
        
            
                
            
        

     





About Romani Armada
What goes around, comes around, including love.

Justin Edward Kelly, vampire and Chronologic Touring Agency member, hates time traveling and prefers to pretend he’s human.  Deonne Rinaldi is human and arm-twisted the Agency into the deal of a life-time:  They make her a vampire if she pulls off the PR campaign of her career and make humans like vampires.  Everyone was stunned when the mismatched pair became lovers, including Deonne and Justin and neither of them will admit even to themselves how well the relationship works.

While Deonne is tucked away in history to protect her from Gabriel’s psi-file army ravages, Justin gets a time-delayed letter from her telling him their affair is over. She is in love with Adán Xavier Santiago, a Romani vampire from ancient Spain who will turn her.

Despite the massive dangers screwing with time this way can cause, Justin travels back to China to confront Deonne, but when he arrives there is no Adán and Deonne knows nothing about the letter.  Justin, not used to time traveling, figures he’s averted a personal disaster until Deonne meets a sexy Spaniard who introduces himself as Adán….

WARNING: This book contains two hot, sexy alpha heroes, frequent, explicit and frank sex scenes and sexual language. It includes heart-stopping sexual scenes between the aforementioned sexy heroes, menage scenes, and anal sex.
Do not proceed beyond this point if hot love scenes offend you.
No vampires were harmed in the making of this novel.
Romani Armada is Book 3 of the Beloved Bloody Time series:
Book 1: Bannockburn Binding
Book 2: Byzantine Heartbreak
Book 3: Romani Armada
(With more to come!)
 



Praise for the Beloved Bloody Time series
The storylines are creative, the characters surprise us – over and over again. Reading Romances

The world of time traveling vampires and the Chronometric Conservation Agency is so well conceived and written. I promise, no matter how much you read, this is a unique world. This complex world is well written and presented in a manner that didn’t overwhelm me. The Romance Reviews

I’ve never been a fan of futuristic, sci-fi or time-travel books, but the characters and worlds that Tracy builds for her readers is impossible not to love. … I can’t wait for this series to continue. There are so many different ways that Tracy Cooper-Posey could take this storyline and if history truly does repeat itself, I’m positive she won’t disappoint. Vampire Romance Books

The storyline is incredible. I must confess I’m dying to read the next book in the series! Booked Up Reviews

Tracy Cooper-Posey’s intriguing characters will quickly make their way into your hearts and wanting more of her time traveling vampires! Romancing the Darkside
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PRIMERA PARTE
 




Chapter One
Northumberland, Britain, 793: “It looks so...ordinary,” Dimas Antoni whispered, suppressed excitement making his voice hiss. He lay in the long grass on the shore, moving the digital binoculars so he could scan the length of the island. Every now and again, he would click the shutter to capture a photo.
In the pre-dawn light, the island of Lindisfarne lay a stone’s throw from the mainland, long and flat except for the small hillock at the end. It seemed to float on a low cushion of fog.
The large, rough stone building in the middle of the island was St. Cuthbert’s monastery. Nestled beside it lay a small village, clinging to the walls for the scant amount of protection the monastery gave. There were lights glowing from the monastery windows as the monks prepared for dawn prayers.
Seabirds swirled and cried overhead. Boats were dragged across shale into the still water, in preparation for the day’s fishing. Their sounds carried over the water with almost perfect clarity.
“It is an ordinary day for them,” Ophelia assured him, lying back in the grass. She had seen this day before, from different vantage points. It held no thrill for her any more.
“Smoke from cottages, fishermen setting out....” Antoni lifted his eyes from the binoculars to glance at her where she lay. “I have researched the Vikings for nearly fifty years. I’m considered the pre-eminent living expert in all the worlds, yet I feel like a sixteen year old on his first date.” He grinned. “I had no idea it would be like this.”
“So ordinary?” she said, with a smile.
“So thrilling and yes, so ordinary.” He sighed. “The university and the foundation did not want to fund this journey. If only they could be here to see this, to understand. They would have every historian journey back. I have learned more in these last two weeks than I have in my decades of research.”
“That was the point of the journey.”
“To be rich enough to do this whenever one wanted—you’re so lucky.” He went back to scanning the island.
Ophelia grimaced. “I’m glad you think so,” she said dryly. She checked the time on the clock she carried in a concealed pocket in her gown to make sure her time sense was accurate. “The first longboats will appear in twenty-three minutes. You’ll get about seven minutes to watch, before the Vikings cross the causeway and spread out over this coastline. Then we must pull back.”
“So, June, not January,” Antoni muttered. “Haven’t I always said so?”
Ophelia smiled to herself and settled in to wait, watching to the north where the first square sail would be seen. She much preferred to escort historians and other scholars through history. Despite their pre-occupation with academic affairs, they were so profoundly moved by the smallest detail. Just walking through a village provided them with entertainment and interest to last the day. Yesterday, as they’d travelled the final twenty miles to the village, Beal, Antoni had spent over an hour studying a road marker – a simple, small cairn of stones, with the marker stone carved with Christian symbols for St. Cuthbert’s monastery.
A commercial client would have wanted more visible drama. They would never have been content to lay concealed in rushes, five hundred meters away from the first Viking raid in British history.
The day gradually lightened and there was a pleasant breeze coming in off the sea. Ophelia rolled onto her back and watched the grass around her sway. Antoni would let her know when he saw the first Northman sail appear. She let herself rest, fully experiencing the human weariness in her body from the walking the day before and the night’s uncomfortable lodging on bare ground, without a blanket.
“There’s a man coming,” Antoni murmured. “Over there.”
She looked up to where he was pointing. It wasn’t toward the island. Rather, he pointed further north along the coast and inland.
She sat up carefully, not raising her head too far above the grass, her instincts alerted.
A dark-haired man in a good-quality long cloak was walking toward them. Directly toward them. It was Charbonneau. Rob.
Surprise brought Ophelia to her feet, but she stayed crouched. “What are you doing here?”
“Collecting you,” Rob said.
“Keep your head down,” she advised him, dropping back to her knees. “The Northmen will not care why you are here.”
Rob lowered himself to the grass beside her, looking out over the calm sea. The early fog had almost gone and the fishing boats were already well out toward the horizon. There was nothing to see for now. “Peaceful,” he remarked.
Antoni glanced at him once before returning to his watch through the binoculars.
“I thought you were still training?” Ophelia murmured.
“You’ve missed a bit while ye’ve been gone.” His tone was light but there was an inflection in his voice that made her look at him. When her gaze met his, his eyes flickered toward Antoni.
Ophelia’s gut tightened. There were things he didn’t want to say in front of the human.
“We need to talk,” Rob added.
“Ignore me,” Antoni said, his voice muffled as he lay with the glasses pressed to his face. “For the next forty minutes, you could hatch plans to end the world, for all I care.”
Ophelia smiled a little, enjoying his enthusiasm. She lifted a brow at Rob, encouraging him to speak.
He took a breath. Let it out. “It’s hard to know where to start,” he confessed.
“Sails!” Antoni hissed.
Ophelia rest on one elbow and parted the grass, looking to the north. Yes, there was the first sail, just topping the horizon. A dirty white thing, looking small and innocent from this far away. Her heart began to thud. “And so it begins,” she murmured. “Antoni, when they cross the causeway, we must leave. You will want to argue with me, but in this you must trust me. We leave when I say we do.”
“Yes, yes,” Antoni replied softly.
“Are they as fierce as history paints them?” Rob asked, looking at the long ship as the hull slipped over the horizon beneath the sail. A second sail had appeared. Then half a dozen more as they watched.
“Worse,” Ophelia assured him. “They are here to conquer and plunder. Nothing else here has meaning for them that would make them reconsider their actions.” She sighed and turned to size him up once more. “So why are you here, Rob? Why did the agency send a green recruit on a big jump like this?”
“No one else could be spared. The agency is gone, Ophelia.” He was staring into her eyes, making her believe him.
“Gone?” she said carefully, trying to understand.
“Destroyed. The station was blown up by the psi. Gabriel attacked us, with his army of hundreds of psi. They sabotaged the reactor.”
Ophelia stared at Rob, her head and heart reeling. This really wasn’t a joke.
“They’re coming!” Antoni said, his voice squeaking with excitement. “I can actually see them. And no horns on their helmets!” He sounded ferociously exultant.
Ophelia stared at the professor’s back. “Attacked,” she repeated blankly. “But...psi...? Why would they do that? It was really psi?”
“You’ve been gone a while. Jump after jump with barely enough time to recover.” Rob’s eyes seemed to be looking into hers. “I know why,” he said simply. “I know about Ezra.”
She looked down, away from his empathy.
“But you were at the meeting, so you know the psi have become organized. Militant. Gabriel targeted the station.” He glanced down at his knees and swallowed.
There was something else he was not saying. Something he would not say in front of Antoni, no matter how absorbed the academic seemed to be.
Then Ophelia realized why Rob had come to find her. “How many other travelers are stranded in history, unable to go back to the station?” she asked.
“We’re still working that out,” Rob told her. He grimaced. “We’re still trying to figure out how we’re to work out where they are in the first place. All the records, all the data...it all went with the station. We thought you were in France as usual. It was the university asking after Antoni that told us where you really were.”
A woman’s scream sounded from the village on the island. The long boats had been seen. The alarm was swiftly spread, as the villagers stirred.
“A few minutes more only, Antoni,” she murmured into the professor’s ear. She looked back at Rob.
“Is that why they sent you? A friendly face?”
Rob considered her for a moment. “They had no one else to send.”
“Not even Ryan?” Ophelia asked, her heart thundering in a way that was alarming. “Did…has something happened to Ryan? He knows this marker.”
Rob lifted his hand in a soothing, settling gesture. “He lives. But he was injured. It will take time for his symbiot to recover.”
She stared at Rob. “This was your first jump, wasn’t it?”
“Almost.” He said it calmly.
Horror touched her. “They sent you alone. Into an era you do not know.”
“Things are...grave.” He was still calm. “Ryan remembered where you were. Pritti helped him give me the marker and directions to find you.”
She swallowed against the nausea beating at her. “Oh my lord,” she murmured. “It really is that bad, isn’t it?”
The sound of wet shale shifting alerted her. She looked up. “They’re at the causeway!” She scrambled to her feet, bent down and tugged on Antoni’s arm. “Come. Come, Dimas. Now.”
He was a dead weight. “A moment,” he whispered.
“No. Now, Dimas!”
No answer. Then, after a long moment of silence, he murmured, “Fascinating...!”
She glanced at Rob, who was already on his feet, a hand under his cloak. The wind lifted the edges of it, revealing the hilt of a sword. The way he rested his hand on it told her he knew how to use it.
Capable, indeed. Nayara had a knack for measuring the talents of men and finding unexpected uses for those talents.
Ophelia tugged on Antoni’s arm again, putting her body weight into it. He barely moved. He was shorter than her, but outweighed her.
“A moment more,” he said absently.
Rob exhaled with an impatient sound, bent and picked up the man by simply grasping the back of his shirt and hauling. Antoni gave a little shriek and dropped the binoculars, which Ophelia caught and tucked into the pouch on her hip. “You got your photos?” she asked Antoni.
“Yes!” He was almost dangling from Rob’s grip, his face red as his hiked-up shirt pressed into his throat.
“Time to go,” Rob said, glancing over his shoulder. “I’ll take your professor back and come back for you. I have the marker now.” He looked around, memorizing the details. “Head for that point, there.”
She spotted the headland jutting into the ocean about a mile south of where they stood. “Hurry back, Rob,” she told him.
He wrapped his arms around Antoni. “I will,” he assured her and was gone.
She gathered her long skirt up in one hand so she could move more quickly and headed south along the coastline. The skin between her shoulder blades prickled hard as she ran. The Vikings didn’t have guns, but she had seen them throw axes and spears with terrifying efficiency. The thought let her run harder than she ever had in her life.
She was seen before she reached the point. A shout went up in the Northman language and held a triumphant note. She spared a glance over her shoulder and saw that three of them had broken away from the main body of warriors running inland. The three were heading in her direction. They were giving chase.
She tried to run faster, but fear was stealing her of energy-giving oxygen and her pace slowed. Fright blossomed ever larger in her chest and she realized she was gasping. She could hear their boots behind her now. The Northmen were fresh, rested from days in the longboats and eager for sport.
The headland was rockier than the shore and her footing became less certain. She could break an ankle in this stuff, but could not afford to slow even more.
More shouts behind her, this time with an outraged note. She risked another glance over her shoulder and saw Rob running toward her. He was coming from a sharper angle than the Northmen. He was heading from inland, while they followed the shore. But it would be a race to see who reached her first. The Northmen could see that for themselves and it would spur them on.
She knew what she had to do. Trying to ignore the hysterical sobbing building in her mind she made herself do the counter-intuitive thing. She turned and headed towards Rob, which also brought her closer to the Northmen.
He had his sword out already and put on a spurt of speed when he saw her change of direction. He was glancing at the closing Northmen, measuring distances. Even though he was sprinting and carrying a broadsword that looked to weigh at least ten pounds, his expression was one of focused, fierce calculation.
At the last moment Ophelia knew for certain that they would all come together at the same moment. She kept running hard and slammed into Rob’s chest. His arm locked around her back, as his other arm lifted the sword. She both felt and heard the impact of a battle ax against his blade, the ring of metal against metal.
“Hold on,” Rob said sharply, for they were falling forward...falling down....
No, Rob was falling into his jump, letting impetus and gravity do the work for him.
Astonishment rippled through her as they slipped into the total sensory deprivation of the jump. Then even her astonishment was halted.
They emerged into a dim light and Rob’s fall continued. She hunched herself inside his hold, her breath held against the coming impact, but he kept rolling forward so the back of his shoulder took the brunt of the fall. Then they tumbled across hard, rocky floor, but still he protected her as much as he could, until at last they came to a halt with Rob on his back and Ophelia sprawled across his chest.
She picked herself up and brushed sand off. “For a rookie, that wasn’t half bad,” she told him.
“Thanks.” He sat up, the sword in his hand clattering against the floor. “Welcome back to the Agency...such as it is.”
She looked around, to find that nearly a dozen people were watching them. They were all agency people and stood or sat at tables on the other side of a rope that was slung across the space they were in.
Ophelia looked up and behind her. “A cave? Where are we?” She glanced down at the back of her hand, which was stinging. A deep gouge across the knuckles from the sharp, pebble-strewn floor was healing as she watched. The symbiot was responding once more.
“We’re deep in the heart of the Canadian Rockies,” Rob said, getting to his feet. “There’s several thousand tons of mountain above us.”
She studied the roped off area they were in. “This is the arrival chamber?” she asked. “A piece of rope and a rocky floor?”
“The temporary one, for now,” he told her and helped her to her feet. He pointed over her right shoulder. “All the amenities of home.”
There was a big atomic clock readout attached to the wall of the cave. It looked exactly like the readouts in all the arrival chambers on the station. “Nayara has been busy.”
“We all have,” came a booming voice, made larger by the echoing effects of the cave.
The familiar voice made her stomach clench. Ophelia braced herself and turned to face Brenden. “You got my client home safely, I trust?” she asked.
Brenden crossed his arms, scowling. “The professor didn’t come here. No humans are allowed in these caves. Rob landed him at a public chamber in California.”
Nayara slipped out from between the people gathered at the tables. The tables were camping tables with benches attached, Ophelia realized. They were apparently serving as a temporary security center for Brenden.
Even in the low light in the cave, Nayara’s hair glowed a burnished, luxurious red, but she looked worn and tired. She wore plain black. Black boots, black trousers and a black shirt.
“You need to rest,” Ophelia told her judiciously.
“So do us all,” Nayara assured her. “In a week, you will feel the same.”
“Rob tried to tell me some of it.” Ophelia nodded toward the highlander, who was on his feet now. “Thank you, by the way.”
He thrust his sword back into its scabbard. “When you turned and ran towards the Northmen, that was true courage and the only reason the jump was a success.” He nodded his head in what was almost a formal bow. “It has been a pleasure, Ophelia. But I have a grieving wife to return to. Would you excuse me?”
“Of course,” Ophelia responded automatically. She watched the highlander step over the rope and head toward a split in the wall that was the only exit from the cave. He removed his cloak and folded it over his arm as he went.
She processed his parting words with something close to shock. Her eyes widened and she swiveled to look at Nayara. “Not baby Jack?” she asked. “And he still came to see me home?”
Nayara sighed. “It’s complicated,” she said, taking Ophelia’s arm. “You have some catching up to do.”
* * * * *
The Agency Home Base – 2264 A.D.: It took a while for his thoughts to collate. He was content to linger in the peaceful void as sense returned to him. It look a long while for him to notice the missing pieces and even then there was no urgency to find out why they were missing...until he tried to trace back in his mind to the last coherent moment he could remember. Then it returned to him with a jolt of almost pure fear.
“Nayara!” Ryan sat up almost before his eyes opened, reaching for his sword. He blinked, trying to pull everything into focus. It was very dark where he was.
A fluttering shadow to his right coalesced into the wan shape of Fahmido. She bent over him, her hand on his shoulder, pressing him down again. “Rest, Ryan. Rest.”
“What happened?”
“You fell asleep again,” Fahmido said.
“Again?” He cleared his throat. “Asleep? Vampires don’t sleep.” He tried to sit up despite the pressure Fahmido was exerting on his shoulder, but she seemed to be impossibly strong.
“You’re not ready.”
“Who are you to tell me what I can do?”
Fahmido stepped back, letting him go. “Fine. Suit yourself.”
“Thank you.” He thrust his legs off the narrow cot he had been lying on, onto the rock floor beneath. Cold registered on his bare feet, along with sharp edges of the shale-splintered floor. He stood up, then waivered as weakness spread through him in a hot wave.
He fell back onto the cot, looking at his hands and legs, as if they were strange limbs grafted to him. “How long have I been...what happened to me?” he asked Fahmido.
She had her back to him, working at something on a mobile cart. When she turned to face him, she held a thick positive-pressure syringe of blood. Real blood. The sight of it set up a keening need in him. It was so strong that his fangs descended and his senses swam as the symbiot fought for control of him in a mindless bid for survival.
“I’ll inject straight into your artery,” she told him. “It’ll quiet the symbiot.”
“Hurry,” he croaked, clutching the rough material folded over the frame of the cot with both hands and willing himself to stay focused. To stay in control.
As the fresh blood circled, the symbiot quietened. Gradually, he could feel its frantic grip ease.
“Can you hear me now?” Fahmido asked.
“Yes.” He was shocked at the weaknesses in his voice.
“Can you stand, now?”
He got to his feet, moving slowly. His weakness was alarming but he managed to stay on his feet. He swallowed. “I suppose I can,” he announced.
Fahmido studied him with an intense stare, then nodded. “You should rest...but so should we all. I’ve called for—”
“Ryan.” It was Nayara’s voice. He looked up to find her in the curtained doorway.
“There she is,” Fahmido finished.
Ryan feasted on the sight of her as Nayara stepped into the ‘room’ created by the convergence of two walls of rock and an old tarpaulin strung across the wider end. She studied him with the same intensity as Fahmido and exchanged glances with the albino woman.
“As far as I can tell, nothing seems to be wrong with him, now,” Fahmido said. “But then, I could find nothing wrong with him when he woke before, either.”
“Thank you,” Nayara told her. “Could I have the room?”
Fahmido nodded and stepped out past the tarpaulin. It drew Ryan’s attention beyond the flimsy barrier. He could hear people speaking in low tones, the sound of industry; digital equipment humming, the tap of old-fashioned keyboards.
“This is the second time I’ve slept?”
“You don’t remember the first time?”
Ryan frowned, trying to think back beyond the terrifying blankness that occupied his immediate memories. “There’s something….” He shook his head.
“Do you remember me bringing you here? From Cáel’s island, two weeks ago?” she asked.
Ryan rubbed his fingers through his hair, trying to distract himself from the hard knot of tension building in his chest and stomach. He thought of Cáel, of the island retreat. Heat, sun, the dappled shade of the quiet patio. A painful goodbye. “I remember,” he admitted. “How could I forget?” He made himself look at Nia. Her fingers were touching the base of her throat, where his pendant had rested for so many years. Cáel wore it now.
“If you remember that, then the rest will return, I’m sure,” she told him. “You fell asleep, if sleep it was, three days after I brought you here. You slept for four days. Four days after that, you slept again.”
“How long did I sleep this time?” Ryan asked. He cleared his throat as it tightened.
“Three days.” Nayara delivered the fact with her arms crossed and her gaze steady.
“Three…” He drew in a breath. “The cycle is diminishing each time,” he observed. “And the interval is lengthening.”
“Then you believe it is an effect from being hit by Gabriel’s weapon. That is the conclusion Fahmido reached, too.” She looked at him oddly.
“I remember Gabriel’s weapon,” he assured her.
Nayara turned and reached up to a metal shelf bolted right onto the rough wall, and brought down a long, rifle-shaped weapon. She rested the butt against the floor and held it by the tip of the barrel. “Recognize this?”
“No, but under the circumstances, I’d say this is the weapon Gabriel used against me. Who took it from him?”
“No one. Justin found the weapon lying on the floor of the station, at the very last moment just before the station blew. He picked it up because he thought it might be useful as none of his normal fighting skills were helping him.” Her full lips turned down. “That was before he got a good look at it.”
“Why? What is wrong with it?”
Nayara flipped the rifle up with expert moves and nestled it into her shoulder, aiming at him. Before Ryan could do more that widen his eyes, she pulled the trigger. There was a dry click and nothing else. “Look at the tip of the barrel,” she husked, still sighting along the length of it. Her single green eye visible above the rifle was somber.
Ryan looked at the barrel, then reached for it. “It’s solid!”
Nayara let him take the weapon. He laid it across his knees, examining it. “It’s shaped correctly, but it clearly was never intended to be a working gun,” he mused, operating the simplified trigger. “It won’t even crack open, so no shells, no ammunition....” He rubbed his temple hard, trying to recall when Gabriel had fired the weapon. “My back was turned,” he said. “I didn’t see what hit me.”
“I saw,” Nayara said quietly. “And it was nothing.”
“Nothing?”
“No projectile. No plasma. Nothing that is normally projected by weapons of this nature, in today’s world.”
“No weapons we knew of until now,” Ryan finished. “We have to find out what this does. Maybe it’s dead like a battery and that’s why Gabriel gave it up. Unless we know how to recharge it, it’s a blunt object of normal lethalness.”
Nayara nodded. “Figuring that out is keeping Brenden occupied in the few moments he has spare.”
“I don’t doubt it,” Ryan said. “We’re supposed to be invincible. We have been virtually invincible for centuries.” He touch the rifle. “This…whatever it is…will have scared Brenden in a way that Ophelia and her temper never has.”
Nayara straightened up from her lean against the rocky wall. “Do you feel up to some light exercise?”
“I’ve been lying around flat on my back for four days. I think exercise is mandatory,” Ryan growled.
“It’s not like your muscles can atrophy. Your symbiot will see to that,” Nia teased him. “But I have a senior staff meeting and I wouldn’t mind the moral support, if you care to join me.”
“Since when did you need help herding those hell-raisers?” Ryan asked, but he pressed against the edge of the thin mattress, lifting himself back onto his feet. His symbiot had been working hard in the last few minutes he had emerged from whatever state he had been in for the last three days, for he could feel strength and energy flowing through him. He would have to feed soon, but Fahmido’s injection would hold him for a few hours more.
Nia’s lack of response made him look at her once more. She had a grim, sad look on her face.
“What?” he asked. “Why do you look like that? What am I missing?”
“Everything has changed, Ryan. You’ve only really been here for three days so you haven’t had a chance to see it.” She bit her lip and Ryan realized that more than simple sadness was driving her.
“We used to sit in our station and despair about how unfair life was, about how mean humans were and how hard we had it. Then Gabriel came along and took so much away from us that we didn’t know we had. We all look at each other and wonder, now. We all watch each other. We can’t have humans here because they’ll give us away to the Psi…and I liked having humans among us.”
Ryan reached for the cane he still needed for balance when he was walking. He was getting steadier on his feet, but it still wasn’t a complete given that his balance wouldn’t desert him from moment to moment, leaving him giddy and reeling.
He shuffled over to Nia and pulled her against him with his one free arm. “Stop it,” he told her. “Stop.”
Her arms wrapped around his neck and held on hard. “Everyone we trust and who likes us, we’ve had to send away into the past because that’s where it’s safest for them. It’s like Gabriel has forced us to punish those who are closest to us. He took baby Jack and he took away everything we value, all in one night.”
Ryan lifted her chin. “We still have each other,” he told her. “All of us has each other. We’ll get the rest back.”
Nia looked childlike with her bewildered expression. It made him add, “I promise, Nia. We’ll get everyone back here in the time they belong and we’ll see it all be as wonderful as it was, even if I have to move a few planets to do it.”
 



Chapter Two
Liping Village, East Yunnan Province, China, 2054 A.D.: The perfectly symmetry of the arches and angles on the ancient bridge spanning the river was made for contemplation. So were the vistas of mountains, streams, wooded valleys and peaceful glens that sheltered terracotta-tiled rounded and arched homesteads and hideaways, all as ancient and peaceful-looking as the bridge.
They were all engineered and designed to invoke calm and a meditative state and the effect was utterly wasted upon Deonne as she strode across the span of bridge, heading for the meandering path that would eventually lead her to the big round farmhouse structure where she would, she hoped, find Mariana.
Deonne knew she was striding. She knew she was angry. She also knew that every postcard-worthy vignette she saw as she made her way across the village was having the opposite effect on her than the one the village elders and their environmental design consultants had intended. The placid peace wasn’t imparting calm and serenity. It was just pissing her off.
She wanted to stomp like a child but stomping would just slow her down. Besides, the bridge, while it looked like it was made of fragile, ancient wood beams, was actually made of plasteel and was likely to outlast vampires. She could stomp until the sun set and get nothing but bruises for her efforts.
Besides, there was no one around to see her stomping and stomping in flat shoes didn’t have nearly the same effect as stamping her feet while wearing heels.
She swung off the bridge and onto the worn, wide sandy path, into the shade of the big old trees that hung over the river here. The water gurgled along the bank, sounding cheerful and Deonne glared at it, determined not to let it improve her mood.
The big house where many of the Agency people were still staying looked like a centuries old farmhouse on the outside. It had the same big circular ochre-colored walls as many of the genuinely old buildings in the area, with a handful of smaller buildings grouped inside the protective walls, all of them topped off with the faded, curved terracotta tiles.
The narrow, intricately-carved double doors with their dragon’s mouth handles were thrown wide open in welcome and lay flat against the walls like shutters. Deonne walked through them into the tiny compound and directly over to the door of the room where Mariana had set up office.
Deonne rested her hand on the green round handle and took a deep breath. Then she pushed the door open and stepped through.
Mariana was at her desk. As usual. She looked up as Deonne entered and smiled. “Why, you look ever so lovely this morning!”
Deonne tried to smile. “Thank you.” She let her gaze flicker over Mariana’s appearance. Even though they were nearly two hundred years in the past, the woman seemed to have made no attempt to be stylish, even here where she had the resources of an entire wardrobe department to call upon. She wore the same three basic outfits the Agency wardrobe department had supplied her with when they had first arrived and kept her hair pulled back in the same unadorned braid that did nothing to flatter her face.
Mariana smiled briefly again. “Is there something you need, Deonne?”
Deonne pushed the sleeves of her jacket up. In this decade the sleeves were wide and anything but practical, but they did have a pretty effect when the arm was raised. But for right now they were in the way. “That moronic neighbor of mine is at it again.”
Mariana frowned for a moment. “The lute player?”
Deonne breathed hard. “It isn’t a lute! It’s a…whatever you call it. An erhu. And a whole flocking Chinese opera to go along with it. He was sawing away on it at three a.m., Mariana! Three a.m.”
Mariana pressed her fingertip against her lips. “Did you ask him to stop?” she said.
“Of course I asked him to stop!” Deonne pushed her fingers against her temples. “He doesn’t speak common. Or any language I know and I don’t speak Chinese. Any dialect. I pounded on the wall that separates our apartments, but apparently sign language isn’t a common language either.”
Mariana laughed, then pressed her lips together. “I’m sorry, but that was kinda funny.”
“It wasn’t remotely funny at three this morning,” Deonne told her, holding back the fury that wanted to boil all over the woman. She put her hands on her hips and squeezed her fingertips into her flesh. “Nayara saw fit to put you in charge while she’s not here—”
“Oh, I’m not in charge!” Mariana squeaked, looking alarmed.
“You do a good imitation of it, then,” Deonne told her dryly. “You fooled me. Why don’t you fool the administrators of this mental estate we’re all prisoners of and tell them I want the idiot living next door to me evicted?”
Mariana smoothed her hands over the rudimentary controls on her desktop. “Deonne, I appreciate that you’re finding it difficult living back here in this time—”
“Do not handle me!”
Mariana blinked. “I wouldn’t do that—” she began.
“You would and you did,” Deonne snapped at her. “Even your voice changed. You could have been Nayara, for all the difference it made. You were very nearly copying her accent, too. Christ, Mariana, don’t you have a single individual corpuscle in your body? You admire them so much you have to channel them every time you open your mouth?”
Mariana swallowed. After a moment, she said quietly, “I am quite capable of thinking for myself, thank you.”
Deonne snorted. “You fooled me again, then.”
Mariana’s face reddened. “I do know how to be kind and empathetic, for example.”
Deonne drew in a sharp breath, shocked. She drew herself up straight as she realized that she was leaning over the small desk Mariana sat behind, in a classic intimidation posture. What did she think she was doing? Picking on the fat, ugly girl at the back of the classroom because she’d had a bad night? Deonne cleared her throat. “I’m sorry, that was uncalled for. I can’t even think of a good excuse for my behavior.”
Mariana gave her a small, tight smile. “I think a few nights’ lack of sleep has something to do with it. You may like to know that I have already complained to the complex administrators. I’m not the first, either. But I told them we would stop renting the apartment if it continued.”
Deonne opened her mouth to protest, alarmed at the idea of losing the privacy of her single occupant dwelling, no matter how small it might be.
Mariana shook her head. “Oh, it’s only a threat,” she assured her. “Call it an economic incentive. It’ll help them find a way to fix things. They told me they would look into the matter and report back to me with all haste. My Chinese is still quite weak, but I’m sure that’s what they meant.”
“We own this building. Can’t you do something more than complain?” Deonne spread her hands. “He’s doing it deliberately, you know.”
“Why ever would he do it deliberately?” Mariana asked, sounding shocked.
Deonne rolled her eyes. “Probably because he doesn’t like me.”
Mariana’s mouth opened.
Deonne almost laughed at her expression. “Oh, come on, Mariana. You can’t be that naïve. Lots of people don’t like me. You’re a prime example. It doesn’t bother me, except when they do something about it, like this idiot living next door to me.”
Mariana stood up. “I don’t dislike you, Deonne. I just haven’t got around to liking you yet, because you don’t make it very easy. The man next door to you seems to actively dislike you. It’s an important difference.”
Deonne considered the woman. “You’re right,” she agreed. “You’re right on every point.” Her heart squeezed unhappily. “I don’t make it easy. But you don’t make it easy for people to appreciate you properly, either.”
“Oh, I wouldn’t say that,” Mariana replied, with another glowing smile. She picked up her notebook—a non-digital paper-filled one.
“Of course you wouldn’t, because you think you’re sweet and charming and pleasant to everyone and you are that. But you’re smart as a whip, too. Nayara is no fool. She wouldn’t have left you in charge here if you weren’t.”
As Mariana opened her mouth, Deonne raised her voice and overrode any protest she might have been about to make. “And don’t give me that wide-eyed nonsense about you not being in charge. There’s no one else here paying bills and dealing with the village administrators, is there? There’s just you. Since you arrived at the agency you’ve written a book and learned Chinese, you’re running this joint and you’re keeping a dozen unhappy humans and one psi in line and contained, all while we’re living two centuries in the past. You did all that while dealing with vampires, who are a strange species to begin with.”
“They’re not strange,” Mariana replied. “They just think differently.”
“So I learned the hard way,” Deonne said. She pointed her hand at Mariana. “You already knew it. Smart, as I said. But you make it hard for people to appreciate your true value.”
Mariana’s eyes narrowed. “Are you saying if I dressed like you people would think I was smarter?”
Deonne shook her head. “You need to dress like you, but you need to dress like a smart woman, not like…like….” Deonne halted, abruptly aware of what she would have to say about Mariana in order to finish her thought. She couldn’t say it aloud. She wasn’t that cruel.
“I see,” Mariana replied, putting the notebook back down slowly.
“Do you?” Deonne replied softly. “This is a subject I happen to know about in a professional capacity. It’s my trade. You may not like hearing it, but it’s a sad fact of life that your appearance absolutely affects how people think about you and how they behave toward you.”
Mariana’s lips were thin, flat lines as she stared down at her notebook.
Deonne pressed on. She had to finish this now. “Do you truly understand that if you enhanced your appearance and made yourself look as intelligent as you really are, when you had complained to the village administrators about my neighbor they wouldn’t have brushed you off with a simple ‘we’ll get back to you.’?”
Mariana whispered something.
“What?” Deonne prompted.
“I said, ‘that’s cheating,’” Mariana told her, her voice stronger. There were red glowing spots in both of her cheeks and her fine grey eyes were narrowed. She wasn’t upset. She was angry.
Deonne swallowed. “It’s cheating to wear nice clothes?”
“Nice clothes?” Mariana seemed to choke. “You’re not talking about just nice clothes.”
Deonne drew a breath to respond, but Mariana cut her off. “No, I think it’s time you listened to me, don’t you?”
Deonne crossed her arms. Fair enough.
Mariana’s forefinger brushed under across Deonne’s sleeve, lifting the fragile übersilk and letting it drift downward so the morning sun shining through the high window caught the emeralds and reds and gold threads running through it. “This isn’t enhancement. You use this, all of this—your hair, your jewelry, your scent, your make-up, everything that you have on your list of enhancements—you use them all as weapons and shields to ram through barriers on your way to getting what you want. You bewitch men and alienate women with your off-the-scale radiance.” Mariana’s mouth curled down. “If that’s what you are recommending I do in order to win respect for my intellect, then I’d rather stay looking stupid and old. People at least smile at me when I walk into a room.”
Deonne licked her lips. It hurt more than she thought it would, even though she had heard all this before. “It’s not what I’m suggesting,” she said, struggling to keep her tone even. “You’re misinterpreting me. I think you’re doing it deliberately in order to slap me around and I probably deserve that much. But think on what I’ve said.” She turned for the door, reaching for it blindly.
“It’s not like I’m twenty anymore, either,” Mariana said, with a sniff, behind her.
Deonne gripped the door handle, breathing hard, absorbing the comment. Then she spun to face Mariana again, her back to the door, the handle digging into her back. “You think I’m trading on my youth, Mariana?” She smiled. “You think I’m lording it over you because I’ve got energy to spare and a souped-up metabolism and years ahead of me to conquer the world?”
Mariana looked awkward for perhaps the first time since Deonne had stepped into the room. “Well, you do, um, stride everywhere.”
Deonne took two long steps back over to the desk. She leaned over it, so that her face was mere inches away from Mariana’s. “It’s my business to know people. When I take on a project, I find out as much as I can about the people I will be working with. After that meeting in Nayara’s office a few weeks ago – you must remember it, because you were there – the one you attended when you told me about your neural net group and how you deconstructed the survey with the CERN City mainframe?”
Mariana’s brow lifted just enough to tell Deonne the woman remembered the meeting.
“I made a point of finding out about you,” Deonne told her. “Do you know what I discovered?”
Mariana licked her lips. “Nothing illegal and probably nothing exciting.”
“Not from your perspective, perhaps. It all depends on the spin.” She shook her head. “If you tell another living soul what I’m about to tell you, I swear I will pummel you to death with my boots—while I’m wearing them and I will enjoy doing it. Clear?”
Mariana nodded, her eyes locked on Deonne’s.
“I discovered that you were born only the year before me,” Deonne said and watched as Mariana’s eyes widened, then widened more and her mouth opened. She could almost see the thoughts writing themselves in Mariana’s mind as she stepped away from the desk and back to the door.
Mariana’s gaze travelled up and down Deonne’s body in a frankly assessing glance.
“You see?” Deonne told her. “Appearance is everything. Even you judged me by my appearance and got it wrong. Appearance has been highly valued for centuries and it isn’t about to lose its worth any time soon.” Deonne opened the door and stepped through into the mild spring sunshine and shut it.
Her anger was gone.
Now she was left with nothing but sheer boredom to get her through yet another day in the twenty-first century. “Crap,” she murmured.
She thought of Justin and tried to dismiss the thought. Thinking of Justin only made her feel lonely and sad and miserable.
What was he doing? She couldn’t even make an educated guess, because there was no parallel time frame for her to reference. The one time she had tried to explain her loneliness to him by asking him what he did while she was stuck in history, Justin had used Relativity theories to explain that to her, he was in all times and all places at once, for any time period he had ever lived through or was ever going to be in, so at any one time for her, he was doing everything, including making love to her, in all the times they had been together.
So, while she was stuck in history, he was still with her.
It was a romantic sentiment, but it didn’t make her feel any better. She just wanted to go home.
 



Chapter Three
Chronologic Touring Inc. – Sydney Office—2264 A.D.: Justin took a step out of his office. “Who the bloody hell has been screwing with my stuff?” he roared.
Three other heads emerged from offices and silent cones, all agents, before disappearing again. The support staff working in the pit all glanced up briefly, then went back to what they were doing.
“It wasn’t a rhetorical bloody question!” he shouted.
No one looked up this time.
Rosa hurried around the corner from the reception area, a sort-of smile on her face. “Justin, I think I can explain, if you want to just step back into your office...?” She glanced over her shoulder toward the pit.
He looked her over, wondering why, of all the people that might come running when he yelled, Rosalinda the human receptionist was the one that appeared. Curious, he stepped aside and let her move into his office first. He followed her in and shut the door. “So, what’s going on?” he demanded. “I get back from Canada and look at this place!” He waved his hand around the office.
The desk was bare of everything but his essential boards. The sideboard was clear of all the junk he had been piling there when his desk got too crowded. The two visitor chairs in front of the desk were neatly arranged, free of dust, even inviting. The screens on his desk were clean and clear of dust and currently showing news feeds in perfect focus and clarity.
The office was neat, tidy and pristine.
Rosa lifted her hand placatingly. “I know, Justin. As soon as I heard about it, I tried to stop them, but it was too late.”
“They cleaned up in here!” His heart was cranking on its own, a sure sign he needed to calm down but he just had to fix this first. “It’s...sterile!”
Rosa nodded.
He grabbed at the back of his chair. “You mean they really did sterilize the room?”
Rosa licked her lips. “I don’t think they went that far. But Justin, you’ve been using this office for nearly twenty years. You had a lot of things...accumulate. They’ve asked you over and over to clean it all out. I guess they just got tired of waiting for you to do it yourself.”
“I was going to do it!” he ground out. “I would have got around to it. Christ, they could have given me a bit of time.”
“It’s been six months,” Rosa replied.
Justin gripped the chair harder. “Fine. Right. Marvelous. I’ve got a clean office. Everyone is happy. Except where are my bloody things?”
Rosa smiled happily at him. “We put all your personal stuff in boxes and had them delivered to your apartment. They’re all nice and safe.”
He pointed to the visitor chair she stood next to. “There was a shawl over the back of that chair. An electric blue shawl. What happened to it?”
Rosa’s mouth opened a little in surprise. “The shawl?”
“You remember it, then?” Justin asked.
“I...well, yes—it was a beautiful color...that was yours? But I thought....”
“What happened to it?” Justin repeated.
Rosa threaded her fingers together. “It was yours?” she repeated. “I thought it was a client’s, that some woman had left it behind, you see....”
“What did you do with it, Rosa?” he asked and realized he was holding his breath, waiting for her response.
Rosa’s face began to crumple, but then her gaze moved beyond him and her eyes widened in shock. She pointed silently.
Justin turned.
On one of the newsfeed screens, Gabriel was silently speaking in front of a huge sea of media people.
Justin cursed and reached for the volume controls. “Call Nayara at the base. Tell her to watch,” he told Rosa as he dialed up the volume.
* * * * *
There were so many spotlights focused on the small corner of the room that despite the lateness of the hour, it seemed like daylight was bathing Gabriel as he spoke.
“…great wrongs have been delivered against me and my people,” Gabriel intoned, his hands clasped in front of him. He wore a suit and his hair was slicked back.
* * * * *
“Who are the three people standing behind him?” Nayara called out. “Someone find out!”
“He’s going to use the guilt card,” Ryan murmured, staring at the big screen over Brenden’s desk. “He’s actually got the guts to try using guilt as his excuse?”
Nayara picked up a hand set. “Is Cáel watching this?” she asked.
“It’s eleven p.m. in Macapá. There’s a good chance he is,” Brenden murmured.
* * * * *
“Our lives were crippled…no, our very existence was threatened, while the activities of others go unmonitored and unchecked,” Gabriel added.
* * * * *
“Oh, fuck,” Cáel breathed into the handset. He put his glass of ouzo down with a thud, making the legislative assistant at the other end of the office turn his head sharply to check on him.
“He’s going to reveal the baby,” Cáel murmured into the handset he held to his mouth.
“We can’t stop it,” Nayara’s voice whispered back. “Not now.”
“Get Deonne to headquarters,” Cáel told her. “I’ll catch the next g-train and meet you there. Full staff meeting.”
“You’re still in session. You have to stay there,” Nayara protested. “If you leave mid-session, straight after Gabriel’s revelation, you know they’ll put together in two seconds that your loyalty is with vampires. You have to stay there,” she repeated.
He closed his eyes as he clutched the handset. “I can’t do anything from here,” he ground out.
“No, you can’t, but Ryan and I will manage. This is just an opening salvo. Gabriel is warming up. We’ll be fine for now. We’ll call you—our big gun—in when the going gets really tough.”
Cáel gave a dry laugh. “You’re flattering me. A puny human could never be anything but moral support for you two, but it would make me feel better to be there. I’ll stay here for now, Nia, but I warn you, I’ll break ranks and screw keeping up appearances if I think Gabriel is coming after you or Ryan personally…or anyone at the base. You hear?”
“I hear…and I love you, Cáel Stelios. Go and get some sleep.”
“Get Deonne. You’re going to need her.”
“I will.”
Cáel disconnected and watched the screen. Gabriel had finished his canned announcement and was taking questions from the eager journalists.
“Here comes the blow,” Cáel murmured.
* * * * *
“We’re going to get hit now,” Justin said, leaning forward.
Rosa sank down into one of the visitor chairs. “How do you know that?”
“He left a massive opening in his speech. He wants someone to ask him a leading question so he can tell them all about it and say afterwards it was dragged out of him by the media.”
“Why not just say it in the speech—” she began.
Justin held up his hand for silence, concentrating on the screen.
One of the journalists was speaking. “Gabriel, you said that others were allowed to live unmonitored and unchecked. Were you referring to vampires?”
Gabriel spread his hands. “Apart from humans and psi, there are only vampires. Draw your own conclusions.”
“Gabriel! Gabriel!” the cry went up.
“A follow up, please,” the journalist insisted. “Vampires are monitored. The Historical Defense Bureau was constructed to monitor vampire activities.”
“The Bureau monitors the activities of the Chronometric Conservation Agency, not vampires,” Gabriel replied. “The Bureau is designed to ensure history is kept intact for human preservation and that is all. Outside Agency regulations, vampires can do what they please…and they have.” He gave a grim smile. “Think about that for a moment and then consider that psi-filers are catalogued. Numbered. Now, our very numbers are limited.”
“Oh, shit,” Justin breathed. “They’re going to kill us now.”
“Why?” Rosa asked, sounding bewildered.
Gabriel was still talking. “We are controlled. We’re not even allowed off planet. But vampires…. They can jump anywhere they please, even into history. And just how many of them are there, anyway?”
* * * * *
“Ah, fuck,” Cáel said softly, staring at the screen. “This is already a disaster and he hasn’t dropped the bomb yet.”
“Assemblyman?” came the soft query beside him.
“Go home, Iason,” Cáel told the assistant. “It’s late and I’m going to be lousy company, now.”
* * * * *
“Do you know how many vampires there are?” came the question.
“No,” Gabriel replied, “and that scares me. I know there’s more vampires out there, passing as humans, than have ever come forward and declared themselves for what they are. Humans didn’t dent their numbers at all during the Censure years. While we psi have steadily lost all our rights, one by one, including our right to reproduce, they have stealthily added to theirs through misdirection and subterfuge.”
* * * * *
“He’s making it sound like we plotted the conspiracy of the fucking century,” Brenden said, scowling at the screen.
“We didn’t do it with malice aforethought,” Ryan replied, his gaze never shifting from the screen he was watching. “But any lawyer fresh out of legal school could prove inside five minutes that we conspired to hide this from humans, because we did. Gabriel has us cold on that one. He plucked it straight out of Nia’s mind.”
Nayara moaned softly and sank into a chair in front of one of the smaller screens. “Why won’t he just say it and put us out of our misery?” she said to the screen.
“The rat bastard is enjoying himself is why not,” Brenden growled.
“Here it comes,” Ryan warned.
* * * * *
“Now,” Justin whispered.
“Now, what?” Rosa whispered back.
He pointed at the screen.
“Gabriel! Gabriel! Are you saying the vampires are hiding a conspiracy?”
“What is the subterfuge?”
“Are you saying they’ve stolen rights?”
The questions were thrown at Gabriel in a fast staccato from all directions.
Gabriel held up his hands, calling for silence and a chance to answer. The room settled down to a seething mass instead of near chaos.
“As psi-filers, we have added advantages when it comes to…hearing things. That fact makes most humans uncomfortable, but sometimes we hear the most extraordinary facts. The fact that has come to our attention is that vampires are now bearing children just as humans do.”
There was a stunned silence. Gabriel smiled at them all, his smile full of joy. “They’re breeding, ladies and gentlemen.”
The silence lasted for a second more, then the two hundred or so representatives of the world media simultaneously opened their mouths and began to speak, as their recording equipment worked furiously to capture this historic moment.
* * * * *
“I think I might be sick,” Nayara murmured, gripping the edge of the desk.
Ryan squeezed her arm. “You’re stressing your symbiot,” he murmured. “Breathe, Nia. Shallow and slow until it passes.” He turned, leaning heavily on the cane and looked at Brenden. “Senior staff and advisors, at a safe location, as soon as they can be assembled.”
Brenden nodded. “The agency branch in San Francisco is nice and big.”
“We used that last time. The psi might count on us using it again. Pick another location,” Nayara told him.
“I’ll find somewhere,” Brenden assured them. He dropped into a chair and pulled it up to the desk. Then he threaded his big fingers together and cracked the knuckles.
Ryan laughed. “Hell’s hounds, where did you pick that up from?”
“I love it,” Nayara added. “It’s incredibly human.”
Brenden grinned. “Justin does it. I thought I’d try it. It does help humans relax around me.”
“Especially the woman, I’m guessing,” Ryan replied, with a smile.
Nayara stood up and touched Ryan’s shoulder. “Justin should be there.”
Ryan nodded. “Yes. Brenden, make sure he comes, too.”
* * * * *
Justin closed the commlink. “Rosa!”
It took nearly a minute for her to appear at his door and in that time, he had synchronized his communications and shut down all the power to the desk.
“You know you have an admin assistant assigned to you, right?” Rosa asked, with one hand resting against the doorframe.
“I can never remember her name.”
“Kelly will be thrilled to hear that,” Rosa replied dryly.
“Kelly,” he said. “You’d think I’d remember that name, too.”
“I thought vampires didn’t forget anything?” Rosa asked.
“Once we’ve bothered to remember it in the first place.” He picked up his Akubra. “I’m leaving again.”
“You just got here.”
“I’ve been called back to a senior staff meeting.”
“Because of…?” She glanced toward the screens on his desk, now blank.
“And now you know why I called you and not Kelly,” he told her. “As far as the rest of the world is concerned, I’m taking a holiday, alright?”
Rosa bit her lip. “Is it true, Justin? What he said?”
He stopped in front of her, studying her worried face. “What do you think?”
She worried at her lip some more with her teeth. “It’s just that he’s right, in a way. Vampires never have been counted or recorded. Even humans have a census every five years and we all have identity papers.”
“And those vampires who are passing as human get counted amongst them just as you do,” Justin pointed out. “In the last two hundred years, vampires who have declared themselves as vampire have been recorded in the census just as humans have. So vampires have been counted one way or the other.”
“And you really can have babies now?”
Justin sighed. “It’s not that simple, Rosa. You have to consider who was giving you the story and what his agenda might be. Gabriel is a psi-filer who hates humans and vampires and three weeks ago he blew up the Agency space station for no better reason than that. He’s not going to simply tell the truth to a bunch of media. He’s going to make it look as black and bad as possible.”
“So…you can’t have children?”
Justin hesitated. “One of us gave birth to a baby,” he admitted. “It was when she was back in time and she had to stay back in time to give birth. She was back there so long she nearly died of stasis poisoning. It was a rare, one-off thing. A freak set of circumstances that just happened to break right. No vampire in his right mind would deliberately try to do the same thing. The odds against everything happening just right – conception, the onset of stasis poisoning being delayed long enough to give birth, are way too high to gamble the life of a child upon.”
Rosa let out a breath. “Okay, then.”
“That makes you feel better?” Justin asked curiously.
She grimaced. “Well, there’s already so many of you…”
“You bought what Gabriel said,” Justin breathed, staring at her. “And you work with us. You know us better than most humans. That’s just…great.”
Rosa’s face reddened. “Sometimes it’s like I don’t know you at all. Like that shawl thing.”
Justin’s gut tightened. “Don’t worry about it.”
“I don’t even understand it!”
He stepped past her and headed for the reception area. “I’ll explain later!” he called over his shoulder. Maybe, he added to himself. He already felt like a right stupid bastard about it. But now he couldn’t get the memory of the shawl out of his mind. The shawl…and the way it exactly matched Deonne’s eyes.
 



Chapter Four
Stockholm, Sweden, 2264 A.D.: Deonne straightened up from the impact of landing as Tally let her go. “Thank you for bringing me back here, Natalia. I know…well, I don’t know. I can’t imagine how difficult things are for you now, so I appreciate you acting as courier for me. It’s so good to be home.”
Tally gave a ghost of a smile. “I like to stay busy right now. It keeps my mind occupied. I think I’d go crazy, otherwise. When you’re ready to go back, I’d be happy to jump you back, too. I always liked China.” She pushed the door of the arrival chamber open.
Deonne looked around at the arrival reception, which was sparse and neat. “Where is home, this time?”
“Sweden. Do you know any Scandinavian languages? Common hasn’t really taken off here.”
“Not at all.”
Tally gave another of her small smiles. “Maybe Justin does.”
Deonne caught her breath. “He’s here? He’s coming to the meeting?” Her whole body seemed to pulse and her breath halted as she waited for Tally’s confirmation. She halted and Tally was forced to turn and look back at her.
“Justin is here,” Tally replied.
The wave of joy that swept through Deonne almost burned in its intensity. She scrabbled for breath as her eyes stung. Even her knees seemed to weaken.
“Are you okay?” Tally asked, stepping closer. She reached out to touch Deonne’s arm, but didn’t quite connect. She peered into her face. “Are you crying?” she asked, her voice very soft.
“No!” Deonne shook her head and tried to smile, but her senses were all scrambled. She glanced around for witnesses to her humiliation.
“You’re safe,” Tally assured her. “No one comes back here unless they’re heading for the chambers.”
Deonne walked over to the window and gripped the sill, drawing in air and gathering her composure. Tally stepped up next to her. “He’s really under your skin, hmm?”
“Is that where he is? Most of the time, he’s nowhere to be seen.” She pummeled the windowsill. “Damn him.”
Tally squeezed her shoulder. “That sounds a lot like Lee, before Rob came along. He never would stick around, either.” She smiled and this time it wasn’t sad or ghostly. There was warmth and compassion in it. “Sometimes they need a proverbial whack on the head to see things straight.”
“I can’t imagine Justin letting anyone hit him on the head.” Deonne felt a smile tugging at her lips. “He has a temper, you know. He hides it behind all that Australian charm and good humor, but it’s there. Black Irish. I think he got it from his father’s side of the family.”
Tally’s smile broadened. “That’s something he’s hidden from all of us a long, long time then.” She tilted her head. “Are you ready to go, now?”
Deonne turned away from the window and smoothed down her skirt. Then she glanced down at it and frowned. “I can’t wear this to the meeting, Tally. It’s twenty-first century fashion.”
“I think you look marvelous,” Tally told her. “That silk looks fabulous on you. Everyone in the meeting room knows where you came from, anyway.”
Horror spread through her. Deonne shook her head. “I have a reputation to maintain. An image. I can’t possibly be taken seriously wearing what amounts to an historical costume!” She glanced around, looking for the atomic readout that she knew would have to be somewhere in the arrival lounge. “How long until the meeting starts?”
“Not long,” Tally began.
Deonne spotted the read out. “I have an hour. That’s time enough to find something for me to wear that belongs to this century, at least.”
Tally looked doubtful. “I don’t think Nayara wants any of us wandering around in public and especially not non-vampires.”
“You’ll be with me. Bring someone else if you want reinforcement,” Deonne told her. “Please, Tally. I simply can’t walk into that room looking like a refugee from a theatrical production.”
“I don’t think anyone would mind. You wouldn’t be the first of us to do it.”
Deonne shook her head. “I can’t, Tally. Please.” She didn’t know Tally well enough to reveal the deep uneasiness she normally felt dealing with Ryan and Nayara and the other vampires she mentally catalogued as the movers and shakers in the agency. Dressed like this, she would feel even more self-conscious and awkward.
Tally tilted her head and gave Deonne a small smile. “You didn’t give a thought to what you were wearing until I mentioned Justin. Now suddenly, you’re panicking. It has nothing to do with your professional image.”
Deonne stared at Tally, her mind swirling as she scrambled to accept this unpalatable truth. She really hadn’t considered her appearance until the subject of Justin’s presence at the meeting had been raised. All she had cared about was being back in the twenty-third century.
Tally’s smile warmed. Then she gave a small, soft laugh. “Relax, Deonne. I’m teasing. I can see from your expression that this is all new to you. You’re not going to step into that room until you feel like a woman Justin can drool over, so let’s get you suitably dressed.” She glanced at the readout over Deonne’s shoulder. “We’d better make it fast.”
Deonne sighed. “Now I just feel stupid,” she confessed. “And about sixteen years old.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Tally told her. “But let’s hurry.”
* * * * *
The meeting room was a historical reproduction—a massive throne room from an ancient Viking’s hall. It had stone floors and thick tree trunks for beams, iron bands binding them together and round shields decorating the walls. Torches flickering with real flames provided additional lighting. There was a huge fire pit in the middle of the room and what looked like a hole in the roof, but was really a vented window protecting the room from the elements while filtering the smoke and heat from the fire below.
Reproduction tables and benches were normally spread about the fire pit, enough to seat a few hundred people, for the branch often rented out the hall for weddings and other events as a useful subsidiary income. For now, two of the big tables had been joined end to end, which gave them enough seating for everyone at the meeting. The area around the tables had been cleared and the fire had been lit and was crackling merrily.
Ryan worked his way over to the table where most of the senior staff and advisors waited for them. “Is everyone here?” he asked Nayara.
“Deonne and Tally are yet to arrive.”
“We can deal with other matters until they get here,” Ryan decided. “Everyone, have a seat.”
There was a shuffling and murmur and some laughter as they clambered over the benches and good naturedly settled shoulder-to-shoulder along the tables.
Ryan sat on the high chair that had been set for him at the symbolic head of the table, while Nayara took the chair at the other end.
He settled the cane against the ancient timbers that made up the table and studied everyone. Brenden, Christian, Demyan and Fahmido ranged to his immediate left, while Ophelia, Rob, Kieren, Pritti and Justin sat on the right. There were spaces at the end closest to Nayara where Tally and Deonne would sit, and the table would be full.
Cáel’s absence was a heated wound, reminding him of the unfinished business he had before him.
“It’s been a hard few weeks, hasn’t it?” he said, addressing the table. “I’m sorry I let this happen. Cáel—Stelios—warned us and I didn’t believe him. I didn’t take him as seriously as I ought to have done.” He spared a thought for the secret visit from his future self, who had tried to warn him, too. He’d been too distracted by the man’s prediction that Nayara would be lost to him. Even now, the thought sent a shudder through him.
He looked down at his hands and saw that they trembled and frowned to himself. Why was he experiencing so many human reactions?
Nayara spoke up. “I think you’re all aware of our two major priorities for right now, but I’ll repeat them for everyone’s benefit. One, we have to do everything we can to ensure the location of our home base remains a secret from Gabriel’s psi group. So far, so good. Gabriel’s psi-filers will force-read a mind as they see fit, but as long as we all remain in our contemporary time, they can’t read ours unless they are within physical touching distance of us…and we think only Gabriel can do that, so far.”
“For now,” Brenden growled.
Nayara ignored him. “Our second priority is to bring back all the travelers that were back in time when the station was destroyed. None of them are aware that the station doesn’t exist. If they try to jump back to its location, we’re not sure what will happen but even the best scenario is bad enough; they arrive in raw space saturated with nuclear waste.”
“It’s possible a vampire would survive a few seconds’ exposure,” Fahmido said, her voice a weak echo after Nayara’s strong tone. “Enough to jump to a safer location.”
“Vampires might,” Brenden growled, “but their companions wouldn’t. Even if they did, exposure to that level of radiation would be lethal.”
Nayara nodded agreement. “So our first, most urgent task is to find all our stranded travelers and bring them back here.”
“I had a thought about that,” Demyan said, lifting his hand a little to get attention. “Why don’t we just jump back in time to before the station was destroyed and take a record of the itinerary board?” He spread his hands as if it were an obvious thing to do.
“You can’t,” Brenden objected.
“Why not?” Demyan asked reasonably.
“Because,” Brenden shook his head, “you just can’t. I can’t tell you a single moment in that security center when there wasn’t a dozen people around. You’d never find a strong enough marker and even if you could, it wouldn’t be empty.”
“I’m not suggesting we jump right to the security center,” Demyan said evenly.
“You’d be breaking a dozen statutes and codes,” Ryan warned. He lifted a hand. “I’m not saying ‘don’t’, but keep it sub-rosa.”
Brenden was scowling. “I tell you, it can’t be done. I’d remember—” He stopped suddenly, as if a switch had been flicked off.
Demyan stood up. “You remember something,” he said softly.
Brenden held up an imperious hand for silence, frowning hard.
Ryan could see Pritti shifting restlessly on her section of the bench, making Justin move out of the way. When Ryan’s gaze fell on her, she froze like a rabbit under a search light. Her eyes widened.
“What is it, Pritti?”
Pritti shook her head.
Demyan stood up, walked around the table and over to the girl. He picked up her hand and drew her back to the other side. Fahmido moved along the bench to make room and Demyan sat Pritti next to him at the end. One of his hands rested on her shoulder. Despite Demyan’s reassuring hand, Pritti was vibrating with nervousness. Almost fear. Then she glanced up at Ryan and he realized with a start that she was afraid of him.
Surprise rippled through him.
Brenden thumped the table. “Got it...goddam! I have it now, Demyan.” He reached for one of the boards laid along the table and turned it on. He wrote quickly. “This is the time marker,” he said and handed the board to Demyan. “You can jump back to the arrival chamber at that time. I know it was clear then.”
“Why do you know? Nayara demanded sharply. “I’m not sending Demyan back unless you convince me, first.”
“Because he’s already done it,” Brenden said simply. “I remember it. I came into Security right after the opening of the New Olympic Games last month. It’s a marker, because, well, the bloody Greeks were hosting, weren’t they?”
Ryan hid his smile. Despite thousands of years, Brenden had managed to keep many of the prejudices he’d learned as a Spartan and human. Even Ryan remembered the day, for Brenden had been in the foulest mood over the imagined slight to a Sparta that no longer existed except in Brenden’s memory.
“I found Demyan taking photos of the itinerary board and when I asked him what he was doing, he gave me some bullshit answer about administrative record keeping.”
“I’ll have to remember that,” Demyan murmured. He looked at Nayara. “Any objections?”
Nayara shook her head. “Don’t get caught.”
Demyan grinned. “I didn’t, did I?”
Pritti leaned in to Demyan’s shoulder and spoke into his ear. He listened and shook his head. “No, you must tell them,” he said.
“Tell us what?” Ryan demanded.
Pritti turned to look at him, her eyes enormous. She bit her lip. “You must know. I went back, too. To the station.”
Nayara glanced at Ryan and he could almost hear her thoughts. Tread cautiously! He studied Pritti. “When did you go back to?”
She drew random patterns across the table with her finger. “To when they came.”
“Gabriel’s people?” Ryan asked. Everyone had gone very quiet around them.
She nodded, her big eyes very wide and locked on his face.
“Why, Pritti?”
“To take more off the station.” Her voice was almost a whisper, as if she was admitting to the most heinous crime.
“But you took Ryan off the station,” Nayara said, sounding surprised.
“He was the third,” Pritti said.
Ryan pushed aside the fresh surprise slithering through him from the revelation that little Pritti had been the one to bring him safely off the station before it had been destroyed. He kept underestimating the power of her abilities. They all did.
“Pritti brought Stephano to me, too,” Fahmido said, from the other table.
Ryan considered Pritti once more. “You mention this for a reason, Pritti,” he said as gently as he could manage.
She nodded.
“Why?”
“I watched Gabriel use his weapon.”
Nayara leaned on the table. “You know what the weapon is, don’t you?”
Again, Pritti nodded slowly, as if she feared the consequences of her confession.
“Tell us,” Ryan urged her.
Pritti bit her lip once more. Demyan stroked her shoulder encouragingly.
Then she eased herself from the bench and walked the length of the table. It was a slow, measured step and Ryan realized that it had been a while since he had seen her bounce or twirl, or even give one of her little coos, as she had always done before.
Well, they were all more sober and serious since Gabriel had ripped their world apart.
Pritti stopped facing Ryan. “Put up your hand,” she told him.
Ryan held up his hand.
“As if you are telling me to stop,” she added and he adjusted the position of his hand so that his palm was flat and facing her.
She closed her eyes for a moment and her breathing increased. Ryan could feel the tension building in her and it made his own heart pick up speed, which wasn’t something that should happen when he was in his own time—not this easily, or this often.
Pritti’s shoulders braced, then she lifted her hand and pointed the index finger like a gun. She cocked her thumb, then bent it sharply like it was tugging on a trigger.
Something slapped into Ryan’s palm and knocked his whole arm sideways, wrenching at his shoulder. A hot rush of something swooshed through him and he clutched at the table with his good hand, as nausea gripped him. He was panting, now.
Nayara was suddenly next to him. “Ryan? Pritti, what did you do?”
He could feel Pritti next to him, too, a blinding white shape in his mind. “I can fix this,” she murmured.
Her tiny hands were on his face, lifting it, making him look at her. He struggled to meet her gaze.
Then her white hot shape encompassed his mind, covering it, containing the chaos, smothering the feelings, like a soft blanket of snow. Muffled peace descended, until finally, he found he could loosen his grip on the table. The nausea faded.
“Better, yes?” Pritti whispered, her eyes still focused on him.
“What did you do?” The words emerged as a croak.
Brenden made a sound that was half snort, half growl. “Shoving things around with your mind ain’t anything out of the ordinary.”
Ryan shook his head. “It wasn’t telekinesis. This was something more.” He looked at Pritti. “Tell me what you did.”
“I did what Gabriel did. I watched him. Later, I went back and dipped into his mind when he fired his weapon at you. He sent....” She frowned. “He sent himself. The essence of himself. All the power, the rage, the hatred. All of it. Focused on you.”
A profound silence greeted her words. Ryan knew that none of them doubted her. The depth of the silence was proof of that.
“But Pritti,” Nayara said gently, “Gabriel was aiming at Tinker. I was watching him.”
Pritti shook her head. “He knew one of you would protect the human. He was very, very happy it was Ryan. It made him send even more of himself.”
“Do you mean he…shot a more powerful burst of the whatever?” Brenden clarified.
Pritti pressed her lips together, as she glanced around the table. “He sent all of himself. He sent everything.”
There was a little tick of silence as they all absorbed this news.
“That would explain why only Ryan has suffered after effects,” Fahmido said, her tone cool and steady. “Rob, Christian and Tally were all targeted with the same weapon but all of them have returned to perfectly normal vampire physiology and health now.”
The silence this time was longer.
“Jesus wept,” Brenden said at last. “You mean, Gabriel himself is the weapon? The rifle we took off him was...what?”
“A pointing device,” Ryan replied.
Pritti pointed her hand at Brenden, the fingertip aimed at him. “Bang,” she said softly.
“A psychic blast of some sort. Is that what is was, Pritti? Focused and channeled power?” Nayara asked.
“Power...and more. All of him. All the hatred, all the emotion. All of it.”
Brenden rubbed the back of his neck. “Makes sense, when you think of the old muskets we used to use. The musket itself was the aiming device. Same with Gabriel’s gun. The powder propelling the lead shot—that would be Gabriel’s telekinetic power. The shot itself....” He looked at Pritti. “Emotions, you say?”
“Yes.”
Brenden pursed his lips, considering. “Hurling emotions at people.” He shrugged. “I don’t know much about physiology. Didn’t, even when I was human. But it makes a strange kind of sense. Emotions affect people physically.”
Ryan kept his expression neutral, but felt a lurch of unhappy recognition. Was this what was happening to him? Fallout from the weapon Gabriel had used on him?
Fahmido stood up to look at Ryan. “That would fit with what I observed while you were unconscious, Ryan. Your symptoms were typical for overwhelming emotional reactions. It didn’t occur to me before, because vampires don’t typically suffer physical reactions with their emotional responses.”
Rob held up a hand. “Wait. Are you saying that because Ryan is vampire, the weapon was...blunted, somehow?”
Fahmido nodded. “Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying.”
Rob shook his head. “It knocked him out for over a week. What would it do to a human?”
There was an uncomfortable silence. Ryan mentally sighed. None of them were willing to consider the truth staring at them.
Except Brenden. The big man spread his hands on the table. “It’d kill them,” he said, his voice low.
The silence felt even deeper.
Fahmido, who was still standing, pushed her hands into her deep pockets. It was an uneasy gesture. “Massive, overwhelming emotion delivered in one burst like that would probably cause the body to shut down.” Her tone was one of unhappy agreement. “Human physiology is too weak, too vulnerable to stresses of this kind.”
“So if Ryan hadn’t shielded Tinker,” Nayara said, “Gabriel would have killed him?”
“Most likely,” Fahmido returned.
Brenden shrugged. “There hasn’t been a weapon invented that wasn’t intended to be fatal. Gabriel’s just found a new one, that’s all.”
Ryan shook his head. “This is something else entirely,” he said, standing up. “This is a killing device that can’t be taken away from them. Or used on them, either. If Gabriel doesn’t have the rifle—the pointing device—he could use his finger just like Pritti did. For all we know, once he gets used to using it, he may not even need to point.”
“That leaves us with a small army that can kill with its mind,” Brenden concluded grimly. “Humans will love that news.” He glanced at Ryan. “You can tell them.”
 



Chapter Five
Stockholm, Sweden, 2264 A.D.: The meeting was into its second hour when one of the massive doors pushed open, causing the flames in the sconces on the walls to dance and send shadows across the room, alerting them.
Justin looked up as Tally shoved the door open another few inches, letting Deonne step through.
He let his gaze flicker over Deonne’s long length, reacquainting himself with the details. It had been nearly two weeks since he had last seen her and until this moment it hadn’t seemed like such a long time, but now that she was here in the room where he could look upon her, it abruptly felt like months had past. She actually seemed different.
In typical Deonne manner, she had gone out of her way to dress in some current fashion trend that no other woman on earth could wear, but that she made look sexy and stunning at the same time. It clung to every curve, a bronze colored suit that the low fire light in the room enhanced marvelously. She was wearing some sort of gold or copper jewelry that made her blonde hair glow.
It wasn’t just her hair that was glowing. She seemed to glimmer from head to foot as she glided up to the table in that long-legged manner that defied analysis no matter how long he studied the sway of her hips and the swing of her legs.
Deonne halted next to Ryan. “My apologies, Ryan, for my late arrival and Tally’s, too. I needed some 24th century essentials that simply couldn’t wait until after the meeting. I hope I didn’t hold up any vital discussions?”
Tally slid onto the bench between Christian and Rob as the table rearranged itself to make room for her arrival. Rob and Christian both kissed her soundly and without embarrassment.
Ryan tilted his head to consider Deonne. “We did shuffle things until you arrived. You are a vital member of this meeting, Deonne. We are dependent upon your expertise. Pulling you back from China wasn’t a whim.”
Justin had been working for the agency for nearly a century and he’d got to know Ryan fairly well in that time, despite not being a traveler. He knew Ryan was annoyed and hiding it, but Deonne wouldn’t know that.
“I know you had me brought here solely for my expertise,” Deonne replied smoothly. “It is the reason I went out of my way to prepare properly, which I couldn’t do back in China. Perhaps next time you bring me forward, you might give me a little more time to organize instead of having me arrive upon the hour of the meeting. Then you will be getting me at my best, instead of having me working off the cuff, so to speak.”
Justin drew in a slow, surprised breath as Deonne nodded pleasantly at Ryan and walked down the length of the silent table to where Justin sat next to the only remaining space at the table. She slid onto the empty space with grace, swinging her legs around the end of the bench.
Heat registered along the length of Justin’s leg. He deliberately kept his head facing toward the head of the table and his gaze on Ryan, just like everyone else at the table despite the little shock her heat sent through him.
“It’s time to talk about Gabriel’s so-called press conference,” Ryan declared. “Now that Deonne has joined us.”
Justin glanced around the table. In a room full of humans, such an announcement would have had the humans shifting uncomfortably as their bodies physically reacted to the memory of anger or upset.
These vampires may be recalling the memories, but there was no physical reaction to go with it, so they all sat motionless in response. The one human who had been here to see Gabriel’s conference, Kieren, had superhuman discipline and sat as motionless as the others.
Deonne had not seen the conference live and she had hinted she hadn’t had time to prepare properly for the meeting. It was possible she hadn’t had time to watch playbacks, either.
Ryan stood. “It’s been five hours since Gabriel’s conference. We need to find a public response to the questions we are already getting about baby Jack. The response has to be one that won’t alarm humans the way Gabriel’s ‘breeding’ angle did. He put the perception of vampires back by a good one hundred years.”
“Try two hundred,” Deonne said.
Ryan raised his brow, looking at her.
“Gabriel deliberately tried to stir the same basic fears and paranoias among humans that drove the Censure period. If you don’t react quickly with a total block, he’ll succeed.”
“I presume you have a response in mind?” Nayara asked.
“You need to do what you’ve been doing all along, only more so. The truth. Humans need to get to know you, warts and all, so they can get comfortable with you and in that way their fears will diminish and the paranoia will evaporate. In this case, managed truth.”
“How do we truthfully admit to hiding baby Jack?” Ryan asked. “We’ll be admitting to Gabriel’s conspiracy theory.”
Deonne slid off the bench and stood up, facing the table. “Why did you keep the baby a secret?” she asked, her tone reasonable.
Ryan glanced at Nayara, taking in her placid gaze. There was the smallest of furrows between her brows, which the average human might not detect.
“We hid the facts about Jack from humans for this very reason,” Ryan told Deonne. “We knew humans would find it unsettling.” His gaze moved to where Christian, Rob and Tally sat close together. “And we wanted to give the new family time to settle in together. At first, we weren’t even sure Jack would…survive. His birth was a success despite such astounding odds.”
Tally bit her lip and Christian’s long fingers curled over her shoulder and squeezed gently.
Deonne watched the three parents for a moment or two, then looked at Ryan. “That’s the truth you give humans,” she said, holding her hand out toward the three of them. “That’s one they’ll understand,” she said softly.
Ryan shook his head. “No. I told Rob and Christian I would not subject them to anything like this.”
Justin glanced at them; Rob, Tally and Christian. There was traces of long term pain and hurt in their eyes from the loss of Jack, but right now they looked horrified at the idea of being exposed across the known galaxy, their private lives picked apart the way Deonne was proposing.
They weren’t used to public exposure the way Ryan and Nayara had grown accustomed to it over the last year. After centuries of hiding behind personas and masks, the idea would be mildly terrifying – especially when it came to a subject as personal as their love life…and sex itself.
But Nayara and Ryan had managed to overcome their inhibitions. The book they had written was almost ready to be released and the pre-publicity fuss was starting to build. Nia and Ryan were even more reclusive than these three and were coping.
Justin had dealt with a staggering range of human clients over the decades and because Agency tours were not cheap, most of his clients were high income and privileged. Many of them were public figures, if not flat-out famous. They were more than used to being spread out upon media petri dishes for the public to consume in bite-sized dabs of images and sound bites. They had developed coping mechanisms and built boundaries that channeled media interest into safer areas of their lives and he had taken note of more than a few of their strategies over the years.
“There’s ways of dealing with the media,” Justin said. “You don’t have to hand over everything. Just enough to tell the story and that’s all, but Deonne is right. You three need to be the faces for this.” He looked at Christian directly. “You know this stuff, Christian. Stop thinking like a husband and a father for a moment and put on your media mogul hat.”
Christian straightened his shoulders. “Are you accusing me of not thinking with a clear head?” he asked, his voice cool, distant and dangerously polite.
Justin shivered, but before he could formulate an answer that would stop Christian from reaching for his sword even metaphorically, Ryan slapped his hand on the table top. “He didn’t say it in so many words, but I will, Christian. Justin’s right and so is Deonne. You three can supply a…” He grimaced. “A human side to this that humans can relate to. Deonne can coach you on how to keep the media from ripping your private life to shreds.”
Rob put his hands flat on the table. “Ye’re insisting on this, Deasmhumhain?”
Ryan picked up the cane and leaned on it. He blew out a breath. “As head of the agency, I could insist, yes. You’ve all given oaths to serve the agency to the best of your abilities, when you agreed to become travelers. This falls under the heading of serving the Agency. But I’m not going to insist, Rob. It’s your life, not your vocation the media want a piece of. I’ve been through that meat grinder myself. It’s not fun. But it’s not the Purgatory you’re thinking it is right now, either. It can be managed and it will help us, in both the short term and the long run.”
“Then you’re asking, Ryan?” Tally questioned, her voice soft after Rob’s harsh interrogation.
Ryan considered her. He nodded. “Yes, I’m asking. Please.”
Rob and Christian exchanged glances and Christian straightened up. “Very well, then,” he replied. He glanced at Deonne where she hovered at the end of the table near Nayara’s side. “I hope your tactics for keeping them beyond the boundaries we choose are ironclad. I only ran media networks in my day. I sat behind a desk.”
Deonne smiled at him. “You forget, Christian. We’ll be calling this conference. We have the ability to turn off the sound feed and go home whenever we don’t like the questions. Vampires already have a reputation for being closed-mouthed and peculiar, so shutting up and walking away won’t harm that reputation in the slightest. Anything you give them on the warm and human side will be a plus.” She crossed her arms. “You can’t lose on this one.”
“We’ve already lost, remember?” Brenden growled. “That’s why we have to do all this silly theatrics and media pandering.”
Deonne’s smile grew warmer and larger. “Then your score can only go up, can’t it?”
* * * * *
The meeting was creeping toward the three hour mark.
Deonne understood that Justin would not openly acknowledge her in this room full of the most powerful vampires on the planet, but it was straining her patience to sit next to him for so long and not be able to touch him or talk to him or let down her professional guard and just relax against him. It had been so long since she had seen him. Weeks, by her subjective time line.
The discussion around the room had moved on to Gabriel’s military and political objectives, which meant Deonne could relax just a little, the heat and focus off her. She slid back onto the bench beside Justin and let her thigh rest against his.
What was it about him that drew her attention so powerfully? He was so utterly not her type of man. She had always considered her preference in men to run toward the sophisticated, polished, urbane man. She liked professional men who wore designer suits and high fashion clothes, who knew the difference between scotch and whiskey and cared. Men who had not just a career, but possibly a business or maybe even a small empire to call their own.
In the last year, Justin Edward Kelly had turned that presumption upside down and inside out.
He wasn’t even human and that right there, if she was keeping score at all, was something that her father would have a fatal coronary infarction over, if she had still been telling him such details…or talking to him at all.
Justin looked anything but sophisticated, despite occasionally wearing designer suits. He wore them well, but he always looked at odds wearing them, like he would be far more at ease in the shirts and stockman trousers he favored. He was a rangy Australian, with broad shoulders, far-seeing grey eyes that in the right light looked silver, and dirty blonde hair that was almost brown, that sometimes Deonne suspected he lopped off with the wide-bladed knife he often kept tucked in the top of his boot.
Despite working and living in Sydney, he seemed to exhale the countryside into any room he was sitting in.
He was a walking portrait of rough, unfinished edges, so why had he even drawn her eye? Deonne was normally repelled by such uncouth men. They spelled trouble. Their attitude toward women were usually undeveloped and as unsophisticated as their palettes.
Except something ancient lurked in the back of Justin’s eyes. She had seen it the first day she had met him and it had been enough for her to not dismiss him out of hand. It may have been a hint of his vampire soul. She was still trying to work that out. But it had caught her attention and made her really look at him.
There were layers to Justin. No man who had lived for the centuries he had could possibly be as simple and uncut as he let himself appear to be.
That was how she had been caught. A glimpse into his eyes.
And now she sat beside him, wishing desperately for another look into his eyes after weeks away from him and he had yet to look at her directly since she had walked into the room.
Justin made her feel like a twenty-year old fresh out of college and as unsure of herself as she had been in that bad, mad, lonely time when she had gone days without speaking because there had simply been no one around for her to speak with.
When his hand curled over her thigh and squeezed, even while his head was turned away from her and toward Ryan and Brenden as they argued over a defense policy, Deonne gripped the thick edge of the timber that made up the table top to stop herself from reacting openly. The remainder of the meeting was an unfocused, indistinct blur to her. She was grateful that Ryan disbanded the meeting barely fifteen minutes later and that she wasn’t called upon to answer any direct questions. She wouldn’t have been able to pull together a coherent answer if her life had depended upon it.
As people climbed over the awkward bench seating and drifted away from the table, Deonne breathed her first full breath since she had sat down, and recalled Tally’s soft query, before the meeting.
He’s really under your skin, hmm?
Justin turned on the bench to look at her fully for the first time since she had walked into the room. “You’re dressed to stop hearts again, Rinaldi.” His thumb rubbed over the corner of his jaw as he propped his chin in his hand to study her.
She gathered her reading board and accessories together, taking her time over it. “Hardly a sizzling achievement as everyone in this room except Pritti and Kieren can stop their hearts any time they want. Including you, Kelly.” She eased herself out from under the table, got to her feet and straightened her skirt.
“Where are you going?” Justin asked.
“I have a global media conference to arrange in less than two hours, three media-phobic interviewees to shepherd through the shit-storm they’re going to face, and a dozen one-on-ones to supervise after that.” She frowned. “I guess that should be three-on-ones, but you know what I mean. Christian is going to be a major pain in the ass to direct, because he thinks he knows this business…and he does, just not from in front of the cameras.” She picked up her gear, propped it on her hip and looked at Justin. “Why do you ask? Was there somewhere else I was supposed to be?”
He gave it almost a full thirty seconds, just looking at her, his grey eyes steady.
Deonne stood absolutely still, fighting to not look away, or drop her gaze, or to give any hint of her feelings. She almost, almost broke. It was terrifying, having him study her like that. What was he thinking? What did he see when he watched her with his predator’s gaze? Could he see right inside her and glimpse the truth in her heart? Could he tell how much she longed to be alone with him, so they could speak the truth openly?
Then he rose from the bench and swung his long legs over one at a time, so that he was standing facing her. “Is there anything I can do to help?” he asked, shoving his hands into his pockets. It pushed the sleeves of his long sleeved shirt up his arms and exposed the tanned forearms and strong wrists. Muscle and sinew moved under his flesh as she watched. “Seeing as you’re so short on time?” he added.
“You? Help me?”
“No one has anything else for me to do.” He shrugged. “I could be useful.”
She hesitated. “You ever worked in communications before, Kelly?”
The corner of his mouth lifted and his eyes twinkled with good humor. “I’m in sales. You may not like it, but sales is communications’ bastard cousin. Same skills, except we make the money.”
She pressed her lips together to hide any negative reaction to that outrageous thought. “I’m glad you think so.” She shifted her board to the other hip. “I am going to need help, even if it’s someone to hold Tally, Rob and Christian’s hands and keep their temper tantrums away from any camera lenses.” She lifted up a warning finger. “But you do what I say without question. No second guessing me because I’m young or female, or not Australian, or not vampire, or not with the agency, or any other excuse or reason that suddenly flashes to the front of your conscience as you decide to go off and do something hair-brained. Do we have an understanding?”
Justin tilted his head. “Someone has been telling tales about me.”
“A great many someones,” Deonne assured him, “and I listened to them all. Do we have an agreement, Justin? You do what I say and no arguments? It’s going to be tricky enough, this conference, without worrying about whether the help is doing what it was told.”
Justin grinned. “A tricky conference, huh? You’re starting to sound more Australian every day. I think I’m rubbing off on you, Rinaldi.”
“Like cat hair?” she asked sweetly.
He snorted.
“Agree, Justin. I really need to get to work.”
“You’re serious?” he asked. “What do you want, a scout’s pledge or something?”
“You were never a boy scout,” she replied with complete certainty.
“Too right. They hadn’t been invented yet.” He pulled one of his hands from his pockets and held it up, the fingers together. “I swear I will do anything you tell me to do. Does that sound about right?”
Deonne fought hard to not let her expression shift or her face give away the sudden flurry of images and thought/feelings flickering through her mind at the idea of Justin Edward Kelly doing exactly what she bid him to do, because none of those imaginary commands had anything to do with communications—not the corporate sort, anyway.
The most powerful of those ideas blazed at the front of her mind, stealing most of her attention and her breath, for it was a snapshot image of him on his knees and naked for her to toy with. The idea of having power over him was laughable, but intoxicating at the same time.
The mild amusement in Justin’s expression evaporated as his gaze pinned her to the spot. “So that’s an idea that appeals to you, huh, Rinaldi? We’ll have to see where that road takes us.”
Her heart and clit…her whole body bloomed with a heated need, that rose up inside her like the swell of a warm wave. Deonne drew in her breath slowly and with great care, riding out the spike of intense longing. She pulled her gaze away from Justin and stared at the floor, marshalling herself. There were still too many vampires around with their supersonic hearing and smell, to give herself away with a simple gasp.
When she knew she had herself under control once more, she lifted her gaze back up to Justin’s face.
He was still watching her, but the urbane, amuse expression had fled. There was a feral, hungry glint in his eyes and his lips were parted, the way he held them when his teeth were descended.
Her heart slammed against her chest. “Justin….” She wasn’t sure if she was encouraging him or warning him. She let her gaze flicker around the room. He wasn’t stupid. Justin was many things, but he was no idiot and he would know she was warning him that there were still too many people around them to allow themselves any personal indulgence.
He swallowed. She could see his larynx move along his throat. “What is your first order, then?” he asked. His voice sounded perfectly normal. Completely under control. He gave her a small smile as he lifted a stray wisp of her hair back and tucked it behind her ear. She had been heard and understood.
His fingertip slid down the edge of her jaw, leaving tingling, burning flesh in its wake. Then he lifted a brow in enquiry, waiting for her answer. The amusement was back in his eyes and Deonne suddenly knew that the afternoon was going to be filled with these microscopic landmines. He was going to take his revenge in tiny sips – a hidden caress here, a delicate stroke there, all designed to zap her nerves and steal her self-control as only he knew how.
The bastard.
 



Chapter Six
Stockholm, Sweden, 2264 A.D.: Ryan glanced at Nayara as she shut the heavy timber door, hiding Deonne and Justin from his view. It didn’t matter—Justin’s caress of the woman’s face had been more than revealing and Deonne’s body language had spoken of high sexual tension.
Nayara gave Ryan as small smile as he resettled his balance against the cane. He refused to think about how much he had been using it today. “Is that why you insisted Justin be here today?”
“In part,” Nayara replied, picking up her box of boards.
“How long have they…?”
“A while.” She fell in beside him as they started down the long corridor toward the branch’s administration offices.
“Is it serious?”
Nayara just smiled.
“It’s Justin,” he complained. “I thought I was beginning to know him. But Deonne Rinaldi is the last person I would have associated with him.”
“Then I guess you don’t know him as well as you thought you did,” Nayara replied placidly.
He thought that one over for a while. “Does anyone know him better than you or me? He was one of the first the agency signed up. If we don’t know him, who does?”
“I imagine Deonne does,” Nayara told him. “At least better than we do.” She let her shoulder bump against him. “Think you can get a teeny bit more speed out of that stick there, hop-along? I have a media event in need of a location and not a lot of time in which to find it.”
“You have no sympathy for the disabled,” he muttered.
“True. I steal crippled people’s auto-walkers and every time I see a deaf person, I’m overcome with the urge to yank their artificial ears out, run away and smelt them down for the silver and diamonds and if you don’t hurry up I’m going to kick your cane out from under you and steal that, too.”
He straightened up and held it out to her. “Here you go.”
“My hands are full.” She shrugged, the box lifting with the movement. “Sorry.”
Ryan dropped the cane back to the floor with not a little relief. The few steps he’d taken without it had been precarious and he was aware that Nayara had observed each drunken, weaving step, too.
The silence that fell was thick, writhing with everything she wouldn’t say.
“Just this one emergency,” he promised her. “Then I will concentrate on figuring out what the hell is wrong with me and find out how to fix it. But we have to get through this.”
The silence stretched another few steps.
“Cáel would kill you if he saw you pushing yourself this way,” she said. “We don’t even know what is really wrong with you—”
“You think Cáel hasn’t gone right back to three hours of sleep a night, ouzo and eating once every two days?” Ryan asked her, trying to keep his tone free of anger. The anger was a product of the fear her questions were building in him and he didn’t like that he was responding to it with this shitty macho reaction.
What was wrong with him? His reactions were all screwed up and unpredictable.
Nayara pressed her lips together tightly, riding herd on her own inappropriate reactions. Damn, when had they both got so good at controlling themselves this way? In Constantinople, they would have screamed and fought and resolved their differences in bed.
“How would I know what Cáel is doing?” Nayara asked. Her voice was neutral but her posture was stiff with hurt and upset. She missed him, of course. Much more than Ryan, because he had only just started to notice Cáel’s absence, now he was awake again.
“Cáel isn’t the only one pulling crazy workloads, is he?” Ryan asked softly. “You’ve been covering for me, and trying to rebuild an entire station at the same time. Have you had any rest at all?”
“Who needs rest?” she asked. “I’ve made sure I’ve fed on schedule and I haven’t jumped back into the past more than Christian has recommended. I’ve been careful, Ryan. Other than that, hard work is exactly what I want right now.”
Because the busier she is, the less she’ll think about Cáel…and me, Ryan added for himself. It was the unspoken other half of her sentence.
He nodded, politely agreeing with Nayara, as they moved into the administrative area of the branch. “So, what sort of location do you need for the conference?” he asked, deliberately changing the subject.
* * * * *
Norstedthuset, Stockholm, Sweden, 2264 A.D.: Nayara placed a tall glass with a graceful handle in front of Deonne. “Here, with my thanks. You earned your salary today, Deonne.”
“Hear, hear,” Ryan murmured, putting his feet up on the low coffee table.
“Well, thank you, but what is this?” Deonne asked, indicating the glass. There was thick, dark brown liquid for three-quarters of the glass. “Is that actual cream on the top?”
“Yes. It’s coffee. Swedish-style coffee, with real cream on the top. Enjoy.”
“I would have thought a glass of champagne would be more appropriate, under the circumstances,” Rob judged, pulling Tally in against his side on the sofa next to Ryan.
Nayara shook her head. “Deonne has been back in this time for thirteen hours and we’ve worked her like a mechanical steam engine since she arrived. She needs stimulants, not a depressant like alcohol. I’m hoping one of you multi-billionaires will take her out to dinner when we’re done here. I don’t think she’s eaten since she got here, either.”
Deonne shook her head. “I had some of the gravlax they were serving before the conference.”
“Pickled salmon shaved thin enough to see through does not constitute a meal,” Christian said. “You’ll kill your metabolism if you don’t eat regularly. I don’t have to give you the same lecture I gave Cáel Stelios, do I?”
Deonne looked at him. “I thought Fahmido was the doctor? Weren’t you in communications?”
“I’ve been a doctor more than once or twice, too. Fahmido is a medical research specialist. She stands in as a doctor of sorts.” Christian glanced at Ryan. “That’s a gap that needs filling, too.”
“Are you volunteering, Christian?” Ryan asked, his tone mellow and his expression placid.
Christian shook his head. “I’m a human specialist. I couldn’t begin to treat vampires – not with all the physical and mental challenges we’re facing these days.”
“And now you understand my long term staffing dilemma over that gap,” Nayara told him, with a smile. “There is no specialist for what we’re facing these days. We seem to be forging new frontiers as we move along. Fahmido is as good as we’ve got for right now.”
“You need a clinician, not a researcher. A cutting-edge therapist, one that really knows their stuff and knows how to extrapolate methodologies could work with Fahmido to formulate theories and apply them as practical treatments,” Christian told her.
“Find me that physician and I’ll give you your annual salary as a bonus,” Nayara said.
Christian looked startled, then thoughtful.
Ryan chuckled. “Never complain if you don’t want to be part of the solution.”
The door to the green room swung wide open as Brenden strode in. Brenden tended to look like he was striding everywhere, but it was just that his legs were so long his normal walking pace made it look like he was rushing.
Justin slipped into the room right behind the giant Spartan. His gaze flickered across the people ranged there. He moved through the pale wooden furniture arranged around the faux-spruce coffee table and sat on the sofa opposite Ryan. It wasn’t next to Deonne, but it put his knee almost in contact with hers.
Deonne put her nearly-finished coffee back on the table.
Brenden threw himself onto the only space left; the chair opposite Deonne and across the little coffee table from her. “The last of the media people have left. The Norstedt people are over the moon about the exposure their building got, tonight. I saw some of the live footage going out — lots of long shots of the building from across the river, with the Vasabron Bridge in front of it.”
“I’m glad,” Nayara said, from her corner of the sofa she now shared with Justin. “They went out of their way to help at the last minute.”
“We should leave, too, and let them settle down. They’re quite nervous. All human, of course.” He glanced at the shut door. “While it’s all family and you’re still here, Deonne, there’s a question that I’ve wanted to ask you for a while. You’ve been back in China every time I remember to ask it.”
Deonne picked up her glass of coffee again and wrapped her hand around it. “What would you like to know?” Brenden had given her one of the most intense security screenings she had ever been through, the first time he had given her access to the station. There surely couldn’t be that much more he didn’t know about her. Oddly, it didn’t bother her that the big Spartan knew more about her life than even Justin did. The one thing she had learned about vampires and Brenden in particular, was their in-built discretion. They never spoke out of turn.
Brenden glanced around the room again. It was clear that he was bothered by having to ask her in front of everyone, but as he had said, his opportunities for asking has been limited, lately, by her living back in twenty-first century China.
He grimaced. “I wanted to know where you came by your knowledge of the casts.”
Deonne struggled to keep her breathing at an even rate and not show the tension curling in her gut. There was nothing she could do about her heart rate, but if her external signals didn’t tip them off, they may miss the sudden jump in her pulse. “I don’t believe it’s necessary to provide the names of my sources.”
Brenden scowled. “You could only have got the information from a vampire. Either one of us, or one who’s passing. If it’s one of us, then I have a severe security breach. If it’s one who is passing, then I still need to know, because the bloody idiot shouldn’t have been spilling his guts to mere slip of a human girl.”
Deonne sipped her coffee, giving her hands something to do to disguise the shake and to give herself time to think.
Ryan and Nayara were watching Brenden, thoughtful looks on their faces as they considered the matter from all angles. Justin was watching Brenden too, which meant Deonne couldn’t see his face right now.
She met Brenden’s hot gaze once more. “Why could I not have got the information secondhand? What makes you so certain it is a man I got my information from? Have you not yet rid yourself of your misogynist upbringing?”
Christian chuckled. “Mine was the misogynist culture, actually. Spartans let their woman own property, vote, take lovers and do everything but fight wars for them.”
“Irrelevant,” Rob growled. “The lass has a point. She could’ve got the information from anyone if some vampire had the bad form to spill his guts to another human.”
Brenden shook his head, his gaze not moving from Deonne. “Not this time. It’s a possibility, sure, but you don’t work that way. I’ve studied your professional profile and nearly every story you’ve ever worked on. You don’t like to rely on secondhand information. You go to the source. There’s no way you’d hold the entire vampire race over a barrel the way you did us, six months ago, based on secondhand information. You knew you had good data. You knew it was pure. So, give. Who is your source?”
Deonne shook her head, just as Brenden had. She didn’t have the courage to speak.
Brenden leaned forward, sitting on the edge of the lounge chair. He already stood a head higher than most men, but with everyone relaxed back in their seats, it made it seem like he was leaning right over the coffee table. The table was a small, square thing, so while he towered over the table, he also loomed over her. “I don’t have to explain the mandatory reporting clauses in your contract, or the penalties that are attached to them, do I?” he asked softly.
She felt her mouth drop open as she mentally raced through the sub clauses in her contract, trying to remember if any of them covered this situation. To her knowledge, none of them did.
“You’re bluffing,” she told him. “And you’re trying to twist the intent and spirit of the contract against me. That’s unethical and unprofessional, Brenden, and not something I expected from you.”
His face darkened. “Then you don’t know me very well, little girl. I will do whatever it takes to protect me and my kin, including bribery, extortion and, yes, murder, if it comes to that. I’ve done it before and it doesn’t bother me in the slightest. If you think any one of us in this room isn’t practiced at getting rid of bodies, think again—”
“Okay, Brenden, I think Deonne has got the general idea,” Ryan interrupted.
Brenden took a breath, staring at her, before swiveling his head to look at Ryan. “She may understand me, but does that mean she is going to give us her source?”
Ryan looked at Deonne. “It would help Brenden plug up a big security breach if you did give us your source. Would you?”
Deonne swallowed. She could hear her heartbeat thudding in her ears. It made thinking difficult. It made courage even harder to cling to. The knowledge that every person—every vampire—in this room could tear her limb from limb and not think twice about it sat in the forefront of her mind. She didn’t need Brenden’s reminder. The power and very different moral compass of these people had kept her on her toes and her adrenaline pumping for nearly a year now, as she tried to learn more and more about how they thought and would react under any given circumstances.
Deonne gave a mental sigh of relief as she realized that was the key to her response. She looked Ryan in the eye. “You are asking me to break my professional ethics and the trust this source placed in me. If I do that, they will know. They will find out. Then I will never be trusted as a confidante again, and my use as a freelance communicator will essentially be over.”
Ryan hesitating, glancing at Nayara in that way he had when the two of them seemed to commune via the wordless and very special telepathy they shared. It wasn’t true TP, but simply a deep understanding from being years in each other’s company.
“You’re not seriously buying this?” Brenden asked, sounding angry.
“She has a point,” Nayara said gently. “You can’t expect her to give up professional secrets just because you ask her for them, no matter how much you may desire the information. Deonne’s reputation is built on the knowledge that people can come to her and she won’t speak their secrets to the wrong people.”
Deonne put her coffee glass down. “It works both ways,” she told Brenden. “There are a great many things I have learned moving amongst your kind that non-vampires would probably like to know, but they will never hear of them from me.”
Brenden snorted. “Of course they won’t. Not with that prince of a contract we made you sign.”
“The contract is irrelevant,” Deonne told him, with a small smile. “It puts less limits on me than I consider appropriate in the first place. Besides, if I were to rely only on that contract to cover me, what position would that place me in if my next client pressured me as you just did, Brenden? What if, say, they want to know the five richest women you’ve been sleeping with since the Vienna Ball last year?”
Ryan laughed softly, then shut up. He sat, smiling, watching Brenden.
Brenden’s face was actually turning a soft shade of pink, which was a remarkable feat for a vampire, who had little blood to spare for blushing.
Nayara’s lips were pursed, her eyes twinkling. Tally had her head turned into Rob’s shoulder so that only her eyes were visible, but they were alive with merriment. Christian was grinning openly and Rob’s lips were curled upwards.
Deonne still couldn’t see Justin’s face. Instead, she looked back at Brenden as steadily as she could, lifting her brow enquiringly.
“If you told them a single bloody thing…” Brenden began.
“But they threaten me with bodily harm if I do not tell them,” Deonne replied. “Just as you did and this time, I only have a silly contract to keep me silent. I have no morals or ethics or concern about my professional reputation to guide my actions. I would most likely sell you down the river, and screw the contract – I can always make reparations later. It’s much better to be a live contract breaker than a dead body some organization has efficient means for getting rid of. Don’t you agree?”
Brenden opened his mouth three times and each time he shut it. He looked at everyone sitting around the room, but no one stepped in to help him. Christian made a sound that was suspiciously like a choked guffaw of laughter, but otherwise, everyone was looking politely at either her or Brenden, even if their eyes were very wide and bright.
All except Tally, who had given up any pretense at control and turned her face into Rob’s shoulder, hiding it completely from Brenden’s gaze. Her shoulders were shaking.
Deonne knew she had pushed it as far as she could. Brenden was the wrong man to make an enemy out of. She smiled at him as warmly as she could. “It’s a good thing I have my morals and business ethics to guide me instead of your cast-iron contract, isn’t it?”
Brenden sat back. “Why the bloody hell did you sign it, then?” he asked, with a deeply baffled tone.
“I believe it might have had something to do with getting paid,” Nayara said, interceding.
Justin stood up. “Speaking of pay, I believe you said something about Deonne earning her keep tonight. I’ll see her to the safe house Kieren arranged, so she can recover to earn tomorrow’s.” He looked down at her. “Ready?” His expression was passive, with no trace of mirth anywhere.
She uncrossed her legs and picked up her carrysack. “Sleep sounds heavenly,” she lied with complete conviction.
 



Chapter Seven
Stockholm, Sweden, 2264 A.D.: Even in the little runabout they didn’t have complete privacy, because Kieren and one of his team were squeezed in with them. Justin made no attempt to speak to her and Deonne took her cues from him and remained silent herself. She didn’t know Kieren all that well, although he seemed to have become a semi-permanent part of the Agency’s operations, especially since the station had exploded.
Justin was probably just being cautious.
Kieren piloted the vehicle through the late evening traffic to the sleepy little neighborhood where the agency kept an apartment for transient guests. His men had secured the apartment and the area for the last few hours, making it a temporary safe house. When they arrived, Kieren still insisted on waiting in the vehicle until his companion had gone ahead to check the route into the building.
“It’s tiresome, I know,” he told Deonne. “But it’s the small slip ups because you’ve grown bored that they take advantage of.” He gave her a small smile—merely a glimmer of anything other than rigid attention to duty. “So it pays not to grow bored.”
Justin didn’t speak, so Deonne gave Kieren a smile in return.
Kieran’s second moved a little way out of the glass and steel foyer and stopped several meters down the path and nodded. Kieren stepped out of the vehicle and held the door open. He looked in at them and addressed Justin. “Sir, with your greater hearing and sense of smell…would you mind casting about the area? See if there’s anything odd in the vicinity?”
Justin looked shocked, then uncomfortable. He glanced at her, then away. “I…er…sure,” he said. He pulled himself forward through the cramped seating and stepped out next to Kieren. It put his back to Deonne and as she couldn’t see any higher than just above his waist unless she got out of the runabout, she couldn’t see what he was doing, or hear them unless they spoke loudly. She heard them murmuring.
Then Kieren looked back inside the vehicle. “It’s safe enough, ma’am.”
“I’m Deonne, remember?” she replied, with more heat in her voice than she intended. It was the third reminder.
“Not until I’m off duty.” He stepped back as she climbed out carefully, for the runabout sat low to the ground and her skirt was tight and there was little give in the fabric.
Justin helped her to her feet, but he avoided meeting her eyes and Deonne’s heart skipped unhappily.
Kieren hurried them along the wide path and inside the elegant building. It was very Scandinavian in design, using lots of pale faux wood surfaces, white walls and lots of glass to capture natural light wherever possible. It was airy and simple, but sophisticated.
The apartment was filled with eclectic furniture that went with the design of the building – sophisticated and low key…and comfortable. Someone had gone to a lot of time and trouble and spent a lot of money picking the items that filled the apartment.
But that was a match with everything the agency did, the world over. Deonne had yet to find a lack of attention to detail or lack of care in anything they did. More and more, she wanted to find a way to capture this quality about the vampires and present it to humans. It was intriguing and different and not at all scary. But it wasn’t a purely vampire quality. It was an agency quality, which stemmed from the two executives that steered it.
As she turned through a slow three-sixty degrees for a second time, taking in the qualities and details of the apartment, Kieren and three other men filtered over to the front door of the apartment, while Justin sauntered to the big bank of windows.
“Should you stand by the windows?” Deonne asked, visions of laser guns, or worse, forming in her mind.
Kieren gave a small smile. “They’re polarized and blanketed armored glass. You can see out, but no one can see in. You can gaze all you want.” He nodded. “Have a safe night. We’ll be monitoring the grounds.” He shut the door and Deonne heard the locking mechanism drop with a heavy mechanical thud. There was an electronic pad on the door, too.
Deonne turned to face Justin. “What is eating you, Kelly? You’ve been avoiding me all afternoon and evening and why did you get all coy about Kieren asking you to check out the neighborhood for him? You were almost embarrassed about it.”
He hadn’t moved from the windows. The apartment was on a high floor, high enough that she could glimpse the sea to the far left. To the right, the sun was setting in a small, hot ball of orange and red over the city horizon. The rest of the sky was already an indigo black, the short Arctic night just starting. It was a view worth taking in, no matter what one’s mood might be.
Justin’s mood was indecipherable and his posture wasn’t giving her any hints. He stood with his feet apart and his hands thrust into the pockets of the simple black trousers he wore. No expensive business suit to impress clients today. But without a jacket, the trousers emphasized the length of his legs. He wasn’t extraordinarily tall, like Ryan or – heaven help her, Brenden — but he was tall enough so that she had to look up into his eyes no matter what shoes she was wearing and that suited her just fine.
His unruly dirty blond hair was jutting forward over his eyes, casting shadows.
Deonne would have said he was brooding, if she was in the habit of guessing about people’s moods, but she had learned long ago never to assume what people were thinking, even if their body language was telling her in twenty point font. There were professionals in her field that were expert at giving off all the right signals with absolute sincerity and not a single word could be relied upon. She was one of them.
“Justin,” she prompted again, when he didn’t move. “Talk to me, or it’s going to be a long, awkward night.”
He turned and she read reluctance in the slowness of his turn. “How do you do it? How do you mix with us so…recklessly?”
“I’ve been accused of a lot of things in my life, but reckless isn’t one of them.”
“Baiting Brenden to the point of giving him an embolism isn’t reckless?”
“He was making an error. I had to correct his impression of me.”
Justin pulled his hands out of his pockets and spread them. “There. That’s what I mean. You were the only human in a room of vampires that could have casually swiped your head from your body and finished the other half of their sentence without pause. Including me. Did it ever occur to you to be afraid?”
Astonishment rippled through her. “That’s what you’re wondering? Why I’m not afraid of you?”
“Among other things,” he replied. He still made no attempt to close the distance between them and Deonne was wary about trying to move toward him. Unlike most men, she was not always absolutely certain what was going on in Justin’s mind and right now was one of those moments when she was lost. “What other things?” she prompted, staying right where she was by the low, square chaise longue.
“You really aren’t afraid of us?”
Deonne gave the question fair thought. “No,” she decided. “Not anymore.”
He shook his head, studying her. “Maybe that’s why you were so impressive today.”
“I was?” She was pleased.
“You mixed with them so easily. Humans don’t, as a rule.”
“Them?”
“Us,” he amended. He pushed his hands back into his pockets. “You like them.”
Deonne shrugged, puzzled. “Well…yes. They’re all fascinating people and if you can ever get them to open up about their personal history, which is harder than shelling oysters, then they move beyond fascinating. It’s mesmerizing, listening to them. I caught Brenden ruminating once about a battle he’d been in and it was only afterwards I figured out he was talking about the war of the Spanish Succession in twelve-ninety-nine.” She took a careful breath. “You’re like that, too, but you’re worse than an oyster.”
Justin’s jaw rippled. “‘s that mean you like me, Rinaldi?” he asked gruffly.
Deonne’s heart began to slam against her ribs in painful, heavy thuds. “Only when you drop the shield and let me.”
For a moment she saw behind the shield. His grey eyes locked with hers and for one infinitesimal moment she saw something that might have been warmth or caring there. Then his gaze wrenched away from her and he turned his head to look out the window again. “You’re barmy.”
It took a moment for her to figure out what he meant, because it was such an unexpected reaction. “I’m crazy for liking you? Or for liking them?”
He licked his lips. “Vampires aren’t admirable. They’re not interesting. Just because we’ve lasted a long time doesn’t mean we should get accolades. It’s hard to die when you’re the meanest fucking son of a bitch in the jungle.” His eyes slid towards her and away again. “It’s not even natural selection. It’s cold, hard reality and it shouldn’t be applauded.”
Deonne caught her hand to her mouth in shock as she realized what he was really saying. “You don’t like vampires,” she breathed. “You don’t like your own nature. When Kieren asked you to check the area, you really were embarrassed about having attention drawn to your abilities like that.”
He rounded on her. “Why on earth do you want to become one of us, Deonne?” Suddenly, the shield behind his eyes was gone and the emotion she had sought to find was there for her to see, blazing like a neon sign in his eyes, his face, and his coiled, tight posture. “Why would you trade being human for this?” He spread his hands to either side.
Deonne cast about for an answer. For another answer. A more truthful one than any of the answers to this question she had given him so far. He had never understood this long term goal of hers and in gross and subtle ways had tried to talk her out of it since the first time they had made love. She had given him truthful answers, but never deep, core reasons because she wasn’t sure she could formulate the full reasons into coherent words herself.
Perhaps it was time to try.
Justin didn’t give her a chance to speak. He strode to where she stood, driven by the emotions pushing through him so suddenly. “Why do you need whatever mystical bullshit you think immortality might give you? You held an entire room of media in the palm of your hand this afternoon and tonight you toyed with Brenden, got him spitting mad, then backed him down, all by yourself. No one stepped in to protect you. No one helped you. You don’t need vampire strength. You’re a powerhouse all on your own.”
She looked him in the eye. “Is that why you kept your distance? You don’t like power?”
“No!” He took a step back, astonished. “Are you crazy?”
“You said I must be crazy if I liked you.”
He laughed in a way that told her the laugh was against his better judgment. He didn’t want to be put into a better mood. He wanted to be wounded or angry but her response had caught him by surprise.
Deonne found herself smiling, too.
The air shifted between them. The strong emotion that had pushed him across the room to confront her dissipated. Justin reached up and pulled the big silver clip out of her hair. “I stayed away, Rinaldi, because I didn’t much feel like letting every other joker in the agency know how I feel about you, and you were putting out such power today that if I’d got within a few feet, I probably wouldn’t have been able to help myself.”
“Ah, then you do like strong women,” she replied, as his hand dropped to the fastener at the neck of her jacket.
“I prefer petite brunettes who stay at home with their knitting,” he growled as he slid the tip of his finger down the length of the zapper, reversing the polarity. The jacket eased open under his finger and he looked at her. “It’s not keyed to your prints? Anyone would think you were expecting someone else to remove your clothing.”
“I brought this barely an hour before the meeting. I didn’t have time to get my prints registered.” She frowned. “And how did you know this was a customizable fastener?”
His hand slid under the jacket opening. “You wouldn’t wear anything less than high class.”
“Compliments aside – oooh.” She drew in a sharp, gasping breath as his big square hand circled under her breast, stealing almost all of her attention.
“I know about security fasteners and couture because you’re rubbing off on me, Rinaldi. It works both ways, you know.” He was standing close enough now that she could feel the breath he needed to speak brushing her cheek.
His strong fingers were stroking the side of her breast, under the jacket. They lightly drew across the mound, staying clear of her nipple, and it was as arousing as hell. Deonne fought the impulse to turn a few degrees to bring her nipple into direct contact with his fingers, even though she longed for him to touch the aching tip.
“Speechless, hmm?” he teased.
She reached out and flicked open his trousers with a twist of her fingers. As they slid down his hips, she pushed her hand inside, under the hem of his shirt, and found the crease at the top of his thigh. She began to stroke along the angled line from his hip bone, fluttering ever closer toward his groin and the now-rigid pole of his cock.
He hissed.
“It works both ways, you know,” she told him.
Just as she was about to curl her fingers around his cock, he stopped her by grabbing her wrist.
She met his eyes.
“Take your clothes off,” he told her, holding her wrist in a vice-like grip that she had got used to. Vampires had uncharted strength, but Justin had never, ever used more than human-scale abilities around her. Now she knew he probably limited himself to that restricted movement for everyone.
“You first,” she told him.
Justin smiled. “Okay.” He kept his grip on her wrist and used his free hand to strip her of her jacket, only transferring his grip to her other wrist to let the jacket drop to the floor.
“I meant—” she began.
“I know,” he said shortly and kissed her.
The kiss was delicious. It had been weeks and there had been so few kisses anyway. Justin seemed to ration out his kisses and she had discovered that kissing Justin Kelly was one of life’s pure pleasures. It always felt like he was giving the kiss everything he had to give – all his attention and time and energy, and she would come up for air panting, her body tingling, her mind reeling with the impact.
He tasted heavenly. Deonne could kiss him for hours.
But this time, her body wasn’t going to let the kiss linger for hours. Her whole body pulsed in response and where her breasts brushed up gently against his shirt, white fire spread out from the tips.
Deonne gasped as her skirt slithered down her hips. Justin had loosened the fastening as he kissed her. The silk puddled around her shoes.
“No undergarments. You’re sure you weren’t expecting to be seduced, Rinaldi?” he murmured, his lips brushing her cheekbone.
“Seduced, no. Fucked by you, yes.”
He smiled. “Well, then…” He lifted her, his hands around her waist, and carried her backwards two steps, then lay her across the chaise longue. It was soft under her back, but that was the only impression she absorbed before Justin’s lips closed over her nipple, and his teeth clamped around the tip and tugged.
She clutched at his head as the fiery sensations blitzed her mind and body, drugging her. “Oh,” she breathed.
He lifted her knees, giving her legs support, for they extended over the side of the longue, and as he moved his mouth to her other breast, he pushed his cock into her pussy in one deep, hard thrust.
Deonne cried out at the unexpectedness of the possession and the sheer satisfaction at having him inside her. It was good, in a fundamental way. She began to shake as her orgasm bloomed.
“Oh hell, Justin,” she gasped, trying to warn him.
He lifted his head from her breast. His smile was broad and self-satisfied. He thrust into her harder and faster and his hand dropped to her pussy. The strong thumb dipped between her cleft and nudged up against her clit. “If you come, I’ll just make you come again,” he told her. “But you’ll scream as well.”
Deonne gave herself up to the pleasure. She was naked except for her shoes, while Justin was still fully dressed and fucking her on the sofa in front of a panorama window that she had only Kieran’s assurance the world outside could not see through.
She didn’t care. She needed to come. She wanted to feel the hard contraction of her pussy around his cock as her body tightened in the delicious spasm. There was nothing better.
Justin had taught her that.
Her orgasm lifted her back off the cushion and snapped her taut while time spun out endlessly.
As soon as she relaxed, Justin withdrew and picked her up in his arms. “Now, I’m going to finish you off properly,” he told her, carrying her over to the squared-off archway she had spotted earlier, that clearly led deeper into the apartment.
Deonne wrapped her arms around his neck. “Promise?”
* * * * *
Her second climax took another fifty minutes, as Justin teased and stroked and petted her into a sweaty, desperate pillar of trembling flesh, as she clung to the latticework headboard. His naked body drove into hers with controlled fury, coaxing her climax from her inch by inch, and all the while he gazed into her eyes, watching her, taking her measure, learning more about her in the few minutes he studied her than she would ever learn about him even if she had the hundreds of years he had already walked the earth.
Deonne did cry out as she came, but there was a taint to her pleasure she couldn’t put a complete shape to. It sat uneasily in the back of her mind, bothering her.
 



Chapter Eight
Stockholm, Sweden, 2264 A.D.: It took a while for Deonne to come around and even when she was awake it took her a moment to recognize the quiet electronic signal coming from the phone on the nightstand next to her borrowed bed. She turned on the light and examined the phone’s controls, then hit the button that looked like it might be the answer button. It was glowing green, a universal “go” signal.
The signal stopped and was replaced by the soft background noise of sound being carried by air signals. “Hello?” she tried.
“Ms. Rinaldi, it’s Kieren. I have a visitor in the foyer, who wants to speak to you.”
“Me?” She sat up straighter and swung her legs over the side of the bed. She saw that the other side of the bed was empty and mentally shrugged. Once she was asleep Justin rarely stayed with her, although he often returned to the bed before she woke. “Everyone who knows I’m in Stockholm just spoke to me at the agency this afternoon.”
“You were seen on a global netcast,” Kieren reminded her. “Your father left for Sweden as soon as he saw you, he says.”
Your father. Deonne clutched the edges of the bed, her gut churning hot and her breath shortening in a way that made her feel sick. She fought to control the reaction. “My father is here? That’s who you have in the lobby?”
“He says he is your father,” Kieren replied cautiously. “He has genetic markers…he looks like you. If you would turn on your screen you could identify him.”
No, thank you. She held back her first instinctive response. He’d come out from Switzerland on the first available semi-ballistic? There would be another in an hour or so. He could go right back.
Instead, she picked out the icon for the viewscreen on the pad and pressed it. A two inch by three inch color image of Kieren appeared on the pad. He gave her a small smile and the image shifted. A man moved into view. Silver hair that was once quite blond like hers, blue eyes that were also fading like his hair, but still sharp with intelligence. The face had fine lines, but the jaw was still defined. Christopher Wren Rinaldi may have failed to raise the necessary funds for DNA rejuvenation, but he saw no need to stint himself on every orthodox therapy available that would help him keep his youth and vitality.
Deonne sighed. “Hello, Father. You’d better come up.”
* * * * *
Deonne got dressed and put her hair up in a simple knot in the few minutes it took for Kieren to escort her father to the door of the apartment.
In those few minutes she also figured out that Justin wasn’t in the apartment. It was empty and silent. He had left while she was sleeping. Kieren would know where he was because that was his job. She made a mental note to ask him in a moment when her father would not overhear.
The door chimed as she was staring at her reflection, considering whether she should bother with makeup or not. The door alarm decided her. It was nearly four in the morning. She had honored her father enough by getting dressed. At this hour he was expecting far too much if he really thought she should have a full application of beauty products as well.
She applied instant lip color, sealed it and called it done. Then she went to answer the door.
Kieren had sent the door’s security code to her personal reader, so she didn’t have to ask him through the door for the code. She tapped out the sequence and heard the tumblers drop heavily. It was a reassuring sound.
Kieren nodded as she opened the door. “Sorry to wake you, Ms. Rinaldi. He was insistent.”
“That’s alright. I’m getting used to vampires being up at any hour. Where is he?”
Kieren stepped back. “A second identification, if you don’t mind?” He looked to his left. “If you’ll step toward the door, sir?”
“I assure you, I’m quite harmless.” Her father’s rich, educated tenor filled the hallway. Then Christopher Rinaldi himself stepped into view and turned to face her. “Good evening, Deonne. Please tell this man I’m who I say I am so we can get this silly nonsense over with?”
Deonne’s gut tightened. It was just like her father to insist he be treated differently from everyone else. He’d always sought for recognition, preferably adulation. Being handled like a stranger and a mild threat, too, would offend his finely tuned instincts regarding rank and privilege.
So she raised a brow. “You barged in here at the crack of dawn. What did you expect? A champagne cocktail welcome?”
“In Sweden? Do they even have a decent champagne here?” He looked at Kieren. “May I enter? I would like to kiss my daughter hello and warm up the welcome I’ve received so far.”
“Father,” Deonne snapped. “Kieren is doing his job and you’re not making it any easier with snide comments like that.”
Christopher smiled dryly at Kieren. “My apologies. It has been a long night so far.”
Kieran’s blue eyes were expressionless, but his square jaw was very stiff as he gave a short nod. He looked at Deonne. “Should I wait here,” he asked, “or the foyer?”
Deonne kept her own expression just as neutral as Kieran’s, but she wanted to hug him. He had read enough into her short conversation with her father, that he was offering to hover in the corridor and escort her father off the premises in short order…if she wanted him to.
“I should be fine, thank you, Kieren,” she told him. “Please make yourself comfortable for whatever is left of the night.”
Kieran’s hand dropped down to his hip, where the high powered all-way communications bud was clipped. “You know how to reach me if you need me.”
“Thank you, yes. Good night, Kieren.”
“Night, ma’am.” He gave a deeper nod to her. “I’ll wait until the door is locked once more.” He stood back to let her father in.
Christopher stepped into the apartment and Deonne shut the door and locked it. Then she took a deep breath and turned to face him.
He was examining the apartment, wandering around the main room and studying the furniture and fixtures, much as she had done a few hours before. But she had not picked things up and put them back with a little moue of disapproval, nor had she worn the slightly disparaging air.
“The Scandinavian thing is somewhat passé as a form of décor, isn’t it?” he asked, turning to face her.
“Not in Scandinavia.” She crossed her arms. “You didn’t hop a semi-ballistic just to critique my accommodations, father.”
He gave a last look out the windows and swiveled to face her, one hand on his hip under the heavy overcoat he wore. There would still be snow coverage in the Alps, of course. “You haven’t communicated with the family in over three years, Deonne. You very nearly disappeared except for rumors here and there of your doings. After years of silence, you find it odd that I would want to visit my daughter when I finally get a solid lead on her location?”
“Yes, I do,” she shot back. “Today isn’t the first time I’ve been on the nets. You could have dropped everything and dashed to see me at any time over the last three years. Why now, all of a sudden?”
“You’ve been mysteriously absent from the nets for a while.” He lifted a brow at her reaction. “Ah, you thought I hadn’t been paying attention. For nearly six months you all but vanished after appearing regularly on all the hottest links.”
Deonne drew in a long, slow inhalation. “And what has that got to do with anything? My career is my business. You went to great lengths to make sure I understood I was to stand on my own two feet. Well, I’m standing on them just fine, no thanks to you.”
“I encouraged your independence,” he told her. “That isn’t the same thing as severing all ties to the family.”
“What family? There’s only you and you haven’t exactly screamed about my silence until now.” She gave him a stiff smile. “Or are you really going to try to convince me that Petronella misses me?”
His third wife was younger than Deonne and a cliché in looks, self-centeredness and intelligence. Deonne couldn’t stand the vapid, childlike woman and had no idea how Petronella felt about her. She frankly didn’t care.
Christopher frowned. “Petronella is my wife. You will speak about her with the respect she is due.”
“Because she married you?” Deonne laughed. “Why are you here? Don’t lie this time, father, or I will call Kieren back and have you tossed out of the building and be damned to your dignity or that fine coat you’re wearing.”
He smoothed a hand down the coat, telling her he was proud of the garment. He was as much of a clotheshorse as she was. Of course—she was like him. She had grown up hearing how much she looked like her father and how much like him she was. When she was a teenager, she had been ready to commit murder in order to prove exactly how much she wasn’t like him.
The years since and a lot of distance had confirmed that she had inherited her father’s drives and genes. That was unavoidable. But there were certain personality traits she had worked for years to subvert and suppress, if not change altogether.
Her father looked at her now with a gentle expression. “Dee, please. I’ve come a long way. Can you drop the shield for a while?”
Deonne hesitated. That warm expression of his. She recalled that from long ago, when they had sat in his study, watching the nets and discussing her week, over hot chocolate on a Sunday morning. A throb of homesickness for days gone by swept through her.
The tumblers on the front door of the apartment turning and unlocking sounded unnaturally loud in the silence spinning between them. Deonne turned to face the door, almost surprised by the sound, which seemed to break the little spell. Worse, she saw annoyance flicker across her father’s face, which told her how close she been to letting herself be sold by his false warmth and sentimentality.
Again.
Justin strolled in like it was the middle of the day, not close to dawn. He showed no surprise to see Christopher in the main room, or Deonne up and dressed. He walked straight over to Deonne and kissed her temple. “I’m sorry I stayed out so late. Miss me?” He looked into her eyes and smiled one of his warmest smiles. Unlike her father’s, Justin’s smile was real and the warmth genuine.
Deonne scrambled to understand what Justin was doing. He had never, never openly greeted her this way in front of anyone before. Now, with her father in the room—
Kieren. Kieren had warned Justin. Justin was offering her…what? Protection? Moral support? Both, she decided.
She smiled back at him, genuinely touched, then looked at her father.
Christopher Rinaldi was scowling.
Justin nodded at him. “Under the circumstances, it would be stupid to pretend I don’t know who you are. Kieren is the very best at what he does and he wouldn’t let a stranger into this room if I wasn’t here. So I know who you are. That puts you at the disadvantage.” He stepped away from Deonne and looked at her. “I’ll leave it up to you if and how you introduce me.”
“Of course she’s going to tell me who you are,” Christopher said. “Considering the way you just greeted her, I think I deserve a name at the very least.”
Justin gave him a small smile. “Given the reason you’re here, you should consider yourself lucky if Deonne gives you that much.”
Deonne had spent years watching her father deal with business associates and clients, studying his face and the different expressions he used to soothe, to manipulate. She had unconsciously found herself using many of them when she had first started out in professional communications, until she had learned to recognize what it was she had been doing and use the techniques deliberately.
So now she watched her father hide the surprise that raced across his face and adjust his expression to show a swiftly growing anger instead. “How dare you…!” he spluttered and let the sentence dangle.
There was enough fury and implied threat than any normal man would have leapt to fill the unfinished sentence.
But Justin wasn’t a normal man. He simply stood and waited her father out.
Christopher looked at Deonne. “Who is this…man…you’re cavorting with?” he demanded.
It had been her intention, initially, to introduce Justin simply by his name and perhaps explain his status as a vampire later, when she better understood the strange currents Justin had brought swirling into the room. The disdain in her father’s voice changed her mind. She kept her tone neutral. “A friend,” she said simply.
Christopher’s faded blue eyes locked with hers. “I see,” he said, his voice as level as hers. She recognized that tone. He was mentally rolling up his sleeves and prepared to fight this out.
He looked at Justin. “I would like time alone with my daughter. I have travelled a great distance to be with her.”
Deonne snorted. “You hopped on the next available semi-ballistic. It didn’t even dent your pocket change. Why do people make sitting in a chair sound like such a hardship? Distance is just distance. It’s not like you were deprived of food or water. You probably sucked back schnapps while you were in free fall.”
Christopher didn’t shift his gaze from Justin. “Nevertheless, I did travel here specifically to seek Deonne out and speak to her. Alone.”
Justin touched her arm. “Deonne?”
She knew what he was asking. “I would rather you stay, please,” she told him.
Justin looked at Christopher and shrugged. “I don’t know you. I know Deonne better than anyone on this hemisphere of the world right now. I will do what she asks over and above anything you might request of me.”
Christopher’s jaw flexed and his gaze grew icy. “Are you, or are you not a vampire?” he demanded.
Gloves off completely, Deonne realized. He wasn’t holding back.
“Does it matter?” Justin asked curiously.
“Of course it bloody matters,” Christopher snarled back. “My daughter has one of the brightest futures any human on this planet could ask for–”
“Then we agree about something, at least,” Justin told him smoothly.
Deonne raised her hand. “Just a moment. If you two are going to argue about me in the third person while I’m standing right here in the room with you, then you can both get out. I’m not the latest objet d’art on the auction block. Damn it to hell!”
Justin picked up her hand. “My apologies, Deonne.”
“Do you have to do that in front of me?” Christopher asked.
“Do what?” Justin returned, genuinely puzzled.
Christopher’s mouth curled up in distaste. “Touch her.”
Deonne could feel her jaw loosening in shock as she stared at her father.
Justin lowered her hand gently, also studying her father. Unlike her, he showed no shock at all. “And there lies the rub,” he said softly. “It wasn’t danger to her career that got you into that semi. It was proximity to vampires.”
“This is none of your business,” Christopher told him shortly. There was a vein throbbing in his temple.
“Deonne made it my business by asking me to stay.” Justine pushed his hands into his pockets. “Me being vampire makes it my business whether she invited me to stay or not.” He declared his vampirism flatly, with no hesitation or embarrassment or the coyness he usually exhibited when revealing it. Deonne might even have thought he was proud of the fact, except for the discussion they’d had a few hours before.
Christopher was growing angry. His nostrils flared and the sight provoked memories that Deonne had forgotten…that she had been glad to forget, now that they came flooding back. Most of the memories featured her standing in her father’s home office, listening to him lecture her in his precise, clipped tone, his words cutting and sarcastic, while he dismantled her latest efforts in school work, homework, sports, and later, her sprouting career, pointing out her flaws, errors and weaknesses and why what she had attempted had failed – even if it had been a success.
Her father could always see the downside.
He was getting ready to blast someone now. She didn’t know if he was angry enough to give Justin the benefits of his withering lecture, or if he would pour it all over her, but Christopher was going to vent on one of them and Deonne was suddenly tired of it.
“Why don’t you tell me why you’re really here, father?” she asked quickly, before Christopher could let loose. “It’s not just because you’re a bigoted vampire hater, or you would have come and hauled me out of their grip six months ago.”
Christopher let out a gusty breath of air. “How dare you speak to me that way.”
“I dare, because it’s the truth and you know it,” she snapped back. “Father, you woke me in the middle of the night without warning. You’ve insulted my friend, his race, Swedes and their décor, my security chief, and you’ve only been in the country for, what? An hour? You used to be better than this at diplomacy.”
Christopher pushed his hand through his thinning hair, ruffling it, and Deonne knew she had ruffled his composure just as much in order for him to discard concern about his appearance. “What do you want me to say?” he asked, after a long silence.
“The truth usually works well,” Justin suggested.
Christopher scowled at him. Then he sighed. “Very well,” he said, looking at her. “I want you to come home, Deonne. Come home with me now. Tonight. This morning, I mean.”
Deonne stared at him, trying to encompass that Christopher Rinaldi was actually speaking the words that once upon a time she had fantasized about hearing. “What?” she asked, sounding vacant and stupid in comparison. “This is a joke, right?”
She glanced at Justin to catch his reaction to this extraordinary development.
He wore a small, wise smile. It even seemed cynical. “Tell her the rest,” he said.
Christopher scowled at Justin. “Does he really have to be here?” he asked her.
“Yes,” she said flatly.
“Ask him to tell you the rest,” Justin said, still not raising his voice above the even, placid tone he’d been using all along.
“What ‘rest’?” she demanded, looking at her father. “What else could there be?”
“Just the money,” Justin said.
Her father’s nostrils flared again, but then she saw something majestic: She saw her father fight to bring himself under control. He breathed and swallowed back his ire, his gaze on the floor. Then he lifted his gaze back to her face. “Your…friend…naturally uses the most unflattering phrase he can reach for.”
Deonne stared at him, bewildered.
Christopher held his hand out to her in supplication. “I wronged you, all those years ago,” he said. “I know that now. I came here to make amends.”
Justin snorted.
Christopher ignored him. “I have arranged a transfer of five million credits to your old credit card…you still use it, don’t you? It’s the first step in my plan to make up for the years we’ve lost.”
Deonne was genuinely speechless.
“If you go back with him, of course,” Justin said. “If you don’t, he’s going to rip the money out of your account quicker’n a lizard on a hot tin roof. Care to lay a bet on it, Deonne?”
Deonne could feel her heart drop into the region around the bottom of her stomach with a breathless little freefall that made her feel sick, as she realized that this was a horrible possibility. She speared her father with an accusatory glance.
Christopher was glaring at Justin, his fury glowing a deep red across his face.
Deonne moaned, clutching at her heart. “Justin is right, isn’t he?” Her lips were thick and uncooperative.
Christopher tried to haul in his anger. He tried to recover and slide on a civilized mask. She watched him do it as he turned his face to look at her. When had he become so transparent? Or had she learned how to read him, finally, after all these years?
“Get out,” she whispered.
“Deonne…” Christopher began, using a warm, conciliatory tone.
She shook her head. “No.”
“Dee…”
She looked at Justin. It wasn’t exactly a plea for help, because in all the years she’d had to deal with her father, there had never been anyone who could stand up to him, including her. But she couldn’t bear to look at her father now, to see the held-back fury behind the veneer of civility. The worst was that he seemed to think she was ignorant…that she couldn’t see hiss crass manipulations for what they were.
Had she simply grown up? Or had she out-grown him?
So she turned her gaze away from her father and looked at Justin instead.
Justin’s eyes narrowed. “Right,” he said, his voice still the same even, reasonable tone he had been using all along. “I think we’ve had about enough of this.” He moved over to Christopher’s side and took hold of his arm. “Come on, mate. You’re out of here.”
“I bet your pardon?” Christopher said. He looked down at Justin’s hand on his arm. “Take your hand off me at once.”
“I will, in about sixty seconds. Either you walk through that door under your own steam or I push you through. Your choice. Fifty seconds.” Justin glanced at Deonne. “Could you do me a favor and punch in the security code? It’ll save me a couple of seconds.”
She wanted to protest over this manhandling of her father but really, he had brought this upon himself by behaving so badly. It was about time he got to suffer through the consequences of his actions instead of everyone being too scared of him and tiptoeing around him and letting him get away with boorish crap. It took a vampire with their centuries of experience dealing with bullshit combined with their physical strength to overcome him.
She hurried over to the door and punched in the security code again. The door unlocked with the same heavy mechanical thud as before. She remembered Kieran’s instructions and cracked the door an inch or two and looked out, before swinging it open wider.
There was no one in the passage, so she stepped out of the way.
“Thirty seconds,” Justin told Christopher Rinaldi.
“I see I am not welcome here,” Christopher said. He moved his head, as if he were trying to stretch and clear his throat. “I am more disappointed in you than any words I say can possibly express, daughter.”
Deonne held herself rigid, as if that would stop his statement from sinking any deeper than surface level.
Christopher moved toward the door and Justin shadowed him all the way there. Her father glanced back at her once before he stepped through. “They will destroy your life in so many ways. They don’t stop at just blood, Deonne.”
“Get out,” she said, for the last time. She had to fight to keep her voice low and contained or she would have screamed it.
Christopher didn’t try for the last word, or even a last glance. He just strode through the door as if he was heading out for coffee and would be back in a moment, leaving Deonne standing at the door and Justin on the other side.
Justin shut the door gently behind her father, leaving them alone.
 



Chapter Nine
Stockholm, Sweden, 2264 A.D.: Justin lifted up his hand and considered his fingernails. “That was…interesting.”
Deonne cleared her throat, but had nothing to say. She needed to think, first. She needed to absorb what just happened. She went over to the chaise longue and sat on the square end, looking out the window. Pale streaks painted the night sky. It was close to dawn already.
Justin settled himself on the low arm of the chair opposite her. “You called your father a bigot,” he said.
Deonne wince. “It was deserved.” She tried to meet his gaze. There was no judgment in Justin’s expression and that made it easier. “I had no idea he was…like that.”
“He’s the one who should be apologizing. Not you.”
“I’m not. Apologizing.” She sighed. “I think.” She bit her lip. “I don’t know what I think, Justin.”
He tilted his head to look at her more closely. “You’re embarrassed.”
Deonne grimaced. “I suppose…yes.” She sighed again. “I really didn’t know he felt like that. He’s hidden it from me.”
“Until now.” Justin leaned over and picked up her hand, tugging her to her feet, and pulling her closer to him. She bumped up against the insides of his thighs and he dropped his hands to her hips, keeping her there.
“Can someone be a bigot for hating vampires?” he asked. “Bigots hate different races. We’re not even the same species.”
“You’re human under the vampire overcoat,” she told him.
Justin smiled, but there was no humor in the expression. “Is that what you think?”
“You started out human,” she reminded him. “That didn’t go away.”
He let her go, pushing her gently back so he could stand up. “I think we’ve all been behaving too nicely around you. You haven’t seen enough of real vampires.”
Deonne propped her hand on her hip. “Like threatening to take my head off for me? That sort of behavior?”
“That was playtime.” Justin shrugged.
“What are you trying to say, Justin? If I witnessed your…what, your inner soul, I’d curl up and wilt away because it would be too much for me?”
“We don’t have inner souls,” Justin shot back. “We’re damned according to every doctrine out there and the atheists think we’re unnatural aberrations, just to add the final kicker. Despite two hundred years of respectability we still haven’t won approval or social acceptance because deep down in their gut, humans know. They know we’re no bloody good and they’re right.”
Deonne stared at him, appalled. “What are you saying? You just helped me kick my father out because he doesn’t like vampires and now you’re saying exactly the same thing…and you are one!”
Justin shook his head. “Your father hates us based on fear and ignorance. Prejudice, pure and simple. I distrust vampires…I don’t like the breed in general because I know them, Deonne. I’ve watched them for centuries and nothing they have done has endeared them to me.”
“Despite being one of them,” she finished.
“Despite being one of them,” he repeated, bitterness dripping from every word.
Deonne realized she was breathing hard, like she had run a quarter-mile dash. She was frightened. Dismayed. “What about Ryan? Brenden?” she asked. “Surely you cannot consider them to be the lowlife trash you’re painting vampires to be? You work with so many of them. Christian, Tally and Rob. Nayara. You spend time with them. What does that make you?”
“The Agency is the exception,” Justin shot back. “The Agency and nearly everyone in it…they’re different. I don’t know why. Perhaps it’s something to do with having a purpose.” He shrugged. “Ryan and Nia and Godfrey built a good thing. They saved my life.”
Then his eyes widened in surprise, as if he had just realized what he had said, and who he had said it to. A moment passed, then he blew out his breath, slowly. He shrugged again, a tiny movement. It was an acknowledgement that he had said too much.
Deonne shifted a few steps to her left so she was facing him properly. “I have no idea who Godfrey is. I’ll find out later. But how did Ryan and Nia save your life?”
Justin shoved his hands into his pockets. Hard. He rolled his eyes. “You really need a picture painted for you?”
“Pretend I do,” she replied. “Pretend I don’t want to think the worst of you, that I’d rather you tell me the truth so I don’t imagine it blacker than it needs to be.”
Justin’s gaze drilled right through her. He wasn’t looking at her, she knew that. He was focused on internal thoughts. It was a struggle that went on for long seconds, while she stood holding her breath until his gaze focused on her again.
“Can’t you just pretend I’m a good guy, Rinaldi?” he asked softly. “I like…having you around.”
Her heart was banging against her chest so hard it hurt. “Just having me around, huh? That’s it?”
“Well…” He began to smile, a wicked gleam in his eyes.
“Don’t finish that thought,” she warned him, lifting her finger.
He didn’t. His hands, she noticed, were still pushed deep into his pockets. He studied her. The predator was watching, somewhere in the back of his mind.
She shivered and gripped her hands together tightly for courage and watched the mottling appear, leaving them white and bloodless. “It’s more than just having you around, for me.”
Silence.
Deonne lifted her gaze from her clenched hands, to look at Justin. His expression hadn’t changed. He hadn’t moved an inch.
“And I had my money on sarcasm,” she said, trying to keep her tone light. “Who’d have thought I’d render Justin Kelly speechless?”
He cleared his throat. “You know the origins of vampires – the casts. Your source—”
Deonne whirled away, deep disappointment biting into her chest and angry tears stinging her eyes. “Fuck, Kelly!” She strode away, a dozen furious steps, then spun back to face him. “I wouldn’t give up my source when Brenden threatened to decapitate me. What makes you think I’m going to just hand the name over to you? I might be falling in love with you, but it doesn’t mean you get to use that as leverage. I will never break my professional ethics, not even for you!”
“I’m not asking for a fucking name!” he cried. Then he stopped and stared at her, his mouth opening in shock. He pulled his hands out of his pockets. “You’re…falling in love with me?”
“Not if you keep acting like a fucking jerk, asshole.”
He smiled. It was the same warm, full-hearted expression he had given her when he had walked back into the apartment when her father had been here. It was the easy smile that lit up his eyes and made her breath stop and made her think of their flesh meeting in all the right places. It made her think of Justin’s kisses.
Justin covered the space between them in ten steps – his legs were that much longer than hers. He slid his fingers into her hair, tangling with the knot she had tied it in to greet her father. His thumb brushed her cheekbone as his smile faded. “Feeling’s mutual, lady,” he murmured.
Her heart did the same sickly semi-ballistic drop, leaving her breathless and dizzy. “Truly?” Her voice was almost bodiless.
“When you’re not being a jerk,” he added, the corner of his mouth lifting.
“No, don’t joke, not now,” she said quickly. She rested her hand on his chest and felt something she didn’t often feel. Heat and the steady, hurried beat of his heart. His pulse told her he wasn’t as contained as he appeared. “You always joke and misdirect and wriggle away from this stuff.”
Justin gave another tiny shrug. “It’s messy stuff,” he said.
But Deonne knew the nonchalant shrug and his indifferent reply was a lie. The beat under her fingertips told a different story. She ignored it. “You don’t let me see inside you very much.”
“Safer that way,” he replied.
“Safer for who?”
His jaw flexed. For a second, Deonne wondered if she had pushed too far. Justin wasn’t above simply walking out of the room if the conversation probed too deeply for his comfort, as she had learned from past experience. He pressed his lips together, making them thin and hard. Then he seemed to relax, as if he was giving in. “You won’t like what you find, deeper in. You won’t…” He took a breath. “Love me,” he finished, his voice low and harsh.
“Shouldn’t I get to decide that?” she asked, fighting hard to keep her tone reasonable, even though she was dismayed by his confession.
“I…yes, I suppose.” He pushed his hands into his pockets. Hard. “I don’t like my odds, though,” he muttered, his gaze dropping to the floor.
“Justin,” she said, as gently as she could, “If you keep trying to hide the black parts of your nature from me, the odds I’m going to stay with you are much, much lower. They’re crappy, in fact.”
He shifted on his feet, and Deonne realized that Justin was fighting the urge to leave. This was stirring things in him, building his discomfort level to a point where normally, he simply removed himself from the source of anxiety.
Now he was trying to stay and sort through it. For her.
“For a vampire who doesn’t feel emotions except intellectually, you look like you’re twisting yourself into a knot inside,” she told him.
He turned away from her, almost like he was going to leave. Then he shifted back to face her squarely, his blue eyes frank and filled with anguish. “I can’t think around you. You gum up everything so I can barely remember whether I’m vampire or human or what my name is this century. Then you want to talk about how I feel?” He pulled a hand out of his pocket. “I feel, Deonne. I feel it here, inside.” He thumped the tips of his fingers against his chest. “Do you get it? I feel it like a human does.”
“Sweet lord,” she breathed, staring at him. “Is that even possible?”
“It is now.” He pushed his hands into his pockets again. “I don’t even know what this is.”
“You haven’t told anyone. Not about us, not about how you feel, none of it.”
His mouth twisted down. “Who do you propose I tell?” he asked. “Vampires don’t talk about themselves. You must have noticed by now.”
Deonne nodded. The need for privacy was almost a genetic imperative in them. Personal questions were considered offensive and borderline criminal. “More complications,” she said. “No wonder I’ve had a permanent headache for the last year. You’re not an easy man to get to know, Justin Kelly.”
He took a breath as if he were about to answer. Then he shook his head.
“What?” she demanded.
“That’s because I’m not a man. You keep trying to treat me like one.”
She sighed. “If I really were treating you like a human, I would have left you six months ago.”
His mouth opened. His eyes widened.
She gave him a smile. “I’ve given you more room and more time than any man I’ve ever known. I’ve been patient beyond the point of reason. True, you don’t live an average life, so I’ve had to allow for things like stations blowing up and psi raids and baby abductions. But that right there, Justin....” She lifted her hands. “A war with another species? How could I possibly make the mistake of thinking of you as human when I simply have to look at the circumstances of my life over the last six months and those of the people around me to know I’m not among humans anymore?”
Justin let out a slow breath. “We’re that different?”
“You spent days…weeks, trying to make sure I understood how different you were and I learned the hard way all by myself, too. Yes, you’re all very different from humans, even though you act and look almost the same as them.”
“That’s not good,” Justin muttered, looking away.
“No, it’s fine. It’s great. It’s who you are,” Deonne shot back. “Don’t you understand? It’s the differences between you and humans that I have spent all my energy trying to show humans. The very good differences. You can’t see it because you’re too immersed in your lives and that’s the way it should be, too. There’s so much that is strong and admirable about vampires that if humans just stopped panicking over the blood drinking for sixty seconds, they would see it for themselves.” She threw her hands up and let them drop.
Justin tilted his head to study her. “Isn’t that why we’re paying you the crazy credits? Because humans won’t stop panicking but you’re that good?”
“I may be good, but it helps when you have first class material to work with,” Deonne replied. “And you’re pulling me way off subject. Again. See, this is exactly what I mean. You do this, as soon as we start talking about you. You glide right out from underneath the spotlight.”
Justin cleared his throat. “I didn’t mean to. Not this time.”
“You’re just that practiced at it,” she finished. She crossed her arms. “Where are we heading, Kelly? Or is this all you can offer me?”
“‘This’ is a life more interesting than you’ve ever lived. You just said so,” Justin pointed out. “That’s not enough for you?”
She drew in a breath that shuddered. Finally they were talking, but she knew that any response from her might slam the door shut once more. A word, an expression, anything might send him scurrying away to hide behind the friendly, rough-edged Australian larrikin that everyone loved to spend time with. Everyone had such fun in Justin’s company he was the Agency’s top consultant – he brought in more clients and higher revenues than the second and third best consultants combined.
But while everyone was being charmed by his devil-may-care attitude and beguiling ways, no one noticed that all they were getting from Justin was surface reactions. Just underneath the top layer was plasteel shielding, keeping everyone out and all his real emotions locked in.
Deonne searched for gentle words to soften her answer, then stopped as she realized she was handling Justin like she might a troublesome client. She mentally shook her head and reached for the unvarnished truth. If Justin walked away because he didn’t like her answer, then all the pretty words in the world would not prevent that. She wanted to know now exactly where she stood with him.
“It’s not enough,” she told him bluntly. “Not anymore.”
Justin let out his breath in a harsh rush and closed his eyes briefly. “Then we have a problem, don’t we?”
Her heart stuttered. “We do?” She could barely form the words, as her stumbling heart went into overdrive.
Justin turned from her and his movement shot a bolt of fright through her. Was he leaving?
But he walked over to the window, putting his back to her, as he watched the brightening day and the suburbs of Stockholm laid out below stir into life. “You intend to be turned in the next year, don’t you?”
Deonne pressed her fingertips to her temples as the implications behind his question fell into place in her mind. “That’s why you keep asking me about it…why you’ve been trying to understand.” Then the fear blossomed in her once more; this time it was fresh, new and cold. “Are you saying that if I have myself turned…that we…that you’ll leave?”
He didn’t move. Didn’t so much as flinch. This wasn’t a new idea for him, then. Her fear grew.
“Truth, Deonne?” he said, addressing the window. “I don’t know. Not anymore.”
“But that is how you felt. How long ago? When did it change?”
Finally he turned to look at her. “I don’t know when it stopped being an imperative. Perhaps just now, in these last few minutes.” But he didn’t look happy at all.
Deonne bit her lip. “You hate the idea of me becoming vampire that much?”
“I hate anyone giving up their humanity for this,” he replied. “Because it’s you, the idea is even more abhorrent. I can barely stomach the notion.”
“But you won’t leave me if I do this,” she asked. She had to make sure she understood exactly what was at stake.
“I don’t know what I’ll do,” Justin replied bleakly. He shook his head. “But I know being happy about it isn’t one of the options.”
She stared at him, her heart thundering, while scared and barely coherent thoughts ricocheted off each other. Now she couldn’t think and she desperately wanted to find a way out of the corner they had just painted themselves into. Then she gave up and just looked at him. “So, what do we do now?” she asked. “You want me to give up becoming vampire? Is that what you’re asking?”
“I’m not asking you for anything.”
“Then, dammit, you need to start!” The anger rose out of nowhere, almost consuming her in the hot rush. “You have the right to ask, now, Justin. You know you do but it’s one of the ways you keep the shield up. You never demand anything of me. You don’t ask for anything. You don’t tell me what you want, how you feel, anything.”
His mouth quirked upwards. “Doesn’t that make me the perfect man? No strings, no demands, no compromises.”
“I can get the same service from a professional escort and he would provide better sex, too!”
His eyes narrowed and his jaw rippled. “Would you like some references? I know two or three who would be more than happy to take you on as a client.”
Deonne dropped onto the end of the chaise, all her anger draining. “I deserved that,” she said, leaning forward to wrap her arms around her knees. She was abruptly cold. The dregs of adrenaline were giving her the shakes. “Is that what you want?” she asked, looking up at him. “Is that what you’re trying to do here? Are you looking for a way to leave? Because the door is right over there.”
Justin pushed his hand through his hair as he walked toward her. He stepped over the end of the chaise with his long legs and settled on the cushion behind her.
“What…?”
“Shhh,” he murmured and lifted up her shoulders, making her sit up. He kept pulling, until her back was against his chest. Then he picked up her arms and wrapped his around her, so their arms were twined together. “I can talk this way,” he told her. “When I’m not looking at you and being whacked around by your beauty and the sight of your long legs. Maybe I can even think.”
“Justin…”
“Shhh,” he repeated. “You want me to talk or not?”
She shut up, although the need to speak, to say anything, was driving at her like g-force.
His lips touched the nape of her neck, where the big artery ran. She knew it lay there just under her flesh, because Justin often kissed her neck and would linger over that area, like the blood called him. She didn’t know if he was aware of it, but she knew he wouldn’t like her pointing out such a vampiric habit to him.
“I was more than an A-grade asshole as a human, Deonne. You with your fine ways and fancy clothes and your expensive taste…you would have run a mile from the likes of me.” He nuzzled her neck, his lips stroking her flesh.
“Everyone has something in their history they’re not proud of,” Deonne told him.
“My entire history was bad. It started out shitty and I turned it into a disaster.”
“It couldn’t have been that bad,” she said. “You’re a good man, underneath the shield.”
“You don’t know that,” he said softly. “I’ve never let you in. Not that way. I said it was dark in here.”
“I don’t think you can use your human life as a measuring stick. Nearly every vampire I know comes from the worst of beginnings. It’s not a coincidence.”
He sighed. “How much Australian history do you know?”
“Very little,” she confessed.
“I suppose that is why you’ve never asked me about my last name.”
“Kelly?” She frowned, stringing together the very little Justin had ever shared about his personal history, and what she knew of Australian history. “I don’t even know when you were born,” she told him. “How could I pull anything significant from your name?”
“There’s only one famous Kelly in Australian history,” he said gently. “He was infamous, not famous.”
She tried to turn to look at him as she put it together, but Justin had her wrapped up tightly against his chest, giving her no room to move. “Ned Kelly?” she asked.
“He was my father.” He sighed again. “I think.”
“You think?”
“My mother always said he was and she gave me his name. I remember him, once, in my mother’s cabin. I would have been very young. Two or three years old. He was a big, dark Irishman with a temper to match. He was loud. I remember his voice most of all. But that is all I remember of him. The voice, the dark figure standing by the stove, smoking a pipe. And my mother, scurrying to make him a meal from the little we had.”
“Your mother was…not his wife?”
“I’m a bastard in fact as well as by deed,” Justin replied. “My father, if he was my father, never came back to Beechwood after that. When I was older my mother explained that he had been captured and hanged. It was the only time she ever spoke of him and that was how I learned who the dark man sitting by the stove had been, years before.”
“You hated him?”
“I didn’t know him at all. He was an abstract. An image in my mind. There had been no relationship between us at all. I spent more time being angry over the life my mother was forced to live. It was tough doogs for an unwed mother in those days and my last name didn’t endear her or me to anyone in the town. When I got older, I did something about it.”
He fell silent.
“What?” Deonne asked, keeping her gaze ahead, on the sunlight starting to creep through the window. “What did you do?”
“Terrible things,” Justin whispered. “Things that made me think that Ned Kelly really was my father and that I was as bad as he had been.”
Her heart was hurting again. “You…killed people?”
His answer was a long time coming. “If they got in the way,” he said, his voice low and controlled, tight with some hidden emotion that she couldn’t begin to guess at because she couldn’t see his face.
Then his head dropped to her shoulder and he rested his forehead against her. “All I can remember is the anger I carried with me, every day. It consumed everything. I thought of nothing but reparations for what the world had done to my mother.”
“Your mother was still alive?”
He was silent for a long while. Then he spoke, his tone low and even, telling her Justin was forcing this out one word at a time. “I held up a bank coach, up by Albury. I had two friends help me and one of them was from Glenrowan – his family had let us live in a stockman’s hut on their farm for a while when I was smaller. James was in it for the lark, but he got himself shot in the gut and was lying in the mud screaming, blood pouring into the gravel…” Justin’s arms had turned to iron around her and she could feel his heart echoing against her back. It was costing him real energy and effort to speak of this.
“What happened?” she breathed.
“I shot him,” Justin said. He gave a small choking sound. “Like a horse with a broken leg. We could hear the approach of horses around the bend and one of the drivers started yelling…it was a police escort that had stayed a quarter-mile behind just for this reason. Eddie, the other one who I had roped into it…he shot the guard. And I…I shot James.” He let out a ragged breath that she could feel gusting against the back of her shoulder. “Then we galloped all the way back to Glenrowan with the police breathing down our backs, trying to shake them lose. I went straight to my mother’s cottage and she took one look at me and demanded I tell her everything. I had no choice, I needed her help. I was never good at lying to her. So I told her.”
Deonne heard him swallow.
“What happened?” she coaxed as softly as she could.
“My mother lied to the police when they got there. She told them I had been in her house the whole day and stuck to it even when the police found my horse still sweaty and steaming, and mud from my boots tracking up to the front door. They held me down while they beat her, but she still swore I had been with her.”
Deonne drew in an unsteady breath. “She loved you.”
Justin groaned. “I didn’t understand that until she killed herself that night. She used my pistol to do it.”
 



Chapter Ten
Stockholm, Sweden, 2264 A.D.: Kieren caught himself nearly drifting off to sleep and stood up, shaking it off. Peter, the young Warden who had just been assigned to his unit, was snoring softly in the corner, his head back, and his arms hanging loosely.
The building’s regular security man was curled up on the recliner chair in the other corner, deeply asleep. Either sleeping on the job was a regular routine for him, or else the presence of two Wardens was reassuring to the point where he could relax and sleep deeply.
Kieren shook Peter awake. “Do a round of the perimeter,” he told him. “You need to walk yourself back to alertness.”
Peter apologized, blushing furiously, as he picked up his short rifle and shook his head to clear the muzziness.
“It’s just on sunrise. She’ll be leaving soon and then we can get back to San Francisco and relax,” Kieren told him. “I’ll keep watch here until you get back. The Russian should be here soon to collect her.”
Peter strode out of the building, looking more alert than Kieren felt. It had been a long night. Kieren did some stretching exercises, making his body move to stir it back to life. On nights like these, the enemy often made their move just as the sun was rising, because that was when everyone’s guard fell, as they figured they had made it through the dark hours safely. Kieren had learned that sunrise was a very bad time to let his attention wander. He had learned it the hard way.
A car pulled up outside the building and Kieren watched as the Russian, Demyan, pulled himself out of the vehicle and headed for the sidewalk that led to the foyer.
The rumors said Demyan had been around during the time of the Tsars and was of royal blood himself. Kieren wouldn’t accept that as truth until he heard Demyan confirm it, but it provided guidance on how to deal with him. He was a man dispossessed of title, fortune and homeland. Betrayal would be a touchstone with him and he would be drawn to anything that reminded him of home and hearth and acceptance.
That would explain why he had formed the odd alliance with the psi woman who worked for the Agency, Pritti. Unlike Demyan’s antecedents, Kieren knew this rumor was actually a fact, for he had seen the pair of them together and had read the hidden intimacy in their body language. Pritti, a mind reader and empath, would understand Demyan completely. Her own uprooted and dispossessed origins would have drawn him to her in the first place.
Demyan was glancing around the gardens and scanning the building as he strolled casually up the pathway. He was checking the security of the place for himself.
Kieren headed toward the glass fronted foyer to meet Demyan at the door and let him in.
He liked vampires and their odd backgrounds and ways of thinking. It had taken him a while to adapt to their long-range point of view, but once he had keyed into what motivated them and what provoked them, it had unlocked the vampire puzzle and Kieren had swiftly collected a mass of information about them. His liking was based on the facts-only judgment the Wardens had instilled in him long ago.
He liked his job and vampires were endlessly interesting. Life was good.
* * * * *
Deonne used force to release herself from Justin’s hold. She turned on the cushion to face him. “You’ve carried that guilt for…how long?”
“Guilt?” He stood, the movement a quick jerk, like she had surprised him into it.
“Guilt,” she said firmly. “What year did your mother die?”
“I killed her,” Justin ground out. “Don’t you understand?”
“Perfectly,” Deonne replied. “What year?”
He scowled. “Nineteen oh-one. The year we all became Australians.” He sank back down onto the cushions. “I’m a killer, Deonne.”
“Every vampire I’ve known has killed. You live long enough, you end up facing that need.”
“I wasn’t a vampire then,” he pointed out. “I killed as a human.”
Deonne swallowed. “What happened after your mother died? What happened to you?”
“Now who is changing subjects?” Justin asked bitterly.
“I have a point to make. What happened?”
He looked at his hands, turning them over and studying them like they were the hands of a stranger. “I headed into the bush. I could get lost there. Live off the land. The police sent a posse in to look for me. We’d killed one of their own so they were determined, but I knew the outback better than they did. I could have stayed lost for months.” He paused. “I think I let them catch me. I just didn’t care. Three days after the hold up, they caught up with me. I didn’t know that Eddie had been singing his guts out the whole three days. He told them I had shot the driver and that I had shot James dead cold. He’d said the police bullet James had taken in the gut had actually missed him and that I had shot James out of hand, to keep his share of the money. Eddie made out he was deathly afraid I’d catch up with him and kill him the way I had James, so I could keep the money for myself. By the time the police had run themselves ragged chasing me through the bush—three days of no food and little water—they were beyond angry.” He shrugged. “I guess I got what was coming.”
“They killed you?” Deonne breathed.
“Right there in the clearing. I didn’t even get a last smoke. As soon as they saw they had me boxed in, they settled in to even the score. The first bullet was in the stomach. Then, one each while I was lying on the ground, coughing up blood and wishing it would be over. None of the shots were lethal except the last.” Justin let out a gusty sigh. “The captain stood over me. He didn’t even look very angry anymore. He just spat on me then lifted the pistol and fired and that’s all I remember until I roused again, three days later, in a cave five miles away, with my maker sitting next to me. He had seen it all.”
“He pitied you?”
Justin’s mouth turned down. “He was curious. He wanted to know what I had done to earn such fury. He had been tracking me for the three days I’d been hiding out in the bush, wondering why the police were so determined to find me. I didn’t tell him. I have never told anyone until today.” He lifted his gaze to hers. “So you have seen behind the shield, Deonne.” His voice was low and very even. “What will you do now you know?”
Deonne rested her hand on his thigh. “Did you think this would repel me? That it would scare me away? Justin, I’ve known you for months and the man I know isn’t anything like the human you have told me about. That was over four hundred years ago. You have changed – just being turned changed you and you have moved on since then, too. I may not have been able to see inside, but what a man does is as good as a billboard for explaining who he really is. You have never once been cruel or evil. I don’t believe you ever have been. You shot James to ease his pain, didn’t you? You knew the police would not help him or try to make him comfortable in any way. They would make sure he suffered as much as possible in retribution before he died of his wounds, so you took care of it instead.”
He dropped his gaze back to his hands. “How did you guess?”
“Because you’re not a bad man, Justin.”
He looked up quickly. “You don’t know the things I’ve done.”
“It doesn’t matter. You were a man of your times and the circumstances. Now you are a man of the twenty-third century, and those things are behind you. You are not that man anymore. I do know what you are now.”
He picked up her hand where it rested on his thigh and wrapped both of his around her fingers. “You may live to regret that you didn’t kick me out after this moment. Blood always tells.”
“No, it doesn’t. I won’t let it,” she replied swiftly. “Besides, if blood really does tell, why are you still in this room after meeting my father and seeing his true colors?”
He sat very still for a long moment. “Checkmate,” he said at last. He drew her closer and kissed her gently. “Demyan will be here very soon, to jump you back to wherever it is they’re hiding you these days. I have one last question before you go.”
Deonne wound her arms around his neck. “Just one?”
“For now.” He tugged and pulled at the knot of hair at the back of her head, until it loosened and her hair dropped around her shoulders. Then he slid his fingers into it. “You know about me, now. Well, some of it. You’ve been learning the innermost secrets of vampires since you signed on for this contract, including everyone else’s ugly pasts. You’re probably one of the few humans in the world that really know us for what we are.” He lifted her chin so she was looking directly at him. “If you know all that, how could you still want to become a vampire?”
Deonne gave him a small smile. “It’s complicated. But I can tell you this much. The more I learn about vampires and the Agency in particular, the more I want to be one.”
His hand dropped away from her chin. “You’re already a part of the Agency.”
“Not properly. Not in their minds. I’m a hired gun and human, too.” She covered his hand, the one still holding hers, with her spare hand. “Leave it, Justin. You aren’t in a place where you can possibly accept this about me. Not yet.”
“Yet? What makes you think I could ever accept it?”
“Nothing,” she said flatly. “I just have to hope.”
The door alarm chimed.
“That has to be Demyan,” Justin said. “Kieran wouldn’t let anyone else up here.” He let her go and stood up. “I’ll let him in, if you want to gather your things.”
Deonne got to her feet, already feeling the wrench of departure setting in. “How long until I see you again?” she asked wearily.
Justin rested his hand against her cheek. “I don’t know. Not in subjective time.” His thumb brushed over her bottom lip. “I think we both need time to figure out a few things, anyway.”
Unhappiness settled in over the top of her tiredness. Not only was she completely alone in China, but her stay there would be further tainted with worry about what would happen the next time she saw Justin.
The door chimed again, forcing her to move away from him. “I’ll get my stuff.”
* * * * *
Kieren heard the elevator working and moved to the corner of the foyer where he could see both the elevator doors and the front door at the same time. It was a precautionary measure. He was confident that the risk to anyone in the building, including vampires, was minimal.
He was surprised when three people stepped out of the elevator. Demyan, the lanky Australian, and Deonne.
Ms. Rinaldi, he corrected himself mentally.
But as she walked toward the foyer door, between the pair of vampires, Kieren found himself watching the movement of her body and the way her long legs flowed with each step. There was no awkwardness or lack of grace, despite her height and the length of her legs in proportion to her body. She glided, her form elegant and serene.
Kieren shut down the train of thought and moved to intercept the three of them. “You didn’t jump from the apartment?” he asked Demyan.
Demyan gave a small smile. “The lady left some possessions at the branch, yesterday. We’ll have to collect them before she jumps back.”
Kieren glanced over his shoulder toward the car Demyan had arrived in. It was big enough for the four of them. “I’m coming with you,” he told them. “Until Ms. Rinaldi jumps back, I’m staying by her side.”
“Really, that’s not necessary,” Deonne replied. “You should go home and get some sleep, Kieren. I have two Agency people with me…what could you do that they could not?”
Kieren liked her empathy. He’d noted Justin’s reaction to his request to scan the area for him last night, but Deonne’s deft avoidance of the word ‘vampire’ filled in the rest of the story for him. Justin didn’t like being called a vampire. He was sensitive about public perception, at least.
Kieren gave her a small smile. “I’ve seen what Agency people can do, ma’am, but no offense, they aren’t trained for this. I am. Please do this my way.”
Demyan gave a much larger smile. “Or he’ll probably pick you up and carry you to the car and stuff you into the half-square foot of space they have the effrontery to call a boot.”
Deonne gave way with a wide professional smile of her own. “Well, I don’t want to ride in the trunk, so I suppose you had better come with us, Kieren.” She stepped to one side, by half-a-step, giving him room to join them.
“If you don’t mind, I’m going to go ahead,” Kieren told her. “Please stay here in the foyer—all of you—until I signal it’s clear.”
Justin was the only one to react and Kieren didn’t count an eye-roll as anything alarming. His way always caused a fuss, but he’d never lost a client.
Yet.
He unlocked the big plate glass door and pushed the door aside, then stepped out and walked with a leisurely pace toward the car. As he walked, he turned his head, checking every direction for anyone lingering, watching them, or other suspicious changes in the environment since he’d last scanned the area.
It looked clear. He reached the car and turned around to face the building, giving that direction, which had been behind him, a thorough examination. Then he waved toward the three figures he could see standing patiently in the foyer. The early morning sunlight was bouncing off the windows of the building, dazzling anyone who looked up. The additional glare made it hard to see more than silhouettes behind the glass.
They weren’t moving.
Kieren frowned and waved again, but Demyan waved back with a ‘come here’ motion that was clear enough despite the glare.
What the hell? Kieren wondered.
* * * * *
When Kieren reached the car, he turned and faced the building.
Deonne could see he was scanning the front of the building, which he hadn’t been able to do while he was walking toward the car. Kieren was completely thorough, even pedantic about following protocol, but Justin had learned from Brendan that Kieren was one of the highest ranked Wardens in the world. He had earned his reputation through hard-won experience.
It made Deonne feel much safer, even though she fidgeted at the delay.
Kieren waved toward them. It was clear.
“Finally,” Justin muttered. He strode forward and pushed the door open with one hand, holding it open for Demyan and Deonne.
The three of them moved out onto the footpath. Justin and Demyan had managed to arrange it so that Deonne was walking between the two of them. Demyan dug out the control card for the car from an inner pocket of his green coat….
 
….and a cuckoo was making his charming little warble in the trees overhead. The air was crisp and smelled of snow, even though the grass at her feet was ankle high. There were huge, jagged snow-peaked mountains all around and from behind the bank of trees just ahead of her, there was the sound of a tumbling, roaring waterfall.
Switzerland, Deonne marveled. This was one of the few pockets of untouched nature preserve still left in Europe. From the length of the grass, the sun’s position and the chill in the air, Deonne judged it to be early summer.
With growing wonder, she made a half turn, studying the peaks and crags. She knew this glen. It was a good day’s hike away from the little village and her father’s house. She had been here before.
But how did I get here now?
The transition had felt a lot like a time jump, with the momentary deprivation of all sensations, even the ability to breathe. Yet Justin and Demyan were not here with her. So who had bought her here?
There was a rustle in the trees ahead. Someone or something broke twigs and crunched leaves as they moved through the undergrowth. The direction they were taking seemed to be toward the waterfall.
At the thought of all that pure mountain water cascading onto the flat rocks below, Deonne’s mouth seemed to instantly turn dry and her throat parched. A drink would be perfect. She could find out who was in the trees, too. Perhaps it was Demyan. Justin would not bring her here. He knew, after last night, that Switzerland was the last place she wanted to be right now. Justin rarely jumped…and he never time jumped. Ever.
So it was probably Demyan striding through the trees.
Why? was going to be the first question she asked him. She hurried forward, and plunged into the cooler shadows beneath the giant firs, shivering as the dampness registered on her skin. The muffled quietness of forest closed in around her as she picked out a faint path in the trees. That would lead to the waterfall, most likely.
She stepped over the leaf litter and onto the path, then hurried after Demyan. The path twisted and turned sharply, bending around trees and climbing up and down over fallen logs and other impediments. Her breath was shortening thanks to the altitude but she pushed on, anxious to catch up with Demyan and find out why he had pulled her here.
The trees abruptly halted, like a wall of vegetation and Deonne stepped out into the rocky, spray and rainbow filled gully. The waterfall thundered to her left, barely twenty yards away, throwing up a permanent fine mist as the water barreled onto the rocks from twenty meters above.
There was a flat rock just to her right, smooth and warmed by the sun, that edged out into the swiftly roiling water. The view from there would be spectacular. Deonne hurried over to the rock and stepped up onto it. She turned to face the waterfall, to gaze at the endlessly falling water and breathe in the perfect mountain air.
* * * * *
“Kieren! Snap out of it!”
A heavy hand slapped his face, not lightly. The impact rocked him backwards, making him take a step to recover his balance.
Kieren blinked. Justin stood in front of him. So did Demyan.
He frowned. They had been standing in the foyer, telling him to come to them. “Why are you here?” he asked. “Did you teleport?”
Justin looked offended. “I don’t do that shit,” he said shortly.
Demyan grabbed Kieran’s arm and he could feel the discipline behind the grip. Demyan, like all vampires, had strength to spare and constantly controlled it, or else they would crush everything they gripped. “I think there are psi in the area. I think we were just…brainwashed or something.”
“Where is Deonne?” Kieren demanded.
“I watched her walk away from us,” Justin said, pointing across the road toward a footpath that snaked between two buildings in an undulating curve. “I watched her walk through there and I couldn’t do a fucking thing to stop her. I couldn’t move.” He glared at Kieren. “You were standing like a statue, too. You didn’t even blink when she walked straight past you.”
“I didn’t see her. I was…” Kieren licked his lips. “I was watching the three of you standing in the foyer, trying to figure out why you wouldn’t come to the car. I saw you there.”
“Neural overlay,” Demyan said shortly, looking at Justin. “He’s human. They can fuck with him all they like.”
“So is Deonne, for Christ’s sake!” Justin whirled toward the path.
Kieren shot out his hand. He knew exactly what Justin was going to do. “Let me come with you,” he said. “Let me keep pace. You don’t know what you’re going to find at the other end.”
Justin drew in a slow, deep breath. Then he nodded. “Demyan, rouse the agency people still in the city. We’ll need them.”
Kieren wondered how Demyan would do that without a communications device of some sort, but dismissed the question as unimportant. The vampires had ways and secrets he was still uncovering, months after he would have completely profiled and got bored with any normal client.
Right now, Deonne was his priority. He took off running, heading for the path between the houses. Justin kept up with him easily.
The path, like so many public facilities in the city, had been glorified with flowers and plantings along its edges. No litter dared spoil the view. The residents of the neighborhood would see to that.
They sprinted down the path, heading for the street at the other end that Kieren could just spot between the vegetation and fencing on either side. They burst out onto the street and Kieren stopped, scanning the area, looking for Deonne. The street they were on was a narrow, ancient suburban lane. Small houses, very close together, lined the side of the street where they had emerged from the footpath. Despite their small size and the age of the street itself, all the houses were tidy and well maintained. Their gardens were tended and just now starting to show the blooms of early summer.
It was quiet, with the odd person walking along the narrow sidewalk in front of the houses. It was so quiet that Kieren had no trouble hearing soft alarms bells. He turned toward them.
The other side of the street was taken up by a very modern g-train station that nevertheless had been made to blend into the streetscape. It looked old and settled and reminded Kieren of the train stations of a couple of centuries before. Most of the pedestrians were heading toward the entrances of the station.
Kieren let his gaze slide along the track that emerged from the station and found Deonne.
His heart squeezed. There was a pedestrian crossing thirty meters from the end of the station, for travelers to cross the track in order to access the right platform. The gates guarding the crossing were down. Lights were flashing and the alarms were ringing, alerting any sane human to stay clear. The g-trains reached speeds of four hundred kilometers an hour and didn’t stop for anyone. In the city, so close to a station, they would be slower, but no one survived an impact with a g-train. No one ever had.
Deonne stood in the middle of the track. She must have been standing there for some time for the gates had come down on either side of her. She was reaching out with her arm, turning her hand over and back. It made Kieren think of children playing with running water.
He could hear the thunder and vibrations that heralded an oncoming train. Fear washed through him and he grabbed Justin’s sleeve. “I won’t reach her in time. Go!”
Justin moved.
Kieren had seen vampires in overdrive before, but it never failed to impress him. This time he felt a brief, fierce satisfaction, knowing that Justin’s abilities would help save Deonne.
Justin was sprinting, heading for the gates.
Then Kieren spotted the train, approaching along the big, wide curve that straightened up just where the pedestrian crossing began. The pilots wouldn’t see Deonne until they were almost on top of her, and even if they spotted her now, they wouldn’t be able to stop the train in time.
Justin wasn’t going to reach her in time.
Horror swept through Kieren and it was a thick, hot and sour soup that halted his thoughts and speared his chest. Kieren threw his hand up in a useless gesture, willing Justin to move even faster, to reach Deonne and snatch or push her out of the way. He leaned forward with the motion of his hand, a cry erupting from his throat.
And he felt something leave him. It ripped out of his head and his torso with the velocity of the wind in the heart of a tornado, a force that moves everything in its path out of the way.
Deonne didn’t stagger. She leapt for the far-side gate…but she didn’t leap, either. It was as if an invisible, giant hand had shoved her off her feet and sideways, through twelve feet of air, to slam against the iron glass gate.
Kieren saw her begin to crumple toward the ground, then the train bulleted through, blocking his view of her.
Justin gripped the top of the gate on this side of the train, watching the elongated and articulated vehicle rocket past him. The wind from its passage was lifting his hair, because he stood so close.
There was a high shrieking noise as the train reversed its engines and applied the compression brakes, to bring it to a halt at the platform. The passing carriages slowed.
Kieren ran toward Justin and the gate. He didn’t dare hope that what he thought he had seen actually had happened. It could have been a vision his mind had produced.
He reached Justin as the last two carriages blew past. Justin was staring ahead, waiting. His knuckles on the top of the gate were white with pressure, something only a recently fed vampire could do.
“Did you see what happened to her?” Justin said, lifting his voice over the gusty rattle of the train as it swept past.
“Happened?” Kieren repeated. Had Justin seen what he had seen?
“She moved out of the way.”
Then he hadn’t imagined it. Kieren swallowed as his throat seemed to close down on him. “I don’t know what I saw,” he said.
Justin looked at him sharply, his pale eyes narrowed.
Then end of the train slipped past them, and the gate was clear. On the other side of the track, Deonne lay in a huddled heap up against the opposing gate.
Justin didn’t wait for the electronics to pull the gate up. He wrenched at the top of it, shoving it up and out of his way. There was a crunching noise from the articulated hinge.
He ducked under the bottom of the gate and rushed across the tracks.
Deonne made a small, feeble movement with her hands as Justin lifted her up. Her head dropped against his shoulder.
She was alive.
Kieren gripped the gatepost, relief circling through him, until Justin turned to look at him, Deonne in his arms. His eyes were still narrowed. His voice carried across the track easily. “What did you do just then?” he demanded.
 



Chapter Eleven
Stockholm, Sweden, 2264 A.D.: Deonne struggled to orient herself, but nothing was making much sense. There was a high-pitch buzzing in her head, muffling her thinking.
All she knew was that she was in Justin’s arms and it felt incredibly safe there. She gripped his shirt in her fingers.
Justin was walking. She could feel the rhythmic motion transmitted through his chest. He was striding somewhere and talking at the same time. Deonne tried to focus her vision as she listened to him.
“You were a hundred meters behind me and I certainly didn’t push her out of the way. I wasn’t close enough.”
“It had to have been you.” That was Kieran’s voice. “Your kind can pick up psi tricks easily enough.”
Justin stopped and turned. To face Kieren, she guessed. She cranked her eyes open with heroic efforts. Kieren was turning back to face Justin and his face was a mask. He was holding something in.
“I don’t even like being vampire, Kieren. What the fuck makes you think I’d voluntarily accept a psi into my mind to learn how to do something like that? The last thing on this earth I could possibly want is to resemble psi-filers.” His tone was rich with disgust and dismay.
Kieran’s gaze skittered away. “Someone pushed her out of the way…and not physically.”
“Out of the way?” Deonne asked.
Kieren blinked, looking at her. “You’re conscious,” he remarked.
“Out of the way of what?” Deonne repeated.
Justin’s arms tightened around her, just a little. “You were standing on the tracks, right in the path of a g-train. Don’t you remember?”
Deonne thought backwards in her memory, but nothing about trains would come. “I was just standing there?” she asked, fear blooming in her chest.
“You had your hand out,” Kieren told her, lifting his own in demonstration.
The waterfall. Fright tore through her. “I imagined it all?” she breathed.
“Imagined what?” Justin prompted.
She looked up at him. “I was in Switzerland, up in the mountains near where my father lives. I was…” She took a breath that seemed to sear on the way down, so tightly was her chest clamped. “I had my hand in the water.”
“You didn’t leave here,” Kieren said flatly. “It was in your mind.”
Demyan hurried up to them, barely stopping to check for traffic as he crossed the road. “She’s alright?”
“For now,” Kieren told him. “But I want to get her somewhere shielded and protected as soon as possible. The psi targeted her.”
“They fucked with all of us,” Justin growled.
Demyan nodded. “I reached out for Nayara and told her what was happening. She has returned to the branch. She’s waiting for us now. We’re to jump there. The chamber is waiting.”
* * * * *
Justin lowered her onto one of the sofas in the green room. “Relax. You’re safe here,” he told her.
“Am I?” Deonne asked him. “What’s to stop them from making me think I’m in Switzerland again? Or Timbuktu?”
“We’re pretty sure the psi have to be close to you to achieve that sort of neural blanket,” Brenden growled. “We’re five floors below ground, here, and guarded by Wardens.”
“I walked right by Kieren,” Deonne pointed out. “They made him think I was still in the apartment building.”
Brenden cleared his throat and glanced at Nayara, who gave her small smile. “There are nearly one hundred vampires on the premises. They are invulnerable to psi tampering. They won’t allow entry to anyone they don’t know.”
Deonne pursed her lips. “They made Justin and Demyan just stand there, helpless. Vampires are not that invulnerable.”
“That was a physical hold. They can’t screw with our minds. They didn’t. We watched it all,” Demyan replied. “We just couldn’t do anything about it.”
“The effect isn’t powerful,” Justin said, sitting on the edge of the sofa next to her and looking at the others in the room. “As soon as I realized something was amiss, I was able to move again. But I had to figure out there was a problem before I could raise the will to break it.”
“It was like being mildly drunk,” Demyan said. “That place where you’re feeling no pain, and nothing seems very important. You can watch a murder go down in that state, and it’s not until you process what murder means that you can stir yourself to care or move.”
Nayara turned to look at Kieren. The warden sat on the arm of another sofa, on the other side of the room. Distancing himself, Deonne suspected. He was steadily plucking at a loose thread of sofa fabric, between his knees.
“You are not psi, Kieren,” Nayara said. Her voice was melodious, but firm. She was making a statement.
“Ma’am?” Kieren responded, looking up.
“You are too old to be a psi. Yet you pushed Deonne out of the way.”
He licked his lips. “With all due respect, ma’am, I was across the road when De—…when Ms. Rinaldi leapt to safety.” He stood up. “Under the circumstances, I think it would be best if I recuse myself from this assignment. I’ll find a replacement who can step in immediately. You won’t notice any dip in efficiency.”
“Sit down, laddy,” Brenden rumbled. “You’re not going anywhere.”
There was a tap on the door – a light knocking.
Kieren turned to face Brenden and Deonne wondered if his hand resting on his hip, a short drop away from his weapon, was a coincidence. Kieren was feeling pressured. “I will speak to Assemblyman Stelios,” he said as Demyan opened the door. “He arranged this assignment originally and is paying all fees. The matter is in his hands. I know he will agree with me on this.”
“Just give us five minutes before you leave, Kieren,” Ryan said as he worked his way into the room. He was leaning heavily on the cane. Trailing behind him was the tiny woman they called Pritti. She entered the room, looking around with big, wide eyes, almost like she was frightened. Then she saw Demyan and hurried over to him. Demyan pulled her up against him, so that he stood at her back.
Kieren crossed his arms as Ryan limped over to him. “This is between the Assemblyman and me, sir.”
Ryan gave him a warm smile. “No one is trying to accuse you of anything, Kieren. You can let down your guard.”
Kieren stood motionless. His jaw rippled.
Ryan’s smile grew warmer and wider. “We know you’re not psi. We’re just curious to know what you are. As far as our awareness of human affairs extends, there has been no one able to do what you did, that was not born psi.”
“I didn’t do anything,” Kieren said.
“He pushed her out of the way of the train,” Pritti said. “I felt it.”
“I was across the road. I did nothing,” Kieren said, his words clipped and tight with control.
“You didn’t push with your hands,” Pritti said, her voice soft and piping in comparison to Kieran’s. “You pushed with your mind. I was guarding the whole area. I felt it.”
Kieren breathed heavily. He shook his head.
“What do you mean, you were guarding the area, Pritti?” Nayara asked.
Pritti seemed to shrink in on herself as she looked at Nayara. Demyan curled his hand around her shoulder reassuringly. “Demyan spoke to me. He said the ruffleheads were attacking, so after I told you, I reached out.” Her eyes were huge and luminous. “I pushed them outside.”
“Outside?” Nayara queried gently. “I don’t understand, Pritti.”
Pritti blinked. Deonne could see she was struggling to find a way to express herself. She glanced around the room, at everyone staring at her and her shoulders shifted inside the coat she wore. She stepped slowly over to the table that was pushed up against the wall next to the sofa Kieren had been sitting on and picked up the glass bowl that sat there. It contained a dozen or so strawberries and grapeberries. “Can I use these?” she asked.
“Go ahead,” Nayara told her.
Pritti dumped the fruit on the table and pushed it around with her fingers. She separated out four strawberries and put them together in a clear section of the table. “That is Demyan, Kieren, Justin.” She glanced at Deonne. “And her.”
She placed some of the green grapeberries around them. “The psi who did that thing to her.”
“There were eight of them?” Ryan asked sharply.
Pritti nodded slowly, keeping her eyes on the table. “They needed that many to make the pictures in her head strong enough.”
“Then it wasn’t Gabriel who did this,” Ryan concluded.
Pritti bit her lip.
“What is it, Pritti? Something about Gabriel?” Nayara coaxed.
Pritti nodded. “He was there with them.”
“Physically?” Nayara asked.
Pritti shook her head.
“Mentally,” Brenden concluded. “Fuck, the guy is going to be impossible to grab if he can command the fucking troops from afar—”
“Brenden!” Ryan said sharply.
Brenden swallowed back the rest of his tirade. He shook his head and dropped onto the sofa where Kieren had been. “The spirits save us,” he muttered.
Nayara stepped a little closer to the table, moving slowly, as if she didn’t want to startle Pritti. “You said you put them outside,” she reminded the tiny woman.
Pritti turned the bowl upside down, then lowered it over the fruit. The strawberries sat underneath the bowl, while the grapeberries were aligned outside the edge of the overturned bowl. “I put them outside,” Pritti repeated. “But they were still too close, so I…” She pushed the bowl so the strawberries were placed more or less in the center of the dome. The grapeberries were pushed along the table by the movement of the bowl, and rolled in wobbling curves across the tabletop as the bowl came to a halt.
Pritti lifted her hands away and stepped back. “They were outside. Everyone else was inside. Safe.”
“A mental shield,” Brenden breathed, staring at the bowl.
One of the grapeberries rolled off the edge of the table and splattered wetly on the tiles beneath. Everyone stared at the bowl, transfixed.
“Are you still holding that shield over us now?” Ryan asked.
Pritti looked like she might cry. She shook her head. “It hurts too much,” she said softly.
Demyan reached and picked up her hand and drew her back to where he had been standing. He glared at everyone as he wrapped his arm across her chest in a protective movement. The gesture was as clear as a shout. He didn’t want Pritti subjected to any more questioning.
Justin stood up. “We could dig around this all night and not get anywhere. Kieren won’t talk, Deonne can’t talk, because she didn’t see anything except Switzerland in her mind. Demyan and I have been fully debriefed. I want Deonne returned to the past, where she’s safe. You have no need of her right now.” He turned to Demyan. “Would you mind jumping Deonne? I will stay with Pritti until you get back.”
Demyan’s arm loosened. “Of course,” he agreed.
Everyone in the room except for Nayara shifted and relaxed, standing up or moving toward the door. It appeared they agreed with Justin. There was nothing useful to be gained by talking this over any further.
“Just wait a moment,” Ryan said, lifting his voice above everyone’s movements.
They grew still, looking at him, but Ryan was staring at Justin.
“Deonne is going back,” Justin said evenly. “Out of harm’s way. If you have a problem with that, then you can take it up with me. After she has left.”
Ryan considered it for nearly thirty seconds. “Very well,” he said flatly.
Justin turned and held his hand out to Deonne. “C’mon, Dee. Let’s get you home.”
She let him help her to her feet, feeling a deep weariness in her bones. She was aware that everyone was watching her. Measuring her and reassessing now that Justin had openly championed her.
Deonne paused in front of Pritti. “Thank you for your help, Pritti. I didn’t know until now how much you did for us, back there. I am in your debt.”
Pritti tilted her head and looked up at Deonne. “He wants you gone,” she said softly. “He doesn’t like what you can do.”
Deonne’s chest clamped, stopping her breath. She could feel and hear her heart, thundering in her temples. “Who?” she asked breathlessly, but she already knew. Gabriel. “I can’t do anything. Not like vampires can. Or that you can. Why would he want me gone?”
“You scare him,” Pritti whispered. “What you do…he can’t control that.”
“Too many people,” Demyan added. “Is that what you mean, Pritti? Deonne controls the media, which speaks to masses. He can’t reach them all. He can’t reverse her influence.”
Pritti nodded. “He was glad you were going to die.”
Deonne drew in a shaking breath and looked at Justin. “I’m hurting him. Me.”
Justin shook his head. “Not anymore. Not for a while. You’re leaving. Right now. Demyan?”
“Coming,” Demyan assured him, picking up Pritti’s hand.
No one protested, this time.
* * * * *
Deonne found strength returning to her as she moved through the agency, back to the conference room to collect her carrysack. Justin stayed by her side, although he didn’t speak.
Once she had all her belongings, including the twenty-first century clothing she had arrived wearing, he guided her to where Demyan sat waiting in the glass-fronted foyer, with Pritti beside him, her white dress glowing in the bright noon light.
It was only midday. Deonne felt like it should be twilight at least…it had been an extraordinarily long day already.
Demyan stood up as they approached.
“Give me a moment,” Justin murmured.
Demyan nodded and turned to face the windows and the view outside. Pritti stayed seated, her gaze upon them steady and frank.
Justin tugged Deonne closer to the far corner of the room, where a thick pillar gave them partial privacy. He rested his hands on her waist, his eyes steady on her face. “There’s so much I could say.” He brushed his thumb along her cheek bone and the gentleness in his caress made her eyes sting.
“I don’t want to leave,” Deonne confessed. She dared to rest her hands on his chest. “Not alone.”
Justin shook his head. “I can’t go back in time. I won’t, even to be with you. It’s too dangerous.”
“Dangerous? They’re trying to kill me here in this century. China is…boring. Bucolic and over-zenned. How can it possibly be dangerous?”
Justin’s expression told her that he wished he hadn’t spoken.
“Why is going back in time dangerous, Justin?” she asked, keeping her tone reasonable.
He pushed a hand through his hair, ruffling it. “Nothing. Don’t worry about it. You’re safe there and I won’t rest easy until you’re back there.”
“But—”
His lips blocked her protest and Deonne sighed into his mouth as she let herself float into the kiss. In the back of her mind, she acknowledged that this kiss would have to last for the lonely weeks ahead.
Justin rested his head against hers, his eyes closed. “I’m glad you came to visit.”
She couldn’t think of anything to say in response, because all she wanted to do was cling to him and never let go. Deliberately, she stepped away from him, breaking his hold on her waist. “I wish it was more than a visit.”
He drew in a slow, deep breath. “So do I.” His lips parted, as if he were about to say more, but instead, he turned and beckoned Demyan over. “Take care of her.”
“Of course,” Demyan said, sounding offended. He glanced over his shoulder. “Would you…do you mind waiting here with Pritti? She doesn’t want to go back to the others.”
“I don’t want to go back, either.” Justin gave Pritti a smile. “We’ll just sit and wait.”
“I’ll jump back here.” Demyan stepped closer to Deonne. He was shorter than her, but only by an inch or so. “Ready?”
“Yes,” Deonne lied. She wrapped her arms around his neck and looked at Justin over his shoulder. “You’d better miss me, Kelly.”
His expression shifted, as some emotion she wasn’t able to identify fast enough crossed his face. “I already do,” he said bleakly.
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Chapter Twelve
Macapá, Brazil, 2264 A.D.: Brenden refused to allow Stelios to visit the caverns, stubbornly insisting upon maintaining the integrity of their mountain shield. “As soon as you let a human in here then let him out again, we’re exposed. I won’t allow it,” he’d growled.
So twenty-four hours later, Ryan and Nayara found themselves aboard the American circle train, crossing through the Amazon jungle toward Macapá, on the coast of Brazil. The Worlds Assembly was located in Macapá, at the base of Earth’s original beanstalk. This stalk had been built on the equator, to minimize Coriolis forces. Ninety years later, when more was understood about beanstalk technology, the Sydney stalk had been built to service the commercial traffic to and from Earth. The old Macapá stalk was reserved purely for diplomats and government business.
Macapá had grown into a sprawling western city. Where once it had survived by mining local resources and faced extinction when all mining had been banned around the globe, now it thrived on the business of government and all the supporting industry that surrounded it. The Brazilians, already polyglot users of English, Spanish and Portuguese, found themselves useful greasers of wheels and spinners of deals.
The great circle train ran daily from western Canada, down along the spine of the Rockies into Mexico, and through Central America before swinging east and following the Amazon’s trail to the city. It took twelve hours to make the journey south and the other twelve hours to return to Jasper, with only six stops at major cities along the way.
But they reached Macapá just on nightfall and were spared the belting heat of the day when they emerged from the massive station. The station was located on the south side of the Amazon mouth, right across the water from the Worlds Assembly building, which was lit up and glowing golden in the early evening. Behind it, the base of the beanstalk rose up into the inky black night.
“The Assembly is still in session,” Ryan said. “We’ll go straight there.”
Nayara looked around, a smile on her face. “It’s fabulous!” she exclaimed loudly. “Look at all the lights!” She caught his eye and gave a tiny shake of her head.
Satisfied they were not being followed, he headed for the water taxi dock across the road, shrugging off his coat.
The water taxi was a pitted, ancient steel-hulled craft, but the hemi-fusion motor pushed it across the muddy headwaters at a satisfying speed. The driver wasn’t curious or chatty and left them alone at the transom.
A tram took them from the river’s edge and deposited them at the foot of the imposing Assembly building. Ryan stretched, a hand at the small of his back. “Days like this give me a fresh appreciation for the benefits of jumping.”
“It’s not over yet.” Nayara tugged at her own human street clothes and quickly coiled her hair into a neat, business-like chignon. “Let’s tackle the gatekeepers.”
* * * * *
Assembly sessions could run for longer than twenty-four hours at a stretch. Many of the Assembly members came from the off-worlds and preferred to conclude business in a few marathon sittings, especially those members from the two worlds with lighter gravity than Earth’s.
So Nayara and Ryan found themselves kicking their heels in Cáel’s outer office, while his puzzled assistant delivered a note by hand to Cáel, at his place in the main chamber. Nayara convinced the assistant not to use an electronic device to alert Cáel, while giving away nothing of their true identities.
The assistant returned barely twenty minutes later. “He will be with you shortly,” the assistant said. “The Assemblyman has to vote, first.”
It was nearly an hour later when the door to the office suit swung open. Cáel strode through, his head down, reading a board with tunnel-vision focus. He wore formal robes that were the epitome of style, but his chin was dark with growth and his eyes red.
“Assemblyman,” Ryan said, his voice and expression both those of a stranger.
Cáel looked up, frowning. Then he nodded with cool politeness. He glanced at his assistant. “Remember their faces. These people are to have direct access to me, whenever they request it.”
The assistant lifted a brow. “I will remember,” he said with dignity. He nodded towards Ryan and Nayara, walked to another door and shut it behind him.
Cáel beckoned with his fingers for them to follow him. He led them through tall double doors and shut the massive doors behind them.
The room they had stepped into was airy, with long, slender windows that looked out upon the hills and jungle that hugged the edges of the city. The windows were polarized, but they were set to clear right now, giving an unobstructed and unfiltered view.
There was a large automated desk to one side of the big room, strategically placed to take advantage of the view, yet still be able to see the doors. Cáel dropped the board on the desktop, where other boards were stacked, and turned to face them. “This room is sound-proof, bug-proofed and was swept just this morning.”
“Can you trust your assistant?” Ryan asked.
“He’s bonded and certified. He’s also my great nephew.” Cáel gave a tight smile. “You are both here,” he said flatly.
“With reason,” Ryan replied.
“It had better be a stupendous reason,” Cáel said, anger tinging his voice. “Of all the idiotic stunts…how did you two get to be a thousand years old? If Gabriel learned that we were all standing in this room together—”
“We made sure we weren’t followed,” Nayara told him, “and as you can see, we’re passing as human for this trip. No one took any notice of us.”
“Who is minding the agency while you’re both here?” Cáel demanded. “Who is protecting them?”
Nayara moved close to him and touched his lips. “We missed you, too, Cáel.”
“Damn it to hell,” Cáel muttered and pulled her against him. He thrust his hand into her hair and kissed her. Nayara clung to him, making no move to halt the kiss or his hand as it smoothed its way up the length of her torso.
Cáel finally lifted his mouth from hers to look at Ryan. “Come here,” he said, his voice hoarse, and held out his arm.
Ryan made his way across the floor to where they stood close by the desk. He wasn’t using the cane, and his progress was uneven and shuffling.
Cáel’s hand lowered slowly as he watched Ryan’s limping gait. When Ryan reached them, Cáel swallowed. “I’ll kill Gabriel myself, for this,” he said roughly.
Ryan touched Cáel’s cheek. “Join the queue.”
Cáel pulled Ryan to him with one hand and kissed him. It was a thorough kiss—as thorough as it could be when he still had one arm around Nayara’s waist.
Nayara reached for the fastenings on Cáel’s robes and slipped them undone.
Cáel pulled his mouth away from Ryan’s, to look down at his chest as Nayara pushed the robes aside. Her fingers rested against the Tree of Life medallion lying against his flesh.
“You said the room was sound-proof, didn’t you?” Nayara asked Cáel.
“I did,” Cáel agreed.
Ryan pulled the robe from Cáel’s shoulders then reached for his trousers. “And bug-proof,” he added.
“I thought the matter that brought you here was urgent?” Cáel asked as the pair of them swiftly undressed him. His cock jutted proudly, stiff and red with anticipation.
Ryan drew him toward the couches by the window and Nayara followed, removing her clothing as she walked.
“We’ll speak of it once I can think straight,” Ryan said and lowered him to the couch.
* * * * *
Chronologic Touring Inc. – Sydney Office—2264 A.D.: When he returned to the Sydney agency, Justin broke with over two decades of habit by not stopping to speak to anyone on the way to his office. He also shut the door, closing out everyone including Rosalinda, who had followed him through the building from the reception area. He glimpsed her surprise and concern as he closed the door on her, but he just didn’t have the energy to spare to make her feel better.
He lowered himself into the chair behind the pristine desk and rested his head in his hands. He felt like shit, which didn’t make sense. He shouldn’t be feeling anything at all.
Briefly, he wondered if the psi trick they’d pulled on him and Demyan had left a residue that was screwing with his physiology. But he also knew he was reaching for an excuse to avoid acknowledging the truth.
The door opened without an announcement, forcing him to look up to see who it was.
Rosalinda stepped in and shut the door behind her. “Is there something I can do?” she asked softly. “I don’t know what’s wrong, but if there’s anything….”
Justin lifted his head to look at her. He forced back the irritation that rose at her question. “Probably not,” he said evenly. “This one is all on me.”
Rosa lifted a carrysack she was holding. “I have something for you.” She opened the sack and reached inside. “I did some backtracking and some fast talking…” She pulled out the blue shawl and laid it on the desk in front of him. “I thought you might like it back.”
Justin gently rested his hand on the silky soft, cozy fabric, feeling the smoothness under his fingers. Warm and smooth and silky…it wasn’t just the color of her eyes. It felt like her, too.
He scrunched the shawl up under his fingers and looked up at Rosa. “Thank you.” He cleared his throat and tried again. “I do like having it back. A lot.”
But he felt even worse now.
Rosalinda smiled happily. “Good. Oh! And something came for you while you were in Sweden.” She dipped into the carrysack one more time and withdrew an envelope that she placed on the desk beside the shawl. “I’ve heard of delayed letters, but I’ve never had to handle one before. Is that real paper?”
Justin looked down at the browned, stained and crumpled envelope. “I’ve never seen one before, either,” he said. “It was paper once. When it started out. The agency’s archivists irradiate these things with plastic and polymer steel. It makes them almost indestructible. That’s how they get them to last until they deliver them.”
He turned the envelope around to read the address.
Justin Kelly, Travel Consultant, Sydney branch, Chronologic Tours, May 17, 2367 A.D.
It was Deonne’s handwriting.
Justin felt his heart lurch against his chest. He pushed the heel of his hand against his breastbone to ease the ache and looked at Rosa. “Give me a minute, huh?”
She smiled and left, closing the office door behind her with a soft click.
Justin took a deep breath and picked up the letter.
The irradiation process made the seal on the envelope permanent. No human could open the envelope without tools and assistance, but Justin tackled one corner and tore the material apart, using brute strength. He couldn’t harm the document inside without directly mangling it.
The letter – if it was a letter – fell onto the desktop with a soft thud, still neatly bi-folded.
He opened it and found he had to force it to stay open by holding the top and the bottom of the page apart. The folds had been made permanent along with the paper.
The sheet was only slightly tinged with age, for it would have been protected by the envelope. It looked like an ancient type of paper – rough on the edges and thick, thicker than the paper Justin had seen and handled on his two jumps into the past, when he had been training.
He started to read.
“My dearest Justin:
This is one of the hardest letters I’ve ever had to write. You should know that I love you, more than I realized even myself before all this happened.
I have met someone else. His name is Adán. Adán Xavier Santiago. He is a vampire, but not part of the agency. He has been wandering through time and we just…meshed. I don’t know how to explain it any better than that, Justin. He wants to be with me and he is willing to turn me, when I’m ready.
I love you and I am so sorry. There are no other words I can think of to ease this for you, but if there were, I would use them all.
Be happy.
Love,
Deonne.”
 



Chapter Thirteen
Macapá, Brazil, 2264 A.D.: Cáel stretched mightily, his tendons and joints straining and popping, then let his body relax back against the couch cushions. He was naked and sitting on the rug next to the couch, with one knee cocked, the foot pushing against the low, square table that served the couches.
“I’m not tired anymore,” he remarked.
Nia lay on her side on the table in front of him. She wore boots and nothing else and her hair flowed onto the tabletop like a molten river. She gave a lazy smile. “You should be asleep, after that.”
Ryan lay on his back on the couch. He was the only one that wore any clothing, but his garments were all unfastened and lying open, and his trousers were halfway down his thighs. The effect of nakedness was even more compelling because of it.
Ryan lifted his hand from the rug where it hung and rested it on Cáel’s shoulder. “You’re a machine. I don’t know how you keep up the pace, as a human.”
Cáel shrugged. “I’m highly motivated.” He wrapped his hands around his knee. “So tell me what brought you here. I’m worried.”
Ryan and Nia sat up. Nia reached for her shirt and slipped it on, but didn’t fasten it. Ryan swiveled so he was sitting on the couch properly, his feet on the floor, and hitched his pants up around his hips.
“Did you hear about the Warden, Kieren? Did he contact you? He said he would,” Ryan asked.
Cáel nodded. “I got two messages from him. Both of them made no sense at all. He said he was leaving the assignment and returning to barracks, that he’d find someone else. What happened?”
Nia described the events surrounding Deonne Rinaldi’s sojourn in Sweden and Keiren’s denial.
“He’s a psi?” Cáel asked.
“No,” Ryan said flatly. “He’s too old and he’s the most human human I’ve ever met, for all that he shares some of your machine qualities when it comes to his work. It’s his relentlessness to see his job through that tells me he’s not psi. None of them have that sort of focus and dedication.”
“Then what is he?” Cáel asked. “From what you describe, he used telekinesis to push Rinaldi out of the way of the train. That’s a psi talent.”
“Is it?” Nia asked, her voice mellow. “Psi were genetically modified to enhance human skills and abilities. No one who worked on the psi-file project ever claimed they had added extra talent.”
“A human talent?” Cáel said. “Humans have been able to do what psi do all along?”
“Not all humans,” Ryan qualified. “Nia and I talked this to death on the way down here and our best guess is that only a tiny portion of the human gene pool possesses psi talents. They would have been the stock that the psi-file project tapped into in the first place.”
“Natural psi?” Cáel ventured.
“Yes. That’s a good name for them,” Nia replied. She gave a grim smile. “We believe there are natural psi passing amongst humans, just as vampires once did. We think there may be many of them.”
Cáel frowned, sorting through the implications. “What makes you believe that?” he asked. “Something else you’ve not told me?”
“The something else is what got us on the train,” Ryan answered. “That, and one other thing.” He sat forward earnestly. “Brenden’s people went back to Sweden to clean up after the event. Basically, they ensure that the story doesn’t spread. I don’t ask too carefully how they do it, but I imagine coaxing, bribery, coercion and some memory wiping is involved in the worst of the cases. But when they went back to the station and the apartment to take care of it, no one knew what they were talking about. Every human in the vicinity was clueless, including the apartment building security guard, who had spent the night with Kieren and his second. He swore the agency’s apartment had been empty for two weeks.”
“Someone got to them first,” Cáel concluded. He looked at Nia. “Natural psi?”
“It wasn’t Gabriel’s people. Pritti has been monitoring the area and would have alerted us if any of them tried to move through her shield.”
Cáel felt his brows lifting in surprise. “The natural psi can go undetected, while Pritti can sense psi filers? That’s…disconcerting. If they’re out there, it’s no wonder they’ve never been outed. They cover up their tracks better than you do.” He tapped his thumb against his knee. “Are you going to try and recruit them as allies?”
“We have to find them, first. If they even exist. This is all speculation so far,” Ryan replied.
“But it’s a sound theory,” Cáel replied. He tilted his head and studied Ryan. “What was the one other thing that got you on the train?”
Ryan sighed. “Gabriel has a new weapon, although we’re assuming that any psi with telekinetic powers can use it. It can kill humans and seriously disable vampires. I suspect it will kill psi-filers, too. They’re just as vulnerable to emotions. More so than humans.”
Cáel frowned. “You’ll have to spell it out for me,” he said. “After thirty hours on my feet, my brain is a bit foggy.”
Nayara leaned forward. “You saw it, Cáel. You said you saw Gabriel shoot at Ryan, just before the station blew.”
“I was running from the back end of the station. I heard…” He glanced at Nia. “I thought I heard you calling. I ran into the arrival lounge where Ryan and you were and got there just in time to see Gabriel fire.” He frowned. “You mean that is the new weapon? It was just a rifle.”
“It wasn’t a rifle at all,” Ryan said. In a few quick sentences, he explained what the dummy gun did and how the weapon killed. “The psi-filers have learned how to kill with their minds,” he concluded.
Cáel was silent for a long moment. “....sweet harmony,” he murmured at last. He got up and poured himself a drink from the decanters sitting on the sideboard under the window and brought it back to the couch. He sank down next to Ryan with a heavy sigh. “This changes things,” he said mildly.
“Yes,” Nayara agreed.
He licked his lips. “I can’t bring you into the Assembly. It’s a closed session. But they must be told. So you must tell me everything you know.”
* * * * *
The Agency Home Base – 2264 A.D.: Brenden looked up from his monitors as Justin dragged one of the picnic benches closer to the table that Brenden was using as a desk. The security area was deserted. Coldness pressed down from the rocky roof above, filling the cavern with sharp air that bit as Justin drew it into his lungs. No wonder everyone had found something else to do, somewhere else.
It didn’t seem to bother Brenden, though. “What the fuck happened to you?” Brenden said sharply. “You look like a traffic accident rolled you over.”
Justin laid the letter on the desk in front of Brenden. “Read it,” he said.
Brenden’s gaze sharpened as he studied Justin. Then he picked up the letter between his big thumb and forefinger, and turned it over. “This is a delayed letter,” he said.
“Just read it.”
Brenden unfolded the sheet and held it open. He scanned the contents quickly. “Christ on a pony,” he muttered and let the letter snap shut once more. He looked at Justin. “No,” he said flatly.
“‘No’, what?” Justin returned.
“You’re going to ask me for the time marker to get back to where she’s hiding. You want to go back to China and try and talk her out of this. I’m saying no, I won’t give you the marker.”
Justin put his hand on the desk. “Then bring her back here,” he said.
“Are you crazy?” Brenden shook his head. “Of course you’re loonie. You’re Australian.” He spread his arm out, pointing eastward. “Have you already forgotten what happened in Sweden? They came after her. Not you or Demyan. They went after the human, the one that is scaring the crap out of Gabriel because she has more influence than him amongst humans. I’m not bringing her back here unless Ryan insists, and he’s going to have break my bloody arm to make me do it.”
Justin clenched his hand, making a tight fist. “I have to talk to her,” he insisted. The need to speak to her, to ask why, was a tightly contained mass sitting in his chest, driving nearly all his thoughts.
Brenden sat back in his chair. “It’s a tough gig. Being dumped by anyone, anytime, sucks like hell. I feel for you. I do. She is a great lady, as far as I know her.”
Justin clenched his other fist. “Don’t.”
Brendan shook his head. “I’m not going to compromise their security in China just because you broke up with your girlfriend.”
Justin shot to his feet. “Don’t you even care who this Santiago jerk is? He’s not with the agency. He’s a free agent. Aren’t you concerned about what the twenty-third century people might be revealing to him?”
“It’s a concern, yes. But they’ve all been trained and Mariana has got them rounded up and isolated very nicely.”
“He’s from the twenty-first century!” Justin protested. “He’s worming his way amongst them. Making friends. They could be inadvertently setting up all sorts of time ripples.”
Brenden crossed his arms. “We would have noticed them by now if he did. I know more about ripples and waves and fucking with history than you ever bothered to learn during basics. Using time preservation as an argument to change my mind makes you look desperate and stupid.”
“I am fucking desperate!” Justin shot back, his voice rising.
Brenden looked at him steadily. “Uh-huh,” he agreed, his voice flat. “I rest my case.”
Justin hissed in a breath and turned away, mentally reaching for something – anything – that might convince the giant Spartan. His gaze fell once more on the picnic tables and benches dotted about the cavern, holding up a wildly eclectic collection of computers, servers, and peripheral equipment that had been scrounged, recycled or flat out stolen – all the tools Security needed to do their jobs.
He turned back to Brenden, an idea forming. “Can I use one of the terminals?” he asked, fighting to make himself sound sane and in control.
Brenden considered him for a long moment. “Sure,” he said at last. “You and a computer is a non-lethal combination. Just stay out of my way.”
* * * * *
Universal Warden Headquarters, San Francisco, 2264 A.D.: Kieren nodded to acknowledge the glances and open stares that greeted him as he walked across the compound toward the barracks. He gripped the straps of his duffel bag even tighter, fighting off the concern building inside.
Normally, returning to San Francisco was a mild relief. Returning to base signaled that his tour was over and usually meant the work had been successful. Once he was inside the closed borders of the city, a distinct relaxing sensation permeated his muscles and mind. When he was in San Francisco, he stopped thinking and just drifted.
For that reason he had never taken an assignment inside the city. He knew he would not be at his best, working in the city he had called home for the last nineteen years.
He couldn’t fully relax this time. He realized that he was bracing himself for his debriefing with Douglas. His report that he had filed before leaving Sweden had been detailed and truthful. It was the only way he knew how to deal with the Warden hierarchy. Truth had served him well for the nearly two decades he had been with the group. Truth provided him with the support and back-up he needed in times of crisis, so he had withheld nothing from the report.
Was he imagining the frostiness in the glances being sent his way? Was he looking for something that wasn’t there?
Kieren turned his mind back to the last time he had arrived home and ran it through his mind.
There had been no stares at all, that time. He had crossed the compound almost exactly the way he was now and barely anyone had looked up from the work at hand, or their own trajectory across the quadrangle.
Now, they were looking. Noticing him.
He gripped the duffel bag harder, to maintain calm and let himself think. He didn’t allow his stride to falter or his direction to change. He gave away no clue that he had been alerted by the unusual vigilance.
He stepped into the main building and let the doors close behind him. He didn’t allow himself to hesitate, because normally he wouldn’t. He turned and headed for the old-fashioned staircase that gave access to the next floor. Douglas kept his office there and he would be waiting for Kieren to report in.
As he walked, he pondered the mystery. The only reason any of the Wardens would have taken notice of his arrival was because they had heard what had happened in Sweden. The information would mark him as different. As being not one of them.
But all possible sources that knew what happened there were agency vampires or their employees. Everyone else had mysteriously forgotten what had happened. The Agency was still looking into it and they would have no reason to contact the Wardens about it.
So if no one had passed the information on, the only possible remaining source was his commanding officer, Douglas, to whom Kieren had sent his full report.
Kieren let himself pause with his hand on the controls for Douglas’ office door. Had Douglas broken one of the cardinal Warden rules and told others what was in his report? Had he shared it?
Kieren opened the door and stepped inside.
Douglas sat behind his souped-up, overly-automated desk, staring at an embedded screen. He looked up. Either the grey hair or his youthful face was lying, but Kieren had never determined which.
Douglas’ eyes narrowed.
“Good day,” Kieren offered, moving toward the desk.
“Is it?” Douglas growled.
* * * * *
The Agency Home Base – 2264 A.D.: The return trip to the Agency’s home base was simplicity itself. Nayara and Ryan jumped together, arriving in the roped-off landing area at the time-marker Brenden had given them when they had left the Rockies twenty-four hours before. Brenden stood just on the other side of the rope, his arms crossed over his big chest. “About time,” he growled.
“It is, indeed,” Nayara said coolly, stepping over the rope. She looked over her shoulder at Ryan. “I need to get updates....”
“Go,” he told her.
She looked up at Brenden. “Brief me as we walk. What has happened while we were gone? Did we get any travelers back?”
The pair of them walked swiftly toward the fissure that led to the bigger chamber, talking.
Ryan stepped over the rope and walked swiftly through the irregular fissures and tunnels to the tiny pocket that Rob had assigned as Ryan’s personal space. Rob had shown a knack for arranging supplies and organizing people, and was swiftly becoming the default quartermaster. But space was limited and like everyone else, Ryan had no work space. He was expected to rub jowls with everyone in the main cavern, or find a corner in the landing cave, if Brenden could spare it.
Ryan ducked under the dusty canvas that provided some privacy and came face to face with himself.
The older version held out his hand. “I brought you a gift.” Sitting on his palm was Ryan’s Chinese puzzle box, which had for decades sat on his desk. Ryan thought back to the last time he had noticed it. “You took it, that night you first came back to warn me.”
“Yes.” The older Ryan stood up, and pushed the box into Ryan’s hand. “Although the warning changed nothing.”
“Was it intended to?” Ryan asked curiously. “Is this my way of ending a time wave of some sort?”
“You know I can’t tell you that.”
“You seem to be free enough with other information,” Ryan growled, throwing his coat on the bedroll.
His older self grinned. “You’re thinking of Nayara.”
“You know I am.”
He cocked his head, studying Ryan. “You’re feeling the hangover from Gabriel’s little toy. Roiling emotions, melodramatic spikes in your physiology. I remember, now.”
“You’re here for a reason. Something about Gabriel, I’m sure. Tell me, and get lost,” Ryan growled.
His older self shook his head. “This has nothing to do with Gabriel, although he’s going to be making your life a merry hell in a little while.”
“Worse than what he has already? Thanks for the warning,” Ryan said dryly.
“Much worse,” the other said softly. Gravely.
Ryan stared at him, trying to formulate an answer. His older self grinned. “Heart just jump?” he asked.
“Why are you here?” Ryan said flatly.
“It’s about Nayara.” He cocked his head again. “Ah, your heart just leapt again.”
“I didn’t realize I could be so cruel,” Ryan ground out.
“It’s not cruelty. You’ll understand when you’re me.” Older Ryan settled himself on the edge of the desk. “I have another warning for you. I hope this time you’ll listen.”
* * * * *
Liping Village, East Yunnan Province, China, 2054 A.D.: There was no one in the front room of the office when Deonne arrived, although she could hear small sounds emerging from behind the closed door that led into the inner rooms of the old farmhouse. Curious because she had never seen beyond the front room before, Deonne strode over to the narrow door and thrust down on the mechanical handle to open it.
She stepped inside and looked around. The room had square, whitewashed walls and a tiny window with simple lead lights, that punched through the thick wall and provided a deep sill, where two Chinese dragons in jade were being used as book-ends to prop up nearly a dozen reading boards on their ends.
There was a slim and high bed in the far corner and an old fashioned wardrobe closet in some dark grained wood that looked real. The closet was open, showing it was empty.
The clothes that had once been stored in there were all on the bed, neatly folded.
Mariana had been rolling and stuffing garments into a big carrysack, but now she stood with a dirty green-colored something coiled in her fist, a small frown puckering the flesh between her eyes. “You’re back,” she said, and turned back to her packing.
“You’re leaving?”
Mariana stuffed the green thing into the depths of the carrysack with a little more force than was necessary. “I’m going to Rome. Twenty-third century Rome.”
“What’s in Rome?”
“The new headquarters for the Chronometric Agency.”
“But they’re—” and Deonne shut her jaw with a snap.
Mariana rolled her eyes. “I know there’s a secret base in Canada. But only vampires can go there. The Agency wants a public face, one the media and nets can focus on. One that humans can access, too. “
“And you’re going to work there?”
“Nayara wants me to keep helping her.” Mariana shrugged. “She just wants me to do it in Rome, not here.”
Deonne crossed her arms, pushing back the voluminous sleeves. “You’re going to be her assistant,” she concluded.
Mariana looked genuinely shocked. “I can’t be her assistant. I’m too—”
“Old, human or stupid?” Deonne guessed. “Or all three, perhaps?”
A faint blush touched Mariana’s cheeks. “I’m not the sort of person who does jobs like that. Personal assistant to the CEO of the agency?” She shook her head. “I’m just going to help out like Nayara asked me to, that’s all.”
“Don’t think of her as the CEO,” Deonne advised. “Think of her as Nia, the red-headed woman who works for the agency and has no personal life to speak of. It’ll help keep your panic down if you make her as human as possible.”
Mariana paused from closing the sack. “That’s what you do? Make everyone smaller in your mind?”
“I did once, when I first started in the business. Then I got used to the high-powered titles and people and I didn’t need to anymore.”
Mariana pursed her lips. “It doesn’t seem right to belittle anyone, not even in your mind.”
“I didn’t say belittle her. I said think of her as human.” Deonne frowned. “Or do you think being human is to be diminished?”
Mariana concentrated on closing her sack. “Besides, Nayara has a personal life.” She was changing subjects.
Deonne frowned, then relented and let the matter drop. “What sort of personal life does Nia have? She’s always in her office when she isn’t parading around in front of the cameras wearing the latest in vampire fashions.”
Mariana shook her head. “Never mind.” She was clamming up.
“No, really,” Deonne pressed. “The woman eats, lives and breathes the Agency. She doesn’t do anything else.”
“Because they aren’t ever there,” Mariana replied. Then she grimaced.
Deonne shut the door behind her and moved slowly over to where Mariana stood by the bed, skirting the low, comfortable chair that was the only other furniture in the room. “Who isn’t there?” she pressed. “You said ‘they’. She has more than one…what, Mariana? Lover? Cousin? Family?”
Mariana sat on the edge of the bed. “I’m not supposed to talk about it.”
“I have a confidentiality clause in my contract. I can’t speak to anyone about the Agency without written permission. So tell me about Nia’s private life.”
“Why?” Mariana asked reasonably. “What’s so important about you knowing?”
“I don’t know when an odd fact will come in useful. I just collect information when I can. I’m supposed to portray these people as good guys for the rest of the world. If there’s a big chunk of Nia’s life missing from my perception of her, it could screw with my job. Private life secrets have a habit of turning messy when you least expect it.”
Mariana threaded her fingers together, making a big double fist. “I think that danger has past now.”
Deonne felt her jaw drop. “What did I miss?” she demanded. “Something big?”
Mariana cleared her throat. “It … could have been. She and Ryan—”
“Is that all?” Deonne sighed. “I could have predicted they’d get back together. That’s hardly the stuff of legendary secrets.”
“And Assemblyman Stelios,” Mariana added.
Deonne sank onto the chair behind her, her mind racing. “Cáel Stelios is their lover? Who knows?” She gripped her knees tightly. “My god, the political fallout alone, if this gets out! Who else knows about them?”
“I’m pretty sure Brenden does, because he spent all that time with them last year, while the book was being written. I think some of the other vampires at the agency probably suspect. Assemblyman Stelios was such a frequent visitor and Nayara was so very happy just before the station was destroyed. I’m sure I’m not the only one who noticed.”
“In-house I can control. The vampires don’t matter.” Deonne leaned forward, curling her hands into fists as adrenaline surged. “Who outside the agency might guess?”
“No one,” Mariana said. “The Assemblyman is in Malacá for the current session of the Assembly and he’s been there since the station blew up.”
“Of course. They called an early, emergency session after Gabriel’s raid.” Deonne relaxed slightly. “I will need to speak to at least one of them when I next get the chance, but for now it sounds like they’re keeping it very sub-rosa.”
Mariana picked up another folded item. “I said no one was supposed to talk about it.”
“But you know and you’re human, and now I know. Even a weak mind reader could grab that knowledge from us whenever we ventured into their range.”
“There are no mind readers in this century,” Mariana pointed out.
“You’re going back home. There are mind readers there, and they are all enemies of the Agency.” Deonne gave her a small smile. “Not that I want to scare you, but you are aware of what happened to me in Sweden when I went back the other day?”
Mariana pressed her lips together. “Yes,” she said, her voice soft.
Deonne got to her feet. “If I were you, I’d stick very close to the Agency when I got back. And make friends with Pritti. She is like an umbrella in the rain.”
Mariana frowned. “The psi girl?” Then she turned silently back to her packing, concentrating on it.
“Or don’t,” Deonne told her. “It’s your life.” She headed for the door. “I stopped by to say thank you for getting rid of my fiddle-playing next door neighbor.”
“I did?”
“The apartment is empty and locked up tight.” Deonne shrugged. “Your polite diplomacy apparently worked.”
Mariana smiled, and this time the smile held wisdom, experience and cynicism. “I think the Agency’s money worked, not my diplomacy.”
Deonne laughed. “You were still the one to wield the credits. Congratulations, I think you’re getting the hang of it.” She opened the door.
“The hang of what?”
“Thriving.”
 



Chapter Fourteen
Universal Warden Headquarters, San Francisco, 2264 A.D.: There was no warning. The perimeter alarms didn’t sound. There were no raised voices and no shots fired. The first hint Kieren got that trouble was heading his way was when the door of the wardroom opened and strangers walked in.
The Wardens in the room all reacted with the lightning fast speed that had been trained into them. Although no one was permitted to carry arms on the base, there was a locker with emergency weapons in one corner. Two wardens leapt for the cabinet, while everyone else moved to intercept the new comers.
There were only three of them, but over their shoulder Kieren could see bodies of Wardens spread across the long barracks room, some lying very still in their beds and others crumpled to the floor.
The three strangers were civilians. They wore street clothes. One was a woman, and the two men were slight, one of them elderly. They would normally be considered a non-threat, except for the bodies behind them and that they had breached the base security without raising a single whisper of concern.
“No, don’t!” Kieren called out in warning as his colleagues all advanced toward the trio.
The three invaders stood with their hands at their sides. They didn’t flinch or move as the wardens closed in. But the wardens got no closer than a few feet. The nearest looked like he was tossed, high and hard, to slam into the wall of armored lockers. He slid to the ground as two more were thrown clear of the group around the threesome.
Each of the three turned their heads to focus on one warden at a time and that warden was shoved, thrown, or folded into a tired heap on the floor.
The last wardens standing were Kieren and the two who had headed for the weapons locker. They were still opening the door, which proved how little time had passed since the door blew inwards.
The threesome turned their heads to look at the pair, who had the door open now and were reaching inside for weapons.
The wardens were flung like confetti through the air to slam against two different walls. They stayed very still once they fell to the floor, leaving Kieren standing alone at the table where he had been sitting.
He looked at the three people. “Why not simply make me forget? Or force me to leave the barracks and deal with me outside? You have that power. I saw what you did in Sweden.”
“We don’t attack our own,” the woman said. Her voice was rough, as if she didn’t use it very often. “The humans we have dealt with here will recover. We needed to clear your way for you.”
“Me?” Kieren asked.
“You are one of us,” the older man said. He had an accent that Kieren couldn’t place. From somewhere in Asia, he thought, although the man was Caucasian.
“I’m not one of you,” Kieren told them. “I’m not anything.”
The woman glanced at the old man, then lifted her hand, palm up, toward Kieren.
Images poured into his mind. It felt like he was recalling a memory, except that the images were strange to him. They rolled on, revealing a series of stop motion images that told a story over and over again of people who had discovered their unique powers under extraordinary, highly emotional circumstances. A young boy who evaporated all the water in his hated bath, just by looking at it. The high school sweetheart, who gave her boyfriend an embolism when she caught him with another girl. The woman whose children had grown and left home, who collapsed her entire house when she was given the news of her husband’s death. And the woman who was sharing these stories with Kieren, the day she learned from her father’s thoughts that he was going to kill her when he slid into her bed like he did most nights.
They were all heartbreaking stories. Kieren crossed his arms again. “So?” he asked.
You were the same, the woman told him without moving her lips.
“You’ve got the wrong guy,” Kieren assured her. “Wardens are trained to be unemotional. Hysterics are inefficient.”
Denial does not remove the truth.
“Now we are aware of you, we have made arrangements,” the older man said, using his voice to speak.
“This was an arrangement?” Kieren asked, spreading his hands to encompass the still, crooked figures of the Wardens.
“It was necessary to release you,” the man replied. “They are not permanently damaged. By clearing your path, we have allowed you to leave without complications.”
Kieren tamped down his surprise and dismay. “Leave?” he repeated, although in his gut, he already knew what they meant. He just couldn’t encompass the idea that they really intended to do this, that it wasn’t all a game.
“To join us,” the woman replied.
The older man gave her a sad glance. “He cannot join us. He is already one of us.” He looked back at Kieren. “You must take up your rightful role. We can arrange things here so that they will never know we were here.”
“Who is us?” Kieren demanded.
“You know who we are,” the man said. “We are like you.”
“Do you have a name?”
The three of them looked at each other, and Kieren had the strongest hunch that they were talking. Silently.
He shivered.
“We do not have a name,” the woman said, her strange voice blurring some of her consonants. If she did most of her talking in her head, it would explain why she couldn’t speak properly using her mouth. “We have always just been.”
“I’m supposed to refer to you as ‘you’? Or should I just call you the scary fuckers?” It was crude, but Kieren needed to see some emotion in their faces. Anything at all, including irritation at his rudeness, would be better than the blank stares he was getting from them. It was unnerving. So was their confidence. They were complacent about the fact that they had just brought an entire barracks filled with Wardens under their complete control. Kieren was used to being the one with the upper hand. Two Wardens per situation was considered overkill, but multiple Wardens reassured their clients.
Again, the trio looked at each other. Communing.
The woman turned her head toward Kieren once more. “Some call us the Jabbar. We do not.”
Kieren recognized the name. It was the Arabic word for powerful.
“I’m not going with you,” he said, keeping his tone even and devoid of anger. He didn’t want these people pissed at him.
“You have a rightful place among us,” the old guy said. “You cannot refuse it.”
“I’m not refusing it,” Kieren told him. “I’m just choosing not to step into it.”
“But…you have no choice,” the man told him.
“The fuck, I don’t,” Kieren growled. “Watch me.”
The younger man, who until now had not spoken a word, straightened and lifted his hand in an imperious “halt” gesture. He faced Kieren squarely. “We will not force you. We do not need to. We will leave you to try and live your human life, until you are ready for the protection and family you will need.”
Kieren snorted. “Won’t happen.”
The man smiled gently. “We will leave you now. You will know how to reach us when the time comes.”
The three of them stepped over the still bodies of Wardens, heading for the door, which was only just hanging from its mounts – it had been warped and ripped nearly completely from the frame. None of them looked back at Kieren and neither did they look down at the Wardens they had bested. It was as if the Wardens weren’t there.
Kieren let out his breath as they progressed down the long barracks room to the door at the other end. His exhalation was gusty. He realized that he was trembling with adrenal overload, something that hadn’t happened to him since he had finished his training.
Behind him, one of the Wardens groaned in pain and shifted on the floor.
They were waking up to a new world, Kieren realized. A world where they could be beaten as easily as a two year old child.
He considered Douglas’ emphatic demand that he speak to no one about what had happened in Sweden. That cat was out of the bag now.
Kieren turned and helped the struggling Warden, Michael, into a sitting position.
“What the fuck happened?” Michael demanded as others began to stir around them. He looked around the room, his gaze touching on the wrenched door, the downed Wardens that could be seen through the doorway and the weapons locker that stood open, with a compact laser rifle on the floor in front of it.
“They’ve left now,” Kieren told him. “The threat has been lifted.”
“What threat?” Michael replied.
“The people that just ripped their way in here,” Kieren told him. “You need to pull your thoughts together faster than this.”
Michael looked up at him with a scowl. “I’m oriented,” he snapped. “And I do not remember any people. I remember you just standing there, flat on your feet doing nothing while we were attacked…” He looked around, the frown deepening. “But I don’t remember what attacked us.”
He got to his feet and backed away from Kieren. “How come you’re the only one standing? Why didn’t you get dropped like everyone else?”
I can explain. The words were on the very cusp of tumbling from his mouth, but Kieren gritted his jaw. He couldn’t explain. They wouldn’t believe him and Douglas had said to stay silent.
“It’s classified,” Kieren said instead.
“Classified?” Michael repeated in disbelief. “Something infiltrates right into the heart of the base, you’re the only one left standing and it’s classified?”
Others were on their feet now and by coincidence or intent, they ranged raggedly behind Michael, looking at Kieren with stony expressions.
No, they didn’t like the taste of defeat at all.
Kieren heard the sound of the laser rifle being cocked, which tightened his gut and made him reach for his missing firearm.
“Who the fuck are you?” Michael demanded.
* * * * *
The Agency Home Base – 2264 A.D.: “Jesus Christ and Mother Mary,” Justin intoned as he scrolled back to the top of the chapter.
“What’s bothering you now?” Brenden asked sharply, from right behind Justin’s shoulder. He had sneaked up on him while he was concentrating on reading. Justin had been too immersed in the story to notice.
Justin pointed to the title and sub-title of the entry.
Terrorism in Yunnan Province, China, Twenty-first Century – The Liping Incident
“That’s where she is, isn’t it?” Justin demanded. “Liping village, in East Yunnan.”
“Your girlfriend talks too much,” Brenden growled.
“It says the village was hit by a hot blanket bomb. It was razed in twenty seconds.”
“Shut up, I’m reading,” Brenden replied.
“It has profiles of everyone that lived at the village, but it doesn’t give a list of victim names. She was there, Brenden. This article was cross-referenced with Adán Santiago, which means he was involved.”
Brenden placed a heavy hand on Justin’s shoulder and squeezed and Justin knew it wasn’t meant for sympathy. Brenden was gazing at the screen, absorbing it. The hand on his shoulder was Brenden’s way of insisting he stay silent.
Justin moved off the chair and out from under Brenden’s grip. He couldn’t just sit there. He stepped away from the table and waited for Brenden to finish.
“You going to stop pacing any time soon?” Brenden asked.
Justin turned to face him, and realized that he hadn’t stopped walking since he’d moved away from the screen. He couldn’t keep still. “Deonne was there,” he said, hoping Brenden would refute him.
“Looks that way,” Brenden said mildly.
Something hot and hard tore through his chest. Justin made fists of his hands, fighting the reaction. “How can you be so calm about it?” he asked. “She died!”
“Until I look into this further, I’m not going to agree about anything,” Brenden shot back. “Time is a funny bastard. You know how fluid it is. Just because you found a single report doesn’t mean a damned thing.”
“It was cross-referenced!”
“So are fiction books,” Brenden replied stoically. He lifted a hand, his finger raised like an admonishing parent. “Don’t even think about doing something stupid like jumping back there.”
“I can’t just sit here!”
“Yeah, you can. You will not go back there. You’re not a traveler. You will screw with timelines just by being there.”
Justin shifted on his feet. “I gotta get out of here,” he muttered, looking around.
Brenden took a step toward him. “I don’t have to put you under house arrest, do I? Because I can get Pritti to clamp you in one spot until Sparta reigns supreme once more.”
Fear touched him. Justin forced himself to look Brenden in the eye and keep his gaze steady. “You don’t have to do that,” he said quietly.
Brenden considered him for a good long moment. Then he waved him away. “Go and play with your humans. I’ll get my researchers on this, see what we can figure out.”
Justin nodded. “Thanks.” He moved through the cavern to the big adjoining cave – the default common room where everyone gathered to both socialize and work. There were dozens of picnic tables. A dozen of them at the narrow end of the cave held up computers, screens, and other work equipment, but all the tables in the middle of the room were empty of tools.
Eight of the tables were being used, with two or three vampires at each table. At the far side of the cavern, well separated from the other occupied tables, Demyan sat with Pritti. They were reading a board, their heads close together. Pritti was the single exception to the vampires-only rule; she could shield herself, her mind and hundreds of other people all at once. Gabriel would have more trouble reading her mind than a vampire’s.
Justin moved through the maze of tables and sat on the bench opposite the pair. Pritti looked at him, startled. Then her eyes widened. “You’re afraid,” she said softly. “Very afraid.”
“I thought you couldn’t read vampire minds when they weren’t in the past?” Justin returned.
“Thoughts can’t be read,” Demyan told him. “But Pritti is empathic as well as telepathic. Your emotions, if you have them, are as readable as print. Besides, she doesn’t need to read your emotions to see that something has you in its grip. What is it?”
“Her,” Pritti whispered.
“Deonne,” Justin said at the same time. He looked for the words that would explain it all as simply as possible but it was a jumbled, incoherent mess in his mind. He didn’t know where to start.
Demyan reached out and gripped Justin’s hand where it lay on the table. “Let me in,” he said very softly.
Justin met his gaze. “What?”
“Relax. Let down your guard. Let me get at your thoughts.”
“You can do that?”
“Vampire to vampire, yes. If one of them is a telepath. Silence.” His gaze was holding Justin’s attention, keeping him focused.
Justin put aside all his questions and tried to relax as Demyan had instructed, but it was impossible. He let out a shuddering breath.
Demyan sat back, letting Justin’s hand loose. He glanced at Pritti. “I have to go.”
She smiled softly at him. “Of course you must.” She looked at Justin and her warm smile remained in place. “She needs you.”
Pritti’s words shoved a hot poker into the middle of the chaotic knot in his chest. “Does that mean…?”
Demyan’s smile was smaller than Pritti’s, but there was light in Demyan’s eyes that seemed to glow fiercely. “I’ll take you there.”
“Brenden will kill you,” Justin pointed out.
“He’ll ground me and I’ll get an official reprimand. But staying close to home suits me right now.” He glanced at Pritti, who stared steadily back at him, her face calm. “I won’t be long.”
She nodded.
Demyan stood up. “Let’s find somewhere a bit more private to jump,” he suggested, his voice low.
Dazed at Demyan’s abrupt cooperation, Justin climbed from the bench and looked around. “Where?”
“Any dim corridor will do. Let’s get you in the same room as Deonne. Come.” Demyan strode ahead.
 
 




Chapter Fifteen
Liping Village, East Yunnan Province, China, 2054 A.D.: Deonne shook her head. “I am not running this place! I can’t!”
Mariana dropped the ring of keys on her desk. They were actual, old-fashioned mechanical keys. Mariana had just finished explaining that they gave access to the common buildings in the compound. “If you don’t do it, there is no one else here who can,” Mariana said gently.
“There are dozens of people and vampires here. Pritti lives here...well, sometimes. They are all part of the Agency or work for the Agency. That means none of them is stupid. Give one of them the keys.”
Mariana shook her head. “It has to be you. Once I’m gone, you will be the most senior agency member here.”
“I’m not a member. I just work for them. And what do you mean by ‘senior’? Are you checking up on everyone’s birthday?”
Mariana smiled. “I have no wish to find out when people were really born. You have cured me of that curiosity. I meant senior, as in you work directly with the heads of the Agency and their most senior personnel. You understand the concerns of the leaders. No one else here has that sort of access.”
“Even I don’t have that sort of access,” Deonne shot back, her temper stirring. “They’ve got me stranded back here and useless.”
Mariana tilted her head. “It’s better than being smeared into jelly by a g-train, isn’t it?”
Deonne shuddered.
“That’s the reason we’re all back here. To save our lives.” Mariana got to her feet. “And it’s working.”
Deonne glared at the bunch of keys. “I don’t have to do a lot of admin crap, do I?”
“I’ve left full instructions on the server. The file has your name on it.” Mariana moved toward the door, then turned to face Deonne once more. “You know, you should really try to see your time here in China as a respite.”
“What good is a vacation if the people you want to spend it with aren’t there?” Deonne groused.
“They’re working to bring us home as fast as possible.”
“They’re fighting a war, Mariana. Wars don’t end quickly.” Deonne pushed at the keys. “How well do you know the senior people at the agency?”
“I don’t know Justin very much at all. He was always at the Sydney branch when I was on the station.”
Deonne pinned Mariana with a glare. “How long have you known about Justin and me?”
Mariana shrugged. “Since before we were shipped here.”
“You didn’t mention it on your nets, did you?”
Mariana raised a brow. “We were under the secrecy injunction Ryan put on everyone in that meeting. I don’t talk about the Agency to anyone who wasn’t in that room. It’s another reason you must take charge of matters here.”
“I’ll be the only one here that was in that meeting.” Deonne sighed. “Why are matters so complicated when vampires get mixed up in them?”
“It’s because they live so long, I imagine,” Mariana replied unexpectedly. “Their relationships grow complicated and intricate because they have such a long time to develop.”
“You watch them a lot, don’t you?”
“I like them.” Mariana shrugged again. “They’re different.”
“They are that,” Deonne agreed. “You said that Stelios was Ryan’s and Nayara’s lover. You didn’t mean he was running concurrent affairs, did you?”
Mariana looked down at her hands. “They’re all together,” she said.
“A ménage,” Deonne concluded. “Just like Ryan, Nayara and Salathiel.”
Mariana’s head jerked up and surprise flittered across her features.
“I read the book,” Deonne told her. “I wanted to know what was being published before it was released. You did a good job.”
“Oh, I just did the first draft. There were a dozen editors who came along behind me and cleaned it all up.” Mariana gave a self-conscious laugh.
“Don’t denigrate yourself like that. People believe you when you do.”
Mariana’s smile faded.
“There’s Rob, Christian and Tally, too,” Deonne remarked. “That’s three ménages that I know about. Is it a vampire thing?”
The other woman frowned. “I think so. I’ve never heard of long term ménages among humans. Humans have group casual sex, but not permanent bonds like the vampires seem to form.”
“That’s not the only way they form relationships, though,” Deonne murmured, thinking of her relationship with Justin.
“I think Justin is too in love with you to look at someone else, too,” Mariana replied.
Deonne felt her cheeks heat and hated it, but even as she blushed, her heart lurched as she thought of Justin. “You do watch closely, don’t you?”
Mariana gave the same small shrug. “Vampires aren’t into sharing. Watching them is the only way to learn about them.”
“You learn by listening, too. They talk occasionally, but it’s hints. Allusions.” Deonne sighed. “References to people and events from long ago. You can build a detailed picture if you listen long enough.”
Mariana pursed her lips.
“What?” Deonne demanded. “Something you heard? What?”
She shook her head. “Maybe you should ask Justin.”
“How can I ask if I don’t know what I’m asking?”
Mariana glanced around the room, like she was looking for the exit.
“You’ve said too much now,” Deonne told her. “You need to tell me the rest. It’s something about Justin’s past that you’ve heard, isn’t it?”
The woman shifted on her feet, discomfort radiating from every stiff angle. “Before Ryan and Nayara reunited, before Assemblyman Stelios joined them, their relationship was…strained.”
“I read the book,” Deonne reminded her impatiently. “Nayara buried herself in work, and while Ryan worked, he also fucked everything in sight—” She caught her breath as it fell together. “Justin and Ryan?” she asked Mariana.
Mariana nodded slowly. “When the agency was first formed. Justin is one of the original members.”
Deonne sank down onto the end of her bed, which was the seating closest to her. “I really don’t know him at all,” she murmured. “Every time I think I have him figured out, the pattern shifts and I have to start all over again.”
“I’m told that’s common with vampires,” Mariana said softly. “They compartmentalize their lives. They’re really only immersed in the last twenty years or so. The rest of it they pack away tight. I think that’s why personal questions are considered so rude.”
Deonne picked up the keys. “I guess I have work to do.”
“The server and terminal are keyed to your voice print,” Mariana told her. She opened the apartment door to step out and gave a little gasp and fell back.
Justin stood in the doorway, his hand raised as if he had been just about to knock.
Justin. Here in China. Deonne found herself on her feet without consciously being aware of standing.
“Where is he?” Justin demanded, his voice low and tight with anger. His eyes blazed with fury. “Where is the fucker? I’ll kill him.”
* * * * *
The Agency Home Base – 2264 A.D.: Nayara lifted her head, alerted, as Brenden stormed over to her table. Other heads were lifting, too.
Demyan trailed after Brenden, his demeanor calm and contained.
Brenden reached her table and flung his arm out toward Demyan, pointing at him. “This…this imbecile took him back to China!”
“Took who?” Nayara asked curiously.
“Justin!”
“Justin? What on earth moved Justin to jump back in time…?” She frowned. “Has something happened to Deonne?”
“No!” Brenden cried, then he frowned. “Maybe,” he qualified. “We’re still figuring that out.”
Nayara stood up. “You’d better give me the whole story,” she suggested.
Brenden opened up his mouth to speak, but she lifted her finger, halting him before he could utter a single furious word.
“Demyan first,” she said.
Brenden scowled while Demyan, standing behind him, grinned.
* * * * *
Liping Village, East Yunnan Province, China, 2054 A.D.: Mariana slid around Justin with a muttered apology. He heard the door shut behind him, but didn’t care. The world could hear this, as far as he was concerned.
Deonne came toward him. “You’re here. You’re actually here.” She was smiling, with happiness radiating her features. “You’re wearing all the wrong clothes for here, but we can fix that.”
She reached for him but Justin stepped back, out of her arms. “You’re going to play the ignorance card?” he asked.
“Excuse me?”
“Where is Santiago?”
“Who?” Her face registered puzzlement. There was no furtiveness there at all.
“The asshole you’re leaving me for. Where is he?”
Her puzzlement turned to fully fledged shock. Even her luscious lips parted as air pushed from her lungs in a gasp. “Leave you?” she repeated, her voice hoarse. “I have no intention of leaving you.”
Justin pulled the letter from an inner pocket and threw it onto the desk next to her hip. “You already did.”
* * * * *
The Agency Home Base – 2264 A.D. : “It’s bad,” Nayara agreed, “but I don’t think it’s quite as dire as you feel it is, Brenden.”
“Of course it’s dire!” Brenden lifted his foot and rested it on the bench in front of Nayara’s table. He crossed his arms, the muscles in his forearms and his biceps growing taut and rounder. “He has no idea what he’s doing back there. And this stupid git left him there!” He jerked his head toward Demyan.
“He’s only going to confront Deonne about the letter. He’s not going to speak to heads of government,” Nayara qualified.
“Tell her,” Brenden growled, glancing at Demyan.
Demyan had stood unmoving throughout Brenden’s tirade. Now he settled himself on the table in front of Nayara’s and put his boots on the bench beneath. “I followed the parallel time protocol we’ve been using for the folk in China.”
“So you went back to the time three days after Deonne left Sweden, as that was three days ago,” Nayara concluded.
“As best as we can narrow it down, the blanket bomb that goosed Justin into jumping is two weeks ahead of that time,” Brenden growled. “At the end of the month, not the middle, where he is.”
Nayara frowned. “We don’t know when she wrote the letter. It could be today in their time or it could be next year in their time.” She looked up at Demyan, who sat unmoving and unrepentant, then at Brenden, who was nodding in agreement.
“This is a mess,” Nayara said.
“Now you see it,” Brenden told her.
* * * * *
Liping Village, East Yunnan Province, China, 2054 A.D.: Deonne read the letter carefully and damn if her face didn’t grow pale. Her hands trembled as she held the letter, making the letter itself shake. She looked up at Justin. “This is my hand writing. It’s even phrases I would use but I didn’t write this. You have to believe me!”
Justin stared at her, wondering why she was trying such an obvious bluff. Then it occurred to him. She hadn’t written it yet.
“Oh fuck…” he breathed, horror washing over him.
Deonne stared at him with big eyes.
He sank down onto the end of the bed, trying to think it through, to guess at unknowable factors. There were too many horrible potential outcomes to even begin to figure out a way out of this.
“Justin?” Deonne asked, prompting him.
He looked up at her. “You didn’t write the letter,” he agreed. “But you will. I jumped too far back. Now…I have no idea what will happen. This is the sort of puzzle Brenden’s people figure out.”
She let go of one end of the letter and allowed it to fold up again, watching him. “This is from my future?” she asked, lifting it up.
Justin nodded.
“Who is Santiago?” she asked.
He laughed dryly. “I have no idea. This letter was a bolt from the blue.”
“You didn’t research him before you jumped here?”
“I was too busy panicking,” he told her.
Deonne dropped the letter onto the desk and sat on the bed next to him. “It has to be someone I’m going to meet. Someone in my future.” Her hand fell onto his thigh. “But now I’ve been warned, right? So I don’t write the letter, and I avoid this Santiago man when I do meet him.” Her fingers pressed into his flesh for emphasis. “If I even meet him, now. You jumping here and telling me about the letter has changed things, hasn’t it? Isn’t that how it works?”
Justin nodded. “Except, how much have things changed and have I made it worse?” He scrubbed at his hair. “Fuck, I can’t even begin to sort it out!”
Deonne shifted on the mattress so that she was facing him and wound her arms about his neck. “You came for me,” she murmured. Her expression was soft and warm…and lethal. Justin found himself reaching for her, and pulling her closer. The truth was beating at his chest and his mind, screaming to get out.
“It wasn’t just the letter,” he said, then mentally swore at himself.
“Something else? What is it? Why are you looking at me like that?”
One of the key principles of his basic traveler training, that they had drilled into him over and over was that telling anyone about their own future was a sure way to set up ripples, or even waves that would roar through time and make changes at critical decision points, altering the future and possibly jeopardizing your own existence.
Salathiel had gone back to Constantinople and created a time tsunami that had disintegrated the future almost completely until Nayara and Ryan had jumped back to where he was and neutralized the damage he had caused. Even then, there had been changes to their contemporary time period, although these had not been anything close to the lethal quality of Salathiel’s changes.
As a result of that near disaster, the Chronometric Conservation Agency had been formed to ensure that nothing like that ever happened again.
Just being back in the past was a risk, but telling someone their own future, which gave them the option of changing it, was a sure way of switching that risk to a certainty.
Justin recalled the descriptions he had read about the blanket bombing of this idyllic little village. Fear enveloped him once more.
He opened his mouth to speak, as Deonne sat patiently waiting for him to reply. Then he reconsidered the wisdom of giving her the truth.
Then he remembered that there had been survivors recorded in the reports and the words were suddenly emerging from his mouth, spilling out without his consent.
“Somewhere ahead of here – I don’t know when, because the reports are inaccurate – but sometime not long from now, this entire village is destroyed. Wiped clean of anything with flesh and DNA.”
Deonne sat very still for what felt like a very long time. “Constantine’s Curse?” she asked softly.
He realized that he had opened the gate, now. Every question about the future she asked him would be leading her further astray from her own future. What changes had he already made?
She was going to tell Santiago to go to hell, instead of falling in love with him. She wouldn’t write the letter that was lying on the desk, the polymerized folds making the ends stand up like accusatory exclamation marks.
How would that change things?
Had he changed it enough so that she would not be a victim of the attack?
“Why are you so silent?” Deonne asked. “It’s not like you to just sit there, like this.”
Justin sighed. “Every answer I give you that deals with the future is changing that future,” he explained.
She drew in a slow breath, considering it. “Haven’t you already done that by giving me the letter?”
“Yes, but perhaps the change is minimal. Livable.” He stood up, unable to stay still, and turned to face her where she sat primly on the bed. “The more I tell you, the less likely it’ll be that the changes are minor.”
She stood up, too. “Then you need to leave. Now. It will minimize any shifts.”
He moved to the window and looked out over the placid view. The apartments each had a view – so said the discreet notice board at the front of the complex. Deonne’s view was of the river and willows on the other side of the bank, leaning down to dip fronds into the water. There was an ancient-looking bridge spanning the river just upstream a small way, its angles and curves and dragon statues proclaiming this was China more than anything else Justin had noticed in his agitated state as he’d walked here.
Liping was a bedroom village, built purely to entice harried executives into buying apartments and houses, to take advantage of the serenity and beauty of the place, after hours.
The first g-train circuit ever built connected northern Asia to Europe in a ten hour loop. Once the world focused on secondary manufacturing instead of primary exports like energy, China had been no longer able to compete with the flood of cheap consumer items everyone else had learned to produce to keep their economies viable. So China had exploited the one commodity no one else could replicate: Its history and its rural areas, which had resisted modernization with passive stubbornness. Now that archaic quality became an asset.
There were villages and towns like Liping all over western China, huddled close by the two primary stops the g-trains made in the provinces.
Why would anyone want to destroy this place? he wondered.
“Destroy it? You mean—it was a deliberate attack?” Deonne asked, behind him.
He had spoken aloud. Justin winced and turned around. Deonne had surprise written all over her face…and growing fear.
“Damn,” he said.
She shook her head. “You can’t stop now. You’ve said too much. Tell me the rest. Do I…die? Is that why you jumped back?”
“I don’t know,” he said truthfully. “There’s very little detail. The archival nets weren’t put in place until about twenty years from now, so all we have to go on is hearsay and implication from the few sources that covered this time. The bombing was such a small matter compared to world arena events. Barely anyone noticed.”
Deonne grimaced. “That’s good for the ego,” she said dryly. Then she gave him a small smile and touched the letter on the desk. “This made you research the village and you found out about the bombing. You jumped back here to stop it, didn’t you?”
Justin felt the distinct sensation of having been caught. He fought to ignore the feeling. “I don’t want you dead. I can’t stand you being back here out of my reach as it is.”
She moved closer a slow step at a time. “Careful, Kelly. That came very close to a confession.”
Suddenly, he was tired of it all. Weary of all the games and circling and wariness. “Fuck it,” he growled, reaching for her and pulling her up against him. Hard. “You know what? I bloody well love you and I don’t care anymore if you like it or not.”
Deonne grew still against him, all but her eyes, which studied him carefully. “You’re not just saying that because of the letter, are you?”
“The only thing the letter did was make me not care about telling you. I’ve loved you a good long time and if I had my way, I’d take you back home with me and guard the fortress I’d put you in myself. Just so I could keep you close.”
Her soft gasp was reward enough. She wasn’t pushing him away. She wasn’t screaming in horror. She looked up at him with those incredible blue eyes and smiled softly. “I would have lost the bet, if I’d put money on it.”
Justin felt laughter rising up inside and he let it out, in a low chuckle. “That you’d have to excavate that out of me with a knife?”
“That I’d be the first to say it.”
She brought her lips up against his, so they were brushing against him like the softest caress. With her in his arms, Deonne’s scent washed over him like a spicy wave of warm air. His body tightened in response.
“I love you, Justin Edward Kelly. You drive me crazy and I don’t know how we’re going to work this out, but I love you all the same.”
Her body was pliant against him, her breasts firm mounds against his chest. Her allure, and the need to have her had not diminished by a millimeter since the day he had met her.
Justin groaned and kissed her. “I’m not going back until I’m done with you,” he muttered and reached for the fastening on her dress as he drew her to the bed.
 



Chapter Sixteen
Liping Village, East Yunnan Province, China, 2054 A.D.: Deonne’s naked body lying against his was hot in contrast to his skin temperature. Justin kept her tucked up against him, wildly reluctant to let this moment of deep contentment end despite his satiated need.
Deonne kept her arms around him and every now and again, she would touch her mouth to him, caressing his shoulders, neck and lips.
He took a deep breath, bracing himself. “Deonne, you should know—”
But she covered his mouth with her fingers and shook her head slightly. “No, I don’t have to know,” she told him. “I was wrong to demand you let me in, in Sweden. I didn’t understand how your personal history is so closed off and contained.”
“Mine?”
“All of you. Vampires.”
He picked up a lock of her hair and let it slide through his fingers. It was so incredibly soft and fine, he found it difficult to stop stroking it once he’d started. “Who told you that?”
“I think I was starting to realize how significant the past is to you, but Mariana really put it into focus for me.”
He grinned. “I thought you hated her.”
“I hate her clothes sense and the waste of her potential – that awe shucks manner of hers drives me crazy.” Deonne frowned. “The worst of it is that she’s got a mind like a light drive. I know she’s smarter than me and I think she could give Christian a run for his money.”
It was a compliment. Christian was one of the most intelligent people Justin had ever met. Ryan had been pleased when Christian had joined the agency, bringing with him a breadth of experience and expertise that outmatched nearly everyone already there.
“I don’t hate her,” Deonne finished. “But I do mind the way she makes me feel foolish every day or so.” She gave Justin a rueful grin. “It makes me feel like a teenager again and that just reminds me of how long it has been since I was a teenager. That’s a reminder I don’t like.”
Laughter rippled through him, but Justin kept it contained. “I see,” he said judiciously. “You hooked up with me because I’m at least older than you.”
She kissed him. “I hooked up with you because I had a temporary mental aberration and it turned out to be a pretty good idea, after all.” Her mouth lingered by his, so Justin took the offered second kiss, letting go of all his thoughts, worries and hopes and instead just enjoying the moment. Enjoying Deonne.
Then he reluctantly lifted her and placed her back on the mattress. “It’s time to go,” he told her. “Brenden will impale me or something like it, so I should probably get it over with.”
“Just remember that I love you,” Deonne told him as he began to dress.
The assurance did make him feel better. Coming here had been the right thing to do.
Now he just had to find out how much he had fucked up history.
* * * * *
Universal Warden Headquarters, San Francisco, 2264 A.D.: The average lay person didn’t know the Wardens had a dress uniform…or a uniform at all. During active assignments, Wardens were required to choose clothing that would let them stay in the background and not draw the eye. That could be anything from a white tie and tails to bathing trunks—if the warden could figure out where to stash his weapons unobtrusively.
Most wardens defaulted to black, form-fitting garments made of flexible armor plastic, which suited most occasions.
A Warden in full dress uniform was impressive. The trousers, shirt and jacket were all the signature black of the organization. The trousers had narrow double stripes of black satin down the side of each leg, and the stripe was repeated on the sleeve of the jacket.
The shirt, which was a stylized design that resembled the classic dress shirt of centuries before, was closed at the neck with a pin made of extruded gold, worked into the symbol of the wardens—an elongated shield with a sword lying over the top of it.
Even a small group of wardens in dress uniform was a startling sight. A large assembly of them could drop jaws and widen eyes. So Keiren’s surprise was upgraded to shock when he reported to Douglas’ office at the requested time and stepped through the opening door to find five wardens standing at attention, in full dress uniform.
Waiting for him.
One of them was Douglas, who did not meet Keiren’s eyes. He kept his head rigidly facing forward, his chin up.
Kieren stopped just inside the door. He took in the silent, still men ranged behind Douglas’ desk. “I see that my fate has been decided and executed already,” Kieren told them. “Thank you for letting me speak in my own defense.”
The man on the far left was John. He was the base commander and Kieren had only ever spoken to him once, the day he joined the wardens’ junior cohort. It had been his fifteenth birthday only two days before.
John was the one who spoke, now. Like Douglas, he didn’t look directly at Kieren. “The events of the last two days have been reviewed by your peers. Your actions have been judged and are considered to be those of a liar and a coward.”
Cowardice – the worst crime a warden could commit. Keiren’s gut cramped painfully, and he could feel heat rushing up from his toes. Adrenaline, his well-trained mind whispered. Action burns it off.
But there would be no action here.
“Accordingly,” John continued, “You have been declared unworthy of a place among wardens. You will be escorted from the base immediately and your personal possessions delivered to any address you provide.”
Kieren swallowed. His mouth was full of spit. Nausea, he analyzed.
He realized he was using the tools of discipline and self-control that the wardens had drilled into him as a prop, a shield to duck behind so he wouldn’t have to directly deal with what was happening here.
A summary judgment by the senior wardens was irreversible. There was no avenue for appeal. His life as a warden had ended the minute he stepped into the room.
Kieren breathed steadily through his nose, damping the rising panic. “I expect my financial situation to be unaffected.”
For the first time, one of them showed a reaction. Douglas’ eyes widened in surprise. But that was all.
“You will be more than adequately compensated for what contributions you have made,” John said, his voice the same even, unaffected monotone. “You will have no cause for complaint.”
They were buying his silence, Kieren realized. If he attempted to protest or dispute his severance from the wardens, the money would disappear. Not just the bonus they were implying, but everything.
There were not too many ways to survive without cash or credit in this day and age, and all of them were illegal and led to even quicker justice at the hands of the social system, which applied a “no tolerance” policy for petty crime across the globe. A first offence was awarded the stiffest sentence possible, to discourage further offences. There were rarely second offences, for the death penalty was available for second offenders.
Kieren nodded. “Then who has the courage to walk me off this base?” he demanded.
They all did. He was placed between them and Douglas led the pack, which proceeded silently through the building and into the quadrangle. Wardens going about their business stopped to watch Keiren’s downfall, their stony gazes tracking his progress across the compound to the front gates.
At the gates, the procession halted and the gate slid open.
It took all his courage, screwed up into a tight wad and squeezed hard, for Kieren to step through the gate alone. Once he was through, the gate rattled closed with a finality that brought sweat to his temples.
He turned and walked slowly down the sidewalk to the next corner, the peaceful San Francisco suburb humming around him, filling his mind.
When he turned the corner, he jogged to the nearest tree, bent over with his shoulder against it for balance, and vomited until he thought he would pass out.
* * * * *
The Agency Home Base – 2264 A.D.: Brenden’s fingers gripped the back of Justin’s neck and he wondered if Brenden would shake him, like a dog with prey. But the Spartan turned, instead, and drove him face-first into the wall of the cave.
Justin heard and felt his ribs go, but the worst pain was his nose, which was crushed against the rock. He was blinded by it for a moment.
Brenden gripped his shoulder, his fingers digging in and straining his clavicle. “Do you know what you have done?” he bellowed.
What little blood Justin had left began to flow freely from what remained of his nose. He already needed to feed. This would make feeding imperative…if he lived through it.
“I should drive a fucking stake through your heart,” Brenden added.
Justin blinked as his vision came back into focus. He shrugged – a difficult feat with Brenden bearing down on one shoulder. “Do what you will,” he told him. “I’ve saved Deonne’s life. Everything else is irrelevant.”
“You ignorant, cocky son of a Persian!” Brenden yelled. “So you’ve saved her fucking life this time, but how have you twisted time? Because of what you did back there, she might die in some other way, two weeks from now. Maybe she was supposed to live until she died of old age in her bed with her family around her, but you just fucked that up, didn’t you?”
Justin wiped his face carefully with his sleeve, staring at Brenden.
Brenden nodded. “You didn’t think of that, did you? You stupid—”
“Brenden, enough,” the sharp command came from behind.
Brenden released his grip and Justin straightened his shoulder thankfully.
As Brenden turned he moved out of the way, which let Justin see Ryan standing ten feet away. He didn’t have his cane, but he was leaning against one of the tables.
Ryan’s gaze raked over Justin. There was no pity or empathy in his look. Then he turned to Brenden. “I’ll deal with this. You can go back to work.”
Brenden looked like he was ready to argue, but Ryan just stared steadily at him, until the giant man blew out his breath. “Perfect,” he muttered and strode away, back through the tunnel that gave access to the security area.
Ryan shifted on his feet carefully, then rested one buttock on the edge of the table. “Healing, yet?” he asked.
Justin took stock of his injuries. “Yes.”
“Good.” Ryan crossed his arms. Despite being shorter and more slender than Brenden, the act still seemed to make Ryan intimidating, even while he was sitting down. “Do I have to explain to you how badly you have screwed everyone?”
“I knew before the bastard ran me into the wall.”
Ryan considered him carefully, and it was the slow caution of his manner that made Justin’s heart sink.
“I can see that you think you understand, but I want to make sure, because you’re not a traveler and you haven’t spent decades worrying about complications and ramifications. I know Brenden’s explanation about the changes you have introduced to Deonne’s life caught you by surprise.”
“You were listening that long?”
“Normally, for an offence of this nature, I would kick the offender out of the agency,” Ryan added as if Justin had not spoken at all.
Justin drew in a shaky breath. “I know.”
“You know that? But you did this anyway?” Ryan’s arms dropped from their crossed posture in surprise.
“Truth, Ryan? I wasn’t thinking at all until I got there and found out I’d arrived too early. She didn’t know about the letter, she didn’t know who Santiago was. Then it started to sink in. I couldn’t figure out what to do to correct it, so I fixed the one thing left I could fix and got out.”
“You told her about the bombing,” Ryan concluded. He rubbed his temples with his fingertips. “Chriost,” he murmured.
Justin swallowed. There wasn’t any blood running any more. He was almost fully healed again. At least he would be whole and healthy for whatever Ryan dished out.
“I won’t fire you,” Ryan told him. “Throwing you out on the street without the formal protection of the agency would be tantamount to murder. You’re a public face for the agency. Gabriel’s people know you’re one of us. Instead, I’m going to ground you.”
“Ground?” Justin asked, puzzled.
“Old idiom, sorry,” Ryan said. “I mean, I’m going to confine you to quarters, at least until the wave you’ve created comes through and we can figure out the damage. After that, we’ll talk again.”
“I don’t have quarters here,” Justin reminded him.
“Then you can go back to your apartment in Bondi and wait there. You don’t get to leave until I say you can. When that happens depends a lot on the size and complexity of the wave.” Ryan grimaced. “If it’s big enough, you and I may not survive it. In that case, if I were you, I would savor the fact that you’ve saved your lover’s life while you can.”
 



Chapter Seventeen
Macapá, Brazil, 2264 A.D.: Cáel looked at the man standing rigidly to attention in front of him, running his gaze from the man’s perfectly groomed head to the toe of his shining boots.
“Peter, you said your name was?” Cáel asked him.
“Sir,” the man said stiffly. Agreement, Cáel assumed. He studied Peter once more. There was an eerie resemblance to Kieren in the clothes and quiet, unassuming air, which spoke of coiled and waiting violence.
But that was where any resemblance stopped. This man was shorter, stockier, and despite the Anglo-Saxon name, he was clearly of Asian Indian decent. He had waited in Cáel’s anteroom for four hours until Cáel had been released at the end of the Assembly session, in order to present himself for inspection.
Peter was Keiren’s replacement. That made the events in Sweden seem more real and solid. Ryan and Nia had shared the details with him, but their impact had been negligible. The concerns of the Assembly had been occupying Cáel’s attention. Ryan and Nia had dealt with the matters at the agency and were ready for further consequences. Cáel’s faith in their abilities was so rock solid, he had barely raised a brow over the Sweden fiasco.
Cáel sighed. “Has Kieren briefed you fully on the assignment?”
Peter hesitated. Then, “I am fully briefed, sir.”
The flesh over Cáel’s spine prickled painfully. He chose his next words carefully. “I would like to give Kieren a bonus for the exemplary work he did for me and the Agency. Could you give me his contact information?”
“Any credits you forward to the wardens in his name will reach him.”
“Nevertheless, I would like to speak to him directly, to thank him.”
“That won’t be possible, sir,” Peter replied. He gave a stiff, very formal smile that disappeared as quickly as it arrived. “Corporate policy.”
“I see,” Cáel replied and added just as formally, “That is a pity. I rate the work he did very highly. I hope you are at least as effective he is?” And he watched for Peter’s reaction very carefully.
It was miniscule, almost invisible, but Peter’s shoulders shifted in discomfort and his nose twitched, like he had barely avoided wrinkling it.
In distaste.
Cáel nodded. He had his answer. They had drummed Kieren out of the wardens, because of his new-found talent.
“Bigots,” Cáel said shortly, his own distaste rich and strong in his mouth.
Peter’s eyes widened. “Sir?” he asked, genuinely puzzled.
“Get out,” Cáel said shortly.
“Sir?” This time Cáel had no trouble spotting the alarm on Peter’s face.
“You heard. Leave and take the rest of your unit with you. You might want to take note of the time because I have no intention of paying for a second more of your services. I’m severing my contract right now.”
Peter’s jaw rippled. He was having no trouble looking Cáel in the eye now. “Sir, there are very specific and limited circumstances wherein our contract can be terminated.”
“You sound like a lawyer,” Cáel accused him. “I read the contract before I signed it, so I know very well there is an escape clause in there. ‘Egregious conditions’ is the phrasing. Well, I find your actions egregious and highly offensive.”
“But…I just arrived,” Peter said. “I’ve simply stood here.”
“And told me your organization is a collection of closed-minded hypocrites and bigots. But…I will pay the thirty days’ notice in advance, in order to get you out of my office in the next five minutes, under one condition.”
Peter quivered visibly under the pressure of his dilemma. Should he let his wounded dignity carry him out of the room immediately, or should he swallow his pride and stay in the room to negotiate the best possible outcome for his employer? Thirty days’ notice at the rate Cáel was paying was no small compensation, and this Peter, as the new leader of the unit, would be well aware of the terms and conditions of the contract. He had been fully briefed, after all.
Peter swallowed, his throat working. “What is the condition?” Then he grimaced and added stiffly, “Sir?”
* * * * *
Liping Village, East Yunnan Province, China, 2054 A.D.: In two days, Deonne had grown to love the five minute walk between the Agency’s main building and her little apartment, just down the river. If she contained herself to a stroll, she could extend the walk to eight or nine minutes.
In the forty-eight hours since Justin had left, she had worked harder and longer than she ever had in her life. Mariana had left an encyclopedia of instructions, guides and checklists on the server for her, all neatly cross-referenced and indexed, with active tags for important contacts. It was admirable, but within three hours of sitting down at the tiny desk Mariana had been content to use, Deonne realized it wasn’t just an organizational tool, it was a survival guide, because she quickly became swamped with demands, questions and all manner of communications from the forty-five agency-allied people living in the village, along with formal communications from the village administrators.
Keeping the agency people housed and fed was a full time occupation. Deonne staggered home the first night, her mind reeling with all the details she had to remember for tomorrow and a dawning respect for the job that Mariana had seemed to pull off effortlessly. She remembered her scathing criticism of the way Mariana had been dealing with the administration over her noisy neighbor and was embarrassed in hindsight.
She had fallen onto her bed, still clothed, and slept so soundly that when she woke up what felt like a few seconds later, the early morning sun was streaming in through her window and she was still lying exactly where she had laid down.
Deonne had bolted down a bowlful of oatmeal that she cooked in the microwave – learning how to cook had been another novel problem she had been handed when she first arrived here – and then hurried to the administration building while dawn birds were still chirping, determined not to let something as simple as administrative coordination get the better of her.
She had taken three breaks during the day, heading back to her apartment simply to get away from the constant demands. It was on those return journeys that she had started to notice the silence that smothered the village, broken only by the sound of bubbling water sweeping past the banks, and birds calling from the trees that were everywhere.
The air was just a touch cool and very refreshing. She slowed down, absorbing the stillness, the peace and the bucolic beauty of the place.
By the time she returned to her apartment on the second night, she felt relaxed and calm. The stupid, trivial worries of the job had dropped from her psyche on the way.
It was just on twilight and crickets were out in full force. There was the tiniest of breezes rippling the surface of the river, and lifting her hair back from her shoulders. It cooled her cheeks and was slightly and pleasantly damp, making her skin breathe in the moisture.
The sun had slipped below the horizon already, but in the west, the sky was still pink, turning to dusky blue, then to indigo as the night claimed the village.
By the time she reached the apartment block, Deonne could only just see ahead of her. The white blocks that marked the footpath to the front door of the central building seemed to glow with ghostly light.
There was a man standing on the path, staring toward the complex. He had a hand on his hip and Deonne smiled to herself. She knew why he was standing there. The complex had been built to blend into the ancient roots of the village that still existed. Each building looked just as old and small as the genuinely old structures that had still been in place. The apartments were ingeniously designed. There were four of them per building, all on one level, and no two buildings looked the same. They were scattered across a square hectare of lush wooded land while the paths carefully meandered in and around trees and natural obstacles.
The man with his hand on his hip was probably lost or disoriented. There were no maps or diagrams explaining the layout or numbering of the buildings and no electronic help board to consult. Visitors here either knew the way or were met by the person they were visiting, who led them to the right place. The peace and quiet had been constructed by an environmental designer and assiduously maintained.
“Who are you looking for?” Deonne asked him as she drew level with him. He took up most of the width of the path and she ducked around him and looked over her shoulder.
“Well, hello. I’m looking for my apartment,” he said. “I just paid for the lease, but they gave me a key and pointed. My Chinese is not good, so maybe they were wishing me luck as they showed me the door.”
“You’re moving in?” she asked. “Where is all your furniture and things?”
He grinned. “I was pretty sure I stipulated that the place should be furnished. I may have got it wrong.” He waved behind him. “The rest is coming. By slow boat, I assume.”
“Well, this is China,” Deonne assured him, “So the boat is heading in the right direction.”
He held up a key. “Do you know where twenty-seven is?”
Deonne turned to face him properly. It was almost completely dark now and she could see very little of his features. He was tall, but not as tall as Justin. He was wearing a long, light coat, so it was difficult to see any other details. He had short hair that might be black or brown or even dirty blond, like Justin’s, and his eyes were shadowed pits.
“Twenty-seven?” she repeated. “You must be the one they sold the lease to. I heard they’d found someone else almost immediately.”
His head tilted a little to one side as he absorbed what she was saying. “Twenty-seven is near you?”
“Next door,” Deonne confirmed. “I’ll show you the way.” She moved down the path and he caught up with her quickly.
“Your old neighbor moved out just recently, then?” he asked.
“Two days ago, while I was away. The administrators were having difficulties with him so I believe they summarily severed his lease.”
He was silent for a few steps. “He bothered you that much? I’ll be very careful I don’t intrude on your serenity, then. I paid well above market to pick up this lease. Apartments in western China are next to impossible to buy, now.”
Deonne hid her surprise. “I didn’t say it had anything to do with me.”
He smiled quickly and she saw the flash of very white teeth. “You didn’t have to. You went away, possibly to escape your neighbor’s bad habits and the administration booted him as soon as you were safely out of the way. I should ask who you are, but if you have that sort of power you might be offended that I haven’t recognized you immediately. I don’t use the web much. Not for entertainment, at least.”
“I’m nobody,” Deonne assured him. “And you’re quite wrong. I had nothing to do with him being pushed out the door.”
Again, there was a short silence as they walked along the path. It was almost completely dark and the painted stones were the only guide. Apparently, even low-level proximity lights would have been too intrusive.
“But you did want him to leave, didn’t you?” His voice was low, but Deonne thought she could detect amusement in his tone.
Ah, what the hell, she thought. “I wanted him gone like yesterday’s breakfast,” she confessed, using one of Justin’s pet phrases.
He laughed and it was a pleasant sound. It didn’t sound anything close to a polite chuckle. He lifted his chin and laughed properly. “Then I know you had him…what did you say? Booted? You may not have had your hand on the stick that beat him out the door, but I know you orchestrated it.”
Deonne stayed silent. He was right, but she wasn’t going to let him know she had that sort of influence on the administration. She didn’t know who this man was, even though he had passed the excruciating security and background checks the administration used to screen applicants.
“So, a woman of secrets,” he said as her silence lengthened. “Intriguing.”
She turned into the narrow path that led to her building and he followed her smoothly. “Here we are,” she said, keeping her tone polite. She waved toward the left-hand apartment with its green door and brass knocker. “That’s twenty-seven,” she told him.
She had left the light in the front room of her apartment on because she had assumed she would be coming home late. Even though the window was small, the light that flooded the plants and trees that grew in front of the building seemed to be terribly bright after walking in the dark.
At the junction where the narrow path to her front door joined the main one, she turned to face her new neighbor, and got to see what he really looked like, for the light was falling on him.
“Thank you for showing me my new home,” he told her.
He had black hair – sable black, for it shone in the light with almost blue highlights. But it wasn’t smooth or silky. It was thick and wavy, and Deonne suspected that if he were to let his hair grow any longer, it would curl into loose ringlets.
He had olive skin, but it was so pale and clear that it looked like a mild suntan, and he wore a close-trimmed goatee and moustache that was a bit old fashioned even for the late twenty-first century.
His eyes were coal black, matching his hair and he looked at her directly, without glancing away, or with any sign of discomfort. His gaze remained steady on her face.
Deonne gave him another smile. “So…”
He smiled back, showing his even white teeth again. “I don’t know your name. As we are going to be neighbors, I would like a name to think of you by, instead of labelling you ‘the goddess’ in my mind.”
Her laugh was pulled out of her by her surprise. At the same time, uneasiness touched her, making her middle run cold. “Let me save you some mental effort,” she said, trying to keep her tone even and friendly. “I’m with someone.”
“Yet he left you here in this village alone,” the man replied smoothly. He didn’t seem surprised or even frustrated by her announcement. “That’s not the behavior of a man who cares for the woman he is with.”
“No, you don’t understand,” Deonne began, then stopped. He can’t be here. If he was, the future would be toast. But she couldn’t say that. There was no contemporary period excuse she could think of, so she used one of her father’s tricks: attack.
“What makes you think it’s a man, anyway?” she demanded.
He gave another easy smile. He wasn’t in the least agitated or tense. “It was an assumption based on wishful thinking. I would prefer that you enjoy the company of men.”
Deonne dodged that one. Answering it would give him more information than she was willing to share. “Well…goodnight. Enjoy your new home.” She turned to head to her own apartment, but his hand slipped under her elbow and halted her.
Alarmed, she turned to face him. “Hey!”
He let go of her instantly and held up his hands in the classic posture of surrender. “I still don’t know your name,” he said.
Deonne stared at him as a horrifying thought struck her. Is this Santiago? A cold wave of fear whooshed through her. “Dianne,” she told him, giving the alias the Agency had provided her. “And you are?”
“Daniel,” he replied. “Daniel James.”
Her relief was so vast, Deonne’s knees actually weakened.
Daniel James was watching her curiously, a tiny furrow between his thick brows.
“I…have to go,” she said awkwardly and turned and hurried into the safety of her apartment, where she could recover in private. It was only once she was inside and saw the bed that the thought struck her with fresh horror.
She had been so busy the last two days, she hadn’t once thought about her loneliness. She hadn’t missed Justin at all.
It felt like betrayal.
 



Chapter Eighteen
Jerusalem, Israel, 2264 A.D.: Kieren gave the face in the viewscreen a third close examination and confirmed what he had concluded the first time. He hadn’t met this man before. He frowned. “Who did you say you were?”
“Iason.”
Greek, Kieren tentatively classified. The initial, which Iason pronounced as a ‘j’, was most likely an ‘i’. “I don’t know you.”
“No, you don’t.” The man – and he looked like he was barely a man – gave him a winning smile. “I’m Cáel Stelios’ executive director for political issues. I know you’ve met Assemblyman Stelios.”
“So?” Kieren replied cautiously, but he acknowledged only to himself that deep in the corners of his mind, he had been expecting this contact. “How did you find me?”
“I’m sorry?” Iason looked puzzled.
“I said, how did you figure out where I was? I’ve given no one a forwarding address.”
“I don’t think I can share that with you.”
Kieren thought fast, while maintaining a neutral expression. He hadn’t told a soul where he would be. There was no one to tell. He’d had no service people call because he’d hooked up and plugged himself into the net. No one had knocked on his door….
Kieren rolled his eyes as the answer came to him. “Your boss is good,” he told Iason. “There’s very few people I can think of who would have been able to extract my coordinates from the Wardens. I’m impressed.”
“I’ll pass along your thoughts,” Iason returned. “Although you can share it with the Assemblyman yourself.”
Kieren shook his head. “No.”
Iason spoke as if Kieren hadn’t, looking down at his desk. “He has an opening in his schedule in seventeen hours. That would be six a.m. local time.” He looked up. “That gives you nearly three hours to spare.”
Kieren laughed. “Wait,” he said. “Just to be clear. Not only is he going to insist I have a meeting with him that I don’t want, but he’s also expecting me to go to him?”
Iason looked surprised. “Assemblyman Stelios is a busy man. The Assembly is currently in session–”
“Go to hell,” Kieren said clearly and carefully, so the prick of a senior executive super manager of politics or whatever it was would have no chance of mishearing.
Then he snapped off the screen with a stab of his finger and sat back to look around the one room economy apartment he’d rented for a week. It was as sparsely furnished as his old quarters in San Francisco, but infinitely more worn away, threadbare and depressing.
“Fuck,” he muttered to the empty room.
* * * * *
Liping Village, East Yunnan Province, China, 2054 A.D.: Deonne prepared and ate an omelet for dinner, using real eggs. Eggs were a twenty-first century treat she would miss when she returned to her time. As she finished the small meal, she grew aware that she was drooping with tiredness. Her limbs felt heavy and uncooperative. It was time for sleep – hopefully, a more restorative sleep than last night’s crash-and-die nap had provided.
She undressed and puttered around the room, tidying up her dishes and clearing away junk, her mind in idle. Her fear and annoyance at her new neighbor had evaporated. She was too tired to care.
The door chimed, using the chime that meant it was a visitor she hadn’t registered and Deonne hesitated. Who would be calling at this hour? But Mariana had thrown her into a whole new world of priorities. It could be something that only she could sign off, or had the authority to arrange and if it was a broken waterline or some other emergency, she would be willfully and recklessly abandoning her duties if she ignored the caller.
With a deep and heartfelt sigh, Deonne threw a gown around her and tied the sash in such a way that the slippery silk couldn’t even think about sliding open and revealing more of her than she intended.
Then she opened the door and stepped back in surprise for Daniel James stood there.
He had removed the coat. The jeans and button-through shirt he wore looked casual and expensive. Deonne totted up the accessories in one quick, practiced sweep. He wore an actual wristwatch that looked like a heavy, top of the line model from one of the few surviving watchmakers still in business. His shoes were real leather, if she guessed right, although she still had trouble distinguishing real leather from the faux leathers being manufactured in this century. It would take a few decades yet for fashion to decide that just looking like leather was passé and to move on to more interesting composite materials for clothing and accessories.
He had an earring in his left ear. It was a solid, small gold circle that made Deonne think of pirates. The earring went with his goatee and wavy, collar-length hair.
“Hi,” he offered.
“Are you aware of the time?” Deonne asked. “I was in bed,” she lied.
“You weren’t. I could hear you moving around in here as I walked around to your door. I didn’t think I would be waking you at this hour. You’re used to extended evenings, aren’t you?”
“Excuse me?” Deonne asked him, baffled.
His eyes were locked on her face. “Can I step in and we shut the door? I’m not interested in sharing our conversation with everyone who passes by.”
“It’s one in the morning. I doubt anyone is going to be passing by. I picked this unit because it was out of the way.”
“Yes, that would fit,” he said. “Let me in. I promise I won’t move inside more than the two steps I need to be able to shut your door behind me.”
Deonne weighed the matter carefully. Daniel would be stronger than her, but he didn’t know about the pepper cocktail spray she had sitting on her desk, looking like an innocent perfume dispenser. It was barely two feet from her left hand and it wasn’t the only protection she had within reach.
If she didn’t let Daniel in, he was going to stand there until she did. If she let him in, she could give him a hearing and get him out of her place faster than she would if she refused entry and had to argue the point.
She had a feeling that Daniel would be good at arguing his way into what he wanted. So Deonne moved back three or four paces, subtly shifting herself closer to the desk.
“Thank you.” Daniel stepped inside and shut the door behind him. As promised, he kept his back close to the door. “Your eyes are blue,” he observed. “They’re quite lovely.”
“Look, if you came here—”
“I’m a vampire,” he said, lifting his voice over hers.
Deonne stared at him while her brain scrambled to catch up.
He crossed his arms and lifted a brow.
“You…can’t…just blurt it out like that,” Deonne protested. “You have no idea who I am. What I am.”
“You know vampires,” he said flatly. “You’re human, but you associate with them. You wear the markings of one. Your lover, I presume.”
Deonne wrapped her arms around her and tried to figure out how to handle this. Vampires were still hiding from humans in this decade. For Daniel to declare himself meant he had to be very sure about her.
“That’s why you told me?” she asked. “Because you could see I had met vampires before?”
“And lived to tell tales around the campfire.” He smiled. “That makes you a little bit special, among humans.”
Not in the twenty-third century, I’m not, Deonne thought.
“But that isn’t the only reason I told you,” Daniel added. He leaned back against the door, his arms still crossed. It was an indolent pose. “Your lover. He is vampire, yes?”
Deonne lifted her chin. “They might be.”
Daniel rolled his eyes. Then, “He should be here with you.”
“There are good reasons why they are not,” Deonne assured him coolly.
“There are no reasons that trump protecting a human you’ve marked,” Daniel growled. He straightened. “Do you have any idea how vulnerable you are, without him standing at your shoulder?”
Deonne kept her face neutral as her mind raced. Someone in the agency, or perhaps it was more than one… She could recall someone speaking about how a close relationship with a vampire marked a human in indelible ways that only other vampires could read. It told all other vampires that she was approachable. There were some vampires who still adhered to older ways and for them, she was not just approachable, but available. They would consider her mark to be a flag of welcome for whatever they wanted.
There would be more of those types of vampires around here in the twenty-first century, before public exposure and political correctness forced them into more modern ways of thinking.
Deonne became aware, abruptly, of the thinness of the silk gown she was wearing and her nakedness beneath. She fought the impulse to pull the neck of the gown in closer around her throat. That would tell Daniel far too much about her state of mind.
He lifted a hand. “I’m not here to claim you,” he said, his voice flat. “I happen to think it is a barbaric philosophy and besides…” He smiled, his expression softening. “Even if I did believe you were zayd, I would find it most difficult to treat you as one, as beautiful and fiery as you are.”
Deonne shifted uneasily on her feet. “You really shouldn’t say such things,” she warned him.
“I should not compliment you?”
“Why did you come here?” Deonne demanded, deliberately shifting the conversation away from the line he was taking it.
Daniel laughed. He knew what she was doing, then. But he seemed to relent and let her have her way, for he leaned back against the door once more, his arms crossed.
For the first time, Deonne noticed that his shoulders were wide under the conservative shirt. Crossing his arms seemed to emphasize their width, by stretching the shirt over his dimensions.
She dropped her gaze to the floor.
“Why were you so relieved when I told you my name?” he asked.
Deonne jerked her head up to look at him, shocked. Of course, as a vampire, he would have detected every physiological change in her body. Her relief, which the average human would not have noticed, would have been as obvious as printing to him.
Once more, she kept her body and gestures and expression neutral as she tried to find a way to answer him.
“You’re very good at that,” he told her.
“At what?”
“Hiding minutiae that might give a vampire answers you don’t want to share. You’re very…enclosed.”
Deonne had never before considered that the skills of her profession would make her intriguing to vampires. Was that why Justin had been drawn to her? She would have to remember to ask him.
“Of course, you didn’t know I was vampire before, so you weren’t shielding as well as you might,” Daniel added. “I found it very curious that you would be relieved. I confess I cannot fathom why this might be so. That is what drove me here. That, and your lover’s absence. I am concerned, Dianne.”
Deonne forced herself to remain quite still, even though her heart jumped a little at the mention of her false name. She still wasn’t used to being Dianne Flynn, as she was in this time.
“You jumped,” Daniel said, his voice very low. “And when you gave me that name earlier tonight, you hesitated. Vampires use different identities all the time, not humans. Yet you are using one. Dianne is not your real name and you are not practiced at absorbing a new personality as we are.” He had lifted himself away from the door once more and his hands were by his sides. “You are masquerading as someone else, here in isolated and calm western China where western people retreat. It would be a perfect place to hide, if I had not come along.”
Deonne drew in a breath, trying to keep it slow and steady. She was shaking. How easily he had seen through her! How pathetic was she, that the first person to take anything more than superficial interest in her saw the truth immediately?
He took a step forward. Not a big step. But he was shifting on his feet as some emotion was building in him. He was drawing close to the truth that had bought him here.
“You lied about your name,” he told her. “You are hiding the facts about your vampire lover. My name seems to please you because of what it is not. These are intriguing facts. I want to know more.”
Sweet lady Jane! Deonne realized she was chewing at her lip. She had let her attention lapse.
And Daniel was watching her, observing every little slip.
She lifted her chin and squared her shoulders. “There is no more. Not for you.”
He inched a little closer. His eyes seemed to grow larger. “I will not stay away. Not while your lover leaves you exposed thus.”
“I don’t need protection,” she shot back. “And I think it is time for you to leave.”
He smiled broadly. “I will let you get your beauty sleep.” He opened the door and looked over his shoulder. “But I will be back, my fascinating one.”
 



Chapter Nineteen
Liping Village, East Yunnan Province, China, 2054 A.D.: Deonne had barely started in on the monstrously long list of tasks she needed to do when she got her first drop-in. She knew it wouldn’t be the last. She would have dozens of visitors during the day, each with a complaint or a request. So she looked up with a pleasant smile as the door opened, determined to be positive about the interruption.
Daniel James stepped in, looking around and sizing up the place curiously.
Deonne leapt to her feet, jarring her thighs against the desk and shoving it across the tiled floor with a scraping sound that made her wince.
“How did you find me?” she demanded.
“And good morning to you, too,” he replied with a smile. “Your pheromones are quite unique. Delicious, in fact.” He gave a shrug with one shoulder. “I followed your trail.” He looked around the room once more. “You work here?”
“I am working. You’re interrupting me.” She sat down again and rubbed her thighs under the desk.
Daniel strode over to the desk and pulled the hard wooden chair out from the wall and sat in front of her. “This compound is not very secure. I walked through and no one challenged me. There are no locks anywhere.”
“This is Liping. No one locks their doors.”
“Against burglars, no, they don’t. But you have a different sort of animal after you.”
“That would be you, then?” she asked sweetly.
His smile was filled with amusement. Even his eyes lit up with good cheer. “Alas, no. Not with your absent lover lurking in every thought you have and breath you take. I would like to go after him, though, and beat sense into him. It offends me that he would leave you vulnerable in this way.”
“You can’t,” she said quickly.
“I know.” He laid his hands flat on the edge of her desk. His fingers were long and slender, even though his hands were large and the wrists strong. Fine fingers, good for delicate work.
Deonne ripped her mind away from the path it was taking and focused it back onto the conversation. “I really do need to work,” she said, touching the pile of documents — actual paper documents — sitting next to her elbow.
“Permit me one question and then I will allow you to go back to work.”
“Allow?” she repeated.
He smiled. “My presence is not allowing you to work, no? If I remove myself, I will be allowing you to work.”
Deonne gripped her hands together tightly behind the desk. “Ask, then.”
He spread his fingers across the desk. “I have given much thought to you and your missing lover.”
“I wish you wouldn’t call him that,” Deonne muttered.
Daniel’s smile this time was broad and full of delight. “Then it is a man. I was right.”
Deonne grimaced at how stupid she was for slipping on something so obvious. She had to be more careful with what she was saying. She most definitely had to watch what she said to Daniel. He already knew or was divining far too much about her that was true. To give herself time to recover, she picked up her cup of green tea and sipped it slowly.
Daniel’s smile stayed in place. “I have thought a lot about you and your…what would you prefer I call him?”
“Call him what you want. It makes no difference to me.”
“He has a name. What harm is there in giving it to me?”
Deonne hesitated. Giving him Justin’s name would feel like she was giving in. It was a compromise she wasn’t ready to make. She lied instead. “Edward,” she told Daniel, giving Justin’s middle name. It had been his father’s name, the only thing of his father Justin’s mother had been able to give him. She also knew that Justin had used Edward as his travelling name, the very few times he had jumped back. “Good for all eras, most countries and most occasions,” Justin had explained. “While Justin wasn’t popular until Victorian times.”
Daniel nodded. “Edward. A fine name. Just as Dianne is a fine name.” He laughed again. He seemed to be enjoying himself enormously, even though he clearly knew she was lying.
“You have a question to ask,” she reminded him.
His smile faded. “I have lived for six hundred years and I have travelled to many places and met many people. I like stories, Dianne. I grew up listening to stories told around the fire, stories that came from far and wide. I no longer have a family to sit with around the fire, who will tell stories or listen to them. But I collect stories anyway. It is a remnant of my humanity and I like it.” He gave her a brief smile that didn’t touch his eyes. His gaze was locked on her face. “I heard a story, long ago, about vampires who can pass through time.”
Deonne breathed through her shock and dismay. She gave the same small shrug he had. “A story. So?”
He nodded. “I would have passed it off as entertainment, also. Except once I had heard about these time travelers, I could not stop hearing about them. You know how, once your mind has been attuned to notice a thing, you will see that thing everywhere you go?”
Deonne nodded, for she knew exactly what he meant.
His eyes were grave as he considered her. “I don’t think they were stories at all. I think they were rumors and whispers in the wind, of something that everyone, even vampires, knew was forbidden.”
“Forbidden?” Deonne questioned. “Why forbidden?”
Daniel placed his hands back on the desk again, flat for emphasis. “If such vampires exist and if they do move through time, then they are juggling with the very essence of our existence. I have studied physics in my time, among other things. Physicists have a deep and abiding respect for time and its effect on the universe. They know it is a force they cannot and should not interfere with. Yet these vampires who travel through time are doing exactly that.”
Deonne kept her best neutral expression in place, while her heart raced. Did he know, or was he fishing?
He sat back, relaxing, his hands resting on his knees and smiled at her. “I do not wish to trouble you with such fairy tales, but they speak to the heart of my question.” He didn’t move, but his gaze was anchoring hers, holding it captive. “Are you from the future? That is my question.”
Deonne had been braced for the question so she didn’t jump. “The future?” she repeated, injecting incredulity into her voice.
Daniel didn’t blink. “There was a man, long ago, who said ‘Once you eliminate the impossible, whatever remains, no matter how improbable, must be the truth.’ I have spent all night stripping away the impossible. There are no other answers left that address everything that is odd, different and wrong about you.”
Deonne wanted to know what was odd and wrong, but asking would keep this very dangerous conversation going. So instead, she tried to shut it down. “Time travel is just what you said it was. A fairy story. I’m sorry, Daniel, but I really am very busy.” She pushed at the pile of paper next to her once again.
He didn’t move. “Your clothes are wrong,” he said flatly. “I have spent centuries learning how to blend in with humans and not be noticed as a stranger, so I have learned to take a great deal of time and effort over trivialities like clothing and accessories. Humans accept people who look exactly like them. It reassures them.”
Deonne realized she was smoothing down her trousers along her thigh and grasped her hands together to stop the telling reaction. She had dressed in twenty-third century clothing this morning. The trousers and shirt were very plain and close enough in cut and details to current fashions. No one had ever commented on her clothing when she had worn them before. Daniel was the first one to notice.
“You’re close enough to current styles, but the fabric is wrong. So are the fastenings, which…” He frowned, his gaze running over her shirt, all he could see from where he was sitting. “...I’ve never seen before,” he finished. “The buttons are false and I don’t recognize what lies beneath them, keeping the shirt closed.”
It was an anti-static fastener, but Deonne kept her teeth together and stared at him, trying to look bored.
“I just couldn’t think of a reason why any vampire would leave you, of all people, alone and unprotected. You would not be with a man so self-concerned he would abandon you. Ergo, any man you choose to keep company with would ensure that you were safe and would not leave your side unless he had no other choice.”
Daniel gave her a brief smile. “Your name has no history anywhere on the net. I searched last night. It is impossible these days to avoid leaving some sort of trace. That confirms your name is not your real identity.”
Deonne shifted on her chair. “You have asked your question. Why are you still here?”
“You didn’t answer it.”
“Yes I did. I said it was a fairy story.” She picked up her pen and pulled the bundle of papers that were on top of the pile over in front of her.
“Your Edward can’t be here because he’s somewhere in the future,” Daniel said.
Deonne sighed. Loudly. She kept her gaze on the paper in front of her, even though she was not focused on it.
“I don’t know why you’re here in this time,” Daniel continued, as if she hadn’t made a sound, “But your Edward remains in the future because for him to be here would be dangerous for you. That is the only reason a man you would be with would stay away.”
“Perhaps I’m with a first class bastard who doesn’t give a damn?” Deonne suggested.
“That does not preclude him being from the future,” Daniel pointed out.
“Naturally, he would not be from the future. That is a physical impossibility.”
“Is it? The stories I heard spoke of vampires able to travel through time with nothing more powerful than their own minds.”
“Where did you hear this story, anyway?” Deonne demanded.
“A very old homeless man, on the outskirts of Los Angeles, was the first to tell me about vampires that time travel. He said he had met one.”
Deonne laughed. “And you believed him?”
Daniel smiled, too. “Not then, I did not. But now, I am on the verge of changing my mind because the evidence surrounding you points in no other direction.”
She sighed again, still smiling. “It’s a neat idea, Daniel. There’s a few things I would go back to do over if I had the choice. But it’s just an idea. Now…” She lifted the document in front of her. “If you don’t mind?”
“What is your real name?” Daniel asked. “You and I both know what each other is. You can share your name with me without danger. I refuse to call you Dianne.”
Deonne stared at him as a fear-filled idea struck her. Daniel was not his real name. Why hadn’t she considered this far sooner?
“Where did your mind just wander?” Daniel asked. “Your expression is almost alarming.”
She ignored him while she thought about his name. Daniel. James. With jerky, panic-filled movements, she reached for the keyboard and tapped out “Santiago” and ran a query. The first response was instantaneous and sat glowing on the screen, shouting at her.
Definition: Santiago.
Common Spanish surname, particularly amongst the Romani tribes. Originated as a rendering of Spanish patron saint, Saint James.
Deonne stared at the screen, her breath locked in her chest and her heart slamming against her chest and in her ears. She could hear the sound of her own breath whistling in and out.
Adán. Adániel.
Daniel was Adán Santiago.
“I think I’m going to be sick,” she whispered.
“Dianne!” Daniel’s voice was strident and loud. She looked at him, realizing that he had spoken and she hadn’t heard a word.
Concern filled his eyes. He reached for her wrist and squeezed it. “What is wrong? What has happened? You look—”
“Don’t touch me!” she cried, pulling her arm from his grip. She stood up, stumbled over the chair and shoved it away. It tottered, as the legs caught on the tiling, then toppled over to crash sideways on the floor.
Daniel leapt to his feet. “You look like I have abruptly turned into a murderer.”
“You have,” she whispered. She raced for the door. “Stay away from me!”
She slammed the door on him and ran for her life.
* * * * *
Jerusalem, Israel, 2264 A.D.: The final sum the wardens had used to pay for Keiren’s silence was generous enough that he didn’t have to find a job right away. He didn’t have to do anything he didn’t want to do for quite a while.
So instead of occupying his time with the challenge of finding a new profession, he drifted through days and nights, sometimes climbing onto the nets, or otherwise watching mindless entertainment on the battered and scratched monitor that came with the room.
On the fifth day, toward sunset, a manual knocking on his door announced a visitor.
Kieren lifted his head from the pillow, staring at the door. He had received no visitors and no one had come to the door for five days, except for the delivery company the wardens had used to ship his personal effects, which still sat in the shipping containers in the corner of the room where he had told them to drop them.
When the knock came a second time, harder than before, Kieren sat up and swiveled so his feet were on the floor. He stared at the door.
The only way he was going to resolve who could possibly be on the other side was to open the door. The door had no security monitors at all.
Kieren picked up his sidearm from the table and held it down at his side in the ready position. Then he carefully opened the door, using it to shield his chest and most of his body. He peered around the edge.
Cáel Stelios stood in the hallway, looking out of place in amongst the rubbish and graffiti, in his ten grand suit and coat. He was quite alone. He raised a brow. “You’re a hard man to find.”
“Jesus Christ,” Kieren swore. “Where is your security?”
“I fired them.” Stelios nodded toward the apartment. “Can I come in? I would feel safer being in the same room with you and that gun you’re holding.”
Kieren opened the door just wide enough for Stelios to walk through, then bolted it behind him. “You severed your contract with the wardens?” he asked. “I’m surprised they let you. They’re iron-bound, those contracts.”
“We came to agree that I no longer needed their services,” Stelios said, turning slowly to take in details around the room. “It was…mutually beneficial.” He stopped turning, facing Kieren, and removed his gloves.
“That’s how you found me,” Kieren guess. “You used the contract for leverage to pry it out of them.”
“With the best intentions, yes.” Stelios raised his brow again.
“Israel is half-a-globe away from Malacá, or even San Francisco. You’ve gone out of your way to find me. Why?”
“You left the Agency and the wardens very quickly. Right after the incident in Sweden.” Stelios’ expression told Kieren he knew exactly what had happened in Sweden, down to the last detail. That was most likely, given his relationship with Nayara and Ryan.
“You have a good grasp of the facts,” Kieren agreed. “But if you have gone to so much trouble to find me just to ask me to go back, then you don’t understand me or the situation.”
“I would sooner dump you in the fringes of Washington City buck naked than see you go back to that bunch of hypocrites,” Stelios said, with some heat.
Kieren let his surprise circulate through him so it would dissipate. “Then why are you here?”
“I want you to come back.”
“I just said—”
Stelios held up his hand. “Come back to the Agency. As their employee…or you can become a fully-fledged member if you want. We need you.”
“We? Don’t you represent the people of Greece?”
“I do,” Stelios agreed. “But you and I both know that I have a higher priority in my life, which remains hidden for now.”
Kieren disarmed and placed the gun on the table, giving himself time to think. “Why do you want me to join the Agency?”
“Because you are one of the best in your profession I have ever seen, and because what has happened to you may not have happened if you had been working a different contract.” Stelios shrugged. “We’ll never know, but that’s not the issue. You were working for me when this happened and I therefore have a small amount of responsibility.”
“No, you don’t,” Kieren replied firmly.
“I do not speak of financial or legal responsibility. The contract I had with the Wardens was a high-risk one. The wardens acknowledged the risk and absolved me in advance for injuries any Wardens received. The contract has been concluded with no debts remaining on either side. But I would be a poor human indeed if I didn’t feel any concern over what happened to you on our watch.”
“I don’t think what happened is something anyone could have predicted,” Kieren pointed out. The effort it took to say that aloud! He could feel sweat prickling down his spine.
Stelios sighed. “The Agency needs help with personal security. Now I’ve fired the Wardens, there is no one. I want you to fill the gap.” His gaze drilled into Keiren’s. “You need the Agency, too.”
Kieren clamped down on his internal reaction and kept his face neutral. “I don’t need anyone.”
“You do now.” Stelios threw out a hand. “You have psi talents, Kieren. I know you want to deny that, but for the moment, let’s deal with the situation that puts you in.”
Kieren struggled to keep his face and body still. “I am not psi,” he said, as evenly as he could.
“I know that. Everyone at the agency who deals with psi every day…they all know that, too. But your Wardens did not like how it made you different and more powerful than them. At the agency, you would be just one of hundreds of people who are different. Some of them are quite strange. But all of them are accepted there, and their talents and expertise welcomed and used, in whatever way a person wants to help. That’s a set of conditions I don’t think exist anywhere else in the universe right now. Cristos, they accepted me and I’m just human.”
Kieren hadn’t considered that before. In the immediate aftermath of the affair in Sweden, no one had looked at him strangely or drawn away from him. Their biggest concern was Deonne’s safety. What he was had been a secondary question that they had put aside as unanswerable just then.
Then he recalled the acrimonious reaction of the Wardens and his gut tightened. He took a deep breath to offset it.
Stelios was watching him, reading the shifts of his expression and body language. He was a politician and exceptional at judging character. Kieren had seen him dealing with humans and vampires both, adjusting his responses and even the language he used to smooth his way.
Kieren grimaced. “Of course, you’re going to tell me exactly what I want to hear.”
“I would, if I was interested in political expediency,” Stelios replied. “My only agenda right now is ensuring that you are protected and that you have a future.”
“And again, I have to ask why.”
Stelios sighed. “I know about the others that came to speak to you. The ones that defeated your wardens without touching them.”
Kieren wondered where Stelios got his information. His sources were amazing. Then he realized. “You learned that from the same person who told you about my leaving the Wardens.”
Stelios nodded. “Although he used that same term, ‘leaving’, and I didn’t believe him, either. Not after he told me about these other people holding a whole base at bay.” Stelios’ gaze was steady. “You clearly don’t want to join them.”
“I don’t like their attitude.”
“So join the agency instead. Unless you don’t like our attitude, either?”
Kieren side-stepped the question. “I thought only vampires could be full members of the agency?”
Stelios waved toward the narrow bed. “Do you mind if I sit down? It has been a very long day, so far.”
Kieren nodded and Stelios sank down onto the edge of the mattress with a deep sigh. He placed his hands on his knees, propping himself up. “Your status and your specific duties for the agency I will leave up to Nayara to finalize with you, but I can tell you this – you will need people. You cannot shield the agency from what may happen in the future all on your own.”
“You want me to recruit my own staff?”
“I do. The agency members have all survived a long time. They know how to defend themselves and can do it well or magnificently, but they have not made it their life’s work as you have and they all – each and every one of them – have a blind spot.” Stelios looked at him.
“They think they’re invulnerable. Humans know they are not.”
Stelios nodded. “Correct. It’s not an attitude that can change overnight, despite the inroads Gabriel has made into the agency. They’ve all spent too many centuries being the big kid on the block. Then there are the humans the agency is trying to protect. You could work with Pritti to see what defenses the agency can build against Gabriel and his psi, so the humans can come home.”
“You mean…use my…” Kieren couldn’t say it. There was a huge resistance to speaking the words aloud. He knew that as soon as he said something like that, it would signal his acceptance of what everyone else had already accepted as fact – that he had demonstrated psi talents.
As Stelios had said, he was in denial, despite the Jabbar raid proving he had psi talents.
Stelios studied him now. “You can use whatever expertise you have to get the job done. Or hire the expertise you need. I’m giving you carte blanche, Kieren. Protect the agency. Protect them from themselves and from Gabriel and his people.”
Kieren squeezed and flexed his fingers. “I’ll think about it.”
“Do that.” Stelios got to his feet in a slow, deliberate way that spoke volumes about his degree of weariness.
“I should make sure you get home safely,” Kieren said. “You’re one of the biggest targets in the agency and you’re human, too.”
“The degree and manner of my association with the Agency isn’t widely known,” Stelios replied, fastening his coat. “And while I am inside the Assembly complex, I am very well protected.”
“Except you left that protection,” Kieren pointed out. “It only takes a mind reader one quick scan to figure out you’re a key member of the agency.” He tilted his head to one side. “You think about Ryan and Nayara constantly. A scanner wouldn’t have to dig deep into your thoughts to find it.”
Stelios’ eyes narrowed. “You can read minds?”
“I can guess. I have seen you with those two. Your body language is controlled, but it’s the degree of control that told me how deep it goes.”
“I see.” Stelios grimaced. “I’ll have to work on that.” He put his fingertips against his temples and massaged quickly. “What if you drove me back to Malacá? I have a rented limousine downstairs and I’ve seen you pilot a semi-ballistic before, so I know I’m in good hands. I frankly don’t trust myself. I’m too tired. You can use the limousine to hop over to Rome, afterwards.”
“Rome?”
“The new official headquarters for the Agency. I’ll fill you in as we go.”
Kieren reached for his jacket, hanging on the hook on the back of the apartment door. “I’ll get you to Malacá, sir, then I’ll figure out what I will do after that. I’m not agreeing to anything.”
“To Malacá will be good enough for now,” Stelios agreed. “And you’d better call me Cáel.”
Kieren considered him for a moment, then moved to the door. “Only until I agree to join the agency…if I decide to do that.”
 



Chapter Twenty
Liping Village, East Yunnan Province, China, 2054 A.D.: Deonne didn’t go back to her apartment because she knew Santiago would find her there. She deliberately aimed for the section of the village she knew the least, as that would be an unexpected and unanticipated direction to go. She slowed to a fast walk once she was out of sight of the compound, and began to pick roads and paths at random, switching directions often, but always heading away from the compound.
As she walked, she tried to figure out what she should do but the fear seemed to gum up her brain.
She couldn’t call out to Justin. He had time jumped less often than she and was happy to admit he knew close to nothing about time conservation. He would not be able to help her as he would want to.
Nayara. Nayara had resolved the time wave that had delivered Constantine’s Curse upon the world and threatened to end it. If anyone would know how to fix this, she might.
Deonne changed her direction, heading back toward the compound, but she continued to change roads and routes, trying not to travel along any road she had already used.
When she spotted the compound ahead, its tiles peeking through trees, she edged closer to the trees, until she was looking upon the compound, fifty meters away. She studied it. Was Santiago still there?
Then she heard, far to her right, a faint call. “Diaaaaanne!”
He was near the apartments. He had tried hers and found her not there. Now he was combing the woods and calling for her. That meant he wasn’t in the compound.
She sprinted for the compound, thankful that she had swapped her high heels these last few days with a flat and conservative pair of shoes that suited her dour mood. She burst through the green doors into the compound, slammed the doors shut, then lifted the bar and dropped it into the big hooks that held it over the doors. Feeling only a little bit safer, she hurried back into the office, out of breath and still feeling sick.
She dropped into her chair and pulled the keyboard over and began typing.
Nayara…help!
Santiago is here and I don’t know what to do. He knows about time travel! I’m afraid that anything I say or do will create a wave or screw the world over somehow.
He’s looking for me. I have to get out of here.
Deonne.
She opened Mariana’s instruction book and paged through to the communications section. Mariana had explained how to send a message to Nayara if absolutely necessary. The time drop message began by emailing a blind address, and included instructions on the exact date to deliver the message. Her email was automatically date stamped, so Nayara would know precisely when Deonne had sent it, to the second.
Deonne wiped at her eyes, which were damp, and hit “send”.
She sat back, breathing deeply to keep the pathetic tears at bay.
Nayara appeared in the middle of the room, materializing instantaneously. Deonne stared, her mind coupling up facts with what she had just witnessed. She had never seen anyone arriving at the end of a jump before. It was remarkable for how ordinary it looked, except for the fact that one moment the floor was empty and the next, Nayara was there, straightening up from her original jump.
“Oh thank god, you’re here,” Deonne said, standing up and wiping hastily at her eyes.
“Your message was very precisely dated,” Nayara told her. She came over to where Deonne was standing, the pale green robe she was wearing floating elegantly behind her. “You timed it well, for my end. It arrived four days after you returned here from Sweden.”
“I will remember that date forever,” Deonne assured her.
Nayara touched her arm gently. “What has happened?” she asked. “Tell me everything.”
* * * * *
Low Earth Orbit, 2264 A.D.: The low, distinct buzzing of Cáel’s personal communications code woke him from a sleep he wasn’t aware he had fallen into. He pulled out his travelling board and keyed the communication for text only, as he glanced out the window. Earth was a beautiful blue sphere to his right. It was a breath-taking view, but the message needed his attention.
“Where are we?” he asked Kieren, who was checking dials and nudging controls, to fine tune them.
“We’re at the point of apogee. Low earth orbit. In three minutes and twenty-five seconds, we start our re-entry glide and prep for landing.”
Cáel read the text and frowned. “How far could you change course in this thing?” he asked Kieren.
“It’s got some maneuvering thrusters, but using them will massively suck your power.” Kieren grinned. “You probably figure you can afford the refill, but if we run short as we’re landing, we’ll have no brakes. Why do you ask?”
Cáel hefted his board. “The President just called a recess. That gives me an excuse to visit Rome.”
Keiren’s eyes widened. “Assembly was in session? You left the Assembly while it was still running?”
“As soon as I had your address,” Cáel confirmed. “But don’t feel too guilty. It was only supposed to be a quick hop there and back – they were reading a ninety-thousand word bill and it was the second reading. It was a good time to slip out.”
Kieren stared at him a moment longer. Then he straightened and turned to look at the controls. “I can get us to Rome,” he said. “As long as you don’t mind a fast and hairy landing. The thrusters are supposed to be for emergencies.”
“It wouldn’t be my first rough re-entry,” Cáel assured him.
Kieren spared a single glance at him. “You have unexpected facets.”
Cáel grinned. “Comes from living so long. You tend to pile on the experiences.”
“Is that why you like vampires?”
Cáel bit back his first surprised reaction, which would have been to shut Kieren down with an imperious demand that he mind his own business. Keiren’s business was his business, now. Information was always useful.
So Cáel gave the questions fair thought. “It might have been what drew my attention to them, long before I met any of them. Now, something a lot stronger holds me here, and it has nothing to do with their longevity.”
Kieren stared out through the screen. “It’s their principals, for me, and their discipline.”
“That was what made me…” Cáel hesitated.
“Love them?” Kieren finished. He glanced at Cáel. “You don’t hide it very well, when you’re with them.”
“So you’ve said.” Cáel scowled.
Kieren grinned and grabbed the manual steering stick. “I’ve got control. If you would punch in the coordinates for a Rome landing strip, I’ll stop this thing from heading to Malacá.”
* * * * *
Liping Village, East Yunnan Province, China, 2054 A.D.: After Deonne had explained the events of the last two days, Nayara walked restlessly around the small room, thinking. “Where is Santiago now?” Nayara asked.
“Looking for me. I heard him calling, over by my apartment.” She bit her lip. “It won’t take him long to find me. He follows my pheromones.”
Nayara shrugged. “Naturally. He is a hunter, as are we all. Scent is a reliable spore.”
Deonne stared at her, trying to feel appalled or horrified at the casual reference to tracking down humans, but she couldn’t. Her fear had solidified in the middle of her chest and was stealing all her energy. It took effort just to breathe.
“Where is Justin?” Deonne asked. “Why didn’t he come?”
“You sent the letter to me,” Nayara replied, still deep in thought. “I wanted to investigate what could make Deonne Rinaldi panic before bringing another traveler here.” She glanced at Deonne. “The more of us there are, the higher the risk that a time wave will result.”
“I need to leave here,” Deonne said. “I have to get away from him.”
“You can’t return home,” Nayara said. “It is too risky. The psi-filers have you on their hit list.”
“I’m not suggesting I do.” Deonne stood up, too restless to just sit there. “But there is a whole world out there beyond the village. I could get lost in it.”
Nayara paused in her pacing to turn and look at Deonne. “You said he was hunting you. How long do you think it will take him to find where you have gone?”
“If I keep moving—”
“No.” Nayara shook her head. “You cannot.”
Deonne gripped her hands together. She had never had one of the agency members give her a flat, blanket ‘no’ before. It was a novel experience and she wasn’t sure she liked it, but then she had never been a factor in a time crunch, either. This was the sort of knotty, brain twisting problems that Nayara and Ryan and the agency travelers faced every day and each occasion they jumped back in time.
“Is this something to do with my future?” Deonne asked. “Has Brenden researched this already? There are records of my time here?”
Nayara sighed and stopped pacing. She looked at her and Deonne thought she could see pity in Nayara’s gaze. “There are fragments that speak of you….here in the village. There is nothing else.”
“Which means I don’t leave here,” Deonne concluded. She looked out the window. He would be somewhere out there, still, looking for her. Perhaps he had found her trail already. “I want Justin here, then,” she told Nayara. “If I can’t leave, then he can come to me.”
Nayara opened her mouth to speak and Deonne could see the ‘no’ painted on her face, in her expression and posture.
Deonne interrupted before she could speak. “Where is your Tree of Life, Nayara?”
The redheaded woman lifted her hand to her neck, where the Celtic Tree of Life medallion had rested for centuries. Deonne had read about it in the biography she had vetted, but the biography didn’t mention where the medallion was now. “Does Cáel Stelios wear it now?” Deonne asked.
Nayara was very good at dissembling, but Deonne read body language as part of her profession. She saw the tiny widening of Nayara’s eyes and the movement of her fingers against the base of her throat. She had surprised her.
Deonne stepped closer. “The truth can always be found in the details,” she explained.
“You understand how delicate the political situation would be if that fact became common knowledge?” Nayara asked.
“The fact that Stelios wears your medallion, or that you and Ryan and Stelios are lovers?”
Nayara drew in a slow breath. “Either one, let loose among humans, could be used against us.”
“It’s not something I would care to gossip about, anyway,” Deonne told her. “Besides, you have that handy-dandy confidentiality clause in my contract to keep me in line.”
Nayara smiled and the expression was full of warmth and humor. “I don’t think we’ll need it.”
Deonne moved close to Nayara and dropped her voice. “Look at how easily I read the truth about you, Nayara, and I’m only human. Think about how much more truth Santiago is learning from me every time he sees me. I’m not trained for this. I’m not a traveler. You need to get me out of here before Santiago puts it all together and creates some sort of wave all by himself.” She added the kicker. “What if he figures out how to jump through time?”
Nayara actually turned pale. “He cannot be allowed to learn that he can time jump,” she said urgently. “He’s untrained, he has no idea what trouble he can cause.”
“Right,” Deonne agreed. “So take me out of his reach. There has to be somewhere else I can go.”
“You can’t. You must stay right here in the village,” Nayara replied. “I know it scares you, but it is the only action available to you. If you leave and go anywhere else, you will be changing the course of time.”
“But, Santiago—”
“You will have to deal with him, Deonne.” Nayara gave her a small smile. “I’ve seen you handle media people and Brenden with his temper roused. You are discretion itself. You’ll just have to use some of those skills to handle Santiago.”
The answer was going to be no, no matter how well she argued, Deonne realized. Nayara was looking at this from her perspective as the Agency’s leader, with whom rested full responsibility for the strict preservation of history and all she could see were the records that showed Deonne remained in the village. Therefore, any suggestion that she leave the village was wasted.
Deonne drew in a breath and let it out. “Okay,” she said. “I’ll stay.” And just to make it look like she really meant it, she added; “But if I stay and Santiago creates a massive tidal wave in time, it’s on you, okay?”
Nayara considered her for a moment. “Very well,” she said slowly. She was frowning.
Had Deonne convinced her?
Nayara straightened, picked the hem of her dress up off the floor in one hand, and waved Deonne back a step or two. “Stay where you should be, Deonne,” she said. “And perhaps I can arrange a surprise for you.”
She spun like a ballet dancer on one foot and halfway through the spin, she leapt…and was gone.
Deonne immediately picked up her personal board from the desk, along with a few other personal items that she shoved into her pockets, and left.
She didn’t look back.
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Chapter Twenty-One
Chronometric Conservation Agency Headquarters, Villa Fontani, Rome, 2264 A.D.: It was hard not to be impressed with the new Agency headquarters. Justin wanted the place to match his mood, which was dark and ominous, but the sheer beauty and scale of the development pierced the protective coating of grumpiness he had maintained since leaving Sydney.
Because he had never been to the new headquarters before, and because he was arriving unannounced and lacking formal permission, he had been forced to travel there the long way. He had caught a continental semi-ballistic from Sydney to Istanbul. The g-train to Rome followed the same route as the ancient Oriental Express, but only took four hours, compared to the two days and a night the original steam train had taken.
The station in Rome had been jammed with people, for it was one of the primary junctions in Europe, just as Istanbul was the gateway to Asia and always had been. But local traffic used personal ground cars rather than public transport and Justin had the novel experience of hiring a taxi to take him across the inner city to the new agency location.
The taxi driver had marked him as a newcomer to the city. As they travelled along Lungotevere Tor di Nona, the driver pointed out famous landmarks in decent Common; Vatican City, the beautiful and ancient Pont Sant’Angelo – the bridge that had existed since the time of the Roman Republic, and the Statue of Saint Michael, just across the Tiber River.
Just past the bridge, the driver punched new directions into the car, then pointed out the right-hand window. “Villa Fontani,” he said.
Justin obediently looked out the window as the car turned in through the arching gates of the villa and slowed down to a near walking pace as it travelled the long, curving drive up to the villa itself.
The driver gave a potted history lesson on the villa as the car rolled past formal gardens filled with flowers and statuary, manicured lawns, and vignettes of fountains and bubbling streams and yet more waterfalls and marble fountains. Gazebos made of Roman columns and stonework were just visible in the far distance, through trees and shrubs and meandering paths, beckoning the explorer with time on his hands.
The villa had been built in the time of Caligula, in the first century A.D., by a wealthy senator. At the time, the villa had been on the outskirts of the city and served the senator as a retreat from the stresses of the city, the Senate and politics, which had been hazardous to most officials in that era.
When the senator had lost his life over a cup of wine that had been accidentally spilled onto the Emperor’s arm, the villa and its estate had passed into the hands of a Roman general, who travelled abroad extending the Empire’s holdings more than he stayed in Rome. The general, Lucias Livianus, employed an overseer for his villa, demanding that he develop the estate to be a fit and worthy place to return to from dry, dusty travels abroad.
The overseer had taken the General’s word literally and the work he did over the next fifteen years focused upon water: streams, waterfalls, ponds, lakes, pools…and fountains. Fontani meant fountains and was the reason for the villa’s name.
The building itself grew over the intervening centuries, as various owners renovated, repaired and extended, until it reached palatial grandeur. The gardens and grounds were considered a city treasure, even though the villa was one of the last remaining estates in the city to be privately owned. Many of the original Roman villas and their estates had been acquired by the city and turned into public parks and gardens, and their buildings used for public functions and offices.
Justin listened to the history lesson as he watched the gardens roll by and in contradiction to the disciplined beauty and serenity, his tension grew and coiled in anticipation of the confrontation ahead.
He tipped the driver heavily and received the driver’s “molte grazie” in return. As the taxi purred down the exit driveway, he turned to look at the majestic buildings.
If the agency intended to make a statement, it had succeeded. The villa and the grounds, even the city itself, spoke of timeless elegance, history and endurance. As a symbol for the agency, it was near perfect.
Justin suspected Christian and Cáel Stelios and perhaps Deonne, too, had sweated over the decision for the new location, but their decision had been divinely guided.
The villa had begun life as a working farm villa. The gates and walls had long ago been torn down to open up the internal quadrangle. Now, the colonnaded original building wrapped around three sides of the square – the plaza, Justin guessed, which featured the biggest and grandest fountain on the estate. It rivalled the Trevi Fountain in size and creativity, for depictions of Lucias Livianus’ military victories were replicated in marble, channeling the water from the central spring at the top of the statuary, down between figures and scenarios, to trickle musically into the giant stone basin that circled it.
The theme of victory was not lost on Justin, either. He grinned. Nayara must have laughed herself into adrenal overload at the near perfect symbolism the villa portrayed.
There were more and larger buildings that were tied into the central villa, running off to the left and right and behind to form extended wings. The buildings overall covered nearly a hectare.
The Agency must have dug deep into its pockets to acquire this place, but even Justin had a hard time disagreeing with the value.
There were people, vampire and human, traversing the central square. Justin screwed his eyes up against the dazzling hot mid-summer sun to see if any of them were people he knew.
There was a woman he recognized walking toward him and she looked like she was in a hurry. Justin reached for her name. Mary Anne. Mariana. The human who had written Nayara’s and Ryan’s joint biography.
Mariana was breathing hard when she reached Justin and she smiled warmly, pushing her nondescript brown hair from her forehead with the back of one hand. She wore what looked like the same enveloping and unflattering dress he had seen her wear on the station.
“Hello, Justin. Nayara asked me to show you inside. It is a bit of a maze until you learn your way around.”
“She was expecting me?”
Mariana turned around and looked over her shoulder in a clear “coming?” gesture. Justin stepped alongside her and they steered toward the right hand side of the fountain, where she had come from.
“Nayara didn’t know you were coming, of course,” Mariana told him breathlessly. “Everyone was under the impression you were remaining in Sydney for the foreseeable future.”
Justin grimaced. “Then how did she know I was here? Oh…the gates, right?”
Mariana smiled. “They do a full bio scan on anyone who enters. If you’re someone who shouldn’t be here, there are…well, precautions.”
“Traps and barriers and semi-lethal weapons,” Justin interpreted. “I’m glad to see this place has some security at least.”
“More than some,” Mariana said shortly. “But we know you, so you wouldn’t have noticed anything but the fountains on the way to the house.”
They were passing the fountain as she spoke and Justin could feel the moisture the fountain injected into the nearby air touch his face and hands and his flesh seemed to relax and sigh. Rome in summer wasn’t a comfortable place to be even for vampires. The dry air and heat and strong sunlight tended to irritate a vampire’s skin and eyes. It was perhaps the one disadvantage the villa presented.
Mariana stepped onto the colonnaded verandah, heading for a set of open double doors. Justin stepped up, looking around. Now he was on verandah, the true proportions of the villa became apparent. The columns holding up the verandah roof were thick and tall. The sets of double doors punctuating the villa on all three sides were proportionate and Justin estimated the transom was three meters from the floor.
The verandah was covered in ochre colored, rough surfaced tiles and all the way around the verandah, sitting between pairs of doors, were enormous terracotta urns and pots, some of them waist-high. They held plants and even small, manicured bushes, spilling cooling touches of greenery onto the tiles and up against the walls.
Mariana glanced at him. “It’s pretty, isn’t it?”
“Very.”
“This way,” she said, indicating the closest set of doors. Both doors were pushed open.
They walked through the doorway and cool, dim light bathed them. Justin’s eyes adjusted and he looked around. “It’s cooler in here than I thought it would be.”
“The layout of the villa creates breezeways and the stone walls keep their chill until the late afternoon. The villa is naturally cool. And dark,” Mariana added with a grin. “It helps with the heat, but the villa simply doesn’t have a lot of windows, especially this main building, which was the original farm house. Windows were a security risk, back then.”
“I bet,” Justin returned.
The room was larger than he expected it to be. There were more terracotta tiles on the floor, but these were polished smooth and sealed. They gleamed with care. There was little furniture in this room, except for more urns with trailing plants and a pair of chairs pushed up against opposite walls, their old style rolled arms and arched legs making them look as old as the villa.
There was another set of big double doors along the wall common to the room next door, connecting the two. The doors were pushed open and lay almost flat against the walls.
Justin could see more rooms through a replica pair of doors on the other side of the next room. “Is every room connected?” he asked.
“Almost,” Mariana told him, heading toward the doorway to the next room.
They moved into the next room, which was just as sparsely furnished as the last. “This is a gallery?” Justin asked.
“A what?” Mariana replied, walking directly for the next door.
“A pathway. A route. All these rooms are being used like a passage.”
“Yes, I suppose they are,” Mariana said slowly. She was clearly recalling common traffic patterns. “Not many of the rooms in this main house section have permanent functions. I’ve never seen them closed off.”
“How long have you been here?” Justin asked.
“Three days,” she replied.
He debated the wisdom of asking the question that pushed at his lips. It would making a declaration he was still getting used to delivering.
“Deonne was well when I left,” Mariana added, sparing him the question and at the same time startling him. “She misses you.”
Justin cast about for something to say in response, feeling winded, happy and mildly uncomfortable all at once. He was again spared, for they walked into yet another room, where a man and woman stood talking quietly. There was an archway through the wall to the right, which clearly led into other wings of the house and Justin could see another room through the opening, this one much bigger and even taller. Many people were moving about the furniture and fixtures in the room, most of which were a very modern office reception area type, which didn’t seem to clash with its surroundings at all.
“Nayara has stepped up her game,” Justin observed, a sense of awe starting to niggle him.
Mariana moved toward the couple. “Agata. Biagio. E ‘bello vederti. Are you well?”
Justin’s instincts kicked into gear as he drew closer to the pair. They were both vampires. Both very new vampires. Despite being middle-aged in appearance, they had a glow of youth and vitality. Agata, the woman, looked supremely happy and content, wearing a small smile in greeting.
“Very well, I thank you,” Biagio replied. His accent was thick Italian. That would soon wear away, Justin knew. Changing countries every few decades, time hopping and the ceaseless globetrotting that was the lot of an Agency member tended to strip away accents and even a sense of national identity. Justin had stopped thinking of himself as Australian before his first century. His identity as a vampire and all the myriad problems and challenges that came with it, had ruthlessly stripped away old associations and familial ties.
Mariana half-turned so that she could introduce them. “Biagio, Agata…I would like you to meet Justin Kelly, one of our associates. He works out of the Sydney office, generally.”
The pair nodded at him graciously.
“Justin, this is Agata and Biagio Juliani. They are the former owners of Villa Fontani.”
Justin put together the pairs’ new status as vampires and the Agency’s acquisition of the villa and stopped himself from laughing out loud. His admiration for Nayara’s expert strategizing was pushed even higher. What a perfect coup!
“I am pleased to be here,” Justin told them formally, in Italian. “Your home is very beautiful. I would not want to leave it, either.”
Biagio’s eyes twinkled. “We could not bear the thought. Now, we do not have to.”
“I would very much like you to show me your home, when the time suits you,” Justin said. “Once I have finished my business here.”
Biagio gave a regal nod. “It would be my great pleasure to do so.”
“Until later,” Justin assured him and glanced at Mariana. Her Italian was clearly not strong enough to follow their conversation, but his glance let her know it was finished. She waved toward the archway. “Nayara will be wondering where you are by now. Shall we?”
Justin nodded back at the Julianis and followed her into the reception area. The area was large and airy, with high ceilings and many narrow windows that spilled natural light into the room.
Mariana led him through the room, which was made comfortable with what looked like antique Turkish rugs and sofas made to resemble the ancient Roman divan, low slung, well-padded chairs and table tops pulled up next to all of them. There wasn’t a single articulated or automatic chair in the room yet despite the lack of technology, the room breathed relaxation and contemplation.
The atmosphere was greatly enhanced by a long row of bookcases along the wall opposite the windows, holding actual books. Given the age of the villa, it was possible they were genuine paper books, too.
Justin’s soul sighed. The room was a throwback in time and it nudged old memories.
Mariana hurried him through the room toward the big archway at the other end. “I’m sorry, we can’t stop,” she said. “Nayara will be waiting.”
Justin braced himself.
On the other side of the archway was another gallery. Mariana turned left and strode along the tiles. This one was open on the right, skirting a cavedium – a square that was open to the sky, but enclosed on all sides by the rest of the building. There were trees growing in the middle, all of them bearing globes of succulent fruit. Justin spotted oranges, pears and apples before they moved into another room at the other end of this side of the gallery.
There was very little ancient or serene about this room. It was a high-tech nirvana. Big screens were mounted all around the walls, high above everyone’s heads. These would be for mass communication and monitoring. At the moment, they were flashing ID photos and names, pausing on each for five seconds.
Persons of interest to the agency, Justin assumed. They would be psi or allies of the psi, and would be displayed on the screens so that everyone working in the large room would be constantly reminded of names and features.
Underneath, pushed up against the walls, were many automated desks with their individual screens. They looked very new and were probably the most advanced in desk automation, too. There were only four of them in use right now.
In the middle of the room was a wide and long table, at waist height, which was comfortable for standing over. The surface was translucent and back-lit.
Nayara was leaning over the table, sweeping her fingertips across the surface.
As Justin got closer, he saw the table was a souped-up replica of the fret board the Agency once had mounted on the wall in the main administrative room on the station, which showed where every traveler was in history.
Nayara straightened up when she saw Justin and came toward him, smiling. “Welcome to the agency’s new home,” she said, then surprised him by hugging him. Justin hugged back, wondering what was up. He had known Nayara for a long while, but she had never been openly affectionate with him and she had grown distant and almost chilly while he and Ryan had been together.
“I wasn’t sure if you’d make it back in time,” Mariana told Nayara.
“A plus side to jumping is you can choose when to return,” Nayara told her.
“You’ve been in the past?” Justin asked curiously. “I didn’t think we were doing tours yet.”
Nayara waved to the table. “Demyan came through with the images of the old story board. We replicated it on this new board and every traveler I can spare has been jumping back and retrieving the travelers still back in time.”
“The board looks clean,” Justin observed.
“Because we’ve retrieved all our travelers now,” Nayara said complacently. “We will be open for business again in a few days. You might want to keep that in mind if you have any keen customers lined up.”
“Always,” Justin said automatically and truthfully. He was looking at the table, which had changed views and was now streaming newsnet items across its top. The stream was replicated on the other side of the table, where Mariana stood, so anyone on that side could read the headlines, too.
Experimentally, Justin touched one of the items streaming past, and a portion of the table under his hand opened up into a window and the news item played live.
“Tap again to turn it off,” Nayara told him.
“I remember tables like this from…hell…the early twenty-first century. They were basically one large computer monitor. But that was before the Internet went neural. Once you needed a brain pattern to plug into the web, they became obsolete.”
“Everything old is new again,” Nayara assured him. “They found a way to mimic a human brain, so standalone terminals like this can receive net feeds.” She looked around. “Corriere della Sera, the Common language newspaper, just finished an interview with me here in this room. It’ll run at the same time we launch the book.”
“In three days’ time,” Mariana added and picked up a reading board sitting on the corner of the table. “I don’t want to nag, Nayara, but if we’re to hit all the deadlines….”
Nayara grinned. “She nags so nicely, too. Come with me, Justin. Mariana, I’ll be back in a few minutes and we can pick up where we left off.”
Nayara walked over to one of the half dozen doors and openings leading off from the room. It really was a nexus.
“Where is Brendan’s security to go?” Justin asked as she opened the door and stepped aside, letting him enter first.
“On the other side of the cavedium.”
He looked around. There was no mistaking that this was Nayara’s office, for there were feminine touches everywhere – even her chair was a rich tapestried fabric, with abstract flowers worked into the design.
The room was large and featured the same high ceiling as the reception area had. There were three sets of double doors placed along the far wall, and these were glass doors with lead lights. Armored glass, most likely, but the view through the doors was breathtaking.
Justin took in the highlights of the rose garden – the multicolored blooms nodding in the sun, the trellis holding up climbing roses, and partially hidden statues. There was a sundial in the middle of the enclosed garden.
“How much did this place cost?” Justin asked, turning to face Nayara as she closed the door. “Beyond the price of turning the Julianis?”
“That was the price,” Nayara replied, sitting in her chair. “They didn’t qualify for regeneration, even though they could more than afford it.”
“Genetic mutation?” Justin guessed.
“Biagio carries—carried a rare and very old aging mutation. He is Agata’s third husband and when he was turned he was only thirty-five years old.”
“Wow,” Justin breathed. “He looks nearly twice that age.”
Nayara nodded. “That is the work of the mutation. His telomeres, thanks to the mutation, would have fought the regeneration process. His aging was accelerating and they were both desperate for a solution, which I was able to supply.”
“At a price,” Justin qualified.
“I offered to have them turned, which gave them exactly what they wanted. They both get to live in their villa for as long as they wish and they get the stimulation of the company of their peers, and a willing workforce whenever they need it. They can stay here forever, if they want. I have made them formal custodians and managers of the estate. They have told me they consider the price a bargain. It was a very happy deal.” Nayara smiled reminiscently.
“And equipping this place? That cost nothing, too?”
“I’ve dipped into the agency reserves for that. We’re not broke yet, but I’m drawing heavily. Clients would be good for our cash flow, right now.”
“How is Ryan doing?” he asked.
“He’s recovering nicely,” she said stiffly.
“You’ve said that far too often, lately,” Justin told her. “How is he really doing?”
Her smile faded and it seemed to Justin that even her shoulders slumped. “I’m worried,” she confessed softly. “But all I can do is watch him.”
“When does Stelios return from Malacá?”
Nayara looked at him blankly and Justin rolled his eyes. “Of course I know,” he told her. “For three weeks before the station blew, you were glowing with it. If either Ryan or Stelios were in the same room, you nearly floated as you walked.”
Nayara closed her eyes briefly. “Does everyone know?”
“I’m pretty sure Christian and Rob know, which means Tally does. Brenden was in on it from the start, I suspect. He would have had to have been, to let Stelios have free run of the station the way he did.” Justin did a mental tally. “Demyan, probably. Pritti would have picked up your vibrations alone, and she and Demyan…” He trailed off, his gut clenching as he recalled Demyan’s wretched expression whenever Pritti wasn’t looking at him and the way she limped along, her head hanging with the effort, whenever Demyan was not there to see her. Her deterioration was an acknowledged fact that no one spoke of.
“Kieren knows, of course,” Nayara said, then sighed. “Well, as long as the knowledge doesn’t move outside the Agency, I will just have to live with it being common knowledge.”
“It’s not so bad, everyone knowing,” Justin assured her, thinking of Deonne.
She smiled, then swiveled her chair around to face Justin properly. “You were told to remain in your apartment in Sydney,” she said and the good humor in her voice and face evaporated. “What are you doing here, Justin?”
Business time.
Justin spread his hands. “It’s been four days and there’s been no wave as a result of my trip back.”
“They can take time to arrive,” she reminded him.
“Salathiel created his wave in the fifth century and it only took two days to get here. I went back a measly two hundred years. Any wave should have come through long ago.”
“There are no experts on time waves,” she said gently. “We spend our lives trying to ensure they don’t happen, so studying them is not a viable option. It’s possible that any wave you created was smaller and weaker and is therefore taking longer to reach through time and make itself felt.”
“You don’t believe that, do you?” Justin asked incredulously.
Nayara didn’t answer.
Justin pulled one of the visitors’ seat over and sat in it, leaning toward her desk. “Look, I’ve spent the last four days keeping myself from going stir crazy by digging into the history nets.”
“Looking for Santiago?” Nayara guessed.
“He doesn’t exist!” Justin said. “There’s no trace of him, especially in and around China in the twenty-first century.”
“I’m not surprised you couldn’t find him,” Nayara replied. “Adán Santiago is a Romani name.”
Justin stared at her blankly.
“Gypsies,” she interpreted. “Spanish Romani, to be exact. They used to roam all over Europe and later, every continent except Antarctica. Now, they are usually among the first to sign up for a new world colony. They’re travelers. Human travelers. Romani preferred a life on the road, unfettered by any authority except their own. They are expert at staying off the grid, even now.”
“He’d use personas,” Justin concluded.
“Exactly.” Nayara gave him a grim smile. “The Romani would have given vampires a run for their money, when we were still in hiding before the Revelation.”
“You know them well, then, if they came from Spain.”
Nayara shook her head. “I was shipped to Constantinople in the sixth century. That was a while before the Romani culture formed. But there are historians who say the Romani emerged from the last traces of the Celts who immigrated to Iberia in antiquity. Celts are my people, too, so I’ve always had an interest in the Romani.” She leaned forward, too, her gaze sharp. “Santiago is one of their more common last names. Coupled up with his first name, which is Spanish for Adam, makes it almost a certainty that your Santiago is Romani.”
“He’s not my bloody Santiago,” Justin replied. The response was jerked out of him and emerged hard and low.
Nayara’s eyes narrowed. “Are you that afraid of him, Justin? A Romani armada of one? Don’t you trust Deonne?”
He pushed his hand through his hair impatiently. “Of course I do…but the letter!”
“Which you may have negated with your jump back to her.”
“I want to go back again.”
Nayara sat up, her face falling into the careful, neutral expression that Justin knew was her default reaction to being surprised.
“Look, I’m coming to you openly this time. You can put all the safeguards and whatever you do in place, but I’m going back there. We can’t bring her here, the psi will have her scooping her own brains out with a spoon and thinking she’s eating gelato or something just as horrendous. She’s marked.”
“She is,” Nayara agreed softly. “Go on.”
Hope flared in his chest, hot and bright. He pressed on hurriedly. “I’m not a time expert. You just said there were no wave experts, so my opinion is just as valid as yours.” He held up his hand to forestall any protest. “I think I was supposed to go back. I think I was meant to be there. That’s why there has been no wave. If I’m right, then I have to go back there again and this time, I have to stay there.”
“And stop her from meeting Santiago?” Nayara questioned. “What about the letter? You received it, and relativity dictates that if you received it, then Deonne must write it. You can’t stop this, Justin. It has to be allowed to play out.”
He battled the wave of fear that washed over him, pushing it aside with an impatient mental shove. “I can’t explain the letter,” he said. “But you can’t explain why there is no wave, and I can.”
“If you’re right,” Nayara reminded him.
“Can you provide a better explanation? Any explanation at all?” he said, forcing a reasonable tone into his voice.
Nayara stood and walked to the glass doors and stood there with her back to him. She was a tall woman, and she was wearing a green dress in a light fabric. The hem of the dress brushed the floor and it reminded Justin vaguely of Roman tunics, except this one was not white or undecorated. Was it a salute to Rome itself?
He swiveled on his seat, and tried to unclench his fists. His heart was racing all by itself.
“The more I work with time,” Nayara said, her back still presented to him, “the better I grasp just how little I know and understand about it. Time is…unpredictable, even while we can rely absolutely on what history tells us, if our sources are good. Time flexes and changes courses. But ultimately, time is uncrushable and relentless.” She turned back to face him. “If a thing must come to pass, time has a way of ensuring that it does.”
“You’re letting me go back,” Justin interpreted.
She nodded. “I don’t know if you are right about the lack of a wave. I’d like to think you are. It has time’s irony stamped all over it. If you are right about that, then your return to China is inevitable. You’ll go whether I allow it or not.”
Justin drew in a breath, trying to calm his raging heart. He nodded, confirming her guess.
She moved back behind her desk. Oddly, she looked sad. “If you are wrong, then I suspect it doesn’t matter what you do back there. The letter will still be written.”
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
Liping Village, East Yunnan Province, China, 2054 A.D.: Deonne took the long way back to her apartment, through meandering nature walks that switched back and forth among the pockets of trees, by-passing secluded areas and vignettes placed for ultimate contemplation; a sun dial in a sun-dappled glade, a tiny bridge arching over a trickling stream, stepping stones, and more.
She noticed none of them except to mark her progress toward the apartment. She hurried along the shade and leaf covered path, listening intently for any sounds that said Santiago had found her.
Once inside, she locked the door and closed the drapes, wishing uselessly that she could simply polarize the windows against prying eyes and not have to work in semi-darkness. She pulled out the largest carrysack she had bought with her and started laying out essentials on the bed. She was going to have to do without a lot of things. She could only take what she could carry.
She worked quickly, for she didn’t have many possessions to begin with. She still had to off-load most of her clothes and it amused her to see the high pile she was forced to put aside. She had been steadily acquiring garments the whole time she had been here, without realizing it.
When the sack was full and she had managed to pack everything she considered essential, including a single pair of fashionable shoes, she started to fasten it.
The door of the apartment was rammed inwards, shuddering open under the impact. It slammed up against the wall and Deonne whirled, already knowing she had been discovered.
Her fear was large and thick in her throat as she watched Santiago walk in. He looked angry, but as his gaze swept the room and he saw the well-stuffed sack and the remnants of her packing spread across the bed, his anger faded. Puzzlement took its place.
He stopped in the middle of the small clear area, his hands down by his sides. “I wanted to give you all sorts of grief for running away from me like that,” he told her. “But…”
Deonne let her hand fall away from the sack. There was no point trying to hide it.
Santiago looked at her, his eyes rich with some emotion she didn’t care to analyze. “You are so afraid of me, you will flee your home? Your friends?”
Deonne faced him squarely, making herself stand straight and unrepentant. She didn’t respond. The truth was there for him to see.
He moved forward a pace. “Why? Why? I am virtually a stranger to you—” He stopped speaking mid-sentence, his gaze turning inward.
Deonne’s chest locked. He had figured out something. He had devised yet one more fact. This was exactly what Deonne had tried to warn Nayara about. Just by standing in the same room with Santiago, she told him too much, even if she did not speak.
Santiago shifted a half-pace closer. “I am not a stranger to you, am I? You know about me. You know about my future. Something ahead of me in time scares you so badly that you would run away rather than face me.”
Deonne curled her hands into fists. She couldn’t afford to speak. He was learning too much. Cold fingertips glided up her spine, making her hair lift. How badly was this fucking things up? How could she minimize the damage?
“I’m right,” he said, watching her. He gave a tiny nod. “You know who I am. Who I really am.”
Nothing harmful could emerge from confirming his guess. Not now. “You’re Adán Santiago,” she told him.
“Which you realized, back in your office,” he added. “I looked at your computer after you left. You looked up my name. Santiago.” He shifted a tiny inch closer. “My name fills you with fear. What is the terrible thing I do that a woman as strong and independent as you would fly away in panic at my mere presence?”
He thought he was about to turn into a monster. She could see his own fear written large on his face. “What you do isn’t—” She snapped her teeth together with an audible click, realizing that even that half-sentence gave away so much. She couldn’t afford to finish it.
He sank down onto the upright chair next to her desk and leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees. He was looking at the floor, a faint frown marring the flesh between his brows. “Then I was right. You are from the future.” He looked up at her and smiled. “You have no idea how…pleased I am to meet you.”
It was not even close to what Deonne thought his reaction would be when he finally figured it out. She let out her breath. It was done now. He knew.
“Why pleased?” she asked.
But he was frowning again, looking at the floor. It was as if he had not heard her. She felt like Santiago was moving three steps ahead of the conversation, or perhaps even more. His intuitive reasoning was uncanny.
He looked up at her again. “If what I do in the future that has you ready to bolt is not a bad thing, then why does it fill you with fear?”
Deonne drew in a breath that shook. He was so close. “You should leave. Now.”
He remained seated, studying her. “I am scaring you just by speculating. I must be close to the truth.” He glanced at the bed once more where her sack rested. It was a silent accusation.
“You can’t leave,” he said. His tone was remote, like his mind was still churning far ahead of the conversation.
“I can’t stay,” she assured him.
“Yunnan Province is…” He grimaced. “Provincial,” he finished. “You are running away so for you, the idea of getting lost among a lot of other people will have its pull. But elsewhere is unknown to you. If you head anywhere populated, you’ll get into trouble if I’m not there, too.”
Laughter bubbled up inside her. “I’m running away from you. Why would I take you with me?”
“You haven’t had enough practice hiding your real self,” he continued on, as if she hadn’t spoken. “You give off clues all the time.” His gaze caught hers. “Then there are your markings. You’ll be exposed, vulnerable. You’ll be considered available to anyone who comes across you.”
Deonne wrapped her arms around her middle as a shudder ran through her. “I can’t stay here,” she whispered. It was the one thread of reasoning she had left and it wasn’t really a reason. It was just a fact. She couldn’t be anywhere near Santiago.
“Why?” He rose to his feet in a swift flex of muscle and sinews that made her think, oddly, of Justin. Justin bounced up from a chair in just the same way when they were alone together. It was as if he wasn’t bothering to hide his nature, or scale down his true strength.
Oh, how she wished he were here! It would make things worse if he was – it would totally wreck any time line that might be left, but she wanted him standing next to her. Her want was so strong it made her chest clamp and her heart thud.
“Why is escaping me so terribly important?” Santiago demanded, his hands lifting and spreading to emphasize his words. “Can you not tell me?”
She shook her head.
“Why can you not tell me?” he asked reasonably.
“Telling anyone their own future is dangerous.”
His eyes narrowed. “Dangerous,” he repeated flatly. He dropped his hands, staring at her. Through her. His mind was racing again. Then she saw his focus shift and return to her. “Consequences,” he breathed. “If you tell me, my future changes and…what? It echoes into the future? Into your time?”
Deonne pressed her fingers to her mouth, holding back her panic. She could feel the danger of this moment pressing in on her. “I have to leave,” she said and grabbed the strap of the carrysack. She hauled it onto her shoulder, wincing at the weight.
Santiago moved to stand in front of her. His fingers curled around the strap of the carrysack. “You cannot leave,” he told her.
“You can’t stop me.”
“I would not try under normal circumstance,” he assured her. “You are a free person. But, Dianne – whatever your name is – if you leave the village, you will be changing the future. That is what you are so afraid of, isn’t it? The future I bring with me?”
He’d nailed it. Not the specifics, but he finally understood her real fear. Having it spoken aloud like that was terrifying. Deonne bit her lip, blinking back pathetic tears. “Let me go,” she whispered.
His black eyes looked into hers and he shook his head. It was a gentle motion. “No. You must stay here.” He tugged the carrysack from her shoulder and tossed it back on the bed. “The future you know is here. You must abide by that.”
Her tears fell. “Then we both will die.”
She saw his shock, as he pulled her against him, pressed her cheek against his shoulder and wrapped his arms around her.
Even though she was deeply afraid of what she had set in motion, she closed her eyes and took comfort from the embrace. At least he understood. At least she had someone to share her fear.
* * * * *
Chronometric Conservation Agency Headquarters, Villa Fontani, Rome, 2264 A.D.: Kieren seemed to be completely indifferent to the magnificent grounds and buildings of the new Agency headquarters. He didn’t look around as they were escorted through the classically elegant rooms by Mariana, into the suite of rooms that were the heart of operations.
There were a dozen people working at the stations that ranged around the perimeter, including Rob and Christian. Christian glanced up and nodded, while Rob actually smiled at them before returning to his work.
Kieren did turn his head as they cross the big room. He quartered it with his gaze, absorbing detail. “They’ve set it up well,” he announced, his tone one of a professional passing judgment.
“Glad you like it,” Cáel told him. “This is your new work space.”
“I haven’t agreed yet,” Kieren reminded him.
Cáel ignored that. Kieren was at the point of toppling. He just had to find the lever that would tip him into agreement. The man didn’t want to look like he was capitulating too easily, which was understandable. He had given his life and his loyalty to a corporation that dumped him unceremoniously the moment he was proved to be unlike most of them. Kieren wasn’t just going to roll over and join the Agency without serious assurance he would be fully accepted. He needed to know that the Agency was not in any way similar to the Universal Wardens. Cáel had laid the groundwork to demonstrate that. He just needed something to get the seeds he had planted back in Israel to germinate.
Rob rose from his chair and crossed over to where Kieren stood looking around. “I heard you left the Wardens.”
Kieren nodded shortly.
“You’re freelancing, then?” Rob asked.
“Something like that,” Kieren replied.
“That’s what I wanted to hear,” Rob replied. “Because I’ve got a problem with the security assignments. Can you take a look?”
Kieren hesitated and glanced at Cáel. He stepped forward. “We should speak with Nayara, first,” he suggested.
Rob raised his hand placatingly. “After would be just as good,” he said. “This stuff can drive a man ter drink. I’m better with my broadsword in my hand than telling others how and where to raise their blade.”
A ghost of a smile touched Keiren’s mouth and eyes. “I doubt that very much, sir. Ms. Ibarra has a knack for giving people work that matches their abilities.”
Rob grinned. “Then it’d be an ability I’ve yet to grow. Do come and show me what the hell I’ve snarled, please?”
“I will,” Kieren assured him and glanced at Cáel once more. “Should we go in, sir?”
Mariana, who stood patiently to one side, moved forward again. “This way,” she told them both and led them through another charming cavedium and into Nayara’s room.
Nayara rose from behind her desk. Cáel caught the change in her expression when she saw him. Surprise, then a softening of her features as delight rippled through her. Almost instantly, though, she reverted to full professional mode. The Chief Executive Officer was back in place. She moved over to the two of them and rested her hand briefly on Keiren’s shoulder. “I’m glad you decided to come, Kieren.”
“Thank you, ma’am,” Kieren said.
“He says he’s only visiting,” Cáel warned her.
Nayara smiled at Kieren. “Then sit and visit,” she told him and waved toward the low chairs and table that sat in front of the big windows, to take in the enclosed rose garden beyond.
“You do steal the most magnificent views,” Cáel told her as they moved to the chairs. “Although the night side of Earth from orbit is very hard to compete with, this comes close.”
Kieren glanced at the roses and sat down, gazing at Nayara expectantly.
Nayara gave Cáel a small smile and went to sit down but he caught her arm and drew her to him.
Nayara gasped and her gaze flickered toward Kieren.
“He knows,” Cáel murmured and kissed her, sliding his hand up into her hair to hold her head steady.
Nayara melted against him, which had to be one of the best sensations in the universe, in Cáel’s opinion. He reluctantly halted the kiss and handed her into her chair. Nayara rewarded him with a smile and a murmured ‘thank you’.
Cáel sighed and sat in his own chair. He glanced at Kieren. The man had watched them kiss without discomfort and he looked at Cáel without embarrassment. Good. If there was one thing Cáel had learned about being intimate with the senior members of the agency, it was that personal and business matters were barely separated, if at all. They mixed their professional and private lives into a single organic soup, because for them, everything was personal. If Kieren had showed signs of uneasiness at a simple – or perhaps not so simple – kiss, then Cáel would have grounds for concern.
He reached out and picked up Nayara’s hand, feeling her slender fingers under his. “How is Ryan?” he asked.
Nayara’s face worked and for a moment, Cáel glimpsed her upset.
“What is it?” he demanded.
“I…” She let out a breath and glanced at Kieren, who instantly got to his feet. “I can wait outside for a few minutes,” he said.
“Stay, please,” Cáel told him. He looked at Nayara. “If Kieren is to do the work I want him to do, he must be privy to everything. Tell us. What has happened? Did Ryan sleep again?”
Her throat worked and her fingers clamped around his. “Yes,” she murmured.
Kieren sat down slowly.
“Like before?” Cáel asked.
She nodded. From the grip she had on his hand, Cáel suspected that had she been human, Nayara would have been shedding tears by now. But that was not a luxury vampires enjoyed. “He fell asleep two days ago. If the pattern holds, he should wake up, today.”
“He sleeps?” Kieren asked softly.
Cáel breathed past his own worry. “Fahmido believes it is a product of the weapon Gabriel used upon him.”
Kieren considered that. “Ryan was not…balanced, in Sweden. He uses the cane always, now?”
“He is trying to wean himself from it,” Nayara replied. “But when he gets tired…” She trailed off and bit her lip.
“Vampires getting tired,” Kieren murmured. He shook his head a little. “This weapon of Gabriel’s—to do such a thing to a vampire.... What would it do to humans?”
There was a touch of outrage in his voice.
“We already know what it will do,” Nayara told him.
Kieren sat back. “You know, but you will not share that knowledge.”
“Commit to the Agency, Kieren, and she will,” Cáel told him. “All we need to know is that your discretion is assured.”
“Not my loyalty?”
Nayara gave him a small smile. “I would hope that your loyalty isn’t for sale. But I would like to earn it, if you give me a chance.”
Kieren studied her for what felt like a very long moment. Then he nodded. “Very well, ma’am. I accept.”
Cáel let out his breath and leaned forward. “Let’s hammer out the details right now.”
Kieren gave another small smile. “Let’s,” he agreed. “One of the first things I’m going to need is men dedicated to defense and security. That will be their only function and they will all report directly and exclusively to me.”
“You want to rebuild the Wardens inside the Agency, Kieren?” Nayara asked softly.
Kieren snorted in derision.
“He wants to build an army, Nia,” Cáel amended.
Nayara looked startled, then thoughtful. She nodded. “We are at war, aren’t we?”
“Yes, we are,” Kieren replied. He did not hesitate over the pronoun and there was a determined light in his eyes as he studied Nayara.
Cáel knew then that he’d found his lever: The vampires’ vulnerable, human side. Kieren had just seen it and now wanted to protect it.
He had capitulated.
Cáel leaned forward just as Kieren was. “I can help you find your army,” he said. “What else do you need?”
Kieren laid his hand flat on the table and looked at Nayara. “You might want to take notes.”
 




Chapter Twenty-Three
Liping Village, East Yunnan Province, China, 2054 A.D.: Her tears had dried a long time ago, but Deonne continued to talk. It felt so good to be able to speak aloud all the worries and concerns and pathetic little fears and paranoia she had held inside for far too long.
Santiago sat unmoving in the big chair, his gaze never leaving her face, while she sat, lay or sprawled on the bed, as she told her story. He questioned her here and there but mostly, he stayed silent. Prompts weren’t necessary. Now she had breached the barrier of silence, it was all pouring out of her.
But finally, after what felt a very long time, she had nothing left to tell him, except the last.
“Your name,” Santiago said, his voice deep and rumbling from the dark corner where he sat. “Your real name. What is it?”
“Deonne,” she told him. “Deonne Rinaldi.”
“Thank you,” he replied. “And your lover’s name? It is not Edward, I know that.”
“It is, actually. That is his middle name. Justin Edward Kelly.”
He took that fact in like all the others; in silence and deep contemplation. “You love him very much?”
Deonne plucked at the wicking on the counterpane, shyness stealing her voice. “I…don’t know,” she replied truthfully. “I think I love him, but with Justin, it is complicated.”
“Yes, I imagine it is,” Santiago said dryly, standing up.
“What does that mean?”
“Nothing more than what you have told me,” he assured her. “That he is vampire and you are not, and that he must remain in your time while you are hiding here. That does not allow for a fruitful relationship, especially when one of you is human.”
“Why does being human make a difference?”
Santiago sat on the bed next to her. The mattress dipped under his weight. “Because you do not live very long,” he replied. It was a matter-of-fact observation. “Months, even weeks, apart is a much greater loss than it would be between two vampires.”
“You have had relationships with both?” Deonne asked curiously.
“I have not had a relationship with either for a very long time,” Santiago replied. He was studying her again.
“Why are you looking at me like that?” Deonne demanded.
“Not for the reasons you are thinking of,” Santiago told her, with a smile. “I am fighting temptation in that regard. Your Justin is entitled to your attention, not me.”
But he was sitting very close, all the same. Deonne wanted to move away, across the bed, or onto the chair he had just vacated.
“You are the something new I have been searching for, Deonne,” he said quietly and she forgot about moving away. She looked at him, startled. “Me?”
He nodded. “I could go a millennium and not learn all there is to learn about you and your time. It is an almost overwhelming goad, to learn what you know.”
His gaze wouldn’t let her go. She was trapped, staring into his pitch black eyes with their thick lashes.
Deonne swallowed. “I won’t live a thousand years,” she pointed out, retreating to the banal.
“I would turn you,” he replied calmly, “So that you could live forever and the world would not lose the benefit of your presence.”
Her heart stuttered to a standstill and she pressed her hand against her chest. Such simple words, but they held such power.
Such temptation.
Her gaze fell to his lips, which were full and looked soft.
“Why is it I have the sensation that you want to kiss me?” Santiago asked, his voice very low.
Deonne tore her gaze away from his mouth and lifted it to his eyes.
Bad mistake.
* * * * *
Detroit-Rocktown Supercity, 2264 A.D.: They would have hurried along what remained of the cracked and blasted sidewalk, except that Ryan couldn’t hurry. He moved fast enough despite the cane, but speed was out of the question.
Cáel beat down the fear and despair that want to break from him every time he glanced at Ryan as he toiled forward.
Both Kieren and Brenden had failed to comment on Ryan’s progress or even look at him sideways, that Cáel had seen. They moved along as a group and both Kieren and Brenden had their hands held out at the peculiar, taut angle that told Cáel they had weapons stashed on them and were half-an-inch from reaching for them. They just needed cause.
Well, this was Detroit Supercity. It was the first time Cáel had ever dared step inside its borders and it was only something he risked because of the company he was in. Two vampires and one of the best the Wardens had ever produced gave a man a certain confidence.
He didn’t let it go to his head, though. Ten minutes on the ground, walking along these forgotten and desolate streets, was enough to explain at full volume the endless questions that were raised in the Assembly over what to do about the city.
It was a lawless zone. Police had long ago abandoned their attempts to maintain any sort of law and had withdrawn to guard the borders. Now the law was one simply of survival.
Because of the lack of monitoring, laws and authority, every criminal, psychopath and ID-less human ended up here. It was much worse than the fringes of Washington City, which were at least swept regularly for the worst offenders.
Brenden had warned them before they had climbed into Cáel’s rental that he couldn’t guarantee their safety if they chose to come. Given the depth of Brenden’s resources and abilities, the warning was dire, indeed.
“If your friend is living amongst…this,” Ryan said, shifting his cane to step over a man lying half-across the pavement, either asleep…or not. As per Brenden’s orders, no one stopped to check on him or slow their progress. “If he has been thriving among this, he has skills we could use.”
They moved down the street, which was becoming steadily more built up, the buildings whole and more-or-less livable. There were others out on the street, too. Nearly everyone looked dirty, badly dressed and suffering from some sort of infection or disease. They shuffled along with their heads down, coughing, spitting and breathing heavily.
“He’s not a friend,” Brenden growled.
“Acquaintance, then,” Ryan amended easily.
“This way,” Brenden said, turning down the side street and changing the subject at the same time.
The street was as narrow as an alley, with buildings rising up on both sides like canyon walls. There was no pavement to walk upon, just broken and pot-holed bitumen where vehicles with wheels had gashed two curving trenches over time. There was only room for one vehicle at a time.
“I don’t like this,” Ryan muttered, stepping carefully over a puddle, then pausing to negotiate a deep rut.
“Your friend keeps strange quarters,” Cáel agreed.
Brenden scowled.
“Acquaintance,” Cáel corrected himself.
“What better way to blend in?” Kieren said, his tone even and completely without judgment. “Living in luxury here would make one a very big target.”
“Blend in?” Ryan snorted. “What self-respecting vampire would allow himself to live like this when there are so many other possibilities?” He sniffed. “I smell alcohol and lots of it.”
Brenden pointed ahead. “He’ll be in there.”
“There” was a dark, recessed door, the only entrance in either building, anywhere along the length of the street. There was a light fixture mounted over the door, but it wasn’t switched on...or wasn’t working. The afternoon had turned cloudy and was threatening rain, the black clouds hunkering down low over the city, which made the street dim and the doorway even darker.
“Looks promising,” Ryan muttered as they got closer. He was the only one to make an observation. Everyone fell silent, the atmosphere evaporating conversation.
Brenden rapped sharply on the blank door and waited.
After a long moment, the door opened and a man in his sixties, with wrinkled cheeks and silvery growth around his chin peered out at them carefully. “Only humans allowed,” he growled.
Kieren stepped forward smoothly. “I’ll vouch for these two.”
The man studied Ryan, who was leaning heavily on the cane, more than he had all day. Then the gatekeeper looked up at Brenden, and scowled. “You can keep this one contained?”
“I’ll stay contained if you open the bloody door,” Brenden growled. “We’re here for Rhydder.”
“Cade Rhydder?” The man pushed the door further open. “Well, why didn’t you say that to start with? We’ve been waitin’ for you for over an hour.”
Brenden shrugged. “I stopped for reinforcements.” His glanced flickered toward Ryan and he gave a microscopic shrug. He was as baffled as the rest of them.
“Damned good idea,” the gatekeeper replied, stepping back and holding the door aside. “Although that one looks like he won’t be much help at all with that leg. Still he’s vampire, and there’s no telling with you folks. Come on, come on. Rhydder’s in the main parlor.”
They stepped in through the door, crowding together just inside the doorway, taking their bearings. Keiren’s arm, Cáel noticed, was resting against the side of his thigh, flat and taught. Ready for action in tight quarters. He quartered the room with his gaze, a sweeping assessment.
He nudged Brenden’s side and pointed with his left hand. Downwards.
They stood at the top of a set of basic, raw wooden stairs. Real wood, as far as Cáel could tell, but he hadn’t seen enough real wood furniture to know what the difference was. The landing was about six foot square, and a slender grab rail ran from the landing to the floor, twenty feet below. The side of the stairs jutting into the room below was open and unprotected. It was the crudest set of stairs Cáel had ever seen.
The basement room was forty feet deep and about twenty wide. At the end closest to the stairs, a bar had been set up.
There was nothing crude about the bar. It had the appearance of polished and waxed oak, with a carved front that curled into lions’ heads, holding up the jutting bar top. It was a throwback to another era.
There were two barmen behind the bar, and a range of bottles and glasses on the shelves behind them. None of the bottles had labels.
There were perhaps eighteen tables and chairs spotted around the room. Some of the tables were round and small. Four men clustered around the edges of the table would make it cozy.
The other tables were bigger rectangles and these had benches sitting on either of their long sides. They were the party tables.
“A speakeasy,” Ryan breathed. “I haven’t seen one of these since the twentieth century at least.”
“Everyone who is allowed entry here comes in peace,” the gatekeeper told them, shutting the door behind him. “We let everyone leave the same way, but sometimes we have to coax them into it.” He nodded down at the tables below. “Like Rhydder. He’s an ornery young man, that one. He has...” He pursed his lips together. “Issues,” he finished.
One of the long tables sat almost in the middle of the room, level with the end of the long set of stairs. A man sat at the table, bowed over with his head on his arm, the other hand clutching a nearly empty glass of some amber liquid.
On either side of him, sprawled on the floor and over the ends of the table, lay comatose men. Humans, clearly. There were bruises and blood showing on all of them.
The gatekeeper sighed. “He’s been here since last night. Some of the lads took exception to his looks and tried to pick a fight, even though we warned them to leave him alone. He was too far down in the rye to think anything through.”
Kieren nodded. “Thanks. We’ll see him home.”
He glanced at Ryan, who drew in a breath. “Let’s sort this out. We’re going to have to straighten up timelines before we can talk to him.”
“I think you’re going to have to sober him up before you do aught else,” Brenden observed and started to climb down the stairs. “But that’s Cadeyrn for you.”
Ryan paused on the very brink of the stairs as Kieren clattered down behind Brenden. His eyes widened. “Cadeyrn? The one they call The Shard...that Cadeyrn?”
Cáel grabbed his arm and nudged him toward the stairs. “I’ve got you,” he murmured. “There’s no rail.”
Ryan glanced at him fleetingly, and Cáel saw mortification and relief mixed together. “I noticed,” he said, his tone flat and monotone. As they worked their way down the uneven steps, he gritted his jaw. “I am going to beat this if it kills me, Cáel.” He spoke as low as Cáel had done.
“I know you will,” Cáel assured him.
They stepped onto the flat concrete of the basement and straightened up.
Kieren stood over the still figure of Cadeyrn Rhydder, studying him with his head bent. He looked like he was trying to figure out how to start. “He’s still breathing,” he observed.
Brenden was busy lifting bodies and laying them out on tables or the floor. There were no other patrons in the bar.
“Where is everyone else?” Cáel asked.
“Probably cleared out when the fight started,” Brenden said. “Folks around here understand not getting involved. It’s an early learned lesson in the DRC.”
“I can imagine,” Ryan said dryly. He looked at Kieren. “Try waking him first. Let’s get a measure of how drunk he is.”
Kieren lifted his hand as if he were about to comply, looking down at Rhydder. The man had long black hair that lay in a tangled, damp mess over his back and shoulders, and covered his features as he slept. It gave Kieren no convenient access to a shoulder or upper arm to grasp to wake the man.
He shook his head and reached over to pluck the nearly empty glass from Rhydder’s fingers.
The fingers clamped around the glass.
With a roar, Rhydder surged upwards, twisting to face Kieren, his hand around the glass forming a fist that he drove in Keiren’s direction.
Kieren ducked and stepped backwards in a catlike movement.
Because he didn’t connect with a target, Rhydder’s momentum pulled him forward. He was still half-crouched between the bench and the table and flailed his arms as he couldn’t step forward to prop himself up. He folded over and jacked himself up on his arms. The glass shattered on the concrete beneath the bench.
“That was the last drink they would give me, you son of a bitch,” Rhydder muttered, his speech slurred and foggy.
Kieren shrugged. “You weren’t drinking it.”
“Fuckin’ human...” Rhydder staggered over the bench, patently intent on taking Kieren apart. Kieren glanced around him quickly, sizing up his ground, then lifted his hand and beckoned Rhydder on with a “come here” gesture.
Brenden wrapped his arms around the man from behind and squeezed. “I think you’ve done enough damage for the day, don’t you?”
Rhydder struggled for a second, testing Brenden’s strength. Then he jerked his head back in a sharp, hard movement that caught Brenden on the mouth and chin. He flexed his arms and threw out his elbows and with another growl, shrugged off Brenden’s grip on him as Brenden shook his head to clear his vision from the head butt.
Rhydder took a step forward, turned, and swung his fist in a deadly uppercut that landed square on Brenden’s jaw. The impact lifted the giant off his feet just enough to land him flat on his back between the table.
“Fuck this,” Brenden cursed as he lay looking up at Rhydder. “Do it,” he said flatly.
Kieren had climbed onto the end of the table Rhydder had been using as a pillow and edged up behind the drunkard. At Brenden’s command, he swung the bottle he was holding in a sharp, hard arc, up against the back of Rhydder’s head.
Rhydder crumpled like a kicked-over sandcastle, to sprawl over Brenden’s lower legs in an untidy heap of wild hair and loose limbs.
Brenden breathed heavily. “You fucking great moron!” he railed at the unconscious body as he pulled out one boot, then pushed against Rhydder’s dead weight with it to untangle the other.
Cáel looked at Kieren, who shrugged and held up the broken neck of the bottle. “He had to be human to drink. So I dealt with him like I would any drunk human.”
“With a bottle?”
“I figured it was better than shooting the bastard.” Kieren replied.
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
Liping Village, East Yunnan Province, China, 2054 A.D.: Deonne didn’t remember falling asleep. She didn’t remember feeling tired enough for sleep. She only realized she had drift into slumber when she woke, some indeterminate amount of time later.
There was a hand on her breast and lips against the nape of her neck.
Her scream emerged, loud and piercing, before she even considered the matter consciously.
The hand on her breast lifted to clamp over her mouth and shut in her scream. “For god’s sake, Dee,” Justin said, behind her. “It’s me.”
His body was curved against hers where she lay on her side on the bed where Adán had insisted she lie. Adán had stood over her until she laid down, all while she insisted she wasn’t tired. But he had threatened to stay in the apartment until she obeyed her human cycle and tried to sleep.
Justin must have sneaked into the apartment while she was sleeping. He was warm against her back. Human warm. She was used to the coolness of vampires, who had no metabolism to speak of and derived their warmth from the blood they fed upon.
Deonne began to shake as her adrenaline dissipated. “Dear sweet heaven, Justin,” she whispered. “I didn’t think you’d dare come back.”
“There’s been some developments—”
Much as it had earlier in the evening, her apartment door shuddered aside under the impact of a blow or a kick. The lock gave way with a shriek of stressed metal and dropped to the floor.
She struggled to sit up as Adán strode into the room, a black silhouette in the dark.
Justin was faster. He seemed to levitate right over the end of the bed, such was his speed. He landed on his feet in front of the bed, facing Adán.
Adán halted and straightened up. “Justin,” he said.
Justin stood up from his defensive crouch. “Daniel?” He sounded puzzled, and suddenly deeply stressed.
Deonne reached for the lamp next to her bed, suddenly wishing she had the computer power to simply call out an order for full lighting. She switched on the single incandescent globe and slid off the bed.
Justin and Adán were staring at each other.
Adán smiled. “Hello, old friend. I have been waiting for this moment since your woman told me your true name. I knew you would not stay away for long.”
Justin blinked, a deep frown bringing his brows together. “Danny, what the fuck...?” His expression shifted and alarm widened his eyes. “Oh, Jesus Mary motherfucker... Adán Santiago.” He bent over, gasping. “No....” he whispered.
Adán stepped forward and caught Justin under one arm, just as Deonne reached his other flank.
“The bed,” Adán said firmly. “He forgot to keep breathing. He’ll pass out.”
Between the two of them, they hauled Justin back to the end of the bed and sat him on it. Adán pushed at the back of Justin’s shoulders, forcing him to lean over and down. He glanced at Deonne. “How is this possible? He is human.”
Deonne nodded. “When you jump back in time, your symbiot goes into stasis. Vampires become human while they are in the past.”
Adán’s eyes narrowed. “But you can pass through time unchanged and in safety?”
“Safety?” Deonne repeated, surprised.
Justin lifted a hand up to grip Adán’s shirt front. He was still bent over, but his breathing had evened out. “You son of a bitch...you knew how I would react but you still had to make the big fucking entrance.” He lifted his head with effort and straightened up. His knuckles were white where they clenched about the handful of Adán’s cotton shirt.
Adán remained still, his gaze on Justin. “Deonne screamed. While you were not here, I thought only to protect her. For you.”
Justin pulled Adán down until he was forced to sit on the bed next to him. “I should fucking kill you for this. Do you know what sort of mess you’re creating, being here?”
Adán nodded, his gaze sober, his black eyes steady upon Justin. “Deonne has begun to educate me. It is a pretty pickle...but we have been through worse, you and I, and lived to tell the tale.”
“You don’t get to screw with time,” Justin croaked. “This isn’t a bunch of outback lads running around the bush with pistols, half-cut on bootleg. This is something you don’t get to argue with or outmaneuver.”
Adán rested his hand on Justin’s shoulder. “I have missed you, you Aussie bastard.”
Justin sighed. “You’re the one that left, remember?”
“Alas, I do,” Adán said sadly.
Deonne caught her breath in surprise as they leaned toward each other and hugged, their arms and chests and shoulders locked together.
Her heart started racing as she tried to put together the puzzle from the clues they had let drop in their quick exchange. Adán and Justin knew each other from long ago. From Justin’s time as a human in Australia, perhaps. There was an implied shared history in their words...and that history may even have been intimate.
She had been forgotten completely. Unsure of whether she was angry or upset about her exclusion, she got to her feet. Better to leave them to get reacquainted than spread her negative pall over their meeting.
But as she rose, Justin’s hand snapped backwards. He grabbed her wrist, as he pulled away from Adán. “No, don’t go,” he said softly. He tugged her around and in front of him, then pulled her down onto his knee. “There’s no need to leave.”
“Are you sure about that?” she asked him softly. “You’ve known Adán longer than I have.”
“True,” Justin agreed easily.
Adán was sitting back silently, making no move to shift away, or distance himself from them.
“Were you lovers?” Deonne asked bluntly.
Adán smiled and it was the way he smiled that told her she had nailed the truth.
Justin licked his lips. “That was a long time ago,” he said awkwardly.
“Tell her the rest,” Adán said softly.
“What more could there be?” she asked, her heart pounding.
“Adán is...” Justin grimaced.
“I am Justin’s maker,” Adán said, his voice low. “That is a bond that mere ‘lovers’ does not adequately convey.”
Deonne tried to think past the noise and chaos in her head. “How much more? You have been apart for centuries, I’m guessing. How strong a bond could that be?”
Justin’s hand on her thigh tightened, the fingertips digging in. “It’s not what you think,” he murmured.
Deonne removed his hand and stood up. “What am I thinking, then? Adán is your maker and that’s a permanent connection.” At Justin’s surprised expression, she felt her mouth turn down. “I’ve heard the chatter around the agency. You were not the only one educating me on the ways of vampires, Justin.”
He blew out a breath. “Of course,” he said. “My apologies.”
“Adán is your maker and you were lovers, once. That is a connection I can’t compete with.” She turned to leave, but Justin grabbed her hand once more.
“Don’t go,” he insisted.
Deonne glanced at Adán. He was still looking comfortable and interested.
She removed Justin’s grip on her wrist with her free hand. “I think I should. I think you two need to talk.”
She left the apartment while she still had the willpower to do so.
* * * * *
Detroit-Rocktown Supercity, 2264 A.D.: “How long have you known this joker, Brenden?” Ryan asked. He stood in the middle of the single-room apartment they were in, leaning on his cane as he swiveled around in a full circle to take in the fixtures and fittings, the battered furniture and meagre personal possessions spread across any horizontal surface. “This is a hovel,” he added, his voice very low.
“For Detroit, this is luxury,” Brenden said. He and Kieren dumped Rhydder’s unconscious body on the battered and faded couch. There was no bed.
Cáel glanced out the single grimy window. The top half of the window was missing the pane, and what looked like an old shirt was taped over the gap. “It was my understanding that every vampire was personally wealthy, if not obscenely rich, thanks to the powers of compound interest and time. Why would any vampire choose such conditions as these?”
“Fortunes have been lost before now,” Ryan said. His tone was distant, for he was still absorbing the details of the apartment. “I’ve personally started from scratch at least three times.”
“But you didn’t stay in the basement for long,” Cáel pointed out. “This apartment looks like he’s been here for years. There’s dust in the corners and tucked around the sofa feet that could only build to that level over a long time.”
Kieren was quartering the room, physically moving around the edges and examining everything. “A year at least,” he confirmed. “What’s more is I think he’s been living as a human for most of that time. There’s food here, both scraps and things yet to be eaten. The bathroom facilities have been used. Often. And that sofa converts to a bed.” He scuffed at the ancient linoleum floor with his shoe. “The legs rest here when it is opened up, and they’ve been holding weight long enough to leave a depression in the linoleum.”
“Is that possible?” Cáel asked both Ryan and Brenden, who were staring at Kieren.
The pair of them exchanged glances.
Ryan turned to face Brenden properly. “He’s your friend. What sort of life is this? Tell us what you know.”
“He’s not making a first good impression,” Kieren added. “You really believe this…man can supply the sort of people I need?”
“He can barely take care of himself,” Cáel added.
Brenden crossed his arms. “He’s not a friend. I know him. I’ve known him for centuries. But we don’t see things the same way, so we don’t call each other friend.”
“That’s a sterling recommendation,” Cáel muttered.
“For what Kieren wants, Rhydder is the best I know,” Brenden growled. “He comes with his own people.” He was scowling. “You said you wanted a fully formed, ready-to-go army. Not travelers, you said, but dedicated fighters that could train in secret. Well, you’re looking at the general of that army.”
The corners of Keiren’s mouth turned down. “I was being hypothetical. I didn’t for a moment believe there was an off-the-shelf solution.”
“There’s nothing hypothetical about Cadeyrn Rhydder and what he and his people can do,” Brenden said flatly. “I think he’d take exception to being called off-the-shelf, too.”
“The solution is ready-made,” Kieren clarified. “This man is…not.” He glanced at the sofa.
“He’s rough about the edges, sure, but you can fix that. You’re supposed to be this great military leader, aren’t you?”
“Paramilitary defense and security,” Kieren amended. “Good leadership depends upon good stock for good results.” He was still studying Rhydder, who lay face down on the sofa, his hair covering his face and the knuckles of one hand resting against the dirty floor.
“Then why aren’t you with the Wardens, still, if you’re so gung ho on expertise?” Brenden demanded.
Keiren’s jaw rippled, but he answered Brenden calmly enough. “The Wardens are flawed. I didn’t see it until now. I have trouble recognizing bigots.”
Ryan grinned, as if there was a joke associated with Keiren’s confession that only he understood, and Keiren’s face flushed red.
“If Rhydder and his people are so good, Brenden, why do they live like this?” Cáel asked, changing the subject.
Brenden’s expression closed over. “Let the man speak for himself.”
Personal issues, Cáel realized. He’d stepped over the delicate line that divided general enquiry from probing in private concerns. He held up his hand in peace. “I’ll ask Rhydder. My apologies.”
Rhydder groaned deeply, his hand swinging up from the floor to press gently against his head. “Who let the fucking horses in?” he muttered. “Noisy bastards.”
Brenden stepped over to the side of the couch. “Fill that bowl there with water, Kieren. Let’s speed this up.”
Keiren’s smile was wolfish. “That’s the first good idea you’ve had today.”
Brenden scowled as Kieren moved to the sink and held the big bowl under the slow-running water.
“I don’t know how good this water is,” Kieren said over his shoulder. “It doesn’t smell too good.”
“Nothing in it will bother him for too long.” Brendan grabbed the back of Rhydder’s jacket and hauled him up.
Rhydder protested, grabbing at his head, as Brenden slammed him back on the sofa, this time on his butt. Dust puffed up into the air and slowly sank back down once more, the particles dancing in the sunlight that made it through the window.
Brenden clenched Rhydder’s jacket again, at the base of his neck, and held him upright as he tried to list to the left. “Over here,” he told Kieren.
“Coming.” He placed the bowl on the sofa beside Rhydder and crouched down next to the cushions, holding the bowl steady. “Ready.”
Brenden leaned Rhydder over and dunked his head, face-first, into the bowl.
Rhydder blew bubbles into the water and began to struggle.
“He blew out his air,” Kieren warned. “He’ll need a lungful in about twenty seconds.”
Cáel crept closer. “This will sober him up? I’ve never seen it done before.”
“It’s crude but effective,” Ryan said. “When he comes out of the water, he’ll breathe in deep. It forces oxygen into the brain, which he’s short on right now thanks to the alcohol. If he’s dumb enough to drink the water, he’ll rehydrate, too.”
Brenden pulled Rhydder’s head up. The water streamed down his front and he sucked in a deep, gasping breath. Then another. He hit out at Brenden, swinging his fist in a sideways arc, aiming for Brenden’s stomach.
Brenden just stepped out of the way, his long arms stretching to hold Rhydder in place.
Rhydder grabbed at his temple. “Fuck!” he cried, as pain caused by his wild swing at Brenden must have exploded in his head.
“That’s some hangover,” Cáel murmured.
“Not for much longer,” Brenden assured him, and thrust Rhydder’s head into the water once more, undeterred by the man’s struggling.
* * * * *
Liping Village, East Yunnan Province, China, 2054 A.D.: Justin caught up with Deonne before she was more than twenty meters along the path through the trees she had used earlier than night. He was moving fast.
“There are a lot of non-agency humans around here, you know,” Deonne warned him as he stepped alongside her and kept pace.
“Not within hearing distance,” Justin replied. “My hearing, that is.” He caught her arm with his hand. “Please stop.”
“So you can sweet talk me into whatever you want?” She shook her head and turned into the path that led toward the compound and the river.
“Stop, so I can talk at all. Be reasonable, Dee. I had no idea Daniel was Santiago.”
She halted. Just ahead, in the dark, she could hear the little rivulet that trickled underneath the miniature bridge. It would help protect them against listeners.
“You did jump back here again,” she conceded. “Despite the risk. Does the agency know you’re here?”
“Nayara does.” He caught her hand in his. His heat surprised her once more. “I would have jumped with or without her agreement, anyway. But I don’t give a damn about the agency right now. All I care about is that you’re walking away from me.” His fingers tightened about hers.
“I’m giving you and Santiago some time and privacy.”
“I don’t give a damn about Santiago, either,” Justin said roughly.
Deonne’s heart thudded and she didn’t know if she was feeling pleasure or pain. Everything was a hot, sour soup inside her. So she grasped at the facts.
“You do care about him, Justin. Don’t lie.”
There was a silence before Justin answered. “I cared about him once, a long time ago. It was straight after I was made, and I was vulnerable and easy prey.”
“Do you love him?” Deonne demanded.
He just stood there and in the dark, she couldn’t see his face or his expression. Tension seemed to zing all along his rigid body, though.
“Do you?” she prompted.
“I…did. Once.” His voice was very low.
“You still do,” she accused him. “I saw your face, Justin. You were shocked. Then your shock was replaced by…God, I don’t even know how to describe it. You wore a look that I’ve never seen on your face before. Not when you’re with me, anyway. You love him. Once, long ago, and again, now you’ve found him.”
Justin shook his head. “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “None of that matters. Not now.”
“How can you say that?” Deonne demanded, as the band around her chest seemed to constrict even tighter, making her hurt from her throat to her stomach. “How can you deny love?”
Justin swore and grabbed her shoulders. “If it keeps you in my life, Deonne, I will deny not just love, but that the planets circle the sun and that gravity works. I’m stating it now for the last time. I do not care about Adán. But you do.”
The breath she sucked in seemed to burn as it whistled along her throat. “No,” she said flatly. Simply. But her voice was pathetically weak.
“You wrote a letter that lies somewhere in your future,” Justin told her. “You said you loved him and he loved you. He offered to turn you. Is that what made you love him?”
“I don’t love him,” she said helplessly. “I don’t want to love him, either. Aren’t you changing that future just by being here?”
He let go of her shoulders, his arms dropping to hang rigidly by his sides. “There wasn’t a time wave when I went back last time. I don’t know for sure…but I think I’m supposed to be here.”
“No wave? But…that would mean…” Deonne licked her lips as the many scary possibilities and meanings occurred to her. “What about the village…the blanket bomb?”
Justin drew in a breath that made his shoulders lift. “If I’m meant to be here, then nothing I do will stop the future from forming as it was supposed to.”
“So the village will be destroyed?” she whispered, thinking about all the people hiding here from the future. Forty-two humans…
“The village will be destroyed…and you will fall in love with Santiago and write that letter.”
“No, Justin! No! I won’t allow it to happen. It cannot….”
His arms came around her and pulled her up against him and Deonne rested her head against his chest.
“And so the riddle is fully revealed at last.” It was Santiago’s voice, coming from behind her.
Deonne stepped away from Justin and turned to face Santiago. In the dark, he was just a shadow, standing in the middle of the path. “I told you all of it,” she reminded him.
“The facts, yes. A letter, an attack on the village. But it is the details that make the story a real one. The details explain your fear of me.”
Justin stepped to her side. “Then, if you understand that much, you should agree that the best thing you can do is leave the village. Go back to wherever you came from and stay there.”
“I do not believe that would be a wise course, given my already decreed future.” Deonne saw him shift on his feet. He was facing her directly now. “You and I are to be lovers, Deonne.”
“I don’t want you,” Deonne told him. But a hot wave rolled through her body, making her shudder.
“To deny us is to put the future in jeopardy.”
“Good,” Deonne said flatly.
“You would risk your own future…your friends and family?” Santiago asked.
Deonne hesitated. What changes would she make to the future if she asked Justin to take her away from the village and Santiago? Was Santiago a key person in history, one whose smallest decision affected massively more change than if someone else had changed their mind? Was he another Salathiel?
“Why are you insisting upon this, Danny?” Justin asked. “You’ve only just learned that time travel is fact, yet you are speaking like one of the agency travelers. Why are you so concerned about a future you know nothing about?”
Santiago took a moment to answer. “This place is not conducive to reason,” he said. “The dark cannot be helping Deonne relax, or you, Justin, for you cannot see like I can right now. We need to step back and consider this in a sane, careful and rational way.”
Justin shook his head. “No. No considering. This isn’t something you hack out on paper.”
“I was thinking it would be over coffee and food. Both of you must be hungry.”
“No food. No drink. No putting us at our ease.”
Deonne’s stomach cramped and gave out an empty ping. She rested her hand over her abdomen as both men looked at her. “Sorry,” she whispered to Justin.
He rested his hand on her shoulder. “Let’s get you food,” he said quietly.
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
Liping Village, East Yunnan Province, China, 2054 A.D.: There was a house halfway between the compound and Deonne’s apartment that, in the evening, would open up the front room to customers and serve coffee and treats. It was a low key, rural version of a coffee shop, tucked inside a grove of trees and bushes. They did not advertise in any way. There was no neon and no signage. But Deonne had learned of the shop in the first week she had been in the village and every time she had been there, the front room with its tiny tables and small divans had been almost fully occupied.
It was the same this time, when the three of them stepped inside. The low light was just enough for them to see that nearly all the seating was occupied by people bent over their conversations and coffee, heads together as they spoke. It was not noisy in the room. Like the entire village, the shop encouraged tranquility.
As they hesitated, a woman glided up to them, hurrying despite her poise. She beckoned and Deonne followed curiously, the two men behind her, as the woman led them around a beautiful traditionally painted rice paper room divider. There was a small divan, a low, rectangular table, and a barrel chair sitting on the other side, facing the divan.
Without discussing it, Deonne and Justin sat on the divan beside each other, while Santiago took the chair. The business of ordering coffee and cakes took up several minutes, then the woman glided away with a small smile.
Santiago leaned forward in his chair, his hand curled into a loose fist and his forearm laying along the chair’s arm. “We have a conundrum on our hands, don’t we?” he asked softly.
“One that would be solved very simply if you left the village,” Deonne pointed out.
“And destroy my future and who knows how many other people’s futures, too?” Santiago shook his head. “If even one additional death occurs because I choose a different path, then the price is too high.”
“Technically, most of them wouldn’t be deaths. They would simply not be born,” Justin said.
Santiago rolled his eyes at Justin. “Semantics. It is the same end result either way and I won’t have that on my conscience.”
Justin leaned forward as Santiago was. It forced Deonne to lean forward as well. It brought their heads close together and Justin dropped his volume to barely above a whisper. “Let’s go back to the beginning. Let me sum this up. You, Adán, won’t change what you do know about your future. Deonne doesn’t want the future she knows is coming. Neither do I. But neither of us wants to risk changing it, because we both know how bad things can get if you try.”
“How bad?” Santiago asked.
“End of the world bad,” Deonne told him. “I grew up hearing stories about Salathiel and Justin lived through those times.”
Santiago looked at Justin, puzzled.
“Salathiel is a long subject. Another time,” Justin said. “Just know that because of him, neither of us is eager to try to change what we know is going to happen, as much as we don’t want it.”
Santiago lifted his hand from the chair arm and placed it on the table in front of them, palm flat and fingers spread. It was like he was making a declaration. “Neither of you have asked whether the future that has been laid out for me is something I want.”
Deonne stared at him, surprised, and unable to ask the question. She feared the answer.
“You want the village to be destroyed?” Justin asked, his voice even lower.
Santiago shook his head. “That, I do not want. But Deonne…yes.”
Deonne’s whole body seemed to come to a silent, silvery halt. She drew in a sharp breath.
Justin’s fingers curled around hers and she gripped his hand. Hard.
Santiago wasn’t looking at her though. He was watching Justin. “I have only known Deonne for just over a day and I already know that she is someone I want in my life.” His gaze shifted to her. “Even before I knew you were from the future, I was drawn to you. You are a riddle, wrapped up in a puzzle, inside a Chinese puzzle box. You think you have told me everything now, but you raise questions in my mind every time you speak. It has been a long time since I found anything quite as novel and interesting as you. The future you come from is just a bonus. Your future says I will love you. I believe your future. Falling in love with you would be easy, I suspect.” His dark-eyed gaze held her still. “But I don’t take unwilling women,” he added, his voice low. His gaze shifted back to Justin. “And I won’t risk losing your friendship, Justin. Not now I’ve found you again.”
The silence that gripped the table in reaction to Santiago’s declaration was thick with tension. Deonne could feel it beating at her. “Then we’re nowhere,” she said tiredly.
“We all know each other’s minds. That’s more than we had before,” Justin said reasonably. “Plus, there’s one course of action we’ve all overlooked.”
Santiago raised his brow. “I did?”
“We all did,” Justin assured him.
“There is no other option. Not that I can see,” Deonne said.
“There’s just one,” Justin said. “We do nothing.”
Invisible fingers tripped down Deonne’s spine, making her shudder.
Santiago snorted. “That’s not action. That’s giving up.”
“No, it’s deliberately acknowledging the future we know might happen and embracing it. Come what may. We don’t fight it. We don’t try to change it – not consciously, anyway. We stay here and we live our lives and—”
“Enjoy them,” Santiago finished. “Live them large and swallow them whole while we can.” He sat back, a small smile playing on his full lips. “That, I can do. Deonne?”
She jumped. “You want me to agree? To what?”
“We let this play out with no pressure to change anything,” Justin explained. “No negative contemplation about what the future might bring. We forget about the future and just…enjoy.”
There would be no pressure to do anything she didn’t want to do. “But…the blanket bomb,” she said, dropping her voice very low. “We might…we could die.”
“We may,” Santiago agreed. “Or we may not. Justin Edward, there, is one of the most relentless people I have known, when it comes to survival. He is in a class of his own and even though I made him, I found I still had much to learn from him. If Justin is by your side, your chances of living through whatever the future brings are considerably greater because he never surrenders.”
Justin rubbed at the back of his neck. “Where I come from, that’s just called being a right stubborn bastard.”
Santiago grinned and looked at Deonne again. “Do you agree?”
“Justin?” she asked.
“It was my idea. I’ve already agreed,” Justin told her. “Now you know the risks, it’s your turn to agree.”
She swallowed. “I can’t see that there’s any other way to play this,” she conceded. “You are staying here, aren’t you?”
The corner of Justin’s mouth lifted in a small smile. “I wouldn’t miss this.”
“Then we are agreed,” Santiago said, sitting back. He lifted his hand and cracked the knuckles between his other fingers, in a ‘let’s get to business’ way.
Deonne’s breath caught. The mannerism was almost a replica of the same gesture Justin used occasionally—the gesture he copied to make himself look more human.
Santiago’s action brought home to Deonne the fact of their previous association in a way no words or other actions had managed. The knowledge had been intellectual. A fact without meaning or emotion. Now she understood with her body and heart. They had loved one another. They had been lovers.
Would they be lovers again?
* * * * *
Detroit-Rocktown Supercity, 2264 A.D.: After five minutes of being submerged in the water in regular repetitions, Rhydder spluttered as he came up for air and lifted his hand. “Enough,” he growled. “I’m as sober as I’m going to get without food and coffee.”
Brenden hesitated and looked at Kieren, his brow lifting.
“He looks awake enough,” Kieren judged and lifted the bowl away, carrying it to the old and chipped sink.
Ryan tossed Rhydder a cloth that had been lying on the counter. It was ragged and unhemmed, but looked like it had been serving as a drying cloth. The apartment didn’t provide dish recycling.
Rhydder wiped off his face and upper chest, while Brenden pulled the single chair up close to the sofa and directly in front of Rhydder’s leather-encased knees. “Now you’re going to tell us where your contemporary self is, right now.”
Rhydder lowered the towel slowly, staring at Brenden as if he was a particularly odd but fascinating species. “That’s why you dragged me away from my party?”
“You know who I’m working for now, don’t you?” Brenden demanded.
Rhydder considered him for another long moment. “Sure,” he said at last. “I watch the nets, just like everyone in Detroit does. It’s the only entertainment to be had.”
“Hacked, I’m sure,” Kieren guessed.
Rhydder rolled his eyes. Then he looked at Ryan. “You’re Deasmhumhain.” Then his gaze travelled to Cáel. “Stelios,” he said slowly. “Worlds Assembly. I’ve seen you on the nets, too.” His gaze moved to Kieren. “You, I don’t know.” His gaze lingered. “But I never forget a face once I’ve seen it.”
“Kieren,” Kieren told him. “That’s the name that goes with the face.”
“D’ya have a father, Kieren? One that gave you a last name? Or is the celebrity act permanent?”
Kieren grinned. “If I’ve got one, I’m not sharing it with you.”
Rhydder gave an equally smooth smile in return. Stalemate. He looked back at Brenden. “So what does the fine and mighty Chronometric Conservation Agency want with me?”
“We don’t want you at all, human. We want you in vampire form. Where are you, right now?” Brenden demanded.
Rhydder’s face closed over. His expression shut down. “Get the fuck out of my house, Christos.”
Brenden didn’t move. Nor did anyone else.
“We’ve come a long way to talk to you,” Brenden told him. “But I’m not discussing agency business with someone from the future. It’ll fuck up god knows what timelines and I’m dealing with too many crises already. Don’t add to my woes, Rhydder. Tell me where the fuck your contemporary self is. I’ll speak to him.”
Rhydder scowled. He lifted his hand and pointed toward the battered door. “There’s the exit. Sorry you had such a long trip. Now, fuck off. I don’t want to see your face for another seventy years.”
Ryan, who had been leaning against the wall, straightened up with a jerk and grabbed at the cane that was resting against his hip. “Jesus Christ, Mary Mother of Saints…” he breathed. He worked his way across the room, studying Rhydder.
Rhydder scowled back. “You can have your epiphany outside, where you won’t get it all over the furniture,” he told Ryan.
“How far back did you jump?” Ryan demanded. “How many minutes?”
Brenden snapped his head around to look at Rhydder, his mouth opening. “Minutes,” he breathed. “You stupid son of a whore, how long have you been timing it? How long have you lived two minutes into your past?”
For the first time Rhydder showed something other than belligerence. His dark brown eyes revealed just for a moment a deep tiredness. He shifted on the sofa, ostensibly looking for somewhere more comfortable to sit, and when he raised his eyes to meet Brenden’s there was no emotion left in his expression. “I’ve already pointed to the door. Try using it.”
“You don’t want to hear my offer?” Brenden asked.
Rhydder held up his hand, his forefinger and thumb a fraction of an inch apart. “I had this much interest in the first place. You’ve killed that interest stone dead. You could offer me the wealth of Demetrios…no, you could give me Demetrios itself, and I’d just shove it up your ass.” He considered Brenden for a minute. “With my boot,” he added.
“We could help,” Ryan said quietly. “Whatever it is. The Agency has seen and heard nearly everything a vampire can do to himself and we’ve got very good at it.”
Rhydder’s jaw rippled as he stared at Ryan. He stayed silent for another dozen heartbeats. “I like it here just fine,” he said, his voice flat with controlled anger.
It was Brenden’s turn to study the man on the sofa. “You might like it just fine, but this life you’ve invented isn’t doing you any good at all. I’m not a physician, but I’ve seen the signs too many times to miss them. You’ve been in the past too long. You’ve been going forward to recover, so you’re avoiding the early symptoms of Stasis Poisoning. But the more often you jump into your past without a full recovery in between, the shorter the time before Stasis kicks in. It’s going to catch up with you, Cade. When it does, it’s going to slam you into the ground like a cartload of bricks and before you can draw breath, your body is going to dry out and crumble into dust.”
Rhydder stared steadily back at Brenden. His expression didn’t alter.
“He knows,” Kieren said.
Rhydder’s gaze flickered toward him, then back to Brenden.
Brenden got to his feet. “I’m not sticking around to watch that happen to you,” he told him. “I’ve seen it before and I won’t witness the end of one more great life, because you’re too stupid to get out of your own way.” He turned to look at everyone else in the room. “Let’s get the fuck out of here, like the man suggested.”
Ryan didn’t hesitate. “Good idea,” he said, and made his way to the door.
Kieren and Cáel followed the pair silently.
“Finally!” Rhydder cried after them. “You’ve learned how to listen to someone other than your own parade ground baritone, you lumbering great bloody giant!”
Kieren shut the door behind him, leaving Rhydder alone.
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
Liping Village, East Yunnan Province, China, 2054 A.D.: Deonne would never have predicted that she might ever enjoy her time in Liping, but five days after Justin’s return, as she was locking up the compound after a half-day of work, she caught herself humming.
She stopped the soft sound and paused in the process of locking the gate with the big old-fashioned key, marveling.
“You are finished for the day, then?” Adán said, straightening up from what must have been a slouch against the dun colored wall, two meters beyond the gate.
Deonne was still silently laughing at herself, so she found it easy to smile at Adán. “Yes, finished and more than ready to go home and relax.”
“That is a very good idea indeed,” he agreed, and held out his arm.
Deonne curled her fingers over his forearm, feeling the coolness of vampire flesh beneath her fingertips. It wasn’t a chill. Vampires were not completely cold as many of the basher nets liked to report. They simply ran cooler than humans, who self-generated heat via their metabolisms and all the functions that were continually at work maintaining their bodies.
Vampires were essentially inert humans. Blood was constantly needed to keep what passed as their metabolism moving sluggishly along. Or at least, that was what Deonne had begun to understand from the few hints and comments Justin had ever provided.
“Thank you for seeing me home,” she told Adán. “Although I formally protest once more that I can walk back to the apartment without danger. This is Liping.”
He patted her fingers and moved them so her hand was more firmly tucked under his arm. “Liping is a village that will be attacked by terrorists somewhere in the near future. We think. Neither Justin nor I will chance you being on your own when that happens.”
She gave up the argument and instead lifted her chin to the sun and let it warm her face, as it peeped between dark, gathering storm clouds. Thunderheads roiled in the distance. It was probably the last thunderstorm they would have for the summer was waning. Soon, leaves would begin to turn. She would have been in Liping for nearly a year.
“The sun suits you,” Adán murmured. “You should be illuminated brightly as often as possible.”
Deonne found herself smiling at him once more. “Why is it that everything you say comes out sounding like poetry? Justin tries it and he goes red in the face and sounds like a fool.”
“That is because he does not speak from here.” Adán touched his chest. “When Justin tries too hard to woo, he forgets to be what he is and tries to be something else and it sounds all wrong.”
“You speak from experience, of course,” Deonne teased him.
Adán grinned, his dark countenance lighting up with good cheer and his eyes sparkling with humor. His very white teeth flashed briefly. “Do not tell him I told you this, but I think you and I are the only ones who can speak from experience about Justin’s affections.”
Deonne sighed. “There have been others in his life. I know that for a fact.”
“You speak of Ryan, I would guess.”
“He told you?” Deonne asked, surprised. When Adán nodded, she felt a spurt of something that was very close to jealousy. “He has never spoken to me about his past. I had to find out from someone else.”
“You must not resent that he talks to me, my lovely one. I am his past. Any conversation we have begins there or ends there. We have a very big gap to fill in each other’s history.”
“While I don’t want to know about his past at all?” she asked.
“For you, he would like to pretend that he has no past to speak of. Justin wishes to be human for you. You know that, don’t you?”
Deonne’s heart squeezed. “No, I didn’t know. Not put like that. He hates that I want to become vampire, but he has never said…” She glanced at Adán once more. “Why would he want that?” she asked him, sure that he would have the answer. Adán had become her go-to resource for answers to any riddle that Justin presented her. Unlike Justin, he had no trouble talking about the past at all. The last five days had been a series of revelations for her. She had learned more about Justin from Adán than the sum total of what she had put together about Justin since meeting him.
Adán pushed his lips together, pursing them. It made him look like he was pouting. “Why would any man want to live a human life with a human?” he asked gently.
She had taken another few steps before his meaning became clear. “A human relationship,” she breathed. “Children, even.”
“A gift that only you among anyone Justin has ever cared about could possibly give him,” Adán concluded.
“Oh,” she whispered, feeling even worse.
“Of course, you are not a woman for keeping the campfire burning and the stewpot full,” Adán added.
Deonne drew in a breath. A sigh. “No, that’s not me at all,” she admitted.
“He knows that, too.” Adán gave one of his big shouts of laughter, that Deonne had quickly grown used to and had begun to like. He threw back his head and laughed properly, making his hair and eyes dance and the ring in his ear to swing just a little. “You have given Justin so many conflicts, just because you are who you are and you do not compromise on that. He loves you for it, but he is sorely tried, too.”
“We are an odd combination,” Deonne admitted. “Everyone always seems so surprised when they learn we are together.”
Adán gave another chuckle. “Much as he and I were not natural friends.”
“You were not friends?” Deonne asked, surprised.
“No one was a friend of Justin Edward Kelly when he was human. He was an angry man. He had many reasons to be angry. I know he has told you about his human life. There was much injustice done to him and he had good reason to be bitter. But he would keep those reasons next to his heart, so that he could brood over them, always.” Adán shrugged. “I did not know this about him when I made him. I only saw a man being hunted down like a dog and killed like one, too. I corrected the unfairness of the situation by making him and giving him a second chance.” He smiled. “It took many years before Justin learned to let go of the anger.”
Deonne recalled the glimpses she had seen of Justin’s white hot temper, the one he hid from nearly everyone. “There’s still traces of that anger in him,” she told Adán.
“His temper? Oh, he always had that. It was a gift from his father, I think. The Black Irish blood runs thick in Justin.”
Deonne let out a breath, feeling some of the tension and frustrations of the day blow out with her breath. She had grown to like these chats with Adán. “Is Justin at home?” she asked.
“Home and waiting for you.”
She could just spot the apartment building, ahead, through the thin fringe of trees that circled the building. It peeped out from behind the bigger complex that sat almost on the river bank. The stony path that led to their building branched off from the firmer, more permanent sidewalk that edged the stone worked river bank.
Adán brushed his fingertips over her hand, the one tucked under his arm. It drew her attention back to him. “I do not frighten you anymore, do I?”
Deonne shook her head. “No, Adán. Not anymore.”
“Do you trust me?”
“A Spanish Romani?” She smiled. “It was you who told me your primary function as a child was to steal anything that wasn’t tied down and your career of petty larceny stepped up as you grew older, until you were caught and drafted into the Spanish navy. None of that inspires trust in a girl, Adán.”
He was smiling. “You trust Justin. He was an outlaw in his time. That does not seem to bother you.”
“I didn’t know about his human life,” she pointed out. “Justin doesn’t share as easily as you.”
“I simply tell stories,” Adán replied. “As long as the stories entertain the listener, then it is immaterial if the story is about me, or Justin, or you.”
“You’ve been talking about me to other people?” She halted.
Adán turned to face her. “I have been talking to Justin. There is no one else I care to tell stories to, here, besides you.”
“Why did you come here, Adán? I mean, why did you come to Liping at all? You seem to be the sort of man who likes people around him. The more, the better. Contemplating your navel doesn’t suit you.”
The humor in his expression faded. “I grew tired of it all,” he said flatly. “Finally, after more than five hundred years of watching the world improve itself and humans developing into the most amazing species, I’d had enough of the details, the pettiness, and the constant focus on the individual.” He looked around, as if he were looking for hidden listeners. “I wanted it all to end. Just for a while. Then the g-train opened up western China and they began forming these villages…I thought, perhaps, sometime in seclusion might give me back the spirit I had lost.”
“Then it is pure coincidence that you came here?”
“There was an apartment lease that went up for sale, quite suddenly. Finding an apartment in the western provinces is impossible, these days. There’s a five year waiting list. But this lease appeared as available, and I just happened to be on the net when it showed up. I bid on it immediately, but as it was, there were fifty-five bids submitted before mine.” He grinned. “I have more financial muscle than them, so I won.”
“I had no idea wanting to live in China was so…popular,” Deonne breathed.
“Then you did not arrange your lease?”
“The Agency did.” She thought it through. “If there really is a five year waiting list, I’m going to guess they went back in time further than this year – far enough back to get the leases they wanted, for this year. They’re good at sorting that type of thing out.”
“The Agency…” Adán picked up her hand. “I think this Agency of yours is the reason you and Justin think the way you do. You do not think about yourselves.”
“Yes, I do,” Deonne replied. “I think about myself all the time and I’ve done even more of it in the last few days than I ever would have thought possible.”
“But always in the context of a higher frame of reference,” Adán told her. “You think about your life in relationship to the rest of the world and time itself. Most humans see the world from ground level. Justin used to, but the Agency has changed him. You, also. You both see the world from an eagle’s perspective. No, perhaps even higher than that. You are both whole-world thinkers. I have never met anyone like you, but I am guessing the members of your Agency are all thinkers like you.”
“Quite possibly,” Deonne agreed. “I don’t recall any of them being petty. Not for long.”
“You like them,” Adán guessed.
“Yes, I do.”
“Is that why you want to become a vampire?”
She bit her lip. “That is…complicated,” she said slowly. “I didn’t know what vampires were truly like before I approached them about the contract. You have to work with them or live with them to really understand them because vampires are so closed-mouthed about themselves. Except you.”
Adán grinned. “Only for you, do I tell stories about my life. Only you would understand. Humans still think vampires are pretty, indolent night creatures only to be found on the net and in movies.” He picked up her hand. “It is yet another quality of yours that I find most irresistible, this knowing.”
There was a look in his eyes, one she had grown to recognize. “Adán,” she warned. “Let go of my hand.” But when she tried to slide her fingers from his, his grip tightened.
He looked at her with his chin down, his dark gaze steady beneath the thick brows. “I do not frighten you, but you are still wary. Tell me how I can take that away from you, that wariness. I would have you...like me.”
“I do like you,” Deonne told him honestly.
His jaw rippled. “Not enough to trust me,” he replied.
Her heart was thundering. “What is it you want, Adán?”
“I want you to love me as you are supposed to.”
“That’s what one possible future, a future that could well be some sort of dead end in time. Is loving you so important? Does collecting another heart service your ego so much you would hurt Justin to acquire it?”
His arm slid around her waist and pulled her against him, in a quick move that she barely could see. Vampire speed. It had been a while since a vampire had used their enhanced abilities against her, and the last one to do it had been Justin...for the very best of reasons. The reminder made her already thudding heart lurch in a way that made her feel weak and dizzy. “Adán,” she whispered.
Just push him away. Do it! she railed at herself.
But she couldn’t. Confusing feelings were washing through her in waves, making her pause. Making her hesitate.
Adán was watching her face, absorbing everything she gave away with every tiny breath and movement.
“It’s not fair,” she whispered.
“The world is not a fair place. You have to even matters up for yourself, if you want fair,” Adán replied.
“You can see everything about me and figure out the rest, while I can’t even begin to unravel what you’re thinking.” She grimaced. “I’m usually much better at it, too.”
“So Justin told me.” He smiled. “I am glad to know I have you fooled, at least for a little while.”
“Why?” she demanded.
He gave the smallest shrug. “Why does anyone hide their feelings? For protection.”
“You? You need protection?” She laughed.
“This is all very new to me,” he said. “I warned you, did I not? You are a most novel attraction.”
“You make me sound like a carny ride,” she complained.
“Oh, you are all that and more,” he murmured and she realized with a start that his head was close to hers. He was looking at her mouth.
Her heart leapt high and hard. “No, Adán, don’t,” she pleaded. “I can’t fight you, but I beg you. Don’t.”
“Because you do not wish my kiss, or because you do?”
Deonne couldn’t answer because she didn’t know the answer.
“Deonne,” Justin called. “I’ve made coffee.”
Adán looked over her shoulder at their apartment building. Then he smiled and turned her loose. “Go drink your coffee,” he told her.
How long might they have stood there, locked in that delicate point of balance? Or would Adán have taken his kiss? Deonne would never find out now.
A deep sense of relief washed over her, which didn’t erase the tiny drop of disappointment nesting inside her.
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
Low Earth Orbit, 2264 A.D.: It was quiet in the limousine. Even Brenden, who could keep a conversation going all by himself if he was in the mood, sat sullenly in his corner.
They were all damp from the heavy fall of rain that had begun just as they were heading for the location where Kieren had parked the car and bribed a local to guard it. As a result, the smell of wet clothing and hair and warm bodies filled the limousine. The air scrubbers were working overtime to freshen the air and the almost silent hiss of the vents was the only sound to be heard inside the cab, as Kieren lifted the car into the air and lined it up for the initial trajectory and climb.
“Rome in forty minutes, sir,” Kieren told Cáel quietly. “Hold your horses, gentlemen.”
The limousine shot into the air with a high scream of the engines, pressing them all back into their seats.
“Well, that was a waste of time,” Brenden said, sounding disgusted.
“Why on earth did you think he would have the skills and men we need, anyway?” Ryan asked. “He’s clearly on a downward bend to self-annihilation.”
“We all get to make that choice sometime or another,” Brenden said quietly, and Cáel’s gut clenched. This was an aspect of long life he had never considered before. Choosing to end it by whatever creative means one could devise would be common, amongst those whose lives stretched on endlessly into the future. When one did not fear a sudden or early death, embracing it deliberately would perhaps be a relief.
Cáel fought hard not to look at Ryan in the mirror that let him see the back seats, as he let his shock dissipate. Ryan knew him too well and would read his expression.
“I’m not judging him,” Ryan replied. “But I am wondering why you thought he had potential.”
“He does. He did,” Brenden amended.
“I don’t think he’s suicidal,” Kieren said.
“Why not?” Ryan asked, his tone sharp with interest.
“He has been living this way for quite some time, judging by the food that was in the cupboards and the cold drawer. There was nothing in the apartment that would tell me that, as a human, he was making plans to end his life.”
“You’ve had experience profiling such people?” Ryan asked.
“I have,” Kieren said.
“He’s not human, though,” Brenden growled.
Cáel spoke up. “Could someone explain to me this two minute thing? I didn’t follow that at all, but you two seemed to understand perfectly. Is it common with vampires?”
“Common, no,” Ryan replied. “But it isn’t completely unheard of, not since time travel became a known fact.”
“What is he doing to himself that involves two minutes, which had you two so freaked out?” Cáel asked and saw in the mirror Ryan and Brenden exchange glances.
Brenden cleared his throat. “Sometime…a while ago, if Kieren is right, Cadeyrn Rhydder jumped back in time by a minute or two. Not far back. Just a wink’s worth. Just enough to live as human in his current life, for as long as the symbiot would let him. He reverts back to vampire just long enough to let the symbiot recover, then jumps back again. He’s been doing it long enough that his apartment looks like a human lives in it. That’s what Kieren saw.”
“But why?” Cáel said. “If the risks are as bad as you told him? He already knew what he was risking, so why do it?”
“I suspect,” Kieren said, his voice neutral and non-judgmental, “that whatever is driving him into the deep end of a bottle is the same thing that is making him want to live life as a human.”
The deep ascent of the limousine gradually eased and all of them shifted in their seats as gravity returned to nearly normal once more. The sky was a deep, dark indigo around them. They were into the upper atmosphere now.
“What would make him want to do that, Brenden?” Ryan asked. “You know the man.”
“Knew,” Brenden amended. “He’s always had a large sized chip on his shoulder, that one. But as a fighter….” He shook his head. “‘tis a pity. He was one of the best, once.”
“What is the chip?” Cáel pressed.
Brenden looked awkward all of a sudden. He shifted in his seat uncomfortably. “He’s Malsinne,” he said. “So were the rest of his men, as far as Fahmido could judge from description alone. They were all cut-throats, thieves and gamblers. They liked to hire themselves out as mercenaries – Rhydder channeled most of their aggression by finding them solid, well-paying assignments. He trained them himself and they were a force to be reckoned with. But they all had issues, each and every one of them. It wasn’t until the research into casts started up that we figured out Rhydder had pulled the misfits of the Malsinne cast into a semi-cohesive unit. But he had to use a bullwhip and a cattle prod to keep them in line, most of the time.”
“Malsinne?” Ryan repeated, astonishment thick in his voice. “You know they don’t work well with the agency structure…what were you thinking, Brenden?”
“Kieren said he wanted an army, one that wouldn’t be interested in time travelling. Well, Rhydder had that army once and the Malsinne don’t time travel.”
The silence that greeted his words was almost total. It lasted for nearly sixty seconds.
“They sound like the perfect fighting force,” Kieren remarked, his eyes on his instruments and readouts.
“They’re Malsinne,” Ryan said, as if that explained everything.
Cáel turned in his seat so he was facing Ryan directly. “I heard Brenden the first time. They still sound perfect.”
“You don’t understand,” Ryan said flatly. “Even before we knew of the casts, we knew there was a type of vampire we needed to stay clear of. It was only later we connected them up with the Malsinne cast. They’re trouble, Cáel. With a capital ‘T’. Emotional instability, addictions, lack of control and more. It’s not just a possibility we’d have issues with the Malsinne. It’s a guarantee.”
Cáel stared at Ryan steadily. Ryan stared right back.
“You’re one of the last people I would have considered capable of such prejudice,” Cáel said gently. “And these are your own people.”
Ryan’s gaze remained on his face for another few seconds, then he looked away.
The silence fell once more, thick with uneasiness. Cáel faced the front again, troubled. Then a thought struck him. “Wait,” he said. “I thought the Malsinne couldn’t time travel. That’s how Ryan explained it the first time I learned about the casts. The Malsinne have no extra talents the way the other casts do. They have an inability to learn new skills.”
“That’s why no agency members are Malsinne,” Ryan agreed.
“Then how did Rhydder learn to jump back in time?” Cáel asked. “And who did he learn it from?”
* * * * *
Liping Village, East Yunnan Province, China, 2054 A.D.: Justin remained standing at the door until she reached his side. His face was a blank, neutral mask that she had learned meant that he was angry and controlling it.
Deonne stopped by his side, still facing the door. She didn’t want to look out toward the path. In her gut, she knew that Adán still stood there, watching them both.
Thunder rumbled overhead and the first drops of rain began to fall, pattering onto the dry ground between the trees.
“Finished talking to Adán?” Justin asked her. His tone, like his expression, was bereft of any emotion.
“It wasn’t what you think,” Deonne said.
“You have no idea what I’m thinking,” Justin told her.
A great tiredness swept over her. “No, I don’t,” she said. “I never know what you’re thinking, because you don’t tell me. I’m so sick of trying to mind read, Justin. A relationship is supposed to be a two-way street but I feel like I’m the one doing all the work and all the compromising.”
“So you figure it will be different with Adán because he dangles some of his pretty stories in front of you?”
“I don’t think about Adán that way at all.”
Justin’s fingers clamped around her elbow. His eyes met hers and now she could see the anger seeping through. “Don’t lie to me,” he said. “I can stand anything but that.”
“Fine. He wanted to kiss me and I thought about letting him. Does that make you feel better?”
His jaw flexed. “What is it you want me to do?” he ground out. “Kill him? Is it that basic?”
“For a kiss that didn’t happen?” She pulled her arm out of his grip and turned to face him properly. The rain was falling steadily now, but they were protected by the projecting eaves of the roof. From the corner of her eye she glimpsed Adán, still standing where she had left him, despite the rain. “Are you jealous that he tried to kiss me,” she asked Justin, “or that it wasn’t you he wanted to kiss?”
His fury blazed in his eyes and his face. “That’s it,” he snapped and strode out into the rain, heading for Adán.
Deonne tried to catch his arm before he was out of reach. “Justin, for heaven’s sake…” But he was moving too fast. He took the direct path across the small patch of clover that the village used as a substitute for lawn, eschewing the path.
Adán stood with his arms by his sides, unmoving, watching Justin’s approach. It was only then Deonne remembered that as a vampire, he had probably been able to hear every word they had said.
“Oh, hell…” she breathed and hurried after Justin. She didn’t know what he intended to do, exactly, but with his temper up, whatever he did wouldn’t be considered or controlled.
The rain immediately soaked her hair and face, and she could feel her shirt sticking to her back. There was no way she was going to emerge from this anything other than totally soaked. She mentally shrugged. Better a dunking in cool rainwater than stand and watch Adán and Justin…do whatever Justin intended to do.
As soon as Justin got close enough he grabbed a handful of Adán’s shirt, the muscles in his forearm bunching with the effort to pull Adán closer.
Then he swung with his other fist, making Deonne suck in a sharp hard breath. He could not possibly have thought it through, she realized. Adán was vampire, here and now, while Justin had only his human strength, considerable though it was, and his reactions were slowed to almost human speed, too.
Who in their right minds would take on Adán Santiago even if he was merely human? Justin might be taller, but Adán had thicker shoulders and the developed chest that said his upper body was strong.
Justin’s fist slapped into Adán’s hand, the sound muffled by the sound of the rain. Adán curled his fingers over Justin’s fist and held it still. Adán shook his head. “There is no need for this.”
Deonne reached them and slapped her hand on top of theirs. “Stop it. Both of you. I’m not some toy you get to squabble over.”
Adán was staring at Justin, not letting his gaze shift. “The lady speaks.”
Justin shook his head. “We’ve been circling around this for five days and now you’ve stepped over the line.”
“Don’t be juvenile, Justin,” Deonne told him. “You’re letting your temper control you.”
He grinned wolfishly. “We could be facing each other over pistols or swords. A fist fight is almost civilized in comparison. My temper is just fine.”
“I would have beaten you, if you had chosen swords,” Adán replied. “I learned from the best in Spain.”
“And I’m a crack shot with a pistol. You would have lost there.”
“Oh, for…” Deonne let go of their hands and reached over them to grab Justin’s sweater, just as he was hauling on Adán’s shirt. Their hands separated as she leaned in to get a firm grip.
Justin’s eye widened in surprise as he glanced down at her knuckles.
Deonne couldn’t take hold of Adán’s shirt because Justin was still holding it. So she grabbed the back of his head and pulled him toward her and his head down to meet hers.
She pressed her lips against his, tasting rainwater and the cool, soft pillows of flesh. His mouth was not at all like Justin’s.
For a moment, Adán froze, his shock keeping him motionless. Then, when she did not let him go straight away, she felt him relax and lean into the kiss. His tongue swept into her mouth, making her breath catch and her body to thrill with the pleasure of it.
She could grow addicted to Adán’s kisses.
Then Deonne felt Justin trying to draw away from her, from the grip she had on his sweater. She tore her mouth away from Adán and shifted so she could look at Justin. “You’re not going anywhere.”
There was a deep furrow between his brows and pain showed in his eyes. “I’m not staying here,” he said, his voice hoarse.
“Yes, you are,” Deonne returned. She pulled on his sweater, trying to drag him closer to her, but he was heavy and uncooperative. “Come here, or lose the sweater, Justin. It’s already tearing,” she warned him.
He shook his head. “I’m not kissing you. Not after him.”
“Fine,” she shot back. “Then kiss him.”
Justin abruptly grew still. So did Adán. She could feel their combined tension via her hold on both of them.
“What did you say?” Justin breathed.
Ideas were blossoming, faster than she could encompass them consciously. Images, fragments of thought and feelings. Emotions. They were combining. Shifting. At the base of them all were previously uncoupled facts: Ryan and Justin together. Ryan’s and Adán’s past history. The story she had read in Ryan and Nayara’s biography – their relationship with Salathiel that had lasted for over six centuries. Then there was Rob, Tally and Christian, the Agency’s unofficial ambassadors for family, vampire style. Finally, there was Cáel Stelios’ feelings for both Ryan and Nayara, that were as clear as silvered crystal, for all three of them glowed with the power of their love when they let their shields down, which they did when it was just Agency people around them. Stelios was human, too.
Deonne drew in a breath that shuddered, as she looked from Adán to Justin. “I said, kiss Adán if you won’t kiss me.” Her voice shook.
“Deonne,” Adán said, his voice a deep rumble. “You cannot play this game unless you mean it.”
She looked at him. “I do mean it. I should have thought of this two days ago, but I’ve lived among humans for too long. It’s taking me a while to shrug off that early conditioning.” She looked back at Justin. “This is why you’ve been like a bear with a headache. You didn’t want to have to choose.”
Something…a shadow…flickered over his face and was gone. Justin met Adán’s gaze. “The lady speaks,” he said softly. So softly, Deonne barely heard it over the rain hissing around them. His anger had gone.
Adán made a sound…Deonne thought that perhaps he was trying to clear his throat. He bowed his head for a moment, and when he lifted it once more his black eyes were hot with some emotion. He looked at Deonne, then his gaze shifted to Justin. “After all this time, wild one?”
Justin shrugged. “Take it or leave it, big guy.”
Adán’s smile formed slowly. “Oh, I’ll take it.” He gently pulled Justin’s hand away from his shirt and glanced at Deonne. “Do you mind?”
Her heart was hurting as it drove itself into her chest, beat after beat. She shook her head, unable to form a coherent, decent answer. The only answer that she could form in her mind was to cry ‘hurry up!’
Adán hooked his fingers into the V-neck of Justin’s sweater and pulled, slowly and inexorably. Justin let himself be pulled into taking a step forward. Then he held up a hand. “Wait.” He lifted Deonne’s hand away from his sweater, then Adán’s. Then he kissed her, taking his time with it. His mouth was hot on hers and the hand he slid under her hair was warm, too.
His eyes met hers as he let her go. The corner of his mouth lifted. Then he straightened and kissed Adán.
Deonne held her breath, almost dizzy with the intensity of the moment that lingered and throbbed as she watched them. There was nothing timid about their kiss. She watched as Justin’s eyes closed and Adán groaned.
When they separated, they were both breathing hard.
So was Deonne. She lifted her hair off the back of her neck, feeling the heat of an explosive arousal radiating from her. Her hair slapped wetly against her neck and shoulders. “Perhaps we should get out of the rain and get dry,” she suggested.
Adán looked up at the rain, surprised.
Justin nodded, his expression one of a man who was dazed. “I’d forgotten about the rain,” he said distantly.
Deonne tugged him toward the apartment. “I’m going to make you forget your names. Both of you.”
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
Joe’s Bar, Detroit-Rocktown Supercity, 2264 A.D.: The bar didn’t have an official name that Rhydder knew of. Everyone called it Joe’s and had done so since Rhydder had been visiting the place. That was a few years now. Rhydder had no idea who Joe was – it wasn’t the surly barman who stood behind the bar on most of the occasions Rhydder stopped by.
He climbed down the stairs, barely checking his footing. He had grown used to the bumps, wiggles and uneven-sized steps a long time ago. He didn’t need to look anymore.
Instead, as he descended he checked the occupants of the tables below, looking for familiar faces both welcome and not. The four who had carried him home earlier in the day were not here. Rhydder wasn’t sure if they would try for round two or not. He had researched Stelios on the nets and tried not to be impressed at the man’s credentials. Of the four, he marked Stelios and Deasmhumhain as the two leaders.
Christos had always been a follower.
The fourth one was a mystery to him. Nothing came up on the nets. He hadn’t dug very hard, though, because he rated the chances they would come back as low to negative. The disgust in Christos’ eyes had demonstrated that Rhydder had managed to successfully discourage them from returning.
Work for the Agency? What had Christos been thinking? It had clearly been far too long since they had shared company for an evening. Christos had turned into an establishment flunky.
It happened to the best, especially in this brave new world when vampires were citizens right alongside humans, instead of pretending to be human.
Rhydder saw that one of his three preferred tables was empty and headed toward it, with a nod toward Nolly, the barman, who nodded back and reached for a tall glass on the shelf behind him. They understood each other for this was an old routine. A comfortable one.
He sank onto the chair that placed him with his back to the wall with something like relief. He was tired. His sleep had been cut short. After the Agency mongrels had left, he hadn’t been able to go back to sleep, even though his body throbbed with the need for rest and recovery.
Instead, he’d spent a few mind-expanding hours on the net, researching the four and the Agency in general. It had built a mental map in his mind of what the Agency was currently facing. They were not in a happy place, right now.
It also told him what Brenden had wanted. It wasn’t just him they were after.
Nolly placed the glass of rum in front of Rhydder and wiped his hands on the grubby apron tied around his waist. “You broke up the place pretty good this morning,” he said, sounding peeved.
“You know I’m good for the cost of repairs.” Rhydder picked up his glass. “Fuck, I think I’ve replaced every goddamn table in the joint at least once.”
“You could save yourself a penny or two if you took your trouble outside.”
Rhydder knocked back a deep swallow of the rum, tasting the sugar and the bite of the alcohol at the back of his tongue. His throat tightened in reaction and he swallowed the mouthful a bit at a time, letting it coat the back of his throat, which suddenly felt as dry as Demetrios.
Nolly was waiting for an answer.
“You know I never start it. It’s not like I can stick up my finger and ask ‘em to move the fight.”
“Aye, which is why your money is still welcome here,” Nolly agreed. “You’ll be getting a bill for the chairs you busted up. They were kindling, once you were done.”
“I should have used the splinters while I had them to hand,” Rhydder muttered, looking down into the golden liquid.
Nolly grimaced. “They were vamps? How the hell did they weasel their way in here?”
“Two of them were,” Rhydder confirmed. “I guess the two humans with them vouched for them.”
“They must have done some damned fast talking,” Nolly said. He walked away, shaking his head, leaving Rhydder to settle into finishing his first drink.
He was on his third when the door opened, above, letting in a gust of cool air. The rain earlier in the day had kept everything damp and the afternoon breeze had dropped the temperature. It had chilled down since the sun had disappeared.
Rhydder discreetly checked the newcomer, as always. He swore under his breath. It was the fourth one, the one he didn’t know about. Kevin. No, Kieren.
Rhydder waited for the door to open again. When Kieren was halfway down the stairs, walking without using the grab rail, and no one followed him in, Rhydder figured it was safe to assume the man was alone.
Was he coming to see him? That took guts.
Rhydder sat back in his chair and openly watched the man finish his descent. He was a big man. Rhydder put his height at close to his own six foot three, if not a shade over. The man had muscles to go with the tallness, which made him look well-proportioned. His dark blond hair was trimmed almost military short, with some extra length at the top, which defied military tradition.
The controlled and contained way he moved his body spoke of training and discipline.
Security or para-military, Rhydder judged. There might even be military in his background, but he wasn’t formal military anymore.
The man didn’t look around the room when he landed at the bottom of the stairs. He turned and headed straight for Rhydder, which meant he had located him on his way down the stairs. He hadn’t looked around on the way down, which meant he was used to quartering a room discreetly. That added weight to Rhydder’s theory that the man was security or para.
He walked right up to the table and looked down at Rhydder. He glanced at the glass. “Rum,” he judged. “Want another one?”
Rhydder considered the matter. “Why not?” he said and lifted two fingers toward Nolly.
“Does a drink buy me five minutes of your attention?” the man asked.
“Barely,” Rhydder conceded. “But if you’re here to recruit me to the glorious ranks of the Agency, you can take your drink back.”
“Recruiting is not what I had in mind, no.” The man sat down.
Nolly placed the two tall glasses of rum in front of them and moved away without a word. It was his silences that Rhydder appreciated the most. The man knew when to shut up.
“Kieren, right?” Rhydder asked, then drained the last inch of his first glass.
“Correct.” He didn’t pick up his glass. He wouldn’t until Rhydder picked up his fresh one. It was a small thing that Rhydder didn’t want to appreciate.
“No last name,” Rhydder qualified.
“Not yet.”
Rhydder had been reaching for the fresh glass, but paused with his hand in mid-air, hovering over the rim. “Not yet?” he repeated. He picked up the glass. “All in all, I’d say you’re ex Uni Wardens. Very recent ex, if you haven’t got around to using your last name yet.”
“I have no intention of using my last name,” Kieren replied. “At least, not the one I was born with.” He picked up the glass. “Cheers.” He knocked back a good two inches of the five that were there, grimaced, and put the glass down again.
“Daddy a bastard, was he?”
“Daddy was not a fixture in my life.” Kieren smiled and it was a hard expression. “I was the bastard.”
“Join the Wardens and all your sins are forgiven.” Rhydder shrugged. “Except those that get you tossed. What happened? Did you screw the wrong asshole?” It was a stab. He’d heard things about the Wardens, about how ‘fraternity’ was taken to the full extent, to the exclusion of anything else. When they said they were a man’s new family, they meant it.
Keiren’s smile was still hard and dry. “No one had any complaints on that score,” he replied.
Rhydder let out an involuntary laugh in reaction. He let himself chuckle some more. The man had surprised him. He lifted his glass toward him. “A useful bastard, then.” He drank.
Kieren sipped at his glass and put it down. “You used to be useful, once. Or so I’m told.”
“Used to be?” Rhydder sat up straighter. “I’m not dead yet.”
“But you could be at any minute.” Keiren’s gaze was frank, square and relentless. “You’re human right now. Stasis poisoning could kick in at any moment, and because you’ve been human for so long, it will progress at lightning speed.”
“I heard it all this morning. I wasn’t drunk enough to block it out,” Rhydder muttered. “Are you here to lecture me, then?”
“I’m pointing out a basic truth. While you’re human, you’re a potential liability, and mortal, too.” Kieren shrugged – it was an abbreviated lift of his shoulders. “I don’t have any feelings one way or the other about the morals of what you’re doing. I don’t give a damn. But I do mind the waste of your talent and expertise.”
“My talent and expertise?” Rhydder pursed his lips together, then tossed off the rest of the glass of rum. It burned going down. He wasn’t drunk enough yet. “Buy me another drink and I’ll tell you something about my talent and expertise, as you seem to rate it so highly.”
Kieren looked to his left, toward the bar, and caught Nolly’s eye. He raised two fingers, then pointed at the table top.
Nolly nodded.
“You catch on fast.”
“With most things, I do,” Kieren replied. “But you’re a different kind, aren’t you? You, I’m still working out.” He finished off his drink and hissed through his teeth. “It’s not Centauri brandy, but it kicks.”
“That’s all I need out of it. It’ll do,” Rhydder replied. “What did Christos tell you about me?”
Kieren caught his eye. “You’re Malsinne. So are your men.”
Rhydder drew a breath. “Doesn’t seem to bother you, though.”
“It alarmed Ryan, but I make up my own mind. You being Malsinne might be just what I need.”
“You need?” Rhydder sat back and plugged that statement into what he knew of the Agency from his reading. “You’re building a fighting force,” he said slowly. “One that doesn’t get to jump or do any of the fancy shit the Agency likes to show off with.”
“I’m glad to see your mental faculties aren’t completely pickled yet,” Kieren said.
“The night is young,” Rhydder pointed out. “The team you’re building. It’s to deal with Gabriel and his turds?”
“Something like that.” Kieren nodded his thanks at Nolly as the man placed two more glasses of rum on the table, and picked up the three empty glasses.
Rhydder picked up the fresh glass and swirled the contents, making them slosh. “Gabriel is a lunatic of the first water. It sounds like a suicide mission.”
“Isn’t that exactly what you’re looking for?”
“Is that what you think?”
Kieren raised a brow. “I think it’s the impression you’re happy to let the world have. You hide behind it. No one goes looking for the truth when they think they’re already staring at it.”
Rhydder lifted his glass. “Cheers.” He drank.
“You were going to tell me about your talents and expertise,” Kieren reminded him.
“You put a glass in front of me. That’s not a clever thing to do with a drunk if you want information from him.”
“You’re not a drunk,” Kieren said flatly. “I know something about vampire physiology and I know that when you jump back to your contemporary time, the symbiot rectifies any damage done by the alcohol. You can’t stay human long enough to become a true alcoholic, however much you’d like to be one.”
Rhydder answered by taking another long pull on the glass.
“Stelios says you have a chip on your shoulder. Does that have anything to do with the fact that you’re Malsinne?”
Rhydder sighed, tiredness spreading through him. “You know just enough about vampires to be rated a menace, but you don’t know enough to stay out of trouble.”
“Explain it to me.”
“Anyone ever tell you asking a vampire about his private affairs is a sure way to get yourself drained?”
“I know that much,” Kieren said evenly. “But I can’t evaluate you properly without information.”
“What is this? A job interview?”
“Of sorts. There’s only one candidate I’m interested in. You get the job once I know why you’re hiding out as a human. What’s the deal with the Malsinne?”
Rhydder sighed again. “What if I don’t want the job?”
“You do,” Kieren said evenly. “So tell me, what’s the issue no one wants to tell me about?”
Rhydder stared down into his glass. “You know, they only found out about the casts five years ago. Five years. That’s all it took for the Malsinne to reacquire their infamy.”
“Reacquire?” Kieren repeated sharply.
Rhydder pushed his glass away from him, toward the middle of the table. He’d suddenly had enough. “Just how old do you think I am?”
“I have no idea, but you’re about to tell me.”
Rhydder shook his head. “No. But I will tell you this much – I’ve been around long enough that when I was turned, my maker educated me on the disadvantages of the cast I had been made into. Back then, the casts had not been completely forgotten.” He grimaced. “But the rest of the world, even vampires, did forget. Vampires spent so long fighting for their survival – just passing through history without losing your head was a major challenge. In the chaos, basic lessons were passed over. They failed to hand the old wisdom down from maker to child.”
“The information about the casts was lost,” Kieren summarized. “Except that you didn’t forget.”
“Those who learned the old ways…none of us forgot them.” Rhydder considered picking up his glass once more, but didn’t reach for it. “The Malsinne were outcast for a reason.”
“I’ve heard that addiction is a problem for you.”
Rhydder laughed, a long, low chuckle. “Addiction!” he breathed and laughed again. “That pathetic word does nothing to describe the reality of it, human. Have you ever seen a vampire when his blood lust is high?”
Kieren sat for a moment, his gaze steady. “Yes,” he said at last.
“Not a pretty sight, huh?” Rhydder said. “And you’ve only seen the upper casts dealing with their hunger. A Malsinne, when he’s hungry, is a danger to everyone around him. It takes control and rages through you.” He swallowed, recalling the pulsing pall, the dark cloud that blinded him to everything but the need for sustenance. “The synthetic stuff doesn’t satisfy us. Not for long. Which is ironic, because once a Malsinne has tasted real blood, direct from a human, he can’t go back. The synthetic blood doesn’t appease him at all.”
“Addiction,” Kieren finished.
Rhydder smiled. “Staying drunk is easier.”
Keiren’s lips parted, the only surprise he showed. His gaze remained steady and his expression neutral. “You stay human to avoid the hunger.”
Rhydder picked up his glass once more. “I do it because I like to drink.”
Kieren leaned forward. “Work for me,” he urged.
“You? Not the Agency?”
“I have wide ranging autonomy. I report directly to Cáel Stelios, not Ryan, so technically, I don’t work for the Agency and neither would you.”
“But I’d be doing the Agency’s work. Their bidding.”
“My bidding,” Kieren amended. “Be clear on that, Rhydder. You can do what you want with your men, but you report and are accountable to me for whatever your men and you do.”
“I don’t speak for them,” Rhydder shot back.
“But they will listen to you.”
“And why would I encourage them to join you?”
“Because Gabriel’s people won’t differentiate between the Agency and vampires in general. Because Gabriel doesn’t give a shit about casts, except for how he can use them to shatter vampires.”
“Ah, gods, you’re going to give me a ‘unite or die’ speech.”
Kieren shook his head. “Wrong. I’m going to give you a chance to like yourself once more. You haven’t for years. You hate this cycle you’ve dropped into, but you don’t know how to get out. I can help you out.”
“You’re a human. What is it you think you can do that thousands before you have failed to do?”
“I can give you a job and a reason to stay sober and vampire.”
Rhydder stared at the man. He was serious, that was the problem. He sat there, his gaze steady and Rhydder was amazed to realize he half-believed him just by his resolute manner alone. “We’re the damned, Kieren No-name,” he said gruffly. “The only thing likely to make any of us give a shit is a cure for what pains us.”
“I might have that,” Kieren replied.
Rhydder stared at him, his heart hurting. It was hope that was doing it this time. Not hunger. “How?” he whispered.
With a different sort of control, Keiren’s voice whispered in his mind, while the man sat motionless on his chair.
“Mind tricks. Any psi can do that.” But it was bravado. Bluff. His hope was soaring despite everything he could do to quash it. He’d had his hopes dashed more than once over the years and decades.
“I’m not psi,” Kieren told him. He nodded his head a fraction of an inch. “You’ve been holding your glass for five minutes now, but you haven’t taken a mouthful. You don’t want it anymore, do you?”
Rhydder looked down into the golden liquid, then up at Kieren. “You did that?”
“And my lips never moved once,” Kieren replied.
Rhydder laughed and this time it came from his belly.
Damn, it felt good.
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
Liping Village, East Yunnan Province, China, 2054 A.D.: Deonne handed towels to the two of them, then closed the bathroom door and took a fast shower. She was shivering, but she wasn’t cold.
She dried herself off quickly and slid into the silk robe she used as a dressing gown. It was locally-made, a bright red garment covered in rich embroidery in gold and green and black. She had always felt decadent wearing it. Now she was glad she had it.
She looked at herself in the mirror, at first to check her makeup and appearance. Then she really looked at herself. Was she really going to do this?
Finally, she took a breath and stepped out into the apartment.
Adán was sitting on the chair, his shirt open, as he dried his hair with the towel. He looked up as she entered and gave her a small smile.
Justin stood by the window, shirtless, his jeans showing dark patches where the rain had soaked through. As Deonne closed the bathroom door, he turned to look at her. He held out his arm and she went to him.
“Are you sure?” he asked gently. His gaze was steady, completely lacking hostility or anger, but she thought she could see hope there. Or perhaps a repressed anticipation. So she gave him the answer she had just given herself, looking into the mirror, knowing that Adán would hear every word.
“It feels right, Justin. It feels…correct. I want to be with you and as much as you wish you were not, you’re vampire. I need to look at us and think about us the vampire way. That’s what was tripping us both up until now. You were trying to deal with us like a human, too. It doesn’t work. This does. You want him and perhaps you have for the hundreds of years since you parted. This way, I can let myself want him, too.”
Justin cupped her face, his thumb brushing the corner of her mouth. “I didn’t want this. I thought I wanted just you.”
“You wanted a nice, happy, human romance.” She smiled, trying to take any offence out of her words. “It was never going to work, especially not with me.”
“I love you,” Justin breathed. “That remains. That works.”
“It’s only the key to everything.”
Justin turned her around, so that her back was leaning against his chest. His arms came around her waist, heavy and comforting. “Adán, come here,” he said.
Adán got to his feet and padded toward them. He was barefoot, too. His chest beneath the open shirt gleamed in the low light in the room.
Deonne realized she was holding her breath, her body tightening as subliminal images flipped through her thoughts. She had been subconsciously playing with the idea of making love to Adán for days, but repressing it so that only wicked, stimulating images has seeped through, too fast for her to consciously be shocked or push them from her thoughts.
He was a beautiful man.
He stopped a foot away from her.
“Closer,” Justin insisted.
Adán’s lips curled up in a small smile. “Any closer and I will be pressing up against Deonne.”
“Exactly,” Justin replied.
Adán’s gaze shifted to Deonne and she saw hot, raw hunger in his eyes. “If you insist.” He moved slowly, his body making contact with hers in protracted stages. First his thighs, then his hips, which forced her breath from her in a rush. The contact with his hips emphasized the state of his arousal. His cock was a rigid shaft between them. His abdomen pushed against hers and Deonne felt the muscles in his belly ripple at the touch.
He let out a slow, shaky breath as the tips of her breasts, still covered in the silk gown, brushed his chest. “Santa Maria,” he breathed.
He was trembling.
Deonne’s breath was hurried and unsteady. She stood between the two of them, trying to absorb all the myriad impressions and sensations. “This is…heavenly,” she breathed.
“I think we can do better than that,” Justin murmured, his voice rumbling against her back. His weight shifted and she felt him lean forward, over her shoulder and looked up as his lips met Adán’s.
Deonne’s body seemed to blaze with energy and the most powerful wanting she’d ever experienced, as she watched the two men kiss. She could feel the tension building in Justin’s body, where he leaned against her. She could feel his heart thudding against her back.
Adán’s hands curled around her waist and his fingers flexed and pressed inwards as his pleasure built.
Justin tore his mouth from Adán’s and drew in a rough breath. “I never thought having someone between us would make it better.”
“Because the someone is Deonne, it is incomparable.” Adán smiled at her. “Your turn,” he murmured and kissed her.
The torrential rain had nullified most of the effect of their first kiss, yet that kiss had been electrifying. This one seemed to start fireworks in her mind and steal all her thoughts. It left her feeling drugged and floating in a sea of pleasure.
Adán’s grip around her waist grew firmer and he lifted his mouth from hers. “She is melting against me,” he said, sounding both pleased and surprised.
“She does that,” Justin said. “It’s one of life’s greatest sensations.”
Adán picked her up, his hands still around her waist. “I need more of it, but not while you are distracted with the need to stay on your feet.” He carried her to the bed and laid her on top of the cover, then settled himself next to her. Justin arranged himself on her other side, his long length pressed up against her flank.
Deonne thought she might burst into flames. Her body was pounding, made worse as she considered the possibilities to come. “Kiss me,” she asked Justin, her hand resting against his bare chest. She felt the odd sensation of body heat under her fingers and stroked them across his flesh, enjoying it.
Justin shook his head. “I like watching you two. I want to see more.”
Adán slid his hand across Deonne’ belly, then tucked it under the back of her hip. “I do not need a second directive for that.” He kissed her once more, his lips hard and demanding.
She seemed to grow even hotter with this kiss. Even as Adán seemed to be stealing all her attention, she was physically and mentally aware of Justin, pressed up against her, watching them kiss. She could almost feel his reaction.
Fingers pressed against her belly, then she felt the belt of her gown loosen. Justin was undressing her as Adán kissed her.
Deonne moaned, coherent thought drifting away. She was drunk with pleasure, her body tight with longing.
Her gown was pulled aside, revealing her body and Deonne sighed into Adán’s mouth.
“Let me taste her,” Justin murmured.
Adán shifted, moving to one side. His lips moved away from her mouth and slid down her throat to the soft tissue of her upper breast.
At the same time, Justin’s mouth closed over her nipple and his teeth and tongue played with the tip.
Deonne arched on the bed. She felt locks of hair beneath her hand and realized that she had thrust her fingers into Adán’s hair and was encouraging him to slide his mouth down to the other unattended breast.
He chuckled and complied, sucking the highly sensitive tip into his mouth and working his tongue across it in hard strokes.
A wordless cry erupted from her lips. Deonne closed her eyes and let herself sink into the mindless pleasure the two men were delivering. It was delicious. Addictive. How had she not thought of this before? Why had she been depriving herself?
Adán pulled away from her breast, and she opened her eyes to see him kneel up, and shrug out of his shirt. He reached for the fastenings on his trousers.
“No,” Deonne said quickly.
Adán smiled, his eyes sleepy and hot. “You wish to do this?”
“I want Justin to.” Her voice was hoarse, husky with desire.
Adán let his hands drop to his sides and looked at Justin. “The lady speaks,” he murmured.
“We’ve unleashed a monster,” Justin said, sitting up. “Just when I thought your mind could not possibly deal with one more challenge. You’re a constant amazement, Deonne.”
“Good,” she said. “This mere human needs to keep you on your toes.”
“There is nothing ‘mere’ about you,” Adán told her and drew in his breath in a quick inhalation as Justin’s hands brushed against the front of his trousers.
“I’ve almost forgotten how these old style fastenings work,” Justin murmured.
“You’re just teasing,” Deonne told him as he slowly drew the zipper downwards.
“He does it well, the teasing,” Adán said. His voice was thick with pleasure, too. He was watching the progress Justin was making with his trousers, his attention riveted on Justin’s fingers.
Justin ran his fingers over his lower abdomen, just above the sagging opening of his trousers and Adán’s hips jerked, thrusting. Adán gave a soft sound that might have been a groan.
Deonne found she was stroking her own hip, close to the junction of her thighs, as she watched the two play. She had an almost overwhelming urge to slide her fingers between her thighs. Her clit was throbbing and her pussy squeezing, eager to be filled.
“Take his pants off,” she told Justin, letting her fingers wander closer to her mound.
Adán swallowed, the sound audible even to Deonne. His hands tightened into fists. He was looking down at her hip, watching her fingers. “Dear sweet heaven….” he breathed.
Justin grinned and shifted on the bed. With Adán’s cooperation, he stripped his trousers from him, one leg at a time, until Adán knelt on the bed, naked. His cock was flagrantly erect and red with blood, which was amazing for a vampire.
Justin was looking at her expectantly.
“Stroke him,” Deonne ordered, her voice nearly strangled to silence by the thick excitement coursing through her.
Adán sighed.
Justin leaned over Deonne and pressed the flat of his hand against Adán’s thigh, right next to his jutting cock. He spread his fingers, the tips stroking and moving restlessly. He wore a small smile, which proved that he was teasing as mercilessly as Adán had accused him of doing.
The tendons in Adán’s forearms flexed, telling Deonne that he was clenching his fists even tighter. When Justin finally curled his hand around his cock and slid it along the length of him, Adán threw his head back and groaned heavily.
Justin stroked with a light, delicate hand.
Adán’s hand snapped out and snagged Justin’s wrist. “Jesus. Enough.” He glanced at Deonne and licked his lips. “You must stop that, too.”
Deonne dipped her fingertips into her folds, just below her clit. She was sopping wet and slick with excitement. “Why must I stop?” She closed her eyes and let her fingers push deeper. She moved restlessly, spreading her thighs, so they could see exactly what she was doing.
“Take her,” Justin murmured. His voice was just as strained as Adán’s.
“Ah, Gods!” Adán grabbed Deonne’s hand and plucked her fingers away from her cleft. He pushed her thighs further apart with his knee, still holding her hands to one side.
Then he leaned over her with one arm propping himself up, the muscles bunching and bulging as they took the strain. He gripped her hip with the other, settling between her thighs.
His eyes sought hers as the tip of his cock pressed between her pussy lips. “I have imagined this moment many times, querido,” he whispered and slid into her in one smooth stroke. Deonne drew in a hard breath as the need to have a cock inside her was finally satisfied.
Adán stayed still, savoring the moment. “Better than I imagined,” he said hoarsely.
Justin stepped to the side of the bed. He was naked and his thick, heavy cock was jutting upward, signaling his approval. “I could come just from watching you together,” he said. “But there’s something better than that.”
Adán gave Deonne a small smile as he rested over her. “Justin has a wicked mind, if I have guessed right what he intends.”
The bed dipped as Justin settled on it once more.
Deonne caught her breath as Justin stroked the inside of her thigh, up high, near where Adán’s hip pressed against her. She could see Justin over Adán’s shoulder, behind him.
Adán closed his eyes.
“Is he…?” she asked.
“Yes,” Adán whispered. “You are not the only one to be taken, right now.”
Deonne let out a hurried, shaky breath. “I wish I could see it.”
“You will, soon enough,” Justin assured her. His hand curled over Adán’s shoulder, the long fingers gripping hard.
Adán groaned and his cock shifted inside Deonne, giving a small thrust that made her catch her breath once more.
“I can’t wait,” Deonne warned them as her climax leapt from nothing to nearly overwhelming, inside the space of a few heartbeats. “Oh god, I’m going to come.” Then she had no more breath for speaking. Her climax gathered and swelled, stealing her attention and the oxygen in her lungs. She panted as it came closer, writhing on the bed.
“María me libre,” Adán gasped. He was thrusting in hard, short movements, his hips flexing hard. “You will make me come, too, if you keep clenching me like that.”
But she couldn’t help it. She gave over all her control and attention to the demands of her climax, which rushed at her like a freight train. It burst over her like fireworks and an operatic crescendo, both.
She screamed, clenching the abused bed cover and pulling at it desperately. Dimly, she heard Adán groan and felt his cock quivering and slipping inside her as he came, too.
It seemed like many long minutes passed before the fizzing pleasure of her climax faded completely and when she swallowed dryly and opened her eyes, Justin was lying next to her once more, a small smile on his face, while Adán still propped himself up, lying over her. His cock was still inside her.
Perfect contentment settled over her, and Deonne found herself laughing. No, it wasn’t a laugh. It was a giggle, a venting of the pleasure she felt.
“There, that is the sound that makes it all worthwhile,” Justin said, his smile growing.
Adán nodded. “It is a reward more precious than any queens’ riches. I would gladly hear it again.” His lips touched hers. “I will hear it again, I swear.”
 



Chapter Thirty
Liping Village, East Yunnan Province, China, 2054 A.D.: Justin’s lips on hers were a soft, debilitating drug. Deonne sighed into his mouth, then gasped as Adán’s fingers stroked her cleft.
She pulled away from Justin’s mouth, just far enough to look over her shoulder. Adán was studying her backside, his fingers circling over her ass cheeks and thighs, and dipping down between them. “You’re tireless, mi querido corazón,” she told him.
“You should not present such perfection at every turn, if you do not wish for me to investigate.” He threw himself down on the bed beside them.
Deonne looked down at Justin, for she lay on top of him. “No comment? You’ve been the pacemaster, so far.”
Justin smiled. “Pacing had nothing to do with it. I was simply trying to keep up with you. You’ve barely moved from this bed for three days, you realize? If you weren’t bringing Adán to his knees, you were having your wicked way with me.”
“Or both,” Deonne agreed, recalling those moments when Justin and Adán had shared her. They would be forever enshrined in her memory. “Has it really been three days? I don’t remember sleeping much.”
“What about your cat naps?” Justin replied. “Usually curled up around Adán or me.”
She grinned. “You snore, did you know?” she accused him.
Justin laughed. “Very romantic,” he declared.
Adán stroked Justin’s cheek with one big finger. “She speaks truly. You snore very frankly. It is…endearing.” He smiled, too. “It has been a long time since I lay beside anyone who snored. I think it was around the campfire, the last time I heard it.”
“You didn’t hear it on your ship. In the Armada?” Deonne asked. “Didn’t you sleep right next to everyone else?”
“If you can call it sleeping. On those ships, no one slept well. It was too rough.” Adán’s expression clouded over. “We all knew where we were going, too. We knew success would come with high risk. It makes a man want to appreciate every waking moment, you know?”
“Is that when you died?” Justin asked. “Because I know you weren’t made in Iceland, like you first told me.”
Adán was still stroking Deonne’s back and her thighs, his fingers teasing, making her quiver and clench. “The ship I was on was wrecked off the coast of Belgium. I made it ashore. Many didn’t. Many couldn’t swim like I could. But suddenly, I was free. They thought I was dead, or would assume that I was if I didn’t go back. So I began to travel and I didn’t return to Spain for two hundred and seventy-three years. I did die in Iceland and I was made there. But it was three hundred years before the date I told you when we first met.”
“Why did you lie?” Justin asked.
Adán took a long time to answer. “You were so angry. So bitter toward anyone who had even the slightest taint of authority. I thought you might find the idea of me being so much older than you…intimidating.”
“That’s a vampire thing,” Deonne murmured. “I’ve heard Nayara rant about how stupid it is to judge a vampire superior just because they’ve outlasted everyone they know.”
Justin stroked Deonne’s cheek. “I would have minded, back then. Now, I don’t care. I think Nayara has rubbed off on me, in that regard.”
“I like this Nayara of yours,” Adán declared. He picked up Deonne’s hips and lifted her, so that her legs slipped down on either side of Justin, straddling him.
Justin smiled, gripping her thighs and guiding her into position.
Deonne drew in a slow breath as his cock drove up into her. He was hard, hot and quite ready.
Adán’s hands returned to the back of her hips, then stroked downwards to cup her ass. The tips slipped into her crevasse, making her moan. One broad finger pressed against her ass.
“Agh, you squeezed!” Justin told her. “You’re like a fist around me.”
“I can improve on that,” Adán said.
Deonne rested her hand on Justin’s chest and leaned forward as Adán’s hand on the back of her shoulder encouraged her to bend.
His other fingers stroked around her anus and she felt the slickness of lubricant on them and on her skin as he spread it. He slipped his finger inside and Deonne let out a moan. This was a part of sharing herself with them that she had grown to love in the last few days. Both of them inside her at once…there was nothing better.
Adán wrapped his big hands around her hips, his fingers meshing with Justin’s. His cock pressed against her then slowly entered her and the sensation of fullness swept over her. Deonne could feel both of them within her and she fought to keep still, to not squirm with the deliciousness of the sensation. But she began to tremble, her excitement zooming upwards even though Adán had done nothing more than push his cock into her. She tried to control her accelerating breathing, but barely slowed her panting.
The pair of them began to rock in and out of her in coordinated thrusts and Deonne reached blindly for support, for a prop, something to help control the pleasure, to make it last.
Justin’s hand met hers. He kissed her palm, then placed her hand on his shoulder before gripping her hip once more.
Her climax broke, and she shuddered through it, moaning. For a small moment, they stopped thrusting, as her whole body squeezed as the waves of pleasure raced through her from her toes to explode behind her eyes.
But then the two of them began the wonderful rhythmic thrust and counter thrust, and Deonne sucked in her breath, feeling her body tighten in response. She would come again. She could feel it in the way she was clenching around them, like she wanted to draw them even deeper into her body.
“Faster,” she whispered. “Harder.”
“The lady…speaks,” Adán murmured back, his breath heavy. He kissed the back of her shoulder. His hold on her hips tightened and he buried his cock deep inside her, groaning with the effort.
Justin’s cock came to rest as deep as it was possible to go, as he raised her then lowered her down to meet his lifting pelvis.
“Let’s make her scream,” he suggested, his voice gravelly with arousal and his eyes half-open. “I like when she screams.”
“Just fuck me,” Deonne begged. “I’ll come, if you keep this up.”
They rode her, their hands controlling her movements and holding her steady as they claimed her body. Held between them, she was helpless to do anything except react to the pure pleasure. In three days the two of them had learned how to maximize her excitement, to draw it out and leave her quivering on the brink while they did wicked things to her body that she would never have imagined was even possible. Being taken by both of them at once was almost pedestrian in comparison to the some of the rapturous torture they had devised.
Adán was far stronger than either of them when Justin was in human form and he had no reservations about using his strength to deliver pleasure. He had held Deonne down, acting like live and animated bonds. He had spread her and kept her immobile, while Justin had used his mouth and hands to drive her crazy with need, until she had begged to climax, and still he had refused to let her come.
Then Adán had reversed the roles, holding Justin in an arm lock while Deonne had brought him shuddering to near climax, over and over, until he had cried out for release.
Deonne had watched the two of them and finally witnessed what she had not been able to see on the first occasion – Justin taking Adán in hard, deep strokes, his jaw clenched and his fists curled, while Adán groaned, his hand around his cock and climaxed with a thrust of his hips, his cum dripping onto Deonne’s belly where she lay watching them, her body thrumming.
Adán had fucked both of them in turn. He was untiring as he explored ever more ways to share pleasure between the three of them. He was as inventive as Justin was relentless.
Deonne had lost count of the many times she had climaxed, screamed, and thrashed upon the bed in frenzied pleasure.
Just recalling those moments now made her orgasm leap and draw closer.
“Now the lady comes,” Adán murmured, his body stroking her, his cock driving her pleasure.
“Come for us,” Justin said. “Scream.”
Deonne couldn’t help it. Her climaxed tore through her and vented itself as she cried out. Her entire body shuddered through the pinnacle and brought Justin and Adán to their own peaks.
Afterwards, Adán lifted her gently and rolled onto the bed next to Justin with her wrapped in his arms.
Justin rolled onto his side and threaded his arms around them both.
For a few minutes, nothing sounded in the room but their slowing breathing.
Justin brushed Deonne’s hair out of her eyes and back over her shoulder. He leaned forward and kissed them both. First Deonne, then Adán.
“I have to go back,” he told them.
 



Chapter Thirty-One
Chronometric Conservation Agency Headquarters, Villa Fontani, Rome, 2264 A.D.: It was a fine, late August night in Rome. Most of the rich had fled the city for the cooler rural estates in the north, as Romans had been doing for centuries. However, in the open plaza of Villa Fontani were gathered the rich, the influential, the powerful and the famous from around the world. They glistened with jewelry and couture and gleamed with careful grooming.
A small orchestra had been set up at the far end of the plaza, tucked into a corner of the “U” shape the villa made. They had drawn a small audience and even some dancers, who were spinning in slow circles on the temporary dance floor that had been installed.
Champagne and other drinks in elegant glasses were held in nearly every hand while political jockeying for favor took place under the guise of gossip and chat between friends.
Justin tugged self-consciously at his leather jacket as he weaved between clumps of glittering suits and satin, trying to make himself look as invisible as possible as he made his way to the closest entrance to the inside of the villa.
Lights flashed to his left. The media was in full force at this shindig. It was a global event, after all. It wasn’t often the Agency opened its doors to the public and invited them in, human or not. This very public opening of the new headquarters had halted most other news in its tracks as media representatives scrambled to scoop as much information as the agency was willing to hand out.
“Justin!”
He looked back over his shoulder, wincing. He’d been spotted.
Nayara lifted her hand to indicate he should wait and he halted. She made her way between people, lifting her dress aside and stepping over trains on ball gowns…it was the height of fashion now to have your gown trail along behind you. Or so Deonne had told him when he had made a comment about the “haughty” couture that every new item in Nayara’s closet seemed to spark.
Nayara smiled at him as she reached hearing distance, and Justin felt even more uncomfortable. She was wearing a dress that defied description. It was black, with a layer of heavy white lace lying over the top of the black, and her arms and shoulders rose out of it, making Justin wonder how she was holding the thing up. It cinched in around her waist and fell to the ground, which was quite far, given Nayara’s height. The black and white looked fantastic next to her burnished red hair, which curled around her elbows and fell over one shoulder.
But there was no train.
“You’re back,” Nayara said as she stepped closer. She held a full champagne glass in her hand.
“You’re magnificent,” he replied. “And I feel like the dog’s dinner among this lot.”
She smiled and took his arm and led him toward the villa doors, and he saw that the lace at the back of her dress was looped up into swirls and knots that reminded him of dresses worn in Europe during the latter half of Queen Victoria’s reign. He wondered how long it would take for trains to disappear and these new type of bustles to show up in their place. He memorized details. Deonne would want to know everything.
“I know where you’ll feel right at home,” Nayara told him. “This is the public and formal opening of the villa and the official book launch party. But we have a private thing going on inside the villa, for family. Brenden said you were due back around now. I’m glad to see you returned when you were supposed to.”
They stepped onto the villa’s verandah and the noise seemed to drop somewhat.
“Brenden and Fahmido scared me into it, with all the details about stasis poisoning,” Justin confessed. “I didn’t dare linger more than the week he advised.”
They stepped into the long gallery and the party sounds faded almost completely. There were people lingering in other rooms along the gallery, chatting or relaxing, but there were none in the room Nayara had led him into.
“You look much happier than when you left,” Nayara observed, glancing at him.
Justin took a deep breath, as a dozen different answers occurred to him. He didn’t know where to begin. It was all too new, anyway. So he simply said a heartfelt, “Yes.”
Nayara smiled. “You will be returning?”
“As soon as Fahmido says I can.” He glanced around for anyone within hearing distance – vampire hearing distance – as they moved through the elegant front reception area for the agency itself. There was no one within sight. “There has been no time waves? Nothing?”
Nayara shook her head. “Not a tremor.” She placed the champagne glass down on a table as they passed by. “Have you done something you think should create one?”
“I’ve done a lot,” Justin confessed. “I did everything I could to move the future away from that damned letter.”
“Did it work?”
“I don’t know,” he admitted. “I ended up somewhere I never expected to be. It’s…” It was another thing that defied description.
“Complicated?” Nayara finished. “Santiago?” she asked gently.
Justin blew out his breath. “And Deonne. Both.”
Nayara just smiled and squeezed his arm. “There has been no wave,” she repeated. “You have not changed anything. It appears that you and Deonne and Santiago were meant to be together.”
“Then the letter still lies somewhere between here and where they are,” Justin said, a small chill touching the back of his neck.
There was muffled noise coming from ahead, at the end of the big room. Nayara let go of Justin’s arm and put both hands on the handles of the big double doors that led onto the cavedium. “Come and join in the real party,” she said and threw the doors open.
Music, laughter and light hit Justin all at once. Nayara took his arm again, and led him through the doors, into the cavedium itself.
There was a trio of musicians set up on the verandah that led to Nayara’s office and the agency control room. Drums, pipe and fiddle. They were in the middle of a tune that was as Irish as anything Justin had ever heard. They were playing loudly and energetically, and the pounding beat made his toes twitch. It was a happy dancing tune and almost impossible to resist.
Around, in and alongside the trees that grew in the middle of the cavedium, were dozens of people. Lights strung up in the trees let him see details and faces. Justin knew nearly everyone by sight. They were all Agency people, or aligned with or working for the Agency.
Ryan, dressed in a shimmering evening suit and double tie, hurried over to where Justin stood taking it all in.
Justin tilted his head. “Where’s your walking stick, old man?” he asked.
Ryan grinned. “Packed away for now.”
“But that’s great. That’s, shit, that’s wonderful news.”
“I have a wonderful task master who bullied me into rehabilitating myself. It’s all thanks to her.” He picked up Nayara’s hand, his fingers stroking the back of it. Nayara just smiled.
“I’m glad you pulled her out of the grown-up stuff in the plaza,” Ryan added. “She needs the break.”
“You should head back,” Nayara warned him. “At least one of us should be there.”
“In a minute,” Ryan agreed. “First, let me introduce Justin to the new people.”
“New people?” Justin asked as Ryan pulled him onto the grass, moving toward the trees. “More employees?”
“They’re vampire, so they’re full members,” Ryan clarified.
“You’re recruiting travelers, even now?”
“They’re not travelers. And I didn’t recruit them. Kieren did.”
“Kieren? He works for us now…I mean, he left the Wardens?”
“We’ve been busy. It happens during war time,” Ryan told him.
“We are at war?” Justin asked sharply.
“In all but name, yes,” Ryan replied soberly. “You’ve been through wars before. Tell me how our position is any different than England’s in the early first half of the World War?”
They had called the first early part of that war a ghost war. There had been virtually no hostilities. Only assassinations, threats, and posturing. “I see,” Justin replied, keeping his voice down.
Ryan smiled and gripped his shoulder. “You should stay here if you want to keep up on the gossip.”
“No, thank you. I’m heading back as soon as I’m cleared.”
Ryan beckoned with his hand toward someone. Justin didn’t know who, for there were people everywhere and many of them were glancing their way.
From deep inside the trees, a man stepped out and walked toward them. He was tall – taller than Ryan. He had very fair skin and a shock of long black hair and black eyes. Celt or Briton, Justin guessed. Only, how far back did he go? Both races had been war-mongers, fighting among themselves ceaselessly until the Anglo-Saxon threat of invasion had pulled them together for one brief, shining moment in history. After that, both races had been subsumed by the Anglo-Saxon culture.
The man was followed by another, equally as tall. This one had the same pale flesh and dark features, but he was older in appearance. If he was vampire, he had been made later in life. He wore a long black coat despite the heat and his hair was just as wild and unkempt as the first. He had a full beard that had been trimmed closely.
Both of them stopped before Ryan. The older one inclined his head in a formal way that made Justin think of courts and pageantry. Chivalry.
Ryan indicated the younger one first. “This is Cadeyrn Rhydder, Justin. He is the leader of our new security force.”
“Is it not an army, my lord?” the older one asked, his tone polite and enquiring. His eyes were riveting, drawing the attention like a magnet pulled filings. Justin fine-tuned his focus and saw what the dim light had been hiding. His eyes were not the true Celtic black. They were blue or grey…almost colorless, like a washed-out sky after rain, except that each iris was bordered in black.
“We are not formally at war yet,” Ryan told him. “So for now we use pretty euphemisms.”
“You are at war, whether you wish it or no. Call it whatever you want, people have died, anyway,” Rhydder said, his tone sharp. “You might want to get used to the idea, or it’ll roll you into a paste because you hesitate to deal with it or acknowledge it for what it is.”
“Cadeyrn forgets your own history, of course,” the older man said, his tone conciliatory. Yet his attention-getting eyes did not appear to be at all apologetic. He seemed to stare right through them.
Rhydder almost, but not quite, rolled his eyes.
“And this is Llewellyn, an associate of Rhydder’s,” Ryan said to Justin. “I still haven’t figured out where everyone fits in Rhydder’s organization.”
“Llewellyn is my advisor,” Rhydder said shortly.
“You’ve known each other a long time?” Justin asked curiously.
“Yes,” Rhydder replied flatly.
“Justin!”
The call pulled Justin’s attention back to the trees in the center of the cavedium, where he spotted Demyan and Pritti stepping around a larger group of people that included Tally and Christian. Demyan had hold of Pritti’s hand. It appeared that he was no longer bothering to hide their relationship, even though nearly everyone in the Agency had become aware of it over the last year or so despite their coyness.
As they drew closer, Justin saw why he was holding onto Pritti so tightly. He was helping her walk.
“Perhaps you should unpack your cane once more,” Justin murmured to Ryan. “She is…” He hesitated to say it aloud.
“I know,” Ryan said just as softly in return.
Llewellyn looked at them both sharply, then turned to face Demyan and Pritti, openly examining them.
Pritti smiled at Justin, making him blink. Pritti rarely offered friendship in any way. She was too used to being the hated psi-filer. She looked at him shyly. “Your blackness has gone,” she told him. “There is warm red goodness in you now.”
It was an odd way to describe it, but Justin understood what she was saying, anyway. “Yes, the blackness has gone,” he agreed.
Llewellyn was studying her with deep attention. “You are a psi-filer,” he said, his deep voice making it sound like a regal pronouncement, full of rich cadences.
“This is Pritti,” Ryan said quickly, intervening. “She has worked for the Agency for over ten years and is one of us.”
Llewellyn continued to study her and Pritti shifted nervously. Her smile had gone. She tried to move behind Demyan, to hide, but Llewellyn did something unexpected. He reached out and lifted her chin, very gently, with two of his fingers beneath it.
Pritti drew in a breath and gazed at him. “Oh!” she breathed. She tilted her head, a small puzzled frown between her brows. “Oh…” she repeated, this time with something like awe in her voice.
Llewellyn got down on his knees, there on the grass, and looked at her. “You are a most precious one,” he said, his tone very gentle and soft. Even on his knees, he was almost taller than the diminutive Pritti.
Pritti smiled at him and threw her arms around his neck, holding on tight. Llewellyn hugged her back.
Demyan crossed his arms, looking from Pritti and Llewellyn to Ryan. Ryan shrugged. Rhydder’s attention was on the pair and he did not look up.
Pritti stepped back, still smiling, with some of the old joie de vivre and energy Justin remembered. When had she stopped dancing and spinning? He had failed to notice. She patted Llewellyn’s cheek and he smiled, too. His smile changed his appearance radically. He abruptly looked younger, while the flash of even white teeth make him look far less grim and intense. He got to his feet while Pritti tucked her hand under Demyan’s arm once more.
“It is a very great pleasure to meet you, my lord,” she said.
“The greater pleasure is mine,” he replied.
Pritti tugged on Demyan’s arm. “Tally needs cheering up,” she said softly.
Demyan nodded and glanced at Ryan, then glared at Llewellyn. He completely ignored Rhydder, who was standing with his arms crossed, looking bored.
The pair walked back toward the trees, at a slightly faster rate than they had arrived.
Llewellyn watched them go. “She is an old soul in a damaged body,” he said to no one in particular. “Her times grows very short.”
“Can you do anything?” Rhydder asked.
Llewellyn glanced at him. “Perhaps. But it will only delay things. I may be able to make the end peaceful for her, unlike most of her kind.”
“You’re a doctor?” Justin asked.
“He is a healer,” Rhydder replied.
“I don’t recall ever earning a doctorate,” Llewellyn added, with a smile that held mischief.
Justin almost smiled back.
“If you can help Pritti, I am sure all of us would be most grateful,” Ryan said. “She has worked tirelessly for the Agency and many of us will mourn her passing.”
“Particularly the Rus, hmm?” Rhydder asked.
Rus. Justin focused on the word. By context, he had to assume that Rhydder was talking about Demyan. Was ‘Rus’ an archaic form of Russian? When he had a few minutes of privacy and an unlimited terminal, he would find out. He was curious about these two and where they came from, and he couldn’t ask directly.
Llewellyn was staring at Ryan with the same odd intensity he’d used on Pritti. He stood quite still, his lips moving as if he were uttering silent words to himself.
Rhydder cleared his throat and tugged on Llewellyn’s sleeve. “There’s at least another fifty people we need to put names to,” he said. “We should keep moving.” The bonhomie in his voice was false and sounded weird.
Llewellyn shook off his grip. “Son of Aodhán. Bringer of life, hope and peace. King of the mighty until the end of time. You will be remembered.”
He was staring at Ryan, his gaze unblinking.
Justin shuddered as the icy fingers he’d felt earlier ran their tips up and down his spine. “What the fuck?” he breathed.
Rhydder yanked on Llewellyn’s arm. “He doesn’t get out much,” he said shortly. He pulled Llewellyn forward with a tug powerful enough to make the man stagger.
Llewellyn blinked and looked around. His gaze fell on Rhydder and the grip he had on his arm. Then he focused on Ryan once more. “I am honored to meet you, my lord.” Once more, he gave the regal, formal nod that made Justin feel like he was in the middle of a pageant.
“I’m no lord,” Ryan said shortly.
“By birth, no,” Llewellyn replied. “But deeds make the man, do they not?”
“Look, there’s the blonde I wanted to talk to,” Rhydder said shortly and yanked again.
The pair walked away, Llewellyn stumbling a little. Then his steps grew firmer.
“That was fucking weird,” Justin said flatly. He would never in a million years admit to the low grade fear circling around his gut.
 
 



Chapter Thirty-Two
Chronometric Conservation Agency Headquarters, Villa Fontani, Rome, 2264 A.D.: Rob found Justin standing alone, barely a few minutes after Ryan had muttered about talking to Brenden about research and left the party.
Rob looked tired – no small feat for a vampire – but he greeted Justin with warmth and drew him into the large group under the apple tree. Tally hugged him. She looked as drawn as Rob and clung to either his or Christian’s hand at all times.
Under the tree, the music was a soft enticement that lifted the mood, rather than an overwhelming bribery to dance.
Justin looked around the group standing in a rough circle, talking. He knew each of them and had known all of them for a very long time. There was a comfort in being included in the circle with such total acceptance.
The conversation meandered across topics, interspersed with laughter and ribald, but observant comments. Justin listened, absorbing this new realization. He belonged here, even though he was not a traveler and had not made the station his home. It struck him with the force of a hammer. He actually gasped with the impact.
This was his family.
The urge to rush back to Deonne and Danny was almost overwhelming. He wanted them here. He wanted them safe.
He wanted them.
He wanted it all.
“You okay, man?” Christian murmured, leaning toward him to keep his voice down. “You look like you’ve been punched in the solar plexus.”
“I think I have,” Justin murmured back. His heart was beating by itself, slamming up against his chest.
“Well, as long as you’re making sense, then,” Christian said, and gave him a small smile. He turned back to Tally, who stood at his side, unsmiling.
“Have you met the weird ones yes?” Justin asked him, deliberately turning the conversation.
“The two tall ones? No.” Christian shook his head a little. “Should I?”
“All three of you may want to get acquainted with them.”
Christian looked at him sharply, his clear eyes assessing. “Why?” he said simply. Tally was looking at him, too.
“They’re Ryan’s new tool in the war against Gabriel.” The word was easier to speak aloud than he thought it might be. He had seen his share of wars and cared nothing for them.
Tally’s lips parted as she drew in a quick breath. “They’re going up against Gabriel?” She looked at Christian. “Lee, perhaps...”
He shook his head. “The last thing we can afford is hope,” he said softly.
She nodded, as the light seemed to die in her eyes. She turned to spot Rhydder and Llewellyn under the trees. “Perhaps, just a word with them, then?” she suggested.
“Of course,” Christian agreed. He caught Rob’s eye and tilted his head toward the dark pair, in a ‘go there’ gesture.
Rob nodded and broke off his conversation with Demyan, with a pat to the shorter man’s shoulder.
Justin caught at Christian’s arm before he moved out of reach. “When you’re done,” he said, “could we talk?”
Christian shrugged. “Of course. Medical, personal or delectable?”
“If you’re referring to Deonne, then the last two,” Justin admitted. “I need advice, Christian. I’m in deep.”
“I dropped in to those depths from a great height, with no chance to back out on the way down,” Christian said. “I’m not sure I’m the one you need.”
“You and Rob, perhaps?”
Christian’s eyes narrowed. “We’re not just talking about Deonne, are we?”
Justin shook his head.
Christian grinned. “You sly dog. You kept that one close.” He glanced over at Rob, who was standing with Tally and waiting for him. “Give me fifteen minutes, then Rob and I know this bar in old Scotland...” He slapped Justin on the arm and strode away.
Justin wasn’t sure if he was pleased or pissed. Why did everyone seem to find the idea of Deonne and Adán so cheering?
He thought again of the letter somewhere in his future, the letter Deonne was still yet to write. There was nothing cheerful about this at all.
* * * * *
Chronometric Conservation Agency Headquarters, Villa Fontani, Rome, 2264 A.D.: The musicians started playing something slower and softer, but still classically Irish and folksy. Justin wondered if they had been hired to cater to Ryan’s personal tastes, or if they were using the old tunes that were a sharp reminder of days gone by because they understood their audience.
The slower music coaxed pairs of people into dancing on the verandah. There were couples hugging the darker corners, but four couples formed a square and started moving in intricate weaving and holding patterns.
It made Justin think of his mother and his sister, Kathleen. There had been a shearing shed and colonials, rum and a band much like this one. He had watched his mother dancing a similar sort of dance, her eyes shining and a rare smile on her lips.
He had been too small to dance and too small to leave at home. He had laid upon a hay bale, like many other small children had done, the merry sound of dancing and music lulling them to sleep.
There had been many such dances throughout his childhood, until Kathleen had grown taller than his mother, and he had topped both of them by head and shoulders. Then he had been old enough to dance, amongst other delightful pursuits.
The last dance had been the one to which Kathleen had worn her new white dress.
Justin drew a breath, turning away from the dancers he was watching now, in their twenty-third century clothing, and thought of Kathleen, who had not entered his thoughts for centuries at least. Kathleen, who had been so proud of her white dress and her braided hair.
They had found her still wearing her dress, snagged under a bough hanging low over the river, three days later. Everyone had known who did it, but because the man was a trooper, nothing had been done.
That was the last happy night Justin really remembered in his human life. The few short months that remained of his human memory was foggy and unclear. It had been that way even when he was living the events. After Kathleen’s death, he had taken to drinking, trying to appease the need for vengeance. To attempt any sort of retribution would only end up with him dead, or so his mother had kept counselling him. The troopers and the police knew who he was. They figured he had been tainted with the same brush as his father and were just waiting for him to prove them right.
And so he had, in a drunken, seven month binge of highway robbery, theft and whatever other scheme his sodden mind could devise that would stress the police and make them pay, pay, pay.
Until he had held up his final coach and it had all gone wrong....
“Jesus Mary, Mother of God,” he whispered. “Kathleen, sweet sister, why did I forget you?”
He tried not to listen to the music. For a wild moment, he considered rushing away...but where to? The place he longed to be was beyond his reach right now. He would not risk himself purely to satisfying a selfish need to see and touch them both.
In the end he stayed in his shadowed corner and stretched his hearing, pushing aside the music to focus in on conversations under the trees. It took concentration and effort to filter out extraneous sounds and listen just to the voices, and slowly his heart dropped back to normal speed and his chest unlocked, the heavy pressure there easing.
Tally, Rob and Christian were still speaking with Llewellyn and Rhydder. Rob was standing behind Tally, his arm around her waist, while Christian stood next to her. It looked like Christian was doing most of the talking for the three of them, but right now he was listening, the same skeptical expression in his eyes that he often got when someone was saying something he didn’t believe.
Justin sharpened his focus carefully, honing in on their conversation. In this garden, with this many vampires, no one would be holding any expectation of privacy, even in the dimmest corners of the cavedium. It was too small an area to provide a location no one could see or hear.
“You treat the psi with disdain,” Llewellyn was saying. “You show no mercy in your thoughts, but you want them to not harm your child. It is this contrariness that will stop you from every finding your son again.”
Tally caught her breath.
So did a couple of other people nearby. They turned to look at Llewellyn, their eyes wide.
“It isn’t just us—” Christian began.
Llewellyn waved him away. “You have no understanding of the psi at all. How can you fight them if you do not understand them?”
Rob kissed the top of Tally’s head. “We dinna know the bloody English when we fought ‘em, but we bought them to a standstill. Ye don’t need to know your enemy, except for where he is.”
Llewellyn looked at him. “And how did you know where to find him? Did you use a compass, perchance?”
Rob snorted. “They hugged their castles like ants to a nest. It was like routing a bloody nest, too. Heat drove them out every time.”
“So you knew them well enough to know they thought their castles impregnable. You knew their thoughts. Their weaknesses. What do you know of the psi?”
Rob’s eyes narrowed. “And I suppose ye are the one to tell us these wisdoms?” His accent had abruptly turned and was syrupy with Scottish lilt.
“I know that not all psi are alike. They are not ants, Highlander,” Llewellyn intoned. “Did you know that there are many who are troubled deeply by Gabriel’s ransom of your son?”
All three of them stared at him wordlessly. They were not the only ones. There were more and more people turning from their own conversations to this one, falling silent so they could listen.
“Troubled, sure,” someone said, from the other side of the tree. Justin could just barely hear him. “But not troubled enough to right the wrong.”
“You have lived in fear for centuries before the Revelation,” Llewellyn shot back. His voice was deep and melodious...and firm and loud. He was a man used to addressing a crowd. “You lived in even greater fear during the Censure Period. Do you not think many psi are as afraid of Gabriel and their own futures as you were then? They just want to live their lives – their very short lives. This war is not of their choosing, just as it is not yours.”
There was a general stirring around him and angry mutters. They did not like this lecture in the slightest.
“They’re vermin! Flees on ticks on dogs,” came one angry mutter.
“They couldn’t live a decent life even if they wanted to.”
“So you would condemn them all because they do not live to your expectations?” Llewellyn asked, his voice rolling out across the heads of everyone who was now listening to him. Even the dancers were starting to turn to look at him and the crowd that had gathered around him and Rhydder, who stood at his side with his arms crossed.
“They are not your enemy!” Llewellyn declared. Justin had no problem hearing him now. “Your true enemy is your own arrogance!”
Total silence gripped them. Even Justin found it hard to encompass that a vampire had accused all vampirekind of a trait they had all lost within days of becoming a vampire. Being turned was a humbling, ego-destroying process. You were at the mercy of a force that was mindless, relentless and had total control over your thoughts and actions. The blood lust raged in a new vampire, who was untrained and inexperienced at handling the new impulses and urges that for a while drove his every action and festered within every thought.
It was only later a vampire learned how to use the extra strength and speed and faster reactions to his advantage, but by then, he had truly learned he was a creature of nearly uncontrollable impulses and drives. He was no longer human.
Even the largest ego in the world could not withstand that knowledge.
“Yes, I say arrogance!” Llewellyn repeated. “You think you are better than the psi-filers.”
In the stillness that followed that declaration, Justin realized that in the last few seconds, even the musicians had fallen silent. They were staring at Llewellyn, too.
“You all believe, deep in your soul, where no light shines to reveal your secret...you believe in your core that vampires are the strongest, the most powerful creatures in the world, and that they are that way through winning some sort of biological contest. You are all wrong.” Llewellyn was fully aware of his audience. He let his gaze drift around the faces before him. “Vampires were born out of the blackest sin possible. We are the cursed breed, not the psi. You’ve all forgotten or never been taught where you came from. You’ve let arrogance build in place of the humility that should drive your every action. Your makers knew their rightful place.”
He knew the origins of vampires. It was the only reason he would say such a thing. Justin found he was moving forward, moving toward the apple tree. He had to halt this. Right now. But even as he moved he knew it was too late. The faces turned toward Llewellyn were uniformly horrified.
“What’s going on here?” Ryan said, from behind Justin. He spoke in a voice that was at least equal to Llewellyn’s oratory volume. Ryan meant to be heard just as his comment was meant to remind everyone of normal affairs and hierarchies.
“Melchior,” Llewellyn shouted. “Caspar, Dismas and Belial, the sinner. These names should be known to you!”
“Enough!” Ryan shouted back. “Rhydder, get him out of here or by god I’ll do it myself.”
Rhydder rested his hand on Llewellyn’s shoulder. The older man turned and walked toward the verandah. The crowd parted silently.
As Llewellyn and Rhydder passed Justin, he heard Llewellyn muttering. His hearing was already set to its most sensitive, so he had no trouble distinguishing the words amongst the incoherent whispers and sighs.
“But the stars are changing! The pattern has changed. They must be told...”
Rhydder didn’t answer. He kept his hand on Llewellyn’s shoulder. Clearly, he had heard it all before.
Justin turned to watch the pair leave the cavedium.
Was Llewellyn prophetic? Could he see the future?
Would he be able to see Justin’s?
Ryan beckoned Justin over and he crossed the grass to where Ryan stood at the very edges of the slowly breaking up crowd.
Behind him, the music started up, slow and mellow.
Ryan looked grim and Justin’s gut tightened. “Brenden wants you in the ops center. Now.”
 



Chapter Thirty-Three
Chronometric Conservation Agency Headquarters, Villa Fontani, Rome, 2264 A.D.: Brenden was standing over the big screen table, his hands resting on the edge, staring down at the current display with a deep frown. When he saw Justin and Ryan heading his way he straightened up and casually swiped his fingertips across the tabletop, pushing whatever documents he had been reading out of sight.
Ryan leaned his back against the table and crossed his arms. “Tell him.”
Brenden’s scowl deepened. “This is not a good idea.”
“Noted. Tell him.”
For a moment, the big man’s scowl deepened. Then he sighed and swiped his fingers across the table once more, then pushed the document toward Justin. It spun on its axis and righted itself in front of him.
“Is that Chinese?” Justin asked. “I’m not good with the traditional characters.”
“Neither am I, although I can make myself understood with spoken Chinese. So I sent this out for translation, because I didn’t want to fuck it up.”
“You wanted to be sure?” Justin looked up at Brenden. “Sure about what?”
Brenden sighed again and pushed another document toward him. This one settled over the top of the first. It was plain text, bereft of images, animations or enhanced typography. Justin started to read.
“I’ll save you ten minutes,” Brenden interrupted. “In the late twenty-first century, the village of Liping in the western Chinese province of Yunnan was obliterated by a blanket bomb.”
Justin looked up at him again. “We knew this already.”
“We didn’t know if Deonne was involved,” Ryan said.
“This says she is?” Justin clutched at the table.
Brenden scowled again. “This report was written five years after the bombing, when the investigation had been completed by the Chinese authorities at the time. They didn’t share their findings, but they used the report to strengthen security in all their bedroom villages. They didn’t want to scare off the customers.” His mouth turned down.
“What does it say, for fuck’s sake?” Justin demanded.
“Santiago was the target,” Ryan said quietly. “His apartment was ground zero. The Chinese never figured out who or why, but as none of their nationals were involved, they closed the matter as concluded and sued for reparations from the United States government, as that is the nationality Santiago was using at the time.”
“It actually quotes his name? ‘Santiago’?” Justin clarified.
Brenden shook his head. “Daniel James was the name they gave.” He shrugged. “Santiago is Spanish for St. James. It was a no brainer.”
“Anything else?” Justin asked. He felt like he’d been mugged. Everything in the room had become distant and trivial, like he was looking at everything through a backwards telescope. Or through water. His hearing was muffled.
“Aye,” Brenden said. “There is. The Chinese figured out who the bomber was. It was a process of elimination. They discounted anyone who had been in the village for more than a week and couldn’t account for themselves. That left just one name. The man was neither a victim, nor could he be found afterwards. He completely disappeared on them. His name was Charon Juris.”
Justin blinked. The name meant nothing. Not a damned thing.
Brenden pushed another document over to Justin. It righted itself. It was a mug shot – an image of a man in his mid-twenties. It was a blurry shot, clearly taken from a random security monitor.
Justin gripped the edges of the table. “I know this man. Where do I know him from?” He frowned, staring at the thin, narrow face and scraggly moustache, trying to place it. He accessed his memory from recent days, and flicked through it, looking for bystanders, passers-by and others he had not spoken to, but whose face he had glanced at long enough to absorb the details.
“He’s psi,” Brenden told him. “We know him. He’s on our files. He didn’t even change his name.”
“That’s where I know him from,” Justin confirmed. “I saw his face here, on these screens, the last time I was here.” He pointed to the big screens running around the room, above the heads of the coordinators and operators and travelers working at terminals all around the room.
“He would have jumped straight back to his own time after the bombing,” Ryan added.
Justin let himself rest heavily against the table as the implications unfolded. “From this time...” he murmured. “Why would they want Adán? Unless...he is important to us...in this time.” He lifted his head. “They know who he is. They know his future – the future that lies ahead of us even now.” He pressed his finger to the tabletop to emphasize the ‘now’.
“They must have jumped back generation to generation as they did for the Tsarist heist,” Ryan added. “Liping is even closer in time than revolutionary Russia.” He grimaced. “And they’ve had practice at it now.”
Justin cracked his knuckles, staring down at the document. “What was the date of the bombing?” That was the one fact he couldn’t find in his fast and dirty search for Santiago in the history books.
Brenden and Ryan exchanged glances.
“You can’t go back,” Brenden said. “Not yet. Not for a week at least.”
“What was the bloody date?”
Brenden sighed. “August twenty-seventh, two thousand and fifty-four.”
Two days after he had left them to come here.
Justin turned and headed for the door. Brenden blocked his path, five feet from the exit.
“If you don’t let me through, “Justin told him, “I’ll jump from this spot, right now. No preparation, no wardrobe, no calendar or clock. I’m not a traveler, Brenden. I’m dead out of practice. You wanna take the risk I’ll screw up the jump if you’re not helping me?”
“Let him go, Brenden,” Ryan said quietly.
“At least let Fahmido look you over before you go back,” Brenden said. “I want her to say yes, or I’ll lock you down on a bed with plasteel bindings, with no fucking room to do anything but sip blood through a straw.”
But Justin’s attention was caught by something on one of the big screens, over Brenden’s shoulder. He pointed silently, feeling sick.
Both Ryan and Brenden whirled.
“Turn the volume up!” Brenden yelled in his parade ground voice.
Someone complied and sound matching the images flooded the room.
Brenden stared at it. “It’s just a society bloody wedding in Prague. What’s got your panties in a knot?” he demanded, looking at Justin.
“Watch the crowd,” Justin said. “The people standing behind the barriers. Can we play it back?” He lifted his voice. “Can someone skip it back by thirty seconds?”
“Do it!” Brenden bellowed.
The image faded then came back up again, only this time, the happy couple were back to climbing into their horse and open carriage, while streamers and confetti rained around them.
“There!” Justin said quickly as the carriage moved off and the camera panned to keep the carriage in the frame.
“Freeze it!” Brenden yelled.
The image instantly halted, the horse with a front and back hoof raised in a smart little trot.
“Back five seconds,” Justin called.
The footage backed up a little at a time, until Justin saw her again. “There,” he said, pointing. “Behind the barriers. See her?”
“You wanna be a bit more specific?” Brenden asked. “There’s hundreds of people in that one frame alone.”
“Oh shit,” Ryan breathed, standing up, his gaze on the screen. “The one with the baby.”
Brenden spun to look at the screen again, his face shocked. “That fucking turd of a prick of a monster. I’ll gut him, I will,” he muttered, staring at the screen.
“That’s one of them, isn’t it?” Justin asked. “She’s one of Gabriel’s. I know her face.”
“She’s not just one of Gabriel’s,” Ryan said quietly. “She’s one of his top lieutenants. She was leading the attack of the station. She’s a true believer.”
Ryan stared at the screen, at the bundle in her arms. “That’s Jack, then, isn’t it? Why else would you carry a baby around in a public place where you know cameras are going to catch you?” He licked his lips. “They’re dangling him.”
Ryan and Brenden exchanged long glances again.
“I’ll get Rob and his two,” Brenden said quietly, heading for the doors.
Justin looked at Ryan. “Gabriel is making his next move, isn’t he?”
“It looks that way,” Ryan said grimly, pulling up a dozen different documents, images and other media and spreading them around the tabletop. Then he yanked his tie undone and released the top fastening of his shirt. “We’re going to be in for a long night,” he told him. “There’s no need for you to be any more involved in this than you are. Go back to China, Justin. Do what you must.”
Justin hesitated. For a moment, all he could think about was the warm sense of belonging he had felt, out there in the cavedium. At the ‘party for family’ as Nayara had put it.
Gabriel was threatening these people. His people.
Ryan looked up at Justin sharply when he didn’t leave. Then he came around the table, to stand closer to him. “You’re torn. I can see it on your face. I’m telling you it’s fine. Go back to them.”
“It’s not that easy,” Justin admitted. “I’ll be leaving you to fight Gabriel on your own.”
Ryan grinned. “You’re not a fighter. You’re not even a traveler.”
“I’m getting bloody sick of people telling me that,” Justin muttered. “Rhydder’s army aren’t travelers, either.”
“But they are fighters,” Ryan pointed out. “Besides, if Santiago is really so important to Gabriel that he’d wipe out a whole village to get to him, then you’ll be doing your part by going back.” He leaned against the table once more and Justin suspected that he needed the support more than he wanted to look relaxed. “You’re going to pull them both out of the village, aren’t you?”
Justin nodded.
“Think hard about where you take them. Not everywhere is safe.” Ryan stood up. “Not even here, anymore.”
* * * * *
Liping Village, East Yunnan Province, China, 2054 A.D.: The walk back to her apartment from the compound was almost silent. But it was one of the most blissful and contented strolls Deonne had ever taken.
Her hand was tucked under Adán’s elbow and every few steps, their shoulders would touch. Well, her shoulder and his arm. Then she would glance at him and he would smile, with the warmth reaching his eyes.
It was hopelessly high-school-girlish, but she loved it.
“Between Justin and you, Adán, you’re turning me into an old fashioned lady. I was a modern woman a few weeks ago. Now I’m strolling the banks of one of the most peaceful and idyllic rivers I’ve ever seen, in a bucolic little village that was driving me up the wall with monotony, and I’m deliriously, stupidly happy.”
Adán smiled. “I have always been an old-fashioned man. It is part of being vampire. I am always leaning toward the traditional ways.”
“But you’re not talking about traditions from the last generation,” Deonne pointed out.
Adán’s smile grew warmer. “I have simple tastes. A well-protected fire, a comfortable bed, and my family around me. I think even your generation would value these ideals.”
“A comfortable bed? You don’t sleep.”
He just raised a brow and Deonne could feel herself blushing, her cheeks growing warm. “Of course,” she murmured. She studied him, glancing sideways as they walked. “That is really all you want out of life, Adán? Your family around you?”
He reached into his jacket and pulled out what looked like a small leather notebook. When he flipped the cover open she saw the book was a collection of images.
“Here,” he said, turning pages. “This was my sister, Carmen.” He showed her the image. It was a reproduction of a very old drawing in black and white. The artist had been good – Deonne felt like she was looking at a photo. “She was beautiful.”
“She was,” Adán agreed. “Carmen married a landed lord and had eight children by him. Her children built one of the most influential and wealthiest families in northern Spain.” He turned a few more pages, and showed Deonne a very old sepia photo. There was a date written in the bottom corner. 1889. The couple were stiffly proper – the woman sat on a chair, her back upright and her hands folded in her lap. The man stood at her side, his full moustache and beard not quite failing to hide his youth.
The eyes were identical to Adán’s.
“My sister’s descendants, many generations later,” Adán explained.
“They look prosperous and healthy.”
“They were. My sister mothered a great many sons and sons of sons with a good head for business.” The pride in his voice was plain.
“Did you meet all these sons of sons?” Deonne asked.
He sighed and put the wallet away. “Alas, no. My family…my people, we place a great importance on family. We know everyone’s antecedents. We count back five or more generations and the children listen to stories around the campfire about the deeds and doings of fathers, uncles, cousins, grandparents.” He was gazing into middle-distance. “The stories are endless and they are recalled and retold every time someone new sits at the campfire.”
He glanced at Deonne. “If I had introduced myself to my family, they would have noticed the resemblance and wanted to know who my parents were and where I fit within the family and I would not have been able to tell them.”
“You could have made up something. Pretended you were a distant cousin.”
Adán looked sheepish. “I did not want to lie to them. It would not have been…”
“Proper?” Deonne suggested.
“By lying to them I would be breaking the family code.”
“Code?”
“You must understand the Romani to understand this, my beloved. The Romani will lie, cheat, steal, even murder in order to protect their family and allow it to prosper. But they do not ever use those tools upon the family itself.”
Her heart had lurched in a way that made her feel slightly dizzy. “You called me…”
He stopped walking and turned her to face him. “I called you my beloved, for that is what you are.” He picked up her hand. “I do not know what will happen in the near future. Neither do you or Justin, anymore. I don’t know how Justin fits into this. I have given up trying to work it out. I just know that I love you. You are family to me now and you always will be.”
He touched her hair, which she had pinned up. It was an oddly endearing gesture.
Deonne rested her hands against his chest, under the jacket, and spread her fingers to feel the full width of the hard wall of flesh beneath the sweater. “I want to say it. You know that, don’t you?”
He smiled. “Do not say anything you do not believe,” he told her. “Love is not something to ever toy with. I came from a sprawling family, Deonne. Then I spent many centuries without one. Justin…I think he saved my life as much as I saved his, when I made him. His passion and anger and the fire in his heart, all worked to reawaken mine. I was a fool to let him go when I did, but he wanted his freedom, so I released him.” He brushed the pad of his thumb over her lips. “I have wandered the world and seen love in all its guises. Because of that I am quicker to know love when I feel it. You must learn for yourself. You must take the time to understand and know it completely. But in the meantime, you are my family. My life is yours to use as you must.”
Deonne blinked back tears. “I’ve never been big on family, but you make it sound like it completes a person.”
“It does,” Adán confirmed. “You will understand, by and by. Family is the reason for life…just as life is the reason for family.”
“Adán! Deonne!” The call came from further down the path.
Justin was hurrying along it, almost running toward them.
Deonne gasped and her already hurting heart leapt even higher. “He’s back,” she breathed, the threatening tears making her eyes ache.
Justin threw his arms around both of them, kissing them both quickly and hard. “Thank Christ,” he breathed. “I wasn’t sure what I was going to jump back to.”
Adán pulled him away so he could study his face. “What has happened?”
Justin looked around and over his shoulder and Deonne’s gut cramped in fear. “What is it? The bomb?”
“I’ll explain later. C’mon.” He was tugging on their sleeves, forcing them to turn back along the path. To follow him.
“Come where?” Adán asked reasonably.
“Back to your apartments. You get a small sack each and five minutes to pack it.”
“Pack?” Deonne asked.
“I’m taking you out of here—” Justin began and halted in the middle of the path, his back to them.
They were just emerging from out of the woods into the clearing that surrounded their apartment building. The path curved right around the building, with smaller, rougher stone paths branching off, that led directly to each apartment door.
There was a broader, flat concrete path that led directly to the river for those who wanted to reach their destination via the more direct river path, instead of the meandering contemplative trails through the woods. That path connected with the one they stood on just inside the clearing.
It was dusk. Deep shadows were billowing from the trees that bordered the clearing, while the sky visible overhead was a dark purple.
There was someone standing on the narrow path that led to Adán’s door. They were slender and short. In the dying light Deonne could not distinguish if they were male or female. They were a dim shape without detail.
Justin held out both arms in a wordless demand that they both halt and stay behind him. “Juris,” he whispered.
It was as if he had shouted. The figure on the path turned to look at him and in the last light, his smile showed white teeth in a flash. “Kelly,” he said, speaking loud enough for his voice to reach them across the space dividing them. “The one that can’t jump. What are you going to do now? You can’t take both of them.”
Can’t jump?
Both of them? Deonne moved up behind Justin to ask him and saw Juris disappear.
It was exactly like watching one of the vampires leap forward or backward in time. Deonne had watched Nayara do it only a few days ago. Nayara’s jump had been much more elegant. Juris leapt up into the air like he was trying to straddle a hurdle, then was gone.
Justin spun to face them. He threw his arms around them, just as he had done a moment before, but this time the impact drove some breath out of Deonne’s lungs. Justin’s expression was one of distilled concentration. His eyes were narrowed and his jaw tight. “Quickly. Hold onto me,” he commanded, his tone abrupt.
Adán stepped backward. “Take Deonne,” he said.
“No!” Deonne cried, alarmed. If they were going anywhere else, then Adán had to come, too.
The apartment building evaporated behind them. The shock wave travelled instantly to where they stood. Deonne couldn’t see it, but something slammed into her with the force of a g-train.
That was the last thing she thought of.
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Chapter Thirty-Four
The Palatine, Rome, 2264 A.D.: Demyan jumped straight into the living room of the apartment he’d found them on one of the Seven Hills of Rome. He knew Rome of ancient times, but it was surprising how consistent the roads and major buildings had remained throughout the centuries. He had been able to locate an available apartment in what used to be the Palatine, the area he knew the best.
He looked around the empty room. “Pritti!”
No answer.
He hurried into the bedroom. Pritti lay on the bed with her legs dangling over the edge, as if she had sat on the side, then fallen backwards.
The phone she had been using to speak to him was still in her hand. That was what had bought him straight here – or as straight as the endless business of the Agency would let him. He had jumped directly to the apartment despite every protocol and warning against jumping into an occupied building, because Pritti had fallen silent at the other end of the phone.
In mid-sentence.
Coldness settled in his gut and heart as Demyan lifted her and placed her on the bed properly, then tapped her cheek.
No response.
Her body heat was still normal, so she was still alive, although Demyan couldn’t detected her breathing or pulse. Both had to have been slowed enormously for him not to hear them. He extended his hearing, narrowing it down to her mouth and chest.
After fifteen fear-filled seconds, he heard her heart move.
Demyan sat on the bed next to her and picked up her hand. “Dammit, tell me what to do!” he told her, even though he knew she would not be able to hear him.
He remembered, then, Pritti’s brother, Elon. In Cairo, last year. Despite his stillness, there had been life, of a sort, inside him. He had been aware, at least. Demyan had dipped into his pain ravaged mind and discovered that for himself in one shocked, illness-generating moment.
He cupped Pritti’s small face. Her eyes were open, by the smallest slit. Demyan could see the black iris of her eyes beneath. Just like Elon’s eyes had been.
He shoved his way into her mind with more force than finesse. Fear made him clumsy. If Pritti was aware enough to feel the discomfort from his rough connection, he would be inordinately happy to apologize to her for a week. Or a month, or god-please-listen, a year.
It was not the cyclonic mind-tearing pain storm he had felt from Elon, but it was very dark.
Pritti?
Demyan! Her mental voice was a long way off, but he felt her pleasure and her joy bubbling up and showering him with happiness, just as Pritti had once done in person. He mentally beckoned her toward him and felt her presence grow and strengthen.
On the bed, she drew in a deep, slow breath.
Demyan squeezed her hand, hope holding him very, very still as he watched her chest and listened, waiting for more.
She took another breath and then another. Her heart picked up speed and began to beat at almost a normal rate.
Demyan closed his eyes and let out a shaking breath.
“You found me,” Pritti whispered.
He opened his eyes. She was looking at him. Properly.
Demyan gathered her up in his arms and just held her. He was shaking, the adrenaline breaking through the symbiot’s control.
Pritti twined her arms around his shoulders, clinging to him.
“This is the beginning, isn’t it?” he asked. He looked down at her dear, sweet face, waiting for her answer.
She nodded, her enormous eyes on his.
“Can I keep bringing you back like I just did this time?”
After a moment of simply looking at him, she slowly shook her head. A single tear welled in her eye and dropped onto his chest. Her chin wobbled.
“How much longer?” he made himself ask.
“Soon,” she whispered.
He couldn’t think of a thing to reassure her or make her feel better, not when he was dying inside. So he held her, instead. While her tears soaked his shirt, Demyan determined that no matter what it took, regardless of the futures it would destroy in the process, he would find a way to save Pritti’s.
He was done with tiptoeing through the minefield of the future. Let someone else worry about consequences.
He kissed her temple. “There’s a doctor I know. A kind of doctor. In Hammerside, in Detroit. I’m going to go and talk to her. Today.”
“Hammerside?” Her arms tightened around him. “Don’t go alone. There’s psi-filers all over Hammerside.”
“I’ll take someone with me. A local, sort of.”
* * * * *
Hammerside, Detroit-Rocktown Supercity, 2264 A.D.: As far as Marley could tell as she picked her way through trash lining Gershom Street, a harassed medical resident sweating out her tour of duty and a busy waitress coping with the noon rush were exactly the same thing. It didn’t improve her mood.
Worse, it was an overcast morning promising rain, possibly even snow. The Detroit skyline was jagged with grey clouds that hung so low that the skeletal remains of the downtown skyscrapers, just a mile or two away, seemed to punch into the bottom of them.
She pulled her coat in tighter around her chest, for all the good it did her. The wind was whistling along Gershom with a vengeance, whipping at the loose tendrils of her hair with a snap and making her ears ache. She ducked into the diner with relief, feeling the heat bake her cheeks and her ears. The furnace was working today. Good.
She straightened up and headed for the back of the diner, unbuttoning her coat. She nodded to Sheila behind the pastry case. Sheila had to weigh over three hundred pounds, which was miraculous for a citizen of Detroit. Whenever Marley thought about the quantity of food it would take to maintain that much weight, she felt dizzy with both hunger and disgust.
Sheila had blue button eyes and always wore a delicate watch with a tiny face that her mother gave her when she graduated high school thirty years ago. The watch almost disappeared into folds of fat on her wrist when she bent her hand the right way.
Sheila was a fixture here as much as Gerry was. Gerry was propped on the bar stool at the other end, sipping his endless coffee.
Mr. Kim came hurrying over as she pushed her card into the machine. “Marla, you go, you go today.” He smiled up at her with very white teeth.
“Yes, I work today,” she agreed.
“No, no work today.”
Marley looked at him properly. His black eyes were watching her warily. “I have to work today,” she said, hoping this was a misunderstanding. “I’m on the schedule. You said I could have the shift.” God, the hours, the money….
“No, no work today. Too many waitress. Too slow. You go home.” Mr. Kim smiled at her again, like he was doing her a favor.
Marley could feel sickness pooling in her stomach. Sweat popped at her temples. “But you said I could have the shift! I’m on the goddamn schedule!” She clutched at her coat that she’d just hung up, trying to beat back the nausea.
Mr. Kim’s smile faded. She’d invoked the Lord’s name. Marley sighed mentally. Like a lot of Detroit humans, Mr. Kim was a devout Catholic and didn’t hold with swearing. She tried again. “Look, Mr. Kim, I really need this shift and I’m on the schedule, and I’m already here. So I may as well work, right?”
He shook his head, his lips held together in a straight tight purse. “You are small. Less...senior. You must go home. Others get work first.”
Over his shoulder, Marley saw Sheila looking through the walk-through, watching her with a knowing expression. Sheila, with her twenty years of seniority.
Marley began to shake. Panic attack. Even knowing that the clinical reason for her symptoms was a sudden flood of adrenaline didn’t help her deal with it any better.
“Well, that’s j-just stupid!” she told Mr. Kim. “All the more senior waitress don’t need the work as badly as I do! They’ve had years to set up their schemes and skim from the top, the sides and the goddam middle. I have to pay my rent today and I haven’t got the money and I need this shift to pay it! Now what am I supposed to do? Tell my roommate I can’t pay because I haven’t had time to build up a scam at my place of employment yet? Talk about C-catch-22!”
She pulled her coat off the hook and heard the fabric tear. That seemed appropriate. A hole in her coat just added to the day. She drew a quick breath, and another and realized she was close to hyperventilating. But all the medical knowledge in the world didn’t seem to be helping her deal with it right now. Physician, heal thyself, she thought dryly as she gasped in shallow breaths. Yeah, right.
Mr. Kim’s eyes narrowed. “You are a bad girl!”
Marley clenched her jaw and pointed at Sheila, who was watching the scene with pure delight. Sheila had never liked her and now she was letting that dislike show. “She’s a bad girl, Mr. Kim. Why don’t you check her pockets?”
Sheila looked affronted, her jaw dropping in shock.
Mr. Kim did, too. “You are fired. Fired,” he repeated for emphasis.
Marley nodded, knowing she had opened herself wide up for this. But the tears dripped anyway. She couldn’t help the waterworks. It was a physiological response, not an emotional one. She thrust her arms into her coat, picked up her bag again and pushed past Mr. Kim out onto Gershom Street, all while trying to control her breathing. She walked until she thought no one could see her through the diner’s windows, then leaned up against a wall and closed her eyes. “Oh god....”
Jobs that actually paid money were almost as rare in Detroit as hot showers and good food. How on earth was she going to find another one? She had lucked into this one – pure happenstance. She had been passing when Mr. Kim had posted the sign. She had been the first and only person to apply, for he had removed the sign five minutes after he had fixed it to the single whole window pane in the diner.
You had to know a lot of people to hear about new jobs and she hadn’t been in the city long enough to build up her contacts. Two years in this hell hole was nothing compared to the thirty or more years that Sheila and people like her had been surviving here.
Marley stayed there until the shakes subsided, breathing deeply and slowly, pulling in oxygen and hoping she wouldn’t be sick. When she thought her hands had enough fine motor control returned to them, she pulled out the pins holding her hair up in the waitress bun and let it loose about her shoulders. The wind blowing the garbage about Gershom Street would also blow it about her face. But her hair was thick and came down to under her shoulder blades now because hairdressers didn’t exist in Detroit anymore. Her loose hair would give her shoulders, neck and ears some protection against the wind. She turned her coat collar up under her hair and headed west along Gershom for home.
There were a handful of the old Victorian townhouses left, but they were no longer graceful family units. Most of them had been converted to shop fronts and Marley took little delight in the peeling paint and broken windows. The majority of the long rows of family housing that had once stood here had been knocked down to make way for commercial buildings and high density apartment blocks to serve inner city needs.
Marley crossed over the intersection onto her block. Right on the corner was Lucky Maddoc’s Bar and Coffeehouse. She always passed the place with a wistful sigh. She would give her eye teeth to work there, because thanks to the g-station right across the road, Lucky’s managed to attract real money from aliens – non-Detroit people –They made enough to survive. Basit, who managed the place, wouldn’t hire her because she didn’t have the necessary experience. He had been very sweet, but very firm about it. He needed someone who could hit the floor running, he had explained. Lucky’s was busy enough and he had applications enough that he didn’t have to ease someone in who didn’t know a highball from screwdriver, a tall shot from a macchiato, and or how to keep the clientele’s hands off her ass while she was sorting them out.
The train was pulling away from the station as Marley passed the bar entrance to Lucky’s, and a few people were climbing down from the elevated platform. Gawain had told her when she moved into the apartment that twenty years ago the city, in its infinite wisdom, had built the sports arena three blocks over. That was when Detroit was still struggling to remain stable and normal. But when they had built the car park to accommodate the arena, they had simply chopped off the end of Gershom Street to use for the car park.
So now Lucky’s, Marley’s apartment building, half a dozen other apartment blocks and the adult cinema that had been closed since Marley moved in were all located on one side of the road. The train station and the abandoned police sub-station were on the other side of the road. They all sat cut off on a dead-end that no one ever came into unless they were lost or lived here. Overhead, the elevated train deck crossed the street, casting a permanent shadow.
Marley caught the smell of coffee from the coffeehouse side of Lucky’s and sniffed appreciatively. She couldn’t afford a cup, or she would have stopped. Besides, she had bad news to break. Might as well get it over and done with.
The glass entrance to her building was two doors up from Lucky’s. The door had a large crack in it. The crack had been there since she had moved in with Gawain. The keypad didn’t work. Ditto, since she moved in. Gawain hadn’t bothered giving her the code. She stepped into the foyer. The old art deco mosaics on the floor once would have been beautiful, but now they gaped like a toothless old woman long past her prime. Marley didn’t bother with the elevator. That had never worked, either. Like the street outside, there was garbage in the corners and along the sides of the foyer here. She barely registered it anymore, although for the first few weeks it had driven her crazy. Now she just made sure she didn’t step on it.
Mrs. Metaxas was brushing off her mat as Marley passed by on the second floor. “You look white, honey. You need meat!” Mrs. Metaxas called, as Marley swung around the stairs and started climbing up to the third floor.
Shock, Marley mentally catalogued. “Thanks, Mrs. Metaxas!” she called over her shoulder.
On the third floor corridor, Alicia was sitting reading, her books spread about on the dusty floorboards, three feet from her apartment door, which was closed tight. Marley felt her heart squeeze a little as it always did when she saw Alicia parked outside the apartment this way. She rested her back against the yellowing wall and slid down to sit next to the small girl. “Hi Alicia,” she said softly. “Mom busy?”
“She has a customer.” Alicia was matter-of-fact.
Marley found weary street wisdom in very young people one of the hardest things to adapt to in Hammerside. Alicia was only five years old. Marley rubbed her temple. “Do you know if she’s going to be long, Alicia? Do you want to come inside with me? You’d be more comfortable.”
“He only paid for an hour,” Alicia replied simply. “So his time’s nearly up. But thanks.” She showed Marley her reading board, which displayed nine forty-eight.
Marley rested her hand on Alicia’s shoulder. “Okay, then. We should have another reading lesson soon. How are you going with Pride & Prejudice?” Alicia was not only five years old, she was a prodigy. Hammerside – well, all of Detroit – did not offer the sort of schooling that could develop Alicia’s potential. Marley had been trying to do what she could but that was limited, under the circumstances.
Marley kept reminding herself that there were hard-luck stories like this happening all over Hammerside, across Detroit and all over the world, every day. She could only do what she could do, each day, in small ways. Besides, she was in danger of becoming a hard luck story herself.
Alicia wrinkled her nose. “I read about four chapters of Price & Prejudice,” she told Marley. “It’s okay. But they keep talking about men all the time and getting married. Momma says they had it right back then. They made sure he earned plenty first, then worried about how good he was in bed. But I want to read a book about fairies instead.”
Marley hid her smile. “Just you wait about fifteen years,” she said, standing up. “You’ll love Pride & Prejudice.” She dug her keys out of her bag and walked to her apartment door. “If your momma doesn’t let you in soon, come and see me, okay?”
“Okay,” Alicia called, and went back to reading.
Marley unlocked the door and went in.
* * * * *
Her apartment was threadbare, cramped and for a moment she saw it with the eyes of a stranger: The warped floor, yellowed walls, hinky old kitchen table, chairs and cold cabinet. The broken down couch in mustard yellow and brown stripes so faded and stained the colors were lost. No television or net monitor. No coffee table. There was no attempt at curtaining over the windows, which were dirty. The lights had no fixtures. The door to the apartment had a heavy iron bar across it as its security lock. The linoleum floor had rips in it and curled at the corners and edges.
For the second time that morning, Marley thought of the sharp similarities between waitressing and medical residency. Only she was supposed to have left residency behind. Pity tears stung her eyes and she clenched her jaw. She wasn’t going to give into them.
Gawain was at his “desk” – an old wardrobe door he’d found cast aside somewhere that he’d propped on top of stacks of books. He had the guts of his precious computer open and was tinkering with the insides of it, trying to keep it running. When she shut the door, he lifted his head and looked at her.
Gawain Pellegrini was a geek who defied many clichés but lived up to others. People skills were his major weakness and there, he and Marley were a pair, which was why they had gravitated together in college. But he wasn’t stupid, mean or disloyal and for all those characteristics he was the only reason she had a roof over her head these days.
“How bad is it that you’re back here now?” he said simply.
Marley clenched her jaw for a second. When she was sure she could speak evenly she said, “I got fired.”
He glanced at his watch. “Okay....” He put the jeweler’s screw down and got to his feet. “Alright.” She could see his mind whizzing faster and faster behind the clear grey eyes. Gawain didn’t wear glasses, which seemed odd only in retrospect.
He was about five-eleven and lean, as only a guy who spends his time repairing and obsessing over computer technology can be. But she had seen him stripped and he had a useful amount of muscle hidden under the layers of tee-shirts and jeans. He was a committed Converse fan. She had never seen any other shoes on his feet. She had no idea where he found them for Converse had stopped making their famous shoes years ago. Gawain’s Chucks were all second-hand and refurbished models that he had traded for. But even in snow conditions they were all he would wear and today he wore the grunge-green pair.
Gawain pushed an uneasy hand through his shaggy hair. He called himself a redhead, but Marley privately thought of him as a strawberry blond. His family name was Italian, but genetics said someone had slipped a bastard or two under the family blanket somewhere along the line, because Gawain’s coloring defied the typical Italian markers. She was never going to find out though, because Gawain’s past was an untouchable subject, never to be raised in conversation. Verboten.
Well, she had her own touchy subjects and Gawain and she were too alike for Marley to get upset about the off-limits topic. Besides, they had a more immediate crisis, apparently.
“Why are you looking at the clock?” she asked him.
“Sonya’s going to be here in less than twenty minutes, looking for the rent.” Gawain tugged at his full lower lip thoughtfully. “I figured I could hold off your half at least until you came back from work. But with you here, she’s going to want the lot and you don’t have it. Do you?” he added, cocking his head a bit.
Marley shook her head.
“I have a client that’s supposed to be paying me next Monday...but that’s next Monday.” Gawain sighed.
Marley dumped her bag on the table and dug for her wallet. “Let’s see.” She emptied it of everything in it, including rumpled LRT passes in the deep corners. She smiled grimly at the sight of them. The LRT had been in Los Angeles, two years and what felt like a whole millennium ago. Then she went through her bag for change and added that to the pile. The heap looked pathetically small.
Gawain dug in his pockets, added the few notes from his bill clip, coins from the bottom of his pockets, then opened his wallet, emptied it and added the handful of bills from that, too. He turned to his desk and lifted a double handful of pencils and pens out of a ceramic oversized coffee mug with the inscription “WTF?” in large letters and dumped them on the desktop. He tipped the coffee mug upside down on top of the heap of notes on the table, tipping a big pile of credits onto the growing collection.
“You start counting,” he suggested. “I’ll keep looking.” He headed for his bedroom.
“We’re going to pay her with clinking credits?” she said, a gusty laugh of disbelief wheezing out of her.
“You got a better idea, doc?” He didn’t stop to wait for her answer, because he’d been over this ground already. In the few seconds when she’d told him she’d been fired, the logic processing center that Gawain had for a brain had figured out all the possible alternatives, discarded them and come down to this. They were going to scrounge for the rent and face down Sonya no matter the cost to their combined pride, because anything else would be worse.
Grimly, Marley started lifting the curling edges of the linoleum to see if there were forgotten coins lying beneath.
After seven years of slogging her guts out through pre-med, medical school, internship and residency, she’d finally hung her doctor’s shingle and joined the ranks of the demi-gods she had worshipped all those years: real doctors. Marley had thought she’d left behind forever the trash-can lifestyle of medical students and medical residents – on the run, short on time, sleep and money, constantly in debt and wondering how to pay this month’s bills and still eat.
As she delicately nudged aside grimy, years-old muck in search of forgotten coins, she reflected that she had come full circle and then some. Who’d’ve called that?
Not her. Not in a million. For that, she’d need someone who could read the future.
 



Chapter Thirty-Five
Chronometric Conservation Agency Headquarters, Villa Fontani, Rome, 2264 A.D.: Mariana dropped the reading boards she had been asked to deliver on one of the big tables near the door. She chose the table with the most surface area free of fabrics, tools, shears and more equipment that she had no idea was called or what its use might be, except that it had something to do with making clothes.
Although describing what Cybelia and her team did as ‘making clothes’ was such an understatement.
“Ciao Cybelia! Buongiorno a voi.” Mariana waved to the short woman with the pure silver hair. The hair was not a product of age, because Cybelia’s face was unlined and lean, the face of a much younger woman than the hair seemed to hint at.
Cybelia raised her head from the table where she was standing watching the computer cut pattern pieces out of a bolt of royal blue silky something that shimmered in the sunlight pouring through the high windows that lined the big room.
“Ciao Mariana,” she returned. “More mail?”
“Bills,” Mariana told her. “Sorry. Nayara says they’re to come out of your budget.”
Cybelia turned off the cutting equipment and moved to the table where Mariana stood. She picked up one of the reading boards and thumbed it on. After a few seconds she sighed. “Our expenses are so high right now,” she said and swallowed. “We lost everything when the station blew. All the garments we had collected from the past...hundreds of them. Those are prototypes we’ll never get back.”
“Don’t you have their patterns stored?” Mariana asked, for she had begun to learn a little bit about Cybelia’s trade and knew that all the department’s patterns had been stored electronically.
“Oh yes, but the construction of patterns can lose so much in translation if you don’t have a model to measure against and Nayara is not letting anyone travel for anything but commercial purposes right now...and there’s very few of those happening.” Cybelia put the board down and gave a small laugh. “It’s the small things that we miss the most. Scraps of lace, antique buttons, remnants of material, thread. Ribbons! Such a small thing, ribbons, but they are used on almost everything pre-dating the middle of the twentieth century. Those are things we had spent nearly two hundred years building into a useful resource. They’re almost impossible to replace. They can’t be duplicated and there’s no modern supplier or manufacturer.”
“There has to be a way around it,” Mariana said.
“More money is always useful.” Cybelia smiled. “But the coffers are empty at the moment. The refit and equipping of this villa took most of the Agency’s resources and there’s so few paying clients right now that it will be a while before we’re up to strength again.”
“I know,” Mariana replied, for keeping track of the Agency’s budget and forecast was partially her responsibility.
Cybelia reached over and plucked at Marian’s sleeve. “Speaking of buttons, you’re missing one.”
Mariana looked down at the cuff. “Oh, I know. I keep meaning to find a replacement.”
“You lost the button?”
Mariana nodded as Cybelia tilted her head, looking at her. “How...um...where did you get that top, if you don’t mind me asking?”
“China. Late twenty-first century.” Mariana pressed her lips together. “Well, I suppose I should say that I got it from you, because this was one of the tops they gave me to wear when I was back there.”
“Just before the station blew, I remember,” Cybelia murmured, still studying her. “Why are you still wearing it?” she asked curiously.
“I...” Mariana cast about for an answer. “These are the clothes I have,” she ended lamely. She looked down at the trousers. “They were clean and they fit, and people wander around the agency in togas and kilts anyway...”
“Well, it might be clean enough,” Cybelia said gently. “But it doesn’t fit you at all. Have you lost weight?”
Mariana stared at her. “Me?” She looked down at herself again. This time she really looked, and noticed what she had only been peripherally aware of until now. The pants clung to her hips, rather than hugging her waist like they should, which meant the hems were dragging on the ground. The shirt, which had been loose fitting to begin now felt like it was billowing around her waist.
“You should wear heels if you’re going to keep your hems that long,” Cybelia suggested.
“I didn’t...they never used to touch the ground.” She pulled at the waistband, lifting them up until the hems were just brushing the floor. Then she let the band go and they slumped back into soft accordion folds around her heels. “When did that happen? How did that happen?” She hadn’t been avoiding food at all.
Cybelia smiled. “I suspect that Nayara has been overworking you and no one around here eats, so your own eating has suffered.”
“But it hasn’t!” Mariana replied. “Even in China I ate...only constantly! There was always these stir fries available at the cafe, and the most beautiful fresh fruit...” She frowned.
“Is that what you’re eating here?” Cybelia asked, her smile lingering.
“I guess...yes.” Mariana bit her lip. “I eat on the run a lot. Handfuls, here and there. Things I can carry in one hand.”
“Fruit, nuts, vegetables,” Cybelia guessed.
“Yes, I suppose that’s mostly what I eat,” Mariana said slowly, thinking it through. “But I’m never hungry. I eat all the time.”
“And swim. I saw you in the pool several times.”
Mariana drew in a breath. “That wasn’t exercise. I just...like the pool. With the fountains and the garden at one end, and the waterfall, it’s hard not to want to dive in even when you’re fully clothed.”
Cybelia picked up her hand. “Well, whatever you’re doing, you should keep doing it. In the meantime, let’s get you some more clothes. Something a bit more up-to-date than twenty-first century China.”
“I don’t...I wouldn’t...” Mariana began, tripping over her words as alarm grew in her.
Cybelia looked back at her. “What?”
“It would be nice,” Mariana said carefully, “If I could have something to wear that didn’t look too much like Nayara’s...wardrobe.” The last thing she wanted to do was wear the outrageously sexy and flamboyant gowns and business suits Cybelia designed for Nayara. The evening gowns she wore to any public event were quickly copied and reproduced by garment companies the world over, along with the day wear she dressed up in for other functions. Mariana knew she would look like a heifer trying to dress like a calf. She would look ridiculous and feel even more self-conscious than usual.
Cybelia smiled gently. “I can do much better than Nayara’s showy clothes. You’ll see. Come. Come.” She began to pull Mariana toward the back of the big room where half a dozen of her assistants were working with equipment and fabric. There were long sets of rails on wheels, holding up completed garments that would be sent to the hermetically sealed wardrobe, to be used for travelers and their clients, as needed.
Ideas sprouted like a fireworks display and Mariana gasped, halting.
Cybelia turned to face her. “Are you alright?” she asked.
“Clothes!” Mariana breathed, trying to build a cohesive whole out of the bright blooming thoughts.
Cybelia raised a brow. “Yes, clothes indeed,” she agreed gently.
“You can make them. I mean, make more. Modern ones. For humans.”
Cybelia frowned. “Why would I—”
“For the money,” Mariana said flatly. “Why should all the copycat couture houses out there get all the credits for duplicating what you designed? You should get the money. Your department should get the money. You’re a fantastic designer and now that Nayara and Ryan’s book is such a big hit, everyone wants to be like vampires. You could make clothes for them. For everyone. Well, you would design them, then someone else could make them under your license.”
“Prêt-à-Porter,” Cybelia said.
“What?”
Cybelia gripped Mariana’s wrist. “You’re talking about ready-to-wear. But we would need an entire factory to produce—”
“Just make as many as you can. The rarity factor will raise the prices through the roof. As the money comes in you can expand. You’ll sell millions, Cybelia, I know you will. You’ll be able to afford to buy that factory once you’re rolling.”
Cybelia’s fingers around her wrist squeezed. “It might work,” she said softly, to herself.
“You would be doing contemporary clothing,” Mariana pointed out. “Designing it straight out of your imagination. That’s got to be fun, after doing tunics and togas for decades.”
Cybelia smiled. “Oh, that was the first thought I had.” She tugged on Mariana’s wrist. “But first, we sort out your wardrobe, madam.”
“I could do with a change of clothes,” Mariana confessed.
“You’re going to get a whole new closet’s worth,” Cybelia told her. “And then I’m going to personally burn what you’ve been wearing and watch it turn to ashes. Come. Come!”
* * * * *
Bushland, near Beechworth, Victoria, Australia, 1879: The tapping on her cheek was annoying. It even hurt a little. Every tap nudged her head just a fraction and set off a corresponding pounding in her brain that made her wince.
She hurt everywhere, it felt like.
“Look at me,” Justin murmured.
“Open your eyes, Deonne,” Adán urged. “Please.”
Then she remembered. Liping. The apartment building. The little man Justin had called Jury…no, Juris. Then, the explosion.
“The bomb!” she cried and tried to open her eyes and sit up at the same time. It was a bad mistake. Her head tried to remove itself from her neck – or that was what it felt like from the way the pain expanded and intensified. Her head was going to blow up, just like their apartment building.
She moaned and grabbed at her temple.
“Slowly does it,” came a third voice. It sounded a lot like…
She cracked one eye open by a sliver.
Adán and Justin were looming over her. So was Ryan.
Over their heads were the tops of trees that looked odd and pale. The sky beyond them was a washed out blue and utterly cloudless.
Deonne opened her eyes slowly and warily. Adán sat back with a heavy sigh.
Justin stroked her cheek. “You scared us.”
“Why is Ryan here?” she asked and wasn’t surprised when her voice emerged as a croaky whisper.
Ryan got to his feet, telling Deonne he had been on his knees. He was wearing the strangest garments. They were dusty, his boots were scuffed and run down, and his shirt was no longer the white it would have been when it was new. He had his cuffs rolled up nearly to his elbows, and the shirt didn’t have a collar.
“I came to make sure the marker was clear and secure,” he told her. He looked at Justin. “I have some water. That will help offset her shock.”
Justin nodded. “Thanks.” He helped Deonne to sit up and that was when she discovered she was lying on the ground. Well, not quite the ground. A stained and faded blanket lay folded beneath her.
She looked around with interest. They were still in wooded countryside, but it looked nothing like the trees and undergrowth that had surrounded Liping. These trees were tall and their trunks slender and pale. The grounded was littered with fallen and rotting leaves.
The leaves on the trees hung limp and still. The air itself seemed motionless. Nothing stirred but the four of them.
It was stupefyingly hot, too. The pulsing heat was a nice change from the crisp mornings at Liping, but Deonne knew the novelty wouldn’t last.
Somewhere high up near the treetops, a crow gave a long, mournful call, making her jump in surprise.
There was a campfire burning nearby, but they had placed her far enough away from the flames that the heat didn’t reach her. At the edge of the little clearing a horse stood with his head down, cropping at the grasses growing around the base of the trees. His reins were looped around a low branch. Ryan was digging in the horse’s saddlebag.
On the same side of the clearing, there was a plainly visible path in the undergrowth, worn bare by many feet, snaking through the trees. A dozen yards further on, it ended. Through the gap in the trunks created by the path, Deonne glimpsed rolling green growth lit by brilliant sunlight and further way, more trees. The horizon was broken up by high, craggy and wooded hills.
Ryan walked back toward the fire, carrying a flat leather container. Water. He held it out to Justin, who twisted the narrow lid and removed it. He held the container out to Deonne. “It’s not pure like you’re used to, but it is drinkable and you need it.”
The thought of cool water in her mouth made her throat contract. She reached for the container and carefully drank. After the first glorious mouthful, she noticed the taste. Justin was right. It wasn’t water she was used to, but it was wet.
Adán was standing by the fire, next to a small pile of clothing the same vintage and quality as Ryan was wearing. He was naked except for his trousers, which he was in the process of removing.
“Where are we?” Deonne asked Justin.
“Australia. The state of Victoria. It’s eighteen-seventy-nine.”
She was now five centuries into the past. Deonne looked around the quiet clearing once more. “This is where you grew up?”
“Not far from here,” Justin confirmed. He got to his feet. “There’s a town called Beechworth about three miles away, through the bush. In a shack at the edge of the town there’s a five year old version of me giving my mother grief, as usual.” His smile was strained.
“Madre María, sálvame,” Adán muttered.
Everyone looked at him. He was wearing the trousers that had been folded at his feet a few moments ago, but he was still shirtless. He had one hand to his chest, and he was turning the other hand over and back, staring at it.
“Danny?” Justin prompted softly.
Adán looked up at them, his gaze shifting from Ryan to where Justin stood next to Deonne, then back. “I’m human,” Adán breathed.
Ryan laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. “Just wait until you’ve digested your first meal. It’ll become real enough then.”
Adán blinked. “Food,” he breathed, his tone one of worship.
Deonne giggled. She clapped her hand over her mouth to shut it off, but Adán’s bemused expression was too funny to contain it. She brought her knees up to her chest and held both hands firmly over her mouth, but her shoulders shook as the laughter took her, and her eyes filled with tears.
Adán looked affronted. Then he smiled and the smile was full of mischief. “Yes, laugh now,” he agreed quietly. “Laugh at the man who has forgotten how to fasten the buttons on his trousers. But I want to watch you lace yourself into the corset every lady wears.”
Deonne’s laughter faded abruptly. “Corset?” she repeated.
Adán grinned.
* * * * *
Chronometric Conservation Agency Headquarters, Villa Fontani, Rome, 2264 A.D.: Rhydder was born Cadeyrn Judoc Rhydder but there was only one person alive now who remembered that. Even Llewellyn didn’t know that the bastard Saxons Rhydder hated with a blood-inducing fury had called him The Shard. Sverd!, they had warned each other as he came at them. Fifty years later he had learned that sverd meant sword. He was The Sword to his enemies. The Shard, as he had become known.
The Agency knew only that he was the leader of the dark cast — the Malsinne — and condemned him along with his gutter trash. While the Assur, the Eridu and the Lagash all had greater talents beyond the vampire race’s usual abilities to heal, extraordinary speed, strength and agility, the Malsinne did not, and everyone saw this as appropriate and evidence that the dark cast were a lesser breed.
Their weakness for human blood was another slur on their character. The siren song of the hot, coppery fluid the Malsinne found harder to resist than the other casts gave them a reputation as addicts and co-dependents. The laughing stock of the vampire race.
All this ran through Rhydder’s mind as he faced his assembled troops in the main section of their new training area one hundred feet below Villa Fontani. It was ten thirty in the morning and what passed for a vampire metabolism would be cranky in all of them. Rhydder could certainly feel it, but staying vampire for longer than a week was novel for him.
Their slowed reactions would ensure the vampire standing chained before him would be less trouble to deal with. Evelyn stood wrapped in iron chains between two of his strongest lieutenants, her head up, her expression defiant. Rhydder had instructed that the blood she had feasted upon be left on her chin. Now it had dried there like an ochre brown scaly skin and was flaking away. Her teeth were down, as if she was expecting trouble.
Well, she was in trouble, no doubt about it. Rhydder mentally sighed. He lifted his voice for the benefit of everyone in the area. “You fed upon an unwilling human despite an edict against the practice that has stood for a hundred and twenty years.”
Evelyn hissed as if she would take him on, given her freedom. The troops stirred in reaction to the threat.
Except for those on active patrol, they had all made it to the hearing. Even the lowliest recruit. Disbelief brought many of them. Satisfaction brought others, for Evelyn was not well liked. Rhydder didn’t care why they were here, only that they witnessed this. The reinforcement was necessary.
A flash of light in the corner of his eye made him glance up toward the observation box. The door of the observation box had been opened, spilling in more normal light from the rest of the base, as someone slipped into the box. As the door closed, Rhydder could see who it was leaning against the concrete barrier, gripping the steel bar that ran along the top.
Demyan Romanov. The Tsarist with too much anger locked in him. Rhydder knew that phenomenon well.
Romanov’s dark green overcoat implied that he’d come in straight off the streets of Rome. It was a chilly September day.
Rhydder turned back to face Evelyn. “You know the penalty for feeding from a human if you are one in my ranks. Everyone here knows it. The penalty is carefully explained to you when you join.”
The murmur was more distinct this time. They knew.
Rhydder could feel fury flickering at the edges of his control. “Discipline is not a thing you apply only occasionally and when the mood is right. You either have discipline, or you do not.”
He shot his hand out to point at her chin. “You do not!”
Her upper lip curled up, displaying her teeth. The threat was very clear this time. Evelyn knew she had nothing left to lose and she was old enough to fight when she was backed into a corner rather than simply give up.
Rhydder had expected this and had chosen his ground accordingly. He had good footing here. Unlike the rest of the base, which was a part of the ancient underground catacombs that honeycombed the city, the training area had never been finished off. It was still raw cavern. Beyond the known areas, Rhydder had not yet ventured. But the known sections, with their rough terrain, jagged stone buttresses and uneven surfaces, were perfect for training recruits and Rhydder had claimed the catacombs as his as soon as he had seen them.
But he had chosen a relatively flat and smooth area to stand upon for this confrontation and his troops now ranged around him and Evelyn in an unformed mass. Formations and parades weren’t possible here.
Rhydder addressed his troops. “Tell me the penalty for feeding from a human?”
“Termination.” The word came back from many mouths.
Evelyn hissed again, but this time she leapt. The chains and the guards only slowed her down. She dealt with the guards, a boot to each throat. She used the kick to each throat as leverage to push herself high up into the air and launch herself upon Rhydder, using the weight of the chains about her to bring herself down like a missile. As she fell, she pulled out a knife she had tucked away in her boot and brought it up for the strike.
It might have worked except that Rhydder had been expecting Evelyn to try something and had strapped his sword belt on over his Levis before walking out into the training area. He gripped the sword, spun out of Evelyn’s way and withdrew the sword all at the same time. He brought the sword around in a flat arc, his arm at full stretch. His momentum did the rest. Evelyn was neatly decapitated as she landed where he had just been standing.
There was barely a ripple of reaction from the men. Good.
Rhydder leaned over and ripped a piece of fabric from Evelyn’s shirt before her body began to disintegrate. The chains that had been holding her fell in on themselves with quiet clanking sounds. He cleaned his sword.
“Back to work, everyone,” he said, with a snap in his voice. “And someone see to Sulayman and Lin.” The two guards were still prone on the ground where Evelyn had dropped them. Maybe they had broken necks, or a crushed larynx each. Evelyn had been playing for keeps. They’d need time to heal and would have to have their patrol shifts covered. Rhydder felt his temper flicker a little more. All in all, Evelyn had done him no favors.
Demyan Romanov had made his way down to the training area floor and was picking his way across the rocks and debris to where Rhydder stood, slipping between the Malsinne with a disapproving look on his refined features. Rhydder had judged him to be an Eridu. Disapproval came naturally to them.
Rhydder waited until Romanov came right up to him, forcing him to stand next to the blood on the ground, knowing it would bother the Eridu that much more. Rhydder was in no mood to accommodate his sensibilities.
“There are ways of handling such matters that don’t require such...extremities,” Romanov said.
“Wrist slapping,” Rhydder growled. “Not interested, thanks.” He shoved the sword back into the scabbard and looked at him, waiting for Romanov to spit out his reason for this visit. Romanov was the first of the original Agency members to extend themselves and make their way down here to the catacombs. Rhydder was curious to know what had forced him to make such an effort, but not curious enough to drag it out of him.
As an Eridu, Romanov would be highly empathic. He could read for himself that Rhydder wasn’t in the mood for pussyfooting around with social niceties.
Around them, Rhydder’ troops were moving, clearing away the chains and garments that were all that were left of Evelyn, and picking up the two injured guards. They were separating and going their own way now that the informal court-martial was over. The training area gradually emptied. A few Malsinne moved around them as they went about their business. The area suddenly seemed echoey and huge.
Romanov cleared his throat. “I have a favor to ask, Rhydder.” His dark brown eyes glanced at him and looked away.
Rhydder hid his surprise. “Ask, then,” he said warily.
“Have you had the chance to meet Pritti, yet?”
“The psi-filer?” Rhydder recalled the shy, tiny woman with thick, black long hair that seemed to flow everywhere. Her huge eyes had followed him around the garden, the night of their ‘welcome’ party, as if she expected him to break out into violence if she looked away even once. “I remember her. I also remember she didn’t stray far from you side.” He cocked his head. “Are the rumors about you two true?”
Romanov’s gaze didn’t shift by a millimeter. “Yes,” he said flatly.
It roused a faint sense of admiration for the man that Rhydder didn’t want to feel. He had enough on his plate.
“Pritti is ill,” Romanov began.
“Don’t you mean she’s dying?” Rhydder asked. “She’s looks old enough.”
Romanov’s only reaction was a slight narrowing of his eyes, which told Rhydder that he was keeping all his emotions under tight leash. Interesting.
“Yes, she’s dying,” Romanov said. “But there is a physician who might be able to help her with a special therapy. I would like you to come with me to see this doctor.”
Rhydder stared at Romanov, trying to guess at everything that might not have been said in such a simple statement. “That seems far too ordinary a task to come bait me in my den and ask a favor of me in order to complete it.” He crossed his arms. “What is the therapy for?”
Demyan glanced away, then brought his gaze back firmly to meet Rhydder’ eyes. “To extend her life.”
Rhydder dropped his arms and headed for the stairs to the main level. “You’re out of your fucking mind, Romanov.” He heard the Eridu scrambling to catch up, his shoes slipping on the loose stones. Rhydder leapt over a small up-thrust of rocks.
“She’s dying, Rhydder.”
“So?”
“She’s dying of old age.”
“Psi tend to do that.”
“She’s not even thirty, Rhydder.”
He could hear Romanov’s labored breath as he scrambled behind him and wondered why the Russian was bothering with this. He had admitted they were intimate, but no one had ever had any success saving a psi-filer from dying of old age at thirty. No one. Romanov was on a fool’s errand if he thought he had found a cure.
Rhydder pushed open the lower door and held it open for Romanov, which gave him the chance to look at the man as he asked his question. “How long has Pritti been working for the agency?”
“Nearly ten years.”
That didn’t improve Rhydder’s mood. Ten years was a third of a fucking lifetime for psi. In his terms, ten years was the same as six centuries. Six hundred years of working for the same people. Rhydder couldn’t even begin to understand the dedication and loyalty Pritti must have to remain with one organization that long.
He climbed the stairs three at a time, shouldered his way into his office, unbuckled the sword belt and hooked it over the hat stand in the corner. By the time he settled into the oversized chair behind the desk, Romanov was just stepping into the office.
The Eridu entered warily, but Rhydder could see determination in his face. His jaw was set and his lips were set in a straight line.
Rhydder waited, curious to see what he did next.
“How old are you, Rhydder?”
“None of your fucking business,” Rhydder said, shocked.
“Forgive me,” Romanov said. “I retract the question.” He held up a hand signifying peace. “I was born in the year 1571 in St. Petersburg, even as it was being burned by the Tatars. That means I have walked this earth for four hundred and thirty eight years. If I had devoted one third of that time – one hundred and forty-six years – to one master, I would expect more in return than a shrug, when I was in trouble. Wouldn’t you, Rhydder?”
“She hasn’t spent over a century with us,” Rhydder said gruffly, although Romanov’s echo of his own thoughts didn’t go down well at all.
“She may as well have,” Demyan returned softly. “She gave us a third of her life and I can assure you she had not been treated like a member of the family in that time. But still, she stayed.”
For a small moment Rhydder actually hated the Eridu for the unsettled feeling he was stirring in his gut. He didn’t want to start thinking of Pritti as anything other than a hated psi who happened to be doing them a favor. That left it nicely black and white.
Six hundred years. In six hundred years he had lived dozens of lifetimes, in countries the world over. He had lived and loved in such a way that he could barely recall all the friends and faces that had passed through his life.
Rhydder lifted his leg under the desk and pushed out the visitor chair sitting in front of it with his boot. He indicated the chair with his hand. “Tell me the rest.”
 



Chapter Thirty-Six
Bushland, near Beechworth, Victoria, Australia, 1879: Deonne prodded experimentally at her stomach, then turned her hand over and rapped at the boning with her knuckles. A solid thud rewarded her efforts.
“Wow,” she breathed, fascinated.
There were corsets in her time, but they were fashion statements and the ‘boning’ was nothing of the sort. This whalebone cage had her strapped in tight, making her breasts lift, keeping her back straight, and reducing her waist measurement by inches. She could relax inside the corset and still look regally upright. “I think I’m in love,” she murmured, putting her hands around her waist. The tips nearly met in the middle.
“Wait until you have to run, work or climb onto a horse,” Justin warned her. “Now, the corset cover.” He held out the ivory colored linen garment.
“Another layer?” she asked, taking it and shaking it out so she could find the opening.
He grinned. “You’ve got two layers of petticoats after this, then you get to put the dress on.”
“It’s ninety freaking degrees! I’m already sweating wearing just this.” But she slid the linen top on over the corset anyway. She was secretly enjoying herself. Ryan had turned his back while she stripped and Justin had been forced to help her with the drawers and camisole. Once she had those on, Adán and Ryan had settled near the fire to watch as Justin had coached her on the methods and madness of nineteenth century fashion.
The first items after the drawers and camisole had been pale stockings. She slid them on, but they stopped short not far above her knees. “They’re not long enough.”
“That’s where they go to,” Justin assured her, and handed her two rubber circles. “Garters,” he explained. “To hold the stockings up.”
It was a strange sensation to stand there in silk stockings and white underwear. Strange and strangely erotic. Mindful of Ryan’s company, Deonne wrenched her thoughts back to the ordinary.
The next two items were boots. She had seen engravings and photos of similar boots, with low, narrow heels and hooks for laces up the front. This pair looked very authentic. She bent over and slid them on, not surprised to find they fit her feet. Justin closed and fastened one while she did the other by watching and imitating what Justin was doing.
As Justin had tightened the stays on the corset, pulling in her waist and forcing her to stand upright, she had caught her breath and looked over her shoulder at him. “Do I want to know how you know so much about a lady’s undergarments in this century?”
“From taking them off, I imagine,” Ryan said dryly from his post by the campfire.
“Then being forced to put them back on the lady afterwards,” Adán finished. “Ah, underthings. They were an especial treasure.”
“They did have their charms,” Ryan agreed, with a small smile. “Although in Constantinople, a lot of layers were skipped simply because it wasn’t practical in the heat. The British had stricter ideas about propriety.”
“You did well with the sizing,” Justin observed as he tied off the stays. “There’s not a lot of wriggle room for adjustment with these.”
“That was Cybelia’s doing. She translated Deonne’s measurements and supplied the dress and things. My biggest headache was carrying it all for the jump here. Deonne is wearing meters more fabric than we do.”
“Here comes the fun bit,” Ryan warned Deonne as he finished fastening the two layers of petticoats around her waist. He picked up a pile of black and white striped fabric.
“Let me look at it,” Deonne asked, her interest pricked.
“Believe me, it looks like nothing when you’re not wearing it,” Justin assured her. “Let’s put it on first, then I’ll let Adán take a photo of you for you to look at.”
“How do I take a photo?” Adán asked. “With positive thinking? I landed here with the clothes on my back. I don’t even have ID.”
“You don’t need ID right now,” Ryan assured him. “Here, catch.” He tossed a small implement in Adán’s direction. Adán shot out his hand and caught it, then turned it over. It was a common throw-away camera that Deonne had seen hundreds of. They could capture two or three-dee or motion, but their range didn’t extend far.
“There’s no net here to upload to,” she pointed out as Justin drew the dress over her head and helped her slide her arms into the sleeves.
“This one has a memory,” Ryan replied.
Adán studied the controls on the back of it.
“Need help?” Ryan asked.
He shook his head. “It’s simple enough.” He lifted the camera up and looked at Deonne.
The camera lowered again and his lips pursed into a soundless whistle. He placed a hand on his chest. “La belleza,” he breathed.
Justin was still adjusting the fastenings at the back of the dress, but already, Deonne could feel and see that it was perfectly cut for her shape and size. The waist and bodice fit snugly over the corsetry, and the sleeves were narrow, down to her elbows, where they flared out in a full circle. As she lifted her arms, the sleeve ends fell back, displaying the stripes to full effect.
The bodice arrowed down to a point over her abdomen, and the skirt dropped from her hips straight to the ground, with little room over the petticoats.
The skirt felt heavier behind her than in front, and she reached around to explore with her hand, then twisted her head to try and see. The back of the skirt was pulled up around her hips, in gathers and folds.
“A bustle?” she asked.
“A fake one. The real ones had a steel cage under them,” Justin said.
She looked at him. “You’re scary.”
He grinned and kissed her. “You’re beautiful. Although we need to do something with your hair.”
“Don’t tell me, you know how to do a lady’s hair, too?”
He shook his head. “I could get it down without too much trouble, but most ladies wanted to put their hair up by themselves. I don’t think they trusted me.”
“And after you coaxed them into bed and all,” Adán said. “My heart bleeds for you.” He took a shot of her.
Deonne laughed and turned to different angles as Adán took photo after photo. Then she hurried over to where he sat. “Show me,” she begged.
Adán recalled the images he had taken and displayed them one by one.
Apart from her hair that hung down her back, Deonne barely recognized herself. The Victorian clothing changed her appearance so radically. “Wow…” she breathed. The stripes of the dress were dramatic and attractive, something Deonne herself would have picked out if she had been given a choice. Narrow black ribbon edged the frills and curled into flourishes at regular intervals. There were more ribbon flourishes on the bodice.
“Am I allowed to say how great I think I look?” she asked Adán.
“There is no need,” he assured her. “I can see for myself.” He got to his feet and carefully placed his hands around her waist. “Most beautiful,” he added.
There was a warmth in his face and eyes and in his voice that made Deonne tingle with anticipation. She tugged at his waistcoat. “Is this what you wore when you met Justin?”
Adán looked down at her hands. “Something like this. I did not display my wealth quite so obviously.”
The waistcoat was satin and broadcloth – original broadcloth, made of cotton. Deonne could tell because it didn’t have the stretch and ease of modern materials. But the trousers, also of broadcloth, made his hips look slender and the white, soft shirt beneath the waistcoat made the most of his shoulders.
“We need to be wealthy travelers in order to explain both you and Deonne,” Justin said, behind them.
They looked, then turned to look some more. He had changed while Deonne had been admiring the photos. Now he wore pants that seemed to make his long legs go on forever, a fancy waistcoat with a watch fob hanging from the pocket, and a jacket that came down to his knees. He had slicked his hair back with water.
Deonne clutched at Adán’s arm. Justin, dressed like this, reminded her sharply that he was old. Six hundred years old. He had been born to this time and wore the clothes with the comfort and ease of someone who had never left.
“You look…wonderful,” she breathed.
He walked toward them, the tips of his shoes flashing as he moved. They were polished and immaculate. Justin was holding something out on his hand.
“You cannot pass as a single woman, here,” he said. “You would be deemed a fallen woman for travelling alone with two men.”
She looked down. A plain gold ring sat on his hand.
Silently, she held up her left hand. Her heart was thrumming hard.
Adán’s hands around her waist tightened as Justin slid the ring on her third finger. He kept hold of her hand once the ring was on. His thumb caressed the band as he studied it.
Deonne glanced at Adán. He was watching Justin closely, with a peculiar expression. Pain was in his eyes and Deonne recalled what Adán had said about Justin in a hot, frightening rush. “He wants to be human for you…of course, you are not a woman for keeping the campfire burning and the stewpot full.”
Her eyes stung and she swallowed hard. She did not want to hurt Justin. She didn’t want to hurt anyone. But she was hurting him just by being herself.
Adán gripped the back of Justin’s neck and drew him toward him. He kissed his cheek roughly. “If you and I found each other after so long, then I am sure the universe can arrange anything at all.”
Justin drew in a breath and nodded. He gave them both a small smile. “We’re here for a reason. Shall we be about our business?”
* * * * *
Hammerside, Detroit-Rocktown Supercity, 2264 A.D.: “Left here,” Romanov said, staring down at the navigator in his hand.
“You’re sure this time, right?” Rhydder said, getting the extra dig in just because he could. He turned the Corvette into the narrow side street.
Demyan rolled his eyes. “Blame the navigator. It said Gershom Street runs all the way through Hammerside. They obviously haven’t updated since the arena was built.”
“Nothing was updated anywhere in the DRC area once the council was disbanded and the police moved out.”
“I thought you knew this city, anyway,” Romanov groused.
“I know my area well enough that I could disappear and you would never find me again. But this is Hammerside.”
“So?”
“Hammerside is pretty much acknowledged to be psi-filer city. No one comes here unless they really have to. Twenty years ago, the DRC was one of the last remaining cities with an open door policy for psi-filers. Hammerside was a slum even then, so most of them gravitated here.” Rhydder eyed the rundown neighborhood dubiously as he threaded the Corvette between stalled and rusty wrecks of cars from yesteryear. “Your physician friend is really working out of Hammerside?”
“Sort of,” Romanov replied.
“Sort of,” Rhydder repeated. “More evasions.”
“Right here,” Romanov said. “This should be Gershom.”
He turned the car into the street Romanov was indicating and looked around. “It’s Gershom,” he agreed, spotting a signpost. “There’s the back end of the arena.”
“There’s an empty slot,” Romanov said, pointing.
“I’m not parking here,” Rhydder protested.
“She lives here,” Romanov said simply.
“This is a Corvette replica. A working vehicle. You know how long this would last on a street like this before someone boosted it? Jesus, Romanov.” Rhydder just shook his head.
Romanov pointed to the slot again. “The whole point of bringing you along is because this is Hammerside. I’m not walking around alone here.”
“You’re a fucking vampire, Romanov. They can’t kill you even if they try. Not unless they know what they’re doing.” He maneuvered the car into the slot in front of an abandoned sub-station.
“Yes, but they don’t know that.” There was a furrow between Romanov’s brows, barely visible above and below the heavy sunglasses. “Besides, it takes time to heal, and I don’t have time. Pritti doesn’t have time.”
Rhydder rolled his head back on the seat. “You really weren’t joking about wanting me along as protection, were you? It isn’t just obedience to the travelling-in-pairs rule.” The travelling-in-pairs regulation had been drummed into him the day he had officially joined up with the Agency, and he had been strongly encouraged to drill the rule into his men. The reasons for the precaution were chilling. The bewildering range of psychic mind-bending talents the psi-filers could bring to bear against the vampires was frankly scary. The fact that they could cite a real near-miss emphasized that the caution was justified. Romanov had been a part of that event, too. 
“I really did want you along as protection,” Romanov said, as he reached for the door handle. “Ready?”
Rhydder ducked to look through the window at the faded and paint-flaking buildings across the road. “This is a fool’s errand, Romanov. You know that, don’t you? Nayara, Ryan…they would be outraged if they knew what you were planning to do.”
“But you’re not going to tell them,” Romanov said flatly and got out of the car before Rhydder could argue.
Rhydder climbed out and locked the car, knowing it was no protection at all, and following Romanov across the road.
Everyone said he was a lost cause. He may as well dive off the deep end into another hopeless case. He had nothing to lose.
 



Chapter Thirty-Seven
Hammerside, Detroit-Rocktown Supercity, 2264 A.D.: Sonya Karja fascinated Marley from a clinical perspective. She should technically be a shut-in. Although Marley would never have the courage to ask her what she weighed, she suspected the woman hovered somewhere around the mid-four hundred pound mark. She lived on the top floor of the five-floor apartment building and besides her weekly rent collecting, she never left her apartment.
Just collecting her rent clearly taxed her body. As she stood at their table counting the pitiful pile of notes and coins, Sonya was wheezing and breathless and there was a faint bluish cast to her skin that was alarming to the medically trained.
Even more fascinating was the way her legs seemed to actually be bent outwards at the knees to support her. Sonya wore dresses that hung from her massive shoulders and stopped short at just above her knees. From behind, her knees looked disjointed.
But none of that was enough to override Marley’s churning stomach and thundering heart. She and Gawain knew to the last coin how much was in the pile.
“You’re thirty-four and change short,” Sonya pronounced. She flipped her braid back over her shoulder and looked up at them. Her hair, Marley admitted, was her best feature. It was long, thick and honey gold, but she wore it tied back in a flat braid, always.
Then Marley blinked. She was prevaricating, trying to duck the unpleasantness. “Umm, yeah,” she said helplessly.
“Really?” Gawain sounded vaguely naïve.
Sonya’s eyes narrowed. “How about that.” She looked from Gawain to Marley expectantly.
Marley could feel the sweat pop on her brow. She desperately wanted to start babbling about how they’d been seventy credits short, twenty minutes ago, and now they were only thirty-four dollar short, so how about a break, huh? But somehow, she knew that wasn’t going to impact on Sonya’s heart at all.
Gawain was shifting from one foot to the other. Marley realized this was going to fall onto her. She sucked at people skills, too. Especially when it came to other women. She had never had another best friend. Gawain was her friend and even then, she’d lost contact with him for years while she’d slogged through residency.
She tried to smile at Sonya. “We’re a little short, you see. I...I....” She nearly started to explain that she’d got fired and clamped her jaw shut. That wasn’t what a landlord liked to hear. “I can make up the rest in...forty-eight hours, when I get my pay. You can wait two days, surely?”
Sonya’s face darkened.
“It’s only thirty-four credits, after all,” Gawain added and Marley knew he was thinking that it had nearly been seventy credits they were short, but it was the wrong thing to say.
Sonya’s lips whitened and Marley held her breath.
There was a knock on the door. A loud one, that made both her and Gawain jump hard. Gawain hurried to answer it and Marley knew he was grateful for the interruption. She eyed Sonya, hoping the woman wouldn’t blow a heart valve right here in their apartment. Her blood pressure looked like it was spiking off the charts.
“Look, Sonya,” Marley began, attempting to try again. “I’m sure—”
“Hey, Marley,” Gawain said. “It’s for you.”
She looked toward the door. Two men were stepping into the apartment as Gawain moved aside.
“We’re kinda busy here,” Sonya protested, her face darkening even more.
The smaller of the two men, the one wearing the dark green coat, moved closer to Sonya, smiling at her. “I’m sorry. We didn’t mean to interrupt.” He held out his hand. “I’m Demyan Romanov.”
Sonya’s mouth opened a little, as if she were looking for something to object to in what he had said and couldn’t find anything. Finally, she folded the pile of bills in her hand and tucked them into her pocket and shook Romanov’s hand.
The other man stayed by the door and watched. He was over six feet tall by a good few inches. His genetic markers said Celtic or Gaelic blood. Possibly something even older. Black hair that flowed freely, black eyes and clear white, fine skin. A well-defined nose and jaw and high cheek bones. She couldn’t tell much more under the black overcoat and black layers beneath. He hovered like a bodyguard.
But Romanov was talking to Sonya again and that drew Marley’s attention away from the bodyguard. Romanov put his other hand on top of Sonya’s, which he still held, and was speaking softly, soothingly and in a murmur.
“We would really like to speak to Marley today and we’ve come a long way to see her. You live right here in this building. You do, don’t you?”
Sonya nodded.
“Yes, I know,” Romanov agreed. “Wouldn’t it be more convenient for you to come back in, say, a couple of days’ time to pick up the rest of the rent money?”
Sonya fidgeted and cleared her throat. “Well, I don’t know....”
Romanov smiled at her, looking into her eyes. “It’s such a small amount.” he insisted. His eyes narrowed. “It’s only thirty-four credits. You needn’t stir yourself to collect it. Marley will bring it to you in two days’ time, as she promised.”
Fright tore through Marley. How had he known how much was outstanding? How had he known she had promised to pay in two days’ time?
Gawain’s shoulder bumped against the back of Marley’s. “What the fuck?” he murmured in her ear.
Romanov looked up sharply at Marley and she felt her fright disappear. It wasn’t like relaxing in a hot bath to chase one’s troubles away. It literally snapped and was gone.
She licked her lips. Even though she no longer felt fear, she now knew that something unnatural was happening. She was feeling an artificial calm, like it had been chemically induced.
She backed up a step, away from Romanov, who was leading Sonya toward the door and found her shoulders were up against Gawain. Normally, even though they were comfortable friends, they avoided even casual contact in order to keep the friendship stable and platonic. It was an unspoken thing even Gawain understood. But now she was glad to feel Gawain there, the heat of his body. This was just too weird.
Sonya was nodding agreement as she slid the last of the coins that had been on the table into her pocket in unmusical jingles. He was still murmuring assurances. Manipulating her somehow.
Well, at least she won’t have a coronary today, Marley thought. She glanced at the bodyguard. His black eyes were watching her with almost unblinking intensity.
Marley shuddered.
Gawain stepped around her and she knew he was doing it because of her shiver. Gawain wasn’t big on the equality thing or the macho thing, so stepping between her and a threat was simply because he was pissed off on her behalf.
He headed for Romanov. Sonya was heading out the door, a dazed look on her face. She seemed confused, like she knew she was supposed to be reacting a different way, but couldn’t quite grasp the reasoning that would let her behave the way she knew she was supposed to.
Before Gawain had moved more than three or four steps, the dark man was right there in front of him, looking at him.
Marley sucked in a breath, trying to mentally cope with what she had just seen.
He really had moved that fast. He really had. It wasn’t anything like fast speed in the movies when things got blurry. She saw it just fine, she even visually processed it just fine. He just moved fast. Faster than she had ever seen anyone move.
The realization hit her. They’re vampire.
Gawain rocked back on his heels a little and tilted his head up because the guy was that close. Gawain was nearly six foot, but they were virtually toe-to-toe, and judging from the width of the coat, the guy had shoulders that could easily be twice as wide as Gawain’s.
“Wanna get out of my way?” Gawain said.
The man didn’t move.
Gawain stepped back.
And the guy moved forward.
“Fuck,” Gawain breathed.
Marley bit her lip.
Gawain held up his hands, palms out, the universal symbol of peace and surrender. “Hey, back off, dude.” But his tone was not conciliatory. The guy had frightened him and Gawain hit out when he was scared, no matter how overwhelming the odds against him.
Marley pushed herself between them, using her elbows, hips and sheer force. It wasn’t easy, because the guy was like a concrete wall and Gawain was ready to rumble. She finally managed to push Gawain back up against the cold cabinet and got him to look her in the eye. “Just shut up and stay still,” she said flatly.
He stared at her for a long five seconds, then nodded. She knew he’d cooled off enough to hear her.
She turned to the dark guy, but hovered by the table so she could slip behind it for protection if she needed to. “Who the hell do you think you are?” she demanded. “Don’t you know anything about people?”
“More than you think,” he said. His voice was a low tenor. Surprisingly pleasant and with a trace of an accent. “Enough to know your friend was not about to shake my hand and that you would sooner bury that knife in my chest than wish me well. You wonder why I do not turn my back in a room like this?” His lips thinned.
Marley glanced down at the breadknife under her left hand. She had been toying with the handle absently but until he mentioned the idea of burying the blade in his chest, she had not consciously realized the impulse in the back of her mind. She snatched her hand away from the knife, feeling her cheeks burn. It was anger, pure anger, for what he had done to Gawain. That was all. How else could she be driven to such a primitive, uncivilized desire like burying a knife in his chest?
“You invade our home and threaten us, and expect warm fuzzy feelings of welcome and open arms?” she threw back at him. Offense was the best defense.
“From you?” He looked her up and down. “No.”
The man called Romanov moved around from behind him. “Rhydder, enough.”
Rider. Even the name was strange.
Romanov stepped between them and over to the table, where he hefted a briefcase onto one of the battered chairs, and opened it. “Marley...may I call you that?”
She nodded.
Romanov smiled. “It’s not like I can call you Dr. Alexander any more, is it?”
A chill rippled down the length of her spine. “Excuse me?” Her lips felt thick.
Romanov was laying manila folders on the empty spaces on the table. “I won’t pull out all the paperwork. I’m sure you’re more than familiar with the details. This is just to demonstrate that I’ve done my homework, too.” He began to put more folders on the pile. “An undistinguished high school in Montana, to pre-med at UCLA. You did your medical training at Harvard. Very distinguished. You completed both your internship and residency in Los Angeles, where you specialized in genetic therapies, specifically focusing on the renewing of gene telomeres.” Romanov put another folder on the pile, a thick one. “The renewing of life,” he concluded, looking at her. “It was an ambitious therapy you were developing, an alternative to the gene rejuvenation that humans undergo.”
Humans. The use of the word was further confirmation that these men were vampires.
Marley could feel her breath shortening. She focused on the other critical word Romanov had used: Were.
Romanov’s brows came together and suddenly, her breathing eased and her panic fled. It was like she had been given an intravenous dose of anti-depressant. Instant relief.
She glared at Romanov. She didn’t know what it was he was doing, but somehow, he was doing it to her. “Don’t do that!” she snapped.
Romanov’s eyes widened just a little and he glanced at Rhydder.
Gotcha, Marley thought. He had been doing something to her. Then the thought occurred to her with an almost audible click that whatever he had been doing, it was mental. She had been standing in the same room for five minutes with a man who had been displaying genuine psychic abilities and all she been able to do was get pissed at him.
He wasn’t a psi-filer. He was too old. Vampires with psychic talents? The thought was a sobering one. The world was already jumpy enough about what psi-filers could do when they put their minds to it.
She stared at Romanov. He had read Sonya’s mind. That’s how he had known about the thirty-four dollars and the two days extension on the rent she had asked for. No wonder he walked around with a body guard. His ability clearly got him in trouble a lot.
Romanov tapped the folders gently, drawing Marley’s attention back to them. “May I continue?”
She wrapped her arms around her middle and nodded. What did a psychic vampire want with her, a failed doctor?
His hand dropped onto the top folder and spread out. “You were developing a therapy to extend life by renewing gene telomeres, a much more direct and effective therapy than the long process of gene renewal that regeneration required ten years ago,” he repeated. “Then things got...messy.”
“My therapy work was stolen,” Marley said flatly.
“That’s what your civil suit claims, yes,” Romanov said smoothly.
“Claims!” Marley choked on the word.
“The suit was dismissed.”
“Dropped,” Marley ground out. “As mutually agreed upon terms were reached.”
“Especially when a counter-suit was filed by the ...er...aggrieved party in your suit. A Dr. Tony Johannes Wilson.” Romanov cocked his head to one side. “Messy, as I said. The World Board of Medical Licensure and Discipline didn’t like the mess at all, and revoked your license in a twenty minute hearing.” Romanov straightened his head and pursed his lips. “The shortness of the hearing and the severity of the outcome may have had something to do with the fact that Dr. Wilson is a member of the Board.”
Marley swallowed and took a deep breath. When she had control of her voice, she said, “And now that you have demonstrated that you have done your homework sufficiently?” She was pleased her voice emerged smoothly. Despite Romanov’s little psychic skills, she could feel her pulse racing again.
Romanov rested his hands on top of the kitchen chair. “I would like you to go back into practice again, Marley. I want you to resurrect your therapy and apply it on a limited basis.”
“Me?”
“The therapy you developed is still tied up in patent courts and won’t be made commercially available for at least another three years. I don’t want to wait that long.” Romanov paused. “Neither does the patient.”
“Patient?”
“There’s just one.” Romanov smiled. “I did say ‘limited’.”
“You weren’t kidding.” Marley licked her lips. “I don’t have a license. It’s illegal to practice medicine without one. They don’t just fine you these days, either.”
“Yes, you would be breaking global law.” Romanov reached into the briefcase and brought out a stack of money. It was a pile of used bills an inch thick, secured with an elastic band. The top bill was a hundred credits. Terran credits, the only currency that still held its value. Romanov put it on the table. Marley stared at it and didn’t realize Romanov was reaching into the briefcase for another wad until it was stacked next to the first.
Then a third joined it.
And a forth.
She pulled her arms even more tightly around her.
“Stop.” Her voice came out wobbly and full of panic this time. “Just stop.”
Gawain gave a shaky exhalation behind her.
Marley couldn’t look away from the money. She felt like crying. Those four stacks would solve...oh, so many problems. The rent, Gawain’s computer and therefore his ability to earn more income.... She could see it all from here. Plus, she would once more be working in medicine. Helping people. Well, helping a person. This rich, weird vampire’s friend she had never seen, who had suddenly decided she or he wanted to tack another few years onto the end of their privileged lifestyle, didn’t qualify for current therapies and didn’t want to wait until the patent was official.
She reached out to pick up one of the stacks and wasn’t at all surprised to see her hand was shaking. She gripped the stack for a second, just to feel the weight and thickness of it. She rubbed her thumb over it.
Then she threw it at Romanov and saw his eyes open very wide this time.
“Get out.” She picked up the other stacks with both hands and threw those. “Get out, both of you. I’m not going to risk jail time for a pair of strangers who come into my home and scare the crap out of me and my friend just because they’re impatient. Fuck off, both of you.”
Romanov, standing surrounded by the money, lifted a hand, palm out. She could feel a wash of calm spreading over her.
“Don’t do that!” she yelled at him, reaching for the knife.
Rhydder took three strides into the room from the corner where he had been hovering. He grabbed Romanov by the shoulders and physically hauled him over to the door. “We’re going,” he said shortly.
“But—” Romanov began.
“We’re going,” Rhydder repeated and opened the apartment door and pushed Romanov out. He came back to the table and shoved the folders into the briefcase in fast, economical movements, then crouched and jammed the money in on top. He rose again and looked at Marley, as if he were about to say something. Then he simply nodded and left. He shut the door to the apartment gently.
Just like that, they were gone.
Gawain almost staggered to the table and sank into a chair. “Oh god, the money, Marley!” He buried his head in his hands.
She rested her hand on his shoulder. “I couldn’t risk it. I’ve got no idea who those guys are connected to. They were vampires, Gawain. They could be into very bad shit indeed. Tough as it is now, I’d rather not be transported for practicing medicine without a license.”
He nodded into his hands. “I know,” he said, his voice muffled. “It’s just...the money!”
“We’ll figure it out,” she told him. But it was just words, meant to reassure Gawain. She really had no idea how they were supposed to do that.
* * * * *
Demyan threw off Rhydder’ hand as they clattered down the second floor stairs. He yanked the exploding briefcase out of Rhydder’s arms, his fury off-setting any caution about baiting someone like Rhydder.
“What the hell were you thinking?” Demyan demanded. “I could have salvaged it. She simply needed to get used to the idea, that was all. A few minutes to consider it, a few soothers over her emotions.... I could have turned it around. Instead you hauled us out of there like a sword out of a gullet.”
Rhydder was taking two steps for Demyan’s every one and making it look easy. He stopped on the landing and glared up at Demyan. “She was never going to say yes, no matter how you pushed her emotions. You read her wrong. You were pushing her wrong. Laying the money in front of her was the worst thing you could have done.”
He turned and started down the stairs again.
Demyan followed him down, trying to zip the briefcase closed over the money before they hit the street and process his surprise at the same time. “Who’s the mind-reader here?” he asked.
“Yeah, nice trick, that,” Rhydder said dryly. “Thanks for warning me, by the way.”
“Pritti taught me,” Demyan said. He glanced back up the stairs. “She’s broke, can’t pay her rent, in danger of being evicted and just lost her job. You really think money is the wrong motivator? What makes you the expert? You’re a Malsinne.” He said the last with a sneer in his voice.
They emerged onto the street and Demyan scrambled to dig out his sunglasses and put them on. Even though the day was a lovely overcast fall day, the sun still drove into the back of his eyes.
Rhydder strode across the road, pulling out the card for the car. The Corvette was sitting safely on the other side of the road, a small blessing in disguise. That was a complication Demyan would not have wanted to deal with. He could have replaced any number of modern day luxury cars, but a cherry red ‘68 Corvette Stingray replica would have been a pain in the neck to find.
Demyan slid into the passenger seat. “That was my one chance to convince the woman to work on Pritti, and you took it away from me.”
Rhydder was leaning against the low-slung window frame as if he was struck by a thought. Then he straightened. “Wait here,” he told Demyan and headed back to the apartment.
* * * * *
They scrounged for coffee and calories, the best cure for shock that Marley could think of. She took care of the coffee while Gawain took care of the calories. Of the two of them, he was the better scraps-cook, simply because he had been doing it longer than she had.
The knock on the door came just as she switched on the gas under the kettle and they both looked at each other. She could even guess Gawain’s thought. What now?
She opened the door. Rhydder stood with his hands in his pockets, perhaps trying to look non-threatening. He made no attempt to step into the apartment.
“What?” Marley demanded.
“Romanov’s patient,” Rhydder said. “He forgot to mention a couple of things.”
Marley shrugged.
“Pritti is only twenty-nine,” Rhydder said. “She won’t make it to thirty.”
Marley took a breath to speak, then let it out. There was nothing she could think of to say to that.
Rhydder pulled his hand out of his pocket. There was a business card in it. He held it out. “That’s my number. Call if you change your mind.”
Reluctantly, she took the card. “You said there were two things,” she reminded him as he turned to leave.
Rhydder looked over his shoulder. In the dim light of the hallway, his eyes were very black indeed. “Today is Pritti’s birthday.” He turned and walked down the hall.
He didn’t look back.
Marley slammed the door shut on him and stamped her foot, making Gawain pull his head out of the cold cabinet, puzzled. She crumpled the card in her fist while she gripped her temples with her other hand.
“Goddammit!” she cried.
* * * * *
Rhydder navigated the Corvette out of Gershom and drove out of Hammerside, heading for the landing strip outside the city limits where he could lift the car into semi-ballistic mode. Romanov fumed silently beside him.
When the phone buzzed on the dash, he smiled and answered it.
She didn’t bother identifying herself. “I’ll do it, but there’s conditions. I have to protect myself.”
“I would expect nothing less,” Rhydder assured her. He wheeled the car over the edge of the road, making Romanov swear softly, startled.
“When can we set this up?”
“Now,” Rhydder said simply.
“Now?” She seemed surprised.
“Pritti has no time and you have plenty of it. Why not? Besides, I don’t want to give you time to think about it and recant.”
“I wouldn’t do that.”
Rhydder held back the response he wanted to make. Instead, he said, “We’ll be there in five minutes.”
 
 



Chapter Thirty-Eight
Bushland, near Beechworth, Victoria, Australia, 1879: Ryan pulled a thick roll of very large notes out of his saddle bag and handed it to Justin. “See you back home,” he said. He glanced at Adán. “I’ll see you again, amigo.”
“That will be agreeable,” Adán told him.
“No, wait a moment,” Deonne said quickly. “I’m confused. Justin told you about this place, so you jumped here ahead of us to make sure it was clear. Okay, I get that. But now you’re expecting us to go back to the 23rd century? All of us?”
Ryan gave her a small smile. “There’s been no time wave in your natural time. There has been no wave at all associated with anything Justin has done in Liping, or here.”
“Justin said that, too. Perhaps it will come through later?”
“You were less than two hundred years in the past. The wave should have reached us almost immediately, if you had changed anything of significance. But as far as we can establish, Justin was meant to pull you out of Liping. Both of you. He was meant to bring you here. Time has simply been waiting for the twenty-third century end of the loop to occur so the loop would close up on itself. So, no time wave.”
“But that means that time knew that two hundred years after Liping, Justin would jump back. Are you saying it can read the future?”
“Time has no shape,” Justin told her. “It’s only humans who experience time as a line.”
“Another way to look at time,” Ryan added, “is to realize that all moments, everywhere and everywhen, are all happening at the same moment. Time is what gives them shape. Time is the fourth dimension, the one that makes sure all those moments happen in the order they should.”
“But you just said all moments happen at the same time!”
“They do, except that time separates them. Time is the reason there are consequences.” Ryan gave her another small smile. “It’s a chicken and egg thing, Deonne. If you try to figure out if Justin jumped back to Liping because you were in danger, or if you ran into danger because Justin went back to Liping, you’ll make yourself crazy.”
“I hadn’t even thought of that!” she said, horrified.
Adán chuckled. He seemed to have no problems following Ryan’s logic.
Ryan surprised Deonne by hugging her. He kissed her cheek and looked into her eyes. “I’m proud of you. I will see all of you back home soon.”
He moved back a few steps, then bent his knees, jumped, and was gone with the same gale-force wind swipe that had characterized Nayara’s jump.
Adán was staring at the empty place where Ryan had been standing. “It seems so simple, yet…” He shook his head.
“It really is that simple,” Justin said, tucking his watch back in the little pocket on his waistcoat. “Yet it can be a disaster to the entire universe if you don’t do it right.” He walked over to the horse and unhitched it, then clicked his tongue to coax it into walking forward.
Deonne watched, fascinated, as the horse followed him as he headed back to them. Of course, Justin would have learned how to handle horses the way she learned how to operate a vehicle. Only he would have been much younger.
“What is this mysterious thing we are to do here?” she asked, running her fingers over the pins holding her hair up off the back of her neck to check they were secure. She had managed to pin her hair in a neat roll, while Adán held the camera up while it was running in self-image mode. It was a high-tech mirror that worked well enough for her to see what she was doing.
Justin walked the horse in a tight circle so it was standing next to them and handed the reins to Adán, who patted the horse’s head and stroked its nose with the palm of his hand. He looked just as comfortable with the animal.
“We’re going to Beechworth,” Justin said.
“Where you lived? Why?” she asked sharply, as he fitted his hands around her waist and lifted her. He placed her on the saddle and lifted her skirt out of the way. “You’ll have to hook your knee over the horn of the saddle. Sidesaddle…you’ve seen it?”
She nodded and lifted her knee up and around the rise at the front of the saddle, while Justin slid her other boot into the stirrup. He patted her ankle. “We won’t be doing any trotting or galloping, so you should be fine. Just be sure your ankle is covered by your dress.”
“It’s rude to show your ankle?” she asked.
“It’s very forward,” Adán said. He smiled at the idea.
Deonne plucked at the sleeve of her dress. “But this dress is made of some sort of chiffon. It’s practically see-through. You can see what I’m wearing underneath if you look hard enough.”
“It’s muslin,” Justin said. “They’re considered the highest of high taste, muslin dresses. My sister—” His face clouded over.
“Is that what her white dress was made of?” Deonne asked gently.
He drew in a breath and nodded. “Anyway,” he said, changing subjects. “You’ve said more than once that I don’t talk about myself and I suppose I don’t. I thought, since we had to hide out somewhere in time, I’d show you instead of telling you. Both of you,” he added, glancing at Adán.
Adán smiled. “Lead the way.”
It was a long but easy walk through bush and across natural meadows, to reach the edge of the burgeoning town. Justin walked ahead, while Adán led the horse. Every now and again one of them would step back to check Deonne was comfortable. It was her first time on a horse, but this one seemed to be very placid and even-footed. It didn’t snort or sidle at anything.
Beechworth was a thriving place. Houses spread out across the valley and up the sides of the hills, a dun-colored carpet of shacks, cabins and more luxurious houses with verandahs and gardens.
The roads were unsealed gravel and dirt, rutted by the passing wheels of coaches and carriages. Horse paddies were everywhere, making Deonne more than grateful she did not have to step through it.
Adán and Justin kept to the center of the narrow street, only moving off to one side if a faster moving horse or carriage came up behind them, or passed in the opposite direction.
The cabins they went by were rough affairs, with small windows, no fences, and little in the way of decoration or gardens. Some had vegetable patches just outside their front doors, but they were struggling, weedy lots.
Justin had said he lived in a shack. He had grown up in something like this.
As they travelled further toward the heart of the town, the houses became larger and better established, although they were still tiny by Deonne’s estimation. The most common type of house seemed to have a door in the middle, a window on either side and a verandah. The roof extended over the front of the house to cover the verandah. But despite their diminutive size, these houses all had glass in their windows. They were painted and curtains hung in many of the windows. They all had well-tended gardens. Most of the gardens were the practical sort, filled with vegetables and trees that Deonne suspected were fruit trees. Some had additional flowers and shrubs hugging the fence line. Low picket fences separated each yard.
The center of town was easy to recognize. The buildings abruptly became much larger and grander and many more people and horses, carts and carriages appeared. There were sidewalks – wooden planks laid side by side along the side of the road. Justin and Adán moved over to walk on the planking, while the horse walked alongside, its hooves making an echoing clopping sound now they were among higher buildings.
At a crossroad, the buildings leapt to two and three stories, with verandahs and balconies on all floors, tin roofing, brick chimneys and big glass windows. They were all painted a dull red color with white trimming, if they were not made of brick.
From the open doors facing the center of the cross roads Deonne could hear loud talk and laughter. From all four buildings.
They passed an open door and a distinct, recognizable odor washed over them.
“These are bars?” Deonne asked, amazed. “All four of them?”
Justin dropped back to her side. “Hotels,” he corrected. “Australians like a cold one after a hard day’s work.”
“More than one,” Adán said, looking over his shoulder at them. “I thought I had a head for liquor, but I learned when I came to Australia that I had been a goldfish among whales. Drinking is a cheap past time for most of them.”
“The hotels provide accommodation, too,” Justin added. “There are many people who live almost permanently in the hotel rooms. Most of them are single men with good paying jobs.”
“What sort of jobs?” she asked.
“About twenty years ago, gold was discovered in the area,” Justin said. “This town, then, was not much more than a hut or two and one shanty hotel. Then the gold rush hit, and the town built itself almost overnight. Almost everyone in Beechworth works in the gold mining industry in some way or another, or they provide services that support the gold.”
“Miners?” Deonne asked, thinking of the hovels they had passed on the edges of town.
“Miners, engineers, administrators. Business owners. Speculators.” Justin grinned up at her. “Then there are the wives, the children, and the whores. A single woman doesn’t stay single long in this town. There are too many lonely men.”
She glanced down at her gloved left hand, where the wedding band was covered by soft kid. Now she understood better why Justin had put it on her finger.
“Your mother came here to get married?” she guessed.
“The marriage didn’t happen. Three days before the wedding, the man she was going to marry died in a shaft cave in.”
“But she stayed?”
“She met my father,” Justin replied. He was speaking easily, with no hesitation or coyness. But he was looking around, absorbing the reality of the town as he walked. It was distracting his attention enough to allow him to speak freely. “She got pregnant, but found work in the Beechworth Arms as a barmaid, despite her condition. I suspect my father may have arranged it. His reputation had been building by then.” He pointed to one of the smaller hotels on the intersection.
Adán pointed to the biggest hotel. “I lived there for nearly a year.”
“You worked in the town?” Deonne asked.
“I was a civil engineer by day, overseeing the building of shafts and tunnels. At night time, I made more money.”
“Professional gambling,” Justin said.
“Among other things. A booming new and raw town offers unique opportunities if you look for them. I doubled my personal worth three times in five years.”
“Why did you leave?”
“Beechworth became too settled and controlled. There were other boom towns, further out from Melbourne. I headed north. Then, a few years later, I met Justin.”
Justin grinned. “And saved my life.”
Adán glanced at Deonne and she recalled his confession that meeting Justin had saved his own life. She smiled at him.
The walking tour of the town went on; the music hall, the theatre, the major’s house and the police station. Justin had a story or knew something about each of them, from when he was a child, while Adán added his own knowledge of the town from his perspective as an outsider.
Deonne could have happily toured Beechworth for days, listening to Justin and Adán talk. Justin’s accent had become stronger and far more distinctively Australian, just from being among the sights and sounds of his childhood. Adán’s speech became normalized and almost accent free – he didn’t mix the order of his nouns and pronouns as he often did when he was relaxed and there were no strangers to hear him.
Eventually, though, the built-up center of town fell behind them. Justin turned off the main road and led them through narrow streets and lanes. Both men stopped speaking, for there were only houses and cabins and lean-to’s to see.
The afternoon was waning when they reached what looked like the far southern edge of town, which butted up against the steeper hills. The horse started to breathe more heavily as he tackled the sharply sloping road.
“I should walk,” Deonne said, concerned.
Justin shook his head. “You would look strange, walking. It would draw attention to us and people would remember us.”
Adán didn’t comment, but he looked thoughtful as he gazed at the poor housing around them.
Justin eventually stepped out onto a narrow road and turned right. There were no houses on the other side of the road he stood upon, and very few dotted along the northern side. He looked down the road, shading his eyes against the sun that was hovering over the tops of the hills. Twilight was gathering along the streets, pulling a dark blanket over everything. There were no street lights, but some homes were showing a flickering golden light from their windows. Of course, there would be no electricity now, either. There was candlelight and firelight. The richer families might own lanterns that used kerosene or gas, but none of the windows they passed was showing the steady light such lanterns would produce.
Adán stepped up to Justin’s side. “Which one?” he asked quietly.
Justin nodded toward a cabin sitting off by itself. It had a picket fence around it and there was a warm glow of light from all the windows. The garden was more substantial than any nearby, and included roses along the fence.
“We can’t go in,” Adán murmured.
“I know,” Justin replied.
There was a movement of darker shadow, further up the street, emerging from the man-high shrubs and bushes that carpeted the hills. The man moved quietly and quickly toward Justin’s home.
Justin turned abruptly, facing away from the house and toward the horse. He hurried over to Deonne’s side and put his hands around her waist. “Let’s get you down,” he said quietly.
“What’s wrong? Who is that?”
“I’m not sure,” Justin said, very quietly, putting her on her feet. “But I think…”
The door of the cabin opened and light spilled out onto the road, illuminating the man standing there. Under his hat, his skin was fair. He wore a full, bushy beard that was pitch black and fierce.
His face in profile was familiar to Deonne.
Justin turned his head away from the light, hiding it.
A woman stepped out of the cabin and pulled the door almost closed behind her. Deonne saw that she was heavily pregnant. “Ned,” she whispered, although the sound carried clearly in the still night air. “You shouldn’t have risked it. They’ve put out more patrols to find you.”
“I ought not to visit my sons?” He laid a hand on her belly, soft and gentle.
“Justin is already asleep. And this might well be a girl,” she chided him.
“I’ve ridden hard and far this day, just to see the face of my only love sitting at t’other end’o my table. Let me in, Maggie. I’ll leave before sunrise. You won’t suffer for my presence.”
“Oh, Ned….” she said softly. “Where will it end? With you at the end of a rope?”
“Shhh….” He kissed her with heart-breaking gentleness and pushed the door open behind her. They stepped inside the cabin and the door shut.
Justin dropped his head onto Deonne’s shoulder. He was trembling. After a moment, he lifted his head with a deep indrawn breath. “I didn’t know,” he whispered. “I don’t remember him at all. My mother never said that he…” He licked his lips.
“Loved her?” Deonne asked.
Adán rested his hand on Justin’s shoulder. “I think you might have to revise some of your family history, Justin Edward Kelly.”
 



Chapter Thirty-Nine
Hammerside, Detroit-Rocktown Supercity, 2264 A.D.: Marley’s conditions were all the cash up front and that Gawain go everywhere she did, plus she wanted to know exactly where she was being taken at all times. No blindfolds, or silly stuff like that.
Her conditions meant that the seating arrangements in Rhydder’s car didn’t suit her in the slightest. She was placed in the passenger seat next to Rhydder in the driver’s seat, in order that she not miss a single turn of their journey, while Gawain perched on the inadequate back bench with Demyan. The four stacks of cash had already been squirrelled away somewhere in the apartment. Gawain had bolt holes and stash spots all over the apartment for illicit and hidden wealth, in case the apartment was ever turned over by looters.
Gawain was nervous. Which meant Gawain was chatty. He clutched his old, battered reading boards to his chest and kept up a continuous stream of comments, questions and an intellectual version of verbal fidgeting that quickly drove Demyan mad, but merely seemed to amuse Rhydder as he steered the Stingray through the fringes of DRC, to the landing strip where he planned to take off from.
The semi-ballistic leap from DRC to somewhere in Europe silenced even Gawain, who watched the sky darken to indigo, then back to the blue of a late afternoon. Marley, sitting up front, was able to pick out the continental shapes as they descended and looked at Rhydder sharply. “Rome?” she asked.
“Don’t worry, you’ll be returned home safe and sound.”
“I hate Rome,” Gawain muttered from the back seat. “Especially in September.”
The landing strip Rhydder used was somewhere in the north of the city, but Marley didn’t know Rome at all. This was her first time to the fabled city, and she was completely out of water. She studied the chipped and faded stone of the buildings they passed as Rhydder drove them through the streets, and couldn’t begin to estimate if this was a good neighborhood or not.
“We’re nearly there,” Demyan said. “Or we would be if Rhydder took the direct route.”
“Time is an issue for you, isn’t it?” Gawain asked. “That’s why, even though you clearly have some empathetic ability, you mishandled things in the first place. You screwed up because you’re anxious.”
“Gawain,” Marley said softly, in warning. Gawain was keeping himself from boredom by following unanswered questions. It was another way he fidgeted, but it often led him into awkward social situations before he realized what he was doing. When he wasn’t chasing down unanswered questions he was as smoothly charming in a social setting as she was...which was to say just not much, but enough to navigate through without making a fool of himself.
“Anxious?” Demyan sounded affronted.
Marley bit her lip, wincing. Gawain had offended him. She glanced at Rhydder and was startled to see a small smile lifting the corners of his mouth as he glanced at the rear view mirror. Apparently, he didn’t mind watching Demyan getting skewered a little bit, either.
“You have some ability to understand how people feel. Their emotions,” Gawain replied. “Either you’re very, very good at reading body language, minutia and have a highly evolved understanding of psychology so that what you do seems like mind reading, or you actually mind read, or you’re an empath. I didn’t think vampires could do the same tricks as psi, until now. I’m still trying to decide which one it is, but I don’t have much empirical evidence and no offense, I’m not going to ask you directly, because you have a vested interest in lying to me.”
Rhydder made a small choking sound. Marley glanced at him. It looked like he was fighting not to laugh.
“Now you’re calling me a liar?” Demyan asked. He sounded bewildered and winded at the same time. Marley felt a little sorry for him. Gawain at full gallop often had that effect until you got used to him.
“Well, you have to be, don’t you?” Gawain asked reasonably. “You’re vampire.”
This time, Rhydder really did laugh. He gave a gusty, short bellow, then sighed. He turned the car into a steep, narrow street lined with tall, multi-storied homes that all featured arches and columns and privacy walls, marble and tiles and lots of green plants in containers.
Marley had no trouble guessing that this was not a slum area.
“Why do I have to be a liar?” Demyan demanded.
“If you’re just good at reading people, then I imagine it gets you into a lot of trouble and you have to lie to get yourself out of it all the time. If you’re a mind reader or an empath, then you’re already lying about that. You didn’t tell us before poking around in our minds when you first met us. That’s pretty rude, if you ask me. And it’s lying. If you’re for real, you’ve probably been lying about mind reading for years. If you’re not for real, then you’re lying about what you say you can do. You let people think you can read minds.”
Marley didn’t need a rear view mirror to know that Gawain had shrugged.
Rhydder cleared his throat as he parked the car very close against one of the walls of a house. “Everyone out on the other side,” he announced.
Marley glanced over her shoulder to look at Demyan. The man was staring at the back of Rhydder’ head. “I don’t imagine you have many friends,” he said at last. “If this is how you treat strangers when you first meet them.”
“No,” Gawain said happily. “It’s the ones that come back that end up my friends. They’re the ones that know and can stand truth when it smacks ‘em in the face.”
Rhydder looked at Marley. “You would be one of those friends, then. Good. We’ll need that.”
He got out of the car before she could begin to formulate a question and headed for a set of stairs that climbed up between two houses.
* * * * *
The Pritti she was supposed to treat had an apartment in a small block high up on the hill, apparently reachable only by climbing the long set of stairs from the road. The apartment building had security that Demyan accessed with a retinal scan and palm print. It gave Marley a measure of the affluence of the area.
It didn’t surprise her the apartment was in such a moneyed suburb. She had heard rumors about vampires – that they were all beyond rich and took paying jobs only to look human and blend in. Demyan and Rhydder seemed to be loaded with discreet money — if you could call a replica antique Stingray discreet. Demyan walked about the city with a satchel stuffed full of money to bribe ex-doctors to treat a single patient who lived in a penthouse in one of the most expensive cities in the world.
Gawain had probably been asking the question silently for the entire journey, but for the first time Marley seriously wondered who Rhydder and Demyan really were, beyond being rich, vampire and willing to pay a fortune for her illegal services.
The penthouse floor was silent. Marley sniffed. It smelled deliciously, shockingly clean. How long was it since she had really smelled clean? The scent of perfectly clean flooring, fresh flowers in big Chinese ginger jars and not a speck of dust anywhere.
An original oil painting hung on the wall between two apartment doors. It wasn’t screwed down. One door was marked “A” and the other door “B”.
Demyan used his thumb to unlock the door marked “B” and stepped inside.
Rhydder looked at Marley. “After you,” he said flatly.
Gawain grinned. “Me, too,” he said and stepped past him, making Marley’s eyes roll.
“Marley!” Demyan called from the sofa in the center of the main room opening up off the foyer. He was leaning over it, but the sofa was facing the stunning views visible through the panoramic windows wrapping the room and she couldn’t see what he could.
She hurried around to the front of the sofa. A twenty-something petite woman with masses of black, long hair, lay asleep on the sofa, curled into a tight ball, her head on her hand.
Demyan looked at Marley. “I can’t wake her.”
“This is Pritti?” She tugged off her coat.
“She seemed fine when I left her this morning.”
Marley dropped a hand to the girl’s wrist pulse and felt it. It was abnormally slow. She shot out her hand. “A watch,” she said. A watch was placed in it and she glanced at it and thrust it back. “Analogue, with a second hand,” she said.
“I’ll count the ten seconds for you,” Rhydder told her.
Marley glanced at him, startled.
“Vampires have a perfect sense of time,” Gawain whispered to her. “It’s what lets them jump through time.”
“Our memories do that,” Rhydder told Gawain. “But we do have a non-subjective sense of time passing. Ready?” he asked Marley.
Marley concentrated on detecting the almost-not-there beat in Pritti’s wrist. She nodded.
“Now,” Rhydder said.
Silence held the room for ten long seconds as Marley counted beats.
“Stop,” Rhydder told her.
“Far too slow,” Marley murmured and dropped her hand to Pritti’s forehead. “And she’s far too cool. She’s...moribund.” She shook the girl, trying to rouse Pritti herself. “Pritti, wake up. Come on, now. Open your eyes. Say hello to the strangers in your home.”
She tapped her face as she’d seen so many nurses do so many countless times, but Pritti didn’t even stir.
Marley dropped back to basics. She stretched Pritti out on the sofa and tested vital signs as best she could with no equipment, using kitchen supplies and lateral thinking. When Marley tapped on Pritti’s knee with a meat tenderizer, to test for reflexes, the girl moaned.
Demyan, who was holding her upright, almost dropped her. He drew in a sharp breath.
Marley nodded. “That confirms what I thought. This isn’t a coma. It’s something I’ve never seen before. Her metabolism seems to have dropped so below par she can’t move. We have to boost it.”
“How?” Demyan said simply.
“Any way we can. To start, hot and then cold showers. As hot and as cold as you and she can stand them, Demyan. The more extreme the better. It’ll help shock her and her metabolism awake.”
“Me?”
“Someone has to hold her up,” Marley pointed out. “As she stirs, someone will have to keep her under the water.”
“You’re the doctor,” Demyan replied.
“And I just co-opted you as nurse. I’m going to be busy with other stuff. Move your ass, Demyan, and stop arguing with me.”
He blinked. “Yes, madam.” He lifted Pritti like she weighed nothing and carried her into the inner section of the apartment. Within sixty seconds, Marley heard the sound of running water.
She turned and found herself in front of Rhydder. He was just suddenly there.
“What do I do?” he said.
Marley cleared her throat. “Is there a health or supplement store nearby? A pharmacy or chemist store?”
“Probably.”
“And a medical supply store, too.”
He lifted a brow and stayed silent.
She stepped around him, moved into the well-appointed kitchenette and opened the cold cabinet to check the contents, then the pantry to do the same. There was precious little of anything in either.
She moved back out to the living room, where Gawain sat on the sofa. “Can you write these down for me?” she asked.
Gawain turned on one of his reading boards and nodded. “Go.”
Marley listed aloud the equipment and supplies she wanted. Vitamin B supplements and their dosages. Intramuscular syringes and injectable saline from the medical supply store. And food, including speed drinks, from the nearest supermarket. She looked at Rhydder. “All as soon as you can get there and back. Gawain, would you pass the list over?”
Gawain sent the list to Rhydder’s phone. Rhydder nodded, looking at it. “They’re going to let me just buy the needles?”
“They have to,” Marley told him. “It’s what you put in them they might object to if they know, but they won’t ask. If they do get stuffy and ask, tell them it’s for vitamin supplements, which it is.”
He put his phone in his coat, turned and walked out of the apartment.
Gawain blew out his breath. “And me?” he asked.
“Scraps cook again,” she told him. “Anything and everything we can scare up from what she has left here. She’s going to eat until she’s sick, then she’s going to eat all over again. She doesn’t look like she’s eaten in a week, anyway. Her metabolism has crashed big time. I’m going to strap a great big rocket to it and light a fire under it. She’s going to eat like there’s no tomorrow.”
Gawain grinned. “The fucking rich...who says they live different, huh? We didn’t have breakfast today, either.”
“They’re different because they choose not to eat,” Marley said dryly.
“Yeah, but the belly cramps are just as painful,” Gawain said. He sounded happy about it.
“What do you make of them, Gawain?” She started water heating and searched for coffee, moving around Gawain as he dug out food and utensils.
“Which ‘them’?”
“All of them.”
“Haven’t seen enough of her to start guessing. Those two, though...hell, too many questions to even pick a direction to start forming a theory.”
“Was does that mean?” she asked, startled.
“They’re lying up to their eyebrows,” Gawain said. “About who they are.”
Marley shrugged. “Of course they are. You don’t hire an illegal doctor and give your real credentials.”
Gawain shook his head as he held up a limp celery stalk and judged it worthy of consumption or not, before tossing it into the garbage. “Not just identities, Marley. It goes deeper than that, I think.”
“Should we be worried?”
“Hell, everyone lies a little. So now we’ve got two grand liars. Yeah, I hate it. It drives me fucking crazy, but we’re protected as long as they need you to take care of Pritti and that will give me time to dig up what they’re lying about and figure out if the lies are of any danger to us.”
“So I should concentrate on Pritti and you’ll work on those two?”
Gawain nodded. “Sure, that seems reasonable.”
“Good, because that Rhydder gives me the creeps.”
“Is that what you call it?” Gawain grinned and went back to slicing cheese. “You must creep him out a lot, too, then.”
 



Chapter Forty
The Palatine, Rome, 2264 A.D.: Many hours later, Pritti was talking and walking on her own. She sat and ate all the food put in front of her, even though she choked it down mouthful by mouthful. In between, she walked circuits of her living room floor, sometimes accompanied by Demyan, sometimes by herself, sometimes with Gawain or Marley for company.
Demyan at first protested at Marley giving Pritti speed drinks, telling her she didn’t understand the consequences. But Marley coldly explained that the ingredients in the drinks would boost Pritti’s ailing metabolism in a way that simple coffee and food could not and if he wanted her to leave right now....
Demyan shut up as Marley opened the can and watch Pritti choke down the contents. He pushed his hands deep into his jacket and walked his own short circuit by the kitchen door, watching Pritti for the next hour until it was clear that there was going to be no fireworks or extreme reaction. Pritti’s body was so badly ailing that even the energy drink barely registered. After that he grabbed his coat and left the apartment for twenty minutes. He returned, subdued and silent and remained that way for the rest of the time Marley and Gawain were there.
Rhydder watched everything with detached half-amusement from his post by the kitchen bar, his arms crossed. He helped when asked, anticipated needs, but otherwise remained uninvolved and out of the way, his black eyes watching and absorbing everything.
When Marley was finally satisfied that Pritti’s metabolism was climbing on its own once more and they were safe to leave, she sat and wrote out a long list of medical supplies and equipment on Gawain’s secondary board. It took forty minutes to complete the list, and required deep thought to remember all that she would need.
“Get these for me as soon as possible,” she told Demyan as Gawain sent the list to him. Demyan sat on the very edge of the sofa, his hands between his knees. Pritti was showering once more and changing her clothes. The girl’s sudden concern over her appearance was a symptom that convinced Marley she was recovering. “The sooner I have this equipment, the sooner I can start Pritti’s treatment,” she told Demyan. “You’re right. She needs it.”
She tried to find softer words to gentle the cruel message, but couldn’t. She was too tired. Besides, she could see that Demyan already knew the truth. She indicated the second list on the board she was holding. “This is a list of resources, including a genetics lab and my original genetics work. I’ll need these, too.”
Demyan glanced at the list, then up at her. A shallow furrow appeared between his brows. “How am I supposed to get these?”
Marley shrugged. “Steal it, for all I care. You’re the one hiring illegal doctors.”
Gawain snorted.
Marley send Demyan the third list. “This is the important one. These are symptoms and signs to watch out for in Pritti and what to do if you spot them.” She went through the list slowly and carefully. Demyan was a good listener. He didn’t interrupt her until she was finished, then asked clarifying questions. She was satisfied he had understood everything.
She got up from the table and stretched, then looked at Rhydder. “I would like to go home now, please.”
Gawain stepped to her side.
Rhydder nodded, reaching into his pocket.
“I’m going to stay,” Demyan said.
Rhydder’ eyes narrowed, the only reaction he gave. Then he nodded. “I’ll see you later,” he said and opened the apartment door for Marley and Gawain.
* * * * *
Chronometric Conservation Agency Headquarters, Villa Fontani, Rome, 2264 A.D.: They jumped back to a formal, blank, still and silent arrival chamber. Deonne looked around the featureless square room, then focused on the big atomic clock readout. 2548226.09234. The numbers seemed to hang in the middle of nothing.
“Julian?” Adán asked, pointing at the numbers.
Justin nodded.
“What is the date?” Adán asked. “I don’t know Julian time all that well.”
“You will,” Deonne assured him. “It’s the official time the agency uses.”
“Then what is the date?” Adán asked her.
“I’m still learning how to instantly translate the way the vampires can.” She shrugged. “Some time in twenty-two sixty-four.”
“September fourteenth,” Justin supplied.
Adán grinned. “May I see twenty-two sixty four?”
Justin unlocked and opened the door. “This way.”
Deonne followed them out, her nineteenth century boots clicking on the hard floor. In a way, she would be sad to take off the ultra-feminine gear. On the other hand, she was dying to slide into something that would bend in the middle when she wanted to.
Both Ryan and Nayara were waiting outside. Ryan was sitting on the edge of a low, backless sofa. Nayara was looking out the windows that lined the wall opposite the arrival chamber door. There was a square courtyard on the other side of the glass, filled with trees and grass. It looked very peaceful. Long columns held up a verandah roof that at first glance seemed to run around all four edges of the courtyard.
“Is this Rome?” Deonne asked. The enclosed court and the old stonework she could see of the building on the opposite side of the court spoke of age. “The new villa?”
“The villa is anything but new,” Nayara replied, turning to look at her. “But it is our new home, yes.”
“What about the secret base?” Deonne asked. “Are you closing that down?”
“That will stay operational for now. We may need to retreat there.” Ryan stood up and held his hand out to Adán. “You are most welcome here, Santiago.”
“Adán, please. I am very happy to be here. It was a near thing.”
Nayara came closer. She sniffed. “You are human.”
Adán lifted his hand. “I am,” he agreed amiably. “And you are…?”
Nayara gave him a stiff smile. “Please forgive our bad manners. You must understand, Adán, that you are the first vampire that we know of who has jumped forward in time. We were not sure if your symbiot would go into stasis or not.”
“You must be Nayara, then,” Adán said. “Only a leader speaks so casually of ‘we’.”
She gave him a slightly warmer smile. “I am. As Ryan said, you are most welcome here, Adán Santiago. We have arranged accommodation for the three of you—”
“But—” Justin began.
“We need you here, not Sydney, Justin,” Ryan said, cutting off his protest. “Well, to be perfectly honest, we need Adán.”
“Me?” Adán said, surprised.
“You have certain qualifications that we need for a…well, a mission.”
Nayara rested her hand on Ryan’s arm. “Give them time to recover, Ryan. I’m quite sure Deonne is dying for a shower, proper food and a mirror.” She smiled at Deonne. “Adán may be hungry, too.”
Adán looked like he was going to refute her guess when a woman stepped up by his side. “I can show you where the dining hall is,” she said. “If you’ll come with me?”
Deonne studied the woman. Dark auburn hair, sleek and long, hung down the woman’s back. She wore a suit that made the most of the woman’s hour-glass figure, an attribute that Deonne had missed out on, being elongated and tall. The skirt of the suit swirled around her knees, and she wore smart, heeled shoes that squealed femininity.
Adán smiled down at her. “That would be wonderful,” he told her.
The woman pulled out a reading board and checked something off and that was when Deonne blinked and felt her mouth open. “Mariana?” she asked, her voice lifting.
Mariana smiled at Deonne. “That’s me.”
Justin walked around Mariana, taking in details. “What happened?” he asked. Then he held up his hand. “None of my business, sorry. But…crikey!” He stood back to take in her appearance as a whole.
“You did not look like this…before?” Adán asked.
Mariana smiled up at him, her beautiful eyes dancing. “Not for a while,” she said cryptically.
“There you are!” The voice came from the big archway to the right, which gave access to rooms beyond the arrival chamber. Cáel Stelios was leaning against the arch, loosening his shirt collar. The jacket that went with the pants he was wearing was hanging over his shoulder, held there by one finger acting like a hook.
Nayara caught her breath in a quick gasp and spun to face the archway.
Ryan’s face worked for a moment, as strong emotions battled there. Then he drew in a breath and his face dropped back into neutral. But his eyes were shining.
Nayara hurried over to the archway, almost running. She threw herself against him. Cáel dropped the jacket to the floor and wrapped his arms around her. He smiled as he looked down into hers, then kissed her. It was a thorough, deep kiss, and Deonne got the impression that neither of them cared about their audience…or had forgotten them altogether.
Ryan walked over to the pair and tapped on Cáel’s shoulder. Cáel lifted his mouth from Nayara’s. Happiness was glowing in his eyes and his expression. Ryan took his face in both hands and leaned over Nayara and kissed him. His kiss was no less thorough than Nayara’s had been.
Nayara was stroking Cáel’s chest and shoulders, as if she couldn’t believe he was actually standing there in the flesh. Her face glowed with the same happiness Deonne had seen in Cáel’s eyes.
Adán pulled Deonne next to him and curled his arm about her waist. He did the same to Ryan, all while watching the three people standing under the archway. “I am home,” he pronounced, sounding utterly content.
 
 



Chapter Forty-One
The Palatine, Rome, 2264 A.D.: “You don’t like Demyan much, do you?” Gawain asked, leaning forward between the seats. Gawain was antsy as hell and verbally fidgeting again as Rhydder sped through the two a.m. streets like a slick bullet.
“Gawain, really, not now,” Marley said earnestly.
“I like Romanov a bit more than I like you right now,” Rhydder answered.
“But not much more. Yet something keeps you together and it’s not Pritti. You have no feelings about her at all. Demyan does.”
Marley saw Rhydder’ chest rise and fall sharply. A sore point then. The depth of Demyan’s feeling for Pritti must have caught him by surprise tonight. Clearly, he hadn’t enjoyed the revelation.
“You who have no friends but Marley wouldn’t even begin to understand loyalty to a higher order, boy,” Rhydder growled to Gawain. “Leave it alone.”
Gawain grinned. “Did he just call me boy?” He pushed through the seats a little further. “What higher order would that be?”
“Gawain!” Marley warned. “Shut up!”
“Listen to your only friend, Gawain,” Rhydder rumbled.
Gawain backed off a little. “Not Freemasons. Too boring. You’re not wearing the ring and I tried the signs on you earlier, and you didn’t acknowledge them. Some sort of order of knights? Nah, Demyan’s from Russia, with a name like Romanov. You’re a Celt of some sort and the knight orders are generally run along racial lines, so scratch that...” Gawain drummed on the surface of his reading board, murmuring to himself.
Rhydder rolled his gaze to Marley. “Is he always like this?”
“No, but you’re intimidating him,” she murmured. “It’s how he copes with being scared.”
“I scare him?” Rhydder sounded startled. “He stepped between me and you today. That’s not something someone does if they’re scared of you.”
“They do if you’re threatening their only friend.”
He took a right hand turn in low gear, working through the gears with expert ease, using torque to corner, then settled back to straight driving, one hand on the wheel. “Do I scare you?” he asked.
Her first instinct was to be polite. Then she mentally shrugged. She was safe for as long as they needed her help with Pritti. “Yes, you scare me,” she said flatly. “And you do it deliberately, I think, to keep people like me away from people like you. Whatever people like you really are.”
He was silent for nearly a full block. “We’re vampire,” he said.
“That, I figured out,” Marley said calmly and enjoyed his surprised glance at her. “It’s the everything else you’re holding out on me.”
“Fuck!” Gawain said. The word was mixed with a deep groan. He pushed through the seats. “She’s a psi-filer, isn’t she? Pritti. That’s why Demyan didn’t want her to have the speed drink. She’s psi and she’s dying.”
Marley caught her breath as all the symptoms and signs gelled together into one cohesive pattern. “Yes, she’s psi,” she said, her mind racing.
“You’ve treated psi-filers before?” Rhydder asked.
“I’ve treated one or two for minor ailments – enough to understand the differences in their physiology from human. But I’ve never treated one for…I’ve never tried to extend a psi’s natural lifespan before. The conventional gene therapies that are used on humans to regenerate and extend their life…they don’t work on psi.”
“We know,” Rhydder said. “But yours will.”
She nodded. “I’m almost one hundred percent certain it will. Demyan did his homework, if you knew that.”
“He did.”
Marley hesitated. Should she reveal it all? Then she spoke, knowing her conscience would slay her if she didn’t. “I’ve never used the therapy on a psi, Rhydder. I didn’t even reach the point of clinical studies for humans before I was kicked out of Los Angeles. I’m almost certain it will help her, but I can’t guarantee it.”
Rhydder was silent for another long moment. “I think that Romanov…Demyan…I think he probably knows that, too. Without the therapy, Pritti will die in the next few days. That is a complete guarantee. Anything with better odds than that is worth trying.”
Rhydder didn’t speak again until they reached Hammerside and pulled up outside their broken-down old apartment block. After Pritti’s luxurious river-side apartment, Hammerside looked more wretched than usual, even in the dim early a.m. light.
Marley climbed from the car and hesitated. Oswald, the disease-riddled drunk with no teeth, was asleep on the front stoop of the apartment. Most people in Hammerside considered him harmless, but he was delusional and would shout out insults and grab at people when they passed by him, especially if they woke him. Marley could handle nearly all of Hammerside’s more colorful local inhabitants, but Oswald just plain scared her.
Gawain was waiting for her to get out of the way so he could get out, too.
Rhydder, though, got out of the driver’s side, strode around the hood and over to the stoop. He bent over Oswald and hoisted the bum up and over his shoulder like he was a sack of potatoes, walked down to the cinema entrance, three shop fronts down, and lowered him down in one corner there.
Then he came back and slid back into his driver’s seat without comment.
Marley stepped out of the way so Gawain could get out and go open the door. She bent down to glance at Rhydder.
He was looking at her. “Don’t fear me,” he said, putting the car in gear.
She shut the door, trying to think of a response. But he wasn’t expecting one. He took off before she could answer.
Gawain was waiting for her with the door open, so she went inside.
She slept until eight a.m. the next morning. Six solid hours without waking once. The first time in two years. A miracle.
* * * * *
Chronometric Conservation Agency Headquarters, Villa Fontani, Rome, 2264 A.D.: Cáel studied the man they called Adán Santiago as he stared down at the tabletop, watching the clip play out. Then Brenden backed it up and froze it at the moment when Irena Consuelo was fully in the frame, her delicate burden clear. A small, chubby fist was lifted from among the folds in her arms.
Cáel had to steel his heart against the fear the image generated. One of Gabriel’s chosen, holding such a precious thing of theirs…his fear and anger boiled just looking at it. He glanced at Tally, Rob and Christian, where they stood halfway down the long side of the table. Neither Rob nor Christian were looking at the clip. Tally was staring at it with a look Cáel had only ever associated with addicts in the presence of their monster. The craving in her eyes was hard to witness.
Cáel looked away and back down at the tabletop. There were other documents open – reports and clips and more – all associated with this event.
Adán touched the screen over the clipping. “If this woman really is your Gabriel’s lieutenant, it would seem they are sending you a message,” he said slowly. He lifted his head up and looked at everyone standing around the table.
“That is our conclusion, too,” Ryan agreed. “But we cannot ignore the opportunity this presents.”
“Retrieving your…Jack was his name, yes?” Adán asked, looking directly at Tally, Rob and Christian.
Tally gave him a brief smile.
“Why me?” Adán asked flatly.
“It isn’t only you,” Kieren said. “I will be leading the venture and Rhydder, there, will be with us.”
Adán looked at Rhydder, sizing him up. “A human, a vampire that is temporarily human, and a vampire. What do we have in common that makes us the only ones who can do this?”
“You don’t know where our base is,” Brenden said. “Not only do you not know, you’ve not been around the agency long enough to pick up any gossip, speculation, hints or ideas. The whole concept of a hidden base is new to you, so you haven’t had time to wonder where it might be.”
Adán straightened up and crossed his arms. There was a crease between his brows. “These psi-filers…read minds?”
“Amongst other tricks,” Brenden agreed.
Adán pointed at Kieren. “You have been a member of the agency long enough to absorb information about the base.”
Cáel hid his surprise. Adán had been at the agency for a few short hours. He had picked up a lot in that time.
“I have other skills. The psi will not be able to touch my mind,” Kieren replied.
Adán raised a brow.
Kieren smiled, looking at him intensely.
Adán dropped his arms, his eyes widening and his lips parting. He brought the fingers of one hand up to his temple. “I see….”
Mariana entered the room, her inevitable reading board in one hand. Cáel marveled again over the woman’s changed appearance. She was still carrying too much weight for someone her height, but considerably less than before she jumped to China. The biggest change, though, was hinted at by the details. Her clothing, hair, makeup and accessories all said that somewhere in the last few weeks, Mariana had had an epiphany. Something had changed her attitude toward life.
She walked up to Christian’s side and tapped on his shoulder.
Christian murmured to her then leaned down to listen to her as she murmured back.
Mariana smiled at him then turned and walked back out of the room. Christian watched her leave, his head tilted and his eyes narrowed as Mariana’s hips and hair swayed gently.
Rob shoved his elbow into Christian’s ribs and the Southerner straightened up with a rueful grin. He gave a tiny shrug.
Rob grinned, too, and turned back to the table.
Cáel saw that Nayara was watching him from her post at the other end of the table. He gave her a smile, simple happiness making his chest expand and his breath to hurry.
She glanced toward the door Mariana had slipped through and looked back at him.
Not to your taste?
The mental query whispered in his mind and he held his breath, waiting for more. Nayara had touched his mind only a few times in the past and the contacts always came with a rush of adrenaline and pleasure. Her presence in his mind was Nia stripped bare. He could see/hear/feel her as she really was; a warm presence dripping with love and the need to cherish.
He looked down at the tabletop and concentrated on forming the simple message, articulating it with his mental voice, as she had done, to form actual words. Compared to you, all women leave me uninterested.
Then he looked up at her, to see if she had read the thought.
Nia dropped her head, a smile playing on her lips. She had read it.
Cáel had trouble keeping his own smile in check as he took interest in the discussion around the table once more.
He saw that Kieren was watching him, a crease between his brows. Had he picked up on their thoughts, too? Keiren’s mental abilities were uncharted territory, still. Someone had to sit down with him and figure out what he could and could not do. That list would probably be as much of a surprise to Kieren as anyone else in the agency.
Ryan paddled the edge of the table, a soft way of gaining everyone’s attention. “Brenden, I think any further discussion about details of the mission should be sub rosa. There are too many people around this table and too many ears in the room. Let’s take this to a more secure location and shave it down to the minimum necessary.” He looked at Rob, Christian and Tally squarely. “I know how much you would prefer to be involved in this discussion, but it’s because you are so emotionally invested that I’m asking you to stay outside the room.”
Rob’s face creased into a scowl, but Tally rested her hand on his chest and murmured to him. Christian stood with his head down, listening to her.
Finally Rob crossed his arms and glared at Ryan. “Fine ye are, then, but we want reports.”
Ryan nodded. “Of course. Mariana can keep you updated as you need.” He looked down the table at Nayara. “Your office or mine?”
“Yours. I’ve been handed another...issue. I need to deal with it straight away. I’ll report later.” She glanced at Christian. “Can I borrow you?”
Christian nodded. “Mariana filled me in. Anything to keep me occupied.” He rested his hands on Rob’s and Tally’s shoulders, then walked over to the door.
“I’ll come with you,” Cáel murmured to Ryan.
Ryan nodded. “Kieren, Adán, Rhydder. Brenden.” He frowned. “Pritti is not here?”
Rhydder shook his head. “She’s...not well.”
Ryan looked around the room once more, frowning. “Is Demyan with her?” he asked.
“Yes,” Rhydder said flatly. He turned his head to look at Nayara. “I should talk to you about that, too, before we leave.”
She nodded. “Take a number. I’ll catch up with you as soon as I’ve dealt with this thing.”
Ryan headed for the rear door to the operations center that gave access to his and Nayara’s offices. Halfway across the open floor space, he staggered sideways, as if his right leg had simply failed to function.
He thrust his foot out, both hands spread for balance, and recovered. Then he straightened up and kept walking. He didn’t look back.
Cáel’s heart dropped. He looked to Nayara, sick alarm filtering through to his fingertips. She shook her head in a minute movement.
He denies it, her voice whispered in his mind and Cáel could feel distress coloring her mental voice.
He couldn’t concentrate enough to form crisp, clear words in his mind that she would be able to read. His thoughts were ricocheting off one another, blurred by emotion.
He had to pull it together. He was Cáel Stelios, Worlds Assembly member and power-monger. Falling apart because his lover was ill just made him vulnerable.
Then he felt Nayara’s mental hug. It was a wash of love and warm regard and he closed his eyes as her soothing touch slowed his heart.
He turned and followed Ryan to his office. He wanted answers. But his gut clenched at the thought. What if he got answers and didn’t like them?
I’ll kill Gabriel for this, he promised himself. Gabriel had done this to Ryan. Gabriel would pay. He had no idea how he would pull it off, but he had overcome the world’s worst odds more than once.
Making sure Adán, Rhydder and Kieren retrieved baby Jack was a step in the right direction. He would do whatever he could to make sure they pulled it off, even if he drove them to Prague himself and held their coats while they did the deed.
But...he was Cáel Stelios. There was much more he could do beyond holding coats.
His mind settled, his anger and fear contained, Cáel dropped his face into his best neutral politician’s mask and stepped into the room to plan the first step in his vengeance.
 



Chapter Forty-Two
Hammerside, Detroit-Rocktown Supercity, 2264 A.D.: Rhydder and Demyan returned, two interest-filled days later.
With Demyan’s cash, Marley and Gawain had paid the most urgent of their debts and slowly smuggled a stock of food into the apartment in a way that didn’t alert the neighborhood about their sudden mysterious fortune. Gawain arranged for critical repairs and upgrades to his computer and the reading boards that were always kept synchronized with it and allowed him to work anywhere.
On the second day, when Marley had been bringing home yet another small bag of groceries inside her backpack, she had walked past the opening to the alley that serviced their apartment block, the cinema, the bar and ended at the shiny silver fence of the sports arena. There was a pack of wild dogs tearing at something with their teeth and paws. The dogs roamed the city and had learned to stay away from anyone still standing, because humans fought back. Anything not standing, that used to have or still did have a pulse, was fair game.
She looked away quickly, not interested in seeing what they were growling over. But before she turned away she saw the ragged end of wild red hair and a shiny bald dome.
Marley leaned against the corner of the building, staring at Oswald’s body as the dogs nuzzled it. There were no signs of violence. It might even have been the endless cold nights or one of the diseases that racked his body that finally killed him.
One of the dogs glanced up and bared his teeth.
Marley started walking again, her heart hurting and her stomach rolling. Oswald had been fine the other night. The night Rhydder had moved him.
Gawain wasn’t as ruffled by the news of Oswald’s murder as Marley. “Around here, your sister will pop you for an antique nickel. Oswald might have scored some good hooch that someone wanted to have instead of him. Why are you so jumpy about it?”
Marley couldn’t voice her fear aloud — that she thought Rhydder had something to do with Oswald’s death. She just couldn’t figure out why.
Don’t fear me. Rhydder’s quiet words kept repeating themselves for the next few hours, whenever she thought of Oswald.
Gawain spent two days on his computer, either repairing and rebuilding it with the new parts he had bought, or trying to run Rhydder and Demyan down to earth via the names and little information they had let slip about themselves during the few hours she and Gawain had been in their company.
He had come up with precisely nothing, which made him bad company to be around. Mysteries were a joy for him to unravel — as long as they unraveled. Unsolvable mysteries were, according to Gawain, not possible.
When Rhydder and Demyan arrived on the second day, Marley wasn’t sure if she was relieved or dismayed. Gawain had settled for the quick and highly solvable problem of splicing into the building’s wiring and stealing more neural bandwidth. It would make the monitor that came with the apartment run better and would help Gawain maximize his computer speed.
So he was buried waist deep in a hole in the wall when the pair arrived, oblivious to his audience or the fact that his butt was hanging out.
Marley tugged on his chucks and Gawain pulled out slowly, cursing softly. “Goddamn softwall fiberboard. Still, could be worse. Could be asbestos. Now there’s nasty for you—”
He stopped when he saw Rhydder and Demyan. “Second thoughts, I’ll take asbestos with a side order of mercury to go.” He curled his lip. “You’re back. How lovely.”
“See you didn’t hire a maid with my money,” Demyan said, looking around.
“Coz that’s just what we wanted, to draw attention to ourselves, d’uh,” Gawain blew back. He tossed the cable wrench onto the table and tried to unsuccessfully brush plaster dust from his hair. It just made the sprinkling of white powder over his hair spread across his shoulders and chest. He was wearing a faded black tank top and his most ragged pair of pants, which had started out life black. The stunning white plaster dust stood out like snow on blacktop and made him look even more grimy and sweaty.
Rhydder grinned. “I like what you’ve done to your hair.”
“I’ve got the equipment you asked for,” Demyan told Marley. “Including the genetics lab.”
“In two days? That was fast.”
Rhydder wandered over to the hole in the wall. “Do you mind if I look?” he said to Gawain.
Gawain considered, then shrugged. “Why not? You tell anyone, I can turn you in for what you’re doing to Marley. Blackmail and extortion. Cops’ll be way more interested in you than me.”
Rhydder grinned. “You figure that’s the worst I’ve done?” He moved toward the hole as Gawain’s smile faded.
“The laboratory is ready as soon as you are,” Demyan added.
“Now?”
“Pritti is already there and waiting.”
Rhydder pulled his head out of the hole. Unlike Gawain, he had managed to avoid most of the plaster dust. He brushed what little he’d acquired off his shoulders. “You splice into the wiring this side of the building junction box, you’ll alert the net company and miss out on half of the available bandwidth. On this side it’s choked and only supplying a few floors. You need to find the wiring on the front end of the junction box and cut in there, before it hits the box. Then you get all the speed and width you want and the company won’t notice a thing because you’re diverting it before it hits the box, which does the monitoring.”
Gawain’s eyes widened just a little bit. He shrugged, making it look casual. “The junction box could be anywhere. First floor. Three hundred feet of cable away. I’m tapping in where I can. Way I do it, no one will notice anything.”
Rhydder grinned. “It’s your funeral.”
“That’s right,” Gawain returned, picking up the cable splicer.
“We need to go now,” Demyan pressed.
Marley ran her gaze over Gawain. “There’s no way you can step inside a genetics lab like that,” she said slowly, realizing the position this put her in.
Gawain looked down at himself and held up a hand. “Five minutes,” he promised. “Real fast.” He reached for the hem of his tank top.
“No. Now,” Demyan insisted.
“He has to wash his hair, too. He can’t do it in five,” Rhydder rumbled. He turned his head to look at Marley. “You are perfectly safe with just the two of us. I guarantee it.”
Marley shivered and tried desperately to hide it. She knew that Gawain didn’t see it and perhaps Demyan but Rhydder, she wasn’t so sure about. He was watching her so closely.
“I don’t know anything about you. Who you are,” she said.
“You don’t have to,” he replied. “For now, it is enough that Pritti’s life depends on you remaining alive and in good health. It is important to us that Pritti remain alive and by extension, your life is therefore important.” He shrugged. “Anything else is unimportant.”
It was a re-phrasing of Gawain’s reasoning from last night. Hearing it echoed by Rhydder, from his unique viewpoint, allowed Marley to relax enough to nod. “Very well, then.” She caught Gawain’s eye. He nodded a little, too. He agreed.
“I want details when you get back,” he added.
Marley picked up her sack and coat and looked at Rhydder and Demyan. “Let’s go, then.”
As soon as the apartment door closed behind her and she was alone with them Marley wanted to change her mind, but she kept going. She was committed now and about to break the law on a scale that would absolutely put her on a transport ship...if anyone found out.
She kept thinking of Pritti and kept putting one foot in front of the other.
 



* * * * *
Chronometric Conservation Agency Headquarters, Villa Fontani, Rome, 2264 A.D.: “Rome, again?” she asked as they started their descent.
“It’s where Pritti is. We have access to unique resources there,” Rhydder said shortly.
Demyan remained silent.
Rhydder used a different landing strip this time. It looked like a private field. It had one of the stunted auto-traffic controllers sitting at the end, blinking. Manicured lawn butted up against the edge of the strip, which was smooth and crack-free.
There were low buildings a quarter of a mile away, surrounded by lush gardens. As the Corvette came back down to standard ground speed, Marley tried to figure out where they were. Something was tickling the back of her memory, knocking to be recalled.
Rhydder directed the car along the narrow drive that led to the landing strip. The drive meandered back to the buildings, winding around groves of trees and still ponds.
There was a narrow space between the buildings, and Rhydder slotted the car through without slowing. Ochre colored walls zipped by, then they emerged into a paved yard. Several other cars were lined up, nose in, facing the long wall of the yard.
There was a set of double doors at the narrow end. The doors looked old, with very old fashioned brass or bronzed handles that were green tinged around the edges. Well, this was Rome. It would be natural for buildings here to be incredibly old.
Rhydder pushed the door open with a twist of his wrist and cool air fanned their faces as they stepped inside.
Marley looked up at the high roof and frescoed walls. Age seemed to seep from every inch. “It this Villa…the villa that the vampire agency bought?”
“Villa Fontani,” Demyan murmured. “Welcome to the Chronometric Conservation Agency.”
Rhydder was walking ahead, through the room.
“The laboratory is here?” Marley queried, her voice dropping.
“Through here,” Rhydder called over his shoulder.
“We arranged everything to your specifications,” Demyan said.
“You must have worked…” She stopped, realizing how stupid her comment would be.
“Worked two days straight?” Demyan finished. “Yes, we did. We have that luxury.” He smiled grimly. “You’ve never mixed with vampires before, have you?”
“I’ve never even met one before.”
“Not that you know of,” Demyan replied.
“I suppose so. I hadn’t thought of that aspect.” She followed him around the corner into a beautiful courtyard with trees in the middle. It made her breath catch with the unexpectedness of it. She forces herself back on topic. “I thought, when I met Pritti, that you were simply helping a…friend. But if the Agency has gone to this trouble…”
“Pritti is a friend to the agency, too.”
“A psi-filer,” Marley qualified flatly.
“Indeed.” Demyan said. “This way. Pritti is waiting.”
* * * * *
Chronometric Conservation Agency Headquarters, Villa Fontani, Rome, 2264 A.D.: The laboratory really was a laboratory.
Marley carefully navigated the negative air-pressure door and walked around the small but well-equipped lab in her sealed shoes, conscious of Rhydder and Demyan staring at her through the observation wall.
With her first quick examination, everything she had asked for appeared to be in place.
Amazing.
She stepped back out into the clinic area. “Everything is here. This is more than adequate to begin procedures. Is that the office space?” she asked, pointing to the other door leading off the clinic area. “Somewhere for paperwork and for me to consult with Pritti? Computers and files are very dirty.”
“This way,” Demyan said, heading toward the door.
The door opened automatically as he approached it, which would save her hands from becoming soiled if they were sterile.
The compact but efficient consulting ward inside was a doctor’s dream. A fully automated desk, a medical bed and chair, lockers with equipment for collecting samples, and various monitoring and assessing tools.
“How did you find all the equipment so quickly?” Marley asked. “Or do I really want to know the answer?”
“There’s nothing nefarious about it,” Demyan said. “A bio-research development company that was starting up suddenly found the development money they thought they had didn’t come through. They had to fold their fledgling company and sell off their assets in a fire sale to pay off the debts they’d already acquired. We picked up their assets.”
Marley placed her hand on a pile of reading boards on the desk. “My research?” she asked, her heart suddenly pounding.
“Yes,” Demyan replied. “But how we acquired that is possibly an answer you really don’t want to know.”
She shook her head. “You’re right. I’ll pass on that one.”
“Demyan?” came the call from outside, in the clinic area.
“That’s Pritti,” Demyan said. He went out and brought Pritti into the consulting room.
Pritti edged into the room, her hand on Demyan’s sleeve, her big brown eyes looking as wary as any doe’s at the presence of strangers. But she was upright and far more energetic than the last time Marley had seen her. She kept close to Demyan and her gaze kept straying to Marley, even though it skittered away again quickly.
“Rhydder?” came another feminine hail.
Marley looked through the glass walls to the external door that gave access to the suite, as it slid aside. A red-headed woman of about thirty stepped in. She was wearing a green velvet business gown. Her hair glowed, as did her green eyes.
She looked around and spotted Rhydder, who was waiting in the outer area. Rhydder straightened up from his slouch against the edge of the table out there. He waved the woman toward the office.
The woman smiled her thanks. Rhydder held open the outside door of the office aside for her to walk through.
She was clearly someone important, for even Demyan and Pritti were sitting up straighter, watching her enter. Marley reached into her memory for anything she knew about the Chronometric Conservation Agency that might tell her who the woman was, but she knew next to nothing. She had spent ten years earning the right to treat humans and the last two years simply struggling to survive. There had been no room or time left over in her life to pay any attention to vampires and their immortality.
She suddenly wished Gawain were here. He would, she was sure, be able to give her a potted history of the agency, the critical players in it, and paint a complete picture of how Pritti, a psi, and Demyan and Rhydder fit into the structure and politics.
The red-headed woman walked straight up to the desk. Marley had been familiarizing herself with the controls and automation the desk offered, so she stood up behind it.
The red-head smiled, and it was a warm expression that seemed quite genuine. “You are Marley Alexander, I am told,” the woman said.
Marley nodded.
“I am Nayara Ybarra, the executive officer of the Agency. I am very glad to have you here. I hope everything we’ve constructed meets your specifications?”
Marley drew in a shaky breath. “You arranged all this?” she asked carefully.
“Pritti is very important to us,” Nayara replied, glancing at the tiny woman with another smile.
“But...” Marley made herself shut up.
Nayara tilted her head. “No, we are not concerned about your lack of a title, Marley Alexander. We have many people in the Agency with the gift of healing, and none of them are called ‘Doctor’ either. We value their contributions as much as we value yours.”
Marley’s heart was hurting. “You know that by treating Pritti, I have broken the law? You do understand that, don’t you?”
Nayara’s smile broadened and Marley thought her eyes were glittering with humor. “You have much to learn about vampires and the Agency. One thing you should know is that we try as much as possible to abide by all human laws. Sometimes, however, we find it expedient to...cut corners, shall we say?”
“That doesn’t stop me from being thrown in jail, or worse.”
“Only if they catch you,” Nayara returned. “You’re working for the agency now. We will naturally extend to you all the protective measures we have at our disposal. I should warn you that those powers are considerable.”
Marley looked from Nayara to Rhydder, who was standing at the open door with his arms crossed, leaning against the steel-glass frame in an indolent pose. He stared back steadily.
She found her gaze moving to Demyan, looking for answers. “You let me think you were doing a favor for a friend.”
“Two days ago, I was,” Demyan assured her.
“We are all doing a favor for a friend,” Nayara said, her voice as smooth and honeyed as muted trumpets. “But the Agency has resources that make our favors far more effective that anything Demyan could do on his own. Rhydder was wise enough to recognize that I could help.” Nayara spread her hand in a gesture that took in the office, the lab and all the equipment. “You can work with perfect security and peace of mind here. If there is something you need to complete Pritti’s treatment that we have failed to provide, you have only to ask for it.”
Marley couldn’t get her heart to stop thudding. This was something that happened in net novels. She drew in a sharp breath. “What’s the catch?” she asked bluntly.
Nayara’s smile broadened. “There is no catch,” she assured Marley. “But you might find that once you have got to know us, you will be reluctant to return to your old life. We seem to have that effect on people.” She walked to the door and looked back at Marley. “It’s not a catch, but it is a warning. We change people’s lives.”
She passed through the outer room and stepped out of the suite, shutting the door behind her.
Marley let her breath out. “That’s a warning?” she asked.
“Most humans don’t like change,” Pritti said, her delicate voice loud in the total silence that gripped the suite.
Rhydder straightened up from his lean. “You’re going to work harder than you’ve ever worked in your life. There’s a warning. These people don’t kid around.”
She looked up at him, startled. Then she smiled. “Hard work is something I do know. When can I start?”
 



Chapter Forty-Three
Chronometric Conservation Agency Headquarters, Villa Fontani, Rome, 2264 A.D.: Brenden held the handgun out to Adán, who took it reluctantly. He turned it over in his hands, examining it. “It seems that nothing has changed in the two hundred years I have skipped,” he commented. “Humans are still refining weapons to kill each other off.”
Justin moved to the workbench where Adán and Brenden stood. He held out his hand. “Try this on for size. I recall you were pretty handy with this, once.”
Adán picked up the big knife resting on Justin’s palm. “This is better,” he agreed, flipping it and spinning it until the blade was a blur. He tossed it up into the air and caught it again, by the hilt. He raised his brow and looked at Justin. “Is there a second one of these?”
“I’ll see what else Brenden has tucked away here,” Justin told him and moved back to the weapons locker he had been rooting through.
“Will you be away for long?” Deonne asked. She stood at the corner of the bench, feeling out of place and uneasy amongst all the weapons on display here. There was a staggering rage of them, including instruments and tools she couldn’t begin to name.
“As long as it needs,” Brenden replied, putting the gun away behind the plasteel security shield. “There’s no predicting how long it could take.”
Justin was sifting through cabinets on the far side of the room. She couldn’t see what he was looking through, but he reached deep inside the guts of one cupboard with a grunt of satisfaction. “There we go,” he said and withdrew another long, serrated knife. He reached in again and pulled out a scabbard that he pushed the knife into, then tossed it to Adán, who caught it with his free hand.
“You as good with those as the theatrics implies?” Brenden asked, crossing his arms.
“I am better with a longer blade,” Adán confessed. “But if I were to carry a sword around with me in this time, I am sure I would be arrested at the very least.”
“Swords, hmm? You should chat with Christian. He’s pretty good with a long blade. I prefer ‘em shorter, myself.”
“Greek?” Adán asked curiously. Then he smiled. “Sparta, yes?”
Brenden gave a small smile. “A long time ago.”
“Very long.” Adán stood up and threaded the scabbards onto his thick leather belt. “My time as a human seems like a whole different lifetime. I can barely remember most of it. All I have is highlights, now. Your time was even further back. How much do you remember?”
Brenden raised his brow. “Enough,” he said shortly.
Adán grinned. “You must forgive my prying. I like listening to stories and vampires usually have such interesting stories to tell. With the time travel, the stories are that much more fascinating.”
Brenden relaxed. “You’ll soon get used to our ways,” he said. “But you’ll have your work cut out trying to get anyone to talk to you. We like our privacy.” He glanced at the time readout mounted on the wall over the door. “Eighty minutes. Time to get moving.”
Deonne twined her fingers together. She felt useless. Although she had always considered herself a modern woman, the equal of men in all but physical strength and superior in many ways, it was a fact that the three men in the workshop had almost forgotten she was there. This was a peculiarly male form of bonding.
If she were a warrior like Nayara it might have been different, but she didn’t think so. Nayara was good at self-defense. She did not think Nayara would volunteer for the shadowy and mysterious task that Adán had stepped up to do. Something that involved arming himself to the hilt implied violence.
So Deonne stood by the corner and waited. For once in her life, she had no definable role in this new world she had suddenly been thrust into, but she would not interrupt the moment for it was showing her a different side of Adán’s and Justin’s natures.
Because they had lived so long and been born into times that tended to be more personally violent than this one, both of them had by circumstance learned how to defend themselves with a degree of expertise that allowed them to survive. She was seeing a hint of that expertise now. It brought this fact home to her in a way that even seeing the cottage that had been Justin’s childhood home had not: This was the other side of vampires – their long history.
Adán hid the knives away by dropping his shirt over the top of them. Then he moved to her side. “You look upset, mi amor.” He tilted her chin up. “You have never seen a man off to war, have you?”
Deonne pressed her lips together. “There’s not many women in this world who can say they have. These are different times, Adán.”
Justin moved to stand next to him. “Are they?” he asked, seriously. “They may have the veneer of civilization and peace, but we are at war, whether we want to be or not. Don’t forget the reason you were hiding back in Liping.”
Deonne sighed. “I guess that’s what comes from picking the good side. Everyone wants a piece of them.”
Adán kissed her. “I will be as quick as I can, my beloved, but I must do this.”
“Because the Agency has accepted you?” Deonne asked curiously.
Adán’s expression shifted. “Because of that, too,” he agreed.
“It’s Jack, isn’t it?” Justin asked Adán gently.
Adán scowled. “No one should make war upon children in this way. No one should use children and their families like this. It is the way of the terrorist. It is offensive.”
Deonne stared at him, surprised. She had known Justin felt strongly about family and children but Adán had been alone for so long… Yet he came from a race that valued family above all else.
Justin rested his hand on Deonne’s shoulder. “I will go and see Danny safely off. You can’t be there, you understand?”
She nodded. “Because I’m human,” she concluded.
“Because you know too much about the inner workings of the agency and you’re one of Gabriel’s least favorite people right now,” Brenden said, speaking from across the room as he turned a handgun over and over in his hands, examining it minutely.
Deonne sighed. “Be safe,” she told Adán.
* * * * *
Chronometric Conservation Agency Headquarters, Villa Fontani, Rome, 2264 A.D.: Marley was washing her hands at the sterile station when Nayara found her. Nayara closed the door between the lab and the office behind her and leaned against the door. “You have finished the post mortem?”
Marley nodded. “It’s not something I’ve had a lot of practice with. Autopsy techniques are a specialized art.”
“Then you must be a gifted all-rounder, for you impressed both Fahmido and Christian. Fahmido was just in my office and told me what she thought of your work.”
“I see.” Marley dried her hands using the quick cycle. “Well, thank you. I suppose Fahmido also gave you the results of the post mortem?”
Fahmido and Nayara had interrupted the tail-end of Marley’s latest therapy session with Pritti, with a request that she help them with a cadaver they’d have delivered to her lab. Fahmido was a medical researcher, with no hands-on experience dealing with humans, so while Fahmido observed, Marley’s assistant had been another vampire called Christian, who had a charming southern accent and a deft hand with a scalpel. Marley had left the practical side of dissecting the body to him while she had run the genetic and microscopic tests. Christian’s skill had told Marley that he was a fellow practitioner, but she had already learned not to ask personal questions of vampires, so she had not been able to learn about his career.
The body had been a woman and Marley’s DNA tests had proved that she was a psi-filer.
“Fahmido told me the woman was a descendent of psi-filers,” Nayara said now. “The strain is weak.”
“She had three human grandparents and the fourth was psi,” Marley told Nayara. “It would have given her some of the psi traits, but only a little.”
“It was enough for her to consider herself a psi,” Nayara concluded, her expression grim.
“You knew her,” Marley concluded. She frowned. “Where did the body come from?”
“We knew of her,” Nayara corrected. “Last year, she posed as human and her weakened psi genes escaped our basic scans, so we took her back to ancient Rome as she had requested. She stole the time marker from her traveler and disappeared. We have been looking for her ever since. Clearly, Gabriel and his psi-filers chose her precisely because she would pass our scans.”
“You found her too late,” Marley concluded. Then it occurred to her. “Unless…she was found alive?”
Nayara shook her head. “We didn’t kill her. The body was dumped at our front gates, thirty minutes before I asked you to perform the autopsy. I didn’t tell you this because I wanted you to investigate with no preconceived notions.”
Marley smiled. “I passed, then.”
“You were not being tested,” Nayara assured her, “but even Christian praised your skill and knowledge, and he is very hard to impress.”
“Is he? He didn’t say anything to me. He didn’t say much at all.”
“Christian doesn’t, until he is comfortable.” Nayara smiled. “Then he’s difficult to shut up.”
“I’ll bear that in mind.”
Nayara glanced through the glass wall to the small office. “How is she doing?”
Marley drew in a breath, controlling her reaction so she didn’t give away too much to Nayara. “Pritti?” she clarified, although she knew exactly who Nayara was referring to. She suspected that Nayara had come here just to ask this question. Everything else she had said had been pretext.
“Are your treatments having any effect?” Nayara asked.
Marley hesitated. Nayara wasn’t family, but she was fronting the organization that was paying the bills. It gave her an interest in the outcome of the treatment, but did it give her the right to privileged information?
Nayara’s smile tilted the corners of her mouth as Marley’s silence drew out. “You have already broken so many laws to be standing where you are,” she pointed out. “So breaking one more by telling me about Pritti’s condition is barely a blip on the horizon in comparison.”
“Laws are one thing,” Marley said slowly. “Ethics…that’s something else.”
Nayara’s smile faded. “Then the news is not good.”
“I didn’t say that,” Marley said quickly.
“But had the news been good, then you would not be writhing over your ethical dilemma. You would have been more than happy to tell me that Pritti is improving.”
Marley kept her mouth closed, but she was annoyed. Damn.
Nayara threaded her fingers together. “How long?” she asked.
“Longer than if she’d not had the treatment,” Marley replied.
Nayara gave a gentle smile. “We would have lost Pritti days ago without your help. Your skills are not in question here, Marley. You must learn this about the Agency and my associates. We prefer to work with the best. In everything. Your coming here was not a random thing.”
“So I am beginning to understand,” Marley said. “Although I thought, at first, that Demyan had approached me simply because I had a new geriatric therapy that would work for Pritti.”
“That was why Demyan approached you,” Nayara agreed. “But Rhydder had to sell your skills and expertise to me before I agreed to help. He championed you heavily and my own research proved his claims. You are as good as Rhydder assured me you are.”
Marley blinked. “Rhydder said that?”
Nayara dismissed the question with a small wave of her fingers, but Marley knew she would have to think about this. Later.
“So tell me, doctor,” Nayara said. “Is there a timeline you can give me? I need to know.”
“Need to know?” Marley asked curiously.
“The agency members will need to be…supported, when Pritti passes. There are many who do not truly value her work and underestimate the impact she has had on the agency. I need to brace them for that. Then there is Pritti’s psi talents. She does more for the agency and its members than she has ever admitted to. I know that she shields us mentally when she has the strength. I need to compensate for that, too.”
“I see,” Marley said slowly. “I hadn’t realized that Pritti was a fully-fledged member of the agency.”
“You thought she was just Demyan’s companion? “ Nayara gave a small smile. “It would be a natural presumption to make if you are new here.”
Marley walked over to the office door and through as the door opened. She heard Nayara follow her and settled behind the desk as Nayara glided into the small room.
“This area is soundproof,” Marley pointed out. “The lab is not.”
“How long?” Nayara repeated softly.
It took all Marley’s willpower to reply truthfully. “A day or two. No more.”
Nayara nodded. “Thank you.” Her eyes were full of sadness.
* * * * *
Chronometric Conservation Agency Headquarters, Villa Fontani, Rome, 2264 A.D.: “The green one, there,” Kieren said, pointing at a very average looking car. It was a perfectly normal, nondescript Toyo-Fiat sedan. There were millions like it in the air and on streets around the world. Kieren unlocked it as he hefted the carrysack in the other hand. The contents clinked in a flat, metallic way.
Justin held Adán back with his hand on his arm, as Kieren and Rhydder lifted the doors up and climbed in.
Adán turned to face him. He was wearing a borrowed coat over his shirt, now. It was a dark garment that swirled around his knees, just above the tops of his boots.
“Be careful,” Justin told him. “I’ve been a target of psi mental manipulation. You don’t know it’s happening until it’s too late.”
Adán gripped his other arm. “Rhydder and Kieren have prepared me well. I won’t leave the babe with these psi-filers for a moment longer than I can help.”
“You’re human,” Justin said. “You have to remember that. It makes a difference.”
Adán lifted his hand to the back of Justin’s neck. His thumb swept across the flesh of his throat. “I want to earn my place amongst these people. Your people.”
Justin sighed. “As long as you come back.”
“Deonne would never forgive me if I didn’t.” Adán hesitated, then tilted his head to study Justin carefully. “I love her as much as I have ever loved you.”
“I know.”
Adán shook his head. “You don’t. You won’t let the knowledge in. You didn’t, even when you were human. You think you don’t deserve it. You think you’re not good enough for her.”
Justin swallowed. “I’m not.”
“If I don’t return—”
“Of course you will return,” Justin said sharply.
Adán shook his neck. “If I do not return,” he repeated, “then you must take care of her. You must learn to accept that she loves you for what you are, not for the human you once were.”
Justin dropped his head to look at the ground beneath them. “Okay,” he said heavily.
Adán kissed his forehead and let him go.




Chapter Forty-Four
Wenceslas Square, Prague, Czech Republic, 2264 A.D.: Adán looked around the square, which was filled with tourists. “She stood over there,” he said, pointing toward the gates of the National Museum at the top of the square. The square was really a very wide and short road, rather than an actual square. The street had been blocked to all but foot traffic many decades ago and the scene was a peaceful one.
Rhydder glanced at Kieren. “Are you going to do your thing?”
All three of them were dressed in perfectly normal and unpretentious human street clothing. They looked as much like tourists as it was possible for three men, two of them well over six foot tall, to look like amongst the families, groups and children roaming the square. It was the weapons they wore under their clothing that distinguished them as anything but human.
Kieren frowned in reaction to Rhydder’s question. “My thing?” Of the three of them, Kieren seemed to have the least problems with passing as human. It was possible that he still thought of himself as one, even though, according to Brenden, he was something other than human now.
Rhydder tapped his temple with his glove-encased finger in answer to Keiren’s question.
Kieren snorted. “That’s what they’re calling it?” he asked. “My thing?”
“They’re not calling it anything at all,” Rhydder replied. “You want me to call it your psi-file bullshit? Would that be better?”
Kieren scowled. “I’m not—”
“Psi. I know that. I’d know it even if you and every other member of the agency hadn’t made it quite clear.”
“You know psi-filers?” Adán asked curiously.
Rhydder shrugged, suddenly losing interest in the subject. “I live – lived – in the DRC.” He turned on his heel, looking around Wenceslas Square.
“DRC” didn’t mean anything to Adán. But Rhydder wasn’t looking at him, so he glanced at Kieren.
Keiren’s gaze slid toward Rhydder. “DRC. The greater metropolis of Detroit Rocktown Supercity.”
“Sure. It was a city in my time,” Adán said. “’But they called it Detroit-Rockcity.”
Kieren shook his head slightly. “It was probably a perfectly normal city in your time. After the Censure period, the city refused to initiate population control and residential screening. Criminals, people without IDs, and a huge number of homeless psi-filers ended up there. When the chaos was too overwhelming to contain, they walled the city in and control by any sort of authority shut down. Now it’s a bolt hole for every fringe human, lunatic and criminal.”
“DRC,” Rhydder said, letting it roll off his tongue. “Diseased, Rejected and Cursed.”
“And you lived there?” Adán asked.
This time it was Kieren who changed the subject. “This is the location where we saw Irena Consuelo in the clip. Rhydder, this was your smart idea. Now what?”
“You do your thing,” Rhydder repeated, with a grin.
“What thing?” Kieren asked bluntly.
“Scan for psi-filers in the area. You can do that, right? You had no problems digging around inside my head.”
“Sure, in an empty room, with quiet and no distractions. You were drinking, which made it a lot easier. There’s thousands of people here.”
Rhydder shrugged again. “Got a better suggestion?”
“If Gabriel deliberately placed his lieutenant and baby Jack in a position where they would be caught by the nets,” Adán said, thinking it through as he spoke, “then he is expecting someone from the agency to hot-foot it to this location. He’ll be watching the area. I don’t think we have to do anything at all.”
“We don’t,” Kieren said, his gaze fixed on a spot on the other side of the broad roadway. “Look.”
They looked. Standing on the sidewalk, watching them with her hands at her sides, was Irena Consuelo. She was a small woman with black hair and eyes, wrapped in a thick dark coat. A bright, multi-colored shawl covered her shoulders and muffled her to the chin.
“Hello,” Rhydder murmured. “Gabriel has made his move. Nice analysis, Romani.”
“Thank you,” Adán replied. “Do we go to her?”
“Let’s see what happens if we do,” Rhydder said. “Can you get inside her head, Kieren?”
“She’s blocking me. Let’s try normal communication instead.”
“Talking?” Rhydder grinned. “Knife is easier.”
“Remember the baby,” Adán murmured and stepped over to the curb to wait for a break in traffic. The other two joined him and they moved across the north-bound lanes and stepped up onto the broad grassed area between the two roads.
Consuela turned and headed south, along the wide footpath, sliding between pedestrians and tourists.
“She’s leaving!” Rhydder warned. “We’ll lose her.”
Consuela looked back at them, over her shoulder.
“She wants us to follow her,” Adán surmised.
They hurried across the southbound lanes and stepped up onto the sidewalk and turned to follow her. “This could be very interesting,” Kieren murmured. “What does Gabriel want?”
“Nothing good,” Rhydder assured him. “But we play this out until we get a break and can grab the baby. And there’s—”
“Always a break?” Kieren finished. “Don’t underestimate this creep, or what he can make his people do.”
“Hurry,” Adán urged them. “She’s moving fast. We don’t want to lose her.”
“We won’t,” Kieren assured him. “If we’re to follow her, we could stroll like it’s Sunday and she will stay within sight. Gabriel has us on a leash now. We’re playing his game and using his rules.” He grimaced. “If he has any rules,” he added.
* * * * *
Chronometric Conservation Agency Headquarters, Villa Fontani, Rome, 2264 A.D.: “You seem…I don’t know. Bubbly?” Marley observed as she dropped the digital syringe into the tray resting on the table beside the treatment table.
Pritti smiled. She was sitting, rather than lying on the table, her lower legs swinging gently back and forth like a child might do. “Today is a good day,” she told Marley. “I can see a long way.”
“You’re not speaking of your eyes, are you?”
Pritti smiled and shook her head. “The fog has gone,” she added.
“I don’t confess to know by experience what you mean by that, but I think I understand and I’m glad.” Marley gave her a sideways look. “How far is ‘a long way’?”
Pritti lifted one shoulder, her chin ducking against it. “Far,” she confessed. Her gaze seemed to lose its focus for a second. “Almost everywhere,” she added. Then she clutched the thin mattress. “Gabriel! He’s coming!”
Marley touched her wrist. “Here?” she asked. “He’s coming here?” Her heart thudded. Even in only a few days, she had learned how much Gabriel and his army of psi talents were feared and loathed by agency members and had no reason to think they were lying about Gabriel’s misdeeds.
Pritti shook her head. “No, far from here. Nayara! Come here!”
Marley turned to check the door to the outer office, but the room was empty. Then she realized: Pritti had been calling to Nayara mentally and had vocalized her call.
“Is she coming?” Marley asked.
Pritti’s eyes focused on Marley once more. She nodded, her eyes enormous and her expression grave. “It might be too late,” she whispered.
“I’m here,” Nayara said, from behind Marley, making her whirl to look at the tall woman as she stepped closer to the table. “Pritti, what is happening?”
“He’s coming,” Pritti said softly. “He’s nearly there.”
“You can read him?” Nayara asked, her tone urgent.
“He’s blocking me. Just me. I can see everywhere around him and the blank place where he isn’t.”
Marley glanced at Nayara to see if she could offer any clues that would unravel Pritti’s meaning. Nayara seemed to follow along just fine, but she didn’t offer an explanation. “Bring the others here, Pritti. Now or sooner.”
Marley held up a hand. “You should know,” she said, speaking to both of them, “I believe that Pritti’s talent and her use of it in this extended way is responsible for much of her deterioration.” She looked at Nayara. “If you ask her to use herself like this, it…well, it won’t help.”
Nayara bit her lip, clearly torn by her dilemma.
“They’re on their way,” Pritti said happily.
* * * * *
Prague, Czech Republic, 2264 A.D.: Consuelo led them to the south end of Wenceslas Square, through to the Old Town section of the city. She moved steadily through streets that dated from medieval times, not stopping and not looking around to check they were still on her tail.
“Do either of you know Prague at all?” Kieren murmured. “Where might she be heading?”
“The Old Jewish Cemetery is straight ahead,” Adán said. “Unless the Czechs have turned centuries of tradition and history on its head and dismantled the place.”
“I guess we’ll find out,” Rhydder said. “That looks like trees and grass, ahead.”
“That would be it,” Adán agreed. “I remember lots of trees.”
Consuelo strode through the gates of the ancient grounds and they hurried to catch up with her. As they passed through the gates themselves, Adán saw that the grounds beneath the trees were covered in tombstones. There was no order or symmetry, no ranking of headstones. The worn and aged stones stuck up from the ground like too many teeth in an overcrowded mouth, some of them green with moss under the dank shade of the trees. There were barely a few inches between the front of one and the back of the other and there was nothing resembling rows.
Consuelo was stepping around and through them. She had not stayed upon the public path.
“That little cottage over there,” Rhydder said, nodding his head toward a small building with white-washed walls and terracotta roof tiles. “That’s where she’s going.”
“Gabriel won’t be there. Neither will the baby. This is just the overture,” Kieren said.
“The softening up?” Rhydder interpreted, undoing his coat so he could reach inside more easily.
Adán fumbled with the new-style fastenings on his cuffs, then opened the cuffs and let the sleeves of his jacket hang loose. It would let the knives slide from the wrist sheaths.
Consuelo reached the door of the little house and halted. She turned to face them, her expression passive.
Adán looked around. The location was surprisingly isolated. On a cold day like today there were few tourists around. The hairs on the back of his neck prickled in a way he had not felt since he had become vampire. “I don’t like this,” he muttered.
“I agree with the gypsy. I don’t like it either,” Rhydder said as they drew closer to Consuelo.
“Romani, damn your tongue,” Adán replied.
“We’re in the game now. We have to play out the hand,” Kieren said. “But stay loose and free.”
“Yes, boss,” Rhydder said dryly.
Consuelo watched them approach. When they were within five meters, she called out. “Your weapons. You will not need them.”
“Then you better start talking fast, lady,” Rhydder growled as they stopped in front of her.
“What my friend means,” Kieren added, “is that you bought us here. If we’re not here to fight, then we’re here to talk. Delaying the matter won’t improve it.”
Rhydder rolled his eyes, forcing Adán to suppress his grin.
Consuelo studied them, then nodded, as if she had reached a secret conclusion. “Wait here,” she told them.
Adán expected her to turn and leave, but instead, she became still, her eye gazing straight ahead. He stared at her slack face, then looked around for the approach of someone else.
Consuelo’s eyes blinked. She looked at each of them, one after another, taking her time. “You, I know,” she said, bringing her gaze back to Kieren. “From Chile. The others, no.”
“Gabriel,” Kieren breathed.
* * * * *
Chronometric Conservation Agency Headquarters, Villa Fontani, Rome, 2264 A.D.: “He’s there,” Pritti gasped.
Demyan picked up her hand. “Don’t strain yourself,” he urged softly.
“What are they doing?” Ryan asked.
“Killing him, I hope,” Brenden said in an undertone.
Tally’s expression grew alarmed. She sidled close to Rob and he pulled her in closer with his arm, so that she was tucked between him and Christian.
“I don’t have to clear this room, do I? Nayara asked, her voice louder.
Silence answered her. She nodded and turned back to watch Pritti. “Whatever you can tell us,” she encouraged the small woman.
* * * * *
Old Jewish Cemetery, Staré Město (Old Town), Prague, Czech Republic, 2264 A.D.: “How nice. You remember me,” Gabriel said. Consuelo’s voice had grown deeper and rougher and there was a light in her eyes that had not been there a few moments ago. It made her seem over-the-top cheerful and just slightly mad.
Adán shuddered and reached for the hilt of his first knife. His people had always taken care of the dangerously insane with ruthless finality. It had been the only way for them to survive life on the road, or in their secluded communities in towns and cities. His instincts were screaming at him to strike quickly, but he knew he would only remove Gabriel’s mouthpiece, not Gabriel himself. It would invite retribution. Adán already knew how close Deonne had come to death through Gabriel’s orchestrations. Gabriel’s retribution for killing his lieutenant would be swift and deadly, for sure.
He gripped the hilt but kept the knife in his sleeve. For now.
“Get to the point, Gabriel,” Rhydder snarled.
“A bargain,” Gabriel replied.
Rhydder snorted. “You could have called the agency to offer a bargain. Don’t lie.”
“But I could not have shown you this. Reach into the front left-hand breast pocket of my friend whose body I am borrowing.”
Adán stopped Kieren from lifting his hand. “You don’t know what is in there,” he whispered.
“Do not fear,” Gabriel told them. “It is a photograph. That is all.”
“You could have sent that, too,” Rhydder pointed out.
“Your leaders will appreciate my delicacy in not sending this across highly insecure neural nets,” Gabriel replied.
Kieren slid two fingers into the top edge of Consuelo’s pocket and pulled out a photograph, gripped between the tips of his fingers. He flipped the photo over and studied it. Silently, he passed the photo to Rhydder, who frowned as he looked at it. Then Rhydder gave it to Adán.
It was a photo of Cáel Stelios. He was wearing high formal robes and had been caught speaking, his hands flung to either side in emphasis. Stelios, the Greek Assemblyman, Adán recalled. This, then, was probably taken from inside the Worlds Assembly when he had been at the podium…if they even used a podium. There were people on all sides of him, watching him speak. They all wore the same style of formal robing.
“Recordings of any sort are illegal, inside the Assembly hall,” Kieren said. “How did you get this?”
“Does it matter?” Gabriel asked. “I have it. That is all your leaders need to concern themselves with at this time. All your leaders. All three of them.”
“Three?” Kieren asked blankly. “You mean two.”
“I mean what I say. That photo will be of much interest to Deasmhumhain, Stelios and the lovely Nayara.” The dreamy drooling tone sounded odd, coming from Consuelo’s vocal chords.
“You might have to explain it to us, then,” Rhydder said. “Because I can’t see what the fuss is about.”
Kieren didn’t say anything, but Adán could tell from his blank expression that he already knew what the explanation would be. He looked vaguely ill.
“The medallion Assemblyman Stelios is wearing, the one he clearly did not intend to be seen wearing in public and certainly not in the Assembly hall…do you see it?”
Adán lifted the photo once more and looked at it, while Rhydder peered over his shoulder. The medallion he was wearing was silver, and sat low on his chest. It looked as though the fronts of the robes and the shirt he wore beneath would normally keep the medallion covered, but the violent out-flinging of his arms had drawn both garments apart, just enough for the medallion to peep through. “It must only have been visible for a second or two,” he murmured. “The odds that someone would take a photo at that very moment…”
Kieren shook his head. “This is an image from footage. It’s just a copy.” He sounded both disgusted and angry. He looked at Consuelo. “Finish this,” he said harshly. “What do you want?”
“What’s the medallion mean?” Adán whispered to Rhydder, who shrugged.
“It’s Nayara’s,” Kieren murmured to both of them. “And it used to be Ryan’s, a very long time ago.”
Rhydder’s brow lifted. “Damn,” he said, his tone admiring, as he took the photo from Adán and looked at it once more. “And this guy, this human, won them both?”
Adán recalled the first time he had seen Stelios…the abrupt change in his face, his posture, his expression and the warmth in his eyes as Nayara had turned to him. It was easy to understand the three of them once he had seen them together. They made perfect sense.
For the space of a heartbeat, his thoughts turned to Deonne and Justin. The urge to go back to them, to touch them both and reassure himself that they were fine, was almost overwhelming. Who else might come after Deonne? Who would be next to consider Justin an enemy?
The need to protect them both strained to escape, like a hot wave of fury. Adán clenched his fist and quelled the sensation with plain willpower. It left him almost breathless and his heart thundering.
Consuelo was studying him, her eyes narrowed. Gabriel was watching him. “Ah, the public relations strumpet. You must be her lover. No, I’m wrong. You’re one of her lovers. How interesting. She is not content with just a single man. I am glad to have you here in my realm of influence.” He frowned and tilted his head. “Santiago,” he said slowly, as if he were piecing together the name. And he might have.
“Get out of my mind, you filthy son of a whore,” Adán breathed. “I’ll not have you sullying my thoughts.”
“And is the lovely Ms. Rinaldi back amongst us at this time?” Gabriel asked.
Invisible cold fingers stroked his spine, chilling his body as he scrambled to find a safe response.
“Speak your proposal, Gabriel,” Kieren growled. “I grow tired of these games.”
“But I’m having so much fun,” Gabriel protested. His gaze slide over to Rhydder. “The outcast dark one. The siren song runs strong in you. Almost as strong as the ancient secrets you keep. Oh, I could have fun with you and your tortured soul.”
“Do me a favor and shoot him,” Rhydder said to Kieren. “Her. Him. Both. Just shut him up, will you?”
Kieren pulled out his gun and levelled it at Consuelo’s face. “Care to give me a reason not to pull the trigger?” he asked evenly.
“A bargain,” Gabriel replied coolly. The equanimity was understandable. He knew that nothing could touch him, wherever he was. The worst they could do would be to remove his microphone by killing Conseulo…and he could always find another puppet. He would also pay them back for her death.
Adán was beginning to understand why the agency people were so riled by Gabriel. He was ruthless and devoid of deeper, meaningful emotions. He was playing with them like he might play with draughts pieces, with as much attachment to them as anyone held for draughts.
He drew in a steadying breath. This human body of his was reacting to every little whipsaw change in emotions. It was tiring, once the exhilaration of being human once more had worn off.
“Name the bargain,” Kieren insisted, not lowering the gun.
“Your half is the reason that bought you here.”
“The babe. Alive and healthy, of course,” Kieren said.
“Yes, the seed of the damned. You can relax, the child lives,” Gabriel added. “Although he does not deserve to breathe, I have preserved his miserable, wailing life.”
Adán let out another breath. Until that moment, he hadn’t realized how much he wanted the child to be alive. It had been pressing against his mind, a dark distressing weight, since he had learned how Gabriel had stolen Jack.
“What do you want in return?” Kieren demanded. The gun hadn’t waivered.
“Assemblyman Stelios directs a large block of votes in the Assembly,” Gabriel said. “If he can use that considerable influence to favor vampires, he can do the same for psi-filers. I get control of his votes for the next year.”
* * * * *
Chronometric Conservation Agency Headquarters, Villa Fontani, Rome, 2264 A.D.: Pritti made a choking sound and struggled to sit up on the table. Demyan lifted her up and she looked around wildly until she found Nayara.
“Cáel,” she whispered. “They want his power.”
Nayara exchanged glances with Ryan. “Gabriel knows about us.”
Ryan curled his hand into a fist and pressed the fist against the bed sheet by Pritti’s ankle. “He wants the votes in exchange for Jack?” he asked very quietly.
Pritti nodded.
Ryan swallowed.
Deonne slid her hand into Justin’s and looked up at him. “This is bad,” she whispered.
Justin nodded. His face was paler than usual. He watch Pritti with almost manic concentration. So did everyone who was crowded into the tiny laboratory. “It’s very bad,” he confirmed. “They can’t agree to it, which leaves Adán standing there with a pissed off Gabriel.”
“And Jack, too,” Deonne finished, pressing a hand against her knotted and swirling stomach.
 
 



Chapter Forty-Five
Old Jewish Cemetery, Staré Město (Old Town), Prague, Czech Republic, 2264 A.D.: “Why the hell do you care what the Assembly does?” Rhydder demanded. “They’ve treated your kind like shit ever since the bloody thing was invented.”
“That is why,” Adán told him. “He wants rights for psi-filers, just like Ryan ripped vampire rights from them, two hundred years ago.”
Kieren hefted the gun to bring Gabriel’s attention back to him. Consuela’s gaze slid sideways to look at him. “I can feel your tame psi-file dog prying around the edges of my mind. Get her to ask her masters what they think of my proposal. Better still, ask the baby’s sick, aberrant parents what they think.”
Kieren shook his head. “The answer is no.”
Rhydder grinned.
Consuela wasn’t blinking. It made her stare seem all the more weird and predatory. Adán stepped up closer to the back of Keiren’s shoulder. “Shoot her,” he urge him.
“Refusing my offer is not wise,” Gabriel said. “Think of the baby. Think of Jack.”
“I am, you fucking monster,” Adán told him. “The answer is still no, because a future with someone like you having any sort of say over how humanity gets to live is abhorrent. I’m breaking out into a cold sweat just thinking about it, so no, I’m not going to run it past my people, and I’m not going to give you what you want.”
Consuela’s face began to writhe, and odd sounds came from her mouth.
“Jesus, Mary, Joseph,” Rhydder breathed.
For the first time, Keiren’s gun lowered. He shifted back on his heels.
“He’s fighting her,” he breathed.
“Who? Consuela? Gabriel is fighting with her?” Rhydder asked.
“He wants control. Full control.”
An ugly, long, low animal sound came from her mouth and her fingers curled in on themselves, like she was trying to form fists.
“Santa Maria, kill her now!” Adán cried.
“I will eat...your hearts...with my...bare fingers!” Gabriel panted. Consuela threw up her hands and Adán dove for the ground.
Consuela froze, her hands outstretched, her face contorted by Gabriel’s rage.
Adán straightened up. “What the hell?”
“Pritti?” Kieren asked aloud. “Are you shielding us?”
Yes. The word breathed softly inside Adán’s mind, like he had recalled a memory of a woman’s voice speaking – a beautiful, mature, sexy, worldly lover, who knew everything about men, found all men delightful and was in love with life. His neck prickled hard again.
I’m holding him. Hurry, Kieren. I don’t know how long I can hold him for. He’s very strong. I’ve never felt such strength before!
Kieren stepped forward and around Consuela’s outstretched arms. He grabbed her head in both hands, his fingers digging into her cheek, then leaned forward to rest his head against the side of hers. “Help me, Pritti,” he gasped. “I don’t want him to escape while I look.”
I am here. Hurry.
Kieren closed his eyes. Rhydder picked up the gun he had dropped and pushed it inside his jacket. “Get ready,” he murmured to Adán.
I have it. Do you?
“Yes,” Kieren said, stepping away from the frozen woman. He sounded like he was exhausted. He walked over to Rhydder. “Let me tell you where,” he breathed, his chest working hard. He gripped Rhydder’s face with his hands, more gently than he had held Consuelo, and touched his forehead to Rhydder’s.
Rhydder closed his eyes. “I see him,” he said.
Kieren stepped back. His shoulders slumped. “Go,” he told Rhydder.
Rhydder nodded. He held his arm out from his side. “Adán, come here. We’re jumping.”
“You? You’re...you’re not a traveler,” Adán protested.
“And Kieren is just a security guard. The agency has a habit of asking more of you than you know you’ve got.” Rhydder took a giant stride toward Adán, threw his arm around his waist, then leapt up into the air, taking Adán with him.
* * * * *
Adán caught a glimpse of a dark, cold room with rough stone walls and people – lots of them – before Pritti’s voice slammed into his mind with the intensity of a shout.
Behind you!
He felt his body being turned to face the danger and snapped his arm down to activate the spring sheath. The knife dropped into his grip and he bought his arm up in a fast arc.
It was perfect timing. A human would have driven themselves onto the point of his knife and with a hard thrust he could push the knife up into the chest cavity and tear the heart apart.
That didn’t happen this time. His attacker was suddenly there, inside his guard. The weapon, something cold and hard, slammed into his abdomen with the impact of a double fist.
He coughed, as the air was pushed out of his lungs. Breathe. Just breathe, he told himself, but he couldn’t get his lungs to work.
“They’re teleporting!” Rhydder cried, then gave a grunt of effort. “They’re jumping to keep their movements random and unpredictable.”
God above, this hurts, Adán thought.
Get Jack, Adán. You have to get the baby. See, over there? By the wall.
Somehow, Adán found himself standing up straight. The psi who had attacked him lay at his feet. He had no idea how the man had been taken down, but he lay still, with his eyes staring up sightlessly.
Adán cocked his left wrist to let the second blade drop into his hand. The pain had moved away, into the distance. He knew it was there, but it wasn’t debilitating.
I’ll watch your back, Pritti whispered in his mind. Get the baby, Adán.
“Adán, over there! Right in front of you!” Rhydder called. “Get Jack!”
Adán blinked, pulling his vision together so he could focus. At the far back of the dingy, smelly room, a woman stood in front of a hammock made of a strip of cloth hung from the low ceiling. The center of the hammock was engorged with the weight of a body. The baby was wriggling. Possibly, he was crying, too. Adán couldn’t hear much over the screaming and yelling the psi-filers were doing. There were at least twenty of them between Jack and him.
But he could hear Pritti just fine. Go, Adán. Go now.
Somehow, he found the energy and the strength to take a step forward. It took everything he had to pull his weight forward onto the other foot and stay upright. He gave the knives in his hands a heft, feeling their weight, and studied the psi-filers moving toward him, their expressions blank, their teeth bared.
And now, he could hear Jack screaming.
* * * * *
Old Jewish Cemetery, Staré Město (Old Town), Prague, Czech Republic, 2264 A.D.: As soon as Rhydder and Santiago disappeared, Kieren whirled to pick up his gun.
It was gone.
“...fuck,” he breathed and looked over his shoulder at the frozen Consuela. Pritti’s mental shield was gone. She had shifted her attention to help Rhydder, which was as it should be.
Consuela stirred, her hands lowering.
Kieren felt his lips drawing back from his teeth as he stood facing her. As her hands fell to her sides, he lifted his and leapt at her. “Deal with this, you motherfucker!” he cried.
* * * * *
Pritti was doing more than guarding his back. Adán could feel her strength in his arms, guiding his blades so they were in the right place just at the right time. Her energy flowed through him each time he sagged or staggered, making him thrust his foot out to keep himself upright.
Then the torrent of psi-filers checked and halted. Adán watched as some of them blinked, as if they were waking from sleep.
“Holy fuck,” Rhydder breathed, from right behind Adán’s back. “He’s controlling them.”
“He was controlling them. He’s not right now,” Adán said. His voice was croaky.
Rhydder pushed on the back of his shoulder. “Let’s move. Now. Before he comes back to them.”
Silvered, hot adrenaline, like he had not felt in centuries, poured through him, jump starting his heart and bringing a smile to his mouth. “Regla de los vampiros!” Adán cried and leapt forward, with only the smallest twinge to his gut.
* * * * *
Old Jewish Cemetery, Staré Město (Old Town), Prague, Czech Republic, 2264 A.D.: Kieren didn’t know who he was fighting. It might have been Gabriel, or Consuelo. If it was her, she was a powerful psi-filer. Even with his hands around her neck, she was battering at his mind and body with psychic barbs, weakening him with each passing second.
Her black eyes caught his gaze. “Freak!” she hissed.
Shock made his hands loosen. Hers came up to break his hold.
No! Pritti’s cry was wild and strident.
Consuela looked up, over Keiren’s shoulder, like she had heard it, too. Perhaps she had.
Kieren watched his own hands tighten around her neck, holding her despite her bulldozer-strength struggling. He continued to watch as his hands shifted their grip, moving to capture the woman’s chin, preparing to wrench...
“No!” he protested, but no sound emerged from his mouth.
Pritti broke the woman’s neck with one hard, unforgiving snap of force.
Kieren watched the life fade from her eyes and let the body drop.
* * * * *
The woman shielding the hammock was the most animated one in the room. She leapt upon them with a cry that sent a shudder through Adán. But Rhydder was abruptly there at his side. He dropped the bloody dirk he had been using and reached into his jacket.
Too late, Adán realized as the woman leapt.
The sound of the gun firing was loud and shocking, coming from right next to him so unexpectedly.
The woman dropped to the ground and lay face down and very still. Her back was not just bloody and gaping...it wasn’t there at all.
Adán swallowed.
“She wasn’t animated,” Rhydder said. “She was fighting all on her own.”
“She was protecting the baby,” Adán replied.
“Get Jack,” Rhydder said, slapping at the flames licking the material of his coat around the edges of the blast hole.
Adán staggered over to the hammock, his belly starting to scream in protest, and scooped the baby out of it. Jack was quiet now, his blue eyes looking up at Adán with sleepy contentment.
The room began to shudder and shake. Dust drifted down from the ceiling and sand danced upon the floor. A low, deep rumbling sounded all around them.
He’s coming. Get out!
Rhydder spun and slammed up against Adán, Jack squashed between them. Adán felt Rhydder’s arms lock around his back.
Then he felt nothing.
* * * * *
Chronometric Conservation Agency Headquarters, Villa Fontani, Rome, 2264 A.D.: Demyan lifted his head. “They’re coming,” he said, his eyes staring sightlessly into the middle of everyone gathered in tightly around the table.
“Who is coming?” Nayara asked, her voice mellow and smooth. Deonne admired her at that moment for the stunning control she was exerting, keeping this entire room of frantic people calm and contained despite the bewildering and scary snippets of news that Pritti was filtering back to them verbally and mentally.
“The arrival chambers. He’s injured. Help him.” Then Demyan blinked and shook his head. He focused on Nayara. “Rhydder and Adán are here.”
Nayara looked at Christian. “You and Fahmido. Go. Do whatever you need to do.”
Christian nodded and left.
“Rob and Tally should go, too,” Demyan added.
Tally caught her breath and Deonne could see the hope flare in her eyes, sharp and hard and bright. Rob touched her shoulder and they hurried from the lab, following Christian.
Demyan looked down at Pritti where she lay motionless on the table. Her eyes were shut and it looked like she was asleep. He picked up her hand and leaned over her.
“What can we do?” Nayara asked softly.
Marley was checking Pritti’s pulse the old-fashioned way, her fingertips against Pritti’s wrist. She glanced at Nayara. Her expression was blandly neutral. Then she looked at Demyan.
“It’s not over yet,” Marley murmured.
* * * * *
Old Jewish Cemetery, Staré Město (Old Town), Prague, Czech Republic, 2264 A.D.: Kieren sat beside what used to be Consuelo, recovering. He felt like he had been beaten by experts. His whole body felt sore and used, but light – like he had been fasting or had been ill.
He felt Pritti step into his mind this time. There was no finesse. She barreled her way into his thoughts, scattering them like debris before a tornado. He propped himself up with one arm as his vision dimmed.
“No more,” he told her. “It’s over. Gabriel has gone. Consuelo is dead.”
Shhh… Her mental voice was calm and cool like glacier water. Listen to me. Open your mind to me. You must hear me.
There was no time to disagree. He was open and completely vulnerable, with no defenses against whatever she wanted to do to him.
Thoughts, images, impressions…whole memories began to flicker through his mind. He gasped as he realized that she was giving him her life. Every little intimate thought, every precious memory…and more. It poured into him and through him and he was helpless to do anything except absorb it all.
He may have sprawled in the dirt amongst the gravestones for a few minutes or a few hours. He had no means for measuring time. It halted and also stretched endlessly on. It ceased to have meaning.
Then, her last thought, one of sad satisfaction that he had arrived at the agency when he did. You will save them all, Pritti concluded, like you will save a little bit of me.
Then, silence. Nothing. She was gone.
Her mental shield, the invisible bowl of safety she had inverted over them all, had also gone.
After a while, Kieren lifted his head and let the cool evening breeze bathe his face. It was dark. Night had fallen as he sat there.
Moving stiffly, he got to his feet. He had to return to the agency. For a moment he contemplated the long walk back to where they had left the car. Then he dismissed the idea. Thanks to Pritti, he had faster means of transport he could use, now.
Gathering his mental energies for the last big effort, he spun on his feet and leapt for home.
* * * * *
Chronometric Conservation Agency Headquarters, Villa Fontani, Rome, 2264 A.D.: Demyan looked up from Pritti’s still form. “She has passed,” he whispered.
Marley lowered Pritti’s arm back to the table and glanced at Nayara. “What is the time?”
At the same moment, bodies erupted from nowhere, in the waiting room beyond the glass walls. Deonne saw Christian and Fahmido, Rhydder and Brenden. They were carrying something, heading for the lab.
Marley pushed her way passed Nayara, then motioned for Deonne and Justin to get out of the way. Ryan moved aside without prompting, giving Marley clear access to the door and the second treatment bed against the other glass wall.
“Open the door for them,” Marley called, reaching for the overhead diagnostic snooper arm.
Ryan hit the switch that unlocked the door and it slid open just as the four of them reached it. Fahmido and Rhydder stepped back, letting Christian and Brenden move through the door.
They carried Adán between them, and he was covered in blood.
Deonne pressed her hand against her mouth, holding back her cry of dismay, as they laid Adán on the bed. Marley bent over him and Christian took up his post on the other side of the bed. He glanced around the room. “Everyone, leave us be. Give Marley room to work.”
Nayara rested her hand on Deonne’s shoulder. “Justin,” she said softly. “He’s in the best medical hands I know. He’ll be fine.”
Justin nodded stiffly, his gaze on Adán’s still body. Christian was cutting away the bloody shirt, revealing the extent and seriousness of the wounds. Adán’s eyes were closed.
“Take Deonne away,” Nayara murmured. “She doesn’t need to see this.”
Justin stirred and glanced down at her. His expression softened. “You need supper,” he declared. “I’ll make you something.”
Deonne resisted the pressure of his arm around her waist. “I can’t eat. Not when he’s lying here like this.” She made herself look at Adán’s face, which was pallid. Fear cascaded through her veins, chilling her.
“You can’t help,” Nayara said, her voice firm. “And you might hinder his chances if you’re underfoot. Go, Deonne.”
Reluctantly, Deonne let Justin walk her toward the door, listening to Christian, Marley and Fahmido murmur among themselves as they worked over Adán.
Then her gaze fell on Pritti. Demyan was bowed over her once more, his hand in her hair, and his gaze on her face. Deonne drew in a shuddering breath and gripped Justin’s hand firmly and let him take her away.
 



Chapter Forty-Six
Chronometric Conservation Agency Headquarters, Villa Fontani, Rome, 2264 A.D. —two days later.: With the Agency open once more for tours, the offices and administrative areas were humming with activity. As they walked through the big, airy rooms toward the arrival chambers, though, the rooms fell silent and eyes followed their progress. News about Pritti and the aftermath of Prague had clearly filtered across the agency.
Demyan failed to notice the stares. He walked steadily and slowly, his head down, watching his feet. The sack hanging over his shoulder slapped his back with each pace.
Kieren picked up the threads of their conversation once more. “Her last thoughts were of you.”
Demyan lifted his head long enough to smile. The expression was more like a grimace in his gaunt and drawn face. Even his eyes looked tired. “I know,” he said. “She spoke to me before she left.”
“She saved my life. All our lives.”
Demyan nodded.
“We got Jack back only because of Pritti.”
“So everyone assures me.”
They were nearly at the arrival chambers. There would be people waiting in the lounge to see Demyan before he left, so Kieren gripped the man’s arm, bringing him to a halt and turning him to face him. Demyan’s eyes narrowed.
“You think you know what it was like, but you don’t. And you should.” Kieren picked up Demyan’s hand and gripped it in his. “Let me show you.”
After a long moment of hesitation, Demyan nodded.
Kieren joined their thoughts together, then showed him the events in Prague. Kieren had already debriefed Rhydder, so he passed that information along, too. Demyan’s eyes grew wider as he watched the events unfold in his mind.
Kieren let his hand drop. “She died doing good, Demyan. Everyone wants to think their death will mean something. Hers did.”
Demyan drew in a long, slow breath. “You feel like Pritti. In my mind. You have the same touch.”
Kieren nodded. “She shared…all of herself. I have all her skills, her talents. She gave them to me.” He hesitated, trying to judge how that sat with Demyan. “Do you mind?”
Demyan considered it for a moment, then shook his head. “I have some skills, but only because Pritti spent hours and hours teaching me. You have a natural talent. An uncharted one, Brenden says. She picked you for that reason. You will be able to use her abilities. I wouldn’t.”
He turned and headed for the arrival chamber lounge once more. “It’s…fitting,” he concluded.
It seemed to Kieren that Demyan was walking with a little more energy in his step.
There was a small group of people waiting for them in the lounge. Tally and Rob were among them. Tally had Jack in her arms and her face was glowing with happiness.
Brenden was the first to greet Demyan. “You’re really going through with this madness?” he asked. “It’s dangerous out there.”
“More dangerous than being a recognized member of the agency?” Demyan asked.
“Let him go, Brenden,” Justin said, coming up behind them. “He’s been on active duty for seventy-six years. He’s entitled to a break.”
“He’s not talking about a vacation, though, is he?” Brenden growled.
“The Australian Aborigines call it ‘going walkabout’,” Justin replied. “Think of it as a sabbatical.”
Nayara rested her hand briefly on Demyan’s shoulder. “Try to enjoy yourself,” she said, with a small smile. “You’re welcome back whenever you decide it’s time.”
Demyan nodded. “Thank you.” He looked around the lounge. “My thanks to all of you.”
Brenden unlocked the arrival chamber. “If you leave from here, you’ll know where to come back to,” he told Demyan.
Demyan stepped through and Brenden shut the door behind him. Everyone watched the readout over the door, as it switched from the green that meant ‘occupied’ to the blue, that meant it was empty. Brenden locked the door and the display changed to red.
Demyan had left.
* * * * *
 
Chronometric Conservation Agency Headquarters, Villa Fontani, Rome, 2264 A.D.: Adán shifted with slow awkwardness on the elevated mattress, his breath whistling out of him as pain etched his brow.
Justin reached to help him, but Adán shook his head. “No, I can do it.” He settled himself and picked up Deonne’s hand once more, cradling it in both of his. “I can’t rely on help for much longer.”
Justin stared at Adán, with a stunned expression. Then he turned away from the bed with a swift movement and walked over to the leadlight window. He stayed with his back turned to them, looking out through the distorting glass.
“You can take as long as you need,” Deonne told Adán, and glanced at Justin’s back once more. “Am I … missing something?” she asked warily.
Justin turned his head and glanced at her from the corner of his eye. Then he went back to staring at the window.
She looked at Adán. “What’s going on?”
Adán gave her a smile. “They’re taking me back to my time. So I can heal.”
Her heart squeezed hurtfully. “I don’t want you to leave, but if it will heal you…of course it will heal you. As soon as you return to your natural state, the symbiot will repair everything, back to the way it was.” She bit her lip. “But that will only take a moment or two, won’t it? You’ll jump straight back to the moment after you left….” Adán’s expression brought her to a stumbling halt. Cold dread locked her chest and slowed her breathing.
“He’s not coming back,” Justin said, from the window. His voice was remote. Strained.
She struggled to take it in. “I don’t understand,” she confessed, bewildered.
Adán pulled her closer to him. Then even closer, forcing her to sit on the bed, her hip next to his. He cupped her face with his hand. “I won’t jump back,” he told her. “Not with Christian and Marley. But that doesn’t mean I won’t return at all.”
“Unless something in the next two hundred years does manage to get you,” Justin interjected.
Adán shot him a glance. “I thought you would understand this. I thought you would understand why.”
Justin turned and propped himself on the window ledge. His hands were thrust into his pockets. “I know why you think you’re doing it. You want to be vampire in this time. You don’t like being vulnerable.”
“I don’t want this to happen to me again,” Adán said. He patted his stomach lightly, where the dressings covered him from the middle of his chest down to his hips.
Deonne clutched at Adán as understanding flared inside her. “You’re going to live through the last two hundred years, instead of skipping them.”
Adán nodded. “I want to be a member of the agency in full, Deonne. I want to be a fully-contributing part of it all, and I can’t do that if I’m human and constantly worrying about my own hide. And…I want to be with you. Both of you. I can’t do that if I’m human, and have to go back to my time over and over.”
“You’ll be alone,” Justin said, his voice harsh. “You will have to live through two hundred and ten years without us.”
Adán squeezed Deonne’s hand. “But it will be only a few days for you,” he assured her. He looked at Justin. “I lived alone and without you for much longer than that, before I found you again. This time, I will know you are both waiting for me. That will make it much easier to bear.”
Justin drew in a breath that shuddered. Deonne could hear it from across the room. “And what if you die?”
“I will do my best not to die,” Adán told him gravely.
“That’s no bloody guarantee,” Justin ground out. “You’ll have to live through Constantine’s Curse, the Revelation, Censure, at least six civil wars before that…”
“There are no guarantees,” Deonne told him gently. “The last few days have taught us that much. No one knows everything that time can do, Justin. Look at us – we were considered the most unlikely couple in the agency and we defied those expectations. I met Adán despite everything we did to try and change that. We all survived the Liping bomb. And despite being the most closed-mouthed, intimacy-phobic man I’ve ever met, you’ve opened up and showed us your life. Truly, nothing is predictable. Nothing is guaranteed.”
Adán began to laugh, a low sound. He clutched at his stomach as his mirth irritated his wounds, but kept laughing.
Justin scowled. “It’s not funny,” he said.
Adán shook his head. “No, it’s not. But it’s true.”
Justin sighed and stood up, pushing a hand through his hair and ruffling the dirty blond locks. “Okay. It’s true. And you’re an idiot. And I love you both. So much, it hurts when I think about you. So you have to promise you’ll do everything you can to make it through. And then, maybe, I’ll let you go.”
“You’ll let me go?” Adán asked, raising a brow.
Justin moved to the side of his bed. “You heard me. I’m still vampire, here and now, don’t forget. You’re not.”
“I think that’s the first time you’ve ever admitted there might be an upside to being vampire,” Deonne observed.
“It’s no advantage at all if I can’t stop him leaving.” Justin looked at Adán. “And I can’t.”
“I’m doing it for you. And Deonne. All of us,” Adán pointed out.
“Then you’d better make the time worthwhile,” Justin growled.
Adán grabbed his shirt, gripping the front of it in his fist. “You don’t pout well.”
“I don’t pout. This is a bad idea.”
“Shut up. Kiss me. And take care of Deonne while I’m gone. A week, Justin. I’ll be back in a week’s time, when I want both of you to take me to bed and fuck me until all this is a distant memory.”
Deonne leaned out of the way as Justin was pulled in closer toward Adán by Adán’s grip on his shirt. Adán kissed him and let him go, wincing. He tried to hold back a groan of pain.
Justin licked his lips, staring down at the blinding white dressings, which contrasted strongly against Adán’s olive flesh. He rested his fingers gently against them. “Okay,” he said with a sigh. “I want you well. I want you as you were.”
“I just want you. Both of you,” Deonne admitted. “I’ll take you any way you come.”
Adán lifted a brow and Justin choked back a laugh. “Care to rephrase that, Dee?” he asked gently.
She smiled, seeing the warm merriment in Adán’s eyes. “No,” she assured them as Adán reached for her. “I don’t.”
Then he kissed her and for a while, no one argued about anything.
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Chapter Forty-Seven
Chronometric Conservation Agency Headquarters, Villa Fontani, Rome, 2264 A.D. —ten days later.: Ryan’s private chamber at the Agency was a grandly-scaled suite, with a main room that featured twenty-foot high ceilings studded with ancient wood molding and frescos. The wood panels on the bottom half of the walls added more warmth and ambience.
The focus of the main room was an equally grand bed that could easily hold three people, as it was doing now.
Cáel sprawled on the bed naked, eating pieces of fig from Nia’s belly and occasionally leaning down to lick the juices from her flesh. Nayara’s head lay in Ryan’s lap and occasionally, his hand dropped to her forehead to brush her hair gently away from her face and linger for further caresses. Ryan was the only one dressed, if a silk robe could be considered ‘dressed’. The strong Italian sunshine was blazing through the transom windows that arched over the big French doors, letting in an incandescent light that fell just short of the foot of the big bed.
Despite their indolent poses, the conversation was serious – the sort of stuff discussed over a boardroom or the President’s desk.
Cáel found the contrast between their conversation and the idyllic surroundings odd, but delightful. He was mining these moments for their full body of pleasure, for this was only the third time in the last year that the three of them had been together in one place. He was also enjoying the knowledge that the Assembly was in recess and would be so for the next few months at least.
Ryan had paused for a moment while he gathered his thoughts. Now he spoke once more. “Kieren does seem to be working out, although what do you make of these super powers he says he inherited from Pritti? And why him?”
“Because he was already like her. He was simpatico,” Nayara said. “It’s easier to connect with someone who has similar talents.”
“So now he’s a wild talent plus?” Cáel asked. “Someone should take him in hand and train him so he can use them properly.”
“I think Pritti took care of that in one big gestalt,” Nayara said. She sighed. “I miss Demyan. I had no idea how much he talked. He always seemed so quiet.”
“In comparison to the ultra-egos everyone else has, Demyan was quiet.” Ryan adjusted his back against the headboard. “He’ll be back,” he added. “He just has to work it out for himself.”
“I heard Adán left, too,” Cáel said. “I spoke to Justin when I arrived. He looked like hell. Deonne is in the past somewhere—”
“Don’t ask me where,” Nayara warned.
“I’m not. I don’t want to know. I don’t want that knowledge in my skull where Gabriel can pluck it out. But to get back to the point: Deonne is gone and so is Adán, and Justin is suffering.”
“Adán will be back. Well, he’ll be here. He’ll turn up, I mean,” Ryan said.
Nayara shifted her head to look at him. “He’s a week overdue. I had to send Deonne back to her hideout when he didn’t turn up. Both of them looked like they wanted to kill me when I insisted.”
“This is a professional agency,” Ryan groused. “Yet we seem to spend more time worrying about peoples’ feelings and love lives. I’m not Justin’s mother. Adán will turn up…or not. They knew the risks when they decided to do this.”
Cáel lifted a finger. “Actually, you both are mother and father surrogates to everyone who is a member of the agency.”
“They’re vampires, for Christ’s sake,” Ryan protested. “They’ve all been around for centuries, most of them, and they did that without us. Why are we anything but their employers?”
Nayara dropped her chin to look at Cáel. “Because of the war?” she asked.
“The war is part of it,” Cáel agreed. “Human resistance to accepting vampires fully is another big part of it. By forming the agency, Ryan, you’ve built a place where vampires and anyone who is a little bit different, or is rejected by humans can find a home, work, and a reason to exist. No one is scorned, here, once they become members. Everyone takes their oddities in stride and treats them as equals. They’ve even embraced me and my plain, ordinary humanness. Can you think of a better definition for family?”
Nayara looked up at Ryan. “He has you there.”
Ryan pursed his lips. “I suppose.”
“Kieren found acceptance here,” Cáel added. “Even Pritti, may she rest in peace.”
The contemplative silence fell once more. Then Ryan spoke again. “Gabriel will come back at us even harder, this time.”
It seemed like a shift in subject, but Cáel knew Ryan had been thinking about Pritti’s heroic efforts to defeat Gabriel and find Jack.
“We beat him at his own game,” Ryan continued. “We beat him using psi talents. He’s not going to like that at all.”
“He’ll sulk, like the child he is,” Cáel said and picked up another succulent piece of fig and bent the skin backwards to expose the flesh.
Nayara sighed. “Pritti told me something before she died.”
Cáel looked up at her. “About Gabriel?”
“I guess she showed me, more than told me. She passed a mental image to me. Something that she had seen in Gabriel’s mind, so the image is distorted by human perception limitations and because it’s third-hand. I’ve been puzzling over it since she gave it to me, and I still can’t make sense of it.”
“What did you see?” Ryan asked.
Nayara lifted her chin so she could look at him directly. “I want to try something. I want to try and give the image to Cáel.”
Ryan glanced at him. “Not me?” he asked Nia lightly.
Nayara bit her lip. “I’ve tried talking to you before, but it only works when you’re not vampire. With Cáel…it does work.”
Ryan straightened his back, stretching. “Have you got some psi genes you failed to disclose, mo leannán?” he asked Cáel.
Cáel shook his head and bit into the fig flesh. “I’m plain old human. Maybe that’s why Nia can reach me. She can’t hear me if I try to talk to her. She can only pick up what I’m saying if she scans me.”
Ryan studied him for a moment, then grimaced. “I’ve been sleeping way too fucking long. I’m missing half our lives.”
Cáel caught his shoulder in his hand. “It’s easing off now. You’re improving.”
Ryan plucked at the cover on the bed. “Yeah,” he said heavily. Then, “So try it, Nia. Give him the image. Then he can tell me. Cáel is better at describing things, anyway.”
Nayara rolled her eyes. Then she shifted her head and got more comfortable.
Cáel held himself still and tried to push all thought away and empty his mind, to make himself as receptive as possible. He didn’t know how to make this work. It was something Nia could do to him and he’d never looked into it or discussed it with her. This was the first time either of them had spoken of it aloud. It was fitting that Ryan be part of that discussion.
Then he realized that his mind was drifting along on random thought trains, and tried to focus on black nothingness.
He thought, instead, of a large room – larger than this one by at least two times. He was sitting in the middle of the room, in a comfortable automated chair, while all around him, covering the floor like a fleshy, bumpy carpet, they lay comatose. Each and every one of them was connected. Connected to each other, connected to him. He could feel the rush, the heat of their combined—
Cáel sat up with a jerk. “Jesus wept. That was your thought, not mine. I mean, it was his thought. Gabriel’s.”
“What did you see?” Ryan asked.
“A room, full of bodies. I think they were alive, but they looked close to death from what I could see. They weren’t moving at all.”
“Gabriel sat in the center of them,” Nayara added. “And everyone is touching at least one other person. I got the impression of some sort of feeding.”
“A battery,” Cáel amended. “He thought of them as his battery.”
Ryan looked from Nia to him. “Power,” he summarized. “He’s using them for power…but for what? What is Gabriel brewing now?”
* * * * *
Waterloo Station, London, United Republic, 2264 A.D.: Even though Justin held her hand for most of the g-train journey, even though she had been called back from her tiny, obscure life in twentieth century Canada, even though the weather was absolutely perfect, Deonne couldn’t seem to banish the misery in her heart and thoughts.
She knew she was sulking. She knew she was being unfair to everyone at the agency, but Adán’s absence was like a missing tooth that her tongue kept prodding at to explore the shape and size and texture of the hole it had left behind. The fact that two weeks has passed the agreed upon deadline for his return kept blooming in her thoughts whenever she relaxed from concentrating on work.
As the deadline moved further and further into the past, dread began to gather in her heart and mind. What if Adán wasn’t just late? What if he wasn’t returning at all? What if Justin had been right and Adán had met a grim death somewhere in the past?
Returning to her own time and snuggling into Justin’s arms underlined the dismal fact. When she was with Justin, she noticed Adán’s absence even more. She guessed Justin felt the same way, for he was withdrawn and moody.
Kieren, who was acting as her personal security escort while she was in her own time, had finally thrown up his hands, barely six hours after she had arrived back in the twenty-third century. “I’m taking you out. Shopping. Somewhere. Anywhere there are lots of people. I’m sick to death of you looking so sorry for yourself.”
“I’m sorry,” she began. “It’s just—”
Kieren held up his hand. “I know,” he said. “I’ve heard it more than once. Tomorrow, we’re going on a mission to buy clothes. Lots of clothes. Bring Justin. He can share your misery while you spend his money.”
“He’ll love that,” Deonne said dryly, wondering over the change in Kieren. He hadn’t given her a single ma’am since she had got back and she had even spotted him smiling once or twice, which had startled her…but she did like his smile. It changed his features enormously and made his grey-blue eyes dance.
Brenden had volunteered to tag along. “I like Britain,” he said.
“He likes Britain’s widows and heiresses,” Justin had amended when he heard about the excursion. “I could withstand buying you a pretty dress or two,” he’d conceded, shifting around from the security terminal he was pouring over, looking for any trace of Adán in the history catalogues.
“I stopped wearing pretty dresses when I graduated from high school. But you can buy me a gown or suit or two…or three.”
“Very well. London it is,” he said. “I wonder if the bounty on my head is still current?”
“After five hundred years?” Deonne marveled. “And this is Britain, not Australia.”
“In my time, Britain considered Australia to be theirs – a colony of the British Empire, although not a very comfortable one. And don’t underestimate the British. They have long memories and ruthless manners.”
“I’ve always found them to be a very pleasant people. I thought they were very polite until I got to Canada.”
Although Kieren had made light of the outing, he still took all the same security precautions that she remembered from Sweden and Brenden was more than happy to cooperate. Keiren’s manner reverted to close to the controlled, contained Warden she remembered, as he juggled potentials and possibilities as they sped through the streets of Rome to the g-train station.
Once aboard the train, in their private and very secure cabin, Kieren relaxed by a fraction of an inch.
“This isn’t going to be a fun shopping trip if you don’t unwind just a bit,” Deonne pointed out.
“I’ll be happier once we’re in Britain, where Gabriel wouldn’t think to look for you.”
The journey to Britain was quick – just over two hours, with a single stop in Paris and Deonne watched the rows and rows of terraced houses that covered most of the British isles zip past her window, while Justin held her hand, and tried very hard not to feel miserable. She could keep up a happy act when there was something to do, but as soon as she came to a halt, or was forced to inactivity like now, her thoughts shifted back to Adán and his absence.
The g-train’s terminus was the restored and restructured Waterloo Station, just east of the famous Big Eye Memorial on the banks of the Thames, next to the ruins of the Eye itself.
Kieren made them wait until the very full train was almost completely empty of disembarking passengers, while he looked through the windows of the cabin and did quick spot checks of the carriage corridor.
Finally, he nodded soberly. “Let’s go.”
Inside the terminal, he hurried them along, his head turning constantly. When Deonne veered toward the east-side exit, he touched her arm. “This way, ma’am.” He turned to the north, instead.
“But…” Deonne began, then shut up. It would be natural to go through the east exit. That was where everyone would expect them to go. Kieren was doing the unexpected.
The number of people using the north exit was few in comparison to the sea of people flooding out of the east gates. Kieren swept them along at a good clip, up the stairs and out into the weak sunshine. Brenden stepped up alongside Justin and Deonne wondered once more about his reasons for coming along.
They covered only a few yards of sidewalk before Kieren pointed to the building that butted up next to the terminal gate building. “Let’s look in here.”
Deonne glanced up at the imposing building. It had been built as an historical facsimile, but seemed to include all the modern conveniences, including high security. “This is a business block,” she pointed out.
“Indulge me,” Kieren replied, already heading for the building.
As Deonne suspected, they were halted at the door and asked for ID and their reason for entry.
“Kieren, really—” she began.
He just looked at her, then fished a piece of ID out of his inner jacket pocket and flashed it at the guard.
The guard straightened and reached for the gate controls. “Do you need directions, sir?” he asked Kieren.
“Thank you, I know the way.” He waved the three of them through, then caught up with them as they gathered in the two-story tall foyer. “This way,” he said, moving ahead of them toward the elevators.
There was a capsule waiting and Kieren stood back and waved them into it.
“What’s going on?” Justin asked suspiciously. “I’ve been shopping with Deonne more than once and this looks nothing like shopping.”
Kieren smiled. He seemed to have reverted to the new personality as soon as they stepped inside the building. “Do you trust me?” he asked Justin.
“Fuck, I hate that question,” Justin said with a sigh. “Alright, I trust you aren’t up to no bloody good, but that’s as far as I’ll take it.”
“You’re a wise man,” Kieren told him.
“Wise isn’t how I’m feeling right now,” Justin muttered.
The capsule delivered them to the fifteenth floor. Deonne totted up the luxury appointments and decorations, the flooring and window treatments, and guessed they were on the top floor. “What building is this?” she asked. “Who owns it?”
“Not sure,” Kieren replied blandly, turning to the left and heading down the wide, short corridor. At the end was a pair of tall double doors, both of them standing open in welcome. Just inside was a reception area, with a pretty receptionist sitting behind a big, semi-circular desk. He was talking into his headset when Kieren reached the desk.
There was no company name on display anywhere, nothing to tell them where they were, or why they were here.
The receptionist broke off his rapid conversation. He had been speaking Standard English, as far as Deonne could tell, although she wasn’t as fluent in it as she was with French and German, from her childhood in Switzerland. “Mr. St. James is in his office, far left, straight down this corridor,” the receptionist told Kieren in perfect Common. “He’s expecting you.”
“Thank you.” Kieren turned to the left and strode down the corridor the receptionist had indicated. Behind them, the receptionist resumed his conversation.
Deonne squeezed Justin’s arm. “St. James?” she said.
Justin shook his head. “It can’t be that simple.”
“Why not?”
“I would have found him in the history files. The name would have screamed at me, had I seen it.”
Deonne tried to squash her hopes. It would be far worse to be disappointed, than to have no hope at all, but as they drew closer to another set of tall double doors, she began to tremble.
Kieren knocked on the doors, then thrust one open without waiting for a response. He stepped back. “Go ahead,” he told them, as Brenden stepped up behind him.
Deonne’s heart leapt, and her trembling worsened. She stepped carefully inside the room. Justin followed her in and the door shut behind them.
They gazed around the office. It was just like any other executive office, with sofas, coffee tables, thick rugs, and windows along two sides. A big desk sat against one of the solid walls, from where the view out of the windows was fully revealed.
A door set in the same wall as the twin doors they had entered through opened.
Deonne whirled, her heart thundering.
Adán stepped through and shut the door. “Hello,” he told them. “You took your time.”
Deonne flung her arms around him, and clung tightly. “It is you! Adán, I’ve been so frightened, the last ten days. I thought you hadn’t made it.”
Adán kissed her, his hands holding her steady, then held one arm out to Justin. “I did make it, as you can see. But I couldn’t just turn up on the Agency’s doorstep. The entire world would have wondered why Xavier St. James was suddenly cozy with vampires.”
Justin gripped his shoulder and shook it. “Xavier St. James! I’m a fucking fool. I never for a second thought the richest and most reclusive man in Britain might be you, despite the last name. I dismissed it as not even possible.”
“Surely, that is the best disguise? I didn’t want you to find me in any historical documents.” He pulled Justin closer. “I didn’t want anyone to find me there. I lived a most anonymous and modest life for nearly two centuries, then I invented Xavier, the persona I wanted to use for when my life and yours finally met.” He looked down at Deonne and tightened his arm around her. “Except that I overlooked tiny details, like how Xavier St. James, the recluse, might meet you. Kieren was the one that came up with the plan to get you both here.”
“He’s growing a soul,” Justin said. He reached for the old fashioned buttons on Adán’s very expensive shirt.
“What are you doing?” Adán asked, half-laughing.
“Abiding by our promise,” Justin told him. There was a heated look in his eyes that started Deonne’s trembling anew. She dropped her hands below Justin’s and nimbly flicked the small disks open as he fumbled with the first one.
“Santa Maria, I’ve missed you,” Adán breathed as they pulled his shirt from his shoulders.
“Stop talking,” Deonne ordered as Justin lowered him to the floor.
Adán’s groan was his only response.
 
 



Chapter Forty-Eight
Almada, Portugal. 1588 A.D.: Seagulls screeched overhead as they dived for fish and tidbits in the peaceful water lapping up against the harbor walls. Seagulls had not changed in over eight hundred years, Deonne reflected as she watched them caw and peck at anything that interested them among the cobblestones of the wharf.
She looked up from the cobblestones to take in once more the magnificent ships tied up along the wharf. Six of them, their paintwork gleaming in the early morning sunlight and their wooden hulls creaking as the water lifted and dropped them. Spanish galleons, Adán had called them. Just six of the hundreds of ships that would be part of the Spanish Armada amassing in the bay.
They were being loaded for war. Each of them was receiving gigantic nets of goods and weapons that were lowered down into their storage rooms under the decks, from ancient derricks mounted to the stonework of the quay. A man sat at an intricately carved small table located at the back of the wharf, where he could watch all six ships. He was taking a tally of everything that disappeared into the bowels of the ships.
Deonne rested her hand against her corseted and rigid abdomen. The corsets the women of the fifteenth century Spanish court wore were far different from the shaped and figure enhancing corset she had donned in Australia. This one arrowed straight down from her chest, squashing her breasts and pinching her waist. Adán had called it a vasquine as he had tutored three of Cybelia’s apprentices on how to fasten and tighten her clothing.
The clothing was simply beautiful. Pearls and lace adorned almost every surface. Gold thread and trim covered the rest. Her sleeves were slashed open to reveal startling scarlet cloth beneath the dark red, almost black overdress.
The only thing driving her mad was the ruffled cuff around her neck. Made of highly starched lace, it scratched at her skin whenever she turned her head or tilted it. It wasn’t as wide as some of the cuffs she had seen in drawings of Elizabeth the First but that was because she was not attending court, Adán had explained. However, a high born lady did not step out of the house without one.
Deonne had hated the thing within three minutes of it being tied about her neck, but she would not in a million years complain. This was Spain of Adán’s human existence. Like Justin, he was showing them his world.
Both of them wore cropped trousers with cuffs, flat shoes with high vamps and big buckles, and a short cape thrown over one shoulder. They each wore a wide brimmed hat with a feather, but Adán looked comfortable and natural. He wore his at a jaunty angle and she kept catching his limpid gaze on her from beneath the brim, which would spread warmth through her.
Justin had slapped his on his head and pushed the feather back over his shoulder. He had found his attire hilarious, but had cooperated when Adán showed him how to wear and fasten each garment.
Justin found a great deal of life amusing now. He laughed a lot, Deonne realized. He also reached for her a lot, to hug or kiss or simply to hold her, his hands gently caressing.
He glanced at her now, the corners of his mouth lifting. “Even the water here is fresh and clean. It’s nice, isn’t it?”
Further down the wharf, next to the first ship of the fleet, a bedraggled group of men shuffled out onto the dock, to stand with their heads down. Most of them wore rags and there were half a dozen well-dressed men carrying long-barreled muskets who herded them into a single file.
“Who are they?” Deonne whispered to Adán.
He watched them with a bleak expression. “Conscripts. For the army and to man the ships.”
The soldiers guarding the men called out and there was an answering hail from the ship. A narrow board was passed out, and the foot of it grounded against the cobblestones. The top end disappeared through a gate cut into the side of the ship, that was now swung aside.
The soldiers shoved, yelled and bullied the ragged men into trudging up the gangplank and onto the ship.
Adán turned away from the sight. His eyes were closed, shut tight with pain.
“That was you, wasn’t it?” Justin whispered. “That’s what happened to you.”
Adán swallowed. After a moment, he nodded. “They caught me, outside of Badajoz, stealing a horse. They might have thrown me into a jail cell, but they were recruiting for the Armada. I was thrown in with a group of prisoners. Murderers, cut throats, pirates. We were marched here, to Almada.” He opened his eyes and looked over his shoulder to where the last of the prisoners was stepping onto the plank. “I don’t think I am one of that group, but I was one of very many groups just like it, that were herded onto the ships like so much cattle.”
Deonne rested her hand on his back, sliding it up under the cloak. It hid her gesture from passersby. She had been schooled in the rigid propriety of sixteenth century Spain, and touching a man in public, even if he was your husband, was considered a most vulgar and lewd act. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.
Justin was staring at the ship, as the last man stepped on board and the gangplank was pulled up. He drew in a heavy breath. “We are not so different, are we?” he said. “We were both a product of a type of slavery and the brutalities of authority. But it did not stay in your psyche the way it ate at mine.”
Adán turned back to face them once more. “For years...decades...I was angry and as filled with blackness as you were. But it passed and I was finally able to breathe the free air and see my world properly once more. Stories came back to me.” He tilted his head to look at Justin. “Why do you think I found you to be such an interesting human, hmm? You were me, as I had been.”
“Thanks to you and Deonne, I’m not that man, anymore.” Justin’s smile was open and warm and Deonne could feel her chest squeeze and fill with a rush of hot emotions. Tears prickled her eyes, gathering fast. “I love you,” she said and when they both looked at her, she shook her head. “Both of you. I love you both and I don’t think I could ever chose one of you over the other. Which is just as well, because you’re practically joined at the hip.” She patted at her cheeks to wipe away the tears. “God, all I seem to have done lately is cry. Good tears, bad tears. I used to be much better at controlling myself.”
Adán drew her against him, his arm circling her drawn in waist easily. He didn’t seem to care about her reputation at all. He kissed her roughly and rested his head against hers. “I love you, my tall golden queen. You frighten me and you awe me with your intelligence and your strength.” He turned his head to look at Justin and his hand brushed Justin’s briefly, for this was a different time and place. “I didn’t bring you here just to show you my sorry, pitiful life.”
“You came to say goodbye,” Justin said.
“Farewell, yes. My wandering ways began here and so they will end here.” He slid his thumb the length of Deonne’s cheekbone, his black eyes looking deeply into hers. “I am yours and always will be.”
Justin moved closer to her side. “I could never say anything that poetic, but you have to know, Rinaldi, you’ve turned my life upside down the last two years. Upside down and inside out...and now look where we are. I’ve done things I thought I would never do, and I did them for you and the great ape pawing you. The really scary thing is...it all worked out.” He spread his hands to take in the three of them. “This just...works.” He dropped his hands. “I don’t ever want it to end,” he said flatly.
“I think that means he loves you,” Adán said.
Deonne smothered her giggle.
“Of course I bloody well love her, you stupid git,” Justin said hotly. He looked at her. “I don’t know how to begin to tell you how much.”
“I think you just did,” she said gently. “Which is just as well.”
“Why?”
She took a deep breath. “I’m pregnant.” And she started to tremble as she waited for their reaction.
Adán’s face lit up with a heated joy. He drew in a breath, then let it out. “I’m speechless,” he admitted.
Justin stood frozen to the spot, staring at her.
“Justin?” she asked, her fear blooming larger.
His eyes suddenly glittered. Tears, Deonne thought numbly. He can cry, while he’s human.
He picked up her hand and covered it with his. “This is...perfect. God, what did I ever do to deserve this...happiness?”
She squeezed his hand. “You cared. You cared enough to take care of a gauche human who thought she understood vampires, and you never once made me feel stupid or foolish.”
Adán stirred. “I want to kiss you both. Properly. I want to go home.”
“Yes,” Justin said, with feeling.
They walked along the wharf, heading for the narrow alley where they could jump away without drawing attention to themselves. Justin did not let go of her hand, and Adán kept his hand around her waist.
It was a perfectly blissful moment.
“There is only one thing that still puzzles me about all this,” Deonne confessed.
“Yes?” Adán prompted her.
“Ryan said that because there was no time wave, it meant that anything we did in the past was supposed to happen.”
“And it did,” Justin said.
“Everything except the letter. The letter I was supposed to write to you. I never wrote it...so what happened to it?”
Adán halted. “We must close the loop,” he said to Justin. “We must close it or something will happen to upset everything.”
Justin frowned. “But if it doesn’t matter what we do...”
Adán shook his head. “It feels unlucky to leave such a thread dangling. We must weave it back into the cloth, or the whole garment will be in danger of unravelling.”
“Superstition,” Justin retorted, smiling.
“What does it hurt to indulge me in this?” Adán asked reasonably.
Justin sighed. “Very well, then. How do you propose to close the loop?”
Adán looked around, scanning the harbor. He let go of Deonne and held up his finger. “One moment. Do not move.”
He hurried over to the accountant hunched over his tally sheets and bent to speak to him. A coin was placed on the desk.
Deonne caught her breath. “Does he mean to do what I think he is doing?”
“It looks like it,” Justin said softly. “But...this could be right, too, Dee. The letter was written. Sooner or later you must write it.”
“But what if this wasn’t when I wrote it?” she asked. “What do we screw up?”
“Just hold that thought for a moment longer,” Justin replied serenely.
She let out the breath she had been holding and waited.
Adán hurried back to them and picked up her free hand. “Come. Come with me.”
The clerk was standing up from behind his desk and brushing down his cuffs.
“You do mean for me to write it now,” Deonne breathed.
“Why not? You must write the silly thing. Let us put it behind us here and now.” He pulled out the stood the clerk had vacated and patted it. “Sit.”
She sat down reluctantly, looking at the quill and inkpot. “I’m not even sure how to use them.”
“Dip and write,” Justin assured her. “It’s simple.”
“In theory,” she retorted. Then she studied the sheet of parchment sitting on top of the small pile stacked neatly in front of her. Shock slithered through her as she slowly picked it up. “This is the sheet,” she said. “This is the one I wrote the letter on. Look at it! Look at the discoloration there. And the thickness over here at the edge.”
Justin peered over her shoulder and she heard his quick exhalation. “That is the sheet. Jesus, Adán....”
“Write, write!” Adán told her.
Deonne picked up the quill and dipped the sharp end in the inkpot, letting it soak and gather ink. Then she scraped it against the neck of the pot and looked up at them. “I don’t remember the letter,” she confessed. “I remember some parts of it – phrases and bits – hell, I’ll never forget them. But not all of it. Justin, do you remember it all?”
“Every squiggle and word. It’s engraved on my cerebral cortex,” he assured her. “But I’m not going to dictate the letter to you. You have to write it yourself.”
“What if I get it wrong?” she asked.
“You won’t,” Adán assured her, “because you didn’t. You wrote without someone guiding you and so you will this time. You must think of the words for yourself. The letter sent Justin rushing to China to rescue you from the threat I appeared to be. He jumped there despite his fear and hatred of time travel, to protect you. Think about that and write a letter that would have that effect on him.”
Deonne took a deep, calming breath and studied the blank sheet in front of her. She dipped the quill a second time and settled squarely on the stool, thinking about the words and sentences that would blast Justin into a course of action he would never have considered otherwise.
Adán settled his hand on her shoulder and Justin’s fingers stroked her arm. With both of them standing on either side, Deonne put the quill to the parchment and began to write.
“My dearest Justin:
This is one of the hardest letters I’ve ever had to write. You should know that I love you, more than I realized even myself before all this happened.
I have met someone else. His name is Adán. Adán Xavier Santiago....”
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Jewells of the Morrow series (Historical Romantic Suspense)
Diana By The Moon 
Heart of Vengeance 
The Perilous Maiden (Upcoming)
To Soothe a Savage Heart (Upcoming)
The Heart of the Enemy (Upcoming)
The Cherlebury Rose (Upcoming)
The Duchess of Winter (Upcoming)
Despite The Sands Of Time (Upcoming)

Scandalous Sirens (Historical Romance Series)
Forbidden

Dangerous Beauty

Rhys Davies’ untitled story (Upcoming)

Romantic Thrillers Series 
Fatal Wild Child

Dead Again

Dead Double

Terror Stash


Contemporary Romances
Lucifer’s Lover

An Inconvenient Lover


The Sherlock Holmes Series
Chronicles of the Lost Years
The Case of the Reluctant Agent

For reviews, excerpts, and more about each title, visit Tracy’s site and click on each title in turn: http://tracycooperposey.com/books/tracys-trilogies-series/
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