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THE DINNER PARTY THAT DIDN’T HAPPEN
[1]

Rougeret Beach, Saint-Jacut-de-la-Mer, Côtes-d’Armor, Brittany. Now.

“IT’S TOO EARLY FOR CHAMPAGNE, Far,” Alannah protested, as Veris eased the cork from the bottle of Veuve Clicquot with a soft pop and hiss.

“Since when did you ever refuse a drink, sis?” Aaron called out, from the other end of the long table they all sat at.

Everyone chuckled.

“It’s never too early for champagne,” Veris said, as he poured a scant half inch of the pale golden liquid into Taylor’s glass. He stroked her shoulder, then moved on to Brody’s glass.

“Champagne isn’t a drink, anyway,” Sydney observed.

“It’s wet. It’s a drink,” Remy growled.

“No, Sydney is right,” Alex said, then smiled his thanks at Veris as Veris poured a little into his glass.

“You’re just saying that because you sleep with her,” Taylor pointed out.

Alex couldn’t be teased when he was being philosophical. He just shook his head a little. “Champagne carries too much psychological meaning to ever be just a drink anymore. We only pour it on special occasions. We toast with it. Even those of the Blood raise a glass of champagne—”

“Only because Veris would shoot anyone who tried to toast with an empty glass,” London pointed out. Remy, beside her, rested his hand on hers and laughed. Neven, on London’s other side, just smiled, and Beatrix, beside him, laughed, too.

Brody snorted and covered his smile.

Veris rolled his eyes at London, then poured a generous glass for her. “I won’t respond to that, as you are our lovely host, and because the insult offered by toasting with an empty glass is obvious and needs no defense.”

“Obvious if you’re two thousand years old,” Kit said. He didn’t speak much, and when he did, he spoke quietly, but everyone listened anyway. He was sitting back in his chair, clearly full of the excellent meal. His hand rested on Alannah’s knee, for she had pushed back from the table, too.

Everyone smiled at his observation.

Kit added, “Veris does have one thing right. London, thank you for the work you did that allows us all to be sitting here today.” He lifted his glass of champagne toward her. Varvara, next to Kit, also smiled in appreciation.

“Here” was a table long enough to handily seat everyone; which was nearly thirty people, ranging in age from Jesse’s triplets, Christian, Denis and Raphael, who had just turned one and sat in high chairs, plus the twins, Maggie and India, who were three, and also in high chairs, all the way up to Veris, the oldest person in the greenhouse. All five of Jesse’s children were showing signs of tiredness. Jesse and Aran were wiping their hands and mouths, and giving them closed cups to sip, while the conversation continued and while Veris filled champagne glasses.

The greenhouse was large enough to fit the long table. It was a Victorian era building, a delight of leaded windows, a glassed-in roof, iron frames and greenery everywhere. The floor was hard-wearing brown tiles that gleamed in the light pouring through the glass walls and arched roof. On the frames between the windows, lights shaped like old sconces added warm yellow light to the already cheerful scene. Through the glass, more trees could be glimpsed, and through them a strip of blue that was the ocean.

London smiled warmly at Kit in thanks for his gratitude. “It is lovely to have you all here,” she told everyone. “Especially you, Kit.”

“Why especially Kit?” Alannah asked, her tone suspicious.

“Well, he is the newest member of the family,” London pointed out with a small smile. “Everyone, the entire family, is here today. It is a miracle.”

Andy, sitting at the other end of the table, made an odd sound.

Veris rested his hand on Andy’s shoulder. “What is it?”

Andy shook his head and reached for the hand of the dark-haired, dark-eyed woman beside him. “I didn’t realize we was family.”

Veris patted his shoulder. “Of course you are. Don’t be stupid.”

Brody, at the other end of the table, said, “What he means is that you’ve been through time with us. That makes you family.”

“What Brody means,” Taylor said quickly, “Is that time jumping doesn’t make you automatically family, but what you’ve been through with us and what you have done does make you family.” And she smiled at Andy and lifted her glass.

Andy took a deep breath, his pleasant face turning slightly pink. He cleared his throat. “I guess, this many in the family, it might be tricky, finding a time when everyone can get together.”

Everyone laughed, or smiled. Many rolled their eyes.

“Next to impossible is more like it,” Sydney muttered. She raised her voice. “How many are timing it to be here?”

Everyone looked at each other. Slowly, her face blushing, Alannah raised her hand.

So did Aran. But he did not look guilty at all.

Veris put the champagne bottle down with a soft thud. “My own kids?” He sounded wounded.

“Oh, come on, Far,” Aran said. “We have complicated lives, all of us. You call for a family dinner and tell us where and when, we have to be flexible.”

Taylor cleared her throat. “They have a point.”

Veris shook his head. “You managed to arrange things to have us here at the right time.”

Taylor pressed her lips together.

Rafe, on Sydney’s other side from Alex, laughed loudly. “What, did you lie about the date, Taylor? Just to get them here on time?”

She smiled and raised her brows. “The dinner party we were going to have, back in July, didn’t happen because no one could find a time that worked for everyone. We were in danger of the same thing happening today so I...compromised.”

Aran pointed at her. “Thank you, Mom.”

“I thought we weren’t supposed to talk about time travel at the dinner table?” Jesse asked.

Rafe, still chuckling, said, “That’s a rule that gets broken at every single meal. I don’t think we’ve pulled it off even once.”

“And why are we having this party?” Neven asked. “Not that I mind, of course. I like everyone getting together. But I can’t remember why we arranged this one.”

“To make up for the one that didn’t happen in July,” Taylor said.

“I suppose, if you must have a reason, that one will do,” Sydney said. “It’s so rare for everyone to be together like this, anymore. A nice, simple dinner. No crisis to chew over. We should do it more often.”

“Hear, hear,” Brody said softly. He picked up his fork and tapped his glass.

Everyone murmured and tapped their glasses, too. The small children all paused, listening. They showed tiny teeth as they smiled at the cheerful sound.

Then everyone raised their glass and sipped.

“You’re not drinking, Andy?” Veris called from his end of the table.

Andy picked up his glass. “Sorry. I was just sayin’ to Elahah that the note the glass gives off is wrong somehow. So I was checking with her.”

Elahah shook her head. “The note is sour,” she admitted.

“Elahah has perfect pitch,” Taylor said, reminding everyone of Elahah’s musical talent.

“So does Andy,” Elahah said.

“Wow,” Rafe said. “Go Andy.”

Andy shifted on his chair. “We only figured it out a few years ago. I gave up messing with music when we got together. Seemed kinda silly when Elahah was around.” He smiled at his wife. “But sometimes I find myself humming her tunes. And she says I hit every note right.”

“And now you’re wincing at the note a wine glass gives off,” Veris said, sounding amused. “I wager that’s not something you thought you’d ever say about yourself, Andy.”

Andy lifted his glass a little. “Lots of things I never thought I’d say about myself I get to say these days, thanks to you fine folk.”
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I REMEMBER THE FIRST TIME I sat down to write out the full story of some weird thing that had happened to me. I did that when I met Elahah when Nocturnal Rain went on a world tour. Never thought that writing things out would help, but it does.

So I’m back to writing things out again. This time, though, it’s not about Elahah I have to figure out. It’s about Charlotte. Yeah, my daughter. Even I have to pause to let that sink in.

Charlotte is the second most precious thing in my life, coming only after Elahah. She was a gift. Something I never expected to come along. Not for me. I’ve had a pretty jumbled life. Bad beginnings and all that. My dad died when I was twelve. Heart attack. He was sitting at his desk in the insurance office where he’d worked for over twenty years, eating a ham sandwich, when he clutched at his heart and dropped. He was dead by the time the ambulance arrived.

My mom never really recovered from that. By the time I was sixteen, she’d had a dozen boyfriends, trading them off in descending order of decency. The last one taught me with his fists that sticking around wouldn’t benefit me, so I got out of Ohio and ended up in L.A., where I met Taylor a few years later.

This part of the story you know about. I met Elahah, figured out that Taylor, Veris and Brody were not just a threesome, but they could also travel through time. I was a roadie for Brody’s band round then, got promoted to managing road teams, then managing the whole security side of touring. Weirdly, having lived through a few hairy moments made me think differently from everyone else. I found out I was good at security stuff. When the band broke up, Elahah convinced me I should start a company of my own, which I did. I must have been doing something right because Veris, Taylor and Brody turned into my clients. And a whole lot of other rich and influential people they knew also became clients.

Then Charlotte came along. Elahah had figured she couldn’t have kids, and I didn’t think we should have ‘em anyway. We weren’t living normal lives. She was on the road more days of the year than not, while I spent my time guarding other people’s backs, warding off nasty jokers. It’s amazing what money or fame can pull out of the rotting woodwork.

But Charlotte changed things. I stayed back in the office, arranging things and training teams. Elahah stopped touring so much, took only local gigs, and recorded a lot. She wrote songs for other people, too. You’ve probably heard a lot of them. Most of what she wrote for other artists hit the charts, which made the royalties roll in.

Charlotte is, I’m glad to say, nothing like me. She’s smart and tough, but peaceful and quiet. That sounds like it doesn’t make sense. But her mother is like that, too. Quiet, never saying much, sometimes with a dreamy look in her eye if she’s thinking about music. But try to get either of them to do something they don’t want to do and you’ll regret it. It’s like slamming up against a concrete wall. Same with violence or nastiness; Elahah hated it. Elahah’s seen enough of that side of life and I never wanted Charlotte to see any of it. She grew up carefree, happy, went Harvard, and became an engineer.

Yeah, I know. I had to sit down and figure that one out, too. But ‘parently, there’s a relationship between math and music. And she got her mother’s genes.

She started working for a company on the west coast, up in Oregon. It’s fifteen hours away if I don’t stop for coffee, but it’s a lot closer than Boston.

It’s funny. I’ve moved through life braced for trouble. Trouble was rife when I was working security for Brody’s band. Trouble was what paid the bills, when I started my company.

I just never figured it would come at me outside those areas. That it would reach out and slap my family.

But, anyway. There was some trouble, then Veris contacted me out of the blue and asked me to help him with an odd job. Of course I said yes. D’uh. When Dr. Veris Gerhardsson asks you to do something in that soft and reasonable voice of his, you clear your calendar. Well, I do, anyway. Same with any of his family and friends. They’re all good people, even though some of them ain’t really people, anymore.

One of the perks of doin’ work for Veris and his people is you don’t have to travel anywhere. It’s a side effect of time travelling. The ones who could time travel to any “when” can also jump to any “where.” They told me that the when and the where are the same things, the way jumpers see it. I wouldn’t know about that. But I’m happy to use it because Veris lives in Alberta these days and international travel is a real pain in the ass.

His text said he’d arrange to meet me. I figured Taylor would appear in the corner of my office that I keep clear for the jumpers, but it was Sydney who arrived. She’s a queen and all, but she wore jeans and a tee shirt today, so I knew she was off the clock on the royal thing. You’re going to have to just go with this. There are some weird things when it comes to time travel.

My surprise must have shown because Sydney smiled. “If you want Taylor to hug you instead, I can always go and get her.”

“No, no, it’s not that,” I said. “I suppose any jumper will do.” I’d put my foot in it all over again. “I mean,” I said hastily, “that I didn’t think about it until now, but any of you who can jump, can jump with anyone else.”

Sydney laughed, and came over to me. “How are you doing, Andy?” Her gentle tone said she was asking because of what happened six days ago.

“I’m fine,” I said. “Ready to work.”

Sydney got the message. She held out her arm. “Ready?”

I cleared my throat and stepped into the curve of her arm. She gripped my waist and flexed her knees. I felt the sideways swipe that was the sensation of moving through the time-space continuum—yeah, sounds like freaking Star Trek, but that’s really what it is. From talking to others, I know I feel it differently to how they do. Some feel like they’re being picked up. Others, pushed back. But it’s all movement of some sort.

We landed in Spain. I shoulda expected that because it was Sydney collecting me. Veris was waiting in the corner of the enclosed courtyard, and he was wearing...I don’t know the names. Sandals, I know. But I found out later they were called boots even though they were sandals. A long dress. A tunic, yeah, that’s the name. A long tunic with a big swatch of bright material wrapped around his middle. The bottom of the tunic had gold stitching. A long drapey thing over the top of that, made of even more bright material. And that had gold stitching on the edges, too.

Over the top of the tunic and under the cloak, he wore a belt and hanging off the side of it was what looked like a pretty serious sword. The hilt wasn’t covered in jewels, and it had a sheen I’ve seen on guns used by professionals who have to handle them all the time. A glow. A patina (I looked the word up). It told me the sword wasn’t decoration.

And it was short. Made me think of Romans, except that everything else Veris was wearing was gilded and colourful.

That was when I figured out the “odd job” Veris wanted my help with involved time travel.

My heart did a little skip and flutter. I’ve only ever been taken back into the past once. Taylor took me to London on VE Day at the end of the Second World War, just to demonstrate how time travel worked, because I’d figured out they could do it, and had a thousand or so questions. The biggest surprise about that jump was that everything was coloured the way life is normally here and now. I was so used to seeing everything about WWII in black and white.

Everyone on VE day was relaxed and happy. Joyful. They didn’t give a damn who you were, unless they could kiss you. There was a lot of that going on. But Taylor and me pretended we was together so that everyone left us alone. That was why she picked that time and place. Veris is paranoid about messing with history. I got lectures and warnings and a long list of rules and provisos. What to do if this happened, and what to do if that happened. And don’t ever, ever let anyone know that you’re from the future. Which I sort of figured out. Star Trek and all.

Except this was really real. Taylor only stayed there for about forty minutes while I looked around and figured out that yeah, this really was May 8, 1945. Then we jumped back. Given all the warnings and stuff Veris had dished out before we left, I was kinda relieved to get back. Staying put here and now seems easier.

So now I was sizing Veris’ pretty dress up and realizing we were going to time jump into some place where wearing swords was normal. And for the life of me I couldn’t figure out why Veris of all people would voluntarily jump back into time. It had to be something dire to make him want to. Stupid, that’s why he wants a security expert with him.

Only, I’m not stupid. Well, not when it comes to anything but book learning, but especially not when it comes to measuring a threat. And I knew that any of Veris’ folk could stand in as muscle. Even Taylor. They were all lethal, one way or another.

“I’ve got clothes for you over here,” Sydney said, pointing to a pile of clothes on one of the sun chairs. There were boots beneath the chair.

“Why d’ya need me?” I asked Verius. “Brody or Remy would blend in better.”

“It’s research,” Veris said. “I need the perspective of someone who’s never been there before.” He paused. “A normal, average man’s perspective.”

I nodded, because that made a mild kind of sense. He was a professor of medicine, but he did a lot of other research, most of it about time travel, because he was trying to figure out the physics of it.

I moved over to the chair and changed into the clothes there. I at least got a pair of pants, but they were slim and clung to my legs like tights. A long tunic over them, but it stopped at my knees. A long strip of cloth that I figured was a belt like Veris’, and the big rectangle of cloth that I put on like a cloak. Veris came over and wrapped it around my shoulders and pinned it with a brooch, then patted my shoulder. “You still look like a sly fox.” He seemed pleased by that.

“I don’t get a sword?” I asked.

“You’ve learned how to use a short sword, recently?” Veris asked.

I shook my head. “I won’t look strange, without one?”

Sydney came out of the house. She wore a long tunic, too, but the difference was night and day on her. She looked willowy and graceful. Her hair was tied up on top of her head in some way, and what looked like a metal bracelet was holding it in place. A soft drapey thing was around her shoulders, too, but it was thin and almost see-through. She had glittering, dangly earrings and a heavy necklace. A bracelet that rattled.

“Lots of people didn’t carry swords then,” she said. “Women, bureaucrats, slaves.”

“By your clothes, everyone will think you’re a business man,” Veris said. “If there’s a need for a sword, I’ll handle it.” He touched the hilt. “This is just a precaution. Just the sight of it will help keep away most trouble.”

“Where we going then?” I asked. Not that I really cared. I hadn’t really cared about much, for about a week now. I was asking the questions I would normally ask about a client’s intentions, so I was braced, but I was asking purely out of habit.

“Constantinople, January 13, 532,” he said.

I shrugged. “‘kay.” The only meaning I got out of that was that it was a long time ago.

“See?” Veris said, with a small smile. “You have no expectations or pre-conceived ideas about the time at all. That makes you perfect for this.”

“If you say so,” I said. I cracked my knuckles. “The same rules apply, I suppose? Blend in, don’t draw attention. Don’t talk to anyone unless you have to.”

“They’ll be using ancient Greek or Latin, so you won’t be talking to anyone,” Sydney said. She held out her arms, which made the soft cloak thing stream back and hang in elegant folds. “Shall we?”

Veris didn’t hesitate to step up beside her and wrap his arm behind her back. I did the same, and yeah, my heart was racing. Most of the adrenaline was because of Veris’ caution with time travel, and the horror stories I’ve heard over the years about jumps that had gone wrong. But nearly half of it was because, well, time travel! It’s one thing to talk about it and listen to stories. It’s another thing to actually do the jumping yourself. And just for a second I forgot about the shitty week I’d just lived through.

Sydney dipped, flexing her knees, then jumped.
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I guess I have to talk about the shitty week. Mostly, because I keep wanting to not talk about it. And that’s kinda the point of writing all this out. So here goes.

Charlotte moved to Portland after graduating and for a couple of years we got some texts and email. Lots of photos, which was nice. Portland’s a good-looking place and Charlotte seemed to be handling the work-life balance thing people blather about with the skill of a much older person. Walks along the river. Festivals. Dinners with friends. And the work, which she found fascinating. She even got a dog, Miska, which made me happy because it was an enormous Husky that would take down anyone he didn’t like the smell of. Charlotte told me “Miska” meant “little bear” which pleased me even more.

I just wish she’d had Miska with her the day she went to the park to eat her lunch. But it was a workday and Miska was in doggy day care. She met up with friends, a casual and quick picnic because the day was nice.

That was where the DHS caught up with them. They didn’t see the paper food sacks and open cans of pop, apparently. They figured (I’m guessing—I still don’t know for sure) that seven people, all of them men except for two, had to be Antifa and up to no good. And all of Charlotte’s friends, who are young and lacking the experience that might have made them shut up and slink away, instead voiced their resentment and their rights as citizens to sit in the park and eat lunch.

The first I heard of it was a phone call at two in the morning from the emergency ward at the Oregon Health & Science University Hospital. I was stiffly informed that Charlotte was a patient, and they required permission of a family member to operate.

Elahah was the one to reach out to Brody, as the two of them were still close. They shared music. It was an unbreakable bond. While I paced the loungeroom and lost my gourd, she told Brody what had happened.

Even before she finished talking to him, Taylor appeared in the corner of the room. She didn’t smile, but held out her arms. “Quickly,” she said.

She jumped us to a spot by the river, only a block from the hospital, behind some bushes. “Catch a cab,” she told us. “So it looks normal.”

I wouldn’t have thought of that. I had been about to sprint to the hospital. So I held it together long enough to find a cab and help Elahah into the back seat. She held my hand all the way there and never said a word.

It was a week where I think my brain spent most of the time twisted backward and bumping into the inside of my skull. Nothing made sense. Not the explanations of the few authority figures we got to speak to. Not the story about what had happened to them, that one of her friends gave us; he said they had been dancing on the grass. A moment of complete silliness. Then the guards had jumped them. Even her friend had a cast around his arm.

The doctors didn’t make sense, either. They kept talking about waiting to see how Charlotte pulled out of it. Charlotte was in a medically-induced coma, a slender figure with white bandages around her head, which looked even whiter against her dark olive skin, which is just like her mother’s. My beautiful girl, lying still on a hospital bed while machines beeped.

On the second day we were told that the DHS were dropping the charges.

Charges! That was the first time we knew that they thought Charlotte was a domestic terrorist.

Then, less than a day after that, the nurse that was caring for Charlotte mentioned that they would keep her in the hospital until she was formally deported.

Elahah lost her cool after that. We couldn’t find anyone to talk to about it. While Elahah wept or sat like a statue beside me, I spent hours on the phone, being moved from person to person. Or else the call would be dropped and I’d have to work through the layers all over again.

The last person I spoke to didn’t make any sense either. “She’ll be sent back to her country of origin...um...Iran.”

“But America is her country of origin!” I screamed back.

He hung up.

Elahah broke into fresh tears after that. “Charlotte won’t survive in Tehran,” she said, in a quieter moment. “Mother is dead, and the rest of the family don’t know I’m still alive. They can’t help. Charlotte doesn’t speak Persian, or Arabic. She isn’t Muslim. She’ll be arrested for stepping onto the street without a veil, and she doesn’t even know how to pin one...” And she leaned her head against my shoulder. Her face was hot and damp.

Shortly after that, we were told to go home. Two armed DHS men, wearing fatigues with no insignia, stood on either side of the door to Charlotte’s room and wouldn’t let us in.

I texted Taylor and asked her to meet us at the bushes by the river. Then I took Elahah’s hand. “We can’t fix this here,” I murmured, so the DHS guards couldn’t hear.

Taylor took us back to the house in L.A. She made coffee—the Turkish style that Elahah liked—and listened to everything we said. I couldn’t sit still, and I couldn’t blame it on the coffee. I moved the rocker and the keyboard on its stand out of the way so I could walk about the coffee table without tripping on anything.
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