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Prologue: Darkness
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Bella

There’d been a flash of something not quite right before the sickly scent had burned up inside my nostrils. I opened my eyes to darkness, still blind but aware that I was no longer where I should be. Cotton rumpled under my fingertips as I pushed myself shakily into a sitting position, feet sweeping over the side of what appeared to be a bed.

The edges of the room bled into my dark head, a blurred, electric blue pattern somewhat akin to sonar. It fizzled in and out, badly affected by whatever my attacker had administered. I tucked a sliver of pale blonde hair behind my ear. It wasn’t unusual for somebody to kidnap a seer, but the lack of psychic sensory warning was disconcerting.

I straightened to my full height, toes wriggling against the cold tile. My clothes were gone. Instead, loose material wafted around my calves, reminiscent of a hospital gown I’d once worn.

It was supposed to be a relaxing holiday, a getaway for me and Graeme, but all of that had come to an abrupt halt when he’d gone to get me an ice cream in the park. I’d been sitting on a bench. Goosebumps had skittered up my arms and I’d stupidly brushed them off without thinking, distracted. I’d been working on a way to tell Graeme my news without him kicking up a fuss, but it was a difficult subject to broach where my husband was concerned.

He wasn’t the most docile of men and his wolf nature only served to amplify that characteristic, making it an incredibly bad idea to get on the wrong side of him. And my news? He wouldn’t take it very well, no matter how much I sugar coated it.

I thought I’d nearly pinned down the best approach, though, when something had flashed in the corner of my mind. A blue sparkle of warning that didn’t materialise into the usual vision as if dampened by an otherworldly force.

And then a dirty rag, soaked in something nasty, had crushed over my nose and mouth, forcing me to breathe it in until my struggling stopped and dizziness had left me drowning in darkness, until now.

I tried to reach out in my mind, searching for where I was and who had taken me, but the knowledge was carefully blanked out, perhaps a sign that this situation was something I needed to work through without prior instruction. That or I was losing my touch.

“I’m sorry for the travel arrangements,” a crisp voice spoke up. I didn’t flinch despite being unable to sense a human presence in the vicinity. “How are you finding the accommodation?”

“Where am I?”

“Think of it as a kind of private hotel.” 

“This is no hotel,” I replied. “Where’s my husband?”

“You’re right.” I sensed the smile in her voice even if I couldn’t see it. “It’s not exactly a hotel, but we hope you’ll enjoy your stay. As for your husband, he didn’t exactly fit our requirements.”

“And what might they be?” I asked, channelling the disagreeable nature of my friend, Violet. Somehow I needed to get a message to her. If there was one person who could help me in a situation like this, it would be her. 

“You’ll find out very soon.”
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1. Dead End Street
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Violet

I screwed my eyes tightly shut and tried to imagine the wakefulness away. Needless to say, it didn’t work. Instead, I ended up listening to the sound of the television burbling through from the living room. Why did Logan always have to have the volume up so loud?

It wasn’t as if he couldn’t hear it. He’d developed incredible hearing recently, much to everybody’s irritation. I guess that was part and parcel of becoming half werewolf.

I rubbed a hand over my face, trying to smooth out the drum, drum, drumming of a particularly vicious headache. My eyes protested at the light, lids closing and rims burning. The computer screen had begun to blur before I’d eventually crawled to bed last night, desperately sifting through past emails in the hope of extra work. A yawn pitched my lips of its own accord. It would be so easy just to fall asleep again. The notion of a dream tried to tug me back under, but the hour apparently demanded my body awake even if my mind was against it.

After a few groggy minutes dressing, I headed through to the kitchen, the dream trying to rehash and rearrange itself in my mind but making zero sense. All I could remember was a hard bed and a papery nightdress.

Simon nodded a greeting from behind his computer screen as I entered the living space. He was seated at the dining table, occasionally peering across at the sofa where Logan was slopped out with his feet up on the seats and his eyes glued to the huge screen. Sound blasted from the television. 

My fingers massaged the angry pulse on the side of my head as I scooped up the remote and dialled the sound down, my lips forming a bitter line.

“Hey!” Logan snapped, the expression of a petulant child crossing his face as he twisted to glare over the arm of the sofa. “I was watching that.”

“You can still watch it,” I muttered, depositing the remote control on a side table, “but you can do it at a more agreeable level. You’ll blow your eardrums. I’m surprised you haven’t already.”

“Yeah, well,” he grumbled, “super hearing is all well and good until you realise you can hear the neighbours banging from across the street.”

I rolled my eyes and moved from the back of the sofa to the kitchen area, regretting the step as soon as my tired gaze found the ridiculous mountains of pots, pans and just general mess that encompassed the worktop. My teeth set, a mistake that made the pulse in my head jump yet more viciously.

Trying to move a pan so I could clear a space next to the kettle simply made things worse, the incomprehensible pot pile collapsing in raucous disarray. Plates scraped the counter and at least one metal frying pan, laden with cooking oil, slipped off before I could catch it, clanging with delirious determination against the floor. My eyes squeezed shut, braced against the throbbing as it kicked up inside my head with each crash.

“I can’t even see the kitchen for all this crap!” I snapped, circling to glare at the back of Logan’s pig ignorant head. He was supposed to be a grown up by now. He was supposed to be able to fend for himself. “Get your backside over here and get this cleaned up!”

“Simon did it.”

I felt my nostrils flare, mouth stiffening into a thin line. He hadn’t even turned his head. Blood boiled in my veins. For the briefest of moments, I considered throwing a ball of fractious energy at him.

“Don’t bring me into this,” Simon responded from behind the safety of his computer screen. He didn’t even shift his gaze as if making eye contact with either of us would be a dangerous move.

“You’re the only one with a wolf’s appetite!” I railed at Logan, holding my feet still for fear that I would storm over there and smack him across the side of the head. 

Frustration fizzled through my whole body, charging my bones. I forced myself to turn away from him, tapping the touchscreen on the kettle with more gusto than strictly necessary. It double clicked, thankfully selecting my personal settings before the appliance started to chug away. 

“Now get yourself over here and clean this place up.” My eyes ran over the plates and pans that had all been pristine and put away last night. “What did you even eat?”

It could have been an entire farmyard.

“Just a couple of pancakes and some bacon and eggs...”

Simon joined in quietly, keeping his eyes on his screen. “And six waffles, a stack of toast, and–”

Logan swivelled on the sofa, hands clamping to the back edge as he threw a scowl at Simon. “Alright, snitch!” His eyes flickered over to me. “Look, I’ll buy some more bits.”

My teeth grit again, tugging the strings of tension in my head. I slammed a mug down on the slither of space I’d created and loaded it up with sugar. It seemed like I was going to need a hell of a lot of extra sweetness today. “How, Logan? You need a job.” 

I poured the kettle, scorching pre-brewed tea piling into the mug. After a few minutes, the milk kicked in and swirled, soothingly, from the same spout. The colours blurred and blossomed in a strangely relaxing way. 

Simon still seemed amazed that kettles were ‘advanced’ enough now to create the perfect cup of tea with little human intervention. His eyes sparkled everytime he got to press his personalised settings on the machine – a recent addition to the preferences list that I’d begrudgingly made. 

My spoon dropped to the bottom of the mug and blended the concoction before I discarded it and snagged a couple of paracetamol to down along with the burning liquid. One good slurp. The roof of my mouth zinged.

“You can’t survive on your savings forever,” I reminded my brother, trying to impress some importance of getting a job on him, “and I can’t afford a living for the three of us when work is already so scarce.”

At least, that was one way to phrase it...

It wasn’t that there wasn’t any work. There were definitely plenty of investigative jobs out there right now for a PI, but I wasn’t getting any of them. Almost two months ago, a local detective, Bakiir, had outed me for being a half necromancer. Maybe I could have survived that storm by dismissing it as a simple rumour, but my last case, one where I’d had to prove Logan’s innocence, had ended with a rather large number of zombies running around at my personal disposal.

For a little while, anyway.

I’d sent them all back to rest as soon as I could. 

Still, the damage was done. Everyone had seen what I was capable of and there was no returning from that. Work had dried up. I’d had to take a step back, focusing on those dreaded bread and butter cases that I’d begun my freelance detective career with, like divorcees and paranoid partners. 

And even they were few and far between.

“Well, I’ve been thinking about it,” Logan answered, pretending not to notice that I could only stuff one slice of bread in the toaster because he’d eaten all the rest. 

Simon raised an eyebrow, glasses slipping a little lower on his nose as if he knew what stupidity was going to fall from Logan’s mouth next. 

“And I figured that if Simon can be your assistant–”

“Simon isn’t my assistant,” I sighed in irritation, snatching the butter from the fridge and procuring a knife. The silver rammed into the yellow substance with a little more gusto than was necessary.

“Don’t be like that, Holmes,” Simon piped up.

“I’m not averse to blasting a mute, Simon,” the warning exploded from my lips. My attention turned back to Logan. “He’s not my assistant. He’s a constant pain in my neck, a bit like you, and he’s only helping me until we can get him a real job. As for you, you had a real job–”

“Which I was forced out of!”

I closed my eyes, fingers bracing the edge of the countertop, wishing the pounding in my brain would cease. According to Logan, everything was up to his now ex-boss. “If you just talked to him, I’m sure he’d reconsider.”

Logan released a sigh. “I already tried. He says I’m bad for business and that, even though my name was cleared, people still think of me as a crazed werewolf.”

I couldn’t help but wonder that, if I’d solved the case sooner, collared the real bad guys quicker, Logan wouldn’t be in this situation. “Then you’ll have to try somewhere else,” I insisted. There was nothing else I could do. We couldn’t both be out of work. “Since that little fiasco with Bakiir, cases have been rather thin on the ground.”

“What about Jenna’s case?” he prompted.

“I’m not getting paid for working that one, Logan,” I reminded him, “and right now it’s almost the only case I have, bar a few petty divorcees. And those cases aren’t going to pay the bills.”

Logan shifted uncomfortably. “How far are you with Jenna’s case?”

I rubbed my forehead, still trying to eke out the tension. “Not far.”

It was a complicated situation involving disappearing women, all of whom could shapeshift into panthers. But, of course, the panthers were loath to come forward, trying to hide their abilities from the rest of the human race. God only knew what would happen if the rest of society realised that there was a secret race of beings able to shapeshift just like werewolves in their midst. 

The secrecy made it difficult enough, but, when those accused of abducting the women were amongst the werewolf community, there was little hope in making anybody talk. Even without the complication of outsiders’ views, both supernatural types were very similar to their animal counterparts, keeping everything within their packs or prides.

“I could help,” Logan prompted as if he could read my thoughts. “I’m a werewolf. The other wolves would talk to me.”

And how I wish I’d been able to prevent him from ever being infected by that vicious, DNA altering bite. “No,” I muttered, reservedly.

“But Vi–”

The toaster popped. Almost blackened bread jumped to attention. “I said no,” I snapped, reaching for the burnt slice.

A buzz emanated from the kitchen island. I wheeled, spotting my iCom vibrating on the pale counter. I sensed Simon was watching me without having to look up at him as I scooped up the small, silver compact. A number flashed on the inner screen. It was the police station. I watched the green line flicker up and down like a heartrate monitor. 

I had no cases that involved the local bobbies. Why were they calling?

Licking my lips, I tapped the symbol for a voice only call, jamming the handset between my ear and my shoulder. “Eonsen here,” I answered, scraping my knife viciously across the butter.

“It’s Maloney,” a gruff, harassed voice responded. “I need your help.”

The raised butter knife paused in my hand. “No chit chat...?” Not that I liked small talk, but Maloney usually did. It was rare that he didn’t open with the same tired request to meet up for a drink that I would never go for.

His voice sounded strained. “Not really in the mood and I don’t have the time.”

A frown etched into my brow. Butter scratched over bread as I juggled the iCom. “Okay... What’s wrong?”

“I have a case for you. A paid one.”

“I don’t know if that’s a good idea, Maloney,” I interjected uneasily. He didn’t need to put his reputation on the line for a half necromancer like me. “When the client finds out what I am they’ll flip just like everyone else and it’ll reflect badly on you.”

“I am the client.”

Silence stiffened the line. I cleared my throat, sensing Simon straining his ears.

“You?”

“Yeah. I’d take the case myself, but the Captain won’t give me any time off.”

Maloney would never normally take a case on himself outside of the police station. The notion was ominous leaving a taste of dread in my mouth. “Sounds serious...”

“It is. I’m booking you a teleport to the states now.” 

I blinked. He was getting ahead of himself. I hadn’t even said yes to the case yet. Then again, it was a paid job. I’d be stupid to turn him down. I put the butter knife on the worktop, pursing my lips and ignoring the sticky yellow that instantly clutched the counter.

“Will Specs be going with you?”

A pivot had me facing Simon, my lower back resting against the worktop, probably getting butter and crumbs tagged onto the back of my top. Simon’s eyebrows screwed together, his face pinched as he tried to decipher my expression. “Possibly. What is this about, Maloney? Where in America do you want to send me?” 

Simon’s mouth worked into an ugly line.

I snatched a pen and paper off the opposite workspace, jotting down the address of a hotel somewhere in New York as Maloney spoke. “It’s not a five star,” he clarified, “but I don’t know how long you’ll be there and Jemima doesn’t have much room in her house.”

The pencil stalled in my hand, concern running up my wrist and into my chest. “Woah, woah. Slow down. Back up a bit. Who is Jemima, why are you sending me to see her, and what has your knickers in such a twist?”

“She’s a friend.” He struggled on that last word, as if it didn’t sit very comfortably on his tongue, but I didn’t press him. “And her son has been abducted.” Stress fractured his tone. “I need you to take the case, Violet.”

My stomach somersaulted. Maloney never called me by my first name. Tension curled over the line. I rolled my pen between my fingers and then laid it down on the worktop. 

“You’re the only one I trust.”

I wet my lips, words hushed, turning my face away from Simon’s concerned stare. “And this friend of yours is happy that I’m a necromancer?”

“Who cares about that? You’re a damn good detective and I need your back on this.”

Another pause as a deep breath settled my nerves. It wasn’t as if I’d physically changed, but people’s perceptions had. I’d already found that I was pre-emptively distancing myself before the anticipated disgust could roll down over their features. Maloney was one of the few people who hadn’t given a damn that I was a half necromancer. He’d continued to treat me as he would normally and perhaps that was why I was trusting his judgement now.

“Okay. What time is the teleport?” I asked, thumb and forefinger rubbing over my temple.

“It’ll be this afternoon. I’ll text you all the details within the hour.” I could almost hear him hold his breath. “I appreciate this, Eonsen.”

“Don’t mention it. But I’d better take Simon with me.”

“Yeah, that’s cool,” he hurried, sounding worryingly unconcerned by expense. “Twin or double?”

My eyebrow raised involuntarily. “Twin or separate,” I corrected with steely tones that went unnoticed.

Noise expounded in the background of the call, as if somebody had opened Maloney’s office door. “Okay, okay. I gotta go. Boss is looking for me. Thanks, Eonsen.”

“Sure,” I muttered to thin air as the line clicked off.

The iCom flipped shut in my hand. One more futile rub of my forehead and I put the receiver down on the worktop, half turning to meet Simon’s gaze. He was standing on the other side of the island, watching me with a degree of concern from beneath his spectacles, gaze flicking to my discarded breakfast. The toast was probably cold by now, anyway.

“Is he okay?” he asked quietly, meaning the detective he so disliked.

My lips thinned as I ruminated on the conversation. The answer was half hearted, but I had other matters to attend to now. “Yeah. Looks like we’re headed to New York. Go pack a bag.”

Logan bounded over the sofa, somersaulting from his seat and landing perfectly on two feet to face me without so much as a minor overbalance. “Can I come?” he chirped, light in his eyes.

“No,” I replied, pulling the thin glass newssheet from under a stack on the counter. It slipped into his big paws before he could open his mouth. “You’re going to job search instead.”
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2. Abeona Teleport 
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Simon

It was like an airport, but not quite. That’s the best way that I can describe it. Abeona Teleport was on the outskirts of the sprawling city. A fairly new building, the outer walls were strung about with unestablished plants, as decreed by the ecology projects that had been put in place in this strange future, a future that had once seemed so distant to me. The clash of green and urban was something that I was still getting used to. Truth be told, there was a lot that I was still getting used to.

The fact that I would never go home was one of these things. And the idea that I would never fit in here was another.

What made it harder was that I’d had the smallest chance to return home, but in doing so I would have been letting a werewolf kill Violet and, after she’d already saved my life, I had to repay her. Right? Not that she seemed to appreciate it much.

My gaze focused on the intriguing necromancer mark that barely peeked below the soft swish of her dark bob cut. She tried to keep it hidden, just like her feelings. Her shoulders were stiff, back straight and regal, as she cut through the crowd towards some kind of holding desk. I followed close behind, dragging two small suitcases with wheels.

The whole place was a hubbub of activity. People in business clothes mingled with teens popping gum and grannies with walking sticks. Looking at the strange mundanity of it all, I could have been back in my own time zone if it wasn’t for the occasional flash of supernatural power, reminding me that I didn’t belong here.

“Hey!” Violet called, cutting through my reverie and waving me towards the deeper recesses of the teleport. In her hand she had the tickets Maloney had reserved for us, presumably provided by the staff at the holding desk. I hadn’t really been paying much attention, there was far too much to look at here. The teleport was like a supernatural zoo.

I glanced back at a teen with yellow eyes and his friend absently sparking a flame on and off from the click of her fingers, and then followed Violet, suitcases clipping my heels. She glanced back at me as if I was a toddler she had to keep under watch. 

Would she ever see me as anything more than a mute?

Probably not.

“So where do we go?” I asked, trying to make conversation. 

She’d been in a bad mood since she’d woken and Logan’s antics only seemed to have made things worse. Normally, I would have disappeared, found a quiet place in the house and continued reading up on all the scientific advancements I’d missed, but this job meant I was stuck with her and her nasty temper until it cooled off or she found something else to focus on long enough to forget whatever it was she was so cross about.

“To the waiting area at the correct gate. You’ve been to a teleport before, right?”

My lips compressed, an annoying habit I’d picked up from the two siblings. “An airport,” I replied, eyes still scanning the crowds from beneath my spectacles. This was the first time that Maloney had given Violet a case and offered to pay for it. At least, the first time since I’d been around. It didn’t feel right. Maloney didn’t feel right. Something about him just rubbed me up the wrong way. “Looks pretty similar.”

Her nose had wrinkled slightly, but she was still facing forward, marching like a general towards the waiting area ahead. “You mean those old fashioned, metal birds of death? You actually went up in one of those things?”

“It was a lot safer than you think,” I grumbled. Everytime we talked about the time that I’d come from, Violet’s expression showed nothing but disdain. Hell, you would have thought the twenty-first century was full of Neanderthals. Then again, I suppose she could be forgiven for thinking that. Especially since that was when supernatural DNA had first started appearing and my twin brother had led a march to secure nazi-esque anti-werewolf laws...

Maybe she was right to look on my people as if we were mentally stunted.

“I find it hard to believe that teleporting is going to be much safer,” I continued, still trying not to think about how the whole process worked. I was all in for scientific advancements, but this one just a seemed a bit... unnecessary.

“Unless your teleporter is tired, it’s pretty hard to get spliced or dissolved. It’s a chance of one in eleven billion, I believe.”

My stomach turned, jolting as I sat down too heavily in one of the waiting area seats. Violet placed herself next to me, glancing around as if she hadn’t just said the most horrific thing ever.

I gulped. “Nice...”

Her critical gaze swept over me, voice softening unusually. “It’ll be okay.” Her hand gently touched the top of mine.

Heat prickled the back of my neck, trying to force its way around and up into my cheeks. The kindness in her gaze forced a lump into my throat that I had trouble clearing. She didn’t need to comfort me. I was fine. Just as tough as her cop friend. “So, what else did Maloney say about the case?”

The soft touch of her hand rapidly withdrew. Annoyance sparked in her irises. It always did when I mentioned his name, as if I was jabbing her with a red hot needle too. “Just what I told you before. Did you manage to find much online?”

“No.” Regret burned my undertones. Was it too much to ask for her to think of me as more than just a nuisance? “It’s barely shown up in the media, but I did notice a couple of similar low profile disappearances.”

“Our kind of thing?”

A glorified secretary. That’s all I was. Powerless and useless. The bitterness rolled down my throat and into my stomach. She brought the guns and I brought the paperwork. “Looks like it, but I can’t be sure.”

“Why not?”

“Well, like I say, there’s barely any media coverage on the cases. I’d have thought abductions would be more pressing news.”

A furrow appeared in her brow. “Show me the cases you mean.”

Shifting in my seat, I reached for the thin glass tablet tucked in my inner jacket pocket. It was almost a copy of a twenty-first century design, but there were no visible electronics or edges to it. The whole thing was some kind of smart glass, extremely light weight and durable. It was another one of those things where I had no idea how it worked. Still, the tablet had become easier and easier to use the last few months. It turns out that humans in the future still liked similar design features to what they’d always liked, allowing me to become adept at trawling news sites and blogs in search of information on Violet’s latest cases.

She took the tablet, immediately swiping through the eclippings of reports that I’d found dotted throughout New York’s media. There wasn’t much to go on. I watched her chest rise and fall as she sighed, my gaze quickly switching to her face.

“All these victims have low level powers or they’re mutes. Society isn’t too concerned with weak supernaturals if they disappear.” Just like they wouldn’t be concerned if it was me. “As bad as it sounds, they’re no great loss.”

I turned my face away, pretending to scan the crowds again, but wondering whether she’d even look for me if I was abducted. Probably not. After all, I was just weighing her down. 

I had no income and no money – the government had absorbed my bank accounts after I’d disappeared in the early twenty-first century. The fact that I’d reappeared centuries later unaged and unscathed meant that the current government was fighting a pay-out (plus interest) of my original, if meagre, wealth.

At first, they’d tried to argue that I wasn’t really me and now they were saying I was a vampire and had relinquished my assets willingly – like so many vampires apparently had when the human race had evolved. Either way, the process was long, lengthy, and costly. And the only person I could ask for money to fight them was Violet, seeing as all my family were dead. Sadly, helping her with her work was the only way I could return the favour and, having no powers to speak of, that meant I was little more than a research machine.

“That’s a pretty awful thing to say,” I finally muttered in response.

“It’s public perception, not my personal feelings,” she clarified without a trace of emotion in her voice. There were times when I could almost believe she was as cold and aloof as she tried to pretend.

“If that’s the case, then why did the media blow up about those killings of necromancers but not about these?”

A snort of hot air fled Violet’s nostrils. Our last job had involved trying to absolve Logan of the blame for murdering innocent young women. The guys really responsible had tried to kill me and Violet, but, as usual, she’d saved my life.

“You’re still so naïve about this world,” she chided. Clearly the bad mood was here to stay. I frowned at her choice of words. “Yeah, you’re right; necromancers are on the fringe of society. If they’d been abducted instead of murdered, nobody would have batted an eyelid. And even then, to be honest, they would have barely mentioned the murders if it hadn’t been a clear werewolf kill. Blood everywhere and rabid werewolves sells. And they can push the notion of more werewolf segregation if they build fear.”

“Why would they want to do that?”

“Politics.”

“Politics?” I repeated.

“Everybody’s in somebody’s pocket.”

I turned to look at her, absorbing the sullen expression and the way she was staring off into middle distance as if the way the world worked was a personal affront to her. “What about you?” I joked.

Her gaze switched back to mine, eyes narrowed and angry. The frown on her face was a death wish expression. “Do you think, maybe, there’s a reason why I get angry with you?”

“Because you’re in Logan’s pocket and he’s paying you to?” The words came out as another poor attempt at humour, digging a deeper hole than I meant to. It didn’t alleviate the tension as I’d hoped it would.

“Shut up, Simon.”

A voice came on over the tannoy calling passengers with our ticket numbers and destination to head to Gate 10:9. Saved by the bell... 

Briefly, I wondered how many gates there were as Violet grabbed the handle on her luggage and began wheeling it away. Anxious not to be left behind, I snatched my own bag and hurried after her. 

At the gate there was a queue of people already ahead of us. Strangely, watching them all go through the security procedures ahead helped me to relax. It really seemed no different to an airport at all, except that there were only two or three big jumbo jets outside the huge windows and the rest were mostly leisure crafts. 

Having not long ago been transported through time by a crazy woman, I was willing to accept that teleporting was a thing in this strange future, but I wasn’t sure exactly what it meant for the passengers and that was the bit that unsettled me.

Did we get shoved inside a big machine or was it more delicate than that? Was it painful? And what had Violet been talking about tiredness and splicing for? I tried desperately not to wring my hands together. What the hell was splicing?

I swallowed and watched her hand our tickets and passports to a security guy whilst his assistant loaded our luggage through a scanner. Both of them were frowning, concentrating on their tasks and completely ignoring the travellers. It was like a prison induction line. I unloaded my house keys and watch into the little dish for metallic items, readying myself to head through the full body scanner. 

Then Violet was waving paperwork in the passport guy’s face. Something about the weapon secured neatly in her hidden holster. Apparently she had an international permit for the thing.

“Loaded?” the solemn guy asked, uninterested.

She shook her head, but words came spilling out of my mouth before I could stop them, signalling the bloke’s attention over to me. “What happens if it is?”

“Possible explosion mid teleport,” he responded with a deadened expression.

I swallowed and followed Violet through the full body scanner, my pulse still skittering even though the beep only sounded for her. The assistant handed us back our luggage as Violet shot me a look of disbelief. The passport guy was looking, too, like he thought I was an annoying toddler trapped in a man’s body. Had it really been such a dumb question to ask? I shrugged the notion off and trailed Violet to the next part of the procedure.

“So what happens now?” Anxiety traced my voice.

A set of curtains drew back to admit us, pulled shut again by a bloke in a loose fluorescent vest. Violet passed his partner our tickets to recheck before she answered. “These guys are going to get us to New York.”

I looked at them. One had a sort of dark, curly mop on his head and the other could have accidentally chewed on a wasp judging by his puffy, pug-like face. It was hard not to wrinkle my nose. Wasp face guy had a serious body odour problem according to the stench and the nasty stains on the armpits of his fluorescent vest.
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