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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 makes humans like vampires. Everyone was stunned when the mismatched pair became lovers, including Deonne and Justin. 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 of screwing with time this way, 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….

READER ADVISORY: This vampire menage romance 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.

This book is part of the Beloved Bloody Time series. 
1.0: Bannockburn Binding
1.1: Wait*
2.0: Byzantine Heartbreak
2.1: Viennese Agreement*
3.0: Romani Armada
4.0: Spartan Resistance
5.0: Celtic Crossing
5.5:  Beloved Bloody Time Series Boxed Set

[*Time Twist Tales - short stories and novellas featuring the characters and situations found in the Beloved Bloody Time series.]

These are continuing characters and storylines. Reading the series in order is strongly recommended.

A Vampire Time Travel Futuristic Romance


 

Praise for Romani Armada

Danger! Adventure! Hot threesomes! MORE DANGER! And a really shifty bunch of individuals who are determined to strike the vampires where it hurts them most. —Reading the Paranormal.

Tracy Cooper-Posey continues to bring this fantastic and unique series to life.  There is never a dull moment in this book or in the series. A complex and intense read that continues to entertain. I can’t wait for next book in the series. —The Jeep Diva

The third book Beloved Bloody Time series is IMO the best so far. The authors ability to weave together the many different locations and time periods in history is amazing. Filled with fully rounded characters, with a fast moving plot, this is a real page turner. But at the heart of this is a romance between the three lead characters. —Amazon Top 500 Reviewer
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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 perfect 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
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