap Jenkins,” he barked, “you’ve bin in this push long enough to
know you don’t swear in front of an officer.” He turned to Fletch,
“Sorry about that Sir, do you want ‘im crimed?”

Fletcher
suppressed a grin, he couldn’t remember the last time someone had
been chastised for swearing in front of him. He shook his head and
attempted to break the ice.

“Smoke
Sergeant?” Fletcher offered the packet of Woodbines,

The man relaxed
and smiled.

“Thank you Sir,
don’t mind if I do.” He took one and placed it carefully behind his
ear.

“You have my
permission to smoke,” Fletcher he threw the pack to the others,
“the rest of you as well, go ahead, light up.”

The soldiers
looked to the Sergeant, so did Fletcher. This was no big deal, he
didn’t have to talk to these men, but in his experience, there was
no such thing as useless information. Whatever he could get out of
these Guardsmen would be a good start.

The Sergeant
smiled and, placing the woodbine between his lips reached into his
trouser pocket and produced a box of matches. The other four
relaxed and accepted the proffered woodbines. The Sergeant lit up,
and then carefully offered the match to the man he had addressed as
Jenkins. Then he did a curious thing, although the match still had
two thirds of it’s length unburnt, he put it carefully under his
boot and ground it out. Fletcher looked around the group; the
soldiers were nodding slightly, giving slight grunts of approval.
For a moment he was puzzled, then a distant memory of an old
superstition came back to him. He remembered his father telling him
that it was bad luck to light three cigarettes from the same match.
As a child he had accepted this without argument, and had promptly
forgotten it. Later he had discovered the reason for the
superstitious fear. In the trenches of world war one, the soldiers
quickly discovered that the flare of a match flame stood out rather
well against the black of the night. At least the enemy snipers
thought so. The story soon got around that the marksman would see
the flame as the first cigarette was lit, bring his sights to bear
on the the second, and fire on the third, thus proving that if you
were third in line, smoking really was bad for your health. Fatal
really. He looked on in fascination as another match was lit and
the ritual was played out.

Fletcher
suddenly realised that a flaming match was being held out, just far
enough away from his moustache to avoid singing it. He dragged his
thoughts back to the present and shook his head.

“No thank you
Sergeant, I don’t smoke,” then realising how strange that sounded,
considering he had just been distributing smokes like a promotions
girl at a Benson and Hedges product launch, he said hurriedly,
“What I mean is, I don’t smoke that much, and I’ve just this minute
put one out.”

The Sergeant
was looking at him blankly, Diaz was shaking her head sadly.

‘Christ I’m a
bloody idiot’ he thought, ‘I shouldn’t be explaining myself to a
mere Sergeant. The man must think I’m a raving lunatic.’

He pulled
himself together.

“There’s a lot
of traffic on this road Sergeant.”

The man exhaled
twin plumes from his nostrils.

“Yes Sir.”

Fletcher tried
again.

“Must be part
of the build up.”

Again, the man
inhaled smoke.

“Build up Sir?”
he pursed his lips “Yes Sir, we’re getting ready for the ‘Big
Push’” then he sniffed, muttering, “Another bloody balls up,” then
he seemed to catch himself, “Beggin’ yer pardon Sir.”

This was more
like it, this was what Fletch was interested in, and he pounced on
the words.

“Balls up,
Sergeant?”

The man pasted
a blank expression over his features.

“Sorry Sir.
Didn’t know what I was sayin’, jus’ ferget I spoke.”

Fletcher almost
ground his teeth in frustration, then he remembered that he was up
against years of mental conditioning that had gone into the
training of this soldier.

“Please” He
tried again. “speak freely, Sergeant.”

At first the
NCO seemed confused, and then slowly he relaxed, some of the
habitual stiffness went out of his body, and he looked at the
ground beneath his feet for a couple of seconds.

“‘E means that
it’s going ter be another balls up like the last balls up…Sir”

Fletcher spun
around, the voice had come from the Guardsman identified earlier as
Jenkins. The Sergeant opened his mouth to reprimand him a second
time but Fletcher raised his hand,

“Go on
Jenkins.”

Again, it was
another of the group who answered.

“He just means
that we’ve seen it all before, Sir” The voice was a little more
cultured than the rest, and the speaker was a little older, about
the same age as the Sergeant. The soldier wore a set of faded
ribbons on his tunic, and Fletcher guessed they were from the South
African war. He realised he was talking to a ‘regular’. According
to Nigel’s story, there weren’t many of these men left.

“Go on,” he
prompted, speaking now to the group in general.

“Yeah,” the
sergeant took up the story. “we’ve seen it, from the Aisne to
Wipers, to Noove Chapel, an’ Loos, we was at all of ‘em, an’ it’s
always bin the bloody same, begin’ yer pardon Sir.” The man paused,
and, as if on cue, another of the group took up the narrative.

“The guns pound
away for a time, the Generals tell us it’s going to be easy, then
the guns lift, we go over the top, and then five minutes later it’s
all over, most of us are napoo.”

“But it don’t
stop there,” Jenkins interrupted, “oh no, then they throw in the
reserves. Remember Hulluch?” He looked around. The others mumbled
and nodded. “After two days, they send up the London Scots, after
marchin’ ‘em all night, an’ they put em into the show in broad
daylight.” Jenkins stopped as he remembered the scene. “We was in
reserve, but we saw most of it. They walked straight into the
bullets. Fritz jus’ traversed back and forth along the line.
Couldn’t miss. Some of them even got up on the parapet to get a
better shot.”

The man ground
to a halt and a shadow seemed to pass behind his eyes as the memory
faded and he shuddered slightly.

“But surely
this attack should be different,” said Fletcher “we’ve learned from
past mistakes?”

“Ave we?” This
time it was the Sergeant who spat into the dust. “Go ‘alf a mile up
this road and ‘ave a look at that new army mob trainin’ in the
fields.” He shook his head, “I don’t think we’ve learned a bloody
thing.”

Fletcher
sighed, he knew they were right. The generals and planners had
learned some lessons, but unfortunately, they were all the wrong
ones. The logistics were simple but chilling; the Germans could
make bullets far more quickly and easily than the British could
make soldiers. And not one of the planners had yet worked out that
trading one for the other was a very bad deal. He knew what he
would find if he went to look at the troops up the road, but he
needed to see it for himself.

Diaz had been
standing a little to the rear during the exchange between Fletcher
and the Guardsmen. She had an idea that representatives of her sex
would be in short supply this close to the front line and although
she was wearing a uniform skirt that the guardsmen couldn’t have
failed to notice, she didn’t want to confuse things further by any
unnecessary interaction. Her other motive was that, like Fletcher,
she wanted to observe. Diaz had her own reasons for becoming
involved in the project and none of them really involved an
interest in the Battle of the Somme. However, she had done some
background reading when she had discovered the objectives of this
skip, and had been drawn, against her will, into the story. And she
too was curious

Throwing any
sort of caution to the winds, Diaz reached into her breast pocket
and pulled out one of her packets of cigarettes.

“Here boys,”
she called, her voice high and clear, “smoke ‘em now or save ‘em
up.”

The Guards
stood and gaped at her, Fletcher spun around in mild shock, he
hadn’t thought to warn the American not to speak, and his brain was
working furiously as he tried to think of a plausible story.

Jenkins was the
first to find his voice.

“Blimey! It’s a
Bint”

Diaz stared
back at the soldiers as if she had every right to be there. Then
she took one of the woodbines from the pack, lit up and took a long
drag.

“What’s the
matter boys? She said, exhaling a blue cloud, “Never seen an Army
nurse before?”

“Sorry Miss,
I…we…I mean…well,” The Sergeant spluttered for a moment before he
found his voice. “we just never seen nurses this close to the front
before.”

Diaz
smiled.

“Yeah, well,
we’re a bit more progressive in the US of A. Oh, and Sergeant,” She
leaned to one side to show her rank markings, “In my army, these
bars on my shoulders make me a Lootenant, so you can call me
Ma’am.”

Fletcher hid a
relieved smile as the Sergeant stiffened to attention, a look of
total confusion plastered on his face.

“Yes Miss,
Ma’am, Madame…er….”

“Forget it
Sarge,”Diaz was enjoying herself. “enjoy the smokes.” And then to
Fletcher, “What about it Cap’n, shall we go?”

 



***************************************************

 


Rory watched as
the pair strolled off up the road, towards the rear areas. A fly
was buzzing annoyingly around his ears and he raised a hand to
brush it away.

Jacko appeared
from the direction of the tents and stood beside him.

“Those two off
on their travels Boss?”

Rory stared
after the couple for a few seconds.

“You and Nige
finished marking out that runway?” He asked, ignoring the
question.

“We all know
that’s a crock of shit Colonel.” Jacko snorted. “I mean, this field
is as good as it’s going to get, look at it,” The two of them
stared at the green grass. “It’s as flat as the MCG, it’s fairly
smooth and as far as we can tell, it’s free of large rocks and
volcanoes. Jeez Boss, we’re not going to operate bloody F-15s out
of here. She can take off in any bloody direction she wants, and we
all know it.”

Rory stood in
silence for a few more seconds as he picked his teeth with a grimy
fingernail.

“That’s right
Jacko, the place is fine as it is.”

“So why are we
here so early, the fun doesn’t start for another bloody month.”

“We are here,
Jacko old mate, to keep an eye on our star attraction, you know,
the one who just walked off down the road with our resident medico
in tow.”

Jacko puffed
out his cheeks, and let his breath out in a thin hiss.

“Mate, I know
he’s supposed to be the duck’s guts and all that, but did we have
to get here a month before the battle?”

Rory gave him a
bleak look, then grunted and finally smiled. Faintly.

“All right
Jacko, enough with the questions. We’ve been through some scrapes
over the years, so I’ll try to explain. Geoffrey, and Debbie, our
pet genius, have somehow got the idea that Fletch is a little more
special than we first thought.” He scratched at his crotch
absently. “And after his last performance, I’m inclined to agree
with them…”

“What, because
he did his own thing?” Jacko let out a short bark of laughter.
“Christ Rory, Fletch is a good bloke and all, don’t get me wrong, I
like the fella, but he’s only one man, I thought this was supposed
to be a team effort. I thought that was the whole point.”

Rory said
nothing and started to walk back to the fire. He waited for his
friend to come alongside him before he continued.

“As I said, I
happen to agree that Fletch might be the key to this thing. He is
the only one who has, so far, had any kind of success with this
time travel stuff. Not to put too finer point on it, the man was
working on an impulse that was important to him at the time, and he
pulled it off.”

Jacko remained
silent as he digested the Colonel’s words.

“I still don’t
see why we’re here so early.”

Rory
sighed,

“Jacko,
Fletcher is here with a month to spare in the hope that, left to
himself, he might come up with some ideas. Some of that lateral
thinking could go a long way on July one.”

“OK let’s say I
understand why Fletch is here, but what about the rest of us?”

“Well, Libby
and the others are arriving tonight so we can iron the bugs out of
the communication system, if there are any, and she can get her
bearings at the same time.” He stopped and looked up at the taller
Australian. “And as far as you me and the Pom are concerned, we
look after Fletcher. As of now, we make sure that no harm comes to
even one grey hair on his head. He is our mission. Clear?”

Jacko
frowned.

“So why the
hell did we just let him walk off down the road, with the reject
marine for company.”

“Ahh Jacko,
that little girl is more than she seems, trust me, our boy couldn’t
be in safer hands...”

Rory’s voice
faded to silence as the chunky sound of an aero engine interrupted
their conversation. The pair looked skywards to see a low flying
biplane passing overhead, the large, Maltese crosses standing out
against the pale undersides.

Jacko looked
closer, mildly annoyed as he noticed the observer leaning over the
side of the machine, methodically taking photographs.

“You cheeky
bloody sticky-beak.”

Rory was not
smiling.

“Fucking
tourists!” he growled. “We might just have to get Libby to deal
with that bastard when she gets here; the last thing we want is the
bad guys paying us regular visits.”

 



********************************************

 


The bright
summer sunlight shone down through the dusty green of the trees
lining the dusty roadway. Fletcher and Diaz walked easily along the
uneven surface. The day was warm and they were both sweating
slightly under their heavy uniforms. Fletcher looked up at the
bright disc of the sun that was almost directly overhead. The
Sergeant at the gate had said there were some troops half a mile
away and he calculated that at this easy pace it would be another
fifteen minutes before they got there.

Fletch glanced
at his companion. Since the exchange with the Guards Diaz hadn’t
said a word and up until now Fletcher had been content to walk in
silence. There were, however, some questions that he had been
wanting answers to, and this seemed as good a time as any.

“So Diaz,” he
asked casually, “if that’s your name, what’s your story?”

The girl
snapped her head around to look at him, surprise turning to
indignation as she understood the question that had suddenly come
out of no-where.

“I hope you got
a good reason for that question man, ‘cause if you don’t…”

“Oh chill out,”
Fletcher grinned; he was beginning to enjoy playing these games,
however potentially painful they might be. “I don’t give a toss
what you want to call yourself. You can be Joan of Arc for all I
care.” He looked sideways at the girl. “I’ve been doing some
research of my own, Diaz. Just on the side, just quietly. Did you
know they left most of the library intact back at the school?” Diaz
narrowed her eyes to slits, saying nothing. “No? Oh well, maybe you
don’t like to read. I do by the way, it’s just about my favourite
way of passing the time.”

The Medic
turned her face towards him.

“You’re going
to get to the point sometime, right?”

Fletcher went
on as if she hadn’t spoken.

“They’ve got a
good non-fiction section, it’s quite extensive. There was one book
in particular that I couldn’t put down. You would have liked it,
all about the United States Marine Corps. Knock out stuff.” Finally
Diaz, showed a faint dawning of understanding in her
expression.

“Very
comprehensive sections on the history of the Corps,” Fletcher
continued, “battles fought, wars and so on. Did you know, they
claim that there is a US Marine buried in every country in the
world?” He shook his head, “Funny but the Royal Marines say the
same thing. Strange claim to fame when you think about it, sort of
a macabre ‘I’ve been everywhere, man’. Anyway, I learned quite a
lot from that book.

Here Fletcher
paused for effect, after all, he was at last getting to the point.
It deserved a little theatre.

“Like, for
instance, the Marine Corps has no Medical personnel of it’s own, it
draws them from the US Navy when it needs them.” He let that sink
in for a few seconds then he stopped and turned to face a still
silent girl.

“So” he asked,
“who the bloody hell are you?”

Diaz was quiet
as she looked down at the road surface, her peaked service cap
hiding her expression. When at last she looked up, her mouth was
twisted in a rueful smile.

“Lets walk,
Fletch,” She led off at an easy pace once more. “OK, man, you got
me, I’m no more Marine Corps than Wile-E-Coyote.”

Fletcher
nodded, it felt nice to be right. For once.

“But you’re
something to do with the military, right?”

Diaz took off
her cap and ran her hand through her sweat dampened stubble.

“Oh yeah
Fletch, you could say that.” She paused again and grinned. “I’m a
SEAL”. Her mouth twisted bitterly, “Or I would have been, if the
Goddamn politicians hadn’t cancelled the program.”

For a moment
Fletcher was confused, he had a ludicrous vision of Diaz soaring up
out of a large pool of water to grab a small fish between her teeth
before plummeting back to splash down in a cascade of delicate
spray. The mental picture only lasted a second before he remembered
a video he had watched on a boring nightshift.

“If you mean
‘Navy Seal’, then I think I remember seeing a movie with that name
some time back. Starred Charlie Sheen. It wasn’t that good.”

“Yeah,” Diaz
pulled a face, “I saw that movie too, it’s about as real as ‘Ladder
49’”

Fletcher
inclined his head in acknowledgment of the riposte.

“Touché, was
there any part of your original story that was true? “If not, why
are you here?” He deliberately kept his tone as neutral as
possible, because he was beginning to feel out of his depth.
Again.

Diaz seemed to
think carefully before answering.

“Well, I am a
good medic. Actually I’m something of a specialist when it comes to
battlefield trauma. I can even do some minor surgery if I have to.
I’ve got other talents as well.” Fletcher felt inclined to discover
those as he needed them, and said so. The girl shrugged. “Whatever.
The only thing you really need to know at this point is that I’m
here to help. I’ll go along with whatever Geoff said and he told me
that you were in charge.” She shrugged again; “I suppose that’s
good enough for me.”

They were
approaching a crossroads which appeared to be guarded by the usual
party of soldiers. Beyond this, in the next field, was an enormous
quantity of khaki tents.

“Diaz, I think
this is what we’ve come to see.” Fletcher slowed his pace, giving
them more time before they reached the crossroads. “If anybody
asks, I’m showing you around and you’ve decided you want to see the
preparations for the ‘Big Push’, OK”

“Yeah, no
problem Spook, you’re the Boss.” She checked her uniform, buttoning
a pocket flap and smoothing her skirt in a feminine gesture that
seemed completely out of character. She smiled. “Until I hear
different.”

Fletcher wasn’t
sure he liked the sound of that, but suddenly they had run out of
time and a Lance Corporal was stiffening into a salute, gesturing
to the rest of the party to follow suit.

“Remember,”
Fletcher hissed out of the corner of his mouth, “always refer to it
as ‘The Big Push’.” Diaz rolled her eyes skywards.

“Good afternoon
Corporal. Stand easy.” The soldier relaxed and Fletch watched as
the men did likewise. Fletcher looked over the man’s shoulder and
asked, “Could you tell us what’s going on over there?”

The Corporal
looked behind him,

“Rehearsal for
the Push Sir, the men are trainin’ Sir.”

“Splendid,
Corporal,”Fletcher tried to sound airily superior. “just the
ticket, where do I find the Commanding officer?”

“The Colonel
will be out observing the troop movements Sir, at least that’s
where he normally is but…” The man looked uneasy.

Fletcher
decided on a show of impatience.

“Yes, what is
it, spit it out man, I don’t have all day!”

The corporal
was clearly no regular.

“S-sorry Sir,”
He cringed, “but I can’t let you into that field, I’m supposed to
be guardin’ it Sir.”

“Oh very well
Corporal,” Fletcher sighed theatrically. “read this would you?” He
produced the forged orders, “should put your mind at ease.”

Fletcher almost
felt sorry for the corporal, as he read the signature at the bottom
and his whole face drained of colour.

“Christ!” he
said in a low voice. “‘Ere, Chalky, take over for a while.” One of
the soldiers stepped forward. “Sir, if you’ll follow me,” The
Corporal went on, “I’ll take you to the CO.”

“Thank you
Corporal,” Fletcher smiled that would be very helpful.”

He turned to
Diaz,

“Shall we go
Lieutenant?”

They followed
the soldier through a gap in the hedge, and then out across the
flat grass of the field. Down the length of one side, white tapes
had been laid out, and along these, stood four long lines of
infantry arrayed in full battle gear. Some wore the upturned flat
basins that the British would insist on using as steel helmets for
most of their wars this century, and all carried their rifle across
their chests at the position known as ‘High Port’. Bayonets were
fixed in place, although leather scabbards covered the bright
steel. The rows of men stretched down the entire length of the
field and as they watched, a whistle blew from the far end, to be
swiftly echoed by more, shrilling down the line.

With a loud
cheer, the first row of soldiers stepped forward and moved at a
steady walking pace across the grass. Out in front was an officer
with a drawn sword and the men kept to a regular distance of about
two meters between each one.

As they
advanced, a group of officers and NCOs moved among them yelling
orders.

“Keep a steady
pace men!”

“Watch your
dressing there!”

“Don’t bunch,
don’t bunch!”

“That man
there! Stop running! This isn’t a bloody race!”

Again the
whistles sounded, and the next wave of men moved off, still at the
same slow walk as the first. Before they reached the end of the
field, the third and fourth waves had followed in their wake. Their
guide led them in the van of the last group of men and, in time,
they found themselves approaching another line of tapes. In front
of the final wave, they could see a large man on a large horse,
riding up and down the files bellowing instructions.

“Remember men,
imagine that the Huns are firing at you, there may be a dozen or so
left after the bombardment. Imagine that you are climbing over
barbed wire and remember your gas masks.”

Snippets of
conversation drifted back to them from the men.

“There’s not
goin’ to be any of the Bastards left to shoot at us”

“Well I hope
there’s some left, where’s the fun if the bloody guns do all the
work”

“Aye, I got a
pair of knuckle dusters made special, I’ll be right hipped if I
don’t get to use them.”

Finally the
last wave stepped over the lines of tape and was called to a halt.
Quickly they were formed into a three-sided hollow square and the
officer on the horse rode into the middle.

“That was good
for a first try men,” he said in a loud voice, “but we must improve
before the big day. Some of you were moving too fast, you must keep
to a steady pace, or we will over-run the battalions on our flanks.
Now we’re going to do this again, only this time slower.”

Orders were
shouted down the lines and the soldiers marched back to their start
lines. The Corporal approached the horseman and saluted. After a
few seconds the man saluted again and marched off, back in the
direction of his crossroads. The rider cantered up to them,
returning their salutes with a flourish of his cane.

“Captain,
Lieutenant, may I see your orders please?” Fletcher handed the
papers over, and watched as the man raised his eyebrows.

“American you
say? Highly irregular, highly irregular.” He blinked as if seeing
Diaz for the first time. “And a woman?”

“Lieutenant
Tanner is attached to the Embassy staff in London, Sir.” Fletcher
explained, repeating the cover story that had been agreed on. “She
is close to the President, and the American government is keen to
have her observe the preparations for this operation.” The Colonel
pursed his heavy lips for a couple of seconds before answering.

“Highly
irregular, Captain, these preparations are supposed to secret. Damn
it! What if the Bosch got wind of our tactics, they’d cut us to
pieces.”

Fletcher almost
choked on his twenty-twenty hindsight. If the Germans discovered
these tactics, it was his guess they would do precisely nothing.
The British army couldn’t do more to lose this battle if they
tried.

The Colonel was
still staring at the order in his hand.

“Irregular,
dammed irregular.” he muttered “Still, that’s Douglas’ signature on
the thing, so I suppose it must be all right.” The Colonel seemed
to make up his mind. “Very well Captain, you may watch,” He smiled
thinly. “I’ll explain it for the benefit of our guest,” Diaz didn’t
return the smile. “After all, these tactics would be far in advance
of any thing she would have seen in the American army. Eh?
What?”

Diaz opened her
mouth, Fletcher tried to get in first,

“Splendid idea
Sir...”

“I’m sorry
Colonel,” The American snorted, unable to contain herself. “but
what’s so clever about long lines of men moving forward at a
walking pace”

The Colonel
looked down at her from his hi mount and his smile turned
indulgent.

“Four waves,
Lieutenant, four waves.” He tapped the side of his nose with his
index finger

“The Bosch will
expect two, he may even expect three. But,” He went on
triumphantly, “the Hun will never expect four waves to come at
him.” He paused and winked, “It’s our secret weapon, old Rawly
himself says that while three waves can be successful, by using
four we maintain the element of surprise and ensure our
success.”

Diaz inhaled
sharply as Fletcher nudged her hard in the ribs, effectively
stifling her next words. He looked up at the horseman, nodding
.

“Ah yes, I see
four waves, jolly good.”

“What? Oh
yes...well...anyway, Lieutenant, we’ve marked out two sets of
trench lines, ours,” He indicated the first set of tapes, where the
infantry was again forming up into four waves, “ and the enemy’s,”
He pointed to the other tapes. “By the time we go over the top, the
barrage will have swept away most of the wire and there won’t be
any one left alive in the Hun’s front line. So the men are
practicing their occupation of the first objectives.”

Whistles
shrilled as the exercise started again. The Colonel looked over at
the slow moving lines

“They’re on the
move again, I’ll have to go. Watch all you like, just don’t get in
the way. These are very complex manoeuvres.” He put his spurs to
the horse’s flanks and cantered away.

Fletcher and
Diaz stood to one side as the first wave advanced. Fletcher watched
the cheering progress as the men moved across the grass.

Diaz shook her
head.

“Jesus Christ!”
she spat disgustedly. “Tell me these guys ain’t serious.”

Fletcher
sighed.

“I’m afraid
they are Diaz.”

“Shit! Dead men
walking, I could stop ‘em with a couple of Claymores and an M-60.
Where do they think they are? Hollywood?

“No Diaz,”
Fletcher sighed again. “That’s the tragedy, the real tragedy. These
poor bastards believe that the high command actually know what
they’re doing, they trust them. After the first of next month,
those few, those very few that are still alive will never trust
again. This is the beginning of the death of idealism. Sad
really.”

Diaz hunched
her shoulders.

“Tragedy my
ass! Didn’t anybody bother to explain basic infantry tactics to
these dumb-asses?”

“No, the high
command didn’t think they would learn more complex tactics in time
for the battle.”

The germ of an
idea had been growing in Fletcher’s mind for the last half an hour.
Suddenly he jerked out of the melancholy he had been wallowing in,
and strode off in the direction of the road.

Diaz chased
after him, jogging to keep up.

“Hey! Where you
goin’? Don’t you want to watch the trainee corpses do their thing
one more time?”

Fletcher
increased his pace as he approached the hedge.

“Nope, I’ve
seen enough,” He emerged onto the road and set off at a brisk pace.
“Come on, we need to get back.”

Rory saw the
pair as they came through the gate into the field.

“Ahh, the
walkabouts return.” He turned to Nigel. “What d’ya reckon Pom? They
seem to be in a hurry.”

Fletcher
stopped in front of them, panting slightly. Diaz followed, a second
or two behind. She was not panting.

Rory stood
up.

“So, how did
you go? See anything interesting?”

Fletcher looked
around the group and waited until his breathing returned to normal.
He wasn’t out of shape, he realised, just excited.

“Colonel, you
might want to sit down.” Rory raised an eyebrow. “I’ve got a job
for you and your boys.” He grinned around at the mercenaries, “Are
you interested?”

 



***********************************************

 


Libby sat on a
bench top, idly swinging her legs, watching Leonie and a small army
of technicians working in and around the SE5, readying the machine
for the time skip. Inspection panels had been removed and it looked
as though every system was being checked and re-checked. Leonie
pulled her head and shoulders from the ammunition feed access and
ticked another item on the large clipboard she was nursing.
Noticing the pilot, she waved and made her way to her.

“Hey Libby,”
she called, “come to inspect your aircraft?”

“No, I’ll leave
all that up to you,” Libby grinned down at the tech. “I can fly
this thing, and push the right buttons, but don’t ask me to
understand how it all works.”

“Don’t worry
about it,” Leonie laughed. “that’s the way we designed it; simple
to use so you can concentrate on the job.”

Libby jumped
down from her perch and walked around the small fighter.

“There was
something I wanted to talk to you about.”

Leonie slipped
her clip board under her arm.

“I hope it’s
nothing too serious,” she jerked her head in the direction of the
hive of activity behind her. “Not this close to the skip.”

Libby shook her
head.

“I don’t think
so.” she pulled a face. “It’s the flying gear Debbie seems to think
I should wear.”

“You mean all
that leather and fur doesn’t do much for your figure?”

“It’s not
that,” the pilot took a breath, “Look, this machine is a shitload
more complicated to operate than the fighters of the period. It
flies faster, accelerates quicker and it can pull more G’s in the
turn than the designers of the the original could have dreamed
of.”

The tech
nodded, a smile playing around the corners of her mouth.

“Your point
is...?

Libby spread
her hands.

“Look Leonie,
when I put all that authentic gear on I can barely walk, let alone
fly...”

“And you were
wondering if I had any ideas?” the tech grinned suddenly “Relax
Libby, I came to the same conclusion weeks ago.” she turned and
pointed up at the cockpit. “You’ll find a complete set of modern
flying gear stowed in the locker under your seat, where the dinghy
normally goes.”

“Thanks
Leonie,” Libby gave a relieved smile. “you don’t know how much
better that makes me feel.”

“Hey, don’t
mention it. Like I said, I’m here to look after you and my
aircraft.” she leaned closer. “Between you and me, I don’t think it
matters a toss what you wear. I mean it’s not as if anybody’s going
to get a good look at you is it?”

“So you don’t
think I’ll just disappear...?”

“No I don’t”
Leonie snorted. “And anyway, what’s the point of going to all this
trouble if you’re so restricted that you can’t do the job you went
there for in the first place?”

Libby smiled
with relief and turned her attention to the work going on around
the SE5.

“I hope these
guys know how to put all this back together again.”

Leonie fell in
beside her.

“Well, if
anything doesn’t work, do what I always do.”

“Which is?”

“Give it a good
thump!”

The memory of
the last time that she had applied that particular remedy came back
into her mind.

“Thanks,” the
pilot grimaced. “I’ll try to forget you said that. Any other
suggestions?”

Leonie’s face
broke into a slow, sly grin.

“Any other
problems, I’ll just have to improvise a fix on sight, won’t I?”

Libby’s eyes
widened.

“I didn’t know
you were coming with us.”

“I’m your
personal mechanic,” Leonie shrugged “cum armourer, cum weapons
specialist, and expert Barista.” She grinned, “You can’t do without
me,”

Libby thought
about that for a couple of seconds and then decided that she liked
the idea.

“Great so
where’s the coffee?”

The technician
looked down at her checklist, frowning,

“I’ve got a
couple of things left to do on this list, then we can relax,” She
glanced down at her wristwatch, “in about, say, half an hour?”

Libby smiled
and nodded, but before she could reply, they heard the large double
doors of the hanger grind open to admit a classic 1910 Rolls Royce
Silver Ghost.

“Hello girls”,
said Roger as he brought the machine to a gentle halt. He turned
off the ignition and opened the door, before stepping lightly onto
the running board. “Like my new wheels?”

Libby ran an
appreciative gaze over the car, while Leonie rushed forward, her
eyes glowing.

“Oh, wow! They
finished it, I didn’t think they’d have it ready in time,
great!”

Roger dangled
the keys from his hand, and Libby noticed for the first time that
the man was wearing an immaculate uniform. At first she thought he
was dressed as a chauffeur, then as she looked closer she realised
that Roger was reprising his role as an officer in the British
army. Suddenly, the man had presence, as if the role had given him
substance.

Leonie was
walking around the vehicle.

“Did they put
in all the mods I asked for?”

“Most of them,”
The actor grinned, “although the four wheel drive function gave the
boys a headache, or so I’m led to believe.”

Libby was
feeling a definite sense of deja -vu. Specifically, she was
thinking of her introduction to the SE5.

“Alright,” she
said at last, “I’m guessing this isn’t the stock standard model any
more,” she said with mild excitement, “What have you managed to
shovel into it.”

Leonie smiled
wickedly.

“Well, there
are quite a few…um…modifications to the original design, but you’re
right, this vehicle is a little different to the car that mister
Royce designed in 1910.”

Libby looked
the machine over, from it’s large, bulbous headlamps, to the long
bonnet, secured by two leather straps, to the deep leather
upholstered interior. It seemed authentic enough. Whatever the
designers had added to the vehicle was either well disguised or
well hidden. Or both.

“OK,” she
laughed. “I give up, I can’t see anything different.” A vaguely
uncomfortable thought occurred to her. “Hang on a minute,” The
other two stopped and turned to look at the pilot. “This
contraption’s not for me is it.” The thought of learning to operate
yet another set of covert equipment was not one that she welcomed,
no matter how good it looked.

Leonie laughed
gleefully and snatched the keys from Roger’s hand.

“Nope,” she
tossed the keys into the air, “this is my toy, isn’t it
lovely?”

This time Libby
was really surprised and Roger’s next words didn’t help

“Well, that’s
not quite true. Officially it’s mine, but,” he leaned into the back
seat and produced a flat khaki cap which he placed on the
technician’s head, “I’ll let you drive me around in it.”

“Yes Sir!”
Leonie gave the actor a mock salute, “Where to Sir?”

Libby got the
impression pair were performing a double act.

“OK, when you
two have finished with the ‘Driving Miss Daisy’ routine, would you
mind telling me what’s going on?”

“Well, for a
start,” Leonie took off her cap and placed her foot casually on the
running board of the Rolls-Royce. “Roger here is coming along as a
kind of trouble shooter. He’s already been on a couple of skips to
establish his credentials, so he should be able to plug any holes
in our cover story and answer any awkward questions.”

“Leonie, as you
now know,” Roger stepped off the car and continued the explanation,
“is coming along to look after you and your aircraft. Myself, as an
officer of some standing,” he paused to brush some none existent
lint from the red gorgets on his collar, “can’t possibly be seen to
be driving myself around.”

Leonie jumped
down from her perch, grinning like a child with a new toy.

“C’mon Libby,”
She inclined her head, “let me show you around.”

The pilot
allowed herself to be led around the car as her guide described the
features.

“OK, let’s
start at the front,” suggested the tech unfastening the leather
straps and lifting the engine cover. “Twin overhead cam, fuel
injected V6 petrol, inter-cooled and turbo-charged, of course.”

Libby stared at
the acres of tubes and wires that was all she could see of the
engine.

“Of course.”
she murmured.

“Four-wheel
drive. We anticipate some pretty cruddy terrain,” Leonie opened the
driver’s door. “Power steering, independent suspension…”


“Air-conditioning, CD changer, adjustable lumbar support, central
locking, engine immobiliser, electric windows, GPS, toaster,
electronic chutney maker?” Libby interrupted, sarcastically. “Does
it come in red? Great, I’ll take it.”

Leonie
frowned

“Yeah, right,
very funny, look Libby, a lot of thought has gone into this
vehicle, but if you’re not interested…”

Libby held up
her hands grinning.

“OK, OK, I
apologise, I just got the impression you were trying to sell it to
me.” She came over to the car and leaned on the open door,
“seriously, you’d make a really good used car salesman.”

“Oh thank you!”
Leonie took her job very seriously and refused to be mollified

The pilot
realised that she might have overstepped a boundary or two.

“I’m impressed,
you’re all very clever,” smiled disarmingly, “What do want me to
say? Come to that, why are you telling me all this? I thought this
whole operation was being conducted on a ‘need to know’ basis.”
Libby shrugged, “Why do I need to know about ‘Chitty-Chitty
Bang-Bang’ here?”

Leonie caressed
the winged ‘Spirit of Ecstasy’ emblem that adorned the top of the
radiator.

“Because, o
intrepid pilot,” there was now the vaguest hit of seriousness in
her tone. “you may need to call on this vehicle to pull your
battered body out of the shit. In fact, that could apply to all of
us.” She treated Libby to a hard stare. “Libby, on this skip,
‘Chitty-Chitty Bang-Bang’, as you called it, is your rescue tender,
transport and ambulance, all rolled into one.” Leonie allowed her
words sink in for a moment before going on. “As we keep having to
remind you, we’re going into a war-zone. Any or all of us could be
killed, wounded, or in some way damaged. I think you’d do well to
understand what this equipment is capable of.” She looked straight
into Libby’s eyes. “Don’t you?”

Libby stood
silently, and finally managed to nod her head slowly. She wasn’t
stupid. The thought of death and injury had crossed her mind on
several occasions, but they had been largely abstract thoughts,
like the time in the Cessna with the twins, she just didn’t think
it was going to happen. Suddenly it was all starting to look very
real.

With an effort,
she pushed the dark thoughts to the back of her mind.

“You mentioned
coffee earlier,” She smiled thinly. “after all this talk of blood
and guts I feel like a caffeine hit.”

Leonie smiled
back and the tension was broken.

“Sure, follow
me,” she turned to Roger, “Go and play Roger, try not to have a
bingle in my new car, and we’ll see you on the Somme.”

Roger grinned,
and casually touched his cap with the tip of his leather swagger
stick.

“Right you are
girls.”

He jumped into
the driver’s seat, and purred away through the doors at the other
end of the hanger, disappearing into the afternoon sunset.

The two women
watched his departure, then Leonie led the way to her office. Libby
saw that the workmen had almost finished with the SE5, and were
replacing the last of the covers.

She paused for
a moment. Somehow the fighter had acquired an expectant air, as if
it understood that the preliminaries were now over, the last checks
done. It looked ready for action. Libby shivered slightly before
following the other girl through the office door.

 



***************************************************

 


To give Rory
his due, he didn’t even blink when Fletcher told him what he had in
mind. He just stared straight ahead and listened. Jacko and Nigel
were not so restrained. This was hardly surprising considering what
Fletcher had just asked them to do.

The plan
sounded deceptively simple to start with.

“Colonel,”
Fletcher began, “how long does it take to train the average
infantryman about fire and movement?”

Rory didn’t
need to think about that one.

“Four weeks,
basic training.” He shrugged “Give or take a week or so.”

Fletcher
smiled.

“There’s a
battalion of infantry camped about a mile down that road.” He
indicated the direction with his arm. “At this moment, they’re all
practicing the manoeuvres of mass suicide,”

“Yeah,” Diaz
added her confirmation. “the Spook’s right,”

Fletcher turned
back to the Colonel and his companions.

“You’ve got
three weeks Rory, can you and your mates update their tactics in
that time?”

The Colonel
didn’t answer for a couple of seconds

“Yeah, right!”
spat Jacko. “No problem, do you have any idea of how difficult
that’s going to be?”

Rory held up
his hand to silence his companion, then gestured for Fletcher and
Diaz to sit down.

“I hate to
agree with that tall streak of bird shit,” he said in a quiet
voice, indicating his subordinate, “but he has a point,” Fletcher
opened his mouth, but Rory held up his hand again, “just let me
explain, Fletch. As I said, it takes around four weeks to train the
average infantryman in the tactics of fire and movement. Modern
tactics.” He let that sink in for a few moments. “Tactics that
centre around mutual fire support between platoons and based upon
the firepower of the general purpose machine gun. Fletch, these
blokes don’t have automatic weapons of any kind. Their personal
weapon is a bolt action, magazine fed rifle. The rate of fire is
good, but it’s just not up to the job that you want it to do. And
while we’re on the subject, it takes four weeks to train the modern
infantryman, theory and practical, those poor bastards you watched
this morning were using the simple tactics you observed because
they were not up to learning anything else in the time left to
them.”

Rory sat back
on his heels watching Fletcher closely. He had the impression that
behind his eyes, Fletcher’s mind was like a coiled spring, just
waiting for him to finish talking.

He wasn’t far
wrong.

“Rory,”
Fletcher returned his stare, “how many times have you tried this
time change thing?”

For a moment,
Rory was puzzled; the question was completely unexpected.

“I…er...well,
counting all the attempts, that would include mine, Dave Shaw’s had
five goes at it and then there was Roger’s first try, adding them
all up comes to seven, why?”

Fletcher leaned
forward,

“And how many
of those were successful, Colonel?”

“None,” Rory
kept his voice even, “but then you know that already, make your
point.”

Fletcher was
unsmiling as he continued.

“Yeah, none of
them worked because you hit the problem head on! You failed because
the poor guy you were trying to save wouldn’t believe you.”
Fletcher leaned closer, “Neither would I! Think about it; the poor
young bugger has just spent the last three months of his life being
traumatised by periodic stretches a front line trench. Then he’s
all wound up at the thought of a huge battle in the morning. He’s
bone weary from marching God knows how many miles through the
organised chaos of the back areas. And what do you do?” He didn’t
wait for an answer. “You appear like a fucking Genie out of a
bottle and tell him he’s going to die if he doesn’t listen to you.
Christ, no wonder he thought you were just a bad dream.”

Rory had been
silent, just nodding from time to time when it seemed appropriate.
Inwardly however, he had been analysing every word said. He had to
admit the Fletcher had a point. The annoying fact was that he,
Colonel Rory Street, had never thought of it that way. He clenched
his teeth a little; looking at it now it was so bloody obvious.

In flash of
understanding, it occurred to him they had all thought that this
was going to be so easy. They hadn’t realised that the hard part
was not the actual time travel itself, but what you did when you
got there. It seemed not only was their own lack of imagination
working against them but also a complete inability for lateral
thinking.

“Go on.” He
said, still quietly.

“Rory,”
Fletcher continued, warming to his subject, “you attacked the
problem head on, like a bull at a gate.” He looked around at the
late afternoon, “You’re a military man Colonel, in about a month we
are going to have a very good demonstration of a head on attack.”
He sat back on his heels and sighed. “You tell me mate, speaking
figuratively, isn’t it sometimes better to go around the problem
and attack the flanks?”

Rory suddenly
smiled for the first time since the conversation began. This was,
after all why he had wanted a problem solver in the first place. He
looked sideways at Nigel and Jacko, they had clearly been thinking
along the same lines as himself, for they were just squatting
quietly on their heels, all protests stilled. For the moment.

“OK Fletch,
what’s on your mind?”

Fletcher stood
up and began pacing back and forth as he spoke.

“I once read
that the British army lost the battle of the Somme by three
minutes. That was all the time it took for the German machine
gunners to drag their weapons up out of the concrete bunkers and
establish a rough firing line in the ruins of their front line
trench. The Tommies had been told walk forward at a steady pace,
about one yard between the men with one hundred yards between
waves. The men were loaded down with at least sixty pounds of kit,
some with a lot more, so they couldn’t run even if they wanted to.”
He stopped pacing, “right so far?”

“Good history
lesson,” Nigel spoke up. “so what?”

Rory turned his
head slightly.

“Shut up Nige.”
Then to Fletcher, “Go on”

Fletcher took
up his pacing again.

“So, we have a
perfect target for machine guns, and the first day of the Somme
goes down in history as the worst day of casualties suffered by the
British Army.”

Fletcher
stopped pacing and scratched at the back of his neck, the afternoon
was hot and they were all scratching and swatting at the swarms of
midges that had come to investigate.

“The trick
seems to be in the speed of the first wave. I mean, if we can get
them to the German trench in under the three minutes, give or take
a few seconds either way, then not only do we save our boy and most
of his men, but we should save a few Germans into the bargain.”

“How and why do
we do that?” interrupted Jacko.

Fletcher
turned, frowning.

“We do that
Jacko, by being able to take the Germans prisoner as they come up
out of their dug-outs. And we do it because I like to save lives,
if possible. I used to be quite good at it.”

Rory spoke
up,

“All well and
good mister Fireman, we thought of that, it was what we were trying
to tell the young Luey but he wouldn’t listen.”

Fletcher held
up a finger to silence him.

“Ahh Colonel,”
he smiled, “this time we go around the back way, so to speak, this
time we make it official.” He grinned in triumph. “Starting
tomorrow, armed with the appropriate paperwork, you and your boys
are going to take over the battle training of those lads down the
road. Your goal is to get the first wave into the German trench
within the three minutes, I’ll leave the details up to you.”

“That’s a
pretty tall order,” Diaz threw in the comment. Up until now she had
been an idle spectator to the conversation. “But just supposing the
Colonel pulls it off. If I read this battle right, anyone who gets
into the first trench gets cut off by the German artillery and
wiped out by the counter attack from the second line of
trenches.”

Rory shifted on
his heels.

“That’s right
Fletch, any ideas?”

Fletcher’s grin
grew broader

“That’s where
fire and movement come in guys and girls.” Once again, he started
pacing, “I want you to train the second wave in modern assault
tactics, you know, use of fire power and all that soldier stuff.
The idea is to leapfrog them through the first wave and on to the
second line before the Germans have time to counter attack.”

Jacko spoke up
again.

“What about
fire power?” he asked, “What do you suggest we use?”

“Yes I know
that the standard bolt action isn’t up to the job…”

“And what about
a Gimpy?” interrupted Nigel, using the slang term for the General
Purpose Machine Gun. Fletcher managed to look superior, the same
problem had occurred to him. Fortunately the answer could be found,
quite literally ‘off the shelf’.

“Have you boys
never heard of the “Lewis Gun”?”

There was a
dense silence while the four military people who should have worked
this out for themselves mentally kicked each other up the arse.

“Of course, the
bloody Lewis Gun,” said Jacko, slapping himself on the forehead,
and voicing all their thoughts as he did so.

Fletcher looked
smug.

“Yep, weighs in
at about twenty five pounds, has a cyclic rate of around four to
five hundred rounds a minute, firing the standard three-oh-three
ball cartridge from a fifty round, pan shaped magazine. Standard
issue, albeit in small numbers to the British army from about
mid-nineteen fifteen onwards. A little on the heavy side,” he
shrugged, “but you can’t have everything.”

“We’ll have to
get enough of them to do the job Colonel,” Diaz pursed her lips as
her mind engaged the problems. “I reckon on about one to a four man
team.”

Rory looked
thoughtful

“Yeah, that’s
about right, but we’ll need to train up the teams to use them. We
could be pushed for time.”

“Like I said,”
Fletcher squatted down once more, “I’m just the ideas man Colonel,
I leave the details up to you. Roger can probably get hold of all
the equipment you’ll need.”

Rory nodded
slowly.

“Yeah, given
the right requisition form, signed by the right person, he
shouldn’t have any trouble, but we’ll have to get him on to it
first thing in the morning.”

“Rory,”
Fletcher was serious again, “these men, they’re not average
soldiers of this time, that was part of the tragedy. They were from
all walks of life; most of them well educated, intelligent. A lot
of them gave up good jobs to enlist.” He spread his arms wide,
“What I’m saying, Rory, is they’re not just dumb cannon fodder. I
think they’re worth more than that.” He looked into the Colonel’s
eyes.

“Can you do
it?”

Rory stood up,
and thought for a moment.

“Aah what the
hell Fletch,” he smiled, “we’ll give it a go, hey?”

 



Chapter
Fourteen

 


Libby took
her first look at 1916. There wasn’t much to see, the moon was
hidden behind some low cloud and the darkness was relieved only by
a vague flickering glow towards the East. Then she breathed in. And
gagged.

“Christ!” she
spluttered. “This place stinks!”

“ Welcome to
the Somme valley Libby,” Rory laughed “that’s only the smell of
about three thousand open latrines, people have to shit somewhere.”
He sniffed the tainted air appreciatively. “if you think the place
is bad now, wait till the battle starts, then it’s really going to
be on the nose!”

Fletcher stood
in the shadows and smiled to himself, remembering the smells from
his first skip. Strangely, he hadn’t noticed the air until the
Libby had mentioned it. He put the thought from his mind and
watched in silence as the rest of the party and equipment
materialised. Again, he was a little disappointed by the
non-spectacular way it all happened. One minute there was an empty
space, and then the space was filled with Libby and the SE5. They
were followed a few seconds later by what appeared to be a vintage
car, several small buildings, some wooden crates, and two more
figures, one of whom was Roger, the other he didn’t recognise for a
few moments.

The mystery
figure looked around for a few seconds, and then hurried over to
Libby and the Colonel. The movements were distinctively feminine.
Surprise mingled briefly with hope until he realised that the
newcomer was at least a couple of inches shorter than Jean, or
Claudette, or who-ever she really was and who wasn’t scheduled to
be here anyway. Finally he recognised the newcomer as Leonie. Which
made much more sense.

Satisfied that
everybody and everything that was supposed to be here had arrived,
Fletcher moved out of the shadows and walked over to the knot of
people that was now gathered around the Colonel. Nigel and Jacko
were labouring over one of the smaller wooden crates and as Fletch
joined the group, the lid came up with a loud creaking noise. Jacko
reached in and withdrew a long, greasily wrapped object, which he
handed to Nigel. Fletcher stared, the outline of the item was
vaguely familiar. Nigel deftly unwrapped the oily parcel and as the
last piece fell away the soldier held it aloft like a trophy.

Fletcher’s
hunch had been right. Nigel was holding a short magazine Lee-
Enfield carbine, the standard rifle of the British and commonwealth
armies of this period. Inside the crate were at least a dozen more
bundles.

Rory grinned at
him.

“What do you
think Fletch?” Rory had a distinct gleam in his eye.

Fletcher looked
closely at the weapon.

“Well,” he
answered carefully, “I looks like either a museum piece or a very
good replica….” His voice tailed off, as Rory’s grin grew wider.
“But I guess I’m wrong again, right?” he sighed as the Colonel
nodded gleefully, “Alright, get it over with, I suppose I should
bloody well know not to go on appearances by now.” Fletcher folded
his arms and tried to look fed up. “Go on Rory, I know you’re dying
to tell me. It’s really a flame thrower, calculator and mobile
phone all done up to look like a rusty old relic, right?”

Rory held out
his hand to Nigel, who tossed him the rifle. He opened the bolt
with a practiced flick of his wrist and then smoothly pushed it
back into the breech, engaging the safety catch with his thumb.

“Not quite
Fletch,” he handed the rifle over, “but you’re on the right track.
It’s still a rifle, just slightly modified.” He pointed at the
breech area, “We managed to fit the action from a standard SLR, or
self loading rifle to you civilians, into the space occupied by the
normal breech and bolt mechanism. We had to shave it down a bit of
course, but it seems to work quite well.”

“Only an SLR? I
thought you blokes would have gone for the super modern stuff,”
Fletcher was genuinely puzzled, “You know, a Styer, or a Heckler
and Koch or something. I was under the impression you could have
whatever you wanted.”

Rory raised an
eyebrow and took the rifle once more. He worked the action a second
time, this time ejecting a round from the breech. Retrieving the
cartridge, he held it between thumb and forefinger.

Fletcher looked
at it. It seemed rather large.

“That” said
Rory. “is a 7.62 millimetre. When you hit a man with that, the
bastard knows he’s been damaged.” He tossed the bullet lightly into
the air and caught it again. “Call me and the boys old fashioned,
but we think modern weapons are a little on the small side. When I
shoot someone, he goes down and he stays there!”

“Gruesome
thought, but, as usual, eminently practical. Hello Colonel Street,
have you and your party settled in alright?”

The voice had
come from out of the darkness, and as they turned, the dapper
uniformed figure of Roger Avon appeared from out of the shadows.
Fletcher was surprised at the change in the man, noticing the same
difference that Libby had earlier. From someone whose character had
had about as much colour and interest as a flat pane of glass,
there now exuded a breezy confidence. Rory had seen it all before,
and wouldn’t have cared if he hadn’t.

“Yeah, we’re OK
Rog, but we need to have a little chat when we’ve got everything
squared away.”

“Oh?” The actor
looked interested.

“Nothing to
worry about,” Rory jabbed his thumb towards Fletcher. “Our resident
think tank here came up with some new ideas that should keep you
and I busy for the next few weeks.”

“Really? Sounds
intriguing, do go on.”

The Colonel
turned away to where the rest of the group were unpacking the rest
of the crates “Like I said Rog, later. Right now there’s a shitload
of work to do.”

Libby and
Leonie were walking slowly around the SE5. Every so often Libby
took a section of the airframe and tugged at it, as pilots do, just
to see if anything came off in her hand. Leonie however was more
concerned with the technical side of things. As the pair finished
their walk around, she stepped up onto the lower wing, and swung
herself into the cockpit. She flipped the master switch and held
her breath, waiting for the systems to come on line. With all the
planning, all the theorising, all the care and attention that had
gone into the design and construction of the aircraft, there was
still no guarantee that the modern equipment had survived the skip.
Her breath breath came out in a deep sigh of genuine relief as the
various systems performed their self-checks, and one by one they
indicated an “on line” status with a nice, reassuring ‘bleep’.

“Everything OK
up there?” Libby called from under the nose.

Leonie relaxed
and clambered out of the pilot’s seat, hopping lightly onto the
grass.

“All systems
go,” She called breezily.

Rory, Fletcher
and Roger were waiting for her as she joined Libby under the
nose.

“G’day Leonie,”
said the Colonel, “how was the trip? Everything arrive in one
piece?”

The girl
pondered the twin questions for a moment before answering.

“The trip was a
complete non-event, as you well know, and yes, I think everything’s
OK with the aircraft.” She lowered her voice so that only Rory and
Fletcher could hear her, “Although we won’t know for sure until
Libby takes her up for a full test tomorrow.”

There was a
sharp intake of breath from the Fireman.

“What?”
Fletcher’s voice was sharp. “Do you mean that you don’t even know
if this contraption will fly?”

Rory grasped
his arm and turned him away from the girls

“Just calm down
Fletch, you knew all of this was experimental, we told you that
from the start.”

Fletcher looked
at the Colonel, the concern evident on his features,

“But you said
you’d been here before, all of you,”

“Yeah, we
have,” Rory nodded, “with exception of Leonie here and Libby of
course, but this is the first time we’ve skipped the aircraft.” He
shrugged, “we never know if any of this gear will make it, let
alone work when it gets here. We’re still testing the waters
Fletch. There seems to be certain rules to this time-travel game
and we have to write the book as we go.” He patted Fletcher lightly
on the back. “Sorry mate, as professional as it all looks, no
matter how much money we chuck at the project, it’s still an
experiment.” He looked serious for a moment, “If we all cop it here
in the next month, Debbie, West, Geoff, all the people back at
School, will just write us off and recruit a new team.” He jabbed a
thumb over his shoulder at the pilot. “At least Libby’s got a
parachute.”

“Yeah, but I
don’t actually want to use it” Libby had come up behind them and
was sitting lightly on the lower plane’s trailing edge.

Fletcher
ignored her.

“Alright
Colonel, how many teams have tried this before us?”

“Don’t worry
Fletch,” Rory smiled mirthlessly, “we’re the first. But don’t make
any mistake, we’re all expendable and replaceable.”

Fletcher stood
and looked down at the grass between his feet. What did he expect?
He had asked for no guarantees, and he had received none. He
exhaled sharply through his nose in a self-derisive snort as he
remembered the only thing he had asked for. Money.

He quickly came
to the conclusion that he only had himself to blame for his
situation and he made quiet promise to do his best to make sure
that they all came through this undamaged.

“What do think
of all this, Libby?” He asked the pilot, “What do think of being
part of a rickety experiment,”

Her answer
surprised him.

“Do you mean
you’ve only just worked that out?” She stood up. “Rory, I think
this guy’s here under false credentials! Fletcher you’re supposed
to be the bloody thinker. Use your brain, of course this whole
thing is a gamble, I realised that from day one.” She gestured,
palms outward, “Get used to it or go home.”

Roger who had
remained silent during the exchange, suddenly spoke up.

“Yes, come on,
there’s a lot of work to be done before we turn in, and the sooner
we start, the sooner I can get some sleep. Apparently,” he looked
sideways at the Colonel, “I’m going to need it.”

Fletcher was
still deep in thought.

“What about it
Fletch?” Rory asked quietly, “you still part of this?”

“Oh for
Christ’s sake.” Fletcher shook his head, as if trying to wake up.
“Come on! Of course I am.” He disappeared in the direction of the
prefabricated huts and the rest of the packing crates, closely
followed by Libby and Leonie.

Roger grasped
Rory by the sleeve of his tunic and pulled him up.

“Hold on
Colonel, I just want to clarify a few things,”

He leaned
casually against the engine nacelle and withdrew a long, narrow
black cigar from a slim silver cigarette case. The sharp tang of
expensive tobacco added its weight to the already pungent air.

“You see, I
couldn’t help over hearing that last little conversation you and
our intrepid aviator were having with Fletcher.”

“Oh?” Rory kept
his face expressionless,

Roger carefully
knocked his cigar on the edge of the propeller, dislodging the fine
finger of grey ash that had grown from the end.

“Yes,” he
continued, “I was interested in the last part, you know, the bit
where you both gave him the idea that he was nothing special. I
think the term used was ‘expendable’”

Rory watched as
the Roger drew on his cigar, making the tiny jewel of the tip glow
brighter. “You don’t smoke, Roger.” He kept his voice low, so quiet
it was barely above a whisper. “No I don’t,” The actor sounded
impatient, “but this particular character does. Lets stop playing
games Colonel, we both know that man is a rarity, at least
according to Debbie and her computer profiles, so why tell him that
he could be replaced tomorrow. He can’t, as far as we know.”

Rory nodded,
his face still betraying nothing.

“So what’s your
point Rog?”

Roger came very
close to losing his temper, but his features displayed nothing.

“Don’t you
think” he asked tightly, “that it might have been wiser to let him
know?”

“Why?”

“So he could be
on his guard,” The actor threw his cigar into the grass and ground
it out in disgust. “so he’ll take care of himself, so he won’t take
unnecessary risks, and for a thousand other reasons that I can’t
quite think of at the moment.”

“That’s all
true Rog,” Rory was idly kicking the grass. “but I want the guy
just as he is, no ideas of being ‘special’.”

He leaned on
the cowling beside the actor.

“This is a
group effort mate, everyone of us relies on the others to do their
part, and the last thing I want is our ideas man getting cautious
and reluctant to take any risks. He turned his head to look at his
companion; “He’s doing fine just the way he is. End of story.”
Roger opened his mouth. “And end of conversation, you just do your
bit, I’ll worry about Fletcher’s wellbeing.”

He headed off
in the direction taken by the others, leaving the actor with
nothing to do but follow.

 



******************************************

 


Fletcher
studied the exterior of the prefabricated hut. It was a plain
timber chamfer board structure around six meters square, the
pitched roof was clad with black tarpaper, and the entrance was a
solitary door set in one side. There were no windows. In fact, it
was typical of thousands of structures being built in the area at
that time, for any number of purposes. This of course, was the
idea. Finally he pushed open the door and stepped straight back to
the twenty-first century.

Completely
lining one wall was the unmistakable paraphernalia that make up
computers and their peripherals. There were at least three large
visual display units, two printers, and a myriad of other bits and
pieces.

The floor was
covered in a light grey synthetic flooring that was designed to
allow the large, high-backed leather chair to travel noiselessly on
its castors. A slight push would send it from one end of the room
to the other. Fletch sat down and tried it out. The seat had been
his request. He had spent many a long hour in fire station duty
offices.

He stretched
luxuriously as the chair moulded itself to his form. The monitors
were blank at the moment; the information coming from Libby’s
aircraft would be fed in to them when she was airborne, hopefully
giving him a good overview of the tactical situation. The system
wasn’t perfect, he knew, in fact Deborah had admitted as much in a
rare moment of reflection and so Fletcher had a back up plan. He
wondered about that for a couple of seconds before dismissing the
thought. There was no point in even thinking about it until the
next shipment of supplies. Leonie had promised to deliver the items
he asked her for, but for now he would have to be patient.

The rest of the
hut was taken up with the communications system and living quarters
for himself and Diaz. Why the medic had been billeted with him was
a mystery, but he didn’t really care because the hut was a lot
better than his tent. They had even managed to equip the place with
air-conditioning, although apparently this was more for the
computers than any concern for his own comfort.

He was still
sitting in the chair, scooting from one end of the display to the
other, when the door swung open and Leonie entered.

“That looks
like fun, can I have a go?”

Fletcher
lowered his feet to the hi-tech floor and brought the chair to a
halt, feeling a little silly. “Oh, Leonie, what can I do for
you?”

The girl moved
further into the hut.

“Relax Fletch,”
She smiled, “I’m not going to tell the others that I caught you
playing silly games.”

Fletcher was
feeling a little embarrassed and he mumbled something about being
grateful. “Don’t mention it. I just came in to see how you were
settling in,” She tilted her head at the array of electronic
equipment. “How about the displays, any problems?”

Fletcher shook
his head,

“No, I’ve been
playing with this stuff pretty much non-stop in the last two weeks,
I think I’ve got the hang of it.”

Leonie hopped
up onto the bench beside him, swinging her legs.

“Actually,”
Fletch swivelled in his seat to face her, “on some of the
exercises, the whole thing was very much like a computer game.”

“Exactly
Fletch,” The tech stopped swinging her legs and managing to look
both serious and pleased with herself at the same time, “that’s the
idea, it simplifies the process of overview and command if we give
you something you were familiar with.”

“And this was
your idea?”

“Not entirely,”
Leonie shook her head, smiling faintly, “call it a group decision,
if you like.”

Fletcher was
only half listening, his mind was more focused on the equipment,
running through the training he had received in the last two
weeks.

Sensing his
pre-occupation, Leonie jumped down from her perch and walked over
to a small white cabinet, situated on the end wall. Inside were a
number of electrical switches, most of them being simple circuit
breakers. Above these was a large, impressive looking handle
labelled very unimpressively; ‘on’ and ‘off’. Leonie reached in to
the cabinet and threw the switch to ‘on’. Quite a number of things
happened.

Firstly, there
was a low coughing sound that changed swiftly to a steady purr.
Then the sickly glimmer of the solitary, battery-powered globe was
replaced by the steady glare of fluorescent lighting. This was
quickly followed by the unmistakable chatters and bleeps of
computers booting up. Lastly, Fletcher spun around in the chair in
surprise as if it were propelled by reaction jets.

“Sorry Fletch,”
Leonie smiled sweetly at him. “but I had to know if all of this was
going to work, as you hadn’t started on the checks, I thought I’d
give you a bit of a nudge.”

Fletcher looked
up at the roof. Whoever had designed the lighting had done an
excellent job. All he could see was light; the individual tubes
themselves were skilfully hidden.

“I thought we
were relying on batteries. What the hell is powering this?” Then he
cocked his head to one side, as his ears picked up the low murmur
in the background. Swiftly he put two and two together. “Ah...you
brought a generator.” He smiled, the surprise fading.

“We changed the
plan at the last minute.”

Fletcher had
never really liked the original idea of powering the entire set-up
with batteries, and he had only limited faith in the wind
generators coupled with solar panels that were to be used to
recharge them. He was no weather expert, but Fletcher had the
impression that northern France was not famed for it’s over
abundance of solar radiation, no matter what the season.

Leonie read his
thoughts.

“We finally got
the computer to spew out the weather reports for this area and this
time,” she pulled a face, “such as they were.”

“Let me guess,”
Fletcher leaned back, placing his hands behind his head. “no
sun?”

“Not enough,
no.” She shrugged, “The petrol genny was the simplest option. It’s
self contained, gives out more power than the batteries, and petrol
is relatively easy to get.” She paused, and thought for a second,
“It’ll be another job for poor old Roger though.”

“So he’ll have
to requisition the petrol,” Fletcher was unsympathetic. “should
keep him out of mischief in between his other jobs.”

For the first
time Fletcher noticed that Leonie was wearing a uniform. The tunic
appeared to be an adaptation of the army battledress, and the
full-length skirt reaching to her ankles was of the same heavy,
khaki cloth. Leonie noticed his scrutiny, and pulled her peaked cap
from under her blouse. She placed it on her head and smiled.

“What do you
think?”

“I‘m not sure,
who are you supposed to be?”

Fletcher
listened as Leonie explained about the Rolls Royce and her
secondary duty as Roger’s driver. The plan made a lot of sense, and
would be a much better cover than the one they had thought up for
poor old Diaz. He chuckled out loud remembering the look on the
soldiers faces when they realised that she was a woman.

“What’s so
funny?” asked Leonie, twisting her neck to look at herself, “Are my
bloomers showing?”

“So the costume
is that authentic,” Fletcher shook his head, a twinkle in his eye,
“I’m impressed! No don’t worry, I wasn’t laughing at you, just a
private joke.”

“Yeah, it’s
that authentic,” The tech looked at him sourly, “and it’s as
uncomfortable as it looks. God knows what it’s going to be like
during the day when it heats up around here. At least I’ll be in my
nice, comfortable overalls most of the time.”

Suddenly the
door opened, effectively terminating the fashion critique, and Rory
stepped into the room blinking for a moment in the bright
lights.

“Much better
idea,” he nodded in approval. “I didn’t think the batteries were
going to work.” Then it was all business. “Leonie, don’t bother to
unpack your gear, Roger needs you,.”

“Oh shit!” The
girl grimaced. “I thought I’d be able to get out of this stuff,”
she indicated her uniform. “Don’t tell me the bastard wants to go
somewhere already?”

“Blame him
mate.” Rory shrugged and inclined his head towards Fletcher. “Roger
wants to get an early start on locating some equipment that our
friend wants us to use.”

“What
equipment’s that?” She interrupted.

“Rog will tell
you on the way, but as he and therefore you are in a bit of a rush,
you’d better hit the road.”

Leonie moved to
the door looking faintly disgusted.

“No sleep,
right?”

The Colonel
smiled. There wasn’t a great deal of humour in it.

“You’ll get
some sleep, I think Roger plans to stop at a hotel or something,
but don’t fret, we’ll all get the chance to experience sleep
depravation before the month is out”

“Yeah!” she
muttered as she left. “Can’t wait”

Fletcher got up
to follow her, but was surprised when Rory went over to the door
and pulled it closed. Perching his backside on the edge of the
nearest desk he motioned Fletcher to sit down.

“Take it easy
digger,” he said, smiling.

“What’s on your
mind Colonel,” Fletcher leaned back in his chair, puzzled. “I
thought there was work to do before we all turned in for the
night.”

Rory waved away
the prospect of the night’s work with an abrupt gesture.

“I think we can
safely leave the donkey work to the rank and file for the next half
hour or so.” By ‘rank and file’, Fletcher presumed he meant the
remainder of the team, which was now reduced to Libby, Jacko,
Nigel, and Diaz. It seemed a little unfair but the Colonel appeared
to have something on his mind. The sooner he got to the point, the
sooner they could get set up, and the sooner he could climb into
his bed. It had been a long day and he was just beginning to
realise how tired he was.

“You want to
talk Colonel?”

Rory seemed to
ignore the question at first.

“What do think
of 1916 Fletch?”

Fletcher
thought about that.

“Not a lot
really, but then I haven’t seen much of it. Why the question.”

Again, the
other seemed to ignore him.

“How’s the set
up, everything working OK?”

“The power came
online alright, and the hardware booted up, apart from that I won’t
know until Libby gets airborne and we test the communication
system.” He looked up. “I suppose that’s going to be at
sparrow-fart in the morning?”

“Yeah,
something like that,” Rory looked out of the small, solitary window
at the dark silhouette of the fighter for a few seconds. “I’ve got
a small job for her and you can test the equipment while she’s
doing it.”

Fletcher got
the impression that his companion didn’t want to talk about the
pilot, or any of the others for that matter.

“Come to the
point, Colonel, you’re not here for idol chit-chat.”

Rory swung down
off his perch and walked slowly to the middle of the floor,

“I want to talk
about you Fletch.” For a moment the Fireman was startled, then his
astonishment turned to curiosity.

“Do you know
why you’re here Fletch?” Rory asked.

“Not this
again!” Fletcher rolled his eyes, “I’m here...as far as I know, to
solve your problems. You know; that small one you people have got
about changing the Time/Space continuum without bringing history to
a full stop. I thought it sounded pretty straight forward really.”
His attempt at sarcasm was completely ignored.

“That’s it
Fletch. As we said at the start, you’re here as a problem solver,
or trouble shooter, if you prefer that term. Your briefings have
been just that,” he allowed himself a smile “Brief. Just the bare
outlines of what you can expect. Your training was as shallow as we
could make it.” Fletcher nodded, understanding. He had flattered
himself that he had picked up things fairly quickly in the time
before the skip.

Rory shifted
from one buttock to the other.

“Did you ever
wonder why?”

Fletcher
admitted that he hadn’t, he had been too busy patting himself on
the back.

The Colonel
stood up, rubbing his sore muscles.

“After your
last success, the Boss thought that you seemed to work better when
you were thinking on your feet...for yourself. He thought that more
intensive training,” He paused. “Proper training would interfere
with your decision processes.”

Fletcher had no
idea of where this conversation was heading.

“I take it you
didn’t approve.”

“Sorry Fletch,”
Rory smiled a little sheepishly. “got a bit carried away, I didn’t
mean it to be that obvious.” He spread his hands in a conciliatory
gesture, “Look mate, I didn’t even want to have this conversation,
but yeah, right I didn’t approve, I think you should have been
fully briefed, at least as far as our acquired knowledge goes, but
the boss insisted, and,” his smile grew lopsided, “I suppose I’m a
good soldier at heart, I obey orders.”

Fletch felt
some sympathy. In fact, Rory hadn’t told him anything he wouldn’t
have worked out for himself, given time.

“Don’t worry
too much Rory, sometimes in my last job, we had to throw the
rulebook out of the window.” He grinned, “I mean I understand where
you’re coming from.”

Rory looked
relieved.

“Thanks mate.”
Then he turned business like again, “So back to work, then. You
keep coming up with the ideas and I’ll tell you if there’re
workable.” He turned to leave. “Just one more thing,”

Fletcher raised
his eyebrows,

“Oh?”

“You keep Diaz
with you, OK?’

Fletcher stood
up and shrugged,

“Yeah, alright,
any particular reason why?”

“From now on
she’s your second skin, Fletch.” Rory’s face was suddenly very hard
under the bright florescent lights. “She’s your personal insurance
policy.” He opened the door and stepped out, “Let’s go give a hand,
lot’s to do. C’mon.”

He vanished,
leaving Fletcher standing next to his hi-tech array and thinking
furiously. He’d never had a bodyguard before, he wasn’t sure if he
liked the idea.

“Oi!” Rory
yelled from the darkness. “C’mon Fletch; stop dragging the bloody
chain! You’re not that fucking special.”

 



*********************************************

 


It was cool as
Libby walked out to her aircraft. Not as cool as it would be where
she was going, but the morning had a definite edge to it. She
started checking the SE5, but for once, her mind wasn’t on the job.
Libby was thinking about the command she had been given by Rory.
Because that was what the recent ‘conversation’ had been, there was
no other way to describe it.

The Colonel had
clumped his way into her hut, which she would have been sharing
with Leonie, had her mechanic been present and had woken her with a
none too gentle shake.

“C’mon sleepy,
work to do, time to earn your flying pay.”

Libby convinced
herself that it was all a bad dream and made the mistake of rolling
over. Rory knew exactly how to deal with this situation and without
further ceremony, tipped her out of bed and onto the cold
unyielding floor. She howled in protest and got to her feet,
looking blearily around at the hut with sleep gummed eyes.

In stark
contrast to Fletcher’s quarters, this hut held no hi-tech wizardry.
In fact, the only furniture provided were the twin single beds and
a rudimentary bathroom, comprising a tiny shower recess and
chemical toilet. Water was provided by tanks that could be
replenished from rainfall. The rest of the space would be used to
store the supplies and equipment that were still to be unpacked and
checked.

“Like I said,
rise an’ shine, Libby,” Rory grinned at the sleep fogged pilot.
“it’s a lovely day for flying.”

Ten minutes
later she was standing next to a pressure stove, cradling a
steaming cup of coffee in the reddened palms of her hands,
listening as Rory outlined her task

“Yesterday
morning, we had a German recon machine pay us a visit, it’s highly
likely that the bludger will do the same thing today.” He paused to
let her digest the information.

In her still
sleepy inexperience Libby, wondered vaguely what this had to do
with her. She didn’t wonder for long.

“I want you to
patrol at twenty thousand.” Rory sounded almost casual. “If our
mate shows up...and I think he will, you can take care of him,
right?”

The pilot
looked at him, then down at the grass. Finally she took another sip
of coffee .

“By ‘take
care’” She said slowly, “I suppose you mean you want me to shoot
him down.”

Rory
nodded.

“That’s right,”
he said evenly. “Do you have a problem with that?”

Libby thought
hard. This was what it had all come down to, this moment in time.
All the training, all the flying, all the self doubt. She looked up
at the sky, the first pale steaks of dawn were just beginning to
show.

“I think it’s
time to find out.”

“Good,” Rory
nodded. “I’m going to get Fletch to test the communications
systems. We’ll see how you go after an hour or so then I might get
you to fly a little closer to the front lines, I want to see if the
imaging system needs any more work.”

As Libby turned
away, a thought struck her.

“Colonel, what
about arming the SE. You sent Leonie off with Roger last night, I
can’t do much without bullets.”

“Don’t worry
Libby, your aircraft was skipped with both guns fully loaded.” He
paused, watching her closely. “Anything else?”

 


 



*****************************************

 


Libby finished
her checks and swung herself up onto the lower wing. Fletcher
appeared under the blunt nose and smiled encouragingly at her. he
said

“Morning
Libby,” He inclined his head towards the East, where a faint arc of
sun had risen above the horizon, “all set for the ‘Dawn
Patrol?”

Fletcher tried
to keep his tone light, he knew only too well what the main
objective of this flight was. Rory had told him the night before.
He frowned as he noticed the modern, light grey flying suit.
Libby’s lower torso and upper thighs were further encased in a
tight fitting garment that he recognised as a G-Suit. In her hand,
the pilot held a shiny dark green flying helmet. An oxygen mask and
hose swung from its fastening on the front of the head gear.

“Hello
Fletcher,” Libby answered, patting the clear Perspex of the canopy,
“I think we’re about as ready as we can be.”

Fletcher
nodded,

“I notice you
didn’t dress for the occasion.”

“Yeah, sorry
about that.” the pilot gave him a tight grin, “Leonie got hold of
the gear for me.” she shook her head. “I just couldn’t fly in all
that leather and fur that Debbie had wanted.”

Fletcher
thought quickly. Obviously the modern flying gear hadn’t caused any
of the predicted problems, or the pilot would have skipped back to
the future by now. He dismissed the idea. If Libby felt better,
then she would fly better. Fletcher had no problem with that.

“I know you’ve
only had a couple of weeks preparing for this Libby, but we really
can’t run the risk of having the Germans take too much of an
interest.” he gestured at the array of huts and equipment that made
up their base. “Look at this place.”

Libby followed
his gaze. There were groups of huts arranged in haphazard rows;
more seemed to have arrived during the night. Four of them, she
knew, were purely for accommodation. Fletcher’s control centre,
easily recognisable from the large, clumsy antennae array stood in
the middle of the group, while a larger, white painted building
stood off to one side. Libby looked closer. There was a large red
cross painted on the roof.

“That wasn’t
there last night.”

“No, that
arrived early this morning, as planned.”

Libby raised
her eyebrows

“This is part
of the plan?”

“They can’t
skip everything at once, so I planned this according to
priorities.” Fletcher shrugged. “I took the gamble that we wouldn’t
need the Hospital immediately.”

The pilot
nodded silently; there didn’t seem much to say. The first person to
seriously risk her life was going to be one Libby Hatfield and
there was an outside chance that she would be the first
casualty.

Strangely, the
idea made her smile and she climbed into the cockpit, pulling on
her helmet.

“Sod off
Fletch, I’m going flying.” She thumbed the auto start button “I
hope Diaz is as good as she says she is.”

Her words were
lost in the rising whine of the turbine. Fletcher stepped back as
the fuel ignited in the combustion chambers with a soft thud and
the tang of burnt kerosene perfumed the still morning air. Libby
cracked the throttle and the small fighter waddled slowly out to
the end of the field, where the new windsock hung limply on its
pole. The red, white and blue cockade on the rudder waved gaily as
Libby tested the controls and then the SE was racing tail up down
the field. Suddenly, almost at the last minute, or so it seemed to
the spectators, the aircraft left the ground, rocketing into the
air. Fletcher watched as it turned gracefully and roared overhead,
climbing steadily. He saw the wings rock from side to side and
grinned as Libby waved goodbye.

“Good luck
girl,” He murmured, “Come back in one piece.”

Rory wandered
over and together they watched as the fighter dwindled to a small
speck and finally disappeared towards the East.

“Take off was a
bit flash but at least the thing flies.”

Fletcher looked
at the Colonel.

“Yeah, I think
she’ll do OK.”

“I just hope
the bloody guns work.”

 



*******************************************

 


Leutnant Eric
Stauffer fidgeted in his wicker seat and peered through the
shimmering blur of the propeller. He craned his neck forward as he
tried, for the fiftieth time to find the two seater that he was
supposed to be escorting. Fumbling in his pocket for a
handkerchief, he held the joystick with one hand and wiped the film
of castor oil from his goggles. It didn’t help much.

Eric was flying
the latest model of an obsolete aircraft; the Fokker EIII. The ‘E’
stood for ‘Eindecker’, or monoplane and for most of the last year
it had been the nemesis of the Allied air services. This was not
due to any great breakthrough in design, indeed the Eindecker was
almost primitive in most aspects, with it’s externally braced wings
and undercarriage. The wing warping that controlled the lateral
movement dated back directly to the Wright brothers and Eric sat
with his head and most of his shoulders exposed to the slipstream,
where the 110 horsepower rotary engine flung back liberal
quantities of burnt castor oil into his face.

The sole reason
that this rudimentary aircraft had been so successful was mounted
on top of the engine cowling. Pointing forwards, with the breech
intruding into the cockpit, was a single machine gun synchronised
to fire through the whirling blades of the propeller without
damaging it. This enabled the pilot to aim the gun by aiming the
whole machine. And this made the Eindecker the deadliest fighter in
the sky.

None of this
bothered the pilot at this particular moment, however. Eric
Stauffer was generally a happy young man and since his posting to a
KEK that flew the famous Fokker, his twenty-year old life had been
complete. Just last year, the great Max Immelman had scored the
magical eight victories that granted him the coveted title of Ace,
and since then, all the young Eric had wanted to achieve in life
was the same score. So single-minded had he become that his fellow
pilots had taken to nudging each other and murmuring ‘Throat Ache”
as he passed by. The term referred to the medal known as the ‘Blue
Max’ that was invariably hung around the neck of each newly
qualified ace. Eric heard the whispers and didn’t care; all he
wanted was to show that he could be as good as the others, given
the opportunity.

That was the
whole frustrating problem; the commandant of his flight had given
him strict instructions to meet with a lumbering two seater
reconnaissance aircraft and play escort as it flew behind the
British lines. Apparently, the Tommis were up to something. The
young pilot ground his teeth with barely suppressed rage. He should
be hunting, free to make his first kill. Instead, he was a
nursemaid, tethered to a lumbering sow of an observation machine.
And that of course was the other problem, Eric had arrived at the
appointed rendezvous ten minutes ago and in that time he had not
seen another aircraft, lumbering or otherwise. His bowels gave a
long uncomfortable rumble, and he clenched his buttocks tightly
against the laxative effect of the castor oil fumes from the
engine.

Eric scanned
the horizon one last time, noted the time on the dashboard mounted
clock and gave up. Consulting his map, he decided to follow the
route that the two-seater was supposed to have taken. With any sort
of luck, he might encounter the lost machine as it made its way
home. But then, he reflected, the way his luck was running this
day, the chance of that happening was highly unlikely.

He pushed the
rudder bar gently with his booted foot and brought the Eindecker
out of the aimless circling that it had been doing for the last ten
minutes. Finally as the compass needle hit due West, Eric levelled
the wings and began to climb in the direction of the front
line.

 



*****************************************

 


Libby pushed
the transmit button and waited for half a second.

“Hi Fletch, can
you hear me?”

Fletcher’s
voice came through her helmet almost immediately.

“Loud and clear
Libby.”

The pilot was
pleasantly surprised. The sound was as clear and rich in tonal
quality as if Fletcher had been sitting next to her, instead of,
she glanced at the altimeter display reflected on her windscreen,
almost twenty two thousand feet below.

“My God Fletch!
This is amazing. I never thought the system was going to be this
clear.”

Libby heard
Fletcher chuckle.

“That’s digital
technology for you. Not bad is it?”

“It’s great,”
Libby had to agree. “Let’s see if the rest of this gear works as
well.”

“OK Libby,”
Fletcher’s voice suddenly became business-like. “I’m switching the
imaging system on…now” Then there was a pause, “OK, great…full
colour picture…I am now looking at…hang on…an area twenty
kilometres by twenty kilometres.”

Libby dipped
her wing, while the imaging system kept the picture steady on
Fletcher’s monitor.

“Yeah, that’s
about right Fletcher,” she called, “I’m going to circle over the
same point to see if the system maintains the lock.”

Five minutes
later Libby and Fletcher were feeling pleased with themselves. Not
only had the picture remained steady, but the infrared and passive
night vision had also performed flawlessly.

“Hey Fletch, it
looks like it all checks out,” Libby called gleefully. “Remind me
to buy Leonie a drink when I get down.”

“Yeah, good
shit,” Fletcher replied. “Hold steady while I try to zoom in.”
There was silence as Fletch twirled the small joystick on his
console and the scene on the monitor leapt towards him in response.
Within seconds, he could pick out individual items on the ground
and as he enlarged the picture further, he found he could even see
the French peasants working in the peaceful fields. Pressing the
mike switch, he spoke quietly into his headset.

“Alright Libby.
Test complete, every function checks out…Hang on!”

Fletcher had
seen something race across his monitor in a streaked blur of
pixels. He quickly twirled the knob in the opposite direction and
zoomed out until fleeting object slowed down and he could see it
clearly moving diagonally through the scene. A combination of
key-strokes caused a set of crosshairs to appear and, pushing
another button on the top of the joystick he moved them until they
were sitting squarely over the image of a German aircraft.
Releasing his thumb ‘locked’ the system and the camera auto-tracked
the enemy machine. As he zoomed in a second time, the plane stayed
centred, and he easily recognised it as the two seater that Rory
had described to him.

He took a deep
breath.

“Libby, I’ve
got a customer for you. It’s our favourite two-seater.” He waited
for Libby’s response.

Her voice, when
it came, was almost toneless.

“OK Fletch, I
see him, he’s locked into the system. Range, bearing and height all
tabbed, intercept course…OK got it.” There was another pause then
Fletcher’s picture wobbled. “Alright, here we go, this guy’s pretty
low, according to my read-out he’s only at around two and half
thousand. You’d better go outside if you want a good view, we’ll be
overhead in a couple of minutes.

 



***************************************

 


Eric ripped his
goggles off of his oil-stained face and rubbed his eyes, blinking
in disbelief. Hurriedly he fumbled blindly for his handkerchief and
wiped the goggles again. It still didn’t help. The aircraft was
still there, angling down in a vertical dive at a speed that would
have torn his machine to shreds had he tried it. The aircraft’s
nationality was made obvious by the red white and blue roundels
adorning the tan coloured undersides of the wings. Eric had found
his enemy, and he knew instantly that he was outclassed.

The young pilot
had never seen such a trim, sleek and above all deadly aircraft in
his life. He only had a few fleeting seconds to admire its lines as
it flashed past him and again he shook his head in a mixture of
disbelief and admiration. Then, as his eyes followed the
apparition, something made him glance ahead of the diving plane and
suddenly his blood turned to ice water. For there, perhaps a full
two thousand feet below him was his missing reconnaissance plane,
the two seater that had failed to meet him at the appointed
place.

It was plain
that the crew of the other machine had not realised their danger
and Eric estimated that they had ten seconds left to them before
the British machine would be in range. He felt a sinking feeling in
the pit of his stomach that he knew was not caused by the castor
oil. Eric had no illusions, the Tommi was flying a much better
aircraft and what he was going to do amounted to little more than
suicide.

Adjusting his
goggles for a firmer fit, he pushed the nose of the Eindecker
towards the ground, and prayed as the air screamed through the
rigging wires, that his machine would stay together long
enough.

 



*****************************************

 


Libby watched
the German two seater growing in her windscreen and felt no emotion
whatsoever. Calmly she placed the gun-sight on the front of the two
cockpits and looked at the readout counting down the range. In a
few more seconds, the figure of the pilot was sitting square in her
sights, and her thumb caressed the trigger gently.

She had decided
to target the pilot. If they wanted this plane brought down, then
she was going to do the job properly. Not only was she going for
the pilot, but Libby had also selected the main gun for this kill,
the girl had seen what it did to the ground targets. She was trying
to be humane. If she was going to kill these men, then she would do
it quickly.

Suddenly her
helmet emitted a steady tone and the sight began flashing,
signalling that she was now at the optimum range. Coldly, and with
a lack of emotion that would later surprise her, Libby pressed the
trigger. At that final moment the two men in the doomed aircraft
turned and looked straight at her. The enemy machine bucked wildly
as the pilot tried desperately to escape.

 



******************************************

 


At first, when
he saw the British plane shuddering to the recoil of its gun, Eric
had been relieved; the pilot was obviously a novice. Why else, he
asked himself, would he fire when, by any standards, the target was
hopelessly out of range. The feeling was extremely short-lived, and
the Eindecker pilot looked on in horrified disbelief at what
happened next.

Libby had fired
a two-second burst from the GECAL 50. In that two seconds one
hundred and twenty three rounds of fifty-calibre ammunition left
the spinning muzzles and passed through the propeller. In the time
that these bullets took to travel the two hundred yards to the
other aircraft, the German pilot had kicked on full rudder skidding
the plane to the right, while pushing the control column forward.
His observer would have protested when the violent manoeuvre
smashed his face into the ring mounting of his gun. Unfortunately,
Libby’s first twenty rounds arrived at the same time, hitting him
in the chest, severing most of his upper body and killing the him
instantly. The remainder of the burst cut through the main spar of
both upper and lower main-planes at the left wing root, effectively
sawing the machine in half. What had been, until a second ago, two
men and a perfectly serviceable aircraft, was now reduced to a
tattered stump of warm meat, and a fluttering, twisting pile of
splintered wood and torn fabric. In the middle sat the pilot,
hopelessly pinned to his seat by the force of the spin. His ordeal
ended when the wreckage impacted the ground, one and a half minutes
later. To the terrified pilot it seemed more like an hour.

Eric Stauffer’s
disbelief turned to white-hot anger as he watched the execution of
the two seater. He held the Eindecker in it’s dive until he was
just under the tail of the enemy plane using the speed to close the
distance. Now the hunter became the hunted. He bared his teeth and
gripped the trigger of his single Spandau as the little monoplane
closed in.

 



***********************************************



Libby watched
the destruction of the other plane with mounting excitement. She
couldn’t quite believe what she had just done. She had read about
it, seen movies about it, and now she had made her first kill in
aerial combat. Suddenly a wild exhilaration filled her and she
whooped into her oxygen mask as the emotions overwhelmed her. She
dipped her right wing to get a better look at the crash, noting
that she was over her home field, and saw a small knot of
spectators looking up at her, pointing and waving. Libby waggled
her wings and had the crazy idea of doing a victory roll. Grinning
hugely she pulled the blunt nose up and started to increase the
power. Suddenly a dark, fleeting shadow caught her eye. Suddenly
the dark fleeting shadow began to sparkle.

 



************************************************

 


Eric had
followed the Tommi around the gentle circle he was flying, using
his slower speed to cut the corner and gain on the other aircraft.
Deciding he could wait no longer, he squeezed the trigger and
cursed as he saw the tracers skim harmlessly over the cockpit of
the British machine.

 



*************************************************

 


Libby jammed
the throttle open to it’s stop stamped hard on the rudder pedal,
skidding the SE out of the glittering tracers. Then she jerked the
spadegrip hard over, flinging the aircraft onto it’s wingtip,
screaming curses at herself.


“Stupidcowstupipstupidstupid FUCKING COW!”

In the euphoria
of her first kill, she had completely forgotten the first rule of
air combat, ‘always watch your tail’, and now she had been caught
napping by someone she hadn’t seen. ‘Jeezuss’ she thought as the
blood drained from her head, and the G-suit contracted around her
waist and thighs, ‘that Bastard had me cold, how in the hell did he
miss?’

Libby gave up
speculating on why she was still in one piece and let her training
take over. She allowed the superior power of the turbine to pull
her into a steep climbing turn that the little Fokker had no
possible hope of following. Then she let the SE5 accelerate to a
speed where she felt safe and put the nose down again, swooping at
the now helpless German, who seemed to have given up the fight and
was in the act of diving towards the lines of trenches, just
visible in the distance.

 



*******************************************

 


Eric let his
hand fall away from the gun, what he was seeing was not possible.
In what seemed to him to be no more than a second, the British
machine had turned in its own length before pulling up into a steep
climb, accelerating as it went and now it was almost out of
sight.

No, he realised
as the awful truth seeped into his stunned brain, now the Tommi was
coming at back him and in seconds, he would be following his
comrades into the ground. Eric Stauffer looked up at the menacing
shape of the British plane, saw the insane speed at which it
approached and suddenly saw his death. All his anger evaporated.
All his confidence vanished in an instant of time. Eric
panicked.

Turning the
Eindecker around, he pointed his nose at the lines and he thrust
the stick forward, clenching his jaw to keep his teeth from
chattering.

After a few
seconds the young pilot twisted in his seat and looked back over
his tail. There, not twenty yards behind was the other fighter.
Eric hunched his back, squeezed his eyes shut and waited for the
ripping impact of the bullets that would destroy him.

 



*******************************************

 


Libby sat in
her air-conditioned, armour-plated cockpit, and watched the young
man in the ancient plane looking back at her over his shoulder,
waiting for her to kill him. Deftly she tapped the rudder bar and
settled the sight in the middle of the pilot’s back. Libby was so
close she could see every out-of-date detail of the other machine.
The Eindecker was so slow that she had to throttle back until the
turbine was barely idling along. Her thumb rested on the lever.

And then she
felt sick. And tired. And very depressed.

Libby reached
out and disarmed the weapon systems. Cracking the throttle, she
turned the SE5 around and began her descent towards the field. She
looked at her watch. She had been airborne for almost an hour.
Libby decided she needed a drink.

 



*****************************************

 


Twenty minutes
later Eric’s Fokker ran to a stop on his airfield. He cut the
ignition and watched as the spinning mass of engine slowed and
jerked to a stop. Eric sank down in his seat and listened to the
quiet. It was nice to be alive.

His rigger came
running up.

“Are you
wounded Herr Lieutnant?” He asked anxiously.

Eric pulled off
his flying helmet and ran his hands through his sweat soaked hair.
He felt himself all over. His body appeared to be intact. He was
mildly surprised by this fact. Looking down into the wide-eyed face
of his ground-crewman, he smiled thinly.

“No Schmidt,
I’m alright. Help me down, there’s a good fellow.”

“Did the Herr
Lieutnant have any luck this morning?”

The pilot shook
his head

“Schmidt, I’m
afraid the British have a new machine. And it’s very, very
good.”

 



*********************************************

 


Jacko and Nigel
watched as the wreckage of the two-seater hit the adjoining field,
and then ran towards the crash site. Rory ambled after them at a
more dignified pace. Fletcher and Diaz watched them go before they
turned away and walked slowly to the end of the runway. Libby
brought the SE5 down to a bumpy landing, then taxied back towards
them.

“She did good
huh?” said Diaz, raising her voice as the aircraft approached.

Fletcher didn’t
answer, he was thinking hard. Libby had ‘done good’ up to a point,
the attack on the recon machine had been competent and he had no
complaints about the outcome. But then Libby had failed to spot the
escort fighter. Not only had she not seen the danger, but the pilot
had practically caused the problem by sacrificing her major asset;
speed. True, it was only Libby’s first combat, but Fletcher was
worried.

The SE came to
a stop in front of them and the turbine ran down as Libby slid back
the hood. She pulled off her helmet and disconnected the various
umbilicals that tied her into the fighter’s systems.

“Almost fucked
that one up didn’t I?” Libby treated the watching pair to a rueful
smile.

“Hey no way
girl!”Diaz rushed forward to help the pilot down. “You did good,
look over there,” She pointed to the next field, “Scratch one bad
guy!”

Libby shook her
head.

“Thanks Diaz,
but I should have seen the other one.”

“Yes you should
have,” said Fletcher quietly, “And then you should have killed
him.”

Libby blinked
at that.

“I’m sorry
Fletcher,” she said tonelessly “that would have been nothing short
of murder. I didn’t think that was part of my job description.”

Fletcher
grasped the pilot and spun her around to face the wreck in the
other field.

“And just what
the bloody hell do you call that?”

Libby seemed to
deflate. She spread her arms and shrugged. Suddenly she looked like
a small girl.

“I…don’t
know…that was…different somehow…I didn’t think...” She let her arms
fall by her side and hung her head, hunching her neck and dropping
her chin, “It didn’t seem like murder that time.”

“It never seems
like you’re actually killing someone when you shoot at a machine,”
The voice came from behind. “Tends to remove the personal touch. At
least that’s the way I’ve always found it.”

The trio spun
around to see Rory standing behind them. He was smiling and holding
something behind his back.

“You were
shooting at the aircraft?”

Libby was
silent and when she didn’t answer, Rory brought his hands from
behind, revealing a small, tattered piece of canvas, about eighteen
inches long. Looking closely Fletch could see some numbers painted
in a severe Gothic script.

“Because, if
you weren’t,” Rory continued, “you certainly did a bloody good job
on it by mistake!” He held out the strip of fabric. “Here you go
Libby, your first trophy!”

Libby took the
fragment from Rory’s hand and held it gingerly.

“What is it?”
She asked, turning the canvas over.

Rory
grinned.

“It’s the
serial number of your first victory.”

The pilot
dropped the canvas as if it was on fire.

“What!”

“I had a
feeling you’d react like that,” Rory pulled a face. “It was Nigel’s
idea,” he shrugged, “seemed like a good one at the time.”

Fletcher
stepped forward and retrieved the ‘trophy’

“I think you
should keep it, Libby.”

The pilot
pulled off her flying helmet, and snatched the cloth from his
hand.

“OK, fine,
whatever.”

Libby turned
her back and stalked off towards her hut.

Fletcher
narrowed his eyes.

“What do you
think, Colonel?”

Rory scratched
at his ear for a couple of seconds.

“She’ll be
right Fletch.”

“Yeah, I
suppose. She did the job after all. She just got careless with that
Eindecker.”

“Give the girl
a goddamn break, can’t you!” Diaz spat into the grass. “Christ!”
She walked a few paces and turned, hands on her hips. “You send her
up to kill that first Kraut, which she does! And then you jump on
her case for missing the second. The one neither of you fucking
military geniuses predicted. So she made a mistake. Hey, get over
it!” She shook her head in disgust. “Look man, the plane’s in one
piece, the pilot’s in one piece and in case you missed it, our
hastily trained novice fighter jockette, actually had the other bad
guy in her sights. He was toast man! Personally, I think she
deserves a beer and a cigar.”

Fletcher waited
for the tirade to finish, and then he waited a few more seconds. He
felt slightly ashamed at himself.

Diaz turned on
her heel to follow the pilot.

“Diaz!”
Fletcher called after her, “Wait,”

“Bite me!” The
girl flung back at him.

Rory sucked his
teeth.

“That went
well, Fletch.”

The Fireman
gave him a withering look.

“Don’t you
start on me, I’m going to have enough to do sorting those two
out.”

“If you want my
advice” Rory ventured as he walked off towards the entrance to the
field, “I’d leave them to it. Let Libby sort it out for herself.
Besides,” he went on, pointing towards the gate, “We’ve got other
things to do.”

Fletcher looked
up, just in time to see the Rolls Royce and a weary looking Leonie
pulling up by the command hut.

By the time the
two of them reached the car, Jacko and Nigel had already got there
and Roger was stepping down from the passenger seat holding a
clipboard. There seemed to be a large amount of paper attached to
it. Still standing on the running board, which served to elevate
him above the small crowd, the actor threw up a dapper salute.

“Mission
accomplished, Colonel.”

“Good on ya,
Rog,” Rory grinned up at the impeccably attired but bogus, General.
“So you got it all then?”

Roger stepped
down with an elaborate flourish and brandished the clipboard like a
trophy.

“Yes Sir.” He
flipped through the papers, reading them off as he came to them.
“Let’s see, I have orders that you and your staff,” he leered at
Jacko and Nigel, “That’s you by the way, are to take over the
battle preparations of The Cornford City Battalion of the Yorkshire
and Lancashire Regiment” He peered at the order, “That’s quite a
mouthful. Anyway, that’s what they appear to be called.”

Nigel looked
up, squinting into the early morning sun.

“They sound
like a ‘Pal’s Battalion’.” he remarked to no-one in particular. “It
was a recruiting gimmick. The slogan went something like ‘Join
together, Train together, Fight together’.” His mouth twisted.
“They were promised that if they all joined up in a group the army
would see to it that they all stayed in the one mob. The recruiting
posters just missed out the last bit which was ‘Get slaughtered
together’. Would have been bad for business I suppose.”

“Once again,
thanks for the history lesson.” interrupted Rory. “I take it, Roger
that these blokes are the ones that Fletcher saw yesterday?”

“Yes Sir, just
down the road.”

“And our boy is
part of this Cornford mob?”

“Lieutenant
Harry Bridle’s father runs the local newspaper” Roger consulted his
clipboard again. “and yes, his name is on the roll.”

“Good,” Rory
turned to Nigel and Jacko, “You blokes ready?”

They nodded,
and Fletcher noted the new chevrons and crowns on their sleeves,
evidently there’d been some overnight promotions.

Rory turned
back to Roger,

“OK Rog, give
me the paperwork, and we’ll get started,”

The actor
handed over the clipboard.

“We’re going to
borrow your driver,” Rory went on, smiling. “We might as well
arrive in style,” he raised an eyebrow at Leonie, who was staring
at he wreckage in the next field. “OK with you?”

The girl
ignored him.

“Is that
Libby’s handiwork?” She asked,

“Yes,” Fletcher
answered, “We were testing the systems this morning when the
opposition turned up to have a look.”

“I need to
check the SE5.” Leonie moved her hand to switch off the engine.

“No you don’t.”
Rory’s voice was still casual. “The plane’s fine, Libby’s fine and
you’re not going to be pulling the bloody thing to bits every time
it lands.” He put his boot up onto the running board. “What you
need to do now, and I mean now, is drive me and my blokes down the
road so we can get started turning the local cannon fodder into
assault troops.”

Leonie looked
down at Fletcher.

“I agree with
Rory” he said. “The sooner they get started, the better chance
we’ll have of pulling this off.”

“C’mon Leonie,”
Rory said briskly, “it’s a five minute trip, then you can tinker
with your toy as much as you like

“Alright
Colonel,” Leonie gave him a tired smile, “but then I’m coming
straight back here and see if Libby bent my aeroplane this
morning.”

Rory
grinned.

“Deal.” He
turned to Nigel and Jacko, “C’mon you blokes, the war won’t wait
forever.”

Fletcher
watched as the three soldiers threw their gear into the car, then
raised his arm in farewell as Leonie guided the Rolls Royce out
onto the road and accelerated away in a cloud of dust.

 



Chapter
Fifteen

 


Fletcher had
decided to ignore Rory’s advice. If Libby had problems with her
morning’s work then he wanted them sorted out now. He was on his
way to the living quarters when there was a sudden commotion at the
gate. A small group of soldiers was trying to enter the field and
as he watched, the Guards Sergeant held up his hand and stopped the
men in their tracks.

Thinking fast,
Fletcher hurried towards the knot of soldiers milling around the
entrance to the field. Libby and her problems would have to wait,
the security of the project was paramount. If these newcomers got
in amongst the equipment, there was no telling what could happen.
The Guards had formed themselves into a semi circle, effectively
blocking the entrance and the soldiers had now formed a line in
front of them, their rifles held at odd angles. A young officer was
standing in between the two lines. He seemed to be upset about
something. Fletcher noticed the lieutenant’s single pip on the
man’s shoulder and breathed a sigh of relief, realising that he
outranked the newcomer. He also noticed that the young officer was
now brandishing a large revolver.

“Look here
Sergeant,” he was yelling as Fletcher arrived, “I’ve been told to
secure that Boche aircraft, so you just order your men to stand
aside,”

“Stand fast
there!” Fletcher’s voice whip-cracked across the scene. The
Lieutenant froze comically, his arm raised in the air. Fletcher did
a quick study of the officer and his men. They were mostly very
young, the eldest would not have been much more than twenty, and
the lieutenant himself looked to be no more than nineteen. They
seemed raw, and held their weapons awkwardly, as if they were
unsure which end the bullets came out of.

Fletcher smiled
inwardly, this might be easier than he had thought. He decided to
press his advantage.

“Just what the
bloody hell is going on here?” he said in a voice that seemed to
simmer just below boiling point. “You!” he turned his fury onto the
officer, “How dare you wave your pistol at my Sergeant. What do you
mean by it?”

The boy
suddenly looked shattered, as if his schoolmaster had caught him
masturbating in his bed.

“Well Sir…I…I
mean, we…”

Fletcher didn’t
wait for him to continue.

“Sergeant,
what’s been going on here.”

The guardsman
stepped forward and brought his boots together with a crash.

“SAH! The
officer and his platoon arrived a few moments ago and said they ‘ad
orders to look after the enemy machine.” The man looked straight
ahead as he continued. “My instructions were to let nobody into
this area without written orders from yourself or the Colonel.
SAH!”

“Quite right
Sergeant,” Said Fletcher, grim faced. “Well done.” looking at the
rest of the Guards he said, “Well done all of you.” The Sergeant
stepped back into line as Fletcher turned on the young officer. The
Lieutenant almost cringed as he began to speak.

“Now
Lieutenant, you will kindly explain by what authority you think you
can threaten my guards with a loaded weapon.”

The boy looked
down at the pistol in his hand as if seeing it for the first time
and then hurriedly stuffed it away into its holster. Bringing
himself to attention, he stared forwards.

“My commanding
Officer saw the German aeroplane crash from down the road, Sir, and
I and my platoon were sent to investigate, Sir”

“And why then
did you feel the need to threaten my Sergeant with your pistol.”
Fletcher’s voice was icy cold. The wretched boy looked from side to
side like a trapped animal before giving up. The rest of the
platoon fingered their rifles nervously.

“No excuse
Sir!”

Behind his
stern façade, Fletcher had to stifle his mirth, ‘no excuse Sir’.
That one had probably worked fine back at his boarding school.
Fletcher was about to continue his tirade, in the hope that the
story about the field being out of bounds would spread, when he had
a better idea.

“Very noble of
you Lieutenant.” He allowed his mouth to form a ghost of a smile.
“It’s your lucky day, I happen to be in a good mood.”

The boy and his
men almost sagged with relief. It was short lived.

“I’ve got a job
for you.”

The young
officer’s eyes lit up like a puppy dog,

“Yes Sir!”

Fletcher
allowed his gaze to drift pointedly over to the wreckage in the
next field, he was enjoying himself.

“In amongst
that nasty mess, lieutenant, are two bodies. I’d like you and your
men to extract them and give the poor blighters a decent burial.”
He allowed an edge to creep back into his voice “Or we could just
go back to your CO and have a little chat about your fitness to
command…?”

The boy
couldn’t move fast enough. In no time the soldiers were in the next
field, some digging furiously, while the rest attacked the wreckage
like a pack of demented demolition men. Fletcher turned back to the
Guards.

“Keep an eye on
them, will you Sergeant?”

“With pleasure
Sir,” the NCO smiled, “I’ll send them home to their Mummies for
morning tea when they’ve finished.”

Fletcher
smiled.

“Carry on
Sergeant.”

He turned
walked back towards Libby’s hut.

 



*****************************************

 


Lieutnant Erich
Stauffer sat at the large table in the officer’s mess hall and
fumed inwardly. He was eating alone, and thinking, as he pushed his
food aimlessly around his plate, about his recent meeting with the
Commandant.

From the moment
he stepped into the office, Erich knew things were about to get
unpleasant. Major Richter was, in general terms, a fair man,
although his strict Prussian manner prevented most people from
discovering this fact. The major had been sitting behind his desk,
with Erich’s report sitting squarely in front of him.

The Commandant
came straight to the point.

“This is your
report Stauffer?”

Erich glanced
down.

“That is
correct, Herr Major”

“Would you care
to explain it for me.”

The young man’s
brow had creased in mild confusion.

“I’m not sure I
understand the request Sir.”

Richter sighed
and pushed the paper towards him.

“This is your
report of this morning’s flight.”

Erich looked at
the report; it detailed the morning’s events, the failure of the
two seater to appear at the rendezvous, the account of the dogfight
and then a detailed account of the new British aircraft. He had
been rather proud of that last part. In fact, he still felt very
fortunate to have escaped from his encounter with that machine to
report at all. For a fleeting moment, the young man had thought the
Major had called him in to commend him on a thorough report. That
impression had not lasted long.

“You failed to
protect the reconnaissance machine.” Richter continued, it was a
statement, not a question. “You failed, and then you came up with
this fantasy to cover your shortcomings.”

“Fantasy, Herr
Major?” Erich had been appalled

“Certainly,”
the Major turned to the last part of the report. “The British have
no such machine, Stauffer, we would have known about it.”

“I can assure
the Herr Major that they do. It’s all there Sir…”

“Silence!” The
Major had cut him off then sat back wearily. “No more of these
fabrications, Stauffer,” he held up his hand to stifle the
Lieutnant’s protests. “You should know that I have been in contact
with the Army intelligence, in fact it was the first thing I did
after reading your report. The British posses nothing more potent
than the Sopwith two seater and the pusher designs that we are used
to. The only decent scouts they have are the French Neiuports.
There is talk of a new Sopwith type, but this is not
confirmed.”

“Then perhaps
this was the machine…”

Richter had
quickly dashed the young mans hopes.

“Our reports
state the Sopwith is powered by a rotary engine.” He pointed to
Erich’s paper, “You say here that your machine was inline.”

“Perhaps I was
mistaken…?”

Contempt
clouded the Prussian’s features.

“Mistaken? Yes
I think you were.” Richter had leaned forward over the desk.
“Mistaken in trying to cover up your failure with this fiction.
Stauffer, I can tolerate much, but one thing I won’t have is
failure covered by lies.”

“But Sir, if
you read my report…”

He got no
further.

“That’s enough,
Stauffer! Since you seem to hold my intelligence in such contempt
and since you utterly failed in your duty this morning, I have
decided to transfer you to two seaters.” Erich couldn’t believe it;
this Prussian bastard was taking away his Eindecker. Suddenly he
was angrier than he could ever remember.

“Sir?” he had
gritted through his teeth. “If I may be allowed to speak?”

“That will be
all Stauffer, the Hauptmann has your orders. Dismiss!”

Erich had tried
one last time.

“Sir, you don’t
understand…”

“I said you are
dismissed, Stauffer.”

So here he was;
eating his last meal before the transport arrived to take him away
to his new squadron. He still couldn’t believe the injustice of the
whole thing; he knew what he had seen, he knew the British machine
existed. And What Erich Stauffer wanted more than anything else in
his young life was to see that aircraft again.

‘The next time,
Tommi,’ he thought, ‘things will be different.’

 



*******************************************

 


Diaz kicked
open the door to Libby’s hut with a crash that left the hinges
quivering. The pilot looked up from where she sat on the edge of
her bed to see the other girl framed in the opening.

“Hi Diaz,” she
said sarcastically. “Please, don’t stand on the doorstep, come on
in.”

Wordlessly Diaz
walked passed her and into the small area that served as a living
room. Pulling out one of the two small chairs that had been
provided, she straddled it, placing her elbows on the backrest.

“So” She said,
“what’s your problem, girl?”

Libby twisted
the small length of canvas between her hands and didn’t answer.

“Look,” Diaz
tried again. “you did what you had to, the bad guys are dead.”

When the pilot
still didn’t answer, she softened her tone.

“Hey Libby, the
first time is always hard, trust me, I know. But we came here to do
a job, and you do your part good.” she smiled. “You’re one hell of
a hot shot.”

Libby looked up
at last and Diaz almost did a double take, where she had expected
sadness, conflict, maybe even a tear or two, there was nothing but
grim determination.

“You bet your
arse I’m good.”

She stood up.
Diaz watched her closely; the pilot seemed tense, as if some deep
emotions were warring within her. Then the moment passed and Libby
relaxed, sagging visibly. After a moment she smiled faintly, and
thrust her hands deep into the pockets of her flight suit. “I just
need some more ‘on-the-job-training’.”

Diaz got up
from her chair, still concerned.

“You going to
be OK girl?”

The pilot
looked sideways at her.

“Sure, no
problem.”

Diaz looked
troubled and Libby twisted her mouth in a wry grin.

“Thanks for the
concern, Diaz, but I’ll be fine.” Her voice was clipped and savage.
“I’m a bloody good pilot, and the next arsehole that tries to fuck
with me won’t know what hit him!”

Diaz relaxed,
nodding. In her experience, anger was a good sign.

“Great,” she
said lightly, as she walked towards the door. “C’mon, you can buy
me a beer.”

Libby followed,
shaking her head.

“Sorry, no can
do. Got to fly, need the practice.”

Diaz
shrugged.

“I guess I can
live with the rejection.”

Arm in arm, the
two women stepped from the door of the hut and walked straight into
Fletcher.

“Ah, Libby,” he
said as they untangled themselves, “I wanted to talk to you.”

“Its OK
Fletch,” Libby called over her shoulder. “All sorted out. Girl
talk, see you later.”

Fletcher was
left shaking his head and watching the two girls walk away. Then a
thought struck him,

“Libby,” he
called after them. “You’re not going up again are you?”

The pilot
stopped and turned around.

“That was the
idea, why?”

Fletcher caught
them up.

“I want Leonie
to check the SE over before you take her up again.” The girl opened
her mouth to protest, “And I want it re armed.” Libby closed her
mouth again, nodding.

“Yeah, alright.
How long?”

Fletcher did a
swift mental calculation.

“Leonie’s just
running an errand, then she’s coming straight back here. She
shouldn’t be too long.”

The pilot
scowled, but Diaz took her arm again,

“Hey relax
girlfriend, I’ll buy you a cup of coffee.”

Libby nodded
and unzipped the top of her flight-suit.

“Sounds good,
if I can’t fly, I may as well relax for a bit,” Then, “Hey Fletch,
did Leonie say where she was going?”

“She’s just
gone down the road to drop off Rory and the boys.”

 



***********************************************

 


Rory showed his
orders to the corporal at the crossroads and was swiftly waved
through into the field. Rows upon rows of tents sprawled across the
grass. From where the Rolls Royce sat idling quietly at the small
gate, the whole area seemed full of khaki figures.

Rory was
reading the notes that Roger had provided.

“Seems these
blokes all come from the same town.” he remarked. “Some place
called Cornford.” He looked up, “A lot of them worked for the local
newspaper.” He turned the page, “says here they’ve been in France
for about three months,”

Nigel spoke up
from the back seat.

“That sounds
right. It was the practice to rotate as many of the New Army
battalions as possible through a couple of spells in the front
line.” He snorted, “It was supposed to give them experience.”

Rory twisted
around,

“You don’t
agree?”

“Christ Boss!
Most of these poor sods only got issued with their rifles about a
week before they sailed. All they learned in the trenches was how
to survive.” He paused, “Quite a few didn’t, by the way.”

Rory turned
back to his notes.

“Alright Nige,
calm down. In case you’ve forgotten, that’s why we’re here.
Anyway,” he flipped a page, “The man we have to see is a someone
called Frederick Manning, Colonel Fredrick Manning,” He grinned,
“it’s a good thing I gave myself that promotion, hey?” He fingered
the red tabs of his new rank. “All set?”

“How are we
going to play this, Boss?” Asked Jacko.

Rory looked
thoughtful for a moment.

“I think we’ll
stay as who we are. I know I can’t hold a pommy accent for more
than a few minutes, so we’ll be ANZACS just in from Gallipoli. That
should cover the new training as well. We can say we picked up
Nigel along the way,” He scratched his forehead, sliding his finger
under the red band of his cap, “OK with you blokes?” They nodded.
He motioned to Leonie. “Alright, take us in.”

Leonie drove
slowly over the rough grass and stopped in front of what was
clearly the HQ. Several officers were grouped around a large table
listening to a small, neatly dressed man with a small, neatly
trimmed moustache. As the Rolls Royce purred to a halt, the man
stopped talking and peered in some annoyance towards the newcomers.
He saw the red tabs on Rory’s collar and called his audience to
attention. Rory got out of the car, leaving Jacko and Nigel in the
rear for the moment and walked around to the head of the table.

“At ease
gentlemen.” He returned the officer’s salute and the group
relaxed.

“Colonel
Manning?” He asked the neat officer

“Yes Sir”

“Ahh splendid,”
he shook the others hand, “I have some good news for you, Manning,”
Raising his voice, he turned to the rest of the group saying; “I
have some good news for all of you.” He grasped the Colonels
shoulder and pulled him aside, “But first I need a word with you
alone, Manning.”

The other
gestured towards his tent,

“Of course,
Sir”

Rory entered
the large tent and sat at a small table. Manning joined him a few
seconds later.

“Allow me to
introduce myself. I am Lieut. Colonel Street, attached to the CinC
4th army staff.”

“Yes Sir,”
Manning nodded. “you said you had some good news for us,”

Rory
smiled.

“I do indeed.”
He drew the sheaf of orders from the briefcase where he had placed
them earlier and made a show of rifling through them before seeming
to find the one he wanted. At the edge of his vision he could see
the Colonel twisting his head, trying to read the paper upside
down. Rory smiled to himself and kept the sheets moving. After a
few seconds, he looked up.

“It is my
pleasure to inform you that your battalion has been selected for
special training.”

Manning looked
puzzled.

“Perhaps there
is some mistake Sir,” he shook his head. “We have been in training
for the last week. The Brigadier’s instructions were very clear.”
He sat up straighter in his canvas seat. “And I might venture to
say, Sir, that we are fast reaching a high level of efficiency. I
am sure that this battalion will play a pivotal role in the coming
push.”

Rory allowed
the man to prattle on for a while.

“Yes, Colonel,
I’m sure your men are well versed in ordinary manoeuvres, the ones
that everyone else is learning.”

“I don’t
understand, Sir. My chaps are very keen, I wouldn’t want them to be
singled out if that meant we were going to miss the big day.”

Rory shook his
head emphatically.

“No Manning, if
you’ll allow me to finish, your blokes have been selected from out
of the entire 4th Army to be trained as Primary Assault Troops.”
Rory watched the other for his reaction, ‘Primary assault Troops’.
He was rather proud of that name, having thought it up on the spur
of the moment. In a couple of years they would have been called
Shock troops, or ‘Storm Troopers, if they had been German.

Manning’s eyes
widened.

“Sir, does this
mean…?

“Yes Manning,”
Rory smiled feeling like a malevolent Father Christmas, “your
battalion is going to be the first to go over in this sector.”

The Colonel
seemed to swell visibly.

“Thank you
Sir,” he gushed. “I know we won’t let you down, can I say, on
behalf of both my staff and my men…”

Rory
interrupted the flow as it became annoying.

“Please,” he
said, “by the time I’ve finished you may not be so grateful.”

Manning fell
silent, but he still managed to look as if he might detonate
violently if Rory gave him any more good news.

“Now,” Rory
continued, “if you could supply my instructors and myself with some
accommodation and some form of messing facilities, we can get
started right away.”

The Colonel
looked surprised.

“Right away
Sir…you mean now?”

Rory grinned
across the table at him

“No time like
the present Manning, and time is something we don’t have a lot
of.”

The other mans
eyes widened in shock.

“Sir, do you
mean that we will attack soon? You know the date?”

Rory smiled
inwardly as he remembered the actual date of the offensive had been
kept a secret, in the hope of deceiving the Germans.

“The big push
is coming, Manning and yes I know the date, but no, to answer your
next question, I’m not going to tell you.”

His companion
looked disappointed at that, but he sat up in his seat.

“Fair enough
Sir,” he said, “I’m sure you have your reasons.”

“I do indeed
Manning.” He got to his feet and reshuffled the papers in a
businesslike manner. “Now, I’d like you to call your officers
together and tell them the good news.” Manning started to rise.
“Hang on a minute,” Rory stopped him. “there’s more.” The Colonel
sank back. “Then I want your command split up into two groups. That
will include officers, NCOs, cooks, bottle-washers and anyone else
you can think of, no exceptions.”

Manning’s brow
furrowed.

“Everyone!” he
exclaimed, “even the HQ Staff Sir?”

Rory sighed and
managed to look bored.

“What part of
‘no exceptions’ are you having trouble with Colonel,” He stood up,
“I said everyone, and I mean everyone. Get your entire command
split up please, my instructors will take over from there.” He
gestured towards the tent flap, ‘Oh, by the way,” Manning paused in
the opening, “My instructors are those two Sergeants that arrived
with me in the car.”

The Colonel
frowned

“Sergeants
Sir?

“That’s what I
said Colonel,” Rory grinned nastily, “and those Sergeants answer to
me and only to me. Understood?” He gestured towards the waiting
officers. “After you, Colonel Manning.”

Leaving Manning
to inform his Staff of the new plan, Rory went straight to the
Rolls Royce and retrieved the rest of his gear from the back
seat.

“Let’s get
going you blokes, lots to do, not much time.”

Jacko and Nigel
stepped down and began unloading the car.

Rory leaned on
the driver’s door.

“Leonie,” he
said, “you can go back now, tell Fletch we’ll be here for the next
week if he needs us. If we need any more equipment, I’ll contact
you on the radio, OK?”

The girl
nodded, and shifted the car into gear.

Rory leaned in
again.

“We shouldn’t
need the Lewis guns until next week, but tell Roger to get a move
on anyway. I don’t want to have to wait for them.”

“OK Rory, I’ll
pass on the message.” She let in the clutch and moved off; bumping
across the field and then accelerating off back the way they had
come.

Rory nodded at
his two companions who were standing next to a small mountain of
rucksacks, packs, pouches, webbing and gear bags.

“Alright, we’re
in business, the Colonel swallowed the story, hook line and sinker.
If we don’t do anything really stupid, we should be OK.”

He looked from
one to the other; “you both know what to do?”

Nigel answered
first.

“Yeah boss, I’m
going to take half of them and see how good their shooting is, if
I’m right it shouldn’t take long.”

Jacko gave an
evil grin,

“I’m going to
take the rest of these jokers and see how fit they are,” he
shrugged, “They’re going to need to move fast, so they might as
well start the torture today.”

Rory
nodded.

“Sounds good.
I’m going to track down our boy and keep an eye on him.” He glanced
at his watch, “see you both when you knock off, we’d better make
that at last light, OK?”

The three
mercenaries shouldered their gear and moved off in separate
directions.

 



*****************************************************

 


Libby had drunk
a little too much coffee by the time Leonie got back to the field
and, as a result, she was feeling a little wired. The moment the
Rolls Royce bumped through the gate she snatched up her flying
helmet and ran across the grass to meet it.

Leonie saw her
coming.

“Hi Libby, I
hear you’ve been having fun,” she smiled tiredly, “no problems with
our ‘plane?”

The pilot shook
her head,

“No, everything
worked fine.” She pulled a wry face, “except me.”

Leonie
nodded,

“I heard, Rory
filled me in, don’t feel bad about it…”

“I don’t.” said
Libby shortly, cutting off the topic of conversation. She’d heard
enough about that subject for one morning. All she wanted to do now
was to get back into the air.

“Look, I need
to take her up again,” Libby spoke rapidly, the words chasing each
other from her lips, “how soon can I go?”

Leonie’s first
impulse was to forbid the flight. There were any number of checks
and inspections that needed to be done. The SE5 had been in combat
that morning and she wanted to see how the airframe had held
up.

In fact, what
Leonie really wanted was to spend the rest of the day going over
the fighter with a fine toothed comb. Then saw the barely concealed
desperation in the expression and Leonie suddenly realised that the
Libby was speaking the literal truth, she had to fly, and soon.
Rory had told her the full story Libby’s morning sortie and she
decided that the maintenance could wait. If the SE was going to
fall apart it would have done it this morning.

“How many
rounds did you use?”

“A two second
burst, no more.”

“Alright, we
won’t re-arm,” Leonie frowned as she did the math. “Just give me
ten minutes to re-fuel and you can take her up.”

Libby opened
her mouth to say thanks, but the tech hadn’t finished.

“On one
condition.”

“Oh?”

“You stay away
from trouble,” Leonie said seriously. “If it comes looking for you,
just walk away.”

Libby
grinned.

“OK deal.”

“I mean it
Libby,” Leonie didn’t move, “don’t go up there trying to prove
something. The less the opposition see of the SE5 the better.”

The pilot
smiled disarmingly.

“Trust me
Leonie, I just need to blow a few cobwebs out and besides, I have
to get my bearings sometime.” She went to put her helmet on, “I’m
just going to fly around and have a look at the war.”

“Yeah, I think
that’s good idea,” The tech relaxed, “come and give me a hand to
top up the tanks, then you can be on your way.”

The pair walked
towards the waiting aircraft.

“By the way,”
Asked Leonie as a thought occurred to her, “have you cleared this
with Fletcher?”

Libby
shrugged,

“I never
thought about it. Why?”

“I just thought
that he might have other ideas, he is in charge, after all.”

The pilot
stopped.

“I’d better go
and see him, can you manage on your own?”

Leonie
nodded,

“OK” said
Libby. “see you at the ‘plane.”

Ten minutes
later Libby swung the blunt nose into line with the centre of the
makeshift runway and finished her pre-take-off checks. The
interview with Fletcher had been brief. He had barely even looked
up from his console where he was replaying the data from the
morning dogfight.

“Good idea,” he
had grunted. “Don’t bend anything,”

She applied
full power and guided the small fighter down the runway. As she
pushed the stick forward, Libby felt the tail lift and a couple of
seconds later the rumbling from the main wheels ceased as the SE
became airborne. She pulled the aircraft into a gentle climbing
turn and settled back into her seat.

Libby smiled
behind the tinted visor of her helmet. Flying was still good. She
had feared that the enjoyment might have been somehow tainted by
her actions that morning. She looked around at her familiar cockpit
surroundings and felt at home.

At twenty
thousand feet, Libby levelled the nose on the horizon, and dipped
her right wing as she began a slow turn. Below her, the Somme
valley stretched out in a multi-colour patchwork of fields and
small villages. The direction indicator was showing due south. That
would mean that the large town off to the right of the shimmering
propeller must be Albert and that the bigger centre further to the
West, almost on the horizon, would be Amiens. Libby nodded to
herself, mentally filing these positions away.

As the aircraft
flew nearer to Albert, she saw an arrow straight road running out
of the city in an Easterly direction. Remembering the maps that
Shannon had made her study on the rare occasions that the weather
had kept her grounded, Libby knew this to be the old Roman road
that led from Albert, through the opposing lines of trenches to the
German held town of Bapaume.

According to
Shannon, all of the operations that they would be involved in were
going to be north of the Albert-Bapaume road. Libby banked sharply
to the left and flew northwest, back along the lines, noting the
small villages as she flew past them. Pozieres, Thiepval,
Grandcourt, Beaumont-Hamel, Serre and Gommecourt, the last in the
line. All of these places had featured heavily in her briefings and
all of them were going to feature heavily in the coming battle.

She pushed up
her visor and watched a tiny patch of village sliding under her
wings. There was really no reason for her to continue. She had no
trouble identify the landmarks that her instructor had told her to
look out for, and she had promised Leonie that she wouldn’t go
looking for trouble.

She flexed her
shoulder muscles and sighed, the sky was a spectacular blue, and
the SE was winging its way effortlessly past the clouds that wisped
into the thin air. It was good to be flying.

A thin thread
of road passed under the junction of her wing and she pushed her
right foot on the rudder bar. Almost of it’s own accord, the blunt
nose swung around until it was pointing towards the village called
Serre.

Serre was on
the other side of the front line. The German side.

Her eyes
narrowed behind her visor

“Let’s go see
how the other half lives,” she murmured.

Five minutes
later, still cruising at an altitude of twenty thousand feet, the
SE5 crossed the German trenches and flew on into the suddenly
unfriendly skies.

 



***************************************************

 


Fletcher
slumped in his chair, putting some distance between himself and the
bright, LED-bright screen. He massaged his temples gently and
sighed. The headache had begun about an hour ago. It was nothing
serious, just a gentle, nagging throb behind the eyes. It was
really no worse now, he told himself, it just felt like it. He
groped in his trouser pocket and found a couple of foil wrapped
aspirin. He placed the chalky tablets in his mouth and chewed
listlessly.

The information
available on the computer database was formidable. At the tap of a
finger or a swipe of a track pad, Fletcher could call up specific
data on just about everything concerning the coming battle, the
area itself, and the two opposing armies.

Fletcher had
been trying to collate this information into some form of cohesive
plan for the last four hours. He wasn’t having much luck. A lot of
the time had been occupied in reading the histories of the various
regiments assigned to attack this sector of the German line.
Fletcher took particular interest in the various ‘Pals’ Battalions
that were to be such a feature of the Battle. A lot of them seemed
to have been recruited from in and around the city of Sheffield and
the particular battalion they were interested in had been gathered
from the small town of Cornford.

The report laid
out in some detail, how the battalion had been raised, where they
had been trained and finished with a few eyewitness reports of the
assault on the first of July. The word ‘massacre’ featured
prominently. There was also an account of the same fight from the
German point of view and a listing of the regiments involved. Their
dispositions and support elements, artillery, mortars and
machinegun positions were all detailed.

He had been
provided with as much information as possible. The problem was not
the information. The fault lay with Fletcher.

The dull ache
begin to recede under the onslaught of the painkiller and he
reached out to the track pad, scrolling back to the top of the
document, before turning the display off in frustration. He knew
what the problem was, he had known what it would be from the moment
he sat down and tried to plan. That was his dilemma; he had never
planned anything in life. All his problem solving had been done on
the job; he had always had to think on his feet. Planning had never
been a part of that. The other problem, he now acknowledged, was
that after the blinding success of the first time skip, had been
over-confidence. He began to tap his fingers on the desk before he
remembered just how annoying that was. He stopped and tried to
think.

Five minutes
later Diaz put her head around the door.

“Hey Spook,
what’s happening?”

Startled,
Fletcher spun around in his seat and then smiled, glad of the
distraction.

“Not much I’m
afraid.”

Diaz looked at
the array of computers, and then sat down beside him turning on the
display.

“Do you mind?”
she asked

Fletcher shook
his head.

“Be my guest,
two heads are better than one.”

The girl was
silent for a couple of minutes as she read the first page and then
scrolled through the next couple.

“That’s a lot
of good shit, what’s the problem.”

Fletcher
hesitated, for a second, and then told her. Diaz listened, swinging
the chair back and forth slowly, then she sat back and rested her
feet on the desk.

“So what you’re
telling me, is basically you don’t got a plan, right?”

“No, not
exactly,” Fletcher shook his head. “I’ve got the basics in place,
so long as Rory and his boys do their stuff,” he clicked through a
few menus until they were looking at a tactical scale map of the
German fortifications around Serre. Actually, it was a contemporary
trench map, drawn by some headquarters clerk from the air
observations made at the time.

“But take a
look at this.” He reached out and pointed at the map.

Diaz stared,
the German lines had been drawn in red ink and in great detail,
showing strong points and first, second third, and in some places
fourth trench lines. The village itself had been turned into a
virtual fortress, while the frontline trench had been constructed
to include small salients so that anyone foolish enough to attack
would be caught in a deadly crossfire. In between the lines was a
dense spider web of communications trenches, enabling the defenders
to bring up supplies and reinforcements to wherever they were
needed.

Diaz whistled
softly.

“What
brain-challenged bastard decided to attack that?”

“The British
wanted to attack, the French wanted them to attack, and the French
wanted them to attack here.” Fletcher shrugged, “Sort of a joint
decision really.”

The girl sat
forward, studying the tangle of red lines.

“This is a
German map, right?”

Fletcher
paused, then shook his head sadly,


“Ah...no...According to the notes, it’s British.”

Diaz looked at
him incredulously, then turned her head and stared at the map,
before swivelling her gaze back to Fletcher again.

“You mean they
knew!...They knew all this,” she nodded towards the screen,
“And…they…?”

Fletcher
nodded,

“Yep, they had
pretty good aerial photos of the area.” He leaned forward and
pointed at the village, “Diaz, this is only a small part of the
line. The assault will spread over sixteen miles and it will go on
for more than four months.” he scratched his ear. “Some of the
other sectors are worse.”

“That’s hard to
believe.”

Fletcher
shrugged again,

“I could show
you any number of places, Thiepval, La Boisselle, Beaumont-Hamil,
Pozieres, all of them fortified to the max, but,” he tapped the
screen, “this is the place we’re interested in.”

Diaz
blinked.

“And we got to
get our man through that.”

“Yes”

Diaz got up and
walked away a few paces.

“Why bother,
man?”

Fletcher was
puzzled

“That’s why
we’re here, Diaz.”

“No! That’s not
what I mean,” She shook her head impatiently. “I mean why bother
with the stupid battle in the first place. Just get Roger to make
up some orders that has him transferred somewhere safe, you know,
like as far away from this chicken-shit army as possible.”

“Nice idea,”
Fletcher smiled ruefully. “Why didn’t I think of that?

The girl threw
up her arms,

“What the
hell’s wrong with it?”

“I tried that
one before we left. In fact I put the same idea to Deborah.”

“And?”

“As I said, no
good. The whole idea is to get Harry through the first day, then
get him out. Apparently he becomes a changed man.” he pulled a
face. “Not surprising really.”

Diaz sat down
in disgust.

“So where does
that leave us? I mean apart from up to our necks in ca-ca.”

“Well, you know
most of the answer.” Fletcher counted off the points on his
fingers. “I’ve got Rory training the soldiers in something they
call fire and movement tactics, and I’m going to have the first
wave sprinting across the danger zone…” he tailed off and propped
his chin on his hand.

Diaz looked at
the map again,

“Against that?”
she zoomed in on the fortress village, “you’re goin’ to need more
man, a whole lot more.”

Fletcher looked
at her.

“Don’t you
think I know that?” His headache was back. “Why do you reckon I’ve
been sitting here in front of this frigging computer all
morning?”

Diaz got up
from her chair for the second time.

Fletcher looked
up at her,

“There’s more”
he said quietly

“It gets
worse?”

Fletcher
nodded

“Did I mention
that it’s all uphill?”

The girl raised
her eyes to the ceiling.

“Oh sweet and
fluffy Lord,” she said reverently, “there must be the mother of all
objectives behind all this shit,” she shook her head in wonder. “I
mean, the entire war must hinge on this,” she looked down at the
Fireman, almost pleading. “Please tell me I’m right.”

Reluctantly
Fletcher shook his head again.

“Nope...There
is nothing of any importance in or behind the village of
Serre.”

“Then why!”

“The objective
is to kill Germans. That’s what attrition is all about. I thought
you knew.” Fletcher rubbed his eyes; just talking about the battle
was depressing.

Diaz was
looking around the room as if seeking a way out.

“So what do we
do?”

Fletcher took
his hands away from his face.

“Well, as far
as I can see, we have to get Harry and his men through the first
couple of lines and into the village.” He pointed out the positions
on the map. “That means fighting off at least a couple of counter
attacks and neutralising the field artillery in the sector.”

Diaz sat down
and leaned forward, studying the screen.

“What about the
bad guys in the trenches?”

“The British
barrage will keep their heads down until it lifts, and by then,
Rory should have the first wave in, so I’m hoping they’ll be the
least of our worries.” He scrolled the map until they could see the
German artillery emplacements. “According to the accounts, the
artillery fire was just as devastating as the machine guns, so
we’ve got to take those out as well.” He sat back and scratched his
head. “I don’t think Libby can handle all of it.”

Diaz studied
the layout of the gun emplacements, scrolling back and forth,
zooming the picture and glancing at the distance scale from time to
time. Finally she turned to look at him with a strange expression
on her face.

“I think I can
solve your problem.”

Fletcher didn’t
move

“Oh yeah?
How?”

“I can solve
this one,” she repeated, “but you’re not going to like it!”

“Try me”

Diaz
sighed,

“A while ago,
for reasons that I don’t talk about, the company sent me to the
‘Rockpile’. Unfortunately it was occupied by some other people at
the time, you know what I mean?”

Fletcher
thought about that, then nodded.

“You mean
Afghanistan?”

“Yeah, right
on. Anyway, the fighter jocks had a technique they used when they
wanted to clear the rag-heads out of an area. They called it
‘Sterilising’” The girl smiled thinly, the expression stopped
before it got anywhere near her eyes. “This doesn’t get shown on
CNN by the way.”

Fletcher stared
at the floor, he knew what the answer was before he asked the
question, but he asked anyway. Just to hear her say the word.

“What did they
use?”

Diaz looked
away, then said in a flat voice,

“They saturated
the area with Napalm.” She shrugged, “not much survives that. If
you want to knock out that artillery and keep it knocked out, it’s
the only way to go.”

Fletcher didn’t
respond. He didn’t respond for what seemed a long time.

“We don’t have
any of that crap…do we?” He spoke slowly, and as the words left his
mouth, he raised his head, looking at the girl, almost pleading
with her to say no. She saw the expression on Fletchers face, and
read his body language.

“Sorry man,’
she thought, ‘welcome to total war’.

“Yeah, Spook,”
she said out loud, “we’ll be getting a supply in a couple of weeks,
they decided not to send it with the rest of the stuff,” she paused
for a second. “It doesn’t have much of a shelf life.”

“How much are
we going to get, Diaz?” Fletcher asked.

The girl opened
the buttons on her tunic, as if she suddenly felt
uncomfortable.

“We’re getting
enough. Plenty if we’re only fighting for the one day.”

Fletcher got up
and leaned on the desk for support.

“How much can
the SE carry?”

“I don’t know
man,” She shrugged. “I’m here to stitch people back together again.
I know shit about that machine.”

Fletcher
gripped the edge of the desk for a long moment, his knuckles
white.

“You’re
right”.

Diaz was lost
for a second; the conversation had veered off in a new
direction.

“Hunh?”

“I said, ‘you
are right.’ I don’t like it, in fact I hate the idea.”

The girl
shrugged again.

“Hey, I’m just
trying to help out, you got a problem, there’s a solution. Don’t
blame me if it upsets you.” She slumped a little, “Look, Spook, if
I remember my history, wasn’t it the goddamn Krauts who invented
the flamethrower, and started the goddamn ball rolling in the first
place.”

Fletcher nodded
slowly, she was right. You could also add poison gas to the
inventory of Teutonic weaponry of foul play. He appreciated the
irony he was now faced with. Germany had introduced both the
flamethrower and chlorine gas as weapons only last year, that being
1915, and now here he was contemplating the use of the modern
evolution of one of those hideous weapons on the German artillery.
He almost smiled. Almost but not quite. The other irony, one that
was nowhere near as subtle, was that of an ex Fireman planning to
kill human beings by burning them to death. After another few
seconds, pragmatism won out over his emotions. There was no other
way that he could see to achieve the neutralisation of the
guns.

Loathing
himself he turned to Diaz

“Go find Leonie
will you?” he said tonelessly, “and then bring her back here.”

 



*******************************************

 


Libby was was
having a very pleasant flight. Since crossing the lines, she had
cruised along noticing the small towns and villages, as she had on
the allied side. Almost as soon as she had flown into the enemy’s
airspace, small puffs of smoke that appeared far below the SE5 and
Libby puzzled over them for a few minutes before she found that the
line of explosions tended to follow her course. Then suddenly, she
understood what the strange black puffs were. It was anti-aircraft
fire. In a future war it would be called ‘Flack’. In this war it
was called ‘Archie’.

Libby grinned
as realised that someone was actually shooting at her. She took a
momentary comfort in the fact that her aircraft was hopelessly out
of range. Then she remembered from her briefings with Shannon that
the gunners sometimes shot at enemy aircraft to point it out to
prowling fighters. Sobering quickly, she applied a little backward
pressure to the joystick, and in a short while had climbed to
twenty-five thousand feet. At this height, she felt reasonably
confidant that the SE was out of reach of the contemporary German
machines and so she relaxed once more and let the aircraft fly
itself.

Above the small
fighter, the sky showed a deep indigo blue, with just a few
delicate tracings of high cirrus clouds. She felt lulled by the
serenity of altitude, divorced from the war on the ground. Libby
allowed her mind to wander, thinking about the morning’s flight.
She really had no feelings at all over the killing of the German
observation machine, other than the initial elation. Libby was a
little surprised by this; she had thought it would have affected
her more. Then the pilot shrugged mentally, ‘I should be grateful,
at least that means I can do my job without getting too emotional
over it’.

She turned her
thoughts to the Eindecker and the pilot she had spared. She wasn’t
as comfortable about that. The more Libby thought about it, the
more she thought that Fletcher had been right. She should have
killed him. What annoyed her more than anything was that she had
allowed the bastard to get a shot at her.

“That’s not
going to happen again,” she said out loud. Apart from anything
else, it was bloody unprofessional.

Something
caught her eye. It was there for a spilt second then gone. There it
was again, this time more than once, and again and again; small
flashes of light just off her right wingtip, far below. Libby shook
herself out of her self-analysis and she dipped the right wing,
staring intently. The flashes were almost constant now. Then
suddenly Libby understood what she was seeing. The flashes were
caused by sunlight reflecting off the varnished surfaces of
aircraft as they banked and turned. The more planes and the more
moves, the more flashes. Libby quickly summed up. There were a lot
of machines down there, doing a lot of manoeuvring. Almost before
she realised it, she had lowered the nose of the SE into a
descending turn until the flashes were directly in front of
her.

After a few
seconds, she could just make out a pattern of small specks,
unrecognisable, but growing fast in size and detail. As her
altimeter showed ten thousand feet the whole drama sprang into
sharp relief. At a height that she estimated to be around three
thousand feet above the ground, two British machines were
desperately trying to reach the safety of their own airspace.
Attempting to prevent the escape were four German monoplanes that
she instantly recognised from her first encounter that morning.

“Eindeckers,”
she murmured. As she drew closer, one of the British planes banked
hard and climbed to the left, putting itself between the Germans
and the remaining allied machine, which lowered it’s nose and raced
for the lines. Libby circled slowly, her eyes glued to the action
below. Concentrating hard, she identified the fleeing aircraft as a
BE2, an observation machine that had been obsolete at the start of
the war. The other one was not so easy. Suddenly the second British
machine turned again and slid directly beneath the SE5 giving Libby
a perfect plan view as it went by. She studied it with curiosity.
The tail seemed to be supported on a ‘V’ shaped arrangement of
lattice girders which in turn were attached to a small, boot shaped
nacelle, protruding from the leading edges of the wings. The pilot
was seated in a large cockpit in the forward part of this nacelle
with the muzzle of a machine gun sticking out in front. For a
moment Libby was confused, it was the strangest aircraft she had
ever seen. Then she realised what she was looking at. The small
British plane was a ‘pusher’. Lacking an efficient interrupter gear
that would enable a forward firing machine gun to be mounted on a
‘tractor’ aircraft, as was normal, the British had come up with
this configuration, which put the engine and propeller at the rear
of the single cockpit. In this way a fixed, forward firing gun
could be mounted. The pusher had its own built in limitations
however, and it took a skilled pilot to take on the German fighters
with any hope of success.

Libby now had a
shrewd idea of what was going on below. The BE2 was a
reconnaissance machine and the single seat ‘pusher’, known as a
‘DH2’ was the escort. Evidently the BE2 had completed its mission
and the two aircraft had been flying home when they had been
‘bounced’ by the Eindeckers. The escort had turned to engage the
Germans in an attempt to allow the slower two-seater to escape.

Libby scowled
as she saw two of the Eindeckers avoid the scout and resume the
pursuit of the BE2. The scowl deepened as the other pair of
monoplanes split, one carrying on in a straight line while the
other curled up and over in a graceful loop that brought it into a
perfect firing position below the tail of the British scout. In a
few more seconds the German would fire and at that range the chance
of a miss was just about zero.

Up until that
moment, Libby had been content to be a spectator. The narrow escape
of her earlier encounter had taught her some caution. Added to that
was Leonie’s warning not to get involved. In other words, what
Libby should have done was to open the throttle by a substantial
amount, apply some considerable back pressure to the joystick, and
climb the hell away from there. She did none of these things.
Automatically, Libby turned and put the sun squarely behind her,
rendering the SE5 invisible to the German planes below. She looked
at the two monoplanes chasing the two-seater, joining the mental
dots and doing the mental calculation. In thirty seconds they would
shoot the BE2 out of the sky and the scout pilot’s sacrifice would
have been for nothing. Libby knew she was set up almost perfectly,
it would be a simple matter for her to shoot down all of the German
machines in a very short space of time. The GECAL 50 would just saw
the Eindeckers to pieces from a distance that their pilots could
not have dreamt of in their worst nightmares.

Suddenly she
grinned.

‘What the fuck’
she thought recklessly, ‘let’s see if I’m as good as I think I
am.”

Libby reached
out and disarmed the weapons circuits. Then she pushed the throttle
and the stick forward together.

 



***********************************

 


Lieutenant
Richard Baxter hauled the DH2 round in an attempt to bring the
Eindecker into his sight, feeling the airframe groan and creak in
protest. Glancing over his shoulder he could see the other German
machine doing the same thing, only in his case he was having a
little more success. Richard gave himself less than half a minute
to live and he looked forward again, trying to will the elusive,
comma shaped fin of the leading Eindecker into his sights. It was
no use. The German simply had the better machine. He had known that
when he had turned to face them.

It had been the
bloodiest of luck, he remembered. The BE had got all the
photographs it needed and the two aircraft had been on their way
home. Indeed, Richard had been on the point of relaxing and had
failed to check the sky behind them for a few minutes. The mistake
had been fatal, as usual. Only the eagerness of one of the German
pilots had saved them when the burst of tracer sparkling between
his wings alerted Richard to the danger. Both aircraft had dived
for the lines, but within a short time, it was clear that the
monoplanes had the advantage of height and therefore of speed.
Richard had done the only thing he could. He had turned to delay
the enemy, while the BE2 attempted to escape. There was nothing
particularly heroic in this action. The two seater was simply more
important and it was Richard’s job to see that the photographs got
home.

But now, as he
watched the Eindecker pull away from him, it seemed as though the
whole thing had been for nothing. Glancing behind again, Richard
could see the German on his tail was much closer than he had been
before. Beyond that, he caught a glimpse of the other two enemy
machines closing in on the BE2. So they were going to get both of
them after all. Strangely, he felt no fear, just a vague
sadness.

It had just
been the bloodiest of bloody luck to run into four of the Hun
machines. He had seen them acting in pairs before, a pair of them
he could have dealt with. The DH2 was not the greatest fighting
machine, but it had put an end to that damned monoplane’s monopoly
and after six months in France he had picked up enough tricks of
the trade to be able to hold his own. Richard’s squadron had had
some intelligence reports that the Germans were starting to work in
groups, but this was the first time he had encountered them for
himself. Unfortunately, it also looked like being his last.

Richard didn’t
look behind again; it wasn’t worth the effort. He was reluctant to
give the German a ‘sitter’, so he half-heartedly pulled the DH2
into a turn to the left. As he did so the German pilot flying the
Eindecker in front of him decided, for some reason, to do the same
thing. Richard had started the turn a second before the other
machine and suddenly found himself on the inside of the German
looking directly into the others cockpit. Instinctively he pressed
the trigger of his single Lewis gun and emptied the entire drum of
ammunition in one long burst. He watched in astonishment as the
German pilot jerked about in his seat to the impact of the bullets,
before slumping forward in the suddenly slimy cockpit. The
Eindecker pitched forward and powered straight into the ground.
There was no fire, just a small puff of dirt on impact.

Richard stared,
not wanting to believe his luck. He didn’t stare for long; the
sound and vibration of bullets tearing through his tailplane
brought the young pilot back to reality with a thud. If that wasn’t
enough, the searing pain he felt as a nine-millimetre parabellum
round ploughed a shallow furrow across his left thigh gently
reminded him that there was a war going on and that he was part of
it. He craned his neck around and was just in time to see the
tracers tear more bits out of his tail.

And then
something very strange happened. Very strange and very fast. All
Richard saw was the most fleeting of dark shadows shoot past his
tail, in between him and the Eindecker. Then suddenly the German
had stopped firing at him. Suddenly the monoplane had banked hard
to the right and was racing hard towards the other two Eindeckers
that were still in pursuit of the BE2.

Richard pulled
back on the stick, zooming into a climbing turn to follow the enemy
aircraft. He couldn’t understand it. One minute the Eindecker had
been going about it’s business, casually shooting him to bits, and
then he was off on a cross-country chase. But chasing what? He
pushed up his goggles and turned his eyes out of the slipstream.
Then he saw it. The German machine was half a mile away, two thirds
the way to the BE2 and the other enemy machines. But what made
Richard forget the throbbing pain in his thigh was the sight of
another British machine that seemed to be challenging all three
monoplanes to a one sided duel. Richard knew very well that fellow
had saved his life and now he looked like getting killed because of
it. He slammed the stick forward and dived back into the fight.

 



***********************************************

 


Libby pushed
the stick forward until the blunt nose of the SE was pointing
directly between the Eindecker and the tail of the DH2. Estimating
the distance, she eased the throttle back a notch and drove at the
narrowing gap. With two thousand feet to go, the lead aircraft
started to turn. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the first
Eindecker stagger in the air and then fall. ‘One less to worry
about’ she thought, and then she was screaming through the gap,
feeling the impacts as the bullets from the monoplane impacted the
armoured floor of her cockpit. The world turned to grey as she
pulled out of her dive with the G-suit contracting around her waist
and thighs.

When her vision
cleared, the BE2 with the other Eindeckers was out in front of the
SE and a little below. She glanced over her shoulder to see if the
other German had taken the bait and she grinned hugely as she saw
the small monoplane following in her wake.

“C’mon boys”,
she yelled, into her oxygen mask. “let’s party!”

 



**********************************************

 


Richard felt
the airframe begin to shudder as he spun the fresh magazine onto
the Lewis gun. The airspeed indicator nudged past one hundred miles
an hour and he stared anxiously at his wingtips, he had heard of
these De Havilands falling apart if they were pushed too hard. Then
he set his face grimly, no time to worry about that now. The wind
screamed over his rudimentary windscreen while the churning mass of
the engine strained at his back. Richard peered over the gun,
watching the strange new aircraft and the pursuing Fokker. He knew
that he would rapidly overhaul the monoplane and the German machine
was already growing larger as the space between the two fighting
scouts shrank. What amazed the young pilot was the fact that the
newcomer was still pulling away from them both. In fact, it had
already overtaken the other two Eindeckers. Richard grinned as he
saw the enemy aircraft react wildly as the British aircraft flew
between them, and then pulled up into a vertical climb. He
continued to watch, expecting the pilot to curve over in a loop
that would place him in a good firing position. Richard’s jaw
dropped as he saw the new biplane climb and climb, and keep
climbing, in fact, it almost seemed to accelerate away, upwards. He
shook his head, that was impossible. Richard Baxter had been a
pilot for less than a year, but one thing he had learned the hard
way was that aeroplanes, now matter how good the design, simply
could not do things like that! Evidently the Germans agreed and
tried to follow, expecting to cut inside the lone Englishman’s
loop, thereby getting a shot at him as the aircraft went over the
top. Both machines stalled after a few seconds of trying vainly to
keep the biplane in their sights. Richard saw the whole thing as
one pilot recovered shakily, while the other fell off into a
vicious spin. There seemed to be no attempt to pull out and the
Eindecker continued to spin all the way into the ground. He shook
his head, in under a minute, the odds against him had been halved.
It felt very good to be alive and he craned his neck upwards,
trying to catch a glimpse of his saviour.

 



********************************************

 


Libby levelled
out at ten thousand feet. Below, she could see the column of smoke
rising from the wreckage of the Eindecker that had just crashed.
She unclipped the oxygen mask and sat back in her seat, dipping her
wings to the left and right as she looked for the other monoplanes.
Libby smiled as she remembered the comical looks on the German
pilots faces when the SE had flown between them. There had been
barely enough room and she had had to tilt the fighter slightly to
fit through. She was rather pleased with the result and the smile
grew sardonic as she saw the two remaining Germans turn and dive
away.

“Shit,” she
said quietly “I was just getting warmed up.”

“If you’ve
quite finished playing with your new friends…” Fletcher’s clear
voice in her helmet made her jump, “I think you’d better come
home.”

With an effort
Libby regained her composure and thumbed the transmit button.

“Er…Ok
Fletch...Received that.” Then she winced as she remembered all of
the warnings she had ignored in the last couple of minutes. Don’t
get involved, don’t put the aircraft in danger and, above all,
avoid combat. ‘Yeah, right’ she thought.

Libby had the
impression that she might have some difficult questions to answer
when she landed.

 



**********************************************

 


Fletcher was
still sitting in front of the computer monitor when Diaz returned
with Leonie in tow. The mechanic had been idly checking the various
stores and equipment that had arrived, making certain that the
group was going to have everything it needed, not just for the
coming battle, but also to live and survive in this alien time
period. The task was boring and she had not been sorry to leave it
to answer Fletcher’s summons.

“What can I do
for you Fletch?” Leonie asked as she entered the hut. Fletcher
turned in his chair and the tech blinked in surprise at the
expression on his face. In the scant hour since she had last seen
him, Fletcher seemed to have aged about ten years. He seemed
distracted, as if his mind was somewhere else. Leonie glanced at
Diaz who was once more seated on the bench. Catching her eye, the
tech raised an eyebrow, inclining her head towards the fireman.

Diaz
shrugged.

“Spook needs
some data from you, but I don’t think he wants to ask”

Fletcher spoke
in a voice that sounded like he’d been gargling gravel.

“Napalm.”

Leonie looked
at the man calmly, she didn’t quite understand what he was getting
at, but she could guess. That one word explained the look and the
voice. Napalm was that kind of stuff. Nasty. She decided to tread
carefully.

“Yes?” she
answered, keeping her voice neutral.

Fletcher sighed
deeply,

“Oh for
Christ’s sake, don’t get cute with me.” he placed his palms on the
desk. “Napalm. We don’t have any now, but Diaz informs me that
we’re going to be getting some, right?”

Leonie
nodded.

“Yes, that’s
right, in a couple of weeks.”

“How much are
we getting, and what can you tell me about it?”

The tech sat
down in the other chair and began to speak.

“We’re going to
get one hundred gallons of the stuff. I say ‘Gallons’ because
that’s the way it’s going to come, in twenty-two gallon containers.
As to the other part of your question, what do you want to know? I
can tell you that it was invented by American scientists in the
latter part of World War Two. Its main constituents are petroleum
naphtha, mixed with polystyrene beads to form a gel which, when
ignited, causes it to stick to things. It is generally delivered
from the air in canisters that burst and ignite on impact. The
forward speed of the aircraft causes the liquid to spread in the
same direction.” She shrugged, “The more speed, the more Napalm,
the more things you can fry.” Leonie sat back in the chair.
“Anything else you want to know?”

Fletcher was
silent for a moment.

“Who thought of
this?”

“It was Rory’s
idea.” Diaz answered “When he put in his request for stores, he
asked for the Napalm at the same time.”

“Why?”

“Ask the
Colonel,” Diaz shrugged. “We don’t know.” She hopped down from her
perch and stood beside Leonie. “But use your head, Spook, why not!
I mean why not bring the stuff? It’s tailor made for trench warfare
which, if I’m not mistaken is kinda popular ‘round this
neighbourhood at the moment.” She pulled a wry face, “And face it
man, you just found a use for it.”

“Oh?” Leonie
piped up “What’s that?”

Using the
trench map, and a few recon photos of the area, Fletcher quickly
explained his plan for neutralising the German field artillery.

“Brilliant!”
she said, “great idea, Fletch.”

Fletcher gave
her a sour look.

“I wish you
wouldn’t sound so bloody enthusiastic.”

The tech got to
her feet

“Don’t be such
a hypocrite.” she shot back. “You had a problem and you found a
solution. That’s why you’re here. Sorry if all the answers aren’t
easy ones.”

Fletcher closed
his eyes, ‘if I live to the age of around three fucking hundred,’
he thought, ‘I might just come to terms with this. Maybe.’

“Alright,” he
forced the words out, “lets work on the technicalities. You’ve seen
the area, can the SE carry enough of this shit to do the job?”

Leonie walked
up to the console,

“May I?” she
asked.

Fletcher got
up,

“Be my
guest.”

Leonie took
Fletch’s place in the swivel chair and ran through the maps and
photos again. From time to time she went into different programs
and called up data on the area and the loading capacity
specifications of the SE5. Finally she finished hitting the
keyboard and turned away from the monitor.

“The good news
is; yes, Libby can carry enough Napalm to do the area in
question.”

“And the bad
news?”

Leonie turned
back to the screen, tapping a few keys she swiftly displayed an
aerial view of the German positions.

“OK, this is
the place, right?” Diaz and Fletcher crowded in on either side of
the technician. Both nodded. “Well, as you can see, it’s too big to
hit from the one direction. The stuff won’t give us enough spread.
Not enough to guarantee…um…”

She paused,
looking over her shoulder at Fletcher, “...results”

“Yeah, I know
what you mean” he gritted, “go on”

“Alright,” she
continued, “so in order to get the coverage, Libby will have to
make two passes from opposite directions.”

“Is that going
to be a problem?”

“Well I’m not
sure, what sort of timetable did you have worked out for this
thing?” When Fletcher didn’t answer, the tech went on, “What it
means, put simply, is that the operation will take more time,
you’ll just have to factor that into your scenario.”

Fletcher
thought for a moment; this was more like it, again he was thinking
on his feet.

“Yeah, we
should be OK. I’ll work out the details later, after Libby’s had a
couple of trial runs at it. We’ll know more then.”

“Whatever,”
Leonie turned back to the monitor. “I’m just giving you the raw
data.”

Diaz leaned
back on the desk, thinking hard. She hadn’t been completely
truthful when she said that she knew nothing about the SE5. She had
studied the specifications of the machine when she realised that
the fighter was going to be their main offensive weapon.

Diaz had no
moral problems with the use of Napalm. Unlike Fletcher, the
American had been to a war-zone before and had long ago come to
understand the hideous logic that applied to the battlefield: You
do whatever it takes to win. Because in battle, losing simply was
not an option. If that meant killing more of the enemy, whoever
that was, than he killed of you, then that was what you did. And
you used whatever weapon was the most efficient for the particular
job.

What troubled
Diaz was the weight.

“Wait a
minute,” she interrupted the other two. “Have you looked at how
much you’re expecting this airplane to carry?”

“I helped
design this thing, Diaz.” Leonie said without looking around. “I
think I would know how much it can take” The tech’s voice had a
slightly superior edge to it.

“Hey, I’m not
trying to tell you your job,” Diaz held up her hands. “but it seems
to me that Libby’s going to have a whole buttload of weight hanging
off her wings.”

“The SE5 was
built to take it.”

“OK, OK, I was
just wondering what all this is going to do to the
performance.”

Leonie
shrugged,

“So it will be
a little sluggish, the speed will still be enough to spread the
Napalm.”

“I’m not
worried about the fucking Napalm” The medic’s voice was quiet. “I’m
worried about Libby.”

Fletcher held
up a placatory hand.

“That’s enough
you two, we’ve got a long way to go before July the first, and a
lot of things have to fall into place.” He leaned over Leonie’
shoulder and studied the figures on the monitor. “I know the SE’s
going to be sluggish, how sluggish is something we’re going to find
out when Libby gets back.” He moved the mouse about on its pad.
“Let’s find out what she’s doing.”

Fletcher called
up the view from the camera in the belly of the SE5 and turned the
joystick to bring the image into sharp focus.

Suddenly all
three of them recoiled from the screen as the front of a Fokker
Eindecker seemed to leap out at them, it’s single machine gun
silently spitting fire at what appeared to be point blank range.
Fletcher and Diaz watched the rest of the dogfight in amazement,
while Leonie felt a growing anger.

“Shit!” she
exclaimed, as the SE flew sideways between two more of the German
machines. “I told that silly bitch not to get involved in
combat.”

Fletcher was
thoughtful.

“Have a good
look Leonie.” He tapped the screen. “Libby’s learnt her lesson from
this morning,” They all crowded in on the monitor as Libby pulled
the fighter into a vertical climb and one by one the pursuing
monoplanes fell away. “She’s using her speed, those Eindeckers
didn’t get close.”

Leonie
nodded.

“Yeah, OK
Fletch,” she said grudgingly. “I see that, but if she’s let those
pricks put so much a single hole in my aircraft, Libby’s going to
think I’ve got permanent PMT!”

Diaz had no
such inhibitions.

“WHOO-HOO!
Lookit that! Go girl!”

Fletcher winced
as the medic yelled into his ear.

“If we can all
calm down,” he said heavily. “I’ll try to get Ms. Biggles to come
home.”

Diaz grinned
broadly, but curbed her celebrations. Leonie fell silent and tried
to look annoyed, the effect spoiled somewhat by the twinkle in her
eye. Fletcher called up the pilot, telling her to return. After
couple of seconds, Libby’s acknowledgement came back through the
speaker.

Fletcher
replaced the Comlink on the bench.

“I’m going to
give us the rest of the day off, I think we’ve got a fair bit done
today.” He switched off the monitor. “First thing in the morning
Leonie, you and Libby start working on the SE. I want to know just
how sluggish this thing’s going to be when we load it up to the
max.” Leonie nodded, “And I mean loaded; missiles, full ammo for
both guns, plus simulated loads for the underwing stores, OK?”
Again, the Tech nodded.

Diaz looked
up,

“Anything for
me?” she asked brightly.

Fletcher didn’t
smile.

“I’ll think of
something.”

 



*******************************************

 


A benign noon
sun shone down onto the dusty troops as they ran along the narrow,
unpaved roadway. At the head of the column, Jacko glanced at his
watch, and then looked back over his shoulder. The men had been at
this comparatively easy pace for over an hour now. He nodded to a
Sergeant puffing along beside him and increased the speed to the
point where it was no longer comfortable.

Almost
immediately, he heard the breathing rhythm change. There was no
moaning and no griping. This was the third week of their training,
the soldiers knew only too well that moaning and griping was a
waste of valuable breath. It made no difference to the tough
Australian.

After another
ten minutes, Jacko saw the entrance to the field in the distance.
He grinned and decided to push the limits. With around half a
kilometre to go, he broke into a sprint.

Moments later
Jacko veered to the left and slowed to a fast a walk. He breathed
heavily thinking that last sprint might have been over doing
things, even for himself. So, it was with some sense of pride that
he realised that all of the men had managed to keep up. The fact
that none of them threw themselves down on the grass in the
exhaustion they obviously felt, came as no surprise to him at all.
He had trained them too well for that and they all followed him at
a fast walk around the field to cool down. This didn’t mean that
the troops had to like it and few of them did. Jacko reached the
far end of the grassed area and came to a halt, leaning easily
against the hedge.

He smiled as he
remembered the first day. The complaints had come thick and fast,
especially from the headquarters staff. Indeed, there had been a
near riot after three days, when all of the battalion had had a
taste of Jacko’s routines.

Rory had been
characteristically blunt in solving the problem.

“Tell the
bastards why we’re doing it.”

Jacko had
shrugged.

“OK Boss, if
that’s what you want.”

“You got a
problem with that?”

“No, just
wondering what you mean.”

“Exactly what I
said, tell them there’re going to be in the first wave, and then
tell ‘em why they have to bloody run.”

Jacko
nodded.

“OK, no
problem.”

He’d had his
doubts about the idea and had spent another day or so weeding out
the slower ones, and the few soldiers who were never going to get
into shape. Then he had called the rest onto parade to tell them
the good news. A change had come over them as he spoke. When Jacko
gave them the news that they were to form the first wave of attack,
the men had broken out into spontaneous cheers, throwing their soft
caps into the air. They sobered a little when he told them of the
defences they were going up against, then brightened as he spoke of
how they needed to cross the beaten zone within the three minutes
allowed. Initially the reaction had been mixed, as some of them
began to consider the dark spectre of their own deaths, but in the
next few weeks they had exhibited a genuine determination to reach
Jacko’s standards.

There had been
other problems to overcome. Footwear had been one of the first.
British Army issue boots were not known for their lightness and
flexibility. However a supply of tallow had been obtained, and
after a few days of rubbing the oil into the leather of both the
sole and the uppers, the boots had softened up remarkably. The
drawback had been the loss of the mirror like shine that the Army
insisted on, much to the annoyance of some of the NCOs. As running
shoes, they still left a lot to be desired, but they had at least
advanced from downright impossible to barely adequate. The other
problem was the men’s equipment.

Standard
equipment or ‘Battle Order’ as it was known, consisted of: Steel
helmet, shovel, groundsheet, (sometimes this was actually
‘waterproof’) water bottle, haversack (which held towel, mess tin,
shaving kit, spare socks, message books, a yummy piece of hard
cheese and other preserved food.) two gas masks (At this stage of
the war, these were little more than chemical impregnated grey
flannel hoods, commonly referred to by the men as ‘The Goggle-Eyed
Booger with the Tit’). The list went on to include: Tear goggles,
wire cutters, first field dressing and iodine, two bandoliers of
303 ammunition, and a rifle. The total load per person was around
sixty pounds. In the official plan the load was no problem, it
would actually enforce a slow walk. Anybody trying to move any
faster, or to lie down and get up again with any sort of speed was
going to be a prime candidate for a hernia. This was before the
Germans started to perforate their bodies.

The problem had
been worked out over a few nights brainstorming in the first week.
Quite simply, the team had decided to ditch the lot. In other
words, all the first wave was going to carry were the gas masks,
spare ammunition, and grenades. Lots of grenades. The rest of the
essential kit would be brought up later in the day by the third and
fourth waves.

Jacko had been
pleased with the idea and the discussion had turned to the weapons
the men were going to carry.

“Well the
bloody three-oh’s out for a start.” Nigel had said. Rory
nodded,

“Too right, the
Lee-Enfield weighs a ton, and if the silly buggers insist on
sticking that stupid bayonet on the end, it’s going to be too long
as well!”

The three of
them had been seated around the small fire that had been lit in the
area enclosed by their tents. The space formed an oasis of privacy
in the overcrowded field and these sessions had become a nightly
occurrence. Jacko had poured himself another measure of rum into
his enamel cup and passed the square bottle onto Rory.

“So what are we
going to arm them with?” he asked, his breath fragrant with fumes.
“They can’t just chuck grenades at everything can they?”

Rory sipped his
rum reflectively.

“No they
can’t,” he looked up. “Any ideas?”

There was
silence for a few minutes as they thought about the problem.

Nigel rocked
forward onto his haunches

“What about the
colt 45 automatic?” he said slowly.

Rory looked
thoughtful.

“Not bad, tell
me more.”

Nigel poured
himself more rum.

“Well, it’s
light enough, the men could carry two each. It packs one hell of a
wallop, you’ve got nine really big bullets to play with and if they
carry spare mags it’s quick to reload.”

Jacko pursed
his lips

“Yeah OK, Nige,
but the thing’s not real accurate over more than about a hundred
yards.” He pulled a face. “It’s got one hell of a kick and unless
you use two hands on the bugger, it’ll break your wrist.”

“We’re not
going to be using it at long range,” said Rory, “And it won’t take
long to teach these bastards how to shoot it,” he grinned at Jacko,
“Maybe you can run some classes in the evening, instead of winging
about how far you’ve run.”

Jacko had
frowned across the fire at the Rory.

“The Colt’s OK
for close in stuff Boss, but what do we do when the bad guys
counter attack.” he shook his head. “We’re going to need more
firepower.”

“Have some
faith Jacko.” Nigel poured more rum for himself and then offered
the bottle to his friend. “I’ll be up with the second wave long
before the Germans get organised.” He took a drink. “You’ll have
the firepower you want.”

Jacko looked
doubtful.

“Yeah Nige,
that sounds good.” he took the bottle. “But things have been known
to go wrong in the middle of a battle....”

“Then we’ll
just have to deal with things as they happen.” Rory interrupted the
dialogue. “Let’s just try to make them happen our way.”

Jacko
shrugged.

“I dunno
Boss...”

“Alright Nige,
the 45 sounds good,” Rory had said, ignoring Jacko. “Next question;
where do we get them?”

“Shouldn’t be
too difficult, Boss,” Nigel had stood up, “The Royal Navy have them
as standard issue. There would be a depot somewhere on the
coast.”

“Sounds like
another job for ‘Super Rog’” Jacko had quipped, forgetting his
doubts for the moment.

“Well that’s
what he’s here for,” The Colonel had drained his mug, and turned
towards his tent, “I’ll get him onto it first thing. He should be
here with the Lewis guns anyway.”

Roger had
indeed arrived the next day. Leonie had driven the Rolls Royce into
the field at the head of a small convoy of three lorries. The men
had set about unloading the machine guns while Rory had given the
actor his latest requests.

To give him his
due, Roger hadn’t actually exploded on the spot. Instead, he had
done a sort of slow burn.

“Colt 45s.”

Rory nodded

“Yes
Roger.”

“Colt 45
automatics?”

“That’s
right.”

“With
ammunition?”

“If you
could.”

“Where the
bloody hell am I supposed to get,” Roger had consulted the list
that Rory had given him, “five hundred Colt 45 automatics? What do
I do, go down to the local gun shop?”

Rory had
shrugged.

“Nigel reckons
the Royal Navy uses ‘em. Try the coastal depots.”

Roger
sighed.

“OK Colonel,
I’ll try. Anything else you need while I’m out? Helicopter?
Ballistic missile system perhaps? Small thermo-nuclear device,
maybe?”

Rory had
steered the actor back to his car.

“See ya, Rog.
If I think of anything I’ll let you know, hey?”

The training
had settled into a pattern; Jacko took the men on an early morning
run, followed by other routines designed to increase the men’s
stamina as much as possible in the limited time available. In the
afternoons Nigel instructed them in the intricacies of fire and
movement. It had been agreed that the final selection of the first
and second waves would be made on who could run the fastest. After
the arrival of the Lewis guns, Nigel had spent the next few days in
lectures and practical demonstrations on the intricacies of the
gun. It was not a particularly accurate weapon, nor was it very
reliable. However, it possessed a good rate of fire when it
functioned correctly and above all, it was comparatively
lightweight.

Nigel had split
the men up into small platoons, consisting of six men. One gunner
and one loader, while the other four would provide flanking
protection for the gun and carry spare drums of ammunition. He was
reasonably happy with the progress the men had made and had said so
the previous evening.

“So,” Rory had
responded, “we can move onto the next phase?”

“Yeah, I don’t
see why not, most of them have picked up the basics.”

Jacko had
looked thoughtful.

“I’m going to
give the blokes one more run tomorrow, but I think they’ll be
OK.”

Rory looked
across the campfire and read his expression.

“Something
bothering you, Jacko?”

“Yeah, Boss, if
you want to know,”

“Go on”

“Look, I’ve got
these jokers to the point where most of them can cover the distance
in about two minutes.”

The others
looked impressed.

“Jeez, that’s
pretty good,” Rory had exclaimed.

“Yeah, but
that’s over a nice smooth field or a straight road.” He spread his
arms wide. “As we know, that’s not even close to the reality, these
blokes need to be able to do that over ground that Nigel’s pommy
mates have been blasting the shit out of for a fucking week!”

“All in hand
Jacko, old mate” Rory smiled secretively, “all in hand.”

“What d’ya
mean, ‘all in hand’?” Jacko had got to his feet.

Rory looked
smug.

“I’m not going
to spoil the surprise, just bring your boys to the next field at
sparrow fart tomorrow.”

Jacko had
shrugged.

“Alright, Boss,
if that’s what you want, I’ll bring them straight there after the
morning run.”

Rory had got to
his feet, pouring the dregs of his mug onto the fire as he did
so.

“Right see you
then, I’m going to turn in.”

And he had
turned to enter his tent. Suddenly he turned back as a thought
struck him “Oh Jacko?”

Jacko who had
been in the process of opening his own tent flaps had turned to see
Rory and Nigel grinning like schoolboys who were sharing a
secret.

“Better stay
outside the field, OK?”

Now, as he
looked into the sweat run faces of his men, Jacko knew that he had
done his job well. He pondered on what Rory had in mind while he
led his men to the next field. He saw his companions gathered in
the far corner and raised a hand in greeting.

The next
conscious thought he had was of trying to burrow his way into the
ground as the earth heaved and convulsed around him. Dimly he was
aware of the rest of his men throwing themselves to the same
position as a series of rolling explosions almost shook the teeth
from his head.

After a short
while that seemed to stretch for years, the explosions ceased. But
for the present, Jacko was quite happy to stay in his own little
world. He had been shot at by most of the projectiles that had been
dreamt up by man in the last few decades, but he had never before
experienced such a concentrated assault on his senses.

Presently the
ringing in his ears dropped to the point where he could just
discern a gentle buzzing noise. In a few seconds, this had become
annoying enough for him to crack open one eyelid, just a fraction.
Jacko found himself staring at a pair of black boots placed in
front of his nose. This struck him as very strange, and for a
moment he was frightened that the footwear was his, and that he’d
been hurt far worse than he had first thought. The buzzing in his
ears had changed slightly and now it followed a definite pattern,
rising and falling, as if someone, someone very far away, perhaps
on the planet Mars, was laughing. He shook his head, surprisingly
it stayed on his shoulders, someone was laughing. He sat up slowly,
blinking in the dust-laden sunlight as he looked around. The
laughter stopped and the owner of the boots (it was Rory) bent down
and put his lips to his ear.

“You can get up
now.” he said.

At least,
that’s what it sounded like. Jacko got up, along with the rest of
the soldiers. He shook his head again, the buzzing had turned
itself into a harsh ringing, but he found that he could hear
again.

“Shit, Jacko!”
Nigel giggled, “That’s the fastest I’ve seen you move in
years.”

“Too right,”
Rory chipped in, “Next time I want to get some work out of you,
I’ll stick a firecracker up your arse. It seems to work.”

Jacko eyed the
pair of them sourly.

“Yeah, good on
ya. Have a good laugh.”

He looked
around at the field, there wasn’t much to see, the area was still
covered by a thick pall of dust and smoke.

“When you’ve
finished having a good cack, would one of you mind explaining what
this, “he indicated the scene of devastation, “Is all about?”

Swallowing the
last of his mirth, Rory grasped the man’s arm and steered him in
the direction of the haze.

“Well Jacko,
old mate, if you wait for the dust to settle you’ll see yet another
monument to my genius and inventiveness.”

Jacko cleared
his throat noisily and spat on the ground.

“Spare me the
build up bullshit, just tell me what’s going on.”

Rory didn’t
answer immediately, and as they stood in silence, Jacko began to
make out a vast sea of overlapping craters, large and small, deep
and deeper. The dust had cleared almost completely by now, and he
could make out more detail. There seemed to be hundreds of craters
and in the middle of the devastation was what appeared to be the
remains of a trench system. In front of this, stretching to a depth
of at least forty metres, there was a belt of barbed wire. Despite
the ruin of the ground, the wire looked almost intact, with just a
few of the iron pickets being uprooted.

In a flash of
understanding, Jacko realised what he was looking at.

“So this is
what we’re up against?”

Rory
nodded.

“Yep,” he said
proudly. “Authentic, as far as we can make it, down to the last
crater.”

Jacko looked
sideways at him.

“How…?”

“Did we do it?”
Rory finished his question for him, and smiled. “Well, I won’t say
it was easy, but we started with an aerial photo of the Serre
region, as it was, or rather will be,” he corrected himself, “on
the day of the attack. We got Libby to fly over and find a place
that looks much the same, and photograph it, then we overlaid the
crater field from the other shot. That told us where, and how much
explosive to use, and after that it was a simple matter of telling
the engineers where to bury the stuff.”

Jacko was
impressed, despite himself.

“Bloody good
thinking Boss.”

Rory looked
smug for a couple of seconds, then grinned wryly.
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