
  
    [image: Jack And Anna - New Scourge Rising]
  


  
    
      JACK AND ANNA - NEW SCOURGE RISING

      EPIC LITERARY UNIVERSE SERIES

    

    
      
        R.S. PENNEY

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2024 R.S. Penney

      Layout design and Copyright © 2024 by Next Chapter

      Published 2024 by Next Chapter

      Edited by Jori Cochran, Gregg Chambers

      Cover art by Lordan June Pinote

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the author’s permission.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Fun fact: this story grew out of one scene that I wrote just for fun. I needed a break from the big plot-heavy book I was writing at the time. (It was Beyond the Veil, the final novel in the Justice Keepers Saga). So, I wrote an action scene. Just for fun. And I liked it so much that I immediately thought, “Okay, how can I use this?”

      

      The context for that scene – the reason why it was happening – came to me in about five minutes. I’m not going to tell you what it was because…spoilers. I don’t want to ruin the mystery for you. But from that one little scene, an entire novel blossomed inside my head.

      

      As always, this is a standalone novel. Everything you need to know will be spelled out in these pages; you do not need to read any of my previous work. But if you’re curious about the world building, there are some helpful appendices in the back of the book.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          THE COLD FOREST

        

      

    

    
      The fire crackled, sending tiny, orange motes into the black sky. This far out in the woods, the stars should have been blazing, but their light was drowned out by the fire. At least, that was Kayla’s theory.

      Wrapped in a thick, flannel sweater that was zipped up to her chin, she squirmed in the rickety old lawn chair that her boyfriend had brought along just for her. Camping in the middle of autumn. She was an idiot to go along with this stupid plan.

      Tall and slim, with brown hair that framed her tanned face, she pressed her lips together, hoping that Kevin would notice her pink lipstick and the eyeshadow that she had artfully applied in their crappy little cabin. She wanted her boyfriend to remember just how hot she was when she turned him down tonight.

      Sadly, he didn’t even look up.

      He was squatting on the other side of the fire and poking it with a stick. As if that would somehow make it larger. Orange light flickered on his face, revealing that scowl he always got when he was concentrating on something. It took about thirty seconds of glaring before he finally decided to glance in her direction. Her boyfriend was a hottie – tall and broad-shouldered with fantastic abs – but he could be an idiot sometimes. “What’s the matter, babe?” he asked.

      Case in point.

      Kayla didn’t have to pretend to shiver. The air was chilly and damp, and the fleece blanket that she had draped across her legs didn’t help much. “I’m cold,” she whined.

      He grinned. “I’ll warm you up.”

      That was not what she wanted to hear. Why had she ever let him drag her out here? Her sullen expression became a glower that finally got the point across. Kevin flinched when he realized that she was pissed. “You’re a dumb-ass.”

      “What?”

      “Why would you want to go camping in November?”

      His answer was a bashful smile and a glance toward the cabin. “Place was half price, babe,” he said. “I thought it would be romantic. Just you and me in the wilderness.”

      That was his idea of romantic? He could have taken her to a nice restaurant. Or to a musical. They could have done a couple’s day at that new upscale spa that everyone was talking about – the one that used Leyrian mozoro leaves instead of eucalyptus. But this? This was where he took her when he wanted to make her swoon?

      The trees that surrounded them had lost most of their leaves, their skeletal branches black against the night sky. It was downright creepy! Every snap and rustle made her worry that a bobcat or a coyote might be closing in on them. She hadn’t noticed it in the daytime, but at night, it became painfully clear that forests were loud. Wood cracking, wind moaning, the occasional patter of squirrels running up tree trunks: She hated all of it. Oh, and did she mention she was cold?

      No, this trip wasn’t for her. It was Kevin’s attempt to woo her with his manly survival skills. He probably thought that she would melt at the sight of him starting a fire with his lighter or cooking ribs on his portable grill. He was probably hoping for a three-day sex romp with the occasional break for meat and beer. That was the kind of vacation that men fantasized about.

      Leaning forward, she kept the glower focused on him. “This is not romantic,” she said coldly.

      “Babe, it’s okay.”

      “I’m freezing!”

      “Do you want to go back home?”

      Kayla tossed a hand up, her mouth hanging open in shock. “And hike back to the car in the dark?” she spluttered. “No, thank you! I prefer my ankles unbroken! We’re stuck here for the night, Kevin!”

      She screeched when he responded with a lascivious grin, tossed the blanket off and stomped over to the cabin. It was a tiny building with a green door and a large, black window that would probably result in some pervy park ranger watching them while they slept. This was a campground; she wouldn’t have to walk too far to find a bathroom with working showers and toilets. That was the only reason she had agreed to this trip. But it dawned on her that she was going to have to hold it until morning. Because she was not willing to brave that uneven trail in the dark. Not even with a flashlight. Maybe she was crazy, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was watching her from the woods.

      “Hey, babe!” Kevin called out to her. “Can you grab me a beer? I left the cooler inside the cabin!”

      With a heavy sigh, Kayla slammed the door open and entered the cramped, little room. She had to fish her phone out of her sweater’s kangaroo pouch and use the torch to avoid tripping over their stuff. The cooler was parked next to the bed.

      Crouching next to it, Kayla opened the lid and reached inside. She hissed at the touch of ice cubes against her bare skin. Who needed ice in weather like this? After a little groping, her fingers closed around a shiny, blue beer can that felt even colder than the ice. There was a metaphor in there somewhere – something about coldness being what Kevin deserved – but she was too tired and frustrated to think of it.

      She stormed through the door, holding the can up so that it would catch the firelight. “Here’s your beer!”

      She froze upon realizing that Kevin was gone. The fire was still going, but her boyfriend was nowhere to be found. He must have slipped away to take a piss. Men were all too happy to pee in the mud. And of course, he wasn’t the least bit concerned about washing his hands. She should have brought some wet wipes.

      She shuffled back to her chair, intending to greet him with her frostiest glare when he emerged from the trees, but something else occurred to her. She heard nothing but her own footsteps. All those noises she had been complaining about earlier were gone. No wind, no snapping twigs, no skittering squirrels. Even the fire was silent. She could see it belching little flecks of flame into the night sky, but there was no sound.

      Turning slowly on the spot, Kayla scanned the trees for…something. She didn’t know what. But there had to be an explanation. “Hello?”

      No one answered her.

      “Kevin!” she yelled, pacing to the edge of their campsite. She refused to go any further. “Kevin, get out here!”

      She turned and hurried to the other side of the campsite, to the path that would lead her to the washrooms and the ranger station. Shining the beam from her flashlight into the thicket, she searched for her boyfriend. “Kevin, this isn’t funny anymore!”

      A shrill, ear-piercing and utterly inhuman scream echoed through the night, coming from somewhere behind her. She spun around, the torch beam sweeping back and forth across the trees, and found nothing. “Kevin!”

      He was dead! It was the only explanation. That thing out there must have gotten him. Suddenly, she regretted all of her complaints. Kevin could be a dolt sometimes, but she loved him. And now he was gone. She would have fallen on her knees and sobbed like a baby if raw terror hadn’t held her fast.

      The scream came again. Closer now. And the silence was broken by the stomp of heavy footsteps. She thought she saw something – a shadowy form – moving through the forest. All she could say was that it was too big to be a man. When her light touched it, she saw that it was brown, but it quickly ducked behind the nearest tree.

      Kayla wasn’t interested in being brave. Brave people got themselves killed. That damn thing had probably already eaten Kevin. She turned and ran along the path, desperate to reach the ranger station and the car they had left in a nearby parking lot.

      She bounded up a hill and ducked beneath the low-hanging branch of a withered tree. Then she was scrambling down the mucky slope, trying to follow the trail. Her own breath rasped in her ears. Her heart was pounding.

      She couldn’t have been running very long – a minute, maybe two – when she noticed the orange glow of firelight nearby. Another campsite! Someone would help her! Maybe they would have a hunting rifle or…something!

      Huffing and puffing, she broke into the clearing and skidded to a stop. The fire was burning silently. The cabin was there with its green door slightly ajar. This place looked like her campsite. Could she have run in a circle? No, no, no. That was ridiculous. They probably all looked the same. “Hello?”

      The only answer she got was another inhuman scream.

      She searched for the cabin’s occupant, her heart sinking when she saw the beat-up lawn chair and the blanket that she had cast aside during her argument with Kevin. Those were her boyfriend’s belongings. Somehow, she had come full circle.

      Staying put would be suicide. She darted across the clearing again, finding the same path that she had taken only moments ago. Up the hill and underneath the branch, down the muddy slope and deeper into the darkness. This time, she made sure to stay on the path. She remembered the route they had taken that afternoon. The trail should lead her directly to the communal washrooms and then to the ranger station. Those screams were getting louder. The beast was closing in.

      She ran and ran, shuddering when she caught a glimpse of another fire through the trees. No, it couldn’t be…She had followed the trail! The trail led back to the ranger station! She wasn’t running in circles!

      Jogging the last few steps, she entered the clearing and whimpered. The same cabin with its door ajar! The same lawn chair and discarded blanket! The same eerily silent fire! How was this possible? She knew how to run in a straight line, goddamn it!

      This time, she went left, eschewing the trail and leaving the clearing by another route. She had to plod through dense woodland that did everything in its power to slow her down. Roots tried to trip her up, and the trees pressed in on her. On several occasions, she had to slip through the narrow crevices between two gnarled trunks. Her chest burned with fear and the strain of exertion.

      She hopped over a tree stump, leaves crunching under her feet. The beast probably heard the noise, but what else could she do? It screamed again.

      Nudging some thin branches out of her way, she gasped when she saw light ahead. Orange light…No, it couldn’t be.

      Certain of what she would find, she trudged the last few paces with her arms hanging limp and eyes fixed on the ground beneath her shoes. It was all right where she had left it: the cabin, the chair, the blanket. There was no escape. Every path would just bring her back here.

      Kayla sat on the ground, curling her legs up against her chest and hugging them. She wasn’t the least bit ashamed of sobbing. Why should she be? Normal people cried when they were about to be murdered. “Just get it over with!”

      One final scream told her that the beast had caught up to her. She saw it moving through the trees, bulldozing its way past every branch and root, and gasped when it stepped into the light.

      The creature was nearly eight feet tall and covered in thick, brown fur. Its face was unnervingly human with whites around its orange eyes, a distinct nose and thick lips that parted to show yellow teeth. Growling, it lurched toward her and stretched out its hand. It probably wanted to grab her by the neck and squeeze until she passed out. Then it would…Well, she didn’t want to think about what it would do.

      “Now, now!” someone called out. “That’s not how we treat our fellow campers!”

      In her terror, Kayla had failed to notice the short, redheaded woman who stood just inside the clearing with a pistol in her pale hand. The gun had three LEDs on the side of its barrel, all of which were glowing blue. That was a Leyrian weapon, wasn’t it? Was this…Was this lady a Justice Keeper?

      The beast turned to her, its mouth stretching into a gaping pit as it roared. The sound was so intense, it shook the trees and caused the last few leaves to fall. But the tiny woman wasn’t afraid.

      “Bob,” she said, sauntering toward the ape-man and keeping her gun trained on it the whole time. “What in Bleakness are you doing? You know this planet has a whole immigration process, right? Lots of paperwork and official stamps being all official. Scaring the locals isn’t gonna look good on your application, buddy.”

      The creature howled again.

      “Yeah, no, see I don’t respond to loud, blustering men no matter how much they’re going for the de-evolved look.” She grimaced. “Should that be ‘devolved?’ No, that’s not right. ‘Unevolved?’” Her gaze snapped over to Kayla, firelight reflected in her blue eyes. “Help me out here. I’m having a minor grammar emergency.”

      “Um, uh…what?”

      “Right. More tax dollars for the public school system. Got it.” The woman cocked her head, smiling sweetly for the ape-man. “Okay, Bob. Are we going to go in nice and quiet? Or do I need to introduce you to my good friend electricity?”

      The ape-man screamed and lunged for her, but a bullet flew from the woman’s gun, striking its chest and releasing a jolt that made the beast stagger. It retreated a few steps, pawed at its smoking fur and then bared its teeth with a snarl.

      “You want another?” the woman asked.

      A soft rustling in the trees was followed by the arrival of a tall and lean man with messy, brown hair. “Found him,” he said, jerking his thumb back over his shoulder. “Poor guy got stuck in the ditch that wouldn’t end.”

      He stepped aside to reveal Kevin standing right behind him. Kayla’s boyfriend was as pale as a ghost, his brow glistening with sweat. “What…What…What…” She had to resist the urge to run to him and hold him and rain kisses all over his beautiful face. The relief she felt upon seeing him alive was almost stronger than her terror.

      Once again, the ape-man charged, but the tiny woman shot it a second time, and it fell upon its knees, groaning as it clutched the spot where it had been wounded. It toppled over, lying stretched out on its side, and sank into a fitful slumber.

      Holstering her pistol, the woman rolled up her coat sleeve to expose a Leyrian device on her gauntlet. She tapped its screen a few times, calling someone. “We’re ready for you, Aamani. Classic bag and tag. Level-three containment.”

      “We’re on our way,” another woman said through the speaker.

      Kayla scrambled to her feet, brushing the mud off her jeans. Her mouth moved silently as she tried to form words. Finally, she blinked and regained some semblance of control over her body. “How are you going to contain a demon like that?”

      “It’s not a demon,” the woman said. “It’s an alien.”

      “You mean like an Overseer?”

      “Nope. Different species.”

      “But it…But it…” Kayla slapped a palm against her brow, squeezing her eyes shut. “It made the world change. I ran in a straight line, but I ended up back here.” She realized that the natural sounds had returned. The fire was crackling; the wind was sighing.

      Crouching next to the ape-man, the woman frowned as she examined its body. “Yeah, it messes with your head.” Abruptly, she looked at Kayla. “You can relax now. Geometry is nice and Euclidean again.”

      “Eucli-what?”

      “Tax dollars,” the woman muttered, getting to her feet. She gestured to the path that had led Kayla in circles. “Follow that, and you’ll end up at the ranger station. But if you guys don’t mind a suggestion, maybe you’d like a ride back to civilization.”

      “You guys have a car?” Kevin said.

      “Nope. No car.”

      “Then how are you gonna take us home?”

      Kayla heard a strange hum that seemed to be coming from the sky. She looked up just in time to see a winged aircraft swooping over the trees and settling to a stop directly above her. It hovered about thirty feet off the ground, held up by the power of its anti-gravity engines.

      A hatch in the bottom opened, light spilling out from the vehicle’s interior, and ropes descended. Men and women in tactical gear slid down those thick cords, their boots thumping on the ground. With machine-like precision, they surrounded the sleeping ape-man and began fastening a harness around its body.

      “I’m sure something will present itself,” the tiny redhead said. “Scott, take these two back to base and have Dr. Mazari look them over. Once they’re clear, send them wherever they want to go.”

      She turned, starting up the trail with her messy-haired companion at her side. “By the way,” he said. “That was some epic snarkage.”

      “Really?” the woman exclaimed, sounding very much like a student who had just received her first A+. “I’ve been working so hard.”

      “It paid off.”

      “So, what happens now?”

      The tall man shrugged and gestured into the darkness ahead of him. “Now we walk away like a couple of badasses while the intro music plays. Personally, I’m gonna recommend Cage the Elephant.”

      “Isn’t that song like two decades old?”

      “Two and a half. But you can’t beat a classic.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ANNA’S JOURNAL – DECEMBER 5

          

        

      

    

    
      Do we need a recap? I think we need a recap.

      My name is Anna Lenai, and brace yourself: I was born on another planet. Yeah, there’s like a dozen planets with humans on them, and each one is a little different. We all started off on Earth, but about ten thousand years ago – give or take – these aliens that we call Overseers took our ancestors and scattered them all over the galaxy.

      Since then, humanity has settled on many different worlds. And all the while, Earth sat quietly in a secluded corner of the Orion Arm, forgotten by everyone else. Until about six years ago, that is. My people stumbled across this world by accident, and ever since, things have been…well, complicated.

      You see, there are plenty of dangerous things in the galaxy. And now that they know Earth’s location, some of them have decided to come here. I’m a Justice Keeper; my job is to protect you from them.
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      A light snow fell on Ottawa, tiny flakes descending toward the river before a sudden updraft sent them shooting into the sky again. Then they were drifting over the green rooftops of Parliament Hill and the ever-burning Centennial Flame. They crossed Wellington Avenue, fluttering past the newly constructed CSIS Tower. Some of them got stuck to the windows while others rode a gust of wind eastward over the Plaza Bridge.

      They swept over the roofs of cars and tickled the noses of pedestrians who huddled up in their thick winter coats as they shuffled past the Chateau Laurier. Some of those poor folks looked downright glum. Even in the middle of the day, the ever-present cloud cover choked the sunlight. Everything was dull and gray. Except for all of those Christmas decorations outside the mall.

      The few remaining flakes – those that hadn’t collided with a wall or the sidewalk – drifted over the Byward Market and the many shops that were buzzing with activity on a chilly Monday afternoon. One of them landed on the front window of a tiny bakery on George Street and joined its predecessors in the act of melting and sliding down the pane.

      Anna opened the oven, the delicious scent of muffins wafting out. She reached in with her thick, blue mitts and pulled out a tray, turning and setting it down on the long, wooden table that ran through the kitchen. “Okay, I think they turned out nicely.”

      She was delighted to see that her creations were the perfect shade of golden yellow. Lumps of reddish fruit protruded from the top of each muffin, most of them half-buried in the dough. She could already tell that Eleanor was intrigued.

      The owner of this fine establishment was a short and somewhat plump woman with a dark brown complexion and a streak of purple in her bob of black hair. Eleanor was every bit as adorable as the bakery that she had spent two years transforming into a viable business. Her face was made for smiling. And that little stud in her nose sparkled when it caught the light. “I think you’re right,” she murmured, inspecting every muffin the way a jeweller might examine a diamond.

      The kitchen was a long room with a dozen stainless steel appliances surrounding the central table. Multiple ovens, two big refrigerators, a sink, a dishwasher: Eleanor must have spent a fortune getting this place off the ground. As always, the air was quite warm, but Anna knew she would get used to it. Eventually.

      Seth was a beaming bundle of pride in the back of her mind. The alien that resided in her cells always got excited about her artistic triumphs. Whether it was painting or cooking, Seth was her biggest cheerleader.

      A petite and pale woman in a long, flour-dusted apron, Anna tapped her lips as she considered the muffins. Her red hair was tied up in a short ponytail with thin strands framing her round face. “I hope I used enough sugar. Chala fruit can be sour sometimes.”

      “We’ll find out when they’re slightly cooler than radioactive.”

      “Did you seriously just compare my muffins to nuclear waste?”

      “No,” Eleanor said, glancing at the tray. “I’m reminding you not to touch them yet. Health and safety, darling. My life is very complicated now that I own a business. I woke up one morning, and suddenly, I had all these responsibilities.”

      Propping her elbow up on the table, Anna hid a smile behind her hand. “Your compliance with all applicable regulations has been duly noted.”

      “Thank you!”

      All joking aside, she was eager to try them – just to see if they had turned out as well as she hoped – and the five minutes that it took for them to cool down seemed to stretch on forever. Finally, when it was safe to touch the tray without fear of massive blisterfication, she and Eleanor both took one.

      The first bite allayed Anna’s fears; her muffins were sweet and fluffy, and the slight tartness of the chalai provided a wonderful contrast of flavours. She’d had some doubts about incorporating a spongy stone fruit into her recipe, but in the end, it proved to be a resounding success. Seth’s emotions basically amounted to, “I told you so.”

      Eleanor closed her eyes, chewing thoroughly. “They taste almost like cranberries,” she said with her mouth full. “And peaches! Anna, your people invented cran-peaches! Where are these things from again?”

      “Southern Galusia.”

      “Never heard of it.”

      “It’s a tropical region on Leyria. Chalai are the distant cousins of peaches. That might explain the flavour.”

      The door popped open, and Chloe – their gangly student employee with a pair of oversized glasses that reflected the ceiling lights – poked her head into the kitchen. “Hey, Anna, can you give me a hand out here?”

      Untying the strings of her apron, Anna marched to the wall and hung it on a peg. “Be right there!” she yelled, hurrying out to the front room.

      Eleanor’s preference for bright, vibrant colours was reflected in her choice of décor. The walls were painted blue with a hot pink streak at shoulder height. The round, white tables were made of glossy plastic, and many people said that they looked like something you would find on a spaceship. Having travelled on actual spaceships, Anna could confirm that their assessment was partly correct. Really, it depended on the ship.

      At one point, those tables had been scattered somewhat haphazardly across the tiled floor, but now, they were placed in neat, little rows along each wall, creating more room for people to line up at the counter. And that turned out to be a good idea. The line that Chloe had decided she couldn’t manage on her own stretched almost to the door.

      Anna’s first customer was a handsome man with dark skin and a goatee. She rushed to the nearest register, greeting him with a smile. “Welcome to the Mmm-Shop!” she exclaimed. “Your one-stop…shop…” She really should have rehearsed this little speech before trying it on a customer. “For yumminess and poorly worded marketing.”

      He laughed.

      “What can I get you?”

      “Do you have any of those tartberry pies?”

      Raising a single finger, Anna grinned and nodded once. “I think we do. Hang on.” She ran to the display case and was dismayed to find that there were no pies. Chloe was supposed to have restocked it, but she had probably been too busy.

      “One sec!” she yelled before scurrying back into the kitchen. Eleanor looked up from a bowl of batter, but Anna had no time to explain. She went to the nearest fridge and opened its heavy, steel door, breathing a sigh of relief when she saw three pies on the top shelf.

      She was surprised to find so few; they must have sold more than she had realized. Her plan to import ingredients from Leyria was definitely working. People were always eager for a taste of something exotic, and while the two planets were nearly identical in terms of climate, most of Earth’s farmers just didn’t grow chala fruit or tartberries or ice mint.

      Grabbing one paper box – she could restock the display case later – she hurried back to the register. The man smiled when she returned, pleased that he hadn’t missed his chance to try one of their delicious desserts. Clearly, word of mouth was spreading.

      The next five customers were as easy to please as the first. One woman wanted to pick up the cupcakes she had ordered for her office party. Another was hoping to try some of Eleanor’s famous croissants. Then there was the guy who had stopped in for a cup of tea and a chocolate chip cookie. Anna didn’t know his name, but she recognized his face; he had become one of their regulars.

      When the afternoon rush was over, she leaned against the counter, sighing with satisfaction. As cover jobs went, this one wasn’t half bad. Anna was a Justice Keeper, charged with protecting this world from extradimensional threats, but her bosses wanted her to pose as an ordinary citizen. So, when she wasn’t battling aliens, she was here, working in a little bakery that barely managed to compete with the big grocery chains.

      The whole thing was Eleanor’s idea; she was one of the few people who knew Anna’s “secret identity,” and she had insisted that Anna needed a boss who wouldn’t fire her for running off to save the world. And really, who could say no after a pitch like that?

      “You gonna be okay out here, Chloe?” she asked.

      The young woman adjusted her glasses. “I’ll be fine,” she said. “Go work on your latest creation.”

      Back in the kitchen, she found her new employer sitting on a wooden stool and thoughtfully contemplating a muffin that she held in one hand. Eleanor almost looked like a marble statue come to life. “You know,” she said. “If we added raspberries, these would be even better.”

      Chuckling, Anna sauntered up to the table. “Try it,” she said with a shrug. “I still have some chalai in the fridge.”

      “How ‘bout we work on it together?” Eleanor suggested. “I can stop by the grocery store tonight and pick up some raspberries.”

      “Sounds fun.”

      Anna was about to suggest that they could set aside some time tomorrow morning, but their conversation was cut short when the door opened and Chloe once again poked her head through the crack. “Um, Anna, one of the customers left something for you.” Her fiendish grin made Anna fear that she was about to be the victim of a practical joke. “I think you have a secret admirer.”

      Grimacing, Anna pressed the tips of her fingers into her forehead. “Oh no,” she groaned. “Why do people do this?”

      She strode out to the front room, mentally rehearsing the firm but diplomatic speech that she used whenever someone – usually a man, but not always – decided that a cute cashier’s smile implied more than just a desire to provide friendly service. Hitting on someone while they were at work was never a good idea.

      Of course, there were exceptions…

      Her anger vanished when she saw that the flower her admirer had left was a pink cresayli: a blossom that grew only on Leyria and its colony worlds. Which meant one of two things. Either she had a very dedicated stalker, or this wasn’t just a gift from some random customer.

      She found a small note on the register, her heart soaring as she unfolded it and read the blocky letters. To the best partner a guy could ask for: I just wanted to say how much I love you and how grateful I am for every day we spend together.

      She looked up just in time to see her husband coming through the door and strolling up to the counter with a playful smile. Jack was a positively gorgeous man: tall, lean and toned – with a strong chin and messy, brown hair that gave him a roguish look.

      Crossing his arms on the counter, he leaned forward, and she was instantly lost in those magnificent, blue eyes. “So,” he began. “Is there any chance I could take you out to dinner tomorrow night?”

      Grabbing a handful of his shirt, she pulled him closer and planted a deep, passionate kiss on his lips. Chloe was smirking in the corner, and she could tell that some of the customers were watching her as well. Well, let them gawk. Anna Lenai loved her partner. They could post it on every news outlet for all she cared.

      Finally, with a great deal of reluctance, she ended the kiss. “Yes,” she whispered as his gentle hand caressed her cheek.

      “Aww!” Chloe said, hurrying over to join them. “You guys are the cutest! So, what are you celebrating?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Birthday? Anniversary? What?”

      Jack blushed, though Anna couldn’t even begin to guess why he would feel self-conscious over such a simple question. “Just the fact that I love her,” he said sheepishly. “I know it’s silly, but…”

      “No,” Anna cut in. “It’s the best reason to celebrate.”
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        * * *

      

      “You’re a big, old softie,” Lucas declared. His voice was nearly drowned out by the wet splash of cars rolling along George Street. It was still warm enough for any snow that landed on the road to melt and leave a layer of moisture behind. The worst weather for driving, as Jack’s father used to say. Though, in fairness, he said that about a lot of things. Blizzards, rainstorms, fog: They were all the worst. Which prompted the question of why a country that was known for its harsh winters would design its entire society around the automobile. However, people didn’t like it when Jack asked such questions; so, at some point, he had just stopped bothering.

      The buildings on the north side of the road, where he and Lucas walked, were constructed in that classic, early-twentieth-century style. He had no idea what it was called, but it looked nice. Lots of arch-shaped windows and brick facades in various colours – some red, some gray. Of course, there was that one ugly parking garage smack-dab in the middle, but that was what you got when you designed your whole society around the automobile. He was starting to think that might be a theme.

      By contrast, the south side of the road was home to one enormous department store that spanned most of a city block. Just a big slab of brick and concrete with some posters in its windows. What a lovely fusion of different eras colliding in a celebration of consumerism. Jack had travelled the galaxy, had visited half a dozen planets, but coming home always felt…wonderfully blasé.

      A short and somewhat rotund man whose round cheeks gave him a boyish look, Lucas plodded along in a heavy, blue coat, his breath misting every time he exhaled. He had distinctly East Asian features: a sun-darkened complexion, brown eyes and brown hair that he had parted to one side. “The truth is out now!” he exclaimed. “Jack Hunter is a softie!”

      Shoving his hands into the pockets of his blue jeans, Jack hunched up his shoulders against the cold and laughed. “It’s true,” he admitted. “One hundred percent two-ply from head to toe.” He wrinkled his nose. “And suddenly, I’m thinking that’s not the metaphor to describe my unexpected romantic streak.”

      “Is it really unexpected?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Don’t you do stuff like this fairly regularly?”

      Jack raised his hand, tilting it back and forth. “Meh…It’s a question of scale,” he said. “This one’s a little more elaborate than my usual brand of foolhardy schemes. Also, I’m having serious reservations about your use of double adverbs.”

      Nearly tripping over his own feet, Lucas turned to him with the kind of look you would expect from a kid who had just learned that Santa wasn’t real. “What’s wrong with adverbs?” he protested. “Adverbs are nice! They make a sentence pop!”

      “Yes, but two in a row? There’s style, and then there’s excess, buddy.”

      “I happen to think there are situations where two adverbs are justified.”

      Jack wheezed with laughter, shaking his head. “Then, by all means, adverb away! Adverb adverbedly to your heart’s content.”

      With that, they pressed on, but Jack could tell that his buddy was deep in thought, chewing on something of critical significance. “I mean,” Lucas said after about thirty seconds of silent contemplation. “What’s the alternative? Sometimes, you need to describe how things happen.”

      “Maybe instead of adverbs, we could add verbs.”

      “That feels like the kind of thing that an English teacher would say because it sounds clever, but in terms of practical writing advice, it’s terrible.”

      “Fair point.”

      They turned right onto Sussex Drive, passing a bunch of cute, little shops with apartments on the second floor of each building. At least, that was what Jack assumed he would find on the other side of those narrow windows. They weren’t headed anywhere in particular; he just wanted to walk, and Lucas was happy to come along.

      The other man seemed a little glum as he stared off into the distance. “You realize that you’ve raised the bar for all of us,” he lamented. “I’m gonna have to do something epic for Eleanor now.”

      “Why don’t you get her some chocolates?”

      “Eh…Too cliché.” Once again, Lucas halted, but this time, he had that look he always got when he was crunching numbers or designing a new algorithm in his head. “Maybe I could bake her something.”

      Jack winced, waving his hand emphatically. “Nooooo,” he said. “Not the way to go, buddy.”

      “But it would show that I’m taking an interest in the things she likes.”

      “Yes, but nothing you create will ever be up to her standards.”

      Crestfallen, Lucas hung his head and continued onward as if someone were pulling him by an invisible leash. “I guess you’re right,” he sighed. “Maybe I could…build her a web app that sorts her e-mail for her? It might help with her business.”

      Jack’s brow furrowed as he considered it. “It might,” he conceded. “But I think it’s a little too practical.”

      “So, impracticality is part of the romance?”

      “I think so. I mean, think about it. Who really needs flowers or teddy bears or any of the stuff we do when we’re trying to show them how much we care? I think the impracticality is part of what makes the gesture meaningful: The fact that you’re willing to expend that much effort on something that is just a gesture.”

      He had never really thought about it before, but it made sense. Summer agreed. It was amazing how well an alien could learn the nuances of human culture. In their natural state, the Nassai existed as organic cells suspended in the thin atmosphere of Leyria’s primary moon, but Bonding with humans had given them a new perspective. That was one reason why they did it: the chance to see a larger universe beyond the confines of their small world, to experience new sensations and emotions. At the moment, Summer was a bonfire of anticipation in the back of Jack’s mind, eager for his date with Anna. She always got excited at the prospect of a romantic evening.

      Jack paused, reaching out to lay a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “I’ve got an idea,” he said. “I was going to try it on Anna, but I’m pretty sure it’ll put a smile on Eleanor’s face. Let’s go back to the apartment; I’ll tell you about it.”

      “Okay.”

      “Oh, and can I ask a favour?”
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        * * *

      

      “He’s gonna crash with Lucas tonight,” Anna said as she dragged the bristles of a beat-up, old broom across the bakery’s tiled floor. They had closed only a few minutes ago, and the scent of coffee still lingered in the air. The surface of every table glistened under those bright lights; she had just finished cleaning them.

      Behind her, Chloe held up two fingers. She perceived the other woman as a figure of swirling mist, a silhouette with some very sharp edges. The experience was almost tactile; if she focused on Chloe’s glasses, she could feel them almost as clearly as if she were running her fingers along the metal frame.

      It was one of the many benefits that came from Bonding a Nassai. Anna had a full, panoramic view of her surroundings at all times. The floor, the walls, the tables and chairs: she sensed them all as misty shadows.

      “Two,” Anna said, guiding the dust and debris toward a small pile she had made in the corner. Chloe added another finger. “Three.” Dismayed, the young woman lowered all of them and stuck out her thumb instead. “One.”

      “It’s true!” Chloe exclaimed. “She really has eyes in the back of her head!”

      Sighing, Anna rolled the eyes in the front of her head. “No matter how many times I demonstrate it, you never believe me.” There were limitations, of course. Her awareness did not extend beyond this room. The Nassai could not see through solid objects; to Seth, a window was every bit as opaque as a stone wall.

      Chloe perked up, coming out of some private reverie. “Wait,” she said. “You’re the assistant manager. Why are you the one sweeping?”

      “I’m the one with super stamina. You’ve been on your feet all day. You deserve a rest.” It was true. Anna had been running around as long as Chloe – longer if you counted the baking experiments she had conducted before her shift – but she felt only the dullest ache in the soles of her feet. And that would fade if she sat down for more than two minutes.

      “I don’t think you quite get the whole corporate hierarchy thing.”

      “Why, thank you!”

      That made the other woman flinch. It was hard not to laugh at her confusion. Anna did get the whole corporate hierarchy thing, and she detested it. Not the mere fact that a hierarchy existed, but the ones here on Earth were all backwards.

      The whole point of having leaders was to protect and care for those who followed, not to exploit them. It was a service that one should only undertake with the deepest commitment to sound ethical principles. If one was going to be assigning tasks to other people, then a certain amount of objective detachment was required. In this case, the calculus was simple: Anna had more strength than the other two women combined. She should be the one to clean. Though if Chloe was going to remain standing, then it wouldn’t kill her to wipe down the counter. She kept that observation to herself.

      Eleanor, who had been quietly counting the cash in each till, chose that moment to look up with a curious expression. “Why is Jack staying with Lucas?”

      Grinning, Anna planted her broom on the floor and spun around to face the other woman. “Because he knows I won’t be able to keep my hands off him if he comes home,” she said. “And he wants to preserve the romantic energy until tomorrow night. I think he’s trying to recreate our first date.”

      “Aww! Now, why can’t Lucas do stuff like that?”

      “Give him time, Elle,” Anna replied. “He’s a sweetheart, but he’s fresh off the bus from Shyville.”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “And you are a force of nature.”

      “Thank you.” Eleanor closed the final register and sealed the cash she had taken in on one of those big, white bags. She would store it in the safe overnight and take it to the bank tomorrow morning. Unless she pawned that task off on Anna.

      It had been many years since Anna had been anything close to religious, but she was ready to start praying to the Companion – or anyone else who would listen – for Eleanor to decide that it was better to go herself. She hated the bank. The long lineups, the stuffy atmosphere. Ugh! Couldn’t she just sweep the floor a few times instead?

      “Hey,” Eleanor said. “Since you’ve got the place to yourself tonight, are you up for a little late-night strategizing? I’ve been thinking about our muffins all day.”

      “That sounds excellent!”

      “Cool! I’ll bring some-” She was about to say wine – Eleanor loved a good merlot almost as much as a good cupcake – but she had remembered at the last second that Anna didn’t drink. Justice Keepers seldom did. Too much alcohol did not sit well with a Nassai. Just one of the little sacrifices you had to make in exchange for superpowers. There were bigger ones as well. “I’ll bring some sandwiches. We can have a late dinner.”

      “Sounds lovely.”
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            ANNA ENCHANTED

          

        

      

    

    
      The restaurant Jack had chosen was done all in red. That was usually the colour of choice when someone wanted their place to look ritzy. Red carpets, red walls, red napkins that stood out sharply against the white tablecloths. Red cushions on all the chairs. He really had to praise the owner’s commitment to a motif.

      The hostess had given him a spot next to a large, slanted window that looked out on a garden. Or rather, it would have looked out on a garden if he had come here in summertime. At the moment, there wasn’t much to see except lumps of snow in every flowerbed and the occasional streak of moisture when one of those tiny flakes melted against the glass.

      It was twilight outside, the gray sky having faded to a deep blue that would last for maybe ten minutes before the last traces of daylight vanished. Evening came early in the cold months. His multi-tool said that it was only 5:04.

      The round table that he had been given was just large enough for two people. Cute and cozy: He suspected that Anna would like that. But she would like the menu a whole lot more. This place specialized in off-world dishes. “A culinary tour of the galaxy,” the sign had said. She could order something from Leyria or just about anywhere else.

      Jack stood by the window, watching the snowflakes swirl.

      He had gone all out for Anna: black pants that were specifically designed not to aggravate his sensory issues and a shirt with the collar left open. That was about as formal as he liked to get. Fancy clothes often became an unrelenting source of distraction as he struggled to ignore every whisper of fabric against his skin. His hair was still messy, but Anna liked it that way. He appreciated that.

      Even with his back turned, he could sense the pair of high-powered businessmen having an animated discussion at a nearby table. One of them was pale and short with a ring of brown hair around the back of his head. The other was taller with broad shoulders, dark skin and a jawline that could only be described as some truly epic chiselling. Jack saw them both in full colour.

      Most Keepers experienced a world of misty shadows when they concentrated on their Spatial Awareness, but Jack was neurodivergent, and his brain liked to add a little flare. Of course, to do that, he first had to know what colours to add. He had caught a glimpse of those two guys earlier, allowing his brain to fill in the details.

      He had been quietly watching the restaurant with the “eyes in the back of his head” for several minutes. That was how he knew when Anna arrived. His partner was wrapped in the long, black coat that she had fabricated on her last trip to Leyria. Her red hair was done up in its customary ponytail, but she had added beads to the thin tendrils that framed her face. She smiled as she came up behind him and waved, knowing that he would see it.

      Turning around, Jack answered her smile with one of his own. “Hey! You look…”

      His words trailed off as she unbuttoned the coat and removed it, placing it on the back of her chair. The black dress she had chosen was simple but elegant. Its skirt flared slightly at the knee, and its sheer sleeves…Actually, he didn’t know why he liked the sheer sleeves – there was nothing inherently sexy about them – but he definitely liked them. “You were saying?” she said. “I look…”

      “Humm, uh…brain broken.”

      Giggling, she took him by the hand and led him back to the table. “You look pretty snazzy yourself,” she said, taking the chair across from him. “And you picked a very nice restaurant.”

      The waiter was hovering over their table before they even had a chance to exchange pleasantries, greeting them both with that fake smile that everyone who worked a service job eventually mastered. The poor guy had probably been running around for the last four hours; Jack would have to leave him a nice tip.

      Tall, slim and pale, the kid kept his blonde hair neatly trimmed. “Good evening,” he said with a slight bow of the head. “Can I start you off with something to drink? We have a Mojharin red from Antaur that is quite popular.”

      “Just water, please,” Anna replied.

      “You can access a digital menu at any time, but if you would like a paper copy, I can arrange for-”

      Sparing him the trouble, Anna waved her hand over the table, and a hologram sprang into existence. This one was two-dimensional: black text on a beige background with pictures of every dish. Like all holograms, it was slightly translucent, but the text was large enough to be read easily. Though, it was backwards from Jack’s perspective.

      Anna poked a picture with her index finger, and that two-dimensional menu became a full, 3D rendering of a plate of pasta with a brief description hovering in the air beside it. “Penne in zomir sauce,” she read aloud. “With red and yellow peppers and Aldozian mushrooms. That sounds yummy.”

      “It’s a big hit with everyone,” the waiter said. “The sauce is an Antaurn recipe. It has a mildly sweet flavour with a spicy kick.”

      “Sounds delicious. I’ll have that, please.”

      “And for you, sir?”

      “The same, please.”

      “Very good. I’ll put that in for you right now.”

      The moment he was gone, Anna propped her elbow up on the table and rested her chin on the back of her hand. That beaming smile of hers was nothing short of magnificent. “So. What did I do to deserve an evening like this?”

      Sitting back with his arms folded, Jack raised an eyebrow. “I need a reason to take my wife out on a date?”

      “No. But this isn’t really your scene.”

      “True,” he conceded, taking stock of his surroundings. The restaurant wasn’t exactly packed, but there were more than a dozen people within range of his Spatial Awareness, and he wouldn’t be surprised if most of them lived in swanky condos at the tops of very tall buildings. At least, that was his read on them. Men with gold watches, women with fancy earrings and necklaces. You could probably buy a half-decent car with all the bling in this place.

      Grinning as a blush singed his cheeks, Jack shut his eyes tight. “It was the food!” he said. “I thought you might like a taste of home! It’s been a hard year for you, love.”

      “A hard year, but a good year.”

      “Yeah.”

      Anna regarded him for a drawn-out moment, her blue eyes sparkling in the soft light. “A lot of good things happened this year,” she murmured. “For one thing, I married my best friend.”

      “So, how are things at the bakery?”

      Just like that, she was laughing and shaking her head. “Crazy!” she said. “Hectic! But with lots of opportunities for culinary experimentation.”

      It warmed Jack’s heart to see her so happy. They had been through so much together. If you had asked either one of them on their wedding day what their lives would look like only six short months into the future, they would not have pictured this. Their old lives were gone; he was glad to see that Anna had found some joy in the new one they were building here on Earth.

      “So, what happened today?”

      Anna closed her eyes, waving his question away. “No,” she said. “We talk about that every day. Tonight, I want to talk about something different.”

      “Like what?”

      She considered it for a moment, looking out the window and watching the handful of snowflakes that descended from the darkening sky. “Tell me about the graphic novels that you and Lucas have been reading.”

      Jack blinked, recoiling just a little. His brows came together as he tried to make sense of what he was hearing. “You want to talk about nerdy stuff?”

      “You realize that you married a humongous nerd, right?”

      “I mean, sure. But I never thought you had an interest in Earth literature.”

      The waiter returned with a pitcher of water, nodding once before he hurried off to another table. Pouring herself a glass, Anna lifted it as if in a toast. “I’ve been meaning to check out some of the stuff you’ve been reading.”

      “Well, they’re a continuation of the Wheel of Time series, which are books that just about every geeky kid on his planet will read at least once.” He launched into a brief overview of the series: the world, the magic, the different creatures that had sprung out of Robert Jordan’s imagination. He tried to avoid spoilers wherever possible, but Anna started asking some very plot-specific questions.

      They were still on the topic when their meals arrived. The pasta was fantastic. Jack had never tried zomir sauce during any of his brief visits to Antaur, and he had come to the conclusion that that was a big mistake. The stuff was delicious. He thought he tasted undertones of molasses beneath the spiciness, but it was hard to be certain. His palette wasn’t quite as refined as his wife’s.

      “Why is the magic gender divided?” Anna asked, gesticulating with her glass.

      “Hmm?”

      “You said that the women get one kind of magic, and the men get another kind of magic. Why would it work like that?”

      Chewing some spicy penne, Jack scrunched his eyes shut and pointed a finger at her. “Now, that,” he said a moment later, “is the critical question, isn’t it?”

      “Well, it seems to me that if you’re going to design a world with multiple kinds of magic, then who gets to access which kind would depend greatly on the personality of each practitioner.”

      “Jordan was an unbelievably talented author,” Jack said. “But he had some very specific views on gender.”

      Anna was smiling ruefully as she dragged some noodles through the sauce with her fork. “Let me guess: in his world, women and men are practically two different species. They can’t even communicate.”

      “Something like that.”

      She stabbed a large slice of mushroom and popped it in her mouth. The look on her face as she experienced that burst of flavour was priceless. “Okay, I’ve got one for you,” she said. “Audra Lizin. She’s a Leyrian author who published her work about a century ago. High-concept fantasy.”

      “Oh, yeah? What did she write?”

      “In her world, the magic is kind of based on quantum mechanics. What if you could see all the different states that the wave function might collapse into and choose the one you wanted?”

      Biting on his lower lip, Jack nodded slowly as he considered the possibilities. “So, you’re about to walk into a vault, and you need to disable the security system for a few seconds. Now there’s like a one-in a-trillion chance that the laser’s photons will tunnel through your leg as you pass, and the system won’t detect a disruption. You choose that one very improbable event.”

      Grinning, Anna pointed the tines of her fork at him. “But altering probability in that way causes a weird ripple effect.”

      “Which causes a bunch of unforeseen consequences around the character who cast the spell in the first place.”

      “You got it!”

      “Interesting.” Jack took a sip of his water. “So, she’s a luck manipulator.”

      “He,” Anna corrected. “Lizin wrote a male protagonist. The main villains of the series are called the Extinguishers. Their goal is to accelerate the heat death of the universe because they believe that a golden age will follow after the inevitable rebirth.”

      “Ah. So, your basic Thanos plot.”

      “It’s a little more complex than that,” Anna insisted. “But yes. Kill everyone now for a better future.”

      Jack wouldn’t have been able to hold back his smile even if he had wanted to. The similarities that arose in cultures that were separated by lightyears were a thing of beauty: a reminder that no matter how far they may drift apart, humans were always connected. A curious thought popped into his head. “Have you ever read any Antauran or Ragnosian literature?”

      “Antauran, yes. Ragnosian, no.” That wasn’t surprising; Ragnos was located on the other side of the Galactic Core. Direct contact had been impossible until a few years ago. Until the Overseers had activated a rapid transit network for the purpose of igniting a war between three interstellar civilizations. “Can’t say I really got into it, though.”

      “No?”

      She made the kind of face you would expect from someone who had just gotten a whiff of a dumpster. “Let’s just say the theme is best described as ‘The state is good. Surrender your will today.’”

      “Ugh.”

      “I think it was written by a telepath,” Anna went on. “Lots of discussions about how everyone knowing their place is the only thing that keeps society from collapsing.” Maybe Jack had been a little hasty in his conclusion about the common themes of humanity playing out in every culture. Then again, there were probably books like that here, on Earth.

      “This is nice,” Anna said. “It’s been a while since we’ve had a chance to just talk like this.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I think Eleanor’s getting a little frustrated with her,” Anna said, snuggling up with her head on Jack’s chest. They had been talking for hours, their conversation lasting through the car ride home, the trek up to their apartment and the slow, sensual process of getting undressed.

      They had planned on making love – at least, that was Anna’s intention – but they just couldn’t stop chatting long enough to get things going. So, they cuddled naked under the covers, safe and warm in a little cocoon of blankets.

      Jack smooched her forehead. “And you’re worried?”

      “A little,” Anna admitted. “Chloe can be a bit flighty, but she’s a good kid. And it’s her first year at university; she’s probably freaked out about the exams.”

      She sighed softly as Jack ran his fingertips over her back. If she wasn’t careful, the steady rhythm of his heartbeat would put her to sleep. Drifting off would be pleasant, but she didn’t want to stop talking. Not yet. The warm glow of Seth’s contentment was a lovely echo of her own.

      “Eleanor seems pretty chill though,” Jack observed. “I’m sure she’ll understand if you talk to her.”

      “She is pretty chill,” Anna agreed. “But she’s also very protective of her business.”

      Jack’s fingers glided up to her neck, and then his warm hand settled onto the back of her head. “What if you took Chloe under your wing?” he suggested. “You know, a little extra training to make sure she gets the rhythm down.”

      Anna craned her neck to stare up at him, blinking several times as she considered his advice. “That’s probably the best thing I can do. But I’m the one who trained her in the first place. So, now, I’m kind of reevaluating my skills as a teacher.”

      “Maybe she has ADD.”

      “You think so?”

      “I can’t tell just from a story, but I do know that it takes folks like us a little longer to learn all the routines. And other people usually assume we’re slacking off, when really, we’re trying to keep track of all the variables.”

      Anna whimpered. “I’m sorry!” She kissed the sculpted muscles of his chest, trailing her fingers over his abs. He flinched under her touch; Jack was very ticklish. And while that would normally provoke her into even more tickling, right now, she just wanted to hold him and make sure that he knew how much she loved him.

      “What are you sorry for?”

      “I used to give you a hard time about your messy desk, remember?”

      She felt a little better when he laughed and squeezed her tighter. “Babe, that was a lifetime ago!” His lips brushed her forehead again. “That was another life!”

      “Still, I should have been more understanding.”

      “Hey, are you doing irrational guilt right now? Because that’s my routine, and I will claim copyright infringement.”

      Now, that deserved some tickling. Jack squirmed, trying to get away from her, but she was relentless, smooching his cheek as her fingers danced all over his belly. “Wait, whose routine is it?”

      “You don’t want my routine!” he protested through a fit of giggles.

      “True. But only because I have better routines.”

      After nearly a minute of making him writhe, she decided to show a little mercy. When he finally went still, she threw her arm across his tummy and put her head on his chest again. “We should get some sleep,” she murmured. “You’ve gotta go to Toronto tomorrow.”

      “Oh, yeah,” he grumbled. “The fun cover job.”

      “Your cover job is important.”

      “I know. Oh, don’t forget, we’ve got dinner with my dad tomorrow.”

      “Right! Thank you!’”

      With a great deal of reluctance, she reached over to the nightstand and shut off the small lamp. Reluctance only because she didn’t want this night to end. But if it had to end, then this was the best way that it could.

      She was safe and warm in her best friend’s arms, listening to the sound of his heartbeat as drowsiness washed over her. Tomorrow, she would have to figure out what to do about Chloe – and there was always a chance that an alien might attack – but for now, everything was perfect.
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      Hot water pattered against the tiles, releasing clouds of steam that failed to drive the drowsiness from Jack’s mind. Which was all right. His wife’s body did that just fine: her soft, warm skin pressed against him, the gentle rasp of her breathing – hinting at a desire that she deliberately held in check – the caress of her fingertips gliding along his spine. For a little while, they just clung to each other, desperate to let the moment linger as long as it could before reality intruded on their bliss. Maybe it was some leftover romantic energy from the night before “See?” she murmured. “I told you I could wake you up.”

      He cupped Anna’s face with both hands, admiring her in the dim, bathroom light, lost in her eyes. Like a man under a spell, he bent and pressed his lips to hers.

      She moaned and returned the kiss with a fervour that vanquished the last of his sleepiness, pulling him hard against her. Instinct kicked in, propelling him into motion with a growl that he barely recognized as his own. Before he even realized it, he had pressed her up against the wall, his eager lips exploring her neck.

      “You’re gonna be late…” Even as she said it, she tilted her head to give him better access, an invitation that he gladly accepted. He trailed kisses down to her collarbone. “They won’t like that.”

      He dropped to his knees before her like a man worshipping a goddess, bowing his head reverently. Water dripped from his drenched hair as he wrestled with the fire within him. “It was your idea.”

      “All I said was that we wouldn’t have to choose who showered first if we went at the same time.”

      “Mmm. A matter of efficiency then.”

      “I’m glad you understand.”

      On a whim, he grabbed a bottle of Anna’s herbal-scented bodywash. He poured a dab of the stuff onto the loofah and spread the lather over Anna’s tummy. Tilting her head back, she accepted his tender care with a sigh of contentment.

      He moved on to her legs and her arms before spinning her around to get her back. Standing up behind her, he took a bottle of her shampoo from the shelf, poured some of it into his palm and ran his fingers through her hair, gently kneading her scalp.

      “Mmm,” she murmured, falling back against him. “Can we do this every morning?”

      “I don’t think we’d ever go to work that way.”

      “Your turn,” she said, turning around and stepping into the stream of hot water, soap sluicing off of her in waves. She scrubbed every inch of him until he felt like a new man, insisting that he should kneel so that she could wash his hair.

      When it was over, he stood up and gazed into her eyes, a swell of regret building in his heart. He didn’t want this moment to end. He didn’t want to spend an hour standing in line for a SlipGate that would take him to Toronto, or walk into a room where he would have to pretend to be Jack, the political science major. He especially didn’t want to deal with the pack of pigheaded ex-cops who made snide comments every time he opened his mouth.

      Without thinking, he lifted Anna off the floor and pressed her back against the tiles. He was like a wild man, kissing her with all the pent-up hunger that he had foolishly thought he could deny until he got home that evening.

      “You’re going to be late,” she panted again. He let her slide down until her feet hit the tub’s ceramic base. She might have concluded that he was giving up, but Jack was quick to correct that flawed assumption.

      Holding her pinned against the wall, he trailed kisses down the side of her neck. Then over her collarbone. And downward further still. She gasped as his lips brushed her silky, smooth belly. Jack knew what he wanted, and no lengthy commute was going to stand in his way.
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      “Our next case,” Kevin Moore grumbled. “File number, 362-705C, Constable Mark Evans, from Sarnia.” The de-facto leader of this council sat with his back to a series of windows that looked out on an overcast sky, each separated from its neighbours by large, metal dividers.

      Kevin was a heavyset man with broad shoulders and curly, gray hair that looked thick enough to stop a bullet. By contrast, his goatee was neatly trimmed. His pale cheeks were marked by a few faint wrinkles and his prominent brow by a few more.

      The guy had a way of scowling at just about anything that got in his way, including the stack of papers in his meaty paw. He seemed to think that he could glare problems out of existence. “The details of the incident are outlined in the report,” he added in a deep, booming voice that resounded through the small meeting room. “I’ll give you a moment to review.”

      The venue for this meeting was nothing special: just four white walls surrounding a wooden conference table. The eleven men and one woman who occupied the squeaky, office chairs each had a glass of water placed in front of them, and the little coffee pot in the corner had been simmering long enough for even Jack’s pitiful nose to pick up the scent.

      He flipped through the pages of the report, inwardly cursing the paper’s rough texture. As sensory issues went, it wasn’t too bad – certainly not something that he would complain about – but he had been living in paperless societies for so long, he had almost forgotten how unpleasant the stuff could be. The Leyrians did everything on tablets and multi-tools; Kevin, on the other hand, wanted his documents printed on a dead tree.

      Jack had been working with the Civilian Oversight Committee – the organization that dealt with cops who crossed a line – for a little over a month. The job was pretty simple; a complaint would come in, alleging that Officer X from City Y did something inappropriate, and the committee would review the case. Sometimes, they would recommend punishments like a one-month suspension. Sometimes, they would suggest changes to procedures. And on rare occasions, they might even insist that criminal charges should be filed, though Jack had yet to see that happen.

      This particular report was a complaint against a young officer who had barged into an old woman’s apartment. Further details revealed that he had been called there by the woman’s neighbours, who hadn’t seen her in almost two weeks and who had begun to worry that she might have passed away in her sleep. Apparently, the officer had knocked three times before contacting the building’s super to gain entry.

      “Sounds like a bullshit complaint to me,” Bill Waters said. Like Kevin, he was a large man with broad shoulders, but that was where the similarities ended. He was dark whereas Kevin was pale, and his hair was buzzed. More to the point, his double-chinned face might sometimes light up with a smile.

      “Me too,” Joshua Cameron chimed in. Compared to the other two, that guy was downright twiggy.

      “They’re all bullshit complaints,” Ross McHugh muttered.

      Tall and lean with a skinny tie that dangled over the pages he had spread out before him, he had a face like a hatchet, a face that was permanently fixed in a sneer. His gray hair was thinning on top but curly at the back, and his prodigious five o’clock shadow stood out against his otherwise pale complexion.

      Realizing that everyone was looking at him, he decided to press his point. “If this lady hates cops so much, she should move to Ragnos or Ezryn. See what it’s like out there.”

      Several people nodded their agreement.

      Jack couldn’t stop his eyebrows from rising. Ten years ago, it would have been “move to a third-world country” or some racist shit like that. Now, it was, “Go to another planet.” Bigots and loudmouths would always find a target for their hatred.

      Jack had been to Ragnos and Ezryn; neither one was a bastion of lawlessness. In fact, Ragnos’s social problems stemmed from over-policing along with several other factors. The planet was rife with inequality, and protests were put down hard.

      Ross must have sensed his misgivings because he turned that disdainful glare upon Jack, and his sneer intensified. “I take it our resident snowflake has something to say?”

      Jack frowned as he skimmed the report again, then looked up to lock eyes with the other man. “I think this guy was just doing his job,” he said. “I recommend no action be taken against him.”

      “Finally, the kid says something smart,” Josh muttered.

      “And,” Jack added. “I cite this as yet another example of why social services would be better equipped to deal with calls like this.”

      Everyone groaned.

      Jack’s chair squeaked as he reclined and tapped the page with his index finger. “Mrs. Lombardi says here that she was scared half to death when Constable Evans burst through her door. And who could blame her? A six-foot-three brick of a man barging into her house at nine at night?”

      “We’re not here to debate how the government spends our tax dollars,” Kevin interjected.

      Swivelling his chair, Jack answered the man with a hard stare. “If we make a recommendation, the province has to take it into consideration.”

      Kevin grimaced so hard you might have thought that someone had punched him in the stomach. “We’re not making that recommendation!” he snapped in a tone that said further debate was not an option.

      Most of these guys were ex-cops, and they all shared similar opinions on these issues. Apparently, suggesting that police officers should have support from other social services who might be better equipped to handle some of these scenarios was tantamount to a betrayal.

      The last time he had suggested it, Ross had gone on a rant about how social workers would find themselves walking into an apartment where some “coked-up perp” was waiting to greet them with an assault rifle. Or something along those lines. Never mind that the narrative he proposed was never borne out in the data. Usually, when cops had to do a check-in, it was a situation exactly like this one. Just some senior citizen who had failed to make an appearance for several days. Or a disabled person who had lost her phone and whose family had panicked when they couldn’t get a hold of her. Or any of a thousand possibilities that might be a genuine cause for concern but would not result in the investigating officer coming face to face with automatic weaponry.

      The real danger, of course, was the possibility of the officer getting spooked. In almost every case, they were the ones with the gun. Situations like that were rare, but they did happen, and they often resulted in a tragedy.

      Summer was annoyed. Jack suspected that it was as much about the way his colleagues were treating him as it was about their refusal to entertain his suggestion. He made a mental note to speak with her on the subway ride back to Union Station.

      “Moving onto our next case,” Kevin said. “I’m looking at file 363-134F.” He was supposed to call an official vote on the appropriate response to the complaint against Constable Evans, but it was clear that there would be no point. Everyone was on the same page.

      An hour later, the others were filing out of the room, some of them chatting amicably as they passed through the door. Jack chose to linger in the hopes of not having to share an elevator with Ross and found himself alone with the only woman on this committee.

      Sheela was a lady of average height with a fondness for pencil skirts and frilly, white tops. Her platinum-blonde hair fell loose around an oval-shaped face with rosy cheeks. She was busy loading her laptop and several notepads into a black bag with a thick shoulder strap, seemingly oblivious to his presence.

      Grabbing his own bag, Jack shoved the documents into the back pouch and zipped it up. “See you next week.”

      Sheela made her way around the table, passing Kevin’s seat and the rain-speckled windows. She strode to the door at a measured pace, not hurrying but definitely not dawdling either. Jack got the vibe that she didn’t like him very much. His confusion as to why provoked a pang of sadness from Summer.

      To his shock, Sheela paused just before she left the room, keeping her back turned and refusing to look at him. “You need to let go of all that ‘defund the police’ stuff,” she said icily.

      Jack blinked. “Who said anything about defunding?”

      Sheela’s answer to that was a frosty glare that she flung over one shoulder. “You know what I’m talking about,” she insisted. “The others are never going to go for it.”

      Jack wondered if she would have said the same thing when he rallied a bunch of outlaws and convinced them to free a few hundred immigrants from an internment camp. Or when he persuaded a group of Ragnosian hospitality workers to form a union. But of course, he couldn’t talk about any of that. He was supposed to be Jack, the ordinary bloke from Winnipeg. Blowing his cover to win an argument would not sit well with any of his superiors. So, all he said was, “They might change their minds if I can come up with a really good argument.”

      “The data is sound,” she conceded. “You know it; I know it. Congratulations, you have proven how much smarter you are than everyone else in the room. But these guys are never going to admit it no matter how many statistics you put in front of them. They see it as an attack on their character.”

      “How much smarter I am?” Jack blurted. “This has nothing to do with how smart I am.”

      “No, it has to do with your ego.”

      Jack stood up so fast it sent his chair rolling backward into the wall. “What?” he spluttered. “You think this is about winning an argument?”

      She faced him on the other side of the table, planting one fist on her hip and rolling her eyes. “Then tell me, Jack, what is it about?”

      He could only stand there with his mouth hanging open, baffled that she even had to ask. “It’s about people like Angela Lombardi,” he replied. “People who should be able to look at an officer in uniform and feel safe, not threatened.”

      “You’re either remarkably naïve or remarkably arrogant. I can’t tell which.” She considered him for a moment. “Maybe both.”

      “Is the purpose of this group to hold police accountable or not?”

      “You know what the purpose of this group is.”

      “Then why aren’t we following the data?”

      Instead of answering, she tossed her head back and heaved out a breath, then turned on her heel and walked out the door. Jack thought he heard something about how it must be nice to have the unearned confidence of a twenty-something man, but he couldn’t be certain. Shrugging, he gathered his things and left the room once he was sure that there was no chance of running into Sheela at the elevator bank.
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        * * *

      

      A shiver went through Jack as he exited the building. The temperature had warmed just enough to transform what should have been a light snowfall into slushy raindrops that felt like little bullets striking his skin. The roads were slick with it! Every car that inched its way along Bloor Street was forced to travel at half its normal speed.

      Jack passed between two fat columns that supported an overhanging roof and then descended the steps two at a time, making his way down to the sidewalk. He hunched up his shoulders against the cold and started toward the nearest subway station with his head down, grateful for the meagre protection his fuzzy hat provided.

      Despite the crappy weather, the sidewalks were packed with people in thick winter coats, some of whom carried umbrellas. Bloor Street was always a hub of activity. Office workers who had just started their lunch breaks scurried out of the many sleek, glass towers that reached for the overcast sky. Meanwhile, those who were just finishing up reluctantly went back inside and returned to their desks.

      He had managed about five steps when a flicker of movement in his Spatial Awareness caught his attention. There were many people behind him. Jack might not have noticed this one if not for the fact that he knew that particular silhouette all too well.

      He turned around just in time to catch a glimpse of a tall woman in a black trench coat ducking behind one of the columns at the building’s entrance. She must have known that she had been spotted, and yet, she insisted on playing this little game of hide and seek.

      Rather than play along, Jack crossed his arms and stood on the sidewalk with his feet apart, untroubled by the raindrops that pelted him. There weren’t too many of those just yet. But even if it started pouring, he wouldn’t budge.

      Chuckling, the woman emerged from her hiding place and adjusted the old trilby that sat comfortably on her head. Her face was pale and eerily plain. Lacking any distinguishing features that would stand out in the memory of any casual observer. “Well played, Hunter. Clearly, your powers of observation haven’t atrophied.”

      Jack put on a big, fake smile. “Steph!” he exclaimed. “I thought that was you. It’s that faint whiff of photocopier toner, you know?” He moved a little closer, allowing a pair of young women to walk past behind him and waiting until they were out of earshot. “So, is this the part where we exchange pleasantries?”

      “How’s Anna?”

      “Chalk full of pep and a little bit of pizzazz.”

      “And your father?”

      “All right. Now, I’m bored,” Jack said, striding past her and climbing the first two steps. He spun around with one hand on the wet, steel railing. “Why are you here?”

      He scrunched up his face, raising a single finger to cut her off before she could answer. “Wait. Don’t tell me. Somebody started a speed-dating service for disgruntled tax accountants.”

      Standing on the sidewalk with a thin smile that looked about as genuine as a mannequin’s plastic face, Stephanie Carlisle regarded him in cold silence. “I see you’re feeling snarky today,” she said at last.

      “Well, you caught me at a bad time. I’ve been holding the best ones in for several hours.” There were a few zingers he would absolutely love to hurl at Ross McHugh. Pretending to be all respectable was exhausting. He didn’t think he would be this tired if he climbed all the steps in the CN Tower three times.

      “Indeed,” Stephanie murmured. “Jack Hunter working within the system. I never thought I’d see the day.”

      “What can I say? I wanted a challenge.” Noting that the sidewalk was relatively clear of onlookers, he descended the steps and placed himself in front of her, holding her gaze without flinching. Frigid raindrops slid down his cheek and dripped from his chin. “Which brings me back to the question of why you’re here.”

      “Have you heard from Martin?”

      “Sloan?” Jack shook his head. “Not since St. Louis. Why?”

      This time, when Stephanie smiled, there was genuine amusement in it. “You might want to check in on him,” she suggested before turning on her heel and starting up the sidewalk in the same direction he had been going.

      “Thanks for the tip, Steph!” Jack called after her.

      Stiffening at the use of her alias, she whirled around with a scowl that she smothered with brutal efficiency. That he had seen it at all was a testament to just how badly he had gotten under her skin. “You know, I hate it when you call me that.”

      Jack’s eyebrows shot up as he swaggered toward her. “Would you rather I called you Administrator 331 in front of all these people?”

      Her anger faded, and the sly smile returned. “A valid point,” she said with a tip of her hat. “Give my regards to Anna. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you both again very soon.”
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