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AT TIMES, HER FAMILY COULD be more average than any other ordinary family out there. Like right now, when the last thing Marit wanted to deal with was normal shit.

It didn’t help that it was past three in the morning and Los Angeles was going through one of its biennial cold snaps. When they had stepped out of LAX an hour ago, everyone had stopped on the pavement next to the limousine in shock.

Marit breathed out heavily, watching her breath hang in the air. “It must be below freezing.”

“Not quite zero yet,” Neven said, with an air of experience. “Although nearly. I didn’t think it got this cold here?” he added, looking at Veris. It was Neven’s first time in L.A. in this particular timeline. His first time in the States, too.

“It’s freezing!” Aran said, with a whine in his voice. His eyes were red and his temper uneven. He didn’t like commercial travelling. “Can we just get in and go home, please?” He opened the door.

“It’s unusual to get this cold,” Far said, moving around to the trunk to help Athair. Athair—Brody, as Marit was coming to think of him more and more lately—already had it open and was shoving luggage in. He didn’t seem to care that people might notice his super-human strength. Although, he had been sitting next to Aran as they crossed the Atlantic, so even Brody’s usually calm temper would be strained.

Then the rain started. Not just a sprinkle, but a deluge that California rarely experienced. It was cold and it was falling hard enough to sting.

Everyone scrambled to get into the limousine, while Far and Athair slung the bags in and slammed the trunk, then piled in themselves. By then, everyone was some degree of wet. Marit’s hair was dripping down her back, inside her jacket.

Their group had seven people, three of them big men, so it was a squeeze even in the family limousine. Marit was in the middle of the backwards-facing seat, next to Veris. Aran sat right next to Veris on the other side.

If they’d had more time to settle in the car, Marit would have contrived to have Aran sit next to her Mom. Taylor had the patience of a saint when it came to the twins—probably because they could spark Athair and Far into exploding on a regular basis and Taylor tried to counter that tendency.

That was how Marit’s family were more ordinary than average. Marit sometimes wondered why two vampires, both in their second millennium, didn’t have more wisdom when dealing with cranky thirteen-year-olds. Aran and Alannah, though, could wind them up faster than master fishermen.

She could feel Veris’ tension in his stillness and silence and the rigor of his normally relaxed body. He was beyond soothing, now, so she held her silence.

All the way home, Aran marveled at the rain, the cold, the long lines they’d had to put up with to get through Customs. He even bitched about having to wait for Neven to be processed through the foreigner station, which had an even longer line.

Neven apologized—again—for holding them up.

“Not your fault,” Brody said shortly. “The passport didn’t have a lot of history so they were cautious. Your new ID will have a track record soon enough, though.”

By the time they reached the Hills, even Marit was wishing they were home already. She usually had more sympathy for the twins. Like her, they had to pretend and lie and keep the lies straight in order to go through a normal childhood and blend in at school. It was frustrating. Now, though, Aran was starting to drive Marit crazy, too. Alan was baited by her brother into complaining about how tired she was, to which Taylor murmured in sympathy.

“It’d be so much easier if we could just time jump here,” Aran said, as they pulled up under the portico at the side of the house and finally, thankfully, got out of the car. The portico protected them from the rain, but not the cold, which hit them twice as hard, because this was Los Angeles, the place of mild winters and torrid summers. It made coming home feel odd and off-kilter.

Everyone automatically headed for the library, the center of the house. It was nearly as cold inside, because there had been no one inside the house for well over a month. The humans in the room—Neven, the twins and Marit—were all shivering.

Veris slapped the switch to turn on the big gas fire in the brick fireplace as they gathered around. Nothing happened.

Marit held her breath as Veris growled. It was a low, animal sound that she had only ever heard him make when he was in Northman mode—triggered to defend himself or protect someone else. Cold fingers walked up her spine.

“It might be easier if everyone who needs sleep just went to bed,” Taylor said diplomatically. “They’ll be warm, there, at least.”

“I don’t want to go to bed yet,” Aran said. “I want a drink. Something that’ll warm me up. Whiskey.”

Marit caught her breath in shock. What did Aran think he was doing?

Veris grew still.

“That’s it,” Brody snapped. “Go to bed now, before I take you to bed. No one wants to listen to your whining anymore.”

Aran squared his shoulders and scowled. He was Brody’s blood, yet his frown was pure Veris. “I told you, I’m not ready to sleep yet. I need to unwind. I hate planes. I told you that.”

“You can have a hot chocolate,” Taylor said gently. “The milk will help you sleep, too.”

Aran wrinkled his nose. “Chocolate? What am I? Six years old?”

No one dared try to answer that.

“Aunt Sydney let me drink port, in Spain,” he added.

It had been one small glass she had offered him, to prove just how disgusting the stuff was. Marit’s glass had been just as tiny.

“Go to bed,” Brody said flatly. “Now.”

“I don’t want to!”

Veris lunged for him, in one of his cat-quick reactions, his big hand out.

Aran actually yelped in surprise and jumped back.

Then he disappeared.

Marit gasped. So did everyone else.

“Veris!” Taylor cried, her voice rising with panic. “What did you do?”

Veris was staring at the spot where Aran had been. “I didn’t touch him,” he said, his voice controlled and even. When a true emergency occurred, both her fathers had an amazing ability to focus only on the important stuff. Everything else, including tempers, hurt feelings and frustrations, was shrugged off.

It was at moments like this that Marit could see the full weight of their years. It made her love them and appreciate even more how wonderful it was to have them as her fathers.

Brody gripped Veris’ elbow. “It was a jump,” he said, his voice just as low. “Just as Taylor does it.”

“Then why isn’t he still here?” Taylor demanded. “If it was really a jump, then his body should still be here!”

Veris turned to look at Marit. “Can you see where he is?”

Marit dropped her chin and tried to focus as Veris and Brody had. Her heart was running too hard. She tried again and could feel/see the timescape in front of her and reached out with all her senses for any signs of Aran.

“I wondered if Aran might become a jumper,” Neven said quietly. “Your family is full of them, after all.”

“Where is he?” Alannah asked, her voice higher and more frightened than Taylor’s.

“Where have you been in history, Alan?” Taylor said. “Is there a place you’ve been to more than once? A place you like? Somewhere that draws you? Think, honey.”

“We’ve only done the two jumps back, with Aunt Sidney,” she said defensively.

“And that off-the-books jump to Panormos,” Veris growled, for that jump had been the one that had revealed that Alannah could jump through time, just like Marit and Taylor.

“He could be anywhere,” Brody added.

“He didn’t think about it,” Neven said. “He jumped instinctively. He’ll land somewhere that’s known to him…or will be known to him. I’ll help Marit search the timescape. There will be a bookmark somewhere in time that draws us just as it would have drawn him.”

“Anything, Marit?” Far asked her quietly. He was trying to avoid jolting her out of the timescape.

Marit brought herself back to the present moment. “Nothing,” she said, trembling. “There’s nothing out there.”

Neven came over to her. His black eyes were calm. “Maybe the two of us can find him. Together.”

Veris’ cellphone jangled with the heavy Scandinavian electronic folk music track he used as a ringtone. He had selected the track just to drive Brody crazy. He pulled his phone out of his jacket.

“At three in the morning?” Taylor breathed.

“Now what?” Brody added with a sigh, pushing his hand through his long hair. He’d taken the band out in the limousine and rubbed furiously at his scalp. Now it lay damp and curling over the back of his shoulders.

“Sydney!” Veris said sharply. “Wait, I’ll put you on speaker.” Then he thumbed the screen and laid the phone flat on his palm and held it up.

Sydney’s voice emerged from the speaker. “I thought I should phone immediately. You’re probably panicking. It’s three in the morning there. Aran looks as though he hasn’t slept for two weeks.”

“Aran is there?” Taylor said sharply.

“He landed in our living room five minutes ago, damp and terrified.”

Marit’s heart gave a little squeeze. How had Aran done that?

“How did he manage that?” Brody asked sharply, echoing her thoughts. “He jumped from here five minutes ago. How does a time jumper make a jump and not move through time?”

“Oh, my sweet lord,” Neven breathed. “Time. Of course…”

Everyone looked at him, waiting.

“Neven?” Sydney asked on the phone, prompting him.

Neven’s single word had shifted everything and Marit understood. “He did move through time,” she said, moving up to where everyone was standing around Veris’ hand and the phone. “It’s a time-space continuum, remember? Aran moved through space and stayed on the same time axis.”

“You can do that?” Veris asked, sounding not just curious, but even a bit excited. It was as if the possibility was setting off all sorts of ideas in his head.

Brody laughed. “And we just spent nearly thirty fucking hours in a flying tin can…”

Sydney’s voice came through the phone, sounding lower and somehow more regal. “This has ramifications we’ll need to consider carefully. In the meantime, I’ll coach Aran on how to get home again. I suppose I should congratulate everyone. Your family has not only a new jumper, but a new skillset, too.”

Marit sighed. Her family were ordinary most of the time…until they weren’t. Now she was going to have to ride herd on Aran and Alannah even more than before. What would they try next?
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Present


 day.

GUILT WAS A GREAT EMOTION. It could make one of the most delightful days of the year horrid. Right up until Mary Powell came running up to London as she was wrapping the shawl around her shoulders for the walk home, London had been having a perfectly wonderful day. It was October. The leaves were turning and all the plane trees and the bays lining the road off King’s Road were red and orange and yellow. It was still warm enough to enjoy walking outside, too.

Then Mary Powell opened her mouth and ruined it.

Mary was a good administrator. She made the group home a warm, comfortable place for the six residents and she treated all the residents with genuine caring and sensitivity. It was a shame her empathy didn’t extend to more ordinary people.

“London! London! I’m so glad I caught you before you left.” Mary puffed to a stop next to her. “We’re taking everyone to Hyde Park tomorrow and I need two more companions. Could you possibly spare a few hours? I know it’s a lot to ask, only you did say you like walking among the trees at this time of year, so I thought…” She grimaced.

London gave her a stiff smile. “I’m heading to Serbia tonight, Mary. I’m so sorry.”

“Oh.” Mary blew out her breath with a dramatic sigh. “I always forget about these trips of yours. Oh, dear.” She wrung her hands.

“You’re that short on companions?” London asked. The residents of the group home were high-needs adults. They needed constant supervision, which was why the group home administration had been almost pathetically grateful when London had volunteered, three years ago. They had quickly filled up her schedule, to the point where London had been forced to work with them to arrange time off well in advance. They did need the help quite desperately. “Perhaps Lisa, or Jean Woodall could spare a few hours? Have you asked them?”

Mary chewed her lip. “I suppose I should. I’m sorry, it’s just that you were here and a walk in the park seemed to be just your thing. I’ll find someone. Not to worry, dear.” She patted London’s hand. “You have a lovely time in Serbia and don’t worry about us at all.”

London gave her a small smile and stepped out of the home and made sure the door was properly shut and the electronic lock clicked into place. It wasn’t unheard of for one of the residents to take it into their minds to go for a walk without telling anyone. A keyed door helped prevent those types of alarms, which could upset everyone for days.

It was three in the afternoon and already the cooler air was settling in for the evening. The slight breeze would make the leaves stir as she walked. Now, though, London’s simple pleasure had been marred.

She couldn’t help but worry about the home as she walked. They were always running so close to the line, despite being a high-end home in a select suburb that could charge exclusive pricing for their services.

If her flight had not been booked months ago, she would have tried to find a way to help out tomorrow, even if it had been a day off. She didn’t have many full days off, although the home insisted she take some.

The trip to Serbia, though, was non-negotiable. Kristijan would make sure she got on that plane, as he usually did, by sending Remi to escort her to Božidarko.

She glanced at her watch. Remi may already be at the flat, sitting in the back of the private taxi, waiting with simmering impatience for her to be ready to leave. He never stepped into the flat. He just waited out the front, scaring her neighbors with his scowl and his sarcasm, if he spoke at all.

With a sigh, London dug through her handbag and withdrew the little box she kept the hated ring in. She put the plain gold band on her left hand, so that Remi would see it there. He noticed everything and reported back to Kristijan. London had learned in one painful lesson that Kristijan did not appreciate her taking the ring off.

She was no longer in the mood to linger and appreciate the trees and the crisp city air and the smell of damp earth. She quickened her pace, heading directly for the flat.

As she turned on Astell Street, she saw the dark gray Mercedes-Benz sitting at the curb, the air in front of the exhaust pipe shimmering, telling her the car was idling. No large, dark shape waited in the back seat for her.

She hurried forward and bent to tap on the driver’s window. The middle-aged man lowered it and smiled at her with crooked teeth. “Miss McCallum.”

“Barney, where is Denis Sauvet?” she asked, using Remi’s public name. “Did he go inside?”

Barney looked troubled. “’e didn’t show up at the airport, miss. So I came ‘ere, as you’ve got a plane to catch.”

London glanced at her watch again. They would have to battle evening traffic to get to Heathrow. She couldn’t linger any more than she had already. “I’ll get my suitcase and be down directly,” she told him.

“No worries. I can get that for yer.” He turned off the motor and got out.

“No, really, I can see to it,” she assured him.

“A pretty thing like you, ‘auling suitcases about? What sort of driver would I be?” He moved around the bonnet and stepped onto the footpath.

“It’s on the top floor,” she told him flatly.

He looked up at the sixth floor. “Oh.” He shrugged. “Well, it’s all good for the waist, isn’t it? Come on, then.”

“Barney, you’ve never carried my luggage before,” she pointed out as she opened the front door of the building.

“Never been ‘ere without the big one,” he said with a shrug.

They climbed up to her level and London unlocked the front door and pointed to the small bench just inside. “Please wait. I won’t be a moment. I just have to gather some last minute things. You know.” She gave him a small smile.

“Right you are, then.” He settled on the bench and looked around the flat curiously. Because it was on the top floor, it was airy and bright, for most of the front wall of the flat was made of glass, which bent to follow the line of the roof for another dozen feet. It was like living in a conservatory. She always missed her flat when she was forced to leave, as she did now.

London hurried through to her bedroom. The suitcase was lying open on her bed, where she had left it this morning. She gathered her toiletries and other final items and was zipping up the suitcase when the thought stuck her, making her pause with the zip half-undone.

Remi had not come from Serbia to collect her. He wasn’t here to make sure she got on the plane, as he usually was. Why should she go at all? She could pay Barney and tell him to go on his way. Kristijan could do nothing about it, sitting in Božidarko.

Except he would do something about it. He had been clear about the terms and conditions under which he would allow her to return to England. These bi-monthly trips to Serbia were one of those conditions. In the six years they had been married, London had learned that Kristijan kept his word. On everything.

She sighed and closed her suitcase and locked it, then picked up the cabin bag and wheeled the case out to the front where Barney was waiting.

He got to his feet. “Beats me how a lady like yourself can fly off to another country and live out of a tiny little case like that. Not that it’s any of my business, of course.”

“Božidarko is not exactly the center of fashion,” London told him, “and I’m not there for a holiday.” It came out stiffer than she intended. It wasn’t Barney’s fault she was facing another horrible two weeks in Serbia.

Barney’s expression altered and became polite and neutral. He took the handle of her case. “All set?”

“I suppose, yes, thank you.”

He took the case downstairs, while London finished locking up and walked down to the car. She settled in the back seat as normal and Barney got the car moving with the soft purr of a well-turned engine.

The journey to Heathrow took nearly an hour at this time of the day. Normally, with Remi sitting next to her, the journey was a tense one. London had assumed that without him there, she would be able to relax, yet it wasn’t so.

The closer they got to Heathrow, the more her heart worked. There was no way out of this. Even with Remi mysteriously missing, she was as locked into the arrangement as she had ever been.

She realized she was working her fingers together nervously and tried to stop. Perhaps she should read, now that Barney was silent, subdued by her caustic response in the flat. Her book about the building of the pyramids was in her cabin bag, right next to her. Yet she had no interest in reading right now. She didn’t think she could summon enough concentration necessary to make sense of the dry prose.

With no one to talk to and nothing to distract her, she found herself on familiar mental territory. Why, oh why, was she doing what Kristijan demanded of her? How had she got into this hateful situation? Would she ever be free of him? She couldn’t live any sort of a decent life while he was standing over her the way he did. All the way from Serbia, he was still directing her days.

And yet…and yet, the question gnawed at her. Had something happened? Why was Remi not here to take her back to Serbia? What had gone wrong?

As much as she hated Kristijan and the freak monster who was part of his life, she couldn’t help worrying. She had to go there now just to find out what had happened.

Besides, Kristijan would make her life far, far more miserable, if she didn’t.
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Neven told himself it was patience that made him come back here so often. Patience that was now being rewarded.

He made his way carefully through the thick swaths of tourists and fair-goers, trying to keep an eye on the cluster of black-coated men just ahead of him. It was Božidarko’s two hundred and third annual cheese fair. The autumn day was perfectly sunny and mild, bringing more than the usual turnout, according to the gossip he heard from the stall owners.

The streets of Božidarko were narrow to begin with. As the village clung to the side of a steep valley, the ancient cobbles had a habit of dropping down a step or two and sometimes whole flights of steps, in order to cling to the sloping land. As the men Neven was following were heading downhill, it was twice as difficult to follow them. Each time Neven found himself on the edge of one of the steps, he would pause to look ahead, over the shoulders and backs of people moving ahead of him, to spot the group.

The smell of cheese and savory stews and preserves on crackers was overpowering, making his mouth water. The sharp, tart smell of cheese warming in the sun was irresistible, which made following the men even harder.

Every table lining Božidarko’s main street and all around the central square was covered in produce. Most of it was the round local cheeses, although the cheesemakers in the area tried their hands at all sorts of international varieties, hoping to win the approval of the judges. Gruyere, brie, mozzarella, parmesan, blue cheese, Edam, even simple cheddar, were on display. There were soft cheeses, goat cheeses and all the modern twists—cheese with peppers, flavored cheese, colored cheese.

The cheeses were for sale, although there were more than enough trays of samples that one could eat their fill and not bother about lunch, as most of the tourists were doing. Neven ignored the trendy versions and freely sampled the traditional cheeses, which were good. He would pick a sample, then murmur his thanks and move on before the locals inveigled him in conversation and learned how dusty his Serbian was.

Besides, he had to keep watch.

The men ahead of him were moving through the fair with the slow amble of royalty inspecting their subjects. The one in the lead was the most imperious of the lot. His dark blonde hair stood out among the many black Serbian heads. It wasn’t just his hair and his pale coloring that drew the eye.

Jovan’s dossier on Denis Remi De Sauveterre was thorough, although even the historian vampire admitted that much of what he compiled was educated speculation. If he was right, though, then the man that Neven was watching was French and possibly a nobleman who had survived the Revolution, which made him a rarity.

The men that walked alongside Remi De Sauveterre were all Serbian-style thugs. They were tall, wide-shouldered and tended to stare at the world through narrowed, suspicious eyes. Their coats were all tailored to hide the gun rigs beneath and they had a way of jerking their hands towards their coats whenever they were startled.

They were the dukes of the village. In a thick crowd of people that forced everyone to step around each other, Kristijan Zoric’s men moved like stately ships, with zero deviation, while everyone else shifted out of their way with startled glances and drawn faces.

If they were the dukes, then Remi De Sauveterre was the prince. While his men kept a weather eye upon anyone who got too close to them, brushing them away with raised elbows, or nudges with their hands and bodies, Remi moved freely among them. No one got in his way. Not even his own men.

Neven had seen this group of men walking through the village before. Every time it was the same. Even Remi’s men would not look at Remi directly unless he spoke to them first. Even then, their gazes would skitter away quickly. They were uneasy, dealing with him, these thick-skinned and hardened men.

They all carried guns, while Remi De Sauveterre did not.

“He couldn’t hit a barn standing inside it,” Jovan had observed dryly. “He wasn’t raised to handle one. He was a gentleman. Although we’re only talking handguns, now. If he picked up a rifle, I’d get the fuck out of the way and quickly, too.”

The lack of a gun rig and a distorting lump beneath his coat confirmed that Remi De Sauveterre did not carry a pistol. He was still a stone-cold killer, though. He didn’t need a gun for that. He had other ways.

Jovan’s files had been comprehensive, yet Neven had learned much more just from watching the princely progression through the village. Remi and his men quartered the village every week or so, giving Neven an excellent opportunity to observe them from close enough to avoid being spotted.

A hand grabbed Neven’s elbow and he whirled, his heart climbing out of his chest, bringing his hands up defensively.

Aran Gallagher-Gerhardsson stepped back, raising his own hands, an impish grin on his face. “Peace, dude,” he said. His voice was just like his father’s—smooth and musical in cadence. Not quite a bass, yet deep and resonant.

Oddly, it was his twin sister who was the singer of the pair. Neven had heard Alannah sing. When she did, his scalp prickled and he would shiver in reaction. When he listened to Alannah he thought he could understand why singers had been celebrated throughout history.

Aran liked music just as much as his sister and as much as every seventeen-year-old did, only his skill was with instruments. He could play anything and after a few minutes of experiment, he would produce viable music, no matter what the instrument. His real interest, though, was the piano, although he was still in denial about the draw of the instrument. Aran wanted to be cool, to be into heavy metal and rock bands like Brody.

He spent a lot of time getting into mischief in areas that had nothing to do with music. Which was why he was here now.

Neven relaxed. “What are you doing here?” he demanded. “You know it’s not safe.”

“I’m a lot safer here than you are. You know what those guys would do if they saw you, right? They’ll think you’re Kristijan Zoric…or someone pretending to be him.” He nodded towards Remi and his men, who were now climbing down the steps towards the market square, where the bulk of the festival was taking place.

Neven pulled his brimmed hat down deeper. “I’m being careful.”

“My dads would both freak if they knew how often you came here,” Aran added.

“I have no plans to tell them,” Neven said coolly. “Do you?”

“Shit, no,” Aran said. “They’ll get pissed at me for not telling them sooner.” He grabbed a small triangle of cheese off a table as they passed.

“Say thank you,” Neven told him sternly.

Aran thanked the stall owner in Serbian. The owner beamed at him, despite Aran’s horrible accent.

Aran stepped up alongside Neven as they eased their way down the stairs to the market square. “Still no sign of Kristijan?” he asked.

“Not today.”

“How long has it been?”

“He owns the village,” Neven said. “That doesn’t mean he has to show up all the time. He has people for that.” He jerked his chin towards the men. Remi De Sauveterre was circling the square, stopping to talk to stall owners, shaking hands and discussing whatever gang lieutenants did.

Aran looked around. “You’d never know this whole town was one big crime scene.”

They were speaking English, yet Neven glanced around anyway. “Use Greek,” he told him, using Greek himself. “There are too many people who know English, even here.” The Greek they were using was an ancient dialect they had picked up from jumping. They had both worked to preserve it for moments like this.

Aran grimaced. “I like cheese well enough. It’s not why I jumped here, though.”

Neven smiled. “What was her name? Dajana? I think her father’s stall is in the south corner of the square.”

Aran’s cheeks reddened. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said flatly. Like Neven, his Greek was flawless, because he had learned it through time travelling, unlike his Serbian, which he was trying to learn the natural way. “It’s my folks, Neven. They’re looking for you. Wondering where you are. Well, Marit is, anyway. I think she’s looking for you because they told her to find you. You know what Marit is like.”

“Relentless,” Neven said with a nod. “A few more minutes and we’ll head back,” he added. “I can get a lot closer today than I normally could.”

“Why bother?” Aran asked as they climbed down a few more steps. Then they came to a halt because of the number of people in front of them. He looked around the square. “They’re bad people. What else do you need to know?”

Neven didn’t answer. He wasn’t sure he would be able to answer in a way that would satisfy Aran’s black and white attitude. He wasn’t sure he understood it himself. Why did he keep coming back here? What did he hope to learn? Kristijan Zoric, who was the version of himself that actually belonged to this timeline, instead of gate-crashing it as Neven had done, was rarely seen outside the well-patrolled borders of his estate just outside the village.

How could Neven explain to Aran the morbid curiosity that drove him back here? He wanted to understand what had happened. He wanted to know why Kristijan Zoric, who was essentially him, had turned into the man he was. Kristijan ran a crime empire that spread across most of Eastern Europe and he was good at it. How had the man they had both once been turned into a crime lord?

“Hey, you said a couple more minutes,” Aran breathed, leaning closer to him as they stepped down to the last couple of steps before the cobbles evened out and the square opened up. From their position on the steps, they could see across the whole square and the sea of bodies moving between the stalls and tables. Music sounded—something folksy played on a guitar with a drum accompanying it. It was muffled beneath the noise of people talking, yet it was a cheerful note.

“There’s Dajana,” Aran said, sounding happy. He was staring at the far corner. Neven had spotted Dajana’s father’s stall there earlier in the morning, when he had been wandering around the still-quiet square, waiting for someone from the estate to show up. Someone would turn up. Neven had been hoping it would be Kristijan himself, on such a significant day in Božidarko’s year.

Instead, Remi had arrived in a long-nosed car with darkened windows. The king’s representative, rather than the king himself. Neven had stifled his disappointment and followed Remi and his men around anyway, to see what he could learn.

The men were approaching Dajan’s stall now. The doe-eyed girl behind the table wasn’t looking at them. She was looking over their shoulders, with a sunny smile on her pretty face.

Neven was startled to realize she was looking at Aran. “Have you two been meeting behind my back?” he demanded suspiciously.

“Nope,” Aran said. “I promised I wouldn’t. Staying out of local affairs, right?”

Neven frowned. “Then why is she smiling at you?’

“Because I’m a cool American?” Aran shrugged, although he was smiling back at her.

“How would she know that if you’ve never spoken to her?” Neven demanded. “Aran, we’ve talked about this…”

“I told you, I haven’t. And I haven’t,” Aran shot back, a frown of his own appearing. Then his eyes widened. “Holy shit, did you see that? That guy just picked up the whole box of cheese on her table!”

Neven swiveled to look at the corner stall. Dajana cried out, pointing at a man with long hair, who was dodging through the crowd, a large carton under his arm. “He took our stuff!” Dajana cried. “Stop him!”

Aran took a step forward. Neven shot out his arm, halting him. “No,” he said quietly and firmly. “We stay out of it.”

“But—”

“No,” he repeated. “Besides, everyone else is reacting. Let them take care of it.”

Everyone was reacting. Almost everyone in the square was turning, trying to see what was happening, what all the shouting was about. The man who had taken the cheese was having trouble moving fast because of the press of bodies. So were the few people who had moved to pursue him, including Dajana’s father.

Neven swiveled his gaze to Remi De Sauveterre and his men, just in time to see one of the big men reach under his coat.

Neven’s heart squeezed. Not here, surely? Where there were so many strangers? If it was just village people, they might get away with drawing a gun, but not today.

Remi De Sauveterre clearly thought the same. He shoved on the man’s arm, tearing his hand away from his coat. He was scowling, the thick brows together. He said something. Neven could see his lips moving.

Then Remi leaned past his man and picked up one of the beer bottles sitting on the table. He turned on one heel and barely without aiming, threw the bottle in a hard overhand toss.

The bottle whizzed through the air, turning over and over as it flew. It struck the back of the thief’s shoulders, just below the neck. The thief fell forward and sprawled, the carton flipping over a couple of times before coming to a halt. The thief didn’t move again. The beer bottle lay fizzing on the cobblestones, the glass cracked.

“Holy fuck!” Aran breathed. “Did you see that? He took him out with a bottle!”

Neven nodded, keeping his gaze on Remi. The man had turned back to talk to Dajana and her father. Dajana was shrinking back behind her father, afraid of Remi. Her father seemed to quail, too, yet he responded.

Two of Remi’s men hauled the man to his feet. He was groggy, his head lolling. A third picked up the box of cheese and returned it to the stall. The first two hauled the man away.

Aran gripped Neven’s sleeve. “What are they going to do to him?” His tone was urgent, frightened.

“Maybe dump him at the train station and watch him leave town.”

“He stole from their people,” Aran said shortly. “These guys are psycho. You told me that. They were all extremists from the wars. That’s what you said. They’re really going to put him on a train and let him roll out of town?”

Neven grimaced. It sounded unlikely, put that way. “We still can’t get involved,” he replied, which was the only argument that counted right now.

Aran looked at him. “My dads and my mom…they’d do something about it. Something that doesn’t fuck up time. Anyway, we’re not out of our own time right now.”

“Neither of us should be here,” Neven said. “That’s the same thing as time jumping and you know it. We’d be changing the future if we do anything here that has consequences.”

“You’re just going to let them do whatever they want with the guy?” Aran said. “What if they kill him?”

Neven watched the corner of the square where the fuss still had not died down, despite the overriding actions of Remi’s men.

“Neven?” Aran said, prompting him. People were moving around them on the stairs now, for they were standing two up from the cobbles of the square, staring.

Neven shook his head. “Whatever happens to the man, he brought it upon himself. He stole food in a town that is run by gangsters, which was his mistake.”

Aran looked disgusted.

The problem was, Aran hadn’t done enough time jumping yet to learn how slippery interfering with local anything could be. Every jump Aran had completed had been in the company of Neven or his mother, Taylor, or his aunt, Sydney. Nothing had gone wrong on any of those jumps, which meant Aran still had an idealized view of the world.

Aran climbed down the steps.

“Where are you going?” Neven demanded.

Aran looked over his shoulder at him. His smoky gray eyes, so like his mother’s, were narrowed. “If you’re not going to do anything about the man, then I’m going to talk to Dajana. Make sure she’s okay.”

Neven wanted to protest, his instincts leaping. Then he remembered what Aran sounded like to a native Serbian, with his tortured vowels and horrible consonants. “Knock yourself out,” Neven told him, relaxing. Aran could hardly get into trouble when he couldn’t make himself understood in Serbian.

Instead, Neven glanced around the square once more, still standing on the second step, where the vantage point was good. It let him see what no one else did. He watched as Remi casually swiped a whole plate of cheese samples off the table and walk away, the plate in his hands.

“Son of a bitch…” Neven breathed to himself.

Then, before he could talk himself out of it, he followed.

Remi’s men were still fussing over the stall and Dajana’s father and the anxious and outraged village citizens, who had gathered around to discuss the daring of the thief. It would be a highlight of this year’s cheese festival, for sure.

Remi moved alone through the crowd. No one stopped him or asked about the entire plate of cheese he’d taken. Even without his men on either side, no one jostled Remi or got in his way. He moved through the crowd, a tall, foreign-looking man with unsmiling eyes. When he turned into one of the narrow lanes that turned off the square, Neven hurried after him and paused at the mouth of the lane, considering whether he should follow or not.

The lane was barely wide enough for two men to walk shoulder-to-shoulder. Remi looked as though he was shorter than Neven. Most men were, which was one reason why Neven liked hanging out with Brody and Veris and Alex, who were all taller than him. Remi might be shorter, yet his shoulders made up for any lack his height imparted. Two men might be able to walk down the lane together, but not if one of them was Remi.

Twenty-five yards down the lane, Remi turned and looked behind him.

Neven withdrew, hiding around the corner, his heart thudding. Of course the man—the vampire—would look behind to check. It would be almost automatic to do that.

Neven eased himself around the corner to glance down the lane again. Remi was still heading for the end of it.

Several feet inside the lane, a set of old, worn and narrow wooden steps ran up to a long, just as narrow, balcony on the second floor. The wooden palings that made up the railing had round shapes cut out of them, every few planks along, in the traditional manner. It wasn’t a fire escape, as New Yorkers would assume. Someone lived up there. It was part of the charm of the village, which on the surface, looked quaint and old and traditional. Every time he arrived here, Neven was reminded sharply of his childhood in Kosovo. Then he would remember that this entire quaint little village was engaged in criminal activities and that the prettiness was just on the surface.

Whoever lived there was probably involved in hacking computer systems just as the rest of the village were. They were phishing, controlling perfectly ordinary people’s computers, stealing their identities and selling them, stealing data and selling that. They were living off the misery of innocent people.

Neven didn’t hesitate about climbing the private stairs. He clung to the wall, treading where the stairs would be least likely to squeak, then hurried to the far corner of the balcony and cautiously looked down.

Remi De Sauveterre was at the end of the lane, in a tiny courtyard. Two more houses had their front doors there and someone had put out a tiny round table and two small chairs in the corner of the yard.

Remi was standing at the table. He had put the plate of cheese samples down and was now busy crumbling the cheese into tiny pieces.

Sitting in front of the plate, sniffing eagerly at the cheese, was a mangy black kitten. It was clearly homeless. It was so thin there were deep hollows on either side of its belly.

Neven watched, astounded, as the vampire finished crumbling the cheese, then stroked the cat’s head. Even from up here, Neven could hear the kitten purring as it chowed down on the cheese.

Remi looked over his shoulder once more, to check for observers. Neven shrank back from the balcony rail in case he should think to look upward. Then he eased himself over to watch once more.

Remi had settled on the tiny seat and was holding up one hand so the kitten could rub its face against his knuckles in between bites.

Neven squashed his deep bafflement. He’d lingered long enough. He backed away from the railing and moved soundlessly over to the stairs and crept down them, keeping in mind the phenomenal hearing most vampires enjoyed. Crowd noise filtered the length of the lane from the busy square beyond. It would be enough to hide little shuffles and creaks.

Out in the square once more, Neven headed for the corner and Dajana’s stall, to find Aran and take him back home. If Brody and Veris were looking for him, then he’d better get back before they got pissed about his absence. He didn’t want to have to explain what he was doing here.

He thought again of Remi De Sauveterre and the kitten and realized he wouldn’t be able to explain what he’d seen at all.

 


 

CHAPTER TWO
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THEY JUMPED BACK TO THE courtyard at the front of the rambling Cape Cod mansion. It was getting easier and easier to precisely pinpoint where he arrived, to the point where Neven wouldn’t have been worried about picking a landing spot somewhere inside the house, which would have been more discreet. Aran, though, didn’t want to arrive in the house, where he might get roped into something.

“There’s a music festival in Edgartown,” Aran told Neven just before they jumped away from Serbia. “Alan won’t go because she’s mooning over that jock that won’t talk to her. Mom and Far and Athair will insist I take her and she’ll sulk the whole time…it’s easier if I just grab the car and go.”

Neven withheld his opinion about sneaking off that way, because their jump to Serbia was also sneaking off—of a different scale.

The gravel crunched underfoot as they arrived, which might alert anyone in the public rooms. Neven looked around curiously. It was silent in the courtyard, except for the wind overhead and the never ending soft rumble of waves from the beach, at the end of the estate. He could smell salt and sand and seaweed in the air. The pines were waving softly and leaves lifted and skidded across the concrete and gravel.

“Where is everyone?” he wondered.

“No idea. They’re not here, though,” Aran said, digging into his denim jacket for car keys. “I’m outta here.” He moved away. “Marit was in the kitchen, last I saw, just before I jumped to get you. Tell ‘em you were in your room.”

That would make Neven sound like a rebellious teenager.

Neven took off the shapeless hat he used to disguise his face, tucked the sunglasses away and ran his hand through his hair. In way, he was a rebellious teenager. He had no life of his own, yet. The current one was starting to chafe with its restrictions and limitations.

With a sigh, he opened the big French doors and moved through the lounge. Far off to the left, he could hear someone pottering around in the kitchen. That would be Marit. The rest of the house was silent. Alan would be in her room, for she was a teenager.

The center section of the big u-shaped house was all loungeroom, with banks of French doors on both sides, giving a view of the ocean on one side and a view of the state park and rolling acres of trees and wilderness on the other. The Edgartown Road lay between the house and the park, yet was hidden by bushes and trees, so the view was unmarred by traffic, although there were plenty of Cape Cod style houses dotting the salt-brush land.

Neven moved over to the other side of the lounge and peered through the windows at the half-acre of lawn between the house and the nearest belt of trees, and the three great oak trees dotting the open spaces. They cast shade in summer which was welcome. Now, they were brown and yellow, the big leaves starting to drift down.

A blanket lay beneath the nearest oak, with another over the top of it. The top blanket was moving. Neven saw blond hair.

He’d found Veris, at least. He suspected Veris had Taylor and Brody beneath the blanket, too. He didn’t want to disturb them. He moved through to the kitchen.

The white and dark gray kitchen was another family gathering point. The long, narrow table sited in front of the big windows, looking at the ocean, tended to draw people. Twelve wicker armchairs were drawn up around it, also painted soft gray, with cheerful cushions on the seats.

Marit, though, was standing at the island, pouring cake batter into a pan. She was twenty years old now and as tall as she was going to get. At five foot ten, it was plenty tall enough. She had Veris’ height, in female form. Add in her coppery red hair and blue eyes and it was little wonder people actually turned their heads to watch her walk by. It wasn’t just men anymore. It was also women, drawn by her air of self-possession. Sometimes, she seemed to be nearly as old as Veris, to Neven.

“You were looking for me?” Neven asked.

“I was?” She put the mixing bowl down and licked her fingers. “Who told you that? Aran?”

“Yes.”

“He might have mixed up what I said.”

“He said he thought it was actually Veris who was looking for me?”

“Wrong on both counts,” said a voice from the kitchen door.

Neven turned. Rafael De Leon stood at the door, his shoulder against the frame, his arms crossed. “Rafe!”

Rafe smiled and moved over to Neven and hugged him. “Surprise,” he said.

“You just dropped by?”

“We can do that now, remember? Thanks to Aran. Sydney just dropped me off.” Rafe hugged Marit, then swiped his finger through the batter and licked it clean. “Mmm, mocha, yes?”

“You’ll get sick, doing that,” Marit chided him.

“Just a taste,” he assured her.

“You fire up your taste buds, you’ll go into lock-down,” Marit warned him. She swatted at his hand. “Enough, Uncle Rafe!”

He blew her a kiss then moved over to the long table and pulled out one of the chairs. “Have a seat, Neven.”

“Is this a ‘we need to talk’ moment?” Neven asked.

Rafe looked up at him, his black eyes hiding everything. “Does it need to be?”

“If it is, we don’t need to bother Marit with it.”

“She’s the one who told me to come.” Rafe patted the table. “Sit.”

Neven looked at Marit, startled. How much did she know?

Marit stared back at him. With that expression and with her eyes, she might as well have been Veris standing there, as unmoving as the rock under the lighthouse.

Neven sat down, hiding his sigh. “Speak, then.”

Rafe put his chin on his fist, studying Neven. “I saw Veris and Brody and Taylor outside. That leaves you free to talk without Veris yelling. Is it true, Neven? You’re still heading back to Serbia every day to spy on the other Kristijan?”

Neven sighed again. This time he didn’t bother hiding it. “You make it sound more dire than it is. I just go to watch. That’s all.”

Rafe dropped his hand. “We talked about this before. About obsessing over Kristijan’s life.”

“I couldn’t give a damn about Kristijan’s life,” Neven said. “You don’t understand. You’ve never run into other versions of yourself and seen how…strange they are.”

Rafe shook his head. “It’s a simple time variance, that’s all. Somewhere in your past, you faced a decision. You chose one alternative. This Kristijan went the other way and now you’re looking at the result. You’ve been a jumper for a long time, Neven. Hell, you taught us about alternative timelines. You know all this.”

“I don’t know why,” Neven ground out.

Marit closed the oven and tapped on the controls, which peeped as she set up the timer, then she came over to the table. “Why do you have to know why?” she asked softly. “It happened. You’re not that other Kristijan—not even close.” She shrugged.

“Only I am,” Neven pointed out. “He’s me. We have the same DNA—”

“Except his is defunct, because he’s a vampire now,” Rafe added. “Marit is right. Why does it matter why he went the way he did? It’s a fact. He’s not a nice man. You, though, are.”

“Am I, though?” Neven touched his chest. “In me, here, is the capacity to be him.”

“The potential, maybe. It all comes down to choices, doesn’t it?” Rafe said. “Of all the major decisions you’ve made in your life, or even the smaller ones, no one knows which one split off our world right here and the one that you were living in until Tira tried to kill you. You’d have to trace back through history, check every single moment, to figure out what decision split the timelines. It could be something as minor as choosing to not clean your teeth one morning. It doesn’t matter. It also doesn’t matter what you could be. Only actions count and you chose to be a decent man.”

“Thank you,” Neven said gravely.

“He doesn’t believe you,” Marit told Rafe.

Rafe raised a brow.

Neven sighed. “I’m sorry. I look at Kristijan’s world in Serbia, I watch the fear he induces, the terror his men spread every time they walk through the village, and I think, ‘I am the one who did that.’ I have to ask myself how I could do it and still look the world in the eye. How
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