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Chapter One

THE RAIN HAD finally stopped. The cobbles gleamed in the hazy moonlight, dappled with the warmer glow from the windows of the houses. It was late enough for the streets to be deserted, and the marketplace was silent.

Booted feet tramped by through the streets.

Half a dozen Janissaries. Members of the Sultan’s elite guard. All armed with swords and guns. In better days, they would have been a comforting sight. Now, they were the reason people shuttered their windows and closed down their shops at night. With tensions rising across the city, it was better to stay out of their way.

In the shadows between the stalls, a dark figure crouched out of sight.

It wasn’t the best idea.

Less than three feet away, there was a broad gutter cutting through the road, ankle-deep with the waste of the day. Even with the breeze from the Bosphorus, it stank.

A donkey turd bobbed by.

Qasim El-Fahkri made a face, leaning further back into the shadows and away from the gutter.

It was going to be a relief to get back to the twenty-first century, a time with better hygiene and less danger.

Something brushed against his shoulder.

Only a few years earlier, Qasim would have screamed like a kid, fallen over, or added a sample of his own to the gutter. Thankfully, he’d been on enough missions to know how to control himself, even if his heart was slamming against his ribs and he’d snapped his mouth shut so hard he’d gashed his lip.

There were no shouts and, whatever it was, it didn’t have fingers or a grip on him or a knife at his throat.

He twisted around.

A cat was standing on the cobbles, within arm’s reach, glowering at him as if he had mortally offended it for getting in its way. Standard cat, then. Relieved, he turned his attention to the soldiers. They were at the edge of the market now. He just had to stay out of sight a little…

The cat yowled.

Qasim whipped around. “Shh!” he hissed. “Please, shh!”

The cat either didn’t speak panicked human or didn’t care and yowled again. The soldiers weren’t leaving. Their footfalls had turned, coming back, approaching.

Qasim glanced around wildly. There were only two exits from the marketplace, and one of them was definitely not available, on account of the swords and the men attached to them.

The cat wasn’t shutting up either.

Some part of his brain must have been operating because he grabbed the sodden creature and shoved it down the front of his robe. It squirmed but, mercifully, didn’t remember it had claws. Qasim wrapped his arms over his chest and held his breath.

The footsteps came closer, paused, then moved away again.

Qasim exhaled, closing his eyes.

Too close. Far too close.

Cautiously, he slid closer to the edge of the market stall and peered around it. Between the other stalls, he could see the soldiers heading for the gate. All five of them were marching briskly, and he waited until they were out of sight, then slipped out from behind the stall and straightened up.

Maths. Bollocks! Always a weakness, but he’d never failed to count to six before.

The lingering Janissary—sneaky bastard—grabbed at him.

Everyone thought Qasim was cool in a crisis, which was frankly hilarious. He was the proverbial swan: majestic on the surface, paddling like mad underneath.

Still, there was always a bit of him that seemed to know what it was doing, and it dinged the man hard across the head, hard enough to send him reeling and crashing into the nearest stall.

The cover on the stall gave way, taking one of the support beams with it. The silence shattered as wood and canvas and a full-grown, fully armed man crashed down on the cobbles.

Qasim turned and ran. Behind him, the fallen soldier was yelling. There was some very vulgar Turkish in there, nearly beyond Qasim’s vocabulary, but enough for him to feel offended on behalf of his mother and goats.

The streets were a labyrinth—one he’d memorised as much as possible in the weeks leading up to the mission. Just in case, Dieter and Gulshan had both insisted, and as Qasim ducked down a passage and skidded around a corner into a broader alleyway, he wanted to kiss them both.

There was a wail from inside his robe, and the cat wriggled against his chest, but there was no time to stop or release it. “Shh,” he panted as he vaulted over a staircase wall and dropped into the alley below. He ducked under the stairs to catch his breath.

From the street above, the shouts of the men chasing him rang out.

For once, he appreciated the curfew. The drama at the Hippodrome had people on edge. It wasn’t official, but with Janissaries raising arms, people preferred to take refuge indoors. A political storm was about to break. No one wanted to be caught in it. It also meant no one would flag the guards down and let them know where he was. Problem was he was out in the dark with roaming bands of Janissaries and had a rendezvous point at least a half a mile away.

“Where are you?” Tahmila’s voice was a breath in his ear. “I’m here already.”

He sighed with relief. She’d made the rendezvous point. One less thing to worry about. He leaned out cautiously from beneath the stairs. It sounded like the soldiers were spreading out, but none of them had come near his hideout yet. “Half a mile. Long story.”

“Fifteen minutes.”

No pressure at all. Qasim eased out of his hiding place and glanced around to get his bearings. The trouble with moving away from the main square was so many of the smaller alleys were practically identical. If he went down the wrong one and hit a dead end, he might well end up hitting a very literal dead end a short time later.

The cat shifted under his robes. It felt like it was curling up and making itself comfortable. Of course, it bloody was.

He slunk forward, darting from one patch of shadow to another. The clouds were thinning, and the moonlight was growing brighter. He slipped between two rows of buildings, clinging as close as he could to the walls. People were still awake inside the houses. Lamps were lit. Voices carried. The scents of woodsmoke, spices, and cooking meat made his stomach gurgle.

No one noticed him. The soldiers seemed to have fallen away behind him. Still, there was no reason to be reckless. He yanked his boots off, balancing precariously on one foot then the other. Dirty feet could be washed, but the rap of a boot’s heel in the silence could be as deadly as yelling and waving his arms.

He turned into another alleyway and continued north. Under his robe, the cat started kneading at him. He hissed between his teeth as claws dug through his shirt.

“Why haven’t I dropped you yet?” he whispered, peering down through the collar of his robe. In the darkness, the cat was damned near invisible.

“Me?” Tahmila. Again.

He made a face as he stepped into another narrow passage and then swore as a rope strung across it caught him right across the forehead. Always with the unexpected clotheslines. He ducked and hurried onwards, hoping to hell it was just rain and not blood or cat doings soaking through his clothes.

Ahead of him, the passage widened into a broader avenue, and he approached the corner of the building with caution, his heart pounding. Two blocks to go and he would be home free.

Boots clattered on cobbles nearby. Qasim slammed against the nearest wall, sinking into the shadows. A low wail rose from his robe, definitely with claws in the skin underneath it, but he held his breath, biting his lips, and tried to work out how screwed he was.

Voices raised. Not close enough to make out their words. Shouted, but not loudly. At least half a block from one another. The thump of running footsteps. Calls for support. He strained his ears, trying to work out how screwed he was. Something about movement.

The cat started squirming and struggling inside his robe.

He grinned down at it.

Movement, eh?

He pressed his shoulders against the wall, counting down from ten to slow his heartbeat, and listened as they drew closer and closer. Two of the voices were clearer now.

Qasim yanked down the collar of his robe and squeezed. The cat erupted, yowling. It shot out into the light. One of the soldiers yelled in surprise, and there was the crack of a rifle being fired. The other snorted in disgust and berated him for a false alarm and for not even being able to hit a target three paces in front of him.

Good. Qasim released a trembling breath. Just turn around and—

“You!”

Qasim whipped around. Another soldier at the other end of the alley. One of the men from the marketplace. Well, not quite so clean an escape as he’d hoped. He sprinted out of the alleyway as fast as he could and sent the two cat-startled soldiers spinning.

Adrenaline and a three-second head start were good enough. He pegged it as fast as he could, grabbing at corners of buildings to whip himself into the winding maze of buildings without breaking his pace. They were chasing him now, and, well, who didn’t like some added spice in their reports?

“Coming in hot,” he panted, running full tilt towards a mound of stacked timbers, praying like hell it would hold as he scrambled up it and onto the wall it was braced against. He glanced back. Still coming, but in armour, they would have no chance. Especially, if some absolute bastard shoved his foot against the pile of timbers and sent them cascading down.

A shot whistling by his ear ensured he wouldn’t stay to see the ensuing chaos. He launched himself off the other side of the wall. It was farther than he expected, and he grunted and stumbled when he hit the ground. Pain shot up one ankle, but it was better than being shot. Something brushed his leg, and he flinched, half expecting arrows. No. Small, furry, and glaring at him.

Qasim laughed breathlessly. “Same to you,” he rasped, stumbling to his feet. Since it had made itself useful before, he scooped the cat up again and broke into a hobbling run. The familiar warehouse doorway—their assigned rendezvous point—was up ahead.

Without warning, shouts and pounding feet came at him from all directions. His heart plummeted to his stomach. He was close, but so were the soldiers. The white fire of pain in his leg was nothing compared to the thought of the Grand Vizier being ripped into confetti by an angry mob led by the very men he was fleeing.

“Qasim?” Tahmila was starting to sound worried. “There are soldiers coming this way.”

“Yeah. About that long story…”

“Qasim! What do we do?”

He braced one hand against the wall, wincing. He couldn’t run, not when his leg was hurting so much. If he missed this jump, there was no way he’d make it out of the area and to the second rendezvous point. “I can see the door. Get through. I’ll follow.”

“You’re lying.”

He laughed, hobbling on as fast as he could. “Bluffing. It’s called bluffing.”

The door was only yards away, but the shadows of the Janissaries, cast by flickering torches at the far end of the street, also loomed closer. They were coming in fast.

“Go,” he repeated, sinking into an alcove packed with baskets and straw. He closed his eyes and took an unsteady breath. There was only one option if he wanted to get out alive. “Tell them I’ll try for a jumping flash in two minutes.”

“You’re insane!”

“Start the count the second before you get through. Two minutes. Go!”

He didn’t listen to her protests, glancing out into the street. There was no way to the door without being seen. He squinted around the alley. Straw and baskets. Not exactly useful. He glanced up and grinned. Bloody clotheslines everywhere.

“Qas. Two minutes.”

He raised his eyes to the sky, casting up a prayer, and pushed off from the wall. Either he was about to make the most spectacular exit in TRI history, or he was about to die horribly trying.


Chapter Two

“ALL RIGHT,” RHYS Griffiths braced his hand on the edge of the workstation. “Connection in one minute.”

He didn’t have to say anything, given the countdown clock glowing on the screen, but it was his first time in charge of a temporal mission. It felt better to do everything by the book.

Rhys had joined the Temporal Research Institute nearly four years earlier, and it had taken a hell of a lot of work to get to this point in his career. He was on the verge of being promoted to Team Supervisor, a big step up from being one of the support team. No more running about for a supervisor. Now, he would have people running about for him.

On paper, Team Supervisor sounded like a tedious job, but no. Not when there was time travel involved, and he was responsible for sending members of his team into the past. He’d seen them through prep, he’d made sure his tech team were all coordinated, and now…

Right now, the two agents under his supervision were in Istanbul, doing on-site recon into the fall of Sultan Ibrahim in 1648. They had an assigned pickup point. Rhys always hated the wait. Most agents made the first pickup, but if worst came to worst, there were always two later ones, just in case.

Knowing didn’t make it any easier.

The countdown clock was getting lower.

Rhys risked a glance over his shoulder.

Jacob Ofori, his supervisor, was sitting in to monitor him. He’d been doing spot checks through the whole mission, from the start of prep right up until the temporal jump. Protocol, but it made Rhys nervous in case he cocked anything up.

He glanced at where the empty frame of the temporal gate was visible in the gate room. The gates were all closed up in secure bunkers deep beneath the TRI compound. It wasn’t anything special, just a metal doorway rigged with cables.

“Connection in ten, nine…”

Rhys’s heart was pounding as he counted down.

On zero, the gateway filled with a charge of brilliant light as the connection was formed.

“Close on fi—”

A figure leapt out of the shimmering door of light, trailing robes and veils.

“Jumping flash!” she screamed. “Two minutes.”

Rhys heart thundered, but everything else seemed to be freezing around him.

Jumping flash. Right. Yes. He’d learned about them, and…Christ, what did you do when they happened?

The gate winked out.

“Ben—” Jacob called out. “Find me a surplus. Malia, keep the live count.” He appeared by Rhys’s side, and Rhys knew he’d fucked up. He should have known what to do. “Istvan, we need a med team on standby.”

Rhys glanced up at him. “Jacob…”

“Not now.” Ofori’s dark eyes were on the screen. “Flash first. Ben, talk to me.”

Ben Sanders was staring frantically at a mess of codes on his screens. He was, by all accounts, as brilliant as his father, Tom Sanders—developer of the temporal gates and creator of the TRI. If anyone could find a way to fix things, he was the one to do it. “Early closure on twelve yesterday and leftover from ours now. Should give us a three-second window.”

“It’ll have to do. Istvan?”

“Med team on standby.”

“Count?”

“On-screen now.”

Jacob leaned forward, bracing both hands on the desk. Rhys pressed his fist into his twisting stomach, praying he wouldn’t be sick, as the numbers winked down. Flashes didn’t happen. They’d told him they didn’t happen. Urban legends. When an agent ended up in such a dangerous situation, they had to risk an immediate pickup, or they might not make it out alive. Temporal gates were a balancing act anyway, with massive power surges anytime a body passed through them. Opening up a second link within the same twenty-hour window made them even more unstable. Four years in the TRI and he’d never heard of someone being desperate enough to do one.

“Reconnection in ten!”

Jacob’s eyes were fixed on the screen. “Ben, ready on my mark.”

Rhys’s nails were biting into his palms and his teeth into his lip.

“Three, two, one—now!”

The gate flared to life, three heart-stopping seconds of blinding light, then darkness as the gate blinked out.

“Alhamdulillah!” A male voice. Qasim El-Fahkri. “Made it!”

A second figure was visible in the gate room now. Qasim was leaning against the wall as if he had just fallen in, barefoot and filthy. Rhys sagged; he could breathe again. Both agents safely home.

“Thank Christ,” Jacob said to murmurs of agreement from the tech team. “Good to have you both—”

“Qasim,” Tahmila Samuels, the other agent, interrupted, her voice shaking. “Your side.”

Rhys couldn’t make out what she was seeing until Qasim pressed his hand to his side. When he turned it palm up, visible to all the cameras, it was dark and wet.

“Um.” He blinked owlishly at the camera.

“Get the med team in, Istvan,” Jacob ordered. “Rhys, with me.”

Rhys fell into step behind him as they headed out of the monitoring hub. Jesus, if Jacob hadn’t been there, he wouldn’t have gotten the gate open in time or had the med team in place or any of it.

“Don’t beat yourself up,” Jacob said as if he could read his mind. “You know how rare a jumping flash is.”

Rhys wished it made him feel better, but it didn’t. “I still froze.”

“No one will blame you.” Jacob led him into the glass-walled lift. The doors slid closed, and the lift headed up to the more secure communication chambers on the fifteenth floor. “This is an exception, not a rule.”

Rhys leaned against the handrail. “Yeah.”

“Rhys,” Jacob said quietly. “I’m serious. He’s home. He’s upright and talking. It’s going to be fine.”

Rhys managed a quick, if unconvincing, smile. “I know.” He pressed his hands to the handrail. “We were trained what to do if it happened, but it—I just—” He shook his head, frowning. “I knew what to do. I remember the training, but…” He shook his head again. “Sorry. I should have done better.”

“Your team would have helped if I hadn’t been there.”

Rhys nodded.

They would have. Some of them had been working at the TRI from the beginning, seventeen years earlier. Even Ben Sanders, who wasn’t quite nineteen, had been involved for longer than Rhys, stepping into his late father’s shoes when he was fourteen. Of all the people to have on a jump tech team, Ben was the best he could have hoped for.

“What happens now?” he asked, though he could already guess the answer. “I mean, you said yourself this is an exceptional situation. I know the protocol for someone being hurt, but not this.”

Jacob ran a hand over his face. “I’ll have to run point with you.” Rhys’s heart sank. This had been his chance to show what he was capable of, and now he’d blown it. “Being wounded is a special kind of shitstorm, but the fact he did a flash? It’s not going to be a fun ride. You’ll still be handling the standard elements—the data sifts and the external assessors. But the rest of it…” Jacob shook his head with a sigh. “The last time a flash happened, I didn’t get home for a fortnight. Kit is going to wring my neck for being here for another one.”

Rhys winced. If Jacob’s laid-back boyfriend didn’t like it, Marc was going to have a field day. “That bad?”

Jacob nodded with a grimace. “Count yourself lucky. You’ll get to witness all the fun and games without having to deal with the paperwork.” He glanced around as the lift came to a halt and the doors slid open. “Better see how bad it is before upstairs start chasing us.”

“Would someone in the team tell them about it?”

Jacob led him down a broad corridor. “We don’t have to. The Supers keep tabs on exactly how many gates are open. They’ll know there was an extra connection already.”

“There’s a surprise.” Rhys disliked the Supervisory Board as much as Jacob did.

When the TRI had been forced to go public with time travel, half of the United Nations had insisted on an international oversight committee to ensure neutrality and prevent any agent from tampering with someone’s past. It led to the formation of the Supervisory Board, which oversaw all the decisions about destinations, targets, jump duration, and so many bureaucratic details which made life much more difficult for anyone working within the TRI.

Jacob headed into one of the communication rooms. The screen projections illuminated with a touch as soon as the door was shut, and Jacob typed in a code before pressing his palm to the console. The video link to one of the medical quarantine bays lit up on the screens, showing a pile of cut-away clothes and, now, so much more blood. It was vividly and sharply real.

The transfer from the gate room had been impressively fast, even with the internal pod system adding a boost. Their med team—always prepped during a jump—had rarely been needed. Still, they knew exactly what to do and had done it, and now, Qasim was in the best possible hands.

The team was visible in decon suits and masks, fully covered for protection from any historical infection. They were working around one of the beds. Their patient didn’t sound happy about it given how much he was complaining. He didn’t stop until his partner stepped closer to the bed.

“Qasim, if you don’t stop talking, I might finish you off myself.”

“But I’m fine!” Qasim El-Fahkri exclaimed from the middle of the huddle.

“Is he?” Jacob asked over the comm.

The team must have been expecting him, because not one of them flinched.

“Knife wound,” one of the doctors said. “Looks worse than it is, but it’s still pretty bad. We’re patching it now. Some minor flesh wounds, a cracked rib, a twisted ankle, blister burns on his palms.”

Rhys sank onto one of the chairs, relieved. He wrapped his shaking hands over his knees.

“I’m fine,” Qasim repeated.

“Tahmila,” Jacob said. “If he causes any trouble, you have my permission to knock him on the head with a bedpan.”

There was a silence, and then Qasim’s voice piped up hopefully, “I’m mortally wounded and should not be smacked by my partner?”

Despite the sick feeling burning in his throat, Rhys couldn’t help snorting. Qasim’s sense of humour had picked a funny time to show up.

“There’s something else,” Tahmila added. “He brought something back with him.”

“Not my fault!” Qasim exclaimed.

Rhys glanced at Jacob, who was rubbing his forehead with his fingertips. “Explain.”

Tahmila stepped out of shot for a moment and returned, holding up her bag gingerly by the strap. “This.”

Something popped out of the top of the bag, a tiny head peering around.

“A cat?” Rhys leaned closer to the screen. In the middle of all the panic and mess and blood, it felt surreal. “You brought back a cat?”

Qasim shoved one of the medical crew aside. “Who is it? Doesn’t sound like Ofori.”

“It’s Rhys, Qas.” Jacob nodded reassuringly at Rhys and then at the screen. “I’ll be sharing point with him for the remainder of this particular mission.”

Qasim went very still and quiet on the bed. “On a scale of one to dead, how much trouble am I in with those on high?”

“Gaping knife wound and miscellaneous other injuries should give you a clue,” Jacob replied. “Don’t you worry about the Board for now. I’ll deal with them.” He frowned as the door chimed. “Speak of the devils…” He rose from the chair. “Right. Qasim, I need you to shut up and let the med team work. Mila, get the cat into some kind of box, and it’ll be moved to a separate quarantine to be checked when we can get a vet approved. I’ll buzz back in as soon as possible.”

He disconnected the video link. “Here we go.”

“Upstairs?” Rhys guessed from the expression on Jacob’s face.

“A minion from on high, I have no doubt,” Jacob confirmed. “You should stay put. I’ll be back as soon as they’ll let me.” He opened the door. Rhys got a glimpse of a lean figure with long, dark hair before the door shut.

Rhys glanced back at the blank spot where the projections had been. To think he’d been worrying about his promotion and his prospects while Qasim El-Fahkri had been getting stabbed. He took off his glasses and pressed his finger and thumb to his eyelids. You selfish bastard. He shook his head. It’s just a job.

It was, technically, but things were never simple.

He propped his elbows on the desk and rested his head in his hands. Later. He could worry about it later. Now, he had to keep his supervisor hat on and be ready when Jacob got back.


Chapter Three

QASIM FIDGETED.

Debriefing was always his least favourite part of a mission anyway, but now he was doing it from a bed, in the scud. To add insult to injury, he wasn’t even allowed to have an hour-long hot shower. Hammams were all fine during the mission, but he’d been excited about a shower for days!

Still, not like he could argue with a great big cut in his side. He squinted down at his bare chest and the steri-panel that the team had put in place. They’d put a needle in him too and lots of nice medicine. His side didn’t hurt now, so it couldn’t be as bad as everyone said, even if he could to see some of his ribs through the blood. He poked the bandage to be sure. Squish.

“Qas. Mila.”

Qasim peered up at the link to the briefing room on the wall. Two people were in the room, and Qasim beamed as he recognised them. “Hey! Mila, look!” He gestured to the screen. “Jacob’s back.”

Tahmila gave him a look. “He only went away because you ran into a sword.”

Qasim frowned at her. “Dodged. I dodged a sword.”

“Not very well.” She pulled her chair up alongside the bed. “They let you escape faster than usual, Jacob.”

“They need details before they can give me a good yelling-at,” Jacob Ofori said. He’d been with the TRI a long time. Qasim remembered, once upon a time, time travel was a big secret, and Jacob was the one who found out about it, and because of him, everyone knew. He’d been a policeman then. Now, he was…

Qasim frowned. Now, he was bossy. Yeah. He was the bossiest of bosses, who made sure everything they found out when they time travelled was sorted out and made into sensible bits. Lots of bits.

Tahmila nudged him, and he glowered at her, affronted. “Jacob asked you a question.”

Qasim cocked his head, returning his attention to the screen. “Question?”

Jacob raised his eyebrows. “Your digi-lens. Will you be able to take it out?”

Qasim touched the skin under his right eye. It was puffy too. Ah. Yes. The man with the sword came after the man with the fist. He tugged the lid down with his fingertip. “If Mila helps, yeah.”

“Great,” Tahmila said wryly.

“It can wait until the swelling goes down,” Jacob said.

Qasim nodded. Clever man, Jacob. Very clever. And he’d brought a friend. Another man, all short and pink and blond where Jacob was all big and tall and dark. Qasim peered at him. Ah! Him! Yeah. He had a name. “Mila?” he whispered. “Who’s’a little fat ceiling baby again?”

Tahmila’s head whipped around so fast he leaned away to stop her knocking heads. “What?”

Qasim nodded towards the screen. “Little fat ceiling baby. Only, no wings. And clothes. And not a baby? ‘S his name again?”

Tahmila was staring at him like he was nuts. “What are—” She stared at the screen and then at him. “You mean— It’s Rhys Griffiths. You remember? He’s the supervisor for this jump?”

Qasim peered up at the screen. The briefings were a long, long time ago. Four-hundred-and-something years and some days. Long time. Couldn’t be expected to remember everything. With all the words and maps and history and everything else, he hadn’t had room to fit in a ceiling baby in his head too. Which was a shame because he was sure he would have remembered lovely big blue eyes.

He tilted his head. Sometimes, pretty things showed up in the strangest places, and he clasped a hand to his chest. “Subhan’Allah.”

Rhys Griffiths—Rhys, Rhys, Rhys…sounded like cheese— peeked at Jacob, then down at his screen. It was glowing, turning his pink face blue.

“Qasim.”

It brought his brain to a standstill as if he’d run into a wall. Only Ummi and Abi and Tette ever used his name like a big smack on the nose. Wasn’t good when Jacob said it. Nope. Not good at all, so he smiled hopefully, because it sometimes worked.

“Yeah?”

“You want to explain to me how you ended up resorting to a jumping flash?”

Qasim nodded gravely. “Men. With swords.”

“I heard.”

Qasim pointed to his chest. It was all scratched. “And a cat.”

Jacob’s eyes moved towards Tahmila. “Can you enlighten me?”

“But she didn’t do a flash!” Qasim protested indignantly. “I did! And I can do an actual flash if I lift the blanket!”

Tahmila caught his wrist. Her eyebrows were down in one big line, and that only happened when she was cross or worried or really tired with no coffee. “Can you maybe be quiet for a minute? I’ll talk to Jacob, okay?”

“But I—”

She squeezed his wrist. “You need to count the scratches on your chest. We need an exact record of your injuries.”

It sounded like a serious job. He peered down at his chest and started to count, but he tried to listen too because he was a very good agent and he was very good at doing lots of important things at the same time.

She was talking fast: separated at the mosque; couldn’t find each other after; planned to rendezvous over comms; the city on curfew; soldiers in the streets.

“Cat!” Qasim exclaimed. “Cat in a marketplace!”

“We gathered,” Jacob said.

“It’s gone now.” Qasim peered around the room. “Where did it go? Doesn’t it know we’re not allowed to go out?”

“They’re bringing in a vet to check it,” Tahmila said, patting his wrist. “In case it has anything.”

“Like us?”

She nodded. “Like us. Usual quarantine stuff.”

Smart. Careful. Qasim nodded. “It’s mine now, yeah?”

Jacob scratched at his chin. “I don’t think we can open the gate to lob a cat through it, but upstairs might want to put it down as a precaution.”

“No!” Qasim sat up indignantly. No killing the cat! Not when it helped! “No! S’my cat! Saved me from nasty men with swords!” Jacob fixed him with a stare, and he sank against the pillows, pulling the blanket up to his nose. “S’mine.”

Jacob rubbed the middle of his nose. “Right. Okay. Elwin’s going to love this.”

Qasim nodded happily. Always wanted a cat.

“I know there are the rules for humans and samples,” the ceiling baby said. “I’ve never heard of anyone bringing a live animal through the gate with them.”

“No. Apart from some DNA and plant samples, this would be the first time for anything bigger than lice or fleas.” Jacob was doing a frowny face. “I don’t know if the Board’ll be happy to let a historical artefact run wild, but since it can’t be sent back—”

“A cat,” Qasim interrupted, “isn’t a butterfly.”

Jacob’s attention was on him again, like a big-boss teacher. Qasim pulled the blanket back up to his nose and peered over it at Jacob, who was studying him. “Tahmila, did they mention how many painkillers they gave him?”

Tahmila reached up to tuck the blanket over Qasim. She smiled at him, and it felt better than peeking at Mr. Grumpy Face. “Does your side hurt?”

He shook his head and poked it. “It’s squishy.”

Tahmila caught his hand. “Don’t poke it. You’ll make it worse.” She turned to Jacob. “I’m guessing a lot.”

Jacob rubbed his hand over his face. “Right. Qas. Put the blanket down.”

Qasim reluctantly obeyed. “Am I in trouble?”

“Not just now.” Jacob was doing his dad voice. “You need to get some rest, okay?”

Qasim frowned. “Will I be in trouble later?” he hazarded. “If I’m not in trouble now?”

Jacob snorted and glanced at the angel man. “Even when he’s drugged to the eyeballs, he’s always thinking in a thousand directions at once.” He returned his stare to Qasim. “We’ll talk about it when you’ve rested. Your debrief can wait.”

Qasim nudged Tahmila. “The doctor in the spacesuit already debriefed me. Cut ‘em off and took ‘em away.”

She laughed and pushed him down on the bed. “You’re still daft.” She glanced at Jacob. “I’ll make sure he doesn’t do himself an injury while we’re stuck in here.”

“Full debrief in twelve hours, then,” Jacob said.

Qasim waved at him and the pretty little angel man. “Night.”

The projection went out.

“You should rest.” Tahmila smoothed his hair. “You need to heal.”

Qasim lifted the blanket to peek at the bandage. “I have a hole.”

“They’ve sealed it up. You’ll be fine as long as you don’t poke it.” She perched on the edge of his bed. “You didn’t need to let me go first. I could have helped.”

He smiled up at her. “No, silly.” He groped for her hand. “Because then you would have a hole too, and it would be bad.” He lifted her hand up and kissed her knuckles “It’s only a little hole, and we’re all fine. Masha’Allah.”

She smiled at him, but it wasn’t a full happy smile. “Yeah.” She squeezed his hand. “You get some sleep, and once they decide whether you can keep it, we can pick out a name for your new furball.”

Qasim let her tuck the blankets over him, all soft and clean. “Pisi.”

Tahmila made a funny squeaky sound. “Pisi? Really?”

Qasim nodded. “He’s a Turkish cat, so I have to speak to him in Turkish because he won’t understand me if I speak Arabic at him.”

“So, it’s not because it’s a stroppy little bastard?”

He blinked at her, indignant. “He’s my Pisi.”

She shook her head, smiling. “You’re ridiculous.”

He gazed solemnly at her. “So I won’t forget.” He turned onto his not-holey side, rubbing his cheek against the pillow, and yawned. “Tisbah ’ala-khair.”

Cool fingers brushed his brow again as he closed his eyes. “Good night to you too, sleepyhead.”


Chapter Four

“HE’LL BE ALL right, thank Christ.”

Rhys shared the sentiment. Even with all the bullshit that was going to rain down on them, Qasim was back and alive, which was the important thing. “He’s going to need some extra recovery time after this.”

“And then some.” Jacob turned in his chair. “Let’s hope tomorrow he remembers more of the mission than he did your name.”

Rhys smiled wryly.

Qasim hadn’t paid much attention to him during prep, too caught up in his research. Even when he was standing still, he always seemed ready to jump into action like a tightly wound spring. He was one of their best agents, and everyone agreed he was a charmer.

The fact he was nice-looking was a bonus of working with him. Dark laughing eyes, black hair, and the rare but brilliant smile over the historically accurate beard he was contractually obligated to keep. He suited period costumes, but Rhys had to admit he suited his bright-coloured, much-more-fitted, modern clothing more.

“Introducing yourself to someone who’s trying to cram geopolitical history into their head in record time is never going to be memorable,” Rhys said.

“You’re not wrong.” Jacob chuckled. He was massaging the back of his neck, his head tilted back and eyes closed. “When he’s in mission mode, the kid is all research and nothing else.” He opened one dark eye and shot Rhys a wry smile. “Ceiling baby, eh?”

Rhys couldn’t help laughing. It was partly relief, but he thought it was daft. Sweet but daft. “I’ve been called worse. We’ll say it’s the drugs talking.” He switched off his folio, the screen winking out. “About the mission…”

“I don’t know.” Jacob sat up in his chair, and even though he was knackered, there was a glint in his eyes. “I think we should pay attention to this ceiling baby thing. Until we get the debrief, it’s not like we can do much else, yeah?”

Rhys raised his eyebrows. “Jealous, are we?”

Jacob’s laugh echoed off the walls. “‘Course,” he said, grinning. “Everyone knows I’d look amazing stuck on a ceiling with wings and a tiny strip of silk hiding my unmentionables.” He glanced towards the door when it chimed. “Hold on…” He tapped a button on the console in front of him, unlocking the door. It slid open.

Rhys frowned in confusion. “Ben?”

Ben Sanders nodded in greeting, but his attention was on Jacob. “Is he okay?”

Jacob smiled. “He’s going to be fine.” He propped one arm on the back of his chair. “What’s up? You know I’ll be down in five minutes to tell everyone what’s going on.”

Ben pushed his fingers through his hair. “Right. Yeah.” He cleared his throat. “I need a word about the flash.” He jerked his head slightly in Rhys’s direction. Teenage subtlety at its best. “Privately.”

Rhys had to turn away. Simple as that, he was put on the sidelines of his own mission. He didn’t blame Ben for it, not when it was blatantly obvious to everyone involved he had no idea what he was doing.

“Rhys is supervisor on this mission. You can tell us both,” Jacob said. “Is there a problem?”

Ben hesitated. He appeared to be picking his words carefully. “Not a problem exactly, but…” He fell silent. Rhys glanced up to see the young man’s face twisted in indecision. “There’s something. I—it’s—I’d prefer to discuss it with you.”

“It’s all right,” Rhys said quickly. “I don’t think I’d be much use anyway. I’ve never seen a flash before.”

Jacob glanced at him, and Rhys tried to make his smile convincing. “All right. We’re done for the night anyway. Qasim’s going to be out for the count for a few hours, so we’ll debrief in the morning.”

“You want me to go upstairs and give them an update?” Rhys inquired as he got up. Sitting on the sidelines was bad enough without something to keep him busy.

Jacob rubbed at the hollow of his cheek with his thumb. “It’s not like there’s much to tell them. You can nip down to update the team about Qas’s condition, then write up what we got from Tahmila so far and send it on to me once you’re done. Tomorrow won’t be an easy day.”

Rhys paused at the door as Ben dropped into the seat he’d vacated. “I’ll find one of the rooms in H-block in case anything comes up overnight.”

“You could go home,” Jacob pointed out. “It’s not like much can happen while Qas is drugged to the gills.”

While his own bed was tempting, there was a message from Marc sitting in his inbox saying he wouldn’t be home until late because he had a work night out. Another one. Rhys had experienced the afterglow before. With an agent in the med bay and his work snatched from under him, he knew he wouldn’t be in any mood to deal with it.

“With a mission still technically active?” He forced a quick smile. “I don’t think so. You’d do the same, and you know it.”

Jacob chuckled wryly. “Don’t act like it’s a good thing, Rhys. I’m a cautionary tale.”

“And you love it.” He nodded respectfully. “I’ll see you back here in a few hours.”

“Eleven hours, forty-five minutes, not a minute sooner.”

Rhys couldn’t help himself. “Careful. You might be losing your workaholic edge.”

Both Ben and Jacob laughed. “Oh, sod off.” Jacob waved him away. “Go and enjoy your night of self-inflicted captivity.”

Rhys offered Ben a quick nod and withdrew from the room. Before the door closed, he heard Ben say, “I saw something interesting in the log—”

Whatever it was, it would mean nothing to Rhys. He’d sat through the standard training about how the temporal gates worked and knew there was some…computery rubbish behind it, but it could have been written in Chinese for all he knew. Thank God it wasn’t a part of his job.

After popping back into the tech team and letting them know all was well, he headed to the lift, contemplating whether to find an office or make sure he had somewhere to sleep first. The report could be done anywhere, so H-block was the first priority.

Once, the TRI had been a small, secret operation, working out of an office building, using three gates, and managing one mission every few months. Now, there were daily missions all over the place from a dozen gates concealed in a network of bunkers below the compound.

The main building was their communication hub and where most of the administration, briefings, and research work was done. Their compound had four other buildings, all of them closed up inside secure perimeter fences and walls to keep out prying eyes.

He walked into the main courtyard and glanced around. The warehouse off to his right housed the prop facility, where the tools and clothing the agents used were designed and made to appear as accurate as possible. The smallest block next to the main building was the transporter hub, where staff would be shuttled out of the secured base to their transport links.

On the far left, there was the quarantine block. From the outside, it seemed like any other glass-walled office structure. Inside, it had the strictest security links and internal pod connections of anywhere in the compound. Anyone or anything that had travelled to the past would end up there on return. El-Fahkri and Samuels were in one of the medical bays somewhere on the fifth floor.

The final one was the H-shaped staff accommodation block directly opposite the main building. The west wing of the H was restricted to agents in prep lockdown, where they were quarantined for a month before their jump in order to do their mission prep and make sure they didn’t take modern illnesses back with them. The east wing was for the staff who were either involved in missions or who had worked too late to go home for the night.

The vast open courtyard between the buildings was lit by the evening sunlight. It was a pleasant place to sit. There was a round pond in the middle, circled by a flagstone path, benches and a wide ring of grass. Agents had a warped sense of humour. They called it the Last Glance.

Rhys made his way around the pond and down the path to H-block. Sam Phelps was behind the desk watching a film projected above it but brushed it away when Rhys reached him.

“Room for a small one?”

Sam brought up a screen. “Just the one night?”

“Yeah. Bed and access to the canteen, and I’m good.”

Sam studied the screen and then made a flicking gesture. Rhys’s folio chirped as the digital key was picked up.

“Room fourteen, floor three,” Sam said. “Canteen is open another two hours.”

Rhys nodded, heading for the east wing doors.

The building could have been any hotel in any part of the country. The halls were plain, and his room had a bed, a wardrobe, and a table and chair. There was also a small bathroom attached. Not exactly homey, but enough to be comfortable while working on the first draft of Tahmila’s comments.

First things first, though.

He opened his folio and tapped to connect to Marc’s. He wasn’t sure if he was relieved or disappointed when it went straight to inbox. It wasn’t late, so Marc and his colleagues were probably still in the office.

He hesitated and then smiled. “All right, bach? I won’t be able to get home tonight. Work’s gone a bit…shit. They need all hands.” He touched two fingers to his lips and blew a kiss towards the camera. “Take care and have fun. I’ll see you tomorrow night.”

It was a lie, but it felt kinder than the truth. He sighed as he disconnected the link and turned his attention to Tahmila’s report.

The summary was finished in less than an hour. There were a lot of details needing clarification, and they still needed to collect the data from their digi-lenses. The TRI had started using them a couple of years earlier, and their data collection rate had shot up.

Still, what Tahmila had provided so far didn’t explain how Qasim had almost ended up skewered. It was one thing to get separated from your partner. It was another thing to end up with a sword in your ribs.

Qasim El-Fahkri was an agent with a reputation. He’d been chosen for the mission because he was known for his caution and attention to detail. Yes, the report confirmed tensions had been much higher than expected in the city, and there were Janissaries on the streets, but something must have happened for them to attack him.

He’d been desperate enough to try a jumping flash, knowing they were as risky as staying put. He’d been put in a situation that had forced him to risk his life. It meant the soldiers hadn’t been about to listen to persuasion or excuses.

It could just have been the climate, Rhys thought, running his thumb along his lower lip pensively. After all, there’d been protests and Janissaries rising against the Sultan. Everyone would have been on edge about it all. It could have been as simple as some frustrated men jumping the first person they came across.

He closed down his folio screen and pushed up his glasses to rub his eyes.

There was no point in making wild guesses. In a few hours, he would know for certain anyway.

The halls were quiet as he made his way down the stairs. A few people lodged in the building, but the shifts at the TRI could vary depending on team, mission, access, and a thousand other factors. He saw a few familiar faces and nodded in greeting as he headed to the canteen.

Over the muted conversation in the room, one voice rang out loudly.

“What the fuck’s happening, Rhys?”

Rhys stopped short, barely across the threshold, and searched for the speaker. Two people were hurrying towards him: a thin, pale, brown-haired man and a tall, shapely, dark-skinned woman, who was also munching her way through a bowl of creamed rice. She waved a spoon at him.

Ah. No one liked to be accosted by the in-house historians, especially not the historians they were meant to be working with.

“Dieter,” Rhys said with a quick smile. “Gulshan.”

Dieter Schmidt, the TRI’s longest-serving historian and linguist, stopped in front of him and canted his head. “Come on, Rhys. Jacob buzzed us. Said the debrief’s on hold. Something about El-Fahkri getting himself fucked up.”

Rhys winced. “You know what I know.”

Dieter and Gulshan exchanged looks. There was close to a twenty-year age gap, but sarcastic eye-rolling was one of the gifts they shared.

Rhys sighed. “Fine. We know El-Fahkri and Samuels got separated. We know there was something like a curfew in place. She made it to the rendezvous, but he was late. The guards got between him and the gate. He made it out, but not before they got a few licks in.”

Gulshan took her spoon out of her mouth. “He’s going to be okay?”

“As far as they can tell.” Rhys gazed longingly in the direction of the serving windows. “Look, I’m hungry, I am. I’ll come over once I’ve got something to eat, all right?”

Dieter waved towards a busy table. “We’ll keep a seat for you.”

Two minutes later, Rhys set down a plate of steaming stew and dumplings and took a seat to find all eyes on him. “What?”

Gulshan wagged her spoon at him. “You didn’t say he did a flash.”

Rhys scanned the faces around the table. None of them were on his technical team. “Who told you that?”

Dieter tapped the side of his nose. “Got our sources. So it’s true?”

Of course, the news would get out. Rhys sighed and picked up his cutlery. “Yeah. It’s true.” He tucked into his food, ignoring the babble of questions until he’d downed several mouthfuls of steak before it got cold. “Look”—he reached for his glass—”you know the rules. I can’t talk about an active mission.”

“It’s practically over,” Gulshan pointed out. “Debrief and it’s done, right? Report write-up aside.”

Rhys met her eyes as he ate another mouthful.

“Christ on a cracker, he’s doing an Ofori,” Dieter said with a snort.

Rhys tilted his glass towards Dieter. “Thank you.”

“That,” Dieter said, “wasn’t meant to be a compliment.”

Rhys just smiled and continued to eat.


Chapter Five

SLEEPING BECAUSE OF lots of painkillers was good. Those same painkillers wearing off was bad. It was even worse when they wore off as you were lying on your side with the lovely great big sword wound in it.

Qasim gave a strangled squeak, rolling onto his good side.

It didn’t help much, the pain spreading over his ribs like wildfire.

“Ohhhh…,” he groaned, “oh…s’not good.”

“Qasim?”

He forced his eyes open. Everything was hazy. There was someone coming closer, and he squinted. If he was still confined, then there was only one other person who should be there. “Mila?”

Tahmila leaned over his bed, concern all over her round face. “Who else would it be?” She brushed her cool hand across his brow. “Do you want some more painkillers or something?”

He nodded, wondering if she would take offence if he threw up all over her.

Tahmila straightened up and moved away from the bed. He took deep breaths and tried to ignore the dull ache that felt like it was pulsing through every inch of his body.

The room was coming into focus around him. It had been a long time since he’d ended up in the med bay. It was the smell. He hated the smell of the place. All sterile and clean and clinical.

The monitor by his bed chirped, and a chill touched at the line in his hand. Fresh batch of painkillers: cool and straight into the bloodstream. He breathed out slowly, waiting for them to kick in.

“They won’t be as powerful as the ones they gave you last night,” Tahmila warned as she sat next to him. “We’ve got a debrief to do, and I don’t think you being out of your tree again would be any use to anyone.”

He tilted his head to peer at her. “Again?” He frowned, trying to recall anything beyond his clothes being hacked off and being as surprised as everyone when a cat catapulted into the face of the attending physician. “I thought they knocked me out.”

Tahmila’s face was a picture. Her lips pressed together and her shoulders shook. Never a good sign.

“What did I do?” he asked. “I didn’t try and get naked or something?”

She pressed her fingertips to her lips, struggling against a smile. “You…might have called Rhys Griffiths an angel.”

Qasim stared at her. “Rhys Griffiths?”

“You know? Our supervisor?”

An image came to mind of a short plump man with glasses, a warm smile, and a mop of curly blond hair. Qasim had met him, but he’d been so caught up in prep, he couldn’t remember much of what they’d said to each other. Still, he seemed nice enough. Complimenting him wasn’t a crime.

“An angel?” he echoed. “Doesn’t sound so bad.”

Tahmila patted his hand. “It’s more…how you said it.”

“…how?”

“Fat ceiling baby. Direct quote.” She was trying to hide her grin. “And then, you went all moon-eyed and sighed.”

Qasim stared at her. “No.”

“Mm.”

“Please tell me you’re the only one who heard it.”

She shook her head, her hair tumbling around her shoulders. “Griffiths, and Ofori as well.”

Qasim turned his face back into the pillow, wondering if it was possible to suffocate himself before she could stop him. “Nooooooo.”

“As metaphors go, I was impressed,” Tahmila said consolingly. “You were pretty far gone.”

He peered at her out of the corner of his eye. “Did he seem annoyed? Griffiths?”

“To be honest, I was too busy trying to stop you from popping your wound open to notice.” She ruffled his hair. “Don’t worry. Ofori is discreet, and I won’t breathe a word of it.”

“Promise?” he muttered around a mouthful of pillow.

“Would I lie?”

She made a good point. Of all the people in the TRI, she was the one he trusted most and who knew him best. They’d worked together on both sides of the gate, and she’d seen the good and the bad sides. It was also why he was lying in the med bay with a sword wound across his ribs.

He groped for her hand and squeezed it. The blisters on his palms throbbed, but it was nothing compared to his side. “Thank you.”

She smiled. “Don’t mention it.” She squeezed his fingers too. “How about we get you something to eat, and then we can see about getting your lens out?”

He nodded gratefully.

Fifteen minutes later, when the projected screen lit up on the wall for the debrief, Qasim was still working his way through a bowl of scrambled eggs. His whole body ached from the exertion of the past few days, and even lifting the spoon felt like a challenge.

Tahmila had dragged over her chair to sit by Qasim’s bed again and waved in greeting.

“Morning, you two.” Jacob was seated at the middle of the table in the communication room with Dieter on his right and Gulshan and Rhys Griffiths on his left. “How are you feeling, Qasim?”

Qasim swallowed down a mouthful of egg. “Sore, but all right.” He risked a glance at Rhys, who was tapping at his folio. Qasim couldn’t help staring. Suddenly, his comment made sense. The man was like one of those chubby little cherubs painted on a church ceiling, only all grown up and wearing a suit. Qasim hastily dragged his eyes to Jacob. “D’you mind if I finish breakfast? It’s taking a bit longer than usual.”

“Take your time. Tahmila can do the initial debrief. You can supplement anything she misses.”

Qasim nodded gratefully, digging his spoon into the bowl of lukewarm eggs.

Tahmila took a sip of coffee and then launched into a thorough breakdown of their mission.

All things considered, it had been straightforward: expand on known details of the coup that dethroned the Ottoman Sultan Ibrahim with perspectives of the residents of Istanbul. There’d been an additional request—if possible—for information pertaining to Kösem Sultan, the Sultan’s mother, and her role.

Qasim and Tahmila had arrived several days before the coup, when the city was already on edge, but before the Janissary uprising and the death of the Grand Vizier at the hands of the mob. They’d gone as close to the Hippodrome as they dared. No one in their right mind wanted to rile up the Janissaries, especially when they were already up in arms. It was a brave—and stupid—man who crossed the elite soldiers.

Still, Qasim and Tahmila had gotten close enough to see the numbers involved and mingled in the marketplaces and mosques in the guise of a merchant and his wife from the provinces visiting her family. Despite the tensions in the city, there were always people who would talk over food and drink. They hadn’t lacked sources.

The ongoing war against Venice was a sore point. Most people spoke angrily about how the Venetian blockades had whittled down supplies to the city for months. In addition, the Grand Vizier had levied exorbitant taxes on a population already struggling. The Sultan was blamed for it. It was his war, after all. Given the level of anger, the people’s revolt and subsequent bloodshed came as no surprise. Qasim and Tahmila’s extraction had been on the night before the coup happened.

By the time she was done, Qasim’s bowl was empty.

“Anything to add, Qasim?” Jacob prompted.

Qasim shook his head. “She’s covered everything I would have said.” He hesitated and, unable to help himself, added, “Except the inn by the marketplace. I would cut off my right foot for another portion of their lamb.”

Dieter snorted in amusement, and Gulshan shook her head, smiling. Rhys Griffiths even laughed, and there was a glint of humour in those clear blue eyes.

Qasim hid a relieved grin. No grudges being held, then.

“You said people talked freely about the gathering at the Hippodrome?” Gulshan inquired.

Qasim nodded. “People in the market didn’t expect it to go anywhere. They were frustrated, but they’d seen one coup fail, so they didn’t really expect another so soon to be so successful. When the Janissaries got involved, people sat up and paid attention. No one messes around when the Janissaries stick their oar in.”

“Plus, people who are trying to make a living don’t want to get involved in the big issues,” Tahmila put in. “It’s like any rebellion—until it starts affecting them, they’re willing to sit by and let the rebels get on with it or get squashed, whichever comes first.”

“People are people,” Dieter said. “Say what you like, but at least we’re consistent buggers.”

Jacob chuckled. “I’m going to bask in the glow of your heart-warming cynicism for a moment.”

“Eh.” Dieter shrugged. “Cynicism. Realism. One and the same.”

“What about the Valide?” Griffiths asked. Now he was aware of it, Qasim recognised the deep, lilting voice from the prep meetings. It was a nice voice, warm and rich, and with a bit of a Welsh accent. “Did you hear anything about her?”

Qasim glanced at Tahmila in inquiry. There had always been speculation about the role of the Sultan’s mother in the coup, but it was difficult to get accurate information that wasn’t biased or hearsay. The first days of the mission had been fruitless, and they hadn’t had time to exchange information about what they’d learned before the last visit to the mosque.

“I didn’t get anything,” he admitted. “I think the circles we were moving in were too low down the social ladder. Met a few men with opinions about women trying to grab power and such but nothing solid.”

Tahmila nodded. “The best we could manage were the rumours and speculation about how she was trying to take the throne for herself. It was practically impossible to get near any of the royal women. I tried speaking to some of the Jewish women who did business in the seraglio, but you’d have more luck getting blood out of a stone.”

“Discretion is a currency of its own,” Gulshan agreed. “The ladies of the palace would need it, and if you have their trust and their business, you don’t risk it for petty gossip.”

“There’s plenty of information on the lenses,” Qasim added. “Hopefully, you’ll be able to get a better read on the numbers than we could. There was too much going on for us to hang around and count heads.”

“And you didn’t want to draw more attention, did you?” Griffiths said.

“Well…” Qasim offered a sheepish smile. “I fluffed it.”

Griffiths actually chuckled. “You got back mostly intact. That’s what matters, isn’t it?” He rubbed thoughtfully at his chin with the ball of his thumb. “Can you tell us how you got separated? Tahmila said you found each other when you left the mosque, but she turned around, and you were gone.”

Qasim spun the spoon in circles in the empty bowl with his fingertip. The metal handle hummed along the china rim. There were some things Tahmila didn’t need to know.

“The streets were clearing in a hurry after prayers,” he said. “I got caught in a crowd, and by the time I managed to get free, Tahmila had turned a corner, and I couldn’t see her.” He stilled the spoon and glanced up at the quartet. “I didn’t want the guards to get suspicious about the random guy running about like a madman. Meeting up at the rendezvous seemed like the safest bet.”

“I’m assuming from the gaping knife wound,” Jacob said, “keeping a low profile didn’t work.”

“Sword,” Qasim corrected, recalling the gleam of metal in torchlight. He hadn’t felt it strike. Running on adrenaline and terror by then, he supposed. It still didn’t seem like it had really happened. If not for the pain and bandages, he might not have believed it. “More like a narrow scimitar, if you want to be precise.” He gingerly put one hand to his side. It was still aching. “I was taking the long route through the marketplace to avoid them. It didn’t work. There was some running involved. And climbing.”

“They must have blocked both ends of the street the house was on,” Tahmila put in. “By the time I jumped, they were almost on top of me.”

Qasim nodded in confirmation. “I had to get in through the roof. Thought they might not notice, but they heard me. Came bashing in through the door.” He waved vaguely to his swollen face. “One got too close, so I kicked him in the bollocks. The next one was smarter and used his sword.”

“And then you did the flash?” Dieter asked, leaning forward intently.

Qasim’s focus drifted as it all came crashing back: beyond the panic and the mad beat of his heart in his ears, he’d stumbled, barely dodging the blade. The Janissary raised his sword again, and there was a flash of light. The doorway. The way out. He’d dived for it, the soldier’s curses of shock and fright still ringing in his ears.

The blade and the torchlight. Silver metal and shining gold. It was moving down. It would have hit him. A second later, half a second, and he’d have been dead. Dead and left behind and pieces in the gutter.

His chest was too tight, like his ribs were closing in, and he tried to take deeper breaths. They were rasping in his throat, panting.

Fingers wrapped around his. Warm fingers. His hands were cold. Shaking. He blinked at the hand on his, then at its owner. Tahmila. She was saying his name, but he could hardly hear it. He folded over the edge of the bed and was sick all over the floor.

“Cold,” he whispered. She moved, and blankets bundled around him. She climbed up onto the bed, hugging him in his blanket nest. Safe. Warm. She was stroking his hair, and he closed his eyes tight, shaking. All the fear and panic and everything else bubbled up, and it was all he could do to keep breathing.

“It’s all right,” she murmured, rocking him as if he were a baby. “You’re all right. You’re home.”


Chapter Six

“SEEMS LIKE DELAYED shock.” Jacob finally returned to the communication room. He’d slipped out to speak more privately with the doctors. “He didn’t have a chance to process it all last night.”

“And thinking about it triggered the memories,” Rhys murmured, glancing at the screen which still showed the medical bay. “Poor bastard.”

Jacob glanced over to the opposite side of the room where their colleagues were at work. “They’re already on the footage?”

Rhys turned to Dieter and Gulshan. Both of them were in the half-reclined viewing docks. The wraparound screen projection gave each of them the full perspective of the two agents in high-resolution detail, and the headphones meant they could completely immerse themselves in the world Qasim and Tahmila had returned from. Gulshan had already scaled the footage up and was adding markers on things worth noting.

“I don’t think they’d want to watch the cleanup.” Rhys turned back to Jacob. “I know technically we need to do a full debrief of the last leg of the trip, but is there any way we can skip it this time? I mean, we have the footage. We don’t want to make things worse for Qasim.”

Jacob’s eyes flicked to the screen showing the med bay. “I was thinking the same thing. If the digi-lens data shows enough, he won’t need to talk about it.”

Rhys sighed with relief. It was rubbish, sitting out here, not being able to do anything for Qasim. He disconnected the feed. At least he could deal with the report. “Do you want me to write up the summary of the debrief? It’ll give me something to do while these two are working.”

Jacob raised his eyebrows. “You sure?”

Rhys shrugged, glancing again at the blank space where the med bay projection had been. “I need a distraction. Didn’t expect to have an agent almost die on me on my first mission as supervisor.”

Jacob nodded in sympathy. “It shouldn’t have happened, but sometimes, you can’t help history. You know the standard format?”

“Yeah.” Rhys opened up his folio. The summary was the easy part. The full report, written with historical analysis provided by Dieter and Gulshan and their experts, would come later. It was what the client would pay through the nose for. The summary was an outline of what they could expect. “I’ll send it up to you for a check when I’m done.”

Jacob rubbed at his eyes. “Maybe take your time with it, yeah? I’m going to need a lot more coffee where I’m going.”

“Hell?” Rhys suggested wryly.

“Close enough,” Jacob said with a grimace. “H-Elwin. I swear to God, it’s like bashing your head against a brick wall with him. ‘How could an agent end up getting so badly injured in the field?’ he asks. Jesus, I don’t know— When you send him into a violent political coup by the bloody army? It’s a mystery!”

Rhys couldn’t help smiling. Elwin was the head of the Supervisory Board and, based on Jacob’s frequent tirades about him, you’d think Elwin was personally trying to make Jacob’s life as difficult as possible. “You should say that. Exactly that.”

“And find out how much I like being unemployed?” Jacob snorted, shaking his head. “I’m too old to find a new job.” He nodded towards the two historians. “Let me know if they come up with anything interesting.”

“Will do.”

It took more than an hour to write up the information. Rhys played back Tahmila’s words, but there wasn’t much to add. She had been clear, and he’d taken plenty of notes. He glanced over at the two historians, still listening intently to their footage, and brushed his hand over the sensor. The link to the med bay opened up again.

The bay was deserted, except for Qasim tucked up in his blankets in his bed. The mess beside the bed had been cleaned up, and according to the engaged beacon, Tahmila was in the bathroom. No doubt washing her partner’s vomit off her.

Qasim had a folio illuminated in front of him and was playing chess against a computer. Even across the feed, Rhys could see how much Qasim’s hand was still shaking as he moved the pieces around. He needed a distraction more than anyone.

Rhys hesitated, checking to make sure Dieter and Gulshan were oblivious, and carefully touched the control panel. As the supervisor of the mission, he’d been authorised to use access codes. No one had cancelled them when Jacob took over.

A small beacon flashed on Qasim’s screen. He frowned at it, and then touched it. Immediately, the widescreen view of the med bay shrank into a close-up of Qasim’s face. Rhys knew his own would be projected in the same way to the other man.

Qasim blinked foolishly at him. Up close, he was even paler, which could be the blood loss or shock or both. Still, Rhys couldn’t help but notice the sudden flush of colour across his cheekbones.

“Um.”

Rhys smiled. Tahmila had probably mentioned what he’d said the night before. Better to humour him rather than let him get all worked up about what had happened. “That’s all I’m getting today? Hardly any effort at all, is it?”

“What?” Qasim’s dark eyes widened in surprise.

Rhys leaned forward, bringing himself closer to the microreceptors, so Dieter and Gulshan wouldn’t overhear. “Well, when you started going on about my secret identity last night, I was thinking I’d finally get the recognition I deserve for it.” He winked.

Qasim gaped at him. For a grown man, he was as wide-eyed as a cartoon character. “Your secret identity?”

Rhys nodded solemnly. “Fluffy wings. Bit of silk. On good days, a Frisbee on my head.”

Qasim was shaking again, but from the confused smile on his bruised face, it was from mirth. He shook his head in disbelief. “No—no offence.” His breathing was laboured. “That’s what you called me for?” He hesitated. “Do—is—do you need more information?”

There was a hitch in his voice. Of course, he wouldn’t want to talk about what had happened with anyone, especially someone he barely knew. Trauma was a bastard that way.

“Nah,” Rhys said. “I finished my report and thought I’d see what you were doing. See if you fancied a chat, eh?”

“A chat.” Qasim tilted his head, his black hair flopping over his forehead. Something in his expression said there was a lot going on behind the eyes. Calculating, working out what was happening. “Thanks for your concern, but you didn’t need to check in on me because I’ve been left unsupervised.”

It was no surprise he’d figured it out. He was a smart man. Rhys propped his elbow on the table and rested his chin on his knuckles. “You got me, but I wanted to interrupt your game as well.”

For a moment, Qasim seemed confused, and then stuck out his chin mutinously. “Why? Going to tell me to get some rest?”

Rhys shook his head. “I was going to challenge you since you’re obviously getting your arse kicked by a machine.”

Not for the first time, the other man seemed wrong-footed. “You…want to play me?”

Rhys smiled at the wary interest in Qasim’s face. Good. If he didn’t want to be treated like an invalid, Rhys could help. “No, I’m going to beat you.” He touched several keys, and the frame with Qasim’s face shrank into the top of the screen. A new chessboard appeared in front of him. “White or black?”

There was an eager glint in Qasim’s eye. “Age before beauty.”

So he was going to give sass, was he? Well, Rhys had plenty of experience giving and receiving. “So, not just a fat ceiling baby, but an old, ugly, fat ceiling baby?” He widened his eyes and let his bottom lip wobble.

Qasim squinted at him. “Is this psychological warfare? Are you messing with me, or did I actually offend you?”

Rhys moved a pawn and hid a smile. “Let’s see if you can figure it out.”

It didn’t take long to realise Qasim was the better player. They’d barely made a dozen moves by the time Tahmila returned, because Rhys kept second-checking every move before he made it. Qasim knew it as well.

“Who’s playing?” Tahmila’s face appeared beside Qasim’s, a towel wrapped around her head. She blinked, surprised. “Oh! Hi, Rhys.”

Rhys waved in greeting, but Qasim put a hand into Tahmila’s face and shoved her gently but firmly out of shot.

“Don’t distract him,” he said with—what Rhys felt was—unnecessary glee. “It’s his move, and he needs to concentrate.”

“Qasim.” Her voice drifted in, reproachful. “Didn’t you warn him?”

“Warn me?” Rhys inquired suspiciously.
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