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A century ago, Iapura led 53 survivors through a portal to escape a dying Earth. They had expected to emerge on Alpha Centauri but instead found themselves on an alternate Earth. An Earth where in 1884, Russian and English armies faced off across America’s Great Plains, unprepared for the technological prowess of the conquering Nayarit.

Within six months, the 53 refugees had seized control of the Mainline, and over the next 100 years expanded their empire across the multiverse, eventually including 54 alternate Earths within the Cross-Temporal Empire (C-TE). 

Over the next 90 years, Iapura’s empire expanded steadily across a series of parallel Earths, absorbing and conquering until it included over 53 separate lines  Finally, however, with its technology stagnant and its ruling council riven by dissent, the Cross-Temporal Empire descended into five years of civil-war. A civil war that pitched the C-T E’s ruling families against each other in a bitter, internecine feud that almost destroyed it.

Five years later, the Empire struggles to rebuild itself under a new dynasty, the Clemhorns. But now the Empire is under attack from an external enemy – they just know yet. 
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(Tuesday: New York, Commonwealth of America, Mainline)

As the limousine turned into the street, Markus pulled back further into the shadow of the massive oak. A raccoon, disturbed in its feeding, glared at him in warning, while behind it, Central Park drowsed on in the evening’s summer air. Markus risked an anxious glance round the trunk to confirm it was the same vehicle he’d seen leaving the redbrick mansion earlier. There was no mistaking the Rolls, and his breathing quickened, knowing it was almost over.

A tram screeched past, the catenary lines sparking as it turned east toward Lexington Avenue. He watched the Rolls pull into the driveway of the mansion across the street and bent to wake the child curled up at his feet. The sooner he delivered his message, the sooner he’d be able to leave this damn country.

“Come on, Liebchen,” he whispered.

His daughter roused sleepily. “Is it time to go home, Daddy?”

“Not quite. We just need to talk to the lady I was telling you about.”

“All right.”

She slipped a trusting hand into his, and he hoisted her up into his arms.

As the two crossed the street, he flicked a nervous glance at the two men loitering on the corner and wondered what they were doing there.

The Rolls’ quiet purr had stopped as Markus turned into the mansion’s open gateway. He glanced behind him. The two men were walking purposefully toward them, but the rest of the street was still clear.

A little faster now, but trying not to worry his daughter, he started up the neatly raked driveway, pea-gravel sliding under his boots.

“Is that the lady?” his daughter asked, craning her head to look over her shoulder at the tall, statuesque woman with long, raven black hair easing her way out of the Rolls in an elegant, ivory ball gown.

“Yes, Liebchen,” he said, placing Jessie back on the ground, wondering as he did so when she had got so heavy.

The scent of gardenias filled the air as he straightened his back and took a deep breath. For the first time, he worried that she, like all the others, might refuse to listen to him. It was too late to worry now, though. “Ma’am,” he called. “Miss Peric!”

The lady in question looked round, startled to see him, as the other passenger door slammed open and a shorter woman with a bob of dirty-blond hair, dressed in a scarlet tunic and dark-blue trousers, almost fell out of the vehicle.

“Stop right there!” the bodyguard commanded; her revolver aimed in his direction.

Markus started to lift his hands but found that his right was still holding his daughter’s. Carefully, he lifted his free hand – this hadn’t been in the script.

Running footsteps sounded from the gravel behind him. He was turning when something slammed against his spine, driving the air from his lungs, and he toppled forward, face-first into the gravel.

Oh Liebchen, I’m so sorry, was all he had time to think before darkness took him.

***

Margaret Peric forced her feet back into her stilettos as the Rolls turned onto Fifth Avenue. They were almost home. Through the vehicle’s open window, she could just make out the darker shadows of Central Park’s elm trees in the distance.

She noticed Jade smiling at her from the other side of the vehicle and grimaced. “Be thankful you get to wear sensible shoes,” she told her bodyguard.

Jade sniffed.

A moment later, the Rolls turned through the mansion’s gates, crunching its way up the pea-gravel drive that led to the six-story mansion she presently called home. Jade sneezed as the cloying scent of gardenias filled the vehicle’s interior, and the Rolls eased to a halt at the foot of the mansion’s stairs.

Ignoring her bodyguard’s muffled protest, Margaret opened the car door and swung her legs out – Jade was sometimes over-protective.

“Ma’am,” someone called, startling her. “Miss Peric!”

Margaret turned and frowned at the sight of the stranger standing in the middle of the drive, clutching the hand of a small girl.

Behind her, she heard Jade’s door slam open. “Stop right there!” Jade ordered.

“Softly,” Margaret warned her, as the stranger lifted his free hand. The child looked as though she was on the verge of bursting into tears.

And then her attention snapped to the two men running up the drive toward them, gravel crunching under their feet.

“Jade –” she said, as she caught sight of the knife one of them was holding, but they had already reached the stranger and she watched horrified as the one with the knife thrust it into the stranger’s back. As he plunged face forward to the ground, the small girl let out a piercing shriek.

Margaret scrabbled in her shoulder-bag for her revolver as one of the men bent over the body. Damn, where was it, she thought, as the second man grabbed the other’s arm and pulled him away, back down the drive. A moment later, both were running for the street.

Margaret was still scrabbling fruitlessly in her bag when she heard a shot and looked across the top of the Rolls to see that Jade had fired her pistol in the air.

“Shit,” Jade said, taking off after the two men who had already disappeared around the corner.

Shit indeed, Margaret thought, dumping the contents of her bag onto the back seat to find the revolver. She grabbed it, pulled up her gown and started after Jade.

She’d only taken three steps when the stiletto heel of her left shoe slid on the gravel and she almost twisted her ankle. With a grimace, she slid her shoes off.

Upon reaching the girl, she crouched next to her, swearing as she saw the handle of the knife protruding from the stranger’s back. “Jade,” she called out after her bodyguard. “We’re going to need a doctor.”

“What’s your name, sweetheart?” she asked the child, resting her ear on the stranger’s back. She was almost sure he was still breathing, although his coat made it difficult to be confident.

“Jessie,” the girl said. “What’s wrong with Daddy?”

“Your father’s been stabbed and needs a doctor,” Margaret said, lifting his head carefully to get a hand under his ear to clear his mouth. She wondered if that had been the right thing to tell a child. How was she to know though; it wasn’t as if she’d had much experience with them. Besides, she’d never been one to sugarcoat the truth.

Jade appeared beside her. “What’s wrong?”

Margaret jerked her head toward the protruding handle, and Jade let out a muffled oath.

“James,” Jade called to the house. “Phone for a doctor, then get a couple of people down here. We need to get him inside. And get something to use as a stretcher!”

Margaret looked up to see the butler, who had been heading toward them at the run, turn around and head back for the house. “I’m fairly sure he’s still breathing,” she said.

“Good,” Jade said, nervously looking round. “Perhaps you should take the girl inside?”

Margaret frowned but nodded. Although Jade was probably just trying to get her principal out of danger, it made sense to get the girl indoors. Standing up, she brushed the gravel off the bottom of her gown, frowning when she saw the damage. She’d only worn it once!

“Come on, Jessie,” Margaret said, offering the child her hand. “Let’s go inside and wait for Daddy.”

Jessie looked at her father, tears forming in the corners of her eyes. “Will Daddy be all right?”

“I’m sure he will,” Margaret said, mentally crossing her fingers. “Do you know why Daddy was here?”

“He said we were coming to meet you,” Jessie sobbed.

Margaret and Jade shared a puzzled look.

“Perhaps you can tell me what he said while we go inside and wait for him,” Margaret said.

Trustingly, Jessie took her hand. It felt so small resting in hers, Margaret thought. Looking up, she could already see the first of the cavalry starting down the steps toward them. She would have been more comfortable if they were her own staff, but Serge had insisted on her staying at his house while she was in New York, and they seemed efficient enough. The house was certainly cheaper than a hotel or renting her own property. Particularly as she didn’t know how long she’d be staying, or whether she’d even keep the job her cousin had foisted on her.

“Come on,” Margaret said, drawing the child away from her father. Slowly they made their way back up the driveway, with Jessie reluctantly looking back over her shoulder at her father’s limp body as they did so.

“Do you know why your daddy wanted to see me?” Margaret asked, trying to ignore the gravel pinching her bare feet.

Jessie shook her head.

“Can I call your mother?”

Jessie shook her head again. “Mummy’s dead.”

“Oh.” That was a conversation killer, if ever there was one.

“She died when I was six,” Jessie added.

“And how old are you now?” Margaret asked.

“Eight,” Jessie announced proudly.

Two of the footmen rushed by; one carrying a couple of rolled up blankets. It was probably a good thing she’d left the fundraiser early. If she’d waited until the event was due to finish most of the staff would have been asleep. The children’s hospital was a good cause, but she hated having to make small talk and she’d cried off as soon as she decently could.

At the top of the staircase, she paused for a moment to look back to where Jade and the two footmen were sliding the blanket under Jessie’s father. She looked down and noticed Jessie was also staring worriedly at them.

Mrs. Mack, the tiny housekeeper, was hovering uncertainly in the doorway. Despite her diminutive size, the housekeeper ruled the domestic staff with a will of pure iron. According to Serge, his father had brought her with him from the Dontfrey Line when he’d returned to the Mainline fifteen years ago. Which sort of made her family, Margaret thought, as she’d lived on Dontfrey herself until a year ago.

“Has someone called the doctor?” Margaret asked.

“Yes, ma’am,” the housekeeper said, looking up at her. “James sent the boy next door for Mr. Castles. And who’s this?” she asked, barely needing to bend her head to place her face at the same level as the child’s.

“This is Jessie, Mrs. Mack. They’re going to be bringing her father up in a moment, but I need to get out of this dress and find some shoes.”

“Certainly, ma’am. Will you come with me, Jessie? You can help me get some hot water ready for your father.”

Jessie nodded solemnly, and confident that she was in safe hands, Margaret started up the stairs to the bedroom. She’d got about halfway up when she remembered what she’d been thinking about in the car on the way back from the fundraiser. “Mrs. Mack,” she called, leaning over the balustrade. “Has there been any word from my sister?”

“No, ma’am, nothing from Miss Louise.”

Margaret frowned. It would be so much easier if her mother could have done the job herself rather than delegating her eldest daughter with the task of tracking down her youngest child. She understood why she couldn’t, with Father’s health being so delicate after his heart attack. But just what did Louise think she was doing walking out on her fiancé to traipse all the way to New York? “All right, let me know if you hear anything.”

“Of course, ma’am.”

“Ma’am!” It was the butler.

“Yes, James?”

“The police are here.”

She rolled her eyes – of course the police were here. “Show them into the front room. I’ll see them in a moment. And ask Jade if she can make herself available.”

It didn’t take her long to change into silk pajamas and dressing-gown, and to grab some slippers.

Jade was waiting outside the room for her.

“How is he?” Margaret asked, dropping her voice.

“Alive. Mr. Castles was just starting his examination.”

“Then let’s see what we can do for the gentlemen in blue.”

The two uniformed representatives of New York’s finest were standing uncomfortably in the center of the room.

“Gentlemen, what can I do for you?” Margaret asked politely.

“We’ve had a report of someone firing a gun,” the senior officer said.

The other, who looked barely old enough to shave, jerked his admiring gaze away from Jade.

There was a knock, and James stuck his head around the door. “I’m sorry to interrupt, ma’am, but Imperial Security are here.”

“Show them in,” she said with a sigh. Perhaps she could try to deal with them in bulk.

“Miss Peric,” the Imp-Sec Officer said politely when she was shown into the room. “Special Agent Kostello, Imperial Security.” She held her identity card up with the all-seeing eye etched into the mother-of-pearl background in black.

Margaret caught Jade covetously eyeing the Special Agent’s black and silver uniform and turned her attention back to the Special Agent.

“I was just passing,” Kostello said, “and I wondered if I could provide any assistance.”

Just passing – as if! Imp-Sec had parked themselves outside the house for the first couple of weeks after she took up residence until she’d put her foot down. After a heated conversation with her cousin, they’d compromised, and Imp-Sec had established a control post in an apartment around the corner at 5 E Seventy-Eighth Street. It was 120 yards away, plus stairs, but at least she could now pretend to be a big girl.

“Thank you, Special Agent Kostello,” Margaret said. “My bodyguard was forced to discharge her pistol in the air when we witnessed an attempted robbery.”

The three looked at Jade, who gave a short, decisive nod.

“The victim is not known to me,” Margaret continued, “nor to anyone else in this house. At this stage, he is being examined by the doctor. If I subsequently decide that the matter is one that should be drawn to the attention of either the local police, or Imp-Sec, I will ensure this occurs.”

Special Agent Kostello swallowed whatever she was going to say and pasted a fake smile on her face. “Of course, ma’am. Thank you. Come, gentlemen.”

The younger police officer opened his mouth to say something, but the senior shook his head at him warningly.

Margaret rang the bell, and James appeared to escort them out of the room.

“So, let’s see what this was all about,” Margaret said to Jade, when they’d been shown out of the house.

The lobby was deserted, but they followed the sound of talking into the kitchen, where they found the stranger lying facedown on the large wooden kitchen table. The doctor was carefully cutting the fabric of the stranger’s coat back from the knife wound. A strong smell of antiseptic wafted through the air toward Margaret.

For a moment, she froze, the smell overpowering her. Then the patient lifted his head and Margaret could move again.

“Hold still,” the doctor told him curtly.

She’d only seen her neighbor once, in the distance, but there was no mistaking him. The doctor’s thick, ginger, bushy sideburns stuck straight out from his face like a Cheshire cat’s. The round, wire-rimmed glasses he wore emphasized the similarity.

“You’re not taking him to the hospital?” Margaret asked, staying outside the door. With four staff, the doctor, and now Jade, all standing around the table, the kitchen looked crowded enough. And there was the fact that the stink of antiseptic brought back too many unpleasant memories.

“Not unless we need to.” The doctor did not bother to look up. “The knife is too close to the spine. Too much risk the trip might aggravate the wound.”

The cloth had been cut through now, and the surgeon peeled back the coat and shirt to expose the knife sticking up from his back. There was a lot less blood than Margaret had expected.

The doctor opened a small tube of ointment, and smeared some onto the skin around the protruding handle before picking up a small portable scanner. The scanner was about the size of a packet of cigarettes and had a wand attached. As he deftly ran the head of the wand over the skin around the wound, he studied the image on the screen.

“Well?” Margaret asked impatiently.

Mr. Castles ignored her, and she felt a surge of irritation at his manner. He might be good at what he did, and the fact that he owned a house facing onto Central Park showed he probably was, but as the daughter of a Continental Leader she was not used to being ignored.

After replacing the scanner, Castles checked his watch, then carefully placed one hand on the handle of the knife, and the other on the skin around the wound. “Hold your breath,” he told the patient before, in one smooth movement, he pulled the knife free.

There was a yelp, and as the knife’s blade emerged, Margaret could see it was a single-edged blade about eight inches long. The blade itself was black metal, about three inches wide, with a strip of brass inlaid along its back, and a curved portion cut into the back of the blade near the tip.

Holding the knife up with one hand, the doctor pressed on the wound with a gauze pad as he inspected the blade with the other. “No nicks,” he said finally, after he’d finished checking it.

“Which means?” Margaret raised an eyebrow.

“Nothing left in the wound.”

“May I?” Jade stepped forward to take the blade before he could place it on the table next to the scanner.

Mr. Castles looked surprised, but handed her the knife.

Jade inspected it for a moment, then nodded, pleased.

“What?” Margaret asked.

“It’s a Blacks and Sons’ Bowie.”

Margaret frowned. Sometimes Jade had a bad habit of simply assuming people could read her mind. “Which means?”

“It has a serial number?”

“And that means?”

Jade sighed. “It means we can trace the person who bought it.”

“Ah.”

The doctor ignored the conversation as he removed a short piece of black cable from his bag. He screwed an eyepiece onto one end, smeared the cable with more ointment, then clicked the eyepiece over his glasses and carefully inserted the other end of the cable into the wound.

“Well?” Margaret asked after five minutes of watching the good doctor stare into the eyepiece.

Without looking up, the doctor gestured for silence.

Margaret folded her arms, vexed at being ignored. She caught sight of Jade suppressing a grin at her reaction and couldn’t help smiling at herself.

Finally, the doctor removed the cable, stood up and stretched his back carefully. “You, sir, are a very lucky man. The knife missed all significant organs, and so long as it hasn’t damaged the spine, which it doesn’t appear to have, you should be up on your feet within two days. You’ll need to remain here for a couple of days. I presume that will be all right?” he said, apparently realizing he might have gone just a little too far.

“Oh absolutely,” Margaret said dryly. “The house certainly has enough rooms.”

“Good, my nurse will bring the bill when she comes to change the dressing tomorrow morning.”

“Of course,” Margaret said.

“Give me fifteen minutes to glue everything back together and clean up here and I’ll be out of your hair.”

“Thank you,” Margaret said, feeling she’d been dismissed, and in her own house too! “I’ll see about getting a room made up for Mr. . . .” she paused, suddenly aware she didn’t know the stranger’s name.

“Ackov,” the stranger said, turning his head to give her a wan look. “Markus Ackov. I apologize for any difficulty I may have inadvertently caused you, Miss Peric.”

“No difficulty at all, Mr. Ackov, I’ll see about your room. Your daughter can wait for you there. Is there anyone we should tell where you are?”

“No, no one.” His Serbian accent definitely betrayed his background, even if the name hadn’t. “I have a room booked in the Casuarina Hotel. The key is in my coat pocket.”

“Jade, perhaps you can send someone round to pick up their belongings?” Margaret suggested. “I need to find Mrs. Mack.”

“She was going to take Jessie to the parlor,” Jade said.

As Jade had suggested, Margaret found Mrs. Mack in the parlor. Jessie had been watching the door and stood up as Margaret came in. “Is Daddy all right?”

“Yes, sweetheart. You can see him in a couple of minutes. Mrs. Mack, it appears Jessie’s father will be staying with us for a couple of days. Can you prepare one of the guest bedrooms? Perhaps Jessie would like to help you get it ready.”

“Of course, come on Jessie.”

With a sigh, Margaret watched them leave, wondering how long it would be before life would return to normal. She had enough problems at the Department without having to worry about two unexpected guests. The latest figures on the impact of the outbreak of red rust in the wheat crop in the American Midwest were getting steadily worse. If they couldn’t do something about it, they could be facing famine. And just where was Louise?
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(Tuesday: New York, Commonwealth of America, Mainline)

Margaret knocked gently on the bedroom door.

“Come in,” came the soft reply.

Markus was lying on his stomach, his head cradled in his arms. As Margaret opened the door, Markus craned his head round to see who it was.

“Ah, Miss Peric. I apologize for all this.” He waved weakly.

“Margaret, please,” she said, taking the chair near the head of the bed so he could watch her without having to twist his neck. A faint scent of antiseptic rose from his bandages.

“Then you must call me Markus,” he said, tight-lipped with pain.

He had beautiful eyes, she thought, struck by their amber softness. There was a brief silence, not uncomfortable, but long enough for Margaret to remember there was a reason she was there.

“So, Markus, what is this about? Jessie told me you were coming to see me?”

“I . . .” He stopped. “I had practiced what I was going to say, but I was not expecting to be in this position. I’m not sure what to say,” he admitted.

“Then perhaps you should simply start at the beginning.”

Markus nodded. “I work . . . worked for the Department of Agriculture and Food as a field agent.”

Margaret raised an eyebrow at this – Ag and Food was her own Department. It still felt strange to say that. She’d been its director-general for less than two months, and still felt she was floundering, with no hope of ever getting her head above water. She’d already tried resigning once but her cousin, Donald, could be very persuasive when he wanted to be.

“I never realized the role of an Ag field agent could be so . . . dangerous,” Jade said from the doorway.

Margaret waved her in.

“It isn’t,” Markus said. “Well, not normally.”

“And yet here you are.” Margaret raised an eyebrow.

Markus nodded. “I was leading a team that was tracking the path of the infection vector for an outbreak of potato blight on Clyde. The problem was the evidence indicated that there wasn’t just one originating source, but three. Three widely separate sources all occurring at exactly the same time.”

“Three?” Margaret’s brow furrowed in confusion.

“Three. I spoke to my supervisor, but he told me it was impossible; that I must have made a mistake. I showed him the evidence, but he refused to listen, and when I demanded the opportunity to speak to his manager, I was transferred back to head office.”

Margaret nodded noncommittally, wondering how legitimate his complaint was. It had surprised her, the number of people working for the Department who’d approached her for help, believing they were being victimized by their supervisor, and yet who couldn’t provide any sort of evidence or corroboration of their claims. And without evidence, there was nothing she could do.

“Here?” Jade asked.

“Yes, in New York.”

“Trying to speak to me is a little more than raising it with your manager,” Margaret pointed out.

“I know, that came later.”

There was a pause.

“Well?” Margaret prompted.

“They moved me into records. I started to look at the data we were getting about the outbreak of wheat rust in the Mainline’s American Midwest in my spare time. There was absolutely no evidence of affected crops two years ago. Last year, however, we had five separate identified instances of infected crops over an area of some 2,000 miles. And this year, well, it’s pretty much across the entire Midwest. There had to have been a human agent.”

Margaret frowned, wondering why she hadn’t heard anything about that. Something like this was a little more important than the petty complaints the system was supposed to filter out before they got passed further up the line. It was starting to sound as if some of her fears about the Department might have some credence. “So, who did you report those concerns to?”

“My manager.”

“And?”

“She told me to leave it with her and, when I asked her about it a couple of weeks later, she told me she’d passed it on.”

“You didn’t believe her?”

Markus shook his head. “If she had, someone would have spoken to me. I asked for an appointment with my Director.”

“Which one?”

“Director Jones.”

“And?”

“And, when I appeared at his office, I was told my services were no longer required and I was escorted off the premises.”

“Were you given a reason?” Jade asked.

“No. I tried to see the Executive Director, but he refused to see me. Told me I was lucky to get off as lightly as I had been.” He sounded genuinely perplexed.

“The evidence you found. Do you have a copy?”

Markus looked embarrassed. “I did, but it was in my desk, and when I was shown the door . . ..” He shrugged, wincing as it pulled at his wound.

Margaret tapped a finger on her chin, wondering if he was telling the truth.

“You believe me, don’t you?” Markus asked plaintively.

“It does sound a little far-fetched. That there’s someone out there involved in environmental terrorism on a continental scale. And without evidence . . .”

“But why would I lie about something like that?” Markus said.

“I can think of several reasons,” Margaret told him. “Revenge for losing your job, or delusion. The list could go on and on. The problem is, however, that someone wanted you silenced enough to try and kill you, which adds credence to your claims.” And it would certainly explain some of her own hidden fears, that there were people in the Department, her Department; working against her. If that proved the case, they were going to discover what it was like to piss off a Peric.

“We’ll talk some more in the morning.” She rose to her feet. “Jade, can I see you for a moment?”

Outside, Margaret moved far enough down the hallway to speak without Markus overhearing. “What do you think?”

Jade ran her hand through her hair. “I’m not sure about the story, but the stabbing was real. And they were definitely aiming for him. Whoever they were, they were trying to prevent him talking to you.”

“I agree,” Margaret said. “Tomorrow I want you to track down the owner of that knife.”

“You don’t want the local police to do that?”

“No.” Margaret didn’t even have to think about it. “The police don’t have the staff to treat this as a priority.”

“It’s a priority then?”

“If Markus is telling the truth, then yes, it’s a priority.”

“Who’s paying?” Jade asked. “I mean, is it a personal expense or do I bill the Department?”

Margaret considered the question. “It probably should be the Department, but I’m not sure I’m allowed to commit to that type of expense, so you’d better bill it to me. I’ll worry about how I’m going to pay for it later. Unfortunately, my brother’s new responsibilities as a World Leader are acting like a bottomless pit for the family’s finances.”

“I’ll try to keep the costs down.”

“I’d appreciate that. And I think I need to speak to my cousin tomorrow. If, and this is a really big ‘if’, if what Markus says is true, I’ve got to pass it up the line. This goes way beyond Ag and Food.”

“I hadn’t thought of that,” Jade admitted. “If Markus’s story is true, and someone is trying to hush it up, once they know he’s spoken to you, you may become a target too.”

Margaret sighed. Bodyguards had been a part of her life since she’d been five, but she’d hoped that with the new job, and her move to the Mainline, they’d become a little less necessary. Unfortunately, it appeared that was not going to be the case. “What do you suggest?”

“I’ll speak to the Agency and get someone around first thing in the morning for twenty-four-hour live-in. Between the two of us, I’m fairly sure that will give us enough coverage at night. I’ll also see about getting some additional protection during the day.”

“Good, I wouldn’t want anything to happen to Jessie.”

“No,” Jade agreed.

“And Jade, thank you,” Margaret said.

“Why, thank you, ma’am,” Jade said, touching a finger to her forehead. “We aim to please.”
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(Wednesday: New York, Commonwealth of America, Mainline)

Markus groaned as the morning light pierced the heavy curtains over the window. Thanks to the tablets the doctor had left for him, he’d slept heavily for most of the night, but he hated the dead, lethargic feeling sleeping pills gave him. They reminded him too much of the months after his wife’s death when it was the only way he could sleep.

“Daddy?” a quiet voice said from near the door.

“Jessie?” He lifted his head just enough to see what appeared to be a nest of blankets on the floor. As he blinked, trying to focus and work out what they were doing there, the tousled features of his daughter appeared over the side of the blankets.

“What are you doing down there?” Markus wanted to know.

“Protecting you.”

Markus allowed his head to fall back onto his pillow. “And how were you going to do that?”

“Jade gave me this.”

Startled, he reared back up, feeling a bite from his wound as it pulled against the glue holding everything together.

He’d been expecting a gun, or a knife, and at the sight of the whistle she was holding up, he let out a sigh of relief.

“I did ask for a gun,” she said plaintively. “But Jade said I was too young.”

He wondered who Jade was, because he definitely had to thank her for that one.

“Have you seen her gun, Daddy?” Jessie’s eyes were like wide saucers.

“No,” Markus said. “Did you?”

“I did,” she said sincerely. “Jade said it was a Westinghouse ‘.303’.”

Markus nodded into his pillow, trying to appear knowledgeable, but feeling completely out of his depth. Show him a plant and he’d be able to give you its Latin name, but guns? They were as much a dark secret to him as women usually were.

“I should get up,” he said.

“Do you need me to help?” Jessie asked.

“I can manage,” he said, adding a muttered ‘I hope’, under his breath.

Trying to hold his back straight, he swiveled so he was sitting on the edge of the bed. The world threatened to take a swan dive, and he paused for a moment before getting to his feet.

Coming back from the toilet he found Jessie sitting on the end of the bed, and noticed for the first time the long, cotton nightdress she was wearing. “Where did you get the nightdress from, Liebchen?” he asked, as he sat back down on the bed.

“Mrs. Mack gave it to me. I’m almost as tall as she is,” she said, sounding surprised.

“And who is Mrs. Mack?” he asked.

“She’s the housekeeper. Did you know that Lady Margaret doesn’t own the house? She’s just staying here. Mrs. Mack said she’s a hôtes non-payant. That means she’s a friend of the family.”

“Oh,” he said, trying to keep up with the conversation. He had a dim memory of someone who might have been the housekeeper, but nothing solid. “It was nice of her to lend you her nightdress.”

“I thought so.”

There was a pause, during which Markus tried to work out the best way of lying back down without hurting his back.

“Daddy?”

“Yes Liebchen?” Deciding there wasn’t going to be an easy way, Markus allowed himself to fall sideways onto the bed, and then rolled onto his back. He sighed with relief as he settled into the soft mattress.

“When can we go home?”

“I explained we had to leave the apartment.”

“No, I mean home, home,” she said, as though to another child. “Constantinople.”

His eyes teared at the question, remembering the house they’d rented near the University there. He’d accepted the job with Agriculture and Food while he was struggling to cope with the death of Adriana, and still learning to be a single parent. He’d thought that coming to North America was the chance for a new start. Now . . . 

“You don’t like America?” he asked.

“I miss my friends.”

“I know Liebchen. I do too.”

“Do you like Lady Margaret?” Jessie asked suddenly.

“What? Where did that come from?” His mind suddenly remembered the scent of roses, raven black hair, and curves.

Jessie shrugged.

“I don’t think it’s important that I like her. I certainly think it’s very nice of her to allow us to stay here.”

“I think she’s nice.” There was a hint of loss in her voice and Markus’ heart ached for his daughter. And then, as though she needed to balance the books, she added, “She’s very bossy though.”

Markus rolled his eyes. “She’s definitely that.”


Oh Wow! She Thought
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(Wednesday: New York, Commonwealth of America, Mainline)

Jade looked round, surprised, as someone rang the bell on the front door. She’d asked the Agency to send someone around at about six, but – she caught sight of the time and swore. It was already ten-past. Giving up on trying to fasten the top button of her jacket, she took the stairs to the foyer two at a time, just beating James to the front door. She gave the butler an apologetic grin as she opened the door to find a tough-looking woman with bright red hair cut short into a skull-hugging buzz-cut standing on the top step. The high-collared scarlet uniform she wore had obviously been personally tailored, given the way it showed off her physique, and the Agency’s distinctive brown felt campaign hat with its highly unofficial pinch front crease was worn rakishly low over her forehead.

“Karen,” Jade said, pleased to see her old Academy classmate, and quickly pulled her into a hug. “Where have you been? I haven’t seen you for ages!”

Karen gave her a wide grin. “I’ve been off line, heading up a security detail on Chikyù for a couple of months. I just got back, and the brass said you had a job for me.”

“I do. Here, let me take that.” Jade accepted Karen’s duffel bag and stowed it behind the umbrella stand next to the door. The bag clinked slightly on the yellow marble floor. Not entirely unexpected, given Karen’s preference for automatic shotguns. “Come on, I’ve arranged for tea to be served in the library.”

“Nice house,” Karen said, admiring the mural on the ceiling of the foyer.

The mural displayed the Greek God Hermes bestowing a wreath of laurel on a group of naked male runners.

“It is,” Jade agreed. “Unfortunately, our principal doesn’t own it. It’s a loaner from a friend of the family.”

“So, who is she?” Karen asked when they were ensconced in the library, each with a mug of sweet, black tea in hand. “The Agency said you’d brief me.”

“Margaret Peric. She’s the new director-general for Food and Agriculture. She’s also the sister to the new World Leader of Notway, and first cousin to our esteemed First Leader.”

Karen let out a low whistle.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought, but she’s pretty grounded despite all that.”

“So why the need for extra security?”

“A Mr. Ackov tried to speak to her last night and two people attempted to silence him. We’re concerned they may try again.”

“An immediate threat?”

Jade shrugged. “Possibly.”

“And Mr. Ackov, I presume he’s still here?”

“Yes, with his daughter. The Agency told you we need a live-in for a fortnight?”

Karen nodded. “Already packed,” she said, jerking her head toward the front hall and her duffel bag. “So, what will you be doing?”

“I’ve got something to do in the city today, but my role will be to continue to provide primary protection for the principal.”

“You’d better fill me in then . . .”

By the time Jade had completed briefing Karen, shown her over the house, and finished introducing her to the staff, it was almost eight o’clock.

“Margaret should be down for breakfast by now,” Jade said, checking her watch. “Do you want me to introduce you to her now or wait until after breakfast?”

Karen shrugged. “Whatever you think is best.”

“Let’s get it out of the way then, and you can unpack and start with your duties.”

“Fine by me.”

Margaret was in the dining room. Normally she would eat breakfast by herself, but this morning Jade was surprised to see Jessie perched on the seat next to her.

“Good morning, ma’am,” Jade said as Margaret looked up at their entrance. “May I introduce you to Karen Carter from the Agency. Karen, this is our Principal, Margaret Peric, and Jessie. Jessie is Markus Ackov’s daughter.”

Margaret rose to her feet, wiping her hand on a napkin. “I’m pleased to meet you, Karen.”

Karen took her hand uncertainly, and Jade suppressed a grin. Margaret was indeed an unusual member of the Empire’s elite.

“Ma’am.”

“Would you care to join us for breakfast?” Margaret asked, gesturing at one of the empty seats at the table.

Karen looked at Jade, who gave her an almost imperceptible nod.

“Thank you, ma’am,” Karen said.

“Jade?” Margaret asked.

“No thank you, ma’am. I need to get to the Agency. I’ve arranged for a driver and guard to arrive in half an hour to take you to your office. Karen can confirm their identity when they get here.”

“Fine, I’ll speak to you later tonight.”

“Bye, Jessie,” Jade said.

“Bye, Miss Carvello,” Jessie said, looking up and giving her a dazzling smile.

Outside, the unusually smoke-free sky promised a hot summer’s day. Jade paused on the doorstep for a moment to admire the sight of New York’s Princess Helena’s Central Park across the street. The dark green of the trees in their summer foliage dappling the turf under their canopy.

Jade had grown up in the tenements of Brooklyn, and to open your front door and to look out onto the greenery of the park was something she was sure she’d never tire of. But she was also a city girl, and after the Agency’s two-week basic survival training course in the Catskills, she was convinced she never wanted to leave New York again.

Automatically she checked the flap to her holster was safely buttoned, then, adjusting her messenger bag more comfortably over her shoulder, she started down the steps with just a hint of a skip.

On the corner of Madison Avenue, she stopped to buy a hot dog from the cart on the corner.

“Morning, Miss Carvello,” the seller said. “Same as usual?”

“Yes please, Bert,” Jade said, handing over the one-pound note and accepting change with the hot dog.

She stood for a moment, simply enjoying the taste of the mustard on the red sausage. “Have I told you that you make the best hot dogs, Bert?” she asked, taking another bite.

“Several times, Miss Carvello,” Bert said cheerfully, as he added another couple of wieners to the saucepan.

“Have a good day Bert,” she said brightly around a mouthful of bun, and with a nod, she headed off to the metro that would take her downtown to the Ruckers’ building.

At seven floors, the building was one of the tallest in New York, and the Agency occupied all seven, as benefited the headquarters of the largest private policing and security firm in the Cross-Temporal Empire. Jade paused, as she always did before entering, to stare for a moment up at the massive police badge that hung over the front entrance. Her hand unconsciously rising to touch the smaller version of the shield on her own chest. It was a constant reminder that she was now a member of an organization with a proud history, one that ran without interruption from its creation in 1854 as the North-West Territory Police.

“Miss Carvello,” the receptionist said, looking up, as she stepped out of the lift on the fifth floor.

“Morning, Mr. McGovern,” Jade said. “Is Inspector Terrance in yet?”

“He arrived five minutes ago. Do you want me to let him know you’re here?”

“Please.”

The receptionist phoned through. “Miss Carvello is here to see you.” He listened to the reply, then nodded. “You can go in.”

Jade’s boss had a small office at the back of the building. It was hardly larger than a broom closet, but the Agency ran a very lean ship. ‘Cheap’ was the word Karen had used to describe them on more than one occasion.

“Jade,” her boss said without looking up from the report he was reading, almost hidden behind the piles of files that covered his desk. “Take a seat.”

Inspector Terrance was a small, rather stout man who, unusually for the Agency, had never been a field agent. Instead, he’d moved into Investigations from HR, where he’d been an auditor. Karen made no secret she despised him as a paper-pusher, but Jade quite liked him. He gave her a long rein and let her get on with her job, which wasn’t the case with some of the other bosses she’d had over the past five years at the Agency.

He finished the page he’d been reading and placed the open file facedown over two of the stacks in front of him before looking up and giving her a nod. “Miss Carter arrived I take it?”

“Yes, thank you.”

“So perhaps you can explain to me what all this is about.”

“Of course.” Jade quickly ran through the stabbing, and Markus’ claims regarding the possible source of the potato blight.

“And you believe him?” the Inspector said.

“The stabbing does seem to provide compelling support for his claims.”

He sighed. “I suppose so.” He looked distinctly unhappy at the thought.

That was one thing Jade had noticed about Terrance, he preferred things to remain low-key and very quiet.

“Miss Carvello,” he said with a wry smile, as though he could read her mind. “You may find excitement in this activity and the potential for a bonus and advancement. I, on the other hand, only see an increase in paperwork. Paperwork that I undoubtedly will be responsible for filling in, duplicating, and filing as I have found you constitutionally unable to do it.”

She grinned back at him, unabashed.

“Is there anything else you need?” he asked.

“Yes, the knife.” She pulled it out of her handbag. “I’m hoping you can ask records who purchased it.”

He eyed it unhappily. “I’m afraid not. The recent cutbacks have halved their staff and they are presently about six months behind. Unfortunately, peace has not been good for the Agency, and we have all had to tighten our belts.”

“Oh.” She was unable to hide her disappointment.

“I can, however, offer you the temporary use of an empty office and a phone to assist you in making your own inquiries.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“My pleasure, Miss Carvello. Now if there’s nothing else you need, I have some paperwork to do.” He waved at the files that covered his desk.

“Of course.”

“Please report to me by telephone at least every second day. And if you need additional resources don’t hesitate to ask.”

“I thought we had tightened our belts.”

“Only in office staff at this stage, Miss Carvello. We are trying to hold on to our field agents. As you would be aware, three months training at the Academy does not come cheap.”

“Two hundred pounds,” Jade said, parroting her instructors at the Academy. At the time, it had served as an inducement for her to excel, to prove that the faith the Agency had had in her had not been misplaced.

“Which is precisely why we would like to keep them employed,” Terrance pointed out. “And don’t forget you need to check in regularly.”

“Every two days,” she promised, getting to her feet.

“Room 512, Miss Carvello,” Terrance said, as she opened the door.

It took two hours of patient phoning before she got the information she wanted. But finally, she leaned back, satisfied. She had a name and an address. It was amazing what people would tell you when you said you were with the Agency; things that they often shouldn’t have said – but this time she wasn’t complaining. She checked the address she’d been given against the road map. West 132nd Street put it slap bang in the middle of Haarlem, close to St. Nicholas Park. It was, from memory, an area that was pretty much under the control of the Anarchists.

She rolled her shoulders, trying to reduce the tension, as she pondered her next move. An Agency uniform would not be popular there, and certainly wouldn’t open any doors for her. Rather it might have them slammed in, or into, her face. That meant plain clothes.

She checked her watch. She should have time to get back to the flat, change, and be out again before lunch.
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The North-Western Policing Agency is the Cross-Temporal Empire’s largest, and premier private policing and security firm.

More familiarly known as The Rucker’s Agency, or simply ‘The Agency’, its long and distinguished history began in the 1850s. When, in 1852, Edward Rucker (a Chicago attorney) and Allan Pinkerton (a Scottish American detective) formed the North-Western Policing Agency.

A significant boost to the Agency’s fortunes occurred in 1871 when the Commonwealth of America’s Congress appropriated 25,000 pounds to create the Department of Justice. Intended to “detect and prosecute those guilty of violating British law in the Americas”, the amount proved insufficient to create an investigating unit, and the Department contracted the services of the Agency.

With the establishment of the Cross-Temporal Empire, the Agency expanded rapidly to provide close protective and detective services across the C-T E. With its motto ‘Semper ille nostram’ (we always get our man) and its distinctive high-collared scarlet uniform, the Agency remains a much-loved institution.

The North-Western Policing Agency Media Relations Unit.
The Agency. 
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(Wednesday: New York, Commonwealth of America, Mainline)

As Jade opened the door to her single bedroom flat, the scent of lemon and lavender, from the potpourri positioned in the center of the dining room table, wafted out around her, reminding her of home and her mother. Once again, she made a promise to herself to phone her mother as soon as she had a spare half hour.

A quick look round confirmed that her next-door neighbor, must have been dusting when she came in to open the windows and air out the flat.

There was the sound of scratching from the door opening onto the back balcony and the fire escape and she opened it to find Spencer, her neighbor’s huge tabby, waiting to greet her.

“I’m sorry, fatso, I don’t have any milk. I’m only here for a couple of minutes.”

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
PECE H ONOR JRJLQGY"
1
ANDREW J. HARVEY






OEBPS/Simple_vignette_590x270.jpg
——





OEBPS/DoubleHeadedMayanEagle.jpg





