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Prologue
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The Guardian rose as she felt the presence of the Elder approaching. It was unprecedented for an Elder to seek her out in her personal chambers. For an instant, apprehension touched her. Had her secret been uncovered before she could make a report?

“Daughter.”

The Guardian bowed, then straightened her flesh-colored robe and faced her mentor. “You honor me with your presence. How may I be of assistance?”

“I am here for a report on your project.”

An Elder came to her for a report? Did the Elder know of the contact the Guardian had received?

“Of course. Please sit. Refreshments?”

With a wave of her hand the Elder declined both.

“Is there anything specific you would wish to know?” A stall tactic, for the Guardian realized the time to reveal all had come.

“I have seen the change in you, Daughter. Others have discussed this new vitality you possess. Is it caused by this project?”

“Yes, Elder. I am honored you would seek me out. These humans I now study...excite me.”

The Elder’s eyebrow rose but she waited.

“They are a young species, maturing at an accelerated, nearly fantastic rate. There have been missteps and backward slides. I believe it is why I was assigned to watch and if necessary, assist them. After observing many of their generations, I located a pair of humans who appeared to be a step above the others in terms of evolution.”

The Elder listened with interest in her eyes. “We were apprised of your plan to remove the pair from their time stream in an attempt to repair some of those missteps.”

“Yes, and the plan was approved. Shall I continue?”

The Elder inclined her head.

“The couple, a male and a female, relocated to a strategic time and place in their society’s past and the planet itself has benefited from the changes they instigated. The atmosphere and water are cleaner, and the health of the populace has improved from the resulting modifications.”

“There was talk of an evolutionary step.”

“Yes. The couple has mated. It is my hope their offspring will become our first direct contact with this species.”

“Is there an offspring?”

“At this time there are only cells, no consciousness. I sensed an...an Essence waiting to see if the cells become viable. If these do not, it will wait until one does.”

“Why did you choose to bring them back to their present?”

The Guardian looked down for an instant, the unfamiliar feeling of guilt rising. It was time for these facts to be known and studied beyond her. “I did not.”

“I do not understand. Are you saying you did not return them?”

“No, Elder. I have investigated the phenomena thoroughly. When my study did not reveal a way for this to have occurred, I prepared a report for the Elders. Before I could submit it, I was . . . contacted.”

“Contacted? By whom? By the entity that did return them?”

The Guardian nodded. “Yes. I hope the communication will continue. I am not able to direct it at this time.”

“Who are you in communication with, my daughter?”

“The Essence.”
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Chapter One
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Washington, D.C.

Dusty Williams let himself into the condo he shared with Dee Stevens. Removing his suit coat, he ran a hand through his hair and smiled.

I’m home.

He’d had no home since his mother died—not in a real sense, anyway—until Dee. The two of them had formed a family when it had been just them, lost in 1891.

We time-traveled.

He still thought of it as impossible, except he’d done it. They had done it.

How the hell could they tell their families what had happened to them?

Dee would pick her father up at the airport—no, jetport—when she got off duty at the hospital. For a first meeting with his future father-in-law, Dusty admitted to a small dose of nerves. The women he’d hooked up with in the past hadn’t come with families he’d ever had occasion to meet.

Dee was in a category all by herself.

Soon they’d be married, though she already felt like his wife in every way. So beautiful, with her long red hair that always caught his breath when he saw it all disheveled and spread over his pillow, and her bright blue sparkling eyes. Brilliant, too; strong and loving. A trauma doctor, what had been called an ER doctor prior to their adventure, Dee fascinated him. She always would.

He’d had the opportunity to witness her skills more than once in very difficult circumstances...in the past.

As a physicist, he dealt in number theory and engineering designs, while she worked with human bodies. Of course, many of his designs were now in everyday use with the proliferation of green energy, so he’d helped people too.

Dusty headed for the bedroom to change into something more casual. Most of his clothing and miscellaneous possessions had already made their way to Dee’s apartment. Once he disposed of some furniture, he’d be here permanently.

The small office next to their bedroom would soon become the nursery. To his surprise, the thought of decorating a space for their child thrilled him.

He’d never lived with a woman prior to Dee. Getting used to such a lifestyle change had been made easier by the unique circumstances leading them to one another.

His thoughts turned briefly to the entity in the flesh-colored robe; thin, tall, bald...and completely androgynous. He’d only seen her a couple of times and never clearly. He wasn’t entirely convinced she existed. Either she, or a shared hallucination of her, had something to do with their adventure.

Thinking of the entity as a “she” was his impression. The wispy robe had seemed to float around her when she’d appeared to him during his icy water rescue of his ancestor, Daniel Sutton. However, the robe had not moved in harmony with the water. She’d been an illusion of some kind. Her eyes had caught his attention, prominent in her face, large and dark like black glass. She had a small nose and thin lips, which gave only a hint of a smile, not unlike the Mona Lisa. Had Dee seen the same? They had never really discussed her appearance or their perceptions.

Why was that?

He would never have been able to find Daniel in time in such dark, icy water without the entity.

His time travel with Dee had changed the future for the better. Everywhere Dusty looked, he found evidence of improvement. There were so many things to investigate he was nearly paralyzed by the thought. Dee, too.

The time they spent studying in their own fields, to understand and become current, had bonded them in ways he’d never known possible. Dee brought out the best in him.

Green engineering had gone beyond what he had imagined before their adventure. The root ideas he and his student, Silas Jordan, had worked on were being utilized. Math still held true, and physics. He hadn’t made a fool of himself yet, though he listened to others more closely now, asking questions and engaging in discussions. He’d seen co-workers watching him in wonder at the change in his attitude.

After putting his clothes away, Dusty wandered into the kitchen, taking in the aroma of Dee’s lasagna, one of her father’s favorite meals. Dusty hadn’t eaten her cooking until after they had returned from the past. Mrs. Masters, the housekeeper who ran the house they had used in 1891, hadn’t allowed Dee in the kitchen.

Since returning they’d been too busy to do much more than catch up on a hundred and fifty years without raising suspicion.

This oven was designed to keep the dish cold until time to cook, would turn off when it sensed the meal was complete, and hold it warm until they were ready to eat. Helen Lathan, the woman who had prepared such delicious meals in 1891, would have loved the technology of this kitchen. Known to Dusty and Dee as Cook, she’d had only a cast iron stove and an icebox to work with and still turned out meals that made his mouth water in memory.

As he reminisced about the folks in the past he missed the most, the door opened and Dee entered with her father, talking excitedly.

Dusty took a steadying breath and moved toward the living room.

Showtime.
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Chapter Two
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Dee Stevens was used to handling whatever was thrown at her. Though she considered herself a good trauma doctor, right now she suffered from an attack of nerves. She hadn’t introduced a man to her father in a long time, and never one this important.

Dusty was a completely different person than the pseudo ladies’ man who’d picked her up in a strange bar. The time travel thing was still disorienting, though Dee was coping. Whether they’d been together for over three months under intense circumstances in 1891, or a little over a week here in the present, she knew this man.

“Dad, I’d like you to meet Dustin Williams. Dusty, this is my father, Benjamin Stevens.”

Dusty held out his hand, smiling. “I’m very pleased to meet you. I’ve heard so much about you.”

Dee saw the look of surprise, quickly hidden, on her father’s face. Dusty’s words were true. During their nightly sessions in Mrs. Tillman’s sitting room, learning more about one another, Dee’s father had played a major role in her stories. Was he also surprised to find Dusty already here and waiting for them? Blatantly living with a man even at her age might be a little more than her father would want to know at a first introduction.

“Please, call me Ben. You have the advantage of me, though I must say you seem to be good for my daughter. I don’t think I’ve seen her this happy in years.”

“I’m pleased to hear it,” Dusty said with a grin. “Dinner’s almost ready. The timer went off a minute ago, so I’m letting it sit. Could I get you some wine or a drink?”

Dee nodded, taking her father’s coat. “I need to set the table.”

“Already done.”

“Thanks. Let’s have a seat.”

Dee could see her father sizing Dusty up. Dusty appeared unaware as well as undaunted, as secure in her love as she was in his. It felt good.

Her father and Dusty engaged in small talk, the trip, weather, while Dee checked on dinner and brought in hors d’oeuvres. The subject moved on to Dusty’s latest project, a paper-thin solar collector to replace the heavier and less efficient cells on older buildings. Dee took a seat beside Dusty and smiled when he casually tucked an errant lock of her hair away from her face as she started to take a bite of cracker. He didn’t break from the conversation, acknowledging her with a quick wink.

Dee noted her father paid close attention to Dusty.

Dad looked good, healthier than the last time she’d seen him, with better color in his cheeks. Nearly as tall as Dusty, he’d dressed in slacks and a sport shirt. Not a hint of his thickening waist, something she had warned him about, remained. He wore his silvery hair a little longer than she remembered from the past. His blue eyes, so like her own, were trained on Dusty, assessing, and categorizing him.

Good luck with that.

When she called them to the table, Dusty gave her father the seat at the head of the table and poured him a glass of wine. Dusty had become a consummate host while entertaining their many guests in the past, including Marcus Grant, the minister and head of the board of education in Braddock’s Crossing. Following the traumatic rescue of one of the townspeople, Marcus had become a true friend and supporter.

Dee gave herself a little shake to return to the present. There would be no more dinners with Marcus and Elizabeth.

The aroma of hot lasagna and warm garlic bread flavored the kitchen. With her two favorite men, Dee relaxed.

The meal stayed lighthearted and friendly though she could feel her dad’s eyes gauging their relationship as he split his attention between her and Dusty.

Her father knew people; as a psychologist it was his job. He came by it intuitively. There had been little she’d gotten away with as a child.

Dusty, however, was throwing him for a loop. Dee hadn’t thought about that. Of course, he knew too much about her for only dating a week. She should have been more vague about when they had met.

Too late now.

****
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Dusty poured Ben another glass of wine, emptying the bottle into his own glass.

He saw Ben eye the bottle. Before he could speak, Dee said, “I’m so glad this worked out for me to have the weekend off. I’ve really wanted you two to get together.”

Ben laid his fork down on his plate and folded his hands. “I don’t want to put a damper on the evening. I’m having a good visit, but I need to know what’s going on.”

“Excuse me?” Dusty placed his glass back on the table without taking a sip. Dee appeared surprised as well.

“I’ve never known my daughter to lie to me and I’m not accusing her now. However, something is off. I get a phone call from you a few days ago sounding as though you hadn’t talked to me in ages. From your voice it was like you thought you’d never see me again. We’d spoken only three days earlier.” Ben looked into Dusty’s eyes. “Dee told me she’d met you the night before. That was less than two weeks ago. I’ve watched your body language, your unspoken communication. No way did you get this close in less than two weeks.”

He picked up his glass and swirled his wine. “And this is Dee’s favorite, yet you haven’t offered her any. You set the table and didn’t put a wine glass at her place. You don’t seem to have a problem drinking, yet you don’t want her to.”

“Dad...”

She turned a beseeching look toward Dusty. They had discussed this. How could they tell her father what they had experienced without fear of a jacket that opened in the back, with extra-long sleeves?

Owing to Ben’s profession, he’d correctly picked up on their intimacy immediately. The way he and Dee were together, so comfortable and close, could never happen in less than two weeks.

Sighing, Dusty looked down at his plate. Surely Ben would listen to his own daughter. He caught Dee’s hand and squeezed. “I’ll follow your lead.”

As he reassured her, Dusty felt Ben’s steady gaze on him. Talking to a psychologist was a gamble regardless of him being Dee’s father.

They’d make it work. There was no choice.

He watched Dee’s shoulders relax slightly and rose to hold her chair. “Why don’t we move to the living room? I’ll get the dishes later.”

Ben took his wine with him. Dusty refrained. It was going to be hard enough to do this sober.

He sat beside Dee on the couch, while Ben settled in the chair as though preparing for some kind of session. Hell, picking up his first date to go to the movies in junior high hadn’t been this nerve-wracking. Or this important.

“Are you living here?” Ben fired the first volley.

“Yes, sir.” Dusty met his eyes straight on. They were adults and Dusty would not apologize for any part of his relationship with Dee. He loved her; this man needed to understand that.

“When did you meet?”

“Dad, we’re telling the truth. We did meet on September first, but it got a little weird then—”

“Sir,” Dusty interrupted, “if we tell you this story, you need to let us tell it all. Questions can come later, and we’ll answer all we can. I need to ask you to treat this as a patient consultation. It must remain strictly confidential. You’re not going to believe us, possibly ever, but it’s the truth as we know it and we’re not crazy.”

“Sounds intriguing,” Ben finally replied after a long pause. “Are you a danger to yourself or others?”

“We aren’t and it’s not that kind of story.”
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Chapter Three
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Guardian Enclave

“The Essence?” The Elder repeated bluntly. “Are you saying you believe the potential offspring of the human couple you study has the ability to manipulate time and the capacity to contact you directly?”

The Guardian had never seen an Elder flustered. The relationship between Guardian and Elder, after so many centuries, was always formal and controlled. Now her mentor clutched her blue robe in her fists and the spark in her eyes was disconcerting. Did she know something about this?

“Yes, Elder. I know that does not seem possible, however, I can find no other explanation. The Essence is learning rapidly and has contacted me on two occasions, appearing curious and eager.”

“Eager?”

“To learn, to experience. I have not been successful in asking very many direct questions.”

“We must call a circle. The Elders need to know of this development immediately. Attend me, Cael.”

The Guardian bowed her head in acceptance. The Elder had addressed her by her name. It had been millennia since she had been addressed thusly by anyone other than a peer. The informality of it struck her as she followed the Elder from her chambers. She must now remember to respond to her given name of Cael.

Increasing her pace to stay with the Elder, having never seen one move with such speed, Cael noted how Acolytes in green robes moved smoothly out of their way, then turned to watch them hurry down the corridor.

Though she never thought of them as old, the Elders were not immortal.

I need to rethink my perceptions.

Cael and her Mentor entered the gathering chamber and a wave from the Elder’s hand caused the area to come alive. The holograms of other Elders began to appear around the room. When all seven were in attendance and focused, Cael’s Elder spoke.

“There has been a development during the study of the planet known as Earth.”

Though unsure of the depth of unspoken sharing occurring between the Elders, Cael saw eyes widen and eyebrows rise. Not privy to this part of the communication, she stood quietly, waiting to be called upon to explain the Essence.

With what little she could actually state, Cael would do her best not to embarrass her mentor.
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Chapter Four
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Washington, D.C.

Silence, not quite fully uncomfortable, settled over the room as Dusty and Dee finished their story.

Dee’s father swallowed the last of his wine and set the glass down, then sat back in his chair. To Ben’s credit he’d heard them out, not interrupting, though Dusty spotted the urge come over his face a few times, once while eyeing the empty wine bottle.

Ben took a deep breath and turned to Dusty. “Stevens Battery International is you?”

“Not exactly. My student, Silas Jordan founded the company, but I did start him on the path to the technology. We believe he reverse engineered Dee’s car. She was driving a Prius when we wrecked and landed in the past. Does the name ring any bells?”

“It was one of the first, if not the first hybrid car. Came out in the Thirties or Forties. And it was associated with Stevens Battery if I recall correctly.”

“1930?” Dusty shook his head. “Damn.”

“You remember it differently?”

“Yes, sir. The first hybrids came out in the 1990s in my history and didn’t get popular until oil prices hit the four dollar a gallon range.”

“Oil prices?”

“We could be here for hours answering everything.”

“I guess we could.”

“Dad, do you believe us?” Dee interjected.

“I believe you believe it. I have no other explanation for the relationship you’ve formed in such a short time. You look and act like a couple who’ve spent considerable time together.”

“There is one more thing,” she said, as Dusty took her hand. “I’m pregnant.”

For the first time Dusty saw the man jerk. His eyes scanned his daughter’s slight frame.

“That’s why I didn’t serve her wine,” Dusty offered.

“Pregnant. I’m going to be a grandfather.”

Dee nodded.

“How far along?”

“Good question. It was November when I conceived, but it isn’t November here yet. We woke up here the morning of September second, as though we’d never left. When I took the scan, it confirmed a couple of days.”

Ben’s eyes closed for a brief moment. “Are you alright?” he asked when he got his breath back.

“I’m in perfect health and we’re both very happy about this baby, Dad.” Dee rushed to assure him. “We obviously don’t understand everything that’s happened. From our point of view, we started some good things.”

“Why Stevens instead of Williams?”

Dusty grinned. “To save her reputation. The people in that time were upset about the jeans and t-shirt. I don’t know what their reaction to us traveling alone and unmarried might have been.”

Ben actually chuckled and Dusty relaxed a notch.

“You need to call your mother.”

“I will,” Dee promised. “I should have called her already, but I’ve been busy assimilating into the hospital. There have been so many advancements in technology while I was ‘gone.’ It’s like going back to medical school all alone. When I operated on Connie, she was on a table, just a piece of wood on legs. What our patients lie on now still blows my mind. The sensors embedded in the table do so much of the work, showing constant blood pressure, pulse, temperature, to mention a few.”

At Ben’s encouraging nod, Dee added, “With the differences I see in technology every day, I have to keep ensuring my mouth hasn’t dropped open again.”

Maybe, Dusty thought, a padded room isn’t in our immediate future.

Then Dee’s father pinned her with a thoughtful look. “I don’t think I’d mention any of this to your mother.”

“We have no plans to, but I should at least check on TJ and Aaron.”

Ben frowned as if confused. “TJ and Aaron? Who are they?” 
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Chapter Five
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Home World of the Malveks 

The Malvek commander, Braxal, strode upright into the large area, and stopped to survey his techs at their monitors. He saw the ripple of awareness as they noticed him, scales changing color in response to their fear. He was in full uniform, pleated leather covering his loincloth, gold sash over his bare chest. Multiple scars were visible on his own green-brown scales and his cold black eyes pinned several of the workers who dared to look up as he made his way to the front of the working expanse.

He took a position behind one of the techs, watching as the underling scrolled through a series of star maps.

Braxal had his eyes on his next prospective conquest. The planet he currently coveted was warming nicely through the efforts of the existing inhabitants, with water levels rising.

Additional spawning grounds were always needed. It was nearly ready to be taken.

His clawed digits came down hard on the tech’s shoulder when a new section of the display appeared. “They are at it again,” Braxal growled.

Startled, the underling at the station dropped to all fours, exposing his throat in the ritual cringe. “Warrior?”

“The so-called Guardians. They are interfering with worlds in our domain again.”

“Th-The Guardians? We have had no evidence of them in many turns. I thought they had died out.”

“That was only a hope.” The commander slanted his head to adjust his vision on the panel in front of him
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