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Starships appeared in a blue sky similar to Earth’s, but for the dazed chrono-arrivals processed through Again NewYork’s immigration at Jifk spaceport, it was a blue sky 400 light years from a familiar solar system. Perhaps the elder gods who had long ago departed Old Earth to found Darqueworld in the Merope Nebula had created that blue sky, breathable atmosphere, and blue seas. The Other-beings, humans, and time travellers lucky enough to make it to the planet did not question the liveable environment. Darqueworld was where Old Earth’s secret beings could begin anew.

Nico Alexikova, death-age at eighteen and fifteen years a vampire, studied her reflection in the aluminium siding of the 50s style diner, Lucy’s, and straightened the narrow black tie she wore with a silk dress shirt and black cardigan. Though in her usual black stockings, that day she wore a short skirt of Black Watch tartan rather than of solid grey or black. Its dark green complemented the bright green paper wrapped around the bouquet of twelve closed red roses and four pure white Casa Blanca lilies cradled in Nico’s arm. The flowers, in Nico’s estimation, looked gorgeous.

It had taken some time getting used to seeing her reflection and being out in the sun without fear of burning up. But she was making great progress with both phobias, as her therapist told her, which were common afflictions for vampire chrono-immigrants.

However, as a recent arrival from the later 20th century who still needed to view the X-Files seasons she’d missed, Nico did not think she would ever become complacent with the sight of starships, lifting and landing at Jifk spaceport. She glanced up and admired a spinning vessel whirring for the stratosphere right then.

She stood behind the diner car that had been her first haven when arriving at Jifk spaceport and Again NewYork. There, she’d met a young waitress, witch, and weird matter wielder who became her lover, too. Shayla O’Fey exited Lucy’s scullery door and smiled warmly. She held two mugs and sat down at the employee break table by the door, blonde hair shining in the sunlight. Despite the utilitarian cut of her pink waitress’s uniform, Nico thought the outfit flattered Shayla—or perhaps it was Shayla’s figure that flattered the outfit. A corsage of one lily and closed red rose was pinned above Shayla’s nametag.

Nico sucked in breath, tasting Shayla’s creamy peach-and-bergamot scent.

“Don’t you and Mr Bear look bonnie,” Shayla said, her Scots accent easy and laid back. Her hazel-eyed gaze twinkled as Nico approached, self-consciously adjusting the leather chest harness in which her tan stuffed teddy bear, Mr Bear, sat. “Ye should have a matchin’ boutonniere, love.”

Nico shook her head and bit her lip against a shy grin. Not only did the flowers cost her half her hotel desk clerk wage for the week, but their symbolism screamed “everlasting love” to her two lovers. Shayla, born to Darqueworld, might not take roses and lilies as such, but Heloise—tall, dark, and gorgeous Heloise Allen, a 21st century vampire who rose in the fifties—would clearly read their meaning.

“Have yer blood, love.” Shayla sipped her coffee as Nico joined her at the table, laying her wrapped flowers carefully aside. Pulling up the Id she stored in a pocket behind Bear—a popular, pad-shaped personal computer devise she’d named Dorothy for Dorothy Gale—Nico checked the time.

Heloise’s flight from New London would arrive in a little over an hour. Nico liked to be early as well as prompt. She picked up the mug of warm, simulated blood topped with whipped cream and drank.

“About the concert tonight,” Nico then said, after she’d drunk half the contents of her cup. She found her napkin and dabbed bloody cream from her upper lip.

“Aye, that.”

“You gave your Damara Airship tickets to who?” Nico asked.

“I gi’ed them tae the quine at the youth centre, chick,” Shayla said. “The band’s promotion company dinnae gie the lasses enough, so I added mine.”

“But you’re the lead singer’s sister. It may be the biggest concert tour in the galaxy, but his people will give you more, right? I’m not insisting for Heloise and me.” Nico’s tone gentled. “I’m sure Shawn would really want you there.”

“I want tae be there. But we three will at least see him backstage. Those passes, I still have.”

Shayla’s tone distanced, like it did whenever she spoke of seeing her younger brother. Nico was uncertain if that implied estrangement or Shayla harbouring fear of possible estrangement.

Nico wanted to say: Shawn doesn’t blame you for Shy’s death.

And if he did, he and Shayla needed to have that matter discussed.

If all else fails, she’ll see him at his hotel before he flies out. Even if he is an intragalactic rock star. I’ll make certain. I’ll tell Heloise to make certain.

Nico glanced at her Id again. Shayla softly laughed.

“It may be an hour’s flight from New London tae here, but you’ve time, love.”

Nico rolled her eyes and put Dorothy away. “A shuttle can traverse this planet in only hours. But it still takes twenty-five minutes with one’s legs to cover a mile and a quarter without a Makepeace’s admonishment for running—”

“Fer runnin’ like a vampire.”

“Yes, for running like a vampire, when I’ve seen lizard people taking advantage with their speedy little ways all the time—but never mind. Heloise’s arrival gate happens to be one of the farthest.”

“Oh, ye’re right, chick. Ye’ve so little time.”

“Ha-ha.” Nico smiled. “Heloise should be boarding soon. This business trip was only two days, but it felt like forever. Do you think the flowers are too much?” Nico fussed with the roses. “I ordered these through the hotel concierge. I didn’t want simulated flowers.”

“True roses and lilies, Niky?” Shayla touched her corsage, delighted. “That’s pure quality, chick, she’ll love them. I’m still wooin’ her with my own bouquets.”

“When you talk about seducing Heloise, it makes me so frisky.” Shayla’s gaze lit with mirth at Nico’s silliness.

“Oh, I’ve already seduced her. A vampire auld as she needs remindin’ often.” The corner of Shayla’s mouth crept up, a soft leer. She reached into her skirt’s pocket and pulled out a loose roll of red satin ribbon, its width an inch.

“That’s pretty,” Nico admired the shade of red, the colour of fresh blood. “Are you wrapping something for her?”

“Only thing I’ll be wrappin’, chick....” Shayla unwound the ribbon. “Is ’eloise’s wrists.” She snapped the ribbon between her hands.

Nico’s mouth formed an ‘O’. She pulled out her Id and took a holo-snap of Shayla with the taut ribbon. Then she sent it to Heloise.

Shayla rewound the ribbon as Nico read Heloise’s response.

“She’s running like a vampire for her flight right now,” Nico said.
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Lucy’s Diner stood one hundred feet from the nearest Jifk terminal and faced the airfield. But that day, the streamlined diner was filled with more than off-world travellers, tourists, and disorientated chrono-arrivals.

Nico persuaded Shayla to delay the start of her shift and remain behind the diner. She then entered through the bustling kitchen and stepped into the diner proper. Young Damara Airship fans in band tees and worn jeans crowded the tables and countertop seats.

Neo-hippies. Shouldn’t they be waiting inside Jifk for Damara Airship to arrive planet-side? Peeved, Nico approached a group. If she strained her vampire’s hearing in the diner’s din, she might catch what they were discussing. Instead, she applied a skill she was practicing: lip reading. She focused on the scruffy boy the group paid rapt attention to.

Shawn O’Fey’s sister, the boy’s lips said.

Nico walked up to them.

After a few minutes, she rejoined Shayla at the outdoor break table.

“All those kids know you’re Shawn’s sister,” Nico said sourly. “That’s why they’re in there. But I couldn’t get rid of the bloody lot.”

“Oh? Ya telt them Shawn’s band was arrivin’ now, didn’t ya?” Shayla asked, her tone light.

“I did,” Nico admitted. “And before you admonish me, it was in the best interest of freeing the tables of your stalkers. Those kids were barely buying coffee. Can you believe they offered me a toke to make me go away?”

Shayla laughed. Nico took the warm hand Shayla held out and reluctantly smiled. “They didn’t believe me because they knew I was a vampire.” Unlike Heloise, who could act warm and engaging, Nico had never shaken the effect of her deathly pallor—and the sinister reputation vampires automatically possessed. “When is Shawn due to arrive from out there?” She lifted her chin for above.

Shayla gently pulled her near. “Shawn and the rest are already planet-side, love,” she whispered in Nico’s ear, “at the Isle visiting friends and family. But aye, they’re arriving in Again NewYork taeday. Only not at the intragalactic terminal.”

Nico gasped. “They’re coming to the domestic terminal? That’s clever.”

“Wheesht. Tell no one.” Shayla winked. She rose and placed the wrapped flowers in Nico’s arms.

“I’ve work tae return to, love,” she said, apologetic. “And ye have ’eloise tae meet. Have I blessed ye, taeday, Niky?”

Nico shook her head, her smile giddy.

Shayla grinned and fished in her pocket. She brought out a Damara Airship pin-back bearing the band’s symbol: the triangle holding the Y that denoted the dragon’s eye. With solemnity, she pinned the black and purple one-inch button to the front of Nico’s cardigan.

“Bless Nico Alexikova and Bear, beloved of Shayla O’Fey,” Shayla intoned, “beloved of ’eloise Allen, and favoured of Darqueworld.”

They kissed, Nico careful not to crush the flowers between them. She held Shayla’s face when they parted.

“Treasure of Nico and Bear,” she whispered to Shayla.
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“Dorothy, play ‘For Your Love,’” Nico requested, and put in her ear buds.

She entered Jifk spaceport and walked past Aleph Terminal’s intragalactic check-in counters and the many off-world visitors who lumbered, slithered, darted, or rolled. An unobtrusive scan-net washed over her. If she allowed it, the scan could capture her personal data via the biometric tag embedded in the back of her left hand. A frisk by scan-net seemed tolerable in lieu of molestation at a physical security checkpoint. Without access to her bio-tag, the security scan could still discern her undead presence and the fact that she carried a switchblade tucked in the back of her skirt’s waistband.

If she was not then in a hurry to traverse Aleph terminal for Beth, the terminal handling intragalactic connections via ferries to Nuit Four—Darqueworld’s orbiting space station—Nico would have taken the time to mark the Other-beings around her, openly carrying their own weapons.

Magic wielders like Shayla and psionics like Esche were living weapons themselves, voluntarily holstering their abilities. The same was assumed of Other-beings like were-people and vampires. By that same reasoning, Darqueworld recognised beings that identified as warriors and let them travel with weapons. Nico was uncertain how ordinary civilians and off-worlders felt about that, but a bit of searching through Dorothy brought up no violent incidents at Jifk spaceport in the last six months. Either the unspoken and universal code of societal peace prevailed or the presence of security bots and the occasional Makepeace ensured no one acted like a jerk.

Nico made Bear wave to one broad-shouldered and lean, armoured Makepeace, the biomechanical being’s helm gleaming. Though his mouth—one of those kissable ones Makepeace always seemed to have—remained impassive, his helm
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