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Chapter One

The heavy rain had lightened, which was a small mercy.

The moonlight, thin and sickly, barely broke through the clouds. The trees shone a dull grey in the darkness. Only the rustle of leaves in the wind and the cries of some small creatures out in the darkness broke the silence.

A soldier broke cover from beneath the undergrowth. He stumbled and slithered down a muddy slope towards the track. Grass and dirt tore beneath his boots, and he caught himself against the trunk of a tree to keep from falling, his breath coming in ragged gasps.

In the distance, he was sure he could hear the howl of the dogs, the hunting party. He gulped down a breath before running onward.

He was armed, it was true, but what was one shot against a legion of men? He could turn it on himself, but he had escaped death once. He had no wish to face it again.

Though rough and little used, the narrow track was easier than breaching the undergrowth again. He had to get as far ahead as he could. They wouldn’t continue the hunt much longer, not with the chill of night setting in, but they might follow just long enough.

So he ran.

His legs shook with each step, but terror drove him onward. If he stopped, even to catch his breath, he didn’t think he would be able to start again. If he stopped, he would die. If he rested, he would die. If he did anything but run, he would die.

Something howled in the night, and his heart slammed against his ribs.

It might have been a dog, but it could have been a wolf.

The wind was picking up, whirling around him, the icy rain lashing his face cut through with scalding tears on his cheeks. Running and weeping. No honour. No dignity. All he knew was that he wanted to live.

Ahead of him, the track broadened, which meant it was coming closer to civilization, to people.

He hesitated a moment before plunging off the path and back into the forest, branches whipping at his face and limbs. His foot caught on a root, and he fell, rolling down the slope. He crashed into a stream at the bottom, breaking through a film of ice and plunging into the frigid water below. The cold cut to the bone, so sharp he couldn’t even draw breath to cry out.

Blindly, he tried to find purchase on the bank. He fell forward heavily onto the ground, a thin keen of pain escaping him as he crushed his left arm beneath him. Warmth spread from the limb. The wound was open again.

“Ángele Dei,” he whispered desperately, “qui custos es mei, me, tib…”

A shout cut him off.

Lights glowed, flickering lanterns visible, like fireflies between the trees.

He pushed himself onto his knees, keening in pain, and grabbed at the low branches of a tree to pull himself upright. Splinters of bark dug into his skin, fresh blood warm on his hands. His legs were numb with cold and pain, but he ran.

The bitter wind cut into his throat and chest. He pushed deeper into the thicker, denser undergrowth—somewhere to hide, somewhere safe, somewhere unseen. Thorns tore at his face and hand, and he tasted blood in his mouth.

He was scrambling over a fallen tree trunk when it gave way beneath him. His ankle folded under him, and he yelped, falling onto his knee. It was only when he fell that he saw the hollow beneath the fallen tree. A hiding place.

Breathing hard, he squirmed through the gap, the tree and ground tearing at him, at his clothing. It was a small space, tight and narrow, but enough to shield him. He pushed dirt up to block the opening, his nose and mouth full of the taste of moss and mud, and lay still and silent as the grave.


Chapter Two

A bell rang out.

Dieter glanced up from the desk, his pen caught between his teeth. The team had been gone close to an hour already. The chime of the bell meant they should be on their way back, which meant he was another minute closer to getting his weekend off.

Still, no good counting chickens until everyone was through the gate, and he knew he wasn’t needed. The communication through the temporal gate was spotty at best, but just in case they had a good connection, he had to be on hand to provide information.

There was always someone in the team who thought they knew better, who would not have caught all the nuances of the briefing. When it happened, it could cause all manner of problems, given the time zone they had walked into.

He chewed on the end of his pen, studying the crossword in front of him.

One of the other linguists constructed a new one each day and left it on top of his briefing notes. The clues were always in English, but the answers could be in any one of the six languages he was fluent in. It made it more of a challenge, and Mei Xiao Cheung was a cunning witch when it came to cryptic word puzzles.

They took time, but any distraction was useful.

In the Temporal Research Institution, linguists and historians often found themselves sitting on the edge of a mission, waiting. Their role was to prepare the team for the historical period they were about to enter. They had to ensure the agents had all available knowledge and resources, and then debrief and make sense of the information the agents collected. They also had to be on hand throughout the mission, in case of emergencies.

Dieter tapped the pen against the ring in his lower lip.

No one would ever think scholar when they saw him. Scholar sounded dull and dusty. Being stuck in an office didn’t help, so he made them look twice. From the piercing in his lip to the streak of blue in his bleached-blond hair, from the peacock-coloured eye shadow to the fitted shirts and braces, he made himself interesting.

He filled in one of the words, snickering. In Latin, it was more than a little rude.

It was a challenge. Unnecessary, but for someone who usually ended up stuck in dry conversations with tedious people in a similar line of work, a crossword littered with puns and lewd jokes was the height of stimulation.

He had half of the clues solved when the door dividing the monitoring station from the office opened.

Tom Sanders beckoned. “We have a problem.”

Dieter scrambled up. He didn’t bother slipping his feet into his shoes, hurrying after Sanders. The other techs retreated. From Sanders’s expression, shit was about to hit the fan, and none of them wanted to be in the way.

The monitoring station had a direct video link down into the temporal chamber, which was little more than a steel-walled room with a metal doorframe connected to God only knew how many cables and connections. Time travel took a hell of a lot of power. Despite all appearances, it was a formidable piece of technology.

One of the team was standing in the room, his contemporary uniform—dirty and stained—and weapon out of place in such a clean and sterile chamber.

“What am I looking at?” Dieter asked. “One of the boys came back early?”

Sanders shook his head, zooming the camera.

The face wasn’t one Dieter recognised, and he’d been responsible for briefing the team for the weeks before their departure.

“Fucking hell.”

“We don’t know which side he’s from,” Sanders said. He wasn’t an agent himself, not anymore, but he was one of the pioneers of the time-travel technology they used. He always kept an eye on every temporal jump. “I’ve been telling them for bloody months to get the proximity sensor in place before they open the doorway.”

Dieter pushed him to one side and sat down, touching the screen to drag in the close-up, studying their intruder. He might have been in his late thirties, but it was likely he was younger, though hard to tell from under the matted beard on his chin. Bone-thin, pale, ragged, and wary, he stared around at the chamber suspiciously.

“Could be a refugee,” Dieter said.

“But?” Sanders prompted.

“He’s military,” Dieter replied. “He was quick enough to get the weapon off one of our people when they split up. You can tell from the way he’s holding the gun—that’s not a civilian.” He scaled up the image and then hissed between his teeth. “Shit. It’s not one of our prop guns either. He’s got a live one.” He called up the maps on the consoles. “Where did the doorway open?”

Sanders touched the screen. “Here.”

Dieter pushed his hands through his hair. “Jesus fucking Christ,” he groaned. “It wasn’t meant to be anywhere near any combat zones. He could be Allied or renegade. Hell, he might even be a rebel or refugee with a grudge.”

“And while he’s in there, no one else can come through,” Sanders said. “For all we know, he might shoot anyone who walks in through either of the doors. He might have already taken down more than one of the team.”

Dieter leaned back in the chair and watched as the man in the chamber laid his hand against the doorframe, examining it. The intruder didn’t realise he was being watched. Of course he didn’t. He came from a world before security cameras and video relays.

“We can’t send the big guns in,” Dieter said. “They charge in, he might go off. We can’t risk it. If there’s a gun fight, it could take out the connection to the door, and we could lose the whole team.”

Sanders nodded grimly. “Can you talk to him? We have the speaker down there.”

“And tell him what?” Dieter asked. “Hello, friend, you’re in the future. Would you mind going back wherever the hell you came from?”

“I was thinking about getting him to lower the weapon,” Sanders snapped. “We need him either disarmed or out of the temporal chamber.”

Dieter rubbed his forehead. He was right. If the man severed the connection to the past, the team could be lost. They still couldn’t establish a link directly to a place they had been before, no matter how many times they tried.

There were backup plans in place, but they were only theoretical so far. If the door was closed, the team would be stuck. There was always a set rendezvous, just in case, but it could be days in the past before they could be picked up. Every moment spent in the past was a moment when something could be irreversibly fucked up.

And if they didn’t get the room clear, and the man felt threatened when they tried to return, he might well attack them too.

“We can’t demand anything,” Dieter said. He motioned to the screen. “That’s not a man who will make himself defenceless in an unknown place with an unknown enemy.” He got up from the stool, steeling himself to do the stupidest thing he had ever done in his life. “Open the door into the corridor. Let me go in and talk to him.”

“I don’t think…”

Dieter shook his head. “We send any armed people in there, he’ll go off like a bomb. Some people have fight or flight all over them.” He tapped the screen. “This man’s dangerous because he’s desperate. How desperate would you need to be to jump through a portal into God knows where?”

“He might just shoot you.”

Dieter gazed at the screen. “He might, but we don’t have much of a choice now, do we?”

Sanders stared at him, then nodded. “You can get a vest…”

“No.” Dieter got up from the desk. His hands were shaking. Fucking ridiculous. He’d spent his whole life wanting to meet people from the past, and now he was going to and he felt like he was about to shit himself.

Sanders stared at him. “Do you have some kind of death wish?”

“We have less than an hour before the doorway needs shut down,” Dieter reminded him. “I can do this.”

Sanders ran a hand over his stubbled chin. “We have an armed security team on standby. Get to the corridor. The first door is open. It’ll close once you’re inside.”

Dieter nodded.

The walk down the stairs seemed like the longest in his life. The metal grid of the staircase pressed against his feet through his socks, and he wondered if maybe he should have stopped and taken off his makeup and jewellery.

There was no time.

The whole place was metal-cold, making him shiver, as he approached the corridor.

There were four heavyweight doors between the temporal chamber and the staircase, and even more on the levels above. If anyone came through, like their new intruder, they would never get out of the agency, but they could cause a hell of a lot of problems.

The armed squad were waiting. They always were, in case something got through that wasn’t meant to.

“You sure you don’t want a vest?”

Dieter wasn’t, but he wasn’t about to play chicken in front of one of the uniforms. It wasn’t as if he didn’t like the security teams. He liked them well enough. He just hated the arrogant pricks who thought he was helpless because he wasn’t big and built like a fucking wall.

“I need to look harmless,” he said, surprised how steady his voice was. “That means no sign of anything military. No vest.”

The leader tapped a code into the console and then offered Dieter an earpiece. “If you can get him out of the transport chamber and into the layover room, it’ll be enough,” he said. “We just need to make sure the connection to the door isn’t threatened.”

“Is that all?” Dieter said with a snort.

His hands were still shaking, but he clenched them into fists as the door slid open. He stepped into the corridor for the first time. It was little more than a long metal tunnel with doors at each end and another chamber between them where returning teams would disarm. He padded towards it. It was empty, cold, like a cell.

The doors hissed closed behind him. He swallowed hard as he approached the last door, which led into the temporal chamber.

“I’m here,” he said, sending up a prayer to any God who might be listening. He wasn’t a religious guy, but sometimes it didn’t hurt to try for a little bit of divine backup.

The locks shot open, and the door slid aside.

Dieter stepped through and damn near pissed his pants when the barrel of the gun pressed against his forehead. The smell made him gag. The man stank of rotten blood and dirt and stale sweat.

He didn’t say a word, and Dieter found he had inconveniently forgotten every one of his languages. He scrambled desperately for something to say, something useful.

All he could think to do was kneel and raise his hands to his head. If he was passive and submissive, he wouldn’t be seen as a threat, and maybe it would be enough to get the man’s attention. He lifted his eyes to the man’s face. Green eyes stared warily at him.

It was enough to make the intruder take a step back, but the gun remained trained on him.

Well, he wasn’t fucking dead. Good start.

His dad’s language was the first to come back to him, and thank fucking Christ it was the right one.

“I’m not your enemy,” he said in German. He modulated the pronunciation and the accent to a more southern dialect, one of the lesser cities. Not strong enough to be misunderstood, but strong enough to make it clear he wasn’t a high-ranking person.

“No? You speak. Who you are?”

It wasn’t much to go on, but the man’s accent was thick and his German basic. A Magyar. Hungarian.

Dieter kept his eyes on the man’s face. He looked even gaunter up close. His eyes were ringed by shadow, his skin pale and sallow. “Someone who tries to save your life,” he said. “You came to a dangerous place, friend.”

The Hungarian’s pale lips curled away from his teeth. “I am not your friend.”

Another piece of the puzzle.

Dieter drew a quiet breath. “I am not an enemy.” He spread his hands—empty—by his sides. “Ask your questions. If I can, I will answer them.”

The man shifted the gun. He was holding it with his right hand, supported against his hip. His left arm was folded in against his gut, his hand hidden in the overlong sleeve. Dieter’s eyes flicked to his torso. He could see no sign of blood, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t some hidden injury.

“This is a military facility?”

Dieter shook his head. “Scientific facility.”

The man’s expression darkened. “I hear of science. You think this is comfort?”

Dieter wet his lips with the tip of his tongue. “A different kind of science. It is not made to harm people.”

The man snorted, shifting the weight of his gun. “Your people, they wear uniform. They carry weapon. But they are not soldiers, and they are not made to harm people?” He leaned over Dieter. “You lie badly.”

Dieter met his eyes. “I do not lie.” Fuck was whirling around in his brain. Over and over. “My people need to move unnoticed. They wear the clothing and carry the weapons to allow them to do so.”

“I know these people,” the man said, his voice sharp, clipped with barely contained anger. “They watch. They listen. They take words you do not say, put bullet in your head.”

“No.”

“Yes. I have seen it.”

Dieter got to his feet, keeping his hands on his head. “No. This place has laws and rules. We cannot kill. We cannot harm. We watch and learn, but we do not hurt anyone.”

The man sneered, but there was exhaustion in his stance, in the pallor of his face. “And what is this place? This special scientific place? Where are we?”

Dieter glanced at the camera and then at the man. If he failed, the man would be dead. If he succeeded, the man would be sent to his own time with one hell of a story to tell. What did it matter if he knew the truth? No one would believe him.

“We are in your future,” Dieter said. “More than a century.”

The gun was pressed to his brow, hard enough to break the skin. The man swore savagely in Hungarian, some of the words unfamiliar but easy to guess from their explosiveness.

Dieter closed his eyes. Blood was trickling down and matting his lashes. The metal was fucking cold against his skin, and piss soaked into his trousers.

“I do not lie,” he said in Hungarian. He heard the man catch his breath. It wasn’t Dieter’s strongest language, but he could make himself understood. “Science is advanced here.” He forced himself to open his eyes to meet the man’s. “Maybe enough to heal your wound.”

The green eyes stared at him. “Heal?”

Dieter could have bitten his tongue. It was against all the rules, but they needed to get the team home. They were running out of time. “Through this door. I can take you to a doctor who can tend your wound.”

The barrel of the gun slid down his temple and pressed to his neck. “You will stay with me,” the man said. “My finger is on the trigger. If anyone attacks me, I will kill you. Do you understand?”

Dieter jerked his chin in a tight nod. “I will call for the doctor.” He slipped into English, the lingua franca of the agency. “Sanders, I need you to get a medic down to the layover room. He’s willing to come that far in exchange for medical treatment.”

Sanders cursed explosively in his ear.

“Who do you speak to?” his captor demanded.

Dieter put his hand to his ear and withdrew the small earpiece. “It’s like a radio. We use them to communicate.”

The man stared at the device. “It’s so small.” For a moment, he seemed fascinated, curious. He tore his eyes from it, back to Dieter, drawing on the mask of hostile indifference. “You asked for a physician?”

Dieter nodded, putting the earpiece back in. Sanders was barking orders on the other end.

“Three minutes,” Dieter said. “There is a chamber through this door. Will you come with me to it? They will meet us there.”

“Not here?”

Dieter shook his head. “They want a clean chamber.” It was sort of true. “Many people come through here.”

The man shifted the weight of the gun in his arm. “You go first.”

Dieter put his hands on his head and led the way through the door. The next door was closed, but he knew it could be opened by the monitoring station. Dieter’s mouth went dry as a bone, and his trousers were sodden.

“Medical team is in place,” Sanders said. “Door will open in three.”

Dieter paused, waiting for it to open. The cold weight of the gun against the base of his skull a terrifying reminder that one twitch of an unpredictable man’s finger could kill him.

“This way,” he croaked in Hungarian.

Doctor Bellevue was waiting, her case of equipment on one of the metal benches lining the wall. A silver-haired lady with a stern look, her long-fingered hands were folded in front of her, and she glanced at Dieter, then beyond him, at their guest.

“Injury?” she demanded.

“I don’t know,” Dieter replied. “Either torso or left arm.” A jab to the side of his head reminded him that the intruder didn’t appear to know any English.

Dieter tilted his head and spoke to the man behind him. “This is the doctor. She needs to know how you are hurt.”

“A woman?”

Dieter snorted. “Times change. Do you want to be tended or not?”

The man shoved him farther into the room, and Dieter stumbled.

“Kneel,” the man said.

Dieter knew he had to cooperate. He sank onto his knees, his head down.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the door to the temporal chamber slide closed. He breathed out with relief. The team would be able to come through. They might be stuck in the temporal chamber for a short time, but it was better than being stuck in the past.

The doctor approached as if she didn’t notice the gun pressing to the back of Dieter’s head. “Well?” she demanded.

“Your injury,” Dieter said. “She needs to know.”

“Arm,” the man said. “And chest.”

Dieter murmured a translation.

In the metal walls, he could see the reflection of the doctor unbuttoning the soldier’s filthy jacket and shirt, pushing them open. He heard the way her breath hissed between her teeth. The soldier made no sound. He only bit out a tight curse when she drew the coat and shirt down over his arm.

Something pattered on the floor close to Dieter, and he glanced sidelong. Dark drops of blood fell from the soldier’s arm. A pile of soiled and bloody cloth fell too. Makeshift bandages? A tattered shirt? Dieter couldn’t tell.

“How long has it been like this?” the doctor demanded.

Dieter asked through dry lips. On the polished wall, the reflection of his captor swayed alarmingly. He kept imagining the gun going off in the man’s unsteady hand, and his brains splattering all over the floor like the soldier’s blood.

“Weeks?” The Hungarian’s voice was raw with pain. “I forget.”

“He doesn’t know,” Dieter said. In a war zone, who could be sure of anything?

The doctor was silent for a long moment. “Tell him to sit down, before he falls. If I’m going to tend him, I won’t have him on his feet.”

Dieter shivered. It was tempting to yell that if she wanted to tell the nice man with a gun to her head what to do, she was welcome to do so. But he had one job in the place, and he was going to fucking do it.

“She needs you to sit down,” he said, forcing his voice to remain steady.

The soldier was silent for a long moment.

“I will sit,” he agreed, “but you will turn, and you will kneel. If I am betrayed, I will look at you when I kill you.”

Dieter nodded, shivering. He rose on his knees and turned as the soldier took one step, then another. He sat down stiffly on the edge of the metal bench that ran the length of the wall. The shirt and coat hung from his right shoulder, and the gun was still trained on Dieter.

“Closer,” he snapped.

Dieter forced himself across the floor, a little closer to the man, close enough so the soldier could rest the muzzle of the gun against his forehead. It was shaking, which wasn’t any comfort at all.

Dieter tore his eyes away from the gun, trying to look anywhere else but the potential end of his life.

The only choice views he had were the doctor—no, thank you very fucking much—or the soldier himself. The man was a ribcage on legs, his stomach a concave hollow beneath his chest. He was ashen, and his torso was a mess of blood and pus.

Dieter’s throat tightened. A slash curved up from the man’s right side, across his ribs. Dieter’s gaze flicked to the soldier’s left arm, then he wished it hadn’t. The wounds the doctor uncovered had been left for too long; even he could tell that. The bone-thin upper arm connected to a mess of swollen and pulpy tissue. It was blackened at the fingertips, shading through purples and reds to the elbow.

He tore his eyes away and looked at the soldier instead, to find the green eyes gazing at him.

“What happened?” Dieter asked quietly.

The soldier lifted his right shoulder. “War.”

The doctor prevented Dieter from asking more. She was taking out tools and syringes, and all the things guaranteed to make him feel unsteady on his knees. He wasn’t squeamish, but the smell was making him gag. The thought of pus and blood everywhere was worse.

“What is that?” the soldier demanded sharply when the doctor leaned closer with a sterilizing aerosol.

“It will clean the wound and reduce the pain,” Dieter replied, keeping his eyes on the soldier’s face. “It may hurt at first. It’s cold.”

The man hesitated and then nodded, holding out his arm.

He was already pale, but when the icy spray touched the inflamed flesh of his arm, the soldier’s face went grey. The muscles in his jaw twitched as he clenched his teeth, but he didn’t make a sound. His pupils seemed to expand, dark and black and full of pain.

The muzzle of the gun shuddered against Dieter’s head. He put all thought of it aside and touched the soldier on the knee, trying to offer some comfort.

“Breathe deeply,” he said. “It helps.”

The muzzle jabbed hard against his head, and the man bared his teeth. “Do not touch me,” he snarled.

Dieter flinched as a fresh trickle of blood ran down from his brow.

“Breathe,” he said again, subsiding to sit on his heels. He held his hands up, empty and nonthreatening. “I promise it will help.”

The soldier watched him with suspicion, but the soldier breathed in, ragged, gulping breaths. The doctor glanced at Dieter.

“You told him to do that?” she murmured.

Dieter kept his eyes on the man. “I thought it would help. How does it look?”

“Not good.” She circled around to the man’s right side to clean the chest wounds. Her patient didn’t make a sound, but Dieter saw the way he shuddered in pain. His head rocked against the wall behind him. “Severe malnutrition, dehydration, and septic wounds are the most obvious problems.” She glanced at Dieter. “His doesn’t have much time left.”

It was one of the great injustices of the institution.

They had all the facilities and technology money could buy, but they were bound by a code of noninterference in the past. They could observe, collect information, lost artifacts, and missing scientific discoveries, but the people who had lived and died were not to be touched. Their timelines were to be maintained. The TRI was not allowed to save anyone. They were not allowed to change what had already happened.

The man would go back to his time. The door would close. He would die. That would be the end of it.

“What is she saying?” The soldier’s voice was hoarse with pain. He winced as swabs, thick with antiseptics, were dragged over the seeping gash on his chest.

“Listing your symptoms,” Dieter replied. “She will treat what she can.”

The man nodded, drawing unsteady breaths through flared nostrils. His face was hollowed beneath his cheekbones, and every drop of blood had drained from his skin. The gun shook more by the moment.

“And then?” he asked, his voice raw. “Then you send me back? To nothing? To death?”

Dieter couldn’t reply. The man in front of him had taken him hostage, threatened to kill him more than once. All the same, no one deserved to be put in a situation where they knew they had days, maybe hours left.

The soldier nodded, slowly, as if the silence was the answer.

Dieter maintained eye contact. “Boss,” he murmured, “any sign of the team?”

Sanders’s voice came at once. “On their way. They found Llewelyn. He’s unconscious, but alive. The doorway is stable for the moment, but not for long.”

Dieter eyed the soldier. “You didn’t kill our man.”

The man swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing convulsively.

“He did not need to die,” he said. The gun sank an inch, then two, as if he couldn’t bear the weight anymore. His face was still ashen, but there was a blue tinge around his lips.

“Doc,” Dieter whispered.

Bellevue raised her head. She moved faster than Dieter thought possible, brushing aside the gun. Just in time too. The man’s hand tensed as he went into shuddering convulsions. The blast echoed deafeningly off the walls, and pain ripped through Dieter as the bullet plunged through his sleeve, tearing a ragged chunk out of his arm.

If the gun had still been pointing at him, it would have gone through his throat.

“Christ…” he whispered. His stomach clenched, folding him over. He was sick on the floor, shaking.

“Enough of that!” The doctor had her patient supported in one arm. The soldier’s eyes had rolled up in his head, and he was shaking. “Help me lay him down. He’s going into shock.”

Dieter staggered upright. Blood streamed down his right arm, but no pain.

Strange, he thought distantly. He slid one arm under the man’s legs to lift them up onto the bench, as the doctor set the soldier’s head down on the other side. Dieter met her eyes. “You know we can’t save him. They won’t let you.”

Doctor Bellevue gazed over the edge of her glasses, her expression hard as steel. “To hell with them,” she snarled. “We can’t save them in their time, but he isn’t in his time. He’s in our time, and no one dies in my care.”

Dieter giggled. He actually fucking giggled. He didn’t know if it was terror or adrenaline or shock or some heady cocktail of all the emotions he’d been smothered by in the last half hour, but he giggled like a schoolgirl in a fucking anime.

“They’re going to be pissed,” he said.

Doctor Bellevue scanned her patient’s vital signs and placed a syringe module against his throat. “Let them be.” She laid her fingers against the other side of the man’s throat, checking against a palm console in her other hand. “You might want to lock the doors. If you want this man to live, we can’t let them throw him back.”

Sanders was listening. Sanders could hear every word and could stop them doing anything. But he was silent, even as Dieter stumbled to the doors like a drunk Bambi. He didn’t stop them from slamming the manual locks in place. He didn’t even stop them when Dieter heard the announcement that the team was home and the doorway was about to shut down.

The second it shut, the man was in their care for the rest of his life, however long that was.

Dieter leaned back against the locked door, staring down at the unconscious soldier.

It was one hell of a fucking day.

He was sodden in his own piss, blood, and vomit. He had a chunk knocked out of his forehead and a bloody great hole in his arm. He’d just broken one of the cardinal rules of the TRI, on camera, in front of one of the top people in the institute.

“I,” he declared, “am fucked.”


Chapter Three

It was warm, and it was quiet.

It had been a long time since Nagy Janos had experienced either of those things.

He did not open his eyes, not quite yet. Instead, he lay still and took in what he could from his surroundings. There was a chemical scent in filled the air, sharp, clean. The smell of blood and filth which had clung to him was gone.

Machinery whirred close by, so quiet he had to strain to hear it. Soft mechanical chirps repeated with the steady rhythm of a heartbeat. Beyond it, he could hear distant footsteps coming and going.

It was only after he had catalogued his surroundings that he realised, for the first time in weeks, he had not been woken by pain. The wounds on his chest ached, but it was dull, tolerable, not the tight agony it had been before.

And his arm…

Janos forced his eyes open a crack. It was more of a struggle than he anticipated, his eyelids heavy and thick with sleep. The room was lit gently, and the light didn’t hurt his eyes, but it still took him a moment to focus.

He stared down, and acid boiled in his throat.

His left arm was gone, severed beneath the elbow. Fine bandages wrapped the stump, but it did not change the fact that his arm was gone.

You knew it would be, he chastised himself. He had seen the rot often enough in the field. He watched men hide it until it was too late, consuming them and leaving their blood thick and black and stinking. Buying a life with a lost limb was a price some would consider too high. But Janos lived. He knew to be grateful for it.

He dragged his other hand across his body to close shaking fingers around the bandages, as if it would somehow make it more real, tangible. His fingers recoiled at once. It felt wrong. He knew it would for a long time to come, if he lived.

He looked at his other hand, weariness slowing his thoughts. A spike of metal threaded into his skin. A tube, thin and transparent, connected to it. He followed it with his bleary eyes and found it attached to a clear bag of water. Stranger and stranger still.

He examined the room. It was big, white, and clean, the bed he lay on the same: big, with clean white linens. Even the nightshirt they had dressed him in was the same. It seemed he was in a very big, very white, very clean place.

A chair sat beside the shaded window. The person on it had their feet propped up on the window ledge. He couldn’t see their face, and they didn’t seem to know he was awake.

Janos carefully moved his left arm over his body to tug the metal spike from his hand, then flinched when his stump knocked against the spike. No fingers, he thought foolishly. He lifted his right hand to his mouth instead and tugged at it with his teeth.

The tube fell away, but the spike remained where it was. He watched curiously as a ruby-dark drop of blood welled out onto his hand and dribbled down between his fingers. It fell, spotting the clean white sheet with dark rosettes.

He blinked hard, trying to clear his head. There was a basin – also white and big – on the wall with a metal tap above it. Water. Cold water would help.

He managed to shove the sheets down, swung his legs from the bed, and rose. His legs shook beneath him, and he stumbled, taking the stand with the clear bag with him. His knees cracked against the tiled floor, but the pain seemed a long way off. He swore more in surprise than anything else.

The person in the chair must have been sleeping because they jumped at the noise, scrambling up from the chair.

Janos propped himself on his left elbow, his right forearm on the floor. He watched the growing pool of blood spreading from the spike in his hand.

The person from the chair swore, and Janos recalled the voice.

He stared as the person dropped to his knees in front of him and reached for Janos’s wounded hand. Ah. The whimpering youth who had knelt and quivered in front of him. He was no doubt a pathetic young soldier who bartered safe passage on looks alone.

And now, here he was, kneeling in front of him once more.

He glared at the boy, who ignored him. Instead, the boy lifted Janos’s hand and pulled out the spike. He set it aside and covered the wound with a handkerchief from his pocket, pressing down on it. Blood soaked through the fabric, but soon it slowed, and stopped.

“You should have left it.” the boy said. He looked younger. His whore’s paint was gone, his face clean and pale. He wasn’t dressed up like an officer anymore, just wearing loose trousers and a long-sleeved vest. Janos couldn’t miss the black bruise and gash he’d left on the boy’s brow with his gun. “It was there to help you.”

Janos stared at him for a moment. “You cut my arm off.”

“The doctors did,” the boy murmured, uncovering and examining Janos’s hand. “It saved your life.”

His passiveness made Janos scowl even more. He had spent every day of the past four years fighting: for his country, for respect, for dignity, for his commanders, for food, for his life. The pretty boy in front of him was well fed, clean, respectable, but he was pathetic, keeping his eyes down and not even raising his chin.

The boy put his hand under Janos’s right arm. “You need to get back into bed.”

Janos jerked his arm free. “I told you not to touch me.” No pretty boy with soft hands and big eyes had any reason to pander to him.

He managed to struggle to his feet but slipped again. The boy caught his arm, ignoring his cursing, to help him to the bed.

It was humiliating how exhausting it was.

“Get me a drink,” he growled.

The boy didn’t argue, hurrying over to the basin. He filled a glass with water and returned, holding it out to Janos as if he expected to be struck. Janos snorted at the boy’s wariness. What could he do, half-conscious and unarmed?

He took the glass, cursing again when it started to slip.

The boy’s hand was under it, supporting it, all but holding it.

He helped Janos drink, which was even more humiliating.

“I don’t need you to tend me like a cripple,” Janos snarled, knocking the boy’s hand and the glass aside. The glass hit the wall and shattered, adding a pool of water to the puddle of blood and fluid already smeared on the floor.

The boy raised his eyes to him. “We saved your life,” he said quietly. “We want to help you.”

Janos drew ragged gulping breaths. “I am not a cripple,” he rasped, reaching out and grabbing the boy by the front of his shirt.

He dragged him closer and hissed, “Save my life all you like, but never treat me as if I cannot kill you one-handed if I want to.”

The boy was silent, but he nodded. He reached up to the wall and pressed a small, round button and stepped back.

“The doctor will come in and see how you are,” he said, his voice bland and flat. “I will translate any questions you have or any explanations she gives.”

Janos turned away from him when the door slid open. The same doctor entered. She was an imposing woman with a face like a battleaxe. Disapproval filled her eyes when she took in the blood on the bedding and the floor. She made a gesture with one hand that was clear enough, so Janos drew his legs up onto the bed and sat against the pillows, watching her guardedly.

She inquired of his name through the boy, noted it down. That done, she checked his hand, which had stopped bleeding, then examined him from head to toe. The one small mercy was that the boy turned away to stand by the window, his back to them both.

Despite being a woman, she seemed to know what she was doing. His wounds were uncovered, examined, and in the case of his arm, she used the strange spray on the flesh again. It felt painless and refreshingly cool against the warm flesh.

Janos looked blankly at the blunt limb. The neat stump was sealed at the end with a thick, opaque white paste, and the shades of red and purple which had stained his flesh for days and weeks were gone, along with his forearm and his blackened hand.

She spoke in a language Janos didn’t recognise.

“Doctor Bellevue would like to know if you are in any pain,” the boy by the window said.

Janos took a moment to consider it. Compared to the agony of a festering arm, and knife wounds to his ribs tearing every time he walked, he felt light and free of pain.

“None,” he said in surprise.

The boy turned, his expression grave, and spoke to the doctor, who sighed. When she spoke, it was directed at Janos, and her expression stern, but he had to wait until the boy translated for him.

“The needle in your hand was to provide medicine to ease the pain and reduce the infection,” he said, folding his arms over his chest. “She would like to put another line in, but you would have to leave it in this time, and not remove it.”

Janos curled his fingers into a fist. “Do I need it?”

The boy glanced at the doctor, who nodded and said something brisk.

“She says your current dose will wear off soon. There may be a lot of pain when it does.”

Janos snorted. It explained a lot if they had been dosing him with opiates to keep him quiet and docile. “No.”

The boy’s brow creased. “What?”

“I will not have any needles in my skin,” Janos said flatly.

“Even if it causes you pain?”

Janos lifted one shoulder. “I have had worse. No needles.”

Reluctantly, the boy translated the words for the doctor, who rolled her eyes towards the ceiling in an international expression of frustration. She returned to her examination, and the boy turned away again. Janos didn’t really know or care why. He fixed his eyes on the ceiling and let the doctor examine as she wished.

It didn’t take long, and she drew the sheet over him to give him back something like modesty.

“Dieter,” she said, calling the attention of the boy.

Janos took note of the name. He was a German, it seemed, this tall, slender blond boy.

The boy turned, his arms still folded across his chest. He listened to what she had to say and then approached the bed. “She says you still need to rest to recover. You are to remain here and stay in bed to let your wounds heal. She says you can try some food as well, but only a little to begin with because it might make you ill.”

“And then what?” Janos said curtly. “I am put in a prison camp?”

Dieter started in surprise. “You’re not a prisoner.”

Janos looked towards the door. He had caught a glimpse of a pale corridor when the doctor entered. “There are men guarding this room.”

Dieter’s expression tensed. “You are not a prisoner, but you are not a guest yet.”

Janos inclined his head. “So I might become one or the other?”

Blue eyes met his. “Better than dead,” he said.

“So,” Janos agreed. He had a habit of tapping his fingers together when thinking, and looked down when his fingers met nothing. His hand. Of course. For a moment, he thought it was still there. He looked at the doctor, who was touching a strange box in her palm.

“Doctor,” Dieter said.

They exchanged a few words, and Dieter nodded, and then the doctor made her way out of the room. The German remained standing where he was, his arms still folded across his narrow chest, his face expressionless.

Janos ignored him, closing his eyes.

When the door opened again a moment later, he hoped the damned boy was leaving. But when he cracked open one of his eyelids, Dieter was back by the window in his seat, which he had turned around to face the bed. They had new visitors, it seemed.

Two people in matching blue uniforms had entered, one male, one female. They started cleaning up the blood and liquid spilled on the floor. They glanced up at him, as if they expected him to leap from the bed and attack them.

One of them approached and lifted away the bloody blanket to replace it with another, just as white and soft. Task completed, he and his companion departed in silence, but the boy lingered.

“What do you want?” Janos finally asked.

Dieter shook his head. “Nothing. But I’m the only person in the building who can speak any Hungarian.”

“And I am expected to speak?”

“If you’re in pain or you need something.” He shrugged. “The doctor gets…annoyed if her patients can’t ask for help.”

Janos curled his fingers against his palm. “And I seem helpless to you?”

Dieter’s hands were laced together over his belly, and the balls of his thumbs pressed together. He was gazing at his hands but looked up again.

“You’re in a world you don’t know with facilities you don’t know and surrounded by people you don’t know who speak a language you don’t know in an agency you don’t know. You’ve been unconscious for two days, you’ve had major surgery, you’ve not eaten in God knows how long.” Dieter bared his teeth like an angry cat. “Yes. Right now, I think you’re as helpless as a fucking child.”

Janos stared at him.

Dieter glared back, but there was a flicker of terror in his eyes.

Still afraid, even of the half-starved cripple, Janos thought bitterly. He wished he had the strength to grab the boy, shake him, make him see it was not bravery to torment a man when he was weak, because a weak man could get strong again.

There would be time enough.

He laid his head against the pillows and closed his eyes again. He knew he wouldn’t sleep, but it was easier than trying to talk to some foolish pretty boy with more looks than sense and no instinct for self-preservation.

The doors opened again to let another person in another uniform enter. Janos deigned to open one eye, watching as the man—a darker-skinned one this time—put the tray on a table which slid out of the foot of the bed frame. Like the doctor, the man had some kind of box in his hand, and he tapped on it before pushing the table within Janos’s reach.

He said something, which Dieter translated.

“Take your time with the food and don’t push your body.” Dieter seemed half-asleep, his eyes shut. “You haven’t eaten in some time, so you won’t be able to eat as much as you might like to.”

Janos said nothing, pulling the tray towards him with the one hand he had left. He didn’t recognise any of the food, but it looked filling, and steam was rising from it. The bowl nearest him seemed to have some kind of porridge in it. It smelled sweet. His stomach gurgled, and he clumsily picked up the spoon.

Maybe it was the drugs in his system or maybe it was exhaustion, but it seemed an impossible task to scoop anything up. The bowl tipped and shifted precariously. Janos set his teeth, blinking hard to focus.

He’d barely managed two spoonfuls when a second hand slipped into his line of sight and took a hold of the edge of the bowl. The damned boy again. Janos flashed a glare at him, but the boy remained, his fingertips white against the edge of the bowl.

“Eat,” he said.

A muscle in Janos’s cheek twitched. He wanted the boy gone. He wanted to be left alone to deal with his infirmity. He didn’t want to be humiliated by a man with two arms standing there, forcing him to acknowledge how much he was damaged. But he was hungry, and he was tired, and as the doctor had promised, the pain was returning to his body.

Mechanically, he shoved the spoon into the oat-filled mess and scooped it up. He tried not to think about the boy holding his dish for him as if he needed someone to tend him. He focused on the spoon. It was white like the room and wasn’t made of metal. It clicked against his teeth with every careful mouthful.

At one point, the boy moved as if to withdraw the bowl, but Janos glowered at him, eyes blazing, and shook his head. He’d be damned if some child was going to instruct him.

Finally, he set the spoon down when his belly ached. He was so full the food seemed like it might crawl back up his throat. Too much, he realised, clutching his hand over his gut. He drew slow breaths, trying to keep the nausea at bay.

The boy was wandering about, and Janos didn’t understand why until a round basin was set beside him on the bed.

“In case you weren’t listening to the nurse,” the boy said acidly before retreating to his chair.

Mercifully, the boy didn’t say anything when Janos brought up part of what he had eaten. He just fetched another glass of water, half-filled, and left it on the table in front of Janos with a soft square of paper.

Janos used the paper to wipe his mouth. With effort, he managed to hold the glass and drink from it.

His throat burned, and his stomach still roiled, but the water helped.

Dieter leaned back in his chair, his legs stretched out in front of him, crossed at the ankle. His eyes were fixed on a point on the ceiling, and he was paying no attention to Janos at all.

Janos looked at the basin beside him, the water, the bowl on the table. The boy wasn’t laughing at him or mocking him. He had every right to torment the man who had threatened him, who was now a cripple, who couldn’t obey a direct instruction from a physician.

Janos stared into the glass, which trembled in his hand.

All the idiot boy had done was help him.

He drained the glass and set it down on the edge of the table.

“Thank you,” he said, turning his face away, ashamed of himself.

Dieter was silent for a long moment, then said, “You’re welcome.”


Chapter Four

The soldier was asleep.

Dieter ran a hand over his face as he slipped out of the room into the corridor. He was fucking exhausted, but the thought of sleep made him recoil. He needed food, at least, and a shower. Both of those things were why he had left the room.

There were two new guards at the door, and they nodded in silent greeting to him.

Dieter tried to smile, but it was too much effort.

They were still within the complex that made up the Temporal Research Institute. The building had twenty stories above ground and half as many below. The secure medical bay was on the fifteenth level, far away from the training floors and the temporal chambers. It was separate from the standard med bay and not used a lot because they tried not to do any damage or get in the way in the past. But sometimes, accidents happened.

In a room several doors down from the one the Hungarian soldier occupied, a woman was still in a coma from an injury inflicted on a foray into the Middle Ages. They didn’t expect her to wake, but they also were adamant she would be cared for, for the rest of her life.

Dieter padded down the corridor towards the room he’d been allocated before everything went to hell. He hadn’t seen it in the nearly twenty-four hours that he’d watched over their…guest. He needed a shower and a shave, and to beat the shit out of something. Probably a pillow in the privacy of his own room.

“Hey! Dieter!”

Dieter paused. He didn’t want to talk to anyone, but he recognised the voice. Llewelyn. The poor fuck was the one who had crossed the Hungarian’s path and ended up unconscious in the middle of the woods.

Reluctantly, Dieter turned to face him.

For some reason, he expected the man to be beaten bloody. How else would a fully trained temporal agent be disabled by some deranged Hungarian bastard, if they hadn’t fought? He should have been all marked up and scarred like Dieter, but he wasn’t.

Dieter folded his arms over his middle. “Mike.”

Llewelyn strode towards him. He wasn’t tall, which was why he made a good agent. He was stocky, shorter than Dieter, and no matter how much he shaved, he always had a shadow on his chin. “Is it true? Is he going to live?”

Dieter released a slow sigh and nodded. “Looks like.”

Emotions warred on the other man’s face. “Right. That’s good.”

“Is it?” Dieter rubbed his eyes. “Look, Mike, sorry if I seem pissy, but I’m fucking tired, and I just want to go and rest, okay?”

Llewelyn’s eyes flicked up to the mark on Dieter’s brow and to his eyes. “Of course,” he said. “You take care.”

But when Dieter nodded, turned, and walked away, Llewelyn called after him, “I’m sorry, mate.”

“What?” Dieter glanced over his shoulder.

“I should have been more careful,” Llewelyn said. “I shouldn’t have let him get through.”

Dieter blinked stupidly at him. “Fucking right you shouldn’t.”

Llewelyn flushed but didn’t say anything more.

Dieter didn’t turn back again, walking towards his room. He swiped the pass with a trembling hand. The door slid open in front of him. He stopped on the threshold.

Tom Sanders sat by the window, skimming through a projection.

“What the hell do you want?” Dieter demanded, stepping into the room.

“To see how you are,” Sanders said.

Dieter snorted. He stalked over to the sink and filled a glass with icy water. “So you haven’t come to tell me I’m about to be fired?”

Sanders shrugged. “I made the call. Bellevue had it right. If he’d been anywhere else in his time, we would be upsetting the timeline. He would have died there anyway, but he was in the middle of nowhere, and even if we’d put him back, no one would have known.”

Dieter looked down into the glass. It shook in his hand, and he fumbled as it slipped, dropping into the sink with a clatter. “Fuck!”

Sanders was on his feet in a heartbeat. “Sit down, Dieter,” he snapped, grabbing Dieter by the arm. “Sit down before you fall down.”

Dieter recoiled. “I’m fine!” he snarled, jerking his arm free.

Sanders drew his hands back, holding them level with his chest, palms open. “You haven’t slept in over forty hours. Maybe longer. Do I have to get Bellevue in here to knock you out, or are you going to stop being an arse and sit down?”

Dieter stared at him, then nodded and made his way to the chair Sanders had vacated. He tugged at the knuckles of his left hand with his right as he sank in the seat. His legs shook, unsteady. When had he last eaten? He couldn’t recall.

Sanders refilled the glass, brought it over to him, and sat down in the second chair. Dieter couldn’t remember if there’d been two chairs before he left. Probably not. He felt like a kid in front of the headmaster.

Mutely, he accepted the glass, praying to anyone who might listen to an atheist that his boss wouldn’t say the words which would crack the fucking bottle of nerves open: Are you all right? It wouldn’t help anyone if he went to pieces. So he’d almost been killed two nights before. So what? He hadn’t died. He was fine. He was fine.

“We have one of the other German speakers on duty,” Sanders said.

Dieter frowned at him in confusion. “What?”

“You need a break.”

Dieter snorted. The pot calling the kettle black came to mind. Sanders was fifteen years his senior and known for working himself to unconsciousness when he stepped onto the temporal floor. He looked as haggard now as Dieter felt, with shadows under his bloodshot eyes. It might have been a trick of the light, but there was more grey in his hair too.

“You said the man speaks German along with Hungarian,” Sanders said.

“Badly. Basic sentences, but not much more.”

Sanders’s thin lips seemed to vanish when he frowned. “I thought the Hungarians all spoke German in that period.”

Dieter was impressed at least someone had been paying attention in his briefing.

“They were expected to learn some, for their Austrian overlords,” he said quietly, turning the glass in his hands. He knew the history of the period too well. The briefings always meant intense study for the historians and linguists in the agency. “But it doesn’t mean they did. If they didn’t come from the cities, they might not have bothered.” He raised his eyes to Sanders. “He needs someone around who speaks Hungarian.”

“Dieter, you need a break.”

Dieter glanced around the room. “That’s what I came here to do. He’s sleeping now.”

“And you were going to sleep?”

Dieter shrugged, avoiding his gaze. “Eat, sleep, shower. Whatever I wanted.”

Sleep was lower down the list if he was honest with himself. He’d slept briefly when the Hungarian was in surgery. Bellevue had given him some kind of painkillers and pills to calm his nerves. He had slept, until he’d woken from a nightmare and found he’d burst the healing seal on the wound in his arm. It wasn’t pleasant to wake up sodden in blood.

“Dieter…”

“Don’t. I’m tired and I’m hungry. If all you’ve come to tell me is that you’re sidelining me, you should go. Unless you have someone else in the building who can speak Hungarian and knows the situation, it’d be throwing them to the wolves.”

He didn’t say it would be fucking cruel to send anyone else into a room with a man who had already threatened to kill more than once. The bastard man would probably be capable of it once he came down from the meds he was on. Better no one else had to deal with him.

Sanders was silent for a long while.

“He’s not your responsibility,” he said finally.

It might be the case, but until the man could understand where he was and what was going on, there was no one else. It was easier to stay silent than to say anything and make his boss give him a lecture like he was a bloody idiot.

Sanders ran a hand over his face and blew out a noisy breath. “If you need to watch over him, you can do what you like. But don’t neglect yourself in the process, Dieter. You have a job to do and it isn’t babysitting a veteran of the second World War.”

Dieter nodded. Work was good. Work was familiar. Work wasn’t the sensation of the terrifying free fall he’d had when a gun was pushed so hard against his brow the skin had cracked open and the blood had run into his eyes.

“Send me a recording of the debrief,” he said. “I’ll look over it and the data they collected.”

“After you rest,” Sanders said, rising. “I’ll have a meal sent along to you.”

“Yes, boss.” Dieter snorted.

Sanders gazed down at him. “If I think you’re being compromised by this scenario,” he said in a conversational tone, “I’ll refer you to Bellevue. And you know her opinions.”

Dieter nodded with a shiver. The woman had little patience for those who would not take care of their mental health, which was why her role was limited to that of medic. Sanders knew Dieter was treading on thin ice, and Dieter knew it too.

“I’ll talk to Patil,” he said.

Very few agencies needed to keep their own mental health staff on the premises, but sometimes the TRI agents were shaken up by where they had been and what they had seen. Patil was the one who helped them find some kind of equilibrium in the modern world.

Sanders laid a bony hand on Dieter’s shoulder and squeezed once. “I’ll send up the debrief file in a few hours.”

Dieter nodded, looking down into his glass as Sanders left the room. He drained the water, so cold his teeth ached, and then got up. The en-suite bathroom was basic, but it had a shower. He stripped out of the round-collared T-shirt and running trousers, stepped under the steaming hot blast of water, and closed his eyes.

That was a bad idea.

He’d never really understood what a flashback was like before, not until the nightmares. Now, whenever he closed his eyes, he was back in the room, a gun to his head, praying he’d get out alive.

His legs folded beneath him, and he landed on his knees, bracing his hands against the wall of the shower. Acid burned up in his throat, and he drew gasping, spluttering breaths. He stared blankly at the water spiralling towards the drain.

The shower cut out long before he managed to get to his feet, his knees apparently made of jelly now, and he shivered as he wrapped himself from head to toe in a towel. Fucking ridiculous, he reproached himself. He was alive. There was no fucking reason to be shivering on the floor like a pussy.

He made his way out of the bathroom, stumbling all the way, the warmth of the main room smothering him like a blanket after the cooling dampness of the bathroom. He sagged onto the chair and sat in the daylight, wrapped in his towel, until he could stand again.

Some clothes had been delivered. They weren’t his own, and he hadn’t had a chance to go home and collect anything since the Hungarian had arrived. Still, they were dry and they weren’t bloody, which was something.

The last set of borrowed clothes he left on the bathroom floor. He hadn’t checked, but he was sure there were stains on them. Nagy had pulled his drip out and gotten blood and saline everywhere. He’d looked so bewildered when Dieter tried to help that Dieter wondered how much the painkillers were still affecting him.

He didn’t like to be touched. He’d been very specific. Or treated like he was weak. A sign of the origins, Dieter supposed. Nagy was from a time when men were meant to wave their cocks about and be men. Men like him didn’t want to be passive or helpless, especially not in front of a man who was as far from the textbook definition of masculinity as he could be.

The poor bugger was in for a shock.

Dieter put the soldier from his mind as much as he could, and towelled his hair dry. He didn’t want to check himself in the mirror, all naked without his makeup. Superficial bullshit? Oh, 100 percent, but he also didn’t want to ask someone to go and fetch some for him. None of his colleagues had seen him without it before, and he hardly recognised himself.

There was a comb, at least, and he smoothed his hair before taking a breath and raising his face to the mirror. There were deep circles under his bloodshot eyes, and the scabbed bruise on his brow looked like the fucking Olympic rings.
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