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At times, her family could be more average than any other ordinary family out there. Like right now, when the last thing Marit wanted to deal with was normal shit.

It didn’t help that it was past three in the morning and Los Angeles was going through one of its biennial cold snaps. When they had stepped out of LAX an hour ago, everyone had stopped on the pavement next to the limousine in shock.

Marit breathed out heavily, watching her breath hang in the air. “It must be below freezing.”

“Not quite zero yet,” Neven said, with an air of experience. “Although nearly. I didn’t think it got this cold here?” he added, looking at Veris. It was Neven’s first time in L.A. in this particular timeline. His first time in the States, too.

“It’s freezing!” Aran said, with a whine in his voice. His eyes were red and his temper uneven. He didn’t like commercial travelling. “Can we just get in and go home, please?” He opened the door.

“It’s unusual to get this cold,” Far said, moving around to the trunk to help Athair. Athair—Brody, as Marit was coming to think of him more and more lately—already had it open and was shoving luggage in. He didn’t seem to care that people might notice his super-human strength. Although, he had been sitting next to Aran as they crossed the Atlantic, so even Brody’s usually calm temper would be strained.

Then the rain started. Not just a sprinkle, but a deluge that California rarely experienced. It was cold and it was falling hard enough to sting.

Everyone scrambled to get into the limousine, while Far and Athair slung the bags in and slammed the trunk, then piled in themselves. By then, everyone was some degree of wet. Marit’s hair was dripping down her back, inside her jacket.

Their group had seven people, three of them big men, so it was a squeeze even in the family limousine. Marit was in the middle of the backwards-facing seat, next to Veris. Aran sat right next to Veris on the other side.

If they’d had more time to settle in the car, Marit would have contrived to have Aran sit next to her Mom. Taylor had the patience of a saint when it came to the twins—probably because they could spark Athair and Far into exploding on a regular basis and Taylor tried to counter that tendency.

That was how Marit’s family were more ordinary than average. Marit sometimes wondered why two vampires, both in their second millennium, didn’t have more wisdom when dealing with cranky thirteen-year-olds. Aran and Alannah, though, could wind them up faster than master fishermen.

She could feel Veris’ tension in his stillness and silence and the rigor of his normally relaxed body. He was beyond soothing, now, so she held her silence.

All the way home, Aran marveled at the rain, the cold, the long lines they’d had to put up with to get through Customs. He even bitched about having to wait for Neven to be processed through the foreigner station, which had an even longer line.

Neven apologized—again—for holding them up.

“Not your fault,” Brody said shortly. “The passport didn’t have a lot of history so they were cautious. Your new ID will have a track record soon enough, though.”

By the time they reached the Hills, even Marit was wishing they were home already. She usually had more sympathy for the twins. Like her, they had to pretend and lie and keep the lies straight in order to go through a normal childhood and blend in at school. It was frustrating. Now, though, Aran was starting to drive Marit crazy, too. Alan was baited by her brother into complaining about how tired she was, to which Taylor murmured in sympathy.

“It’d be so much easier if we could just time jump here,” Aran said, as they pulled up under the portico at the side of the house and finally, thankfully, got out of the car. The portico protected them from the rain, but not the cold, which hit them twice as hard, because this was Los Angeles, the place of mild winters and torrid summers. It made coming home feel odd and off-kilter.

Everyone automatically headed for the library, the center of the house. It was nearly as cold inside, because there had been no one inside the house for well over a month. The humans in the room—Neven, the twins and Marit—were all shivering.

Veris slapped the switch to turn on the big gas fire in the brick fireplace as they gathered around. Nothing happened.

Marit held her breath as Veris growled. It was a low, animal sound that she had only ever heard him make when he was in Northman mode—triggered to defend himself or protect someone else. Cold fingers walked up her spine.

“It might be easier if everyone who needs sleep just went to bed,” Taylor said diplomatically. “They’ll be warm, there, at least.”

“I don’t want to go to bed yet,” Aran said. “I want a drink. Something that’ll warm me up. Whiskey.”

Marit caught her breath in shock. What did Aran think he was doing?

Veris grew still.

“That’s it,” Brody snapped. “Go to bed now, before I take you to bed. No one wants to listen to your whining anymore.”

Aran squared his shoulders and scowled. He was Brody’s blood, yet his frown was pure Veris. “I told you, I’m not ready to sleep yet. I need to unwind. I hate planes. I told you that.”

“You can have a hot chocolate,” Taylor said gently. “The milk will help you sleep, too.”

Aran wrinkled his nose. “Chocolate? What am I? Six years old?”

No one dared try to answer that.

“Aunt Sydney let me drink port, in Spain,” he added.

It had been one small glass she had offered him, to prove just how disgusting the stuff was. Marit’s glass had been just as tiny.

“Go to bed,” Brody said flatly. “Now.”

“I don’t want to!”

Veris lunged for him, in one of his cat-quick reactions, his big hand out.

Aran actually yelped in surprise and jumped back.

Then he disappeared.

Marit gasped. So did everyone else.

“Veris!” Taylor cried, her voice rising with panic. “What did you do?”

Veris was staring at the spot where Aran had been. “I didn’t touch him,” he said, his voice controlled and even. When a true emergency occurred, both her fathers had an amazing ability to focus only on the important stuff. Everything else, including tempers, hurt feelings and frustrations, was shrugged off.

It was at moments like this that Marit could see the full weight of their years. It made her love them and appreciate even more how wonderful it was to have them as her fathers.

Brody gripped Veris’ elbow. “It was a jump,” he said, his voice just as low. “Just as Taylor does it.”

“Then why isn’t he still here?” Taylor demanded. “If it was really a jump, then his body should still be here!”

Veris turned to look at Marit. “Can you see where he is?”

Marit dropped her chin and tried to focus as Veris and Brody had. Her heart was running too hard. She tried again and could feel/see the timescape in front of her and reached out with all her senses for any signs of Aran.

“I wondered if Aran might become a jumper,” Neven said quietly. “Your family is full of them, after all.”

“Where is he?” Alannah asked, her voice higher and more frightened than Taylor’s.

“Where have you been in history, Alan?” Taylor said. “Is there a place you’ve been to more than once? A place you like? Somewhere that draws you? Think, honey.”

“We’ve only done the two jumps back, with Aunt Sidney,” she said defensively.

“And that off-the-books jump to Panormos,” Veris growled, for that jump had been the one that had revealed that Alannah could jump through time, just like Marit and Taylor.

“He could be anywhere,” Brody added.

“He didn’t think about it,” Neven said. “He jumped instinctively. He’ll land somewhere that’s known to him…or will be known to him. I’ll help Marit search the timescape. There will be a bookmark somewhere in time that draws us just as it would have drawn him.”

“Anything, Marit?” Far asked her quietly. He was trying to avoid jolting her out of the timescape.

Marit brought herself back to the present moment. “Nothing,” she said, trembling. “There’s nothing out there.”

Neven came over to her. His black eyes were calm. “Maybe the two of us can find him. Together.”

Veris’ cellphone jangled with the heavy Scandinavian electronic folk music track he used as a ringtone. He had selected the track just to drive Brody crazy. He pulled his phone out of his jacket.

“At three in the morning?” Taylor breathed.

“Now what?” Brody added with a sigh, pushing his hand through his long hair. He’d taken the band out in the limousine and rubbed furiously at the scalp. Now it lay damp and curling over the back of his shoulders.

“Sydney!” Veris said sharply. “Wait, I’ll put you on speaker.” Then he thumbed the screen and laid the phone flat on his palm and held it up.

Sydney’s voice emerged from the speaker. “I thought I should phone immediately. You’re probably panicking. It’s three in the morning there. Aran looks as though he hasn’t slept for two weeks.”

“Aran is there?” Taylor said sharply.

“He landed in our living room five minutes ago, damp and terrified.”

Marit’s heart gave a little squeeze. How had Aran done that?

“How did he manage that?” Brody asked sharply, echoing her thoughts. “He jumped from here five minutes ago. How does a time jumper make a jump and not move through time?”

“Oh, my sweet lord,” Neven breathed. “Time. Of course…”

Everyone looked at him, waiting.

“Neven?” Sydney asked on the phone, prompting him.

Neven’s single word had shifted everything and Marit understood. “He did move through time,” she said, moving up to where everyone was standing around Veris’ hand and the phone. “It’s a time-space continuum, remember? Aran moved through space and stayed on the same time axis.”

“You can do that?” Veris asked, sounding not just curious, but even a bit excited. It was as if the possibility was setting off all sorts of ideas in his head.

Brody laughed. “And we just spent nearly thirty fucking hours in a flying tin can…”

Sydney’s voice came through the phone, sounding lower and somehow more regal. “This has ramifications we’ll need to consider carefully. In the meantime, I’ll coach Aran on how to get home again. I suppose I should congratulate everyone. Your family has not only a new jumper, but a new skillset, too.”

Marit sighed. Her family were ordinary most of the time…until they weren’t. Now she was going to have to ride herd on Aran and Alannah even more than before. What would they try next?
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Present day.

GUILT WAS A GREAT EMOTION. It could make one of the most delightful days of the year horrid. Right up until Mary Powell came running up to London as she was wrapping the shawl around her shoulders for the walk home, London had been having a perfectly wonderful day. It was October. The leaves were turning and all the plane trees and the bays lining the road off King’s Road were red and orange and yellow. It was still warm enough to enjoy walking outside, too.

Then Mary Powell opened her mouth and ruined it.

Mary was a good administrator. She made the group home a warm, comfortable place for the six residents and she treated all the residents with genuine caring and sensitivity. It was a shame her empathy didn’t extend to more ordinary people.

“London! London! I’m so glad I caught you before you left.” Mary puffed to a stop next to her. “We’re taking everyone to Hyde Park tomorrow and I need two more companions. Could you possibly spare a few hours? I know it’s a lot to ask, only you did say you like walking among the trees at this time of years, so I thought…” She grimaced.

London gave her a stiff smile. “I’m heading to Serbia tonight, Mary. I’m so sorry.”

“Oh.” Mary blew out her breath with a dramatic sigh. “I always forget about these trips of yours. Oh, dear.” She wrung her hands.

“You’re that short on companions?” London asked. The residents of the group home were high-needs adults. They needed constant supervision, which was why the group home administration had been almost pathetically grateful when London had volunteered, three years ago. They had quickly filled up her schedule, to the point where London had been forced to work with them to arrange time off well in advance. They did need the help quite desperately. “Perhaps Lisa, or Jean Woodall could spare a few hours? Have you asked them?”

Mary chewed her lip. “I suppose I should. I’m sorry, it’s just that you were here and a walk in the park seemed to be just your thing. I’ll find someone. Not to worry, dear.” She patted London’s hand. “You have a lovely time in Serbia and don’t worry about us at all.”

London gave her a small smile and stepped out of the home and made sure the door was properly shut and the electronic lock clicked into place. It wasn’t unheard of for one of the residents to take it into their minds to go for a walk without telling anyone. A keyed door helped prevent those types of alarms, which could upset everyone for days.

It was three in the afternoon and already the cooler air was settling in for the evening. The slight breeze would make the leaves stir as she walked. Now, though, London’s simple pleasure had been marred.

She couldn’t help but worry about the home as she walked. They were always running so close to the line, despite being a high-end home in a select suburb that could charge exclusive pricing for their services.

If her flight had not been booked months ago, she would have tried to find a way to help out tomorrow, even if it had been a day off. She didn’t have many full days off, although the home insisted she take some.

The trip to Serbia, though, was non-negotiable. Kristijan would make sure she got on that plane, as he usually did, by sending Remi to escort her to Božidarko.

She glanced at her watch. Remi may already be at the flat, sitting in the back of the private taxi, waiting with simmering impatience for her to be ready to leave. He never stepped into the flat. He just waited out the front, scaring her neighbors with his scowl and his sarcasm, if he spoke at all.

With a sigh, London dug through her handbag and withdrew the little box she kept the hated ring in. She put the plain gold band on her left hand, so that Remi would see it there. He noticed everything and reported back to Kristijan. London had learned in one painful lesson that Kristijan did not appreciate her taking the ring off.

She was no longer in the mood to linger and appreciate the trees and the crisp city air and the smell of damp earth. She quickened her pace, heading directly for the flat.

As she turned on Astell Street, she saw the dark gray Mercedes-Benz sitting at the curb, the air in front of the exhaust pipe shimmering, telling her the car was idling. No large, dark shape waited in the back seat for her.

She hurried forward and bent to tap on the driver’s window. The middle-aged man lowered it and smiled at her with crooked teeth. “Miss McCallum.”

“Barney, where is Denis Sauvet?” she asked, using Remi’s public name. “Did he go inside?”

Barney looked troubled. “’e didn’t show up at the airport, miss. So I came ‘ere, as you’ve got a plane to catch.”

London glanced at her watch again. They would have to battle evening traffic to get to Heathrow. She couldn’t linger any more than she had already. “I’ll get my suitcase and be down directly,” she told him.

“No worries. I can get that for yer.” He turned off the motor and got out.

“No, really, I can see to it,” she assured him.

“A pretty thing like you, ‘auling suitcases about? What sort of driver would I be?” He moved around the bonnet and stepped onto the footpath.

“It’s on the top floor,” she told him flatly.

He looked up at the sixth floor. “Oh.” He shrugged. “Well, it’s all good for the waist, isn’t it? Come on, then.”

“Barney, you’ve never carried my luggage before,” she pointed out as she opened the front door of the building.

“Never been ‘ere without the big one,” he said with a shrug.

They climbed up to her level and London unlocked the front door and pointed to the small bench just inside. “Please wait. I won’t be a moment. I just have to gather some last minute things. You know.” She gave him a small smile.

“Right you are, then.” He settled on the bench and looked around the flat curiously. Because it was on the top floor, it was airy and bright, for most of the front wall of the flat was made of glass, which bent to follow the line of the roof for another dozen feet. It was like living in a conservatory. She always missed her flat when she was forced to leave, as she did now.

London hurried through to her bedroom. The suitcase was lying open on her bed, where she had left it this morning. She gathered her toiletries and other final items and was zipping up the suitcase when the thought stuck her, making her pause with the zip half-undone.

Remi had not come from Serbia to collect her. He wasn’t here to make sure she got on the plane, as he usually was. Why should she go at all? She could pay Barney and tell him to go on his way. Kristijan could do nothing about it, sitting in Božidarko.

Except he would do something about it. He had been clear about the terms and conditions under which he would allow her to return to England. These bi-monthly trips to Serbia were one of those conditions. In the six years they had been married, London had learned that Kristijan kept his word. On everything.

She sighed and closed her suitcase and locked it, then picked up the cabin bag and wheeled the case out to the front where Barney was waiting.

He got to his feet. “Beats me how a lady like yourself can fly off to another country and live out of a tiny little case like that. Not that it’s any of my business, of course.”

“Božidarko is not exactly the center of fashion,” London told him, “and I’m not there for a holiday.” It came out stiffer than she intended. It wasn’t Barney’s fault she was facing another horrible two weeks in Serbia.

Barney’s expression altered and became polite and neutral. He took the handle of her case. “All set?”

“I suppose, yes, thank you.”

He took the case downstairs, while London finished locking up and walked down to the car. She settled in the back seat as normal and Barney got the car moving with the soft purr of a well-turned engine.

The journey to Heathrow took nearly an hour at this time of the day. Normally, with Remi sitting next to her, the journey was a tense one. London had assumed that without him there, she would be able to relax, yet it wasn’t so.

The closer they got to Heathrow, the more her heart worked. There was no way out of this. Even with Remi mysteriously missing, she was as locked into the arrangement as she had ever been.

She realized she was working her fingers together nervously and tried to stop. Perhaps she should read, now that Barney was silent, subdued by her caustic response in the flat. Her book about the building of the pyramids was in her cabin bag, right next to her. Yet she had no interest in reading right now. She didn’t think she could summon enough concentration necessary to make sense of the dry prose.

With no one to talk to and nothing to distract her, she found herself on familiar mental territory. Why, oh why, was she doing what Kristijan demanded of her? How had she got into this hateful situation? Would she ever be free of him? She couldn’t live any sort of a decent life while he was standing over her the way he did. All the way from Serbia, he was still directing her days.

And yet…and yet, the question gnawed at her. Had something happened? Why was Remi not here to take her back to Serbia? What had gone wrong?

As much as she hated Kristijan and the freak monster who was part of his life, she couldn’t help worrying. She had to go there now just to find out what had happened.

Besides, Kristijan would make her life far, far more miserable, if she didn’t.
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Neven told himself it was patience that made him come back here so often. Patience that was now being rewarded.

He made his way carefully through the thick swathes of tourists and fair-goers, trying to keep an eye on the cluster of black-coated men just ahead of him. It was Božidarko’s two hundred and third annual cheese fair. The autumn day was perfectly sunny and mild, bringing more than the usual turnout, according to the gossip he heard from the stall owners.

The streets of Božidarko were narrow to begin with. As the village clung to the side of a steep valley, the ancient cobbles had a habit of dropping down a step or two and sometimes whole flights of steps, in order to cling to the sloping land. As the men Neven was following were heading downhill, it was twice as difficult to follow them. Each time Neven found himself on the edge of one of the steps, he would pause to look ahead, over the shoulders and backs of people moving ahead of him, to spot the group.

The smell of cheese and savory stews and preserves on crackers was overpowering, making his mouth water. The sharp, tart smell of cheese warming in the sun was irresistible, which made following the men even harder.

Every table lining Božidarko’s main street and all around the central square was covered in produce. Most of it was the round local cheeses, although the cheesemakers in the area tried their hands at all sorts of international varieties, hoping to win the approval of the judges. Gruyere, brie, mozzarella, parmesan, blue cheese, Edam, even simple cheddar, were on display. There were soft cheeses, goat cheeses and all the modern twists—cheese with peppers, flavored cheese, colored cheese.

The cheeses were for sale, although there were more than enough trays of samples that one could eat their fill and not bother about lunch, as most of the tourists were doing. Neven ignored the trendy versions and freely sampled the traditional cheeses, which were good. He would pick a sample, then murmur his thanks and move on before the locals inveigled him in conversation and learned how dusty his Serbian was.

Besides, he had to keep watch.

The men ahead of him were moving through the fair with the slow amble of royalty inspecting their subjects. The one in the lead was the most imperious of the lot. His dark blonde hair stood out among the many black Serbian heads. It wasn’t just his hair and his pale coloring that drew the eye.

Jovan’s dossier on Denis Remi De Sauveterre was thorough, although even the historian vampire admitted that much of what he compiled was educated speculation. If he was right, though, then the man that Neven was watching was French and possibly a nobleman who had survived the Revolution, which made him a rarity.

The men that walked alongside Remi De Sauveterre were all Serbian-style thugs. They were tall, wide shouldered and tended to stare at the world through narrowed, suspicious eyes. Their coats were all tailored to hide the gun rigs beneath and they had a way of jerking their hands towards their coats whenever they were startled.

They were the dukes of the village. In a thick crowd of people that forced everyone to step around each other, Kristijan Zoric’s men moved like stately ships, with zero deviation, while everyone else shifted out of their way with startled glances and drawn faces.

If they were the dukes, then Remi De Sauveterre was the prince. While his men kept a weather eye upon anyone who got too close to them, brushing them away with raised elbows, or nudges with their hands and bodies, Remi moved freely among them. No one got in his way. Not even his own men.

Neven had seen this group of men walking through the village before. Every time it was the same. Even Remi’s men would not look at Remi directly unless he spoke to them first. Even then, their gazes would skitter away quickly. They were uneasy, dealing with him, these thick-skinned and hardened men.

They all carried guns, while Remi De Sauveterre did not.

“He couldn’t hit a barn standing inside it,” Jovan had observed dryly. “He wasn’t raised to handle one. He was a gentleman. Although we’re only talking handguns, now. If he picked up a rifle, I’d get the fuck out of the way and quickly, too.”

The lack of a gun rig and a distorting lump beneath his coat confirmed that Remi De Sauveterre did not carry a pistol. He was still a stone-cold killer, though. He didn’t need a gun for that. He had other ways.

Jovan’s files had been comprehensive, yet Neven had learned much more just from watching the princely progression through the village. Remi and his men quartered the village every week or so, giving Neven an excellent opportunity to observe them from close enough to avoid being spotted.

A hand grabbed Neven’s elbow and he whirled, his heart climbing out of his chest, bringing his hands up defensively.

Aran Gallagher-Gerhardsson stepped back, raising his own hands, an impish grin on his face. “Peace, dude,” he said. His voice was just like his father’s—smooth and musical in cadence. Not quite a baritone, yet deep and resonant.

Oddly, it was his twin sister who was the singer of the pair. Neven had heard Alannah sing. When she did, his scalp prickled and he would shiver in reaction. When he listened to Alannah he thought he could understand why singers had been celebrated throughout history.

Aran liked music just as much as his sister and as much as every seventeen-year-old did, only his skill was with instruments. He could play anything and after a few minutes of experiment, he would produce viable music, no matter what the instrument. His real interest, though, was the piano, although he was still in denial about the draw of the instrument. Aran wanted to be cool, to be into heavy metal and rock bands like Brody.

He spent a lot of time getting into mischief in areas that had nothing to do with music. Which was why he was here now.

Neven relaxed. “What are you doing here?” he demanded. “You know it’s not safe.”

“I’m a lot safer here than you are. You know what those guys would do if they saw you, right? They’ll think you’re Kristijan Zoric…or someone pretending to be him.” He nodded towards Remi and his men, who were now climbing down the steps towards the market square, where the bulk of the festival was taking place.

Neven pulled his brimmed hat down deeper. “I’m being careful.”

“My dads would both freak if they knew how often you came here,” Aran added.

“I have no plans to tell them,” Neven said coolly. “Do you?”

“Shit, no,” Aran said. “They’ll get pissed at me for not telling them sooner.” He grabbed a small triangle of cheese off a table as they passed.

“Say thank you,” Neven told him sternly.

Aran thanked the stall owner in Serbian. The owner beamed at him, despite Aran’s horrible accent.

Aran stepped up alongside Neven as they eased their way down the stairs to the market square. “Still no sign of Kristijan?” he asked.

“Not today.”

“How long has it been?”

“He owns the village,” Neven said. “That doesn’t mean he has to show up all the time. He has people for that.” He jerked his chin towards the men. Remi De Sauveterre was circling the square, stopping to talk to stall owners, shaking hands and discussing whatever gang lieutenants did.

Aran looked around. “You’d never know this whole town was one big crime scene.”

They were speaking English, yet Neven glanced around anyway. “Use Greek,” he told him, using Greek himself. “There are too many people who know English, even here.” The Greek they were using was an ancient dialect they had picked up from jumping. They had both worked to preserve it for moments like this.

Aran grimaced. “I like cheese well enough. It’s not why I jumped here, though.”

Neven smiled. “What was her name? Dajana? I think her father’s stall is in the south corner of the square.”

Aran’s cheeks reddened. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said flatly. Like Neven, his Greek was flawless, because he had learned it through time travelling, unlike his Serbian, which he was trying to learn the natural way. “It’s my folks, Neven. They’re looking for you. Wondering where you are. Well, Marit is, anyway. I think she’s looking for you because they told her to find you. You know what Marit is like.”

“Relentless,” Neven said with a nod. “A few more minutes and we’ll head back,” he added. “I can get a lot closer today than I normally could.”

“Why bother?” Aran asked as they climbed down a few more steps. Then they came to a halt because of the number of people in front of them. He looked around the square. “They’re bad people. What else do you need to know?”

Neven didn’t answer. He wasn’t sure he would be able to answer in a way that would satisfy Aran’s black and white attitude. He wasn’t sure he understood it himself. Why did he keep coming back here? What did he hope to learn? Kristijan Zoric, who was the version of himself that actually belonged to this timeline, instead of gate-crashing it as Neven had done, was rarely seen outside the well-patrolled borders of his estate just outside the village.

How could Neven explain to Aran the morbid curiosity that drove him back here? He wanted to understand what had happened. He wanted to know why Kristijan Zoric, who was essentially him, had turned into the man he was. Kristijan ran a crime empire that spread across most of Eastern Europe and he was good at it. How had the man they had both once been turned into a crime lord?

“Hey, you said a couple more minutes,” Aran breathed, leaning closer to him as they stepped down to the last couple of steps before the cobbles evened out and the square opened up. From their position on the steps, they could see across the whole square and the sea of bodies moving between the stalls and tables. Music sounded—something folksy played on a guitar with a drum accompanying it. It was muffled beneath the noise of people talking, yet it was a cheerful note.

“There’s Dajana,” Aran said, sounding happy. He was staring at the far corner. Neven had spotted Dajana’s father’s stall there earlier in the morning, when he had been wandering around the still-quiet square, waiting for someone from the estate to show up. Someone would turn up. Neven had been hoping it would be Kristijan himself, on such a significant day in Božidarko’s year.

Instead, Remi had arrived in a long-nosed car with darkened windows. The king’s representative, rather than the king himself. Neven had stifled his disappointment and followed Remi and his men around anyway, to see what he could learn.

The men were approaching Dajan’s stall now. The doe-eyed girl behind the table wasn’t looking at them. She was looking over their shoulders, with a sunny smile on her pretty face.

Neven was startled to realize she was looking at Aran. “Have you two been meeting behind my back?” he demanded suspiciously.

“Nope,” Aran said. “I promised I wouldn’t. Staying out of local affairs, right?”

Neven frowned. “Then why is she smiling at you?’

“Because I’m a cool American?” Aran shrugged, although he was smiling back at her.

“How would she know that if you’ve never spoken to her?” Neven demanded. “Aran, we’ve talked about this…”

“I told you, I haven’t. And I haven’t,” Aran shot back, a frown of his own appearing. Then his eyes widened. “Holy shit, did you see that? That guy just picked up the whole box of cheese on her table!”

Neven swiveled to look at the corner stall. Dajana cried out, pointing at a man with long hair, who was dodging through the crowd, a large carton under his arm. “He took our stuff!” Dajana cried. “Stop him!”

Aran took a step forward. Neven shot out his arm, halting him. “No,” he said quietly and firmly. “We stay out of it.”

“But—”

“No,” he repeated. “Besides, everyone else is reacting. Let them take care of it.”

Everyone was reacting. Almost everyone in the square was turning, trying to see what was happening, what all the shouting was about. The man who had taken the cheese was having trouble moving fast because of the press of bodies. So were the few people who had moved to pursue him, including Dajana’s father.

Neven swiveled his gaze to Remi De Sauveterre and his men, just in time to see one of the big men reach under his coat.

Neven’s heart squeezed. Not here, surely? Where there were so many strangers? If it was just village people, they might get away with drawing a gun, but not today.

Remi De Sauveterre clearly thought the same. He shoved on the man’s arm, tearing his hand away from his coat. He was scowling, the thick brows together. He said something. Neven could see his lips moving.

Then Remi leaned past his man and picked up one of the beer bottles sitting on the table. He turned on one heel and barely without aiming, threw the bottle in a hard overhand toss.

The bottle whizzed through the air, turning over and over as it flew. It struck the back of the thief’s shoulders, just below the neck. The thief fell forward and sprawled, the carton flipping over a couple of times before coming to a halt. The thief didn’t move again. The beer bottle lay fizzing on the cobblestones, the glass cracked.

“Holy fuck!” Aran breathed. “Did you see that? He took him out with a bottle!”

Neven nodded, keeping his gaze on Remi. The man had turned back to talk to Dajana and her father. Dajana was shrinking back behind her father, afraid of Remi. Her father seemed to quail, too, yet he responded.

Two of Remi’s men hauled the man to his feet. He was groggy, his head lolling. A third picked up the box of cheese and returned it to the stall. The first two hauled the man away.

Aran gripped Neven’s sleeve. “What are they going to do to him?” His tone was urgent, frightened.

“Maybe dump him at the train station and watch him leave town.”

“He stole from their people,” Aran said shortly. “These guys are psycho. You told me that. They were all extremists from the wars. That’s what you said. They’re really going to put him on a train and let him roll out of town?”

Neven grimaced. It sounded unlikely, put that way. “We still can’t get involved,” he replied, which was the only argument that counted right now.

Aran looked at him. “My dads and my mom…they’d do something about it. Something that doesn’t fuck up time. Anyway, we’re not out of our own time right now.”

“Neither of us should be here,” Neven said. “That’s the same thing as time jumping and you know it. We’d be changing the future if we do anything here that has consequences.”

“You’re just going to let them do whatever they want with the guy?” Aran said. “What if they kill him?”

Neven watched the corner of the square where the fuss still had not died down, despite the overriding actions of Remi’s men.

“Neven?” Aran said, prompting him. People were moving around them on the stairs now, for they were standing two up from the cobbles of the square, staring.

Neven shook his head. “Whatever happens to the man, he brought it upon himself. He stole food in a town that is run by gangsters, which was his mistake.”

Aran looked disgusted.

The problem was, Aran hadn’t done enough time jumping yet to learn how slippery interfering with local anything could be. Every jump Aran had completed had been in the company of Neven or his mother, Taylor, or his aunt, Sydney. Nothing had gone wrong on any of those jumps, which meant Aran still had an idealized view of the world.

Aran climbed down the steps.

“Where are you going?” Neven demanded.

Aran looked over his shoulder at him. His smoky gray eyes, so like his mother’s, were narrowed. “If you’re not going to do anything about the man, then I’m going to talk to Dajana. Make sure she’s okay.”

Neven wanted to protest, his instincts leaping. Then he remembered what Aran sounded like to a native Serbian, with his tortured vowels and horrible consonants. “Knock yourself out,” Neven told him, relaxing. Aran could hardly get into trouble when he couldn’t make himself understood in Serbian.

Instead, Neven glanced around the square once more, still standing on the second step, where the vantage point was good. It let him see what no one else did. He watched as Remi casually swiped a whole plate of cheese samples off the table and walk away, the plate in his hands.

“Son of a bitch…” Neven breathed to himself.

Then, before he could talk himself out of it, he followed.

Remi’s men were still fussing over the stall and Dajana’s father and the anxious and outraged village citizens, who had gathered around to discuss the daring of the thief. It would be a highlight of this year’s cheese festival, for sure.

Remi moved alone through the crowd. No one stopped him or asked about the entire plate of cheese he’d taken. Even without his men on either side, no one jostled Remi or got in his way. He moved through the crowd, a tall, foreign-looking man with unsmiling eyes. When he turned into one of the narrow lanes that turned off the square, Neven hurried after him and paused at the mouth of the lane, considering whether he should follow or not.

The lane was barely wide enough for two men to walk shoulder-to-shoulder. Remi looked as though he was shorter than Neven. Most men were, which was one reason why Neven liked hanging out with Brody and Veris and Alex, who were all taller than him. Remi might be shorter, yet his shoulders made up for any lack his height imparted. Two men might be able to walk down the lane together, but not if one of them was Remi.

Twenty-five yards down the lane, Remi turned and looked behind him.

Neven withdrew, hiding around the corner, his heart thudding. Of course the man—the vampire—would look behind to check. It would be almost automatic to do that.

Neven eased himself around the corner to glance down the lane again. Remi was still heading for the end of it.

Several feet inside the lane, a set of old, worn and narrow wooden steps ran up to a long, just as narrow, balcony on the second floor. The wooden palings that made up the railing had round shapes cut out of them, every few planks along, in the traditional manner. It wasn’t a fire escape, as New Yorkers would assume. Someone lived up there. It was part of the charm of the village, which on the surface, looked quaint and old and traditional. Every time he arrived here, Neven was reminded sharply of his childhood in Kosovo. Then he would remember that this entire quaint little village was engaged in criminal activities and that the prettiness was just on the surface.

Whoever lived there was probably involved in hacking computer systems just as the rest of the village were. They were phishing, controlling perfectly ordinary people’s computers, stealing their identities and selling them, stealing data and selling that. They were living off the misery of innocent people.

Neven didn’t hesitate about climbing the private stairs. He clung to the wall, treading where the stairs would be least likely to squeak, then hurried to the far corner of the balcony and cautiously looked down.

Remi De Sauveterre was at the end of the lane, in a tiny courtyard. Two more houses had their front doors there and someone had put out a tiny round table and two small chairs in the corner of the yard.

Remi was standing at the table. He had put the plate of cheese samples down and was now busy crumbling the cheese into tiny pieces.

Sitting in front of the plate, sniffing eagerly at the cheese, was a mangy black kitten. It was clearly homeless. It was so thin there were deep hollows on either side of its belly.

Neven watched, astounded, as the vampire finished crumbling the cheese, then stroked the cat’s head. Even from up here, Neven could hear the kitten purring as it chowed down on the cheese.

Remi looked over his shoulder once more, to check for observers. Neven shrank back from the balcony rail in case he should think to look upward. Then he eased himself over to watch once more.

Remi had settled on the tiny seat and was holding up one hand so the kitten could rub its face against his knuckles in between bites.

Neven squashed his deep bafflement. He’d lingered long enough. He backed away from the railing and moved soundlessly over to the stairs and crept down them, keeping in mind the phenomenal hearing most vampires enjoyed. Crowd noise filtered the length of the lane from the busy square beyond. It would be enough to hide little shuffles and creaks.

Out in the square once more, Neven headed for the corner and Dajana’s stall, to find Aran and take him back home. If Brody and Veris were looking for him, then he’d better get back before they got pissed about his absence. He didn’t want to have to explain what he was doing here.

He thought again of Remi De Sauveterre and the kitten and realized he wouldn’t be able to explain what he’d seen at all.
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THEY JUMPED BACK TO THE courtyard at the front of the rambling Cape Cod mansion. It was getting easier and easier to precisely pin-point where he arrived, to the point where Neven wouldn’t have been worried about picking a landing spot somewhere inside the house, which would have been more discreet. Aran, though, didn’t want to arrive in the house, where he might get roped into something.

“There’s a music festival in Edgartown,” Aran told Neven just before they jumped away from Serbia. “Alan won’t go because she’s mooning over that jock that won’t talk to her. Mom and Far and Athair will insist I take her and she’ll sulk the whole time…it’s easier if I just grab the car and go.”

Neven withheld his opinion about sneaking off that way, because their jump to Serbia was also sneaking off—of a different scale.

The gravel crunched underfoot as they arrived, which might alert anyone in the public rooms. Neven looked around curiously. It was silent in the courtyard, except for the wind overhead and the never ending soft rumble of waves from the beach, at the end of the estate. He could smell salt and sand and seaweed in the air. The pines were waving softly and leaves lifted and skidded across the concrete and gravel.

“Where is everyone?” he wondered.

“No idea. They’re not here, though,” Aran said, digging into his denim jacket for car keys. “I’m outta here.” He moved away. “Marit was in the kitchen, last I saw, just before I jumped to get you. Tell ‘em you were in your room.”

That would make Neven sound like a rebellious teenager.

Neven took off the shapeless hat he used to disguise his face, tucked the sunglasses away and ran his hand through his hair. In way, he was a rebellious teenager. He had no life of his own, yet. The current one was starting to chafe with its restrictions and limitations.

With a sigh, he opened the big French doors and moved through the lounge. Far off to the left, he could hear someone pottering around in the kitchen. That would be Marit. The rest of the house was silent. Alan would be in her room, for she was a teenager.

The center section of the big u-shaped house was all loungeroom, with banks of French doors on both sides, giving a view of the ocean on one side and a view of the state park and rolling acres of trees and wilderness on the other. The Edgartown Road lay between the house and the park, yet was hidden by bushes and trees, so the view was unmarred by traffic, although there were plenty of Cape-Cod-style houses dotting the salt-brush land.

Neven moved over to the other side of the lounge and peered through the windows at the half-acre of lawn between the house and the nearest belt of trees, and the three great oak trees dotting the open spaces. They cast shade in summer which was welcome. Now, they were brown and yellow, the big leaves starting to drift down.

A blanket lay beneath the nearest oak, with another over the top of it. The top blanket was moving. Neven saw blond hair.

He’d found Veris, at least. He suspected Veris had Taylor and Brody beneath the blanket, too. He didn’t want to disturb them. He moved through to the kitchen.

The white and dark gray kitchen was another family gathering point. The long, narrow table sited in front of the big windows, looking at the ocean, tended to draw people. Twelve wicker armchairs were drawn up around it, also painted soft gray, with cheerful cushions on the seats.

Marit, though, was standing at the island, pouring cake batter into a pan. She was twenty years old now and as tall as she was going to get. At five foot ten, it was plenty tall enough. She had Veris’ height, in female form. Add in her coppery red hair and blue eyes and it was little wonder people actually turned their heads to watch her walk by. It wasn’t just men anymore. It was also women, drawn by her air of self-possession. Sometimes, she seemed to be nearly as old as Veris, to Neven.

“You were looking for me?” Neven asked.

“I was?” She put the mixing bowl down and licked her fingers. “Who told you that? Aran?”

“Yes.”

“He might have mixed up what I said.”

“He said he thought it was actually Veris who was looking for me?”

“Wrong on both counts,” said a voice from the kitchen door.

Neven turned. Rafael De Leon stood at the door, his shoulder against the frame, his arms crossed. “Rafe!”

Rafe smiled and moved over to Neven and hugged him. “Surprise,” he said.

“You just dropped by?”

“We can do that now, remember? Thanks to Aran. Sydney just dropped me off.” Rafe hugged Marit, then swiped his finger through the batter and licked it clean. “Mmm, mocha, yes?”

“You’ll get sick, doing that,” Marit chided him.

“Just a taste,” he assured her.

“You fire up your taste buds, you’ll go into lock-down,” Marit warned him. She swatted at his hand. “Enough, Uncle Rafe!”

He blew her a kiss then moved over to the long table and pulled out one of the chairs. “Have a seat, Neven.”

“Is this a ‘we need to talk’ moment?” Neven asked.

Rafe looked up at him, his black eyes hiding everything. “Does it need to be?”

“If it is, we don’t need to bother Marit with it.”

“She’s the one who told me to come.” Rafe patted the table. “Sit.”

Neven looked at Marit, startled. How much did she know?

Marit stared back at him. With that expression and with her eyes, she might as well have been Veris standing there, as unmoving as the rock under the lighthouse.

Neven sat down, hiding his sigh. “Speak, then.”

Rafe put his chin on his fist, studying Neven. “I saw Veris and Brody and Taylor outside. That leaves you free to talk without Veris yelling. Is it true, Neven? You’re still heading back to Serbia every day to spy on the other Kristijan?”

Neven sighed again. This time he didn’t bother hiding it. “You make it sound more dire than it is. I just go to watch. That’s all.”

Rafe dropped his hand. “We talked about this before. About obsessing over Kristijan’s life.”

“I couldn’t give a damn about Kristijan’s life,” Neven said. “You don’t understand. You’ve never run into other versions of yourself and seen how…strange they are.”

Rafe shook his head. “It’s a simple time variance, that’s all. Somewhere in your past, you faced a decision. You chose one alternative. This Kristijan went the other way and now you’re looking at the result. You’ve been a jumper for a long time, Neven. Hell, you taught us about alternative timelines. You know all this.”

“I don’t know why,” Neven ground out.

Marit closed the oven and tapped on the controls, which peeped as she set up the timer, then she came over to the table. “Why do you have to know why?” she asked softly. “It happened. You’re not that other Kristijan—not even close.” She shrugged.

“Only I am,” Neven pointed out. “He’s me. We have the same DNA—”

“Except his is defunct, because he’s a vampire now,” Rafe added. “Marit is right. Why does it matter why he went the way he did? It’s a fact. He’s not a nice man. You, though, are.”

“Am I, though?” Neven touched his chest. “In me, here, is the capacity to be him.”

“The potential, maybe. It all comes down to choices, doesn’t it?” Rafe said. “Of all the major decisions you’ve made in your life, or even the smaller ones, no one knows which one split off our world right here and the one that you were living in until Tira tried to kill you. You’d have to trace back through history, check every single moment, to figure out what decision split the timelines. It could be something as minor as choosing to not clean your teeth one morning. It doesn’t matter. It also doesn’t matter what you could be. Only actions count and you chose to be a decent man.”

“Thank you,” Neven said gravely.

“He doesn’t believe you,” Marit told Rafe.

Rafe raised a brow.

Neven sighed. “I’m sorry. I look at Kristijan’s world in Serbia, I watch the fear he induces, the terror his men spread every time they walk through the village and I think, ‘I am the one who did that.’ I have to ask myself how I could do it and still look the world in the eye. How does he live with himself, Rafe?”

Rafe considered him for a long moment, his olive features troubled. “Look, I can’t say I have any true idea what it’s like for you. You’re the first traveler I know who has taken up a life in a different timeline, where there’s still a contemporary version running around. I think of some of the decisions I’ve made in my life and how they might have turned out, what my life might have been if things had gone a different way—”

“Bardelies refusing to sell you to Far,” Marit said softly.

Rafe nodded. “Yes,” he added firmly. “I’d have been dead for thousands of years, in that case. That’s just one moment. Who knows where timelines have split off? I don’t. Neither do you, Neven. Why are you trying to second-guess time itself?”

Neven curled his hands into fists, on the smooth wood of the table. “I don’t like him.”

“None of us have much respect for him,” Rafe said. “I’ve read all Jovan’s files, too. It’s all about choices. Think about it. Veris and Brody could so easily be terrifying. I’ve seen them in a pinch, with the odds against them. They’re as ruthless as Kristijan and scary as shit. They just have nicer motives. They choose to care about positive things, like protecting the people they love.”

Marit’s smile grew warmer.

Neven was sitting on the opposite side of the narrow table from Rafe, so he could see through the big window over the kitchen sink. Brody and Veris and Taylor were on their feet now. As Neven looked, Veris dropped his arm over Taylor’s shoulder and grabbed Brody’s neck and kissed him. They were talking as they moved towards the house, Taylor and Brody with a blanket each over their arms. Veris was laughing. Then he kissed Taylor’s temple.

The warmth and love between the three was almost tangible, an aura that enclosed them like a bubble in their own private little world.

Neven’s chest tightened. I want that. It was a silent whisper in his mind, making his chest ache even more.

“Neven?” Rafe prompted.

Neven pulled his attention back to Rafe. “Brody and Veris are terrifying most of the time.”

Marit laughed. “That’s what they’d like to think.”

The three walking towards the house moved out of sight of the windows. Neven looked away again.

Rafe grinned. “They just don’t like to show their soft underbellies until they trust you.”

“Which they don’t, yet,” Neven finished. “Trust me, I mean.”

“You jumping to Serbia every second day isn’t helping,” Marit said.

He wanted to protest that he didn’t go there that often. In fact, Marit was probably right. He usually didn’t think about it too much. He didn’t let himself think about it.

Rafe sat back. “Have you put any thought into what you’re going to do with yourself, Neven?”

“It’s not as though I can run out and get a job,” Neven pointed out.

“You have a new ID,” Rafe said. “You could if you wanted to.”

“And do what? He has my life. He’s living in Serbia.”

“You want to live there so bad?” Rafe asked.

“Or is it that you don’t want to live here?” Marit asked, her voice soft.

Rafe glanced at her, then raised his brow at Neven.

“And what are you doing with your life, exactly?” Neven shot back.

“Helping people like you,” Rafe said instantly. “And raising a daughter that has Sydney’s drive and Alex’s smarts and scares the crap out of me with her adventures.”

Marit grinned.

“That’s not the point,” Rafe added. “We just hit one of your buttons, Neven. I can see the steam rising from you.”

Neven drew in a breath and glanced at Marit. “I don’t object to living here, Marit. Everyone in this house is wonderful and no one has ever made me feel as if I’m intruding, even Veris. It’s just that…”

“You don’t have a choice,” Marit finished, putting her finger on the sore spot. “You’re stuck here, until you figure out where you go next.”

Neven rubbed his temple. “That sounds incredibly ungrateful, but yes. That’s it exactly. A day job, Rafe, would be meaningless, when I can jump anywhere in an instant, see any time in the past. I can jump to the Antarctic and stand at the South Pole—something most people who have ever lived will never get to do.”

“Probably just as well you can do that,” Rafe shot back. “Normal people have to use a boat to get there.”

Neven drew in a sharp breath as his memory invoked the sensations of cold, dank water around him, filling his nose and mouth, silencing his screams. The bite of rope around his wrists and ankles as he struggled….

He shuddered. “Yes, it’s just as well,” he admitted, keeping his voice low, so the tremor didn’t register. “That’s what I mean, Rafe. I can go anywhere. Any time. How do I settle down behind a desk from nine to five doing some meaningless paperwork?”

Rafe sighed. “You don’t,” he said flatly. “You can’t. You’ll go crazy inside a month. I’m not saying you have to find a job. No one is. Not even for the money—Veris is loaded. He’d never even notice the dent. Although, you do have to start figuring out what you are going to do with this life you’ve been handed. You have to find a purpose, Neven, or you’re going to go mad with the pointlessness of it all.”

Neven forced himself to uncurl his fingers and lay them flat on the table. “I know,” he said heavily. “It’s just…hard.”

Rafe nodded. “You have time, at least. As long as you keep moving towards sorting it out, then even an inch of progress is fine. You just can’t shelve the decision forever. If you try, time will make the decision for you and you’ll end up with a default life not of your choosing.”

Like the one I currently have, Neven thought. He held it in.

Rafe leaned closer. “We’ve all had to go through this,” he said softly. “Even Veris. Ask him about the First Crusade, one day. About how helpless he felt, back then.”

Neven considered Rafe, shocked. “Veris? Felt helpless? He wasn’t even human then. He would have been a vampire for…” He calculated quickly. “Seven decades! And he felt helpless, even then?”

“Far was under the control of a bitch woman who nearly destroyed him,” Marit said. “Another vampire. Mom killed her.”

Neven wove his fingers together and squeezed. “We all go through it,” he repeated, staring at Marit.

She nodded. “Except for me. I’ve been locked into this since I was four.”

“Into what?” Rafe asked curiously.

“Time,” Marit said flatly. “Living out loops, one after another.”

“You know the future?” Neven asked curiously, for Marit was being unusually candid about how she experienced the timescape. Her abilities were far superior to Neven’s and he suspected it was because she had been exposed to time at such a young age. Generally, Marit preferred to be treated as if she was a normal twenty-year-old, as impossible as that was.

“It’s different for each of us,” Rafe added. “We’re all unique and have far different pasts and histories. And none of us is normal, so that adds complexity.”

“Which came first, though?” Marit asked.

“Time exposure warped us? Or we’re warped and that’s why we are able to access time?” Rafe grinned. “It’s a good question.”

Footsteps sounded in the doorway. Taylor appeared. “We have a visitor,” she announced. “Hello, Rafe,” she added, not showing a speck of surprise to see him sitting in her kitchen, when he actually lived in Spain, on the other side of the globe from Martha’s Vineyard. “You should maybe sit in on this, too.”

Rafe got to his feet. “Should I call Sydney and Alex here, then?”

“We can do that later, if we need to,” Taylor said. “There’s no need to disturb them right now. She’s only asking to speak to Neven.”

“Me?” Neven asked, surprised. “I don’t know anyone here on the island that you don’t know.”

“I didn’t hear anyone approaching the house, either,” Rafe added.

“She didn’t come to the house,” Taylor said. “She jumped here.”

“From somewhere else?” Neven asked, surprised.

Taylor smiled. “I suppose you could say that. She says she’s from the future.”
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EVERYONE MOVED INTO THE OPEN, light-filled living room, where Brody and Veris were already waiting.

Alannah came into the room from the other wing of the house, where all the bedroom suites were, pushing her phone into the back pocket of her jeans. “What’s up?” she asked Veris.

“Visitor,” he said softly, nodding towards the woman standing at the rock fireplace that had been turned on. Flames silently licked the faux logs.

The woman standing there turned from watching the fire.

Neven came to a halt, as coldness washed over him, stealing his breath and stopping his heart.

Black hair. Gray eyes. Red lips. She lifted her chin as everyone looked at her, just the way Neven remembered. He sucked in a deep breath. “Elle!”

She gave him a small smile. “Hello, Neven.”

Neven gripped the back of the wingchair, his fingers digging in. It was hard to breathe.

“You know each other?” Brody asked. He was standing on one side of Elle. Veris was on the other. Neven knew they would keep her bracketed until they knew enough about her to relax.

Elle nodded. “We do.”

Neven made himself move, just far enough to drop into the wingchair. “Elle taught me how to time travel. How to cross timelines, how to navigate the time continuum. She trained me, eighteen years ago.”

“From your perspective. From my perspective, that was less than an hour ago,” Elle said.

Veris crossed his arms, frowning. “You said that someone trained you, Neven. You never said she was from the future.”

“Neven didn’t know,” Elle said. “This is the middle loop of a double loop in time.” Elle looked at Marit. “Marit…yes?”

Marit nodded.

“You understand double loops, yes?” Elle said.

“In theory. I’ve never been in one.”

“Leap frogs,” Neven said. His voice was hoarse. His heart was beating again. Every beat hurt. “You had to go back to train me, then come to this time to…what?”

“I’ll get to that,” Elle said. “I need to sort this out for all of you, as you’ll be involved in this, so you must understand.”

“All of what?” Taylor prompted. “This end of the double loop?”

Elle shook her head. “The Neven I trained was not even from my timeline. I was from his future and from an alternative time. This timeline.”

“He just coincidentally picked this one to jump to, when he left his?” Rafe asked.

“It’s because I jumped here that this version of Elle went back to train me,” Neven said. Thinking in inverted cause-consequence sequences came easier to him than to others. “It set up the loop.”

Veris still had his arms crossed. “Because he came here, this version of you went back to his past and taught him all about time travel?”

“Oh, Neven had already learned about time travel by himself. His first jump was…traumatic.” Elle smiled at Neven.

He swallowed. He’d never told her about that first jump, so how did Elle know? Was it another time paradox? He’d have to wait and see.

“I just finished off his training so that Neven could survive long enough to make it here. Most jumpers, especially male jumpers, tend to kill themselves through lack of experience, quite early on.”

Brody curled his mouth down. “We’ve managed fine,” he said shortly.

“You’re not a jumper,” Elle said apologetically. “And you already had immense survival skills. Neven was only seventeen when he discovered time.” She shook her head. “You’ll just have to take this part of the loop as a given for now. It will all make sense in a minute, I promise.” She looked around the room. Everyone was silent. Everyone watched her.

Neven had learned to appreciate this quality in Veris’ and Alex’s families. They had the ability to focus when needed. They were all concentrating now, listening actively.

Elle spoke to him. “I trained you, then I came here, because now I have to send you off to do the thing you must. It is the reason I trained you.”

Invisible fingers rippled up Neven’s spine. It was almost as if she had been listening to him and Rafe, a few minutes ago. Rafe caught his gaze and raised his brow, just a little bit. He was thinking the same thing.

Elle smiled. “You’re wondering if I overheard you, a few moments ago,” she said.

Neven let out a shaky breath. Veris and Brody, Taylor and Marit were all looking at him now. Rafe was studying Elle, his eyes narrowed thoughtfully.

“I didn’t hear what you were saying, Neven,” she said softly. “You will tell me about the conversation, sometime in your future. You told me just so I can relate it to you now, to let me prove to you I am who I say I am. I am from your future and yes, I am about to give you a purpose. A mission that you must complete.” Her gaze was steady.

“What mission?” Veris asked. He sounded amused, yet no joviality showed in his expression.

Elle stirred. She looked around the room, at everyone in it, including Alannah, who had her phone out once more and was flipping it over and over between her fingers and tapping it against her knee.

“Neven was forced to jump here because he was dying. His timeline was already doomed,” Elle said. “It destroyed itself. Gronoya was too aggressive and in the effort to contain Gronoya, the balance of the world’s powers had to use too much force. Life as we know it ceased to exist on that timeline.” Elle paused. Her gaze roamed the room. “What you don’t know is that this timeline is just as doomed.”

The silence was rich. Endless.

Veris cleared his throat. “We’re listening,” he assured Elle.

She nodded. “Realism is so refreshing.” She paused again. “In Russia, right now, there is a mobster called Arkady Usenko—”

“I know that name,” Brody said shortly, frowning.

“Yes, you have heard it before, only the significance of Usenko’s future actions is not known to you,” Elle assured him. “In about a month from now, Usenko will receive a shipment of humans, sent to him from Europe. That single, solitary shipment sets up Usenko as a powerhouse in Russia. Further shipments create a demand for the commodity he supplies—”

“They’re slaves, not a commodity,” Rafe growled. Anger was making him vibrate.

Neven remembered that Rafe had been a slave himself, once. So had Brody. Brody was standing quite still, although his fingers were curled into tight fists, making his knuckles whiten, which was significant for a vampire with no blood flow to speak of.

Elle inclined her head. “I am speaking of the people he buys and sells as Usenko refers to them. The term is a measure of the man and his business practices. Usenko will quickly rise as a man of influence in Russia. He will build a new empire, with a legitimate front. Eventually, he will become President of the Russian Republic. Then he will shut down the borders to stop the flow of global-warming refugees into Russia.”

“The legitimate ones,” Veris said thoughtfully.

“He will stop the unofficial refugees with the use of force,” Elle replied calmly. “Russia still possesses the world’s largest cache of napalm.”

“Oh, wow….” Alannah murmured, her eyes wide.

“Slaves will prop up the Russian economy,” Elle added.

Rafe sank onto the coffee table, holding himself up with his hands on his knees. Taylor moved over to Brody’s side and held his arm.

“Because the indentured class—which is what Russians will call the slaves—because they take the burden of work away from normal Russians, the new leisure class will turn to education and entertainment to fill their time. One of them, a biologist called Korzeniowski, will spend his time enhancing aspects of viruses. He will accidentally invent a meta-smallpox, that will kill him before he has time to develop an antidote. The version of smallpox that Korzeniowski invents has a ninety-nine percent communicability and a three percent recovery rate. It also crosses species lines. Mammals—all mammals—will be dead inside six weeks, which will collapse the food chain and cause massive extinctions of all other species.”

The whole room was silent. Outside, leaves stirred on the gravel, emphasizing the loaded pause.

Neven swallowed. “You want me to change this? Change the future?”

Elle shook her head. “If you make any changes, it will merely shunt this timeline off in a new direction—one that has a future. The timeline I jump back to is doomed. There is nothing that can be done for it, because all the decisions that led to that doom have already been made and locked in. However, everyone here and now—all of you—can change your futures and you must.”

“What has Neven got to do with Usenko?” Veris asked. Even Veris’ voice was strained.

“Nothing,” Elle said flatly. “Kristijan Zoran, the one that belongs to this timeline, has everything to do with it, though. The shipment of people to Usenko, the original one...it was sent by Kristijan Zoric.”

Neven moaned and hung his head. He felt weak. Sick.

“Lean forward,” Marit whispered, her hand on his shoulder. “Breathe.”

“That’s where I’ve heard Usenko’s name before,” Brody said. His voice sounded distant. “When I was originally researching Kristijan Zoric, before Jovan took over.”

Neven breathed. His head was pounding. “I did this…” he whispered.

“Kristijan does it,” Elle said. “Or he would have if he had survived.”

Neven jerked his head up, making it thud. “He’s dead?”

“Records are blank on that. I believe, though, he died about two weeks ago from this time reference,” Elle said.

Rafe got to his feet, pulling out his phone. “I can see where this is going. I’m getting Alex and Sydney. Just hang on a second.” He moved away, dialing. “Sydney, my love. I’m sorry. I’m going to have to ask you to come back again. Bring Alex with you, this time…No, better wait until you get here to ask…” He moved into the kitchen.

Veris shifted on his feet. “You want Neven to be Kristijan?”

Elle nodded. “Without Kristijan, the slave trade through the Balkans to the Black Sea and into Russia…it goes wild. Kristijan Zoric is a horrible man. He was descending in to deeper darkness with every passing year. I’m quite sure that ten years ago, Kristijan Zoric would not have considered getting into bed with Usenko. As bad as Kristijan became, though, Usenko is far, far worse.” Elle’s mouth turned down. “Now that Kristijan is dead, or at the least, out of reach, Usenko will step in and take over Kristijan Zoric’s fiefdom in Southern Serbia, which will give him full control over the slave pipeline into Russia. Kristijan started the trade deal with the Russians. He is the only one who can halt it.” She looked at Neven again. “Only you can stop the train, now. This is the only time alternative where there are two of you.”

“You said it was a shipment. Now you’re talking about a train?” Brody said.

“A train from Božidarko, to the Black Sea. A freighter from there to the Crimean Peninsula, then the containers will be hauled by lorries to Moscow.”

“Wait,” Taylor said, holding up her hand and frowning. “Are you telling me that the slaves are already there? In Serbia?”

“They have been there for weeks,” Elle said. “They’re held somewhere on Kristijan Zoric’s estate. I don’t know where. The crime syndicates in Europe capture tourists, enemies, anyone they can scoop up with minimal fuss and Kristijan has been paying cash on the nailhead for each person sent to him. He has been….” Elle’s mouth turned down.

“Stockpiling them,” Neven said. His voice was hoarse.

“Yes. Until he has a full shipment.”

“Gods…!” Marit breathed. She was pale.

Neven saw movement from the corner of his eye and looked around, towards the kitchen door. Sydney and Alex were moving into the room, silently and swiftly as only vampires could move. Rafe followed them.

Veris raised his brow. “Sydney, Alex, we’ll have to catch you up.” He looked at Elle again. “You’re asking us to deliberately change the future.”

“Yes.”

Veris breathed deeply. “It goes against everything we’ve learned about time. Everything that Neven has explained to us further increases my reluctance. If this timeline is to end, then it ends. That is our fate, isn’t it? My counterpoints in other timelines get to live a full life. Just not me.”

“Perhaps I did not explain myself well,” Elle said. “When I said there was mass extinction, I did not mean just on this time line. I meant, across most of them on this side on the continuum. If you can halt the disaster, in this single timeline, where there is a second Zoric who can stop Usenko, then this time line alone will go on and begin to generate its own splits and repopulate the alternatives. This is the only timeline that has the opportunity to do so.”

Alex cleared his throat. “Not that I understand why we’re talking about changing the future, but given the dire consequences if we don’t try, perhaps this is one occasion when we should consider it?”

“It wouldn’t be the first time you have deliberately changed the future, would it, Alexander Karim?” Elle said.

“I know you?” Alex asked blankly.

“You will,” Elle assured him.

“I’ll explain later, Alex. When my brain isn’t spinning on its stalk,” Brody told him, speaking quietly.

Veris was shaking his head. “I don’t care what the personal gains are. Fucking with the future has never worked for us. We’ve been dead lucky more than once and survived. There are people in my life now that I refuse to put at risk.”

“You are already risking them, Veris Gerhardsson,” Elle said calmly.

“How am I doing that?” he shot back, his jaw flexing.

“I didn’t want to tell you this until you had agreed. However, I can see your mind is made up.”

“Tell me what?” Veris demanded.

“Your son, Aran, is on that train,” she told him.


 

CHAPTER FOUR
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IT HAD BEEN PRETTY EASY to ditch both Alannah and Neven. Aran drove through downtown Edgartown and out towards the harbor parking lot. He could park the car there and not rouse suspicions. Tourists parked there all the time.

Athair’s plain Mustang had smoked glass, which would help him jump away without anyone witnessing it. Aran parked the car, pocketed the keys and cleared his mind the way Marit had taught him, focusing as carefully and clearly as he could on his destination. Božidarko was already well-and-truly bookmarked, but he’d learned how easy it was for jumps to go wrong.

One night, not long after Aran had discovered he could jump, Athair had sat him down and told him about how he had fucked up one of the simplest jumps back home. He and Far and Mom had ended up in Constantinople in the sixth century, when Athair had been a slave and human.

Aran knew Athair had told him the story, complete with vivid and bloody details, including the way he had died in the chariot arena, as a way of warning him about the dangers. The story had done its work. Now, Aran was always scrupulously careful about positioning himself at the start of a jump.

He looked around the parking lot. No one was looking at him. No one cared. This was the ordinary Mustang, not Athair’s precious Maserati, which would have made people look twice, even here on exclusive Martha’s Vineyard.

Aran breathed deeply, calming himself. He thought of Božidarko as it would have been a few hours ago, only minutes after he and Neven had jumped back here. The October afternoon would be bright with sunlight and warm for the time of year. People would be thronging the market square. The thugs had left. Neven had left. Dajana would still be there, controlling the distribution of the cheese samples for her father.

Aran thought of her big eyes and her smile. Neven believed Aran couldn’t talk to Dajana. Only, she spoke modern Greek nearly as smoothly as Aran did and after the fuss that afternoon, he had stolen a couple of quick moments with her and she had asked him to meet her after the fair was done for the day.

The sun would be lowering towards the horizon and the chill would be setting in. It wouldn’t do to jump to the square itself. There were too many witnesses. Aran thought of the little dead spot just beyond the square, where three houses almost met at the corner, leaving a little odd-shaped space filled with dirt and neglect. It was not a space that could ever occur in landscaped and designed American suburbs.

Aran jumped. He didn’t need to physically jump anymore. He thought himself across the timescape and his body was pulled there. That was something else he had taught himself. Even with time jumps, now, he could take his body with him, which was something that Mom and his dads didn’t know was possible.

Alannah and he had figured out that was how they had been able to take their cellphones with them to Panormos, to take a photo of Far when he and Uncle Rafe were on the ship heading to Constantinople. They had been able to move them and their bodies because Aran had actually made the jump, not Alan, as everyone else had thought at the time. It was something he could do that Alan, so far, had been unable to do.

The dusty little corner was rank with dirt and litter and remains best left undisturbed. Aran picked his way out of the tight space, easing past the corners of the houses and out into the street, just beyond the start of the square. He brushed himself off, listening to the murmur of people in the square itself. The street was nearly deserted and the street lights were starting to turn on. It was sunset, already.

Better and better, Aran told himself. All sorts of things could happen when the lights went down.

He hurried to the square itself and over to the corner where Dajan’s table had been. Most of the tables in the square had been stripped of their wares and the owners had gone home. The tables remained, bare plywood tops sitting on fold-up stands. Tomorrow, the fair would continue.

Dajana was still at the table, packing up the last of the boxed-up cheeses into insulated packs to carry back home. She had told him she lived at the south end of the village, which was the high end. Walking up the stairs in the streets took all Aran’s wind, while Dajana seemed to be able to skip up them and still keep talking.

She smiled when she saw him. “Stevan! You did come back.”

“I said I would, didn’t I?” He shifted into Greek barely without thinking about it.

“What’s this?” came another voice out of the dark. A shadow moved away from the wall, detaching itself. The man strolled over to the table.

Aran took in the man’s black coat and the bulge under his arm and swallowed. This was one of Kristijan’s men. Aran thought they had all gone back to the estate.

These guys were killers. Neven had told him they had all been soldiers, once. They had been part of the Yugoslav Army and also members of the Jackals paramilitary group. Now they worked for Kristijan. If the rumors were true, they had not changed their ways all that much.

“You speak Greek like a native, boy,” the man said. He had a round face, deep olive skin and he needed to shave. He looked like one of those men who would have to shave at least twice a day to look clean cut. His eyes were surrounded by folds of flesh. Yet intelligence gleamed in his eyes, too. He had spoken in Greek and it was clear, and accented.

“I’m not Greek,” Aran assured him, for some Serbians still didn’t like the Greeks for their role in the NATO bombing of Serbia during the Kosovo war. They didn’t like any of the NATO countries, come to that. Only, Greece wasn’t all that far away, while America was on the other side of the world.

The man cocked his head, looked Aran up and down. He spoke something in rapid Serbian. Dajana answered quickly, her tone urgent and pleading. He held up a fat hand, silencing her. His gaze didn’t move away from Aran.

Aran swallowed again. “I don’t speak Serbian,” he said, sticking with Greek. The one downside of being able to jump laterally and take his body with him was that he didn’t arrive in local dress, nor did he just know the local language. He had acquired both ancient and modern Greek via direct time jumps. At least the man understood Greek.

“You’re not Serbian,” the man said, in Greek. “You’re not Greek. What are you, then?”

“ Gospodine Dragović, he’s just a student, working through Europe. ” Dajana also spoke in Greek.

“A stranger. A tourist to our town,” Dragović said slowly. “Yet you think you can talk to our people, our beautiful women?”

Aran’s heart was already beating heavily. Now it seemed to squeeze to a stop. It felt as if the ground was shifting under him, too quickly for him to keep his balance. He had thought Dragović was offended by his nationality. Now the man was apparently pissed about him talking to Božidarko ladies.

“I was just passing the time,” Aran said carefully. “I meant no offence. I should be getting back to my…hostel,” he added desperately. “Dajana, thank you for your kindness in telling me how to get back there. I think I know the way now.” He took a step backwards.

Dragović’s hand shot out and gripped Aran’s arm with a strength that ground the muscles in his arm against the bones and tendons. It hurt. Aran hissed. High singing sounded in his mind, now. Alarm, adrenaline, fear, all mixed up together, making him feel a little sick.

He could hear his mother’s voice. It was a memory of something she had once said. Don’t lose your head. If you can think, you can win. You just have to outthink the opposition. There is always a way.

If he stayed calm and didn’t panic, he could talk his way out of this. Fear was making it hard to concentrate, though. He wished Far and Athair were here. The two of them standing shoulder to shoulder behind him would fix this instantly. They would glare and this smelly man would let go of Aran’s arm and all would be well. Except they weren’t here. Wishing like an eight-year-old for them to come and save him wasn’t going to change anything.

Briefly, Aran thought of jumping right out of the square from where he was, right now. There were too many people who would see him disappear, though. It had been drummed into him over and over, that they must keep what they could do hidden from the rest of the world at all times, no matter what.

That gave Aran his answer. This man could threaten or even push him around a bit. Eventually, though, he would leave and Aran would be free to go, too. If the man took Aran somewhere—even to beat him up—Aran would be able to find a moment when no one was looking and jump out that way.

If he waited, the chance would come. He just had to watch for it.

Some of his fear evaporated. He looked at the man and realized the smell was nicotine and alcohol, mixed up in a deadly fume that poured off him in waves. Aran blinked his eyes as they stung in reaction.

“You’re no student,” the man said with complete certainty. He figured the suede of Aran’s jacket. “No student dresses as you do. You’re not even wearing a teeshirt.”

Aran didn’t look down at his chest. The checkered button-down shirt was pretty casual, although it wasn’t a typical student uniform. His heart gave another tiny squeeze.

“Dragović, you let him go!” Dajana cried, coming around the table. Her voice was strident. Angry, even.

Aran held up his hand, trying to make her stop, as his heart leapt in fear for her. “It’s fine. We’re just talking.” He even managed a smile, although his arm was starting to lose feeling beneath Dragović’s grip.

Dragović shook his arm. “Who are you?” he demanded suspiciously.

“No one,” Aran told him truthful. “I just stopped to say hello to Dajana and thank her for helping me this afternoon. That’s all.” It was the flimsiest of lies. If there even was a hostel in the village, when they checked with the hostel they would find out in ten seconds he wasn’t registered there. He had no luggage and the ID in his wallet said he was American, with a name that wasn’t the one he had given Dajana.

This had moved beyond a pleasant interlude, or even a moment of tension. Dragović considered him with his piggy eyes. “I think you are lying,” he said slowly.

Aran knew he was lying. “Really,” he said, one last time. “I’m completely and utterly harmless. I don’t even like guns.”

It was the wrong thing to say. He knew that even as it came out of his mouth.

Dragović’s grip tightened even more than Aran had thought was possible and he bit back his groan of pain.

“You and I are going to have a little chat,” Dragović said. “Maybe, I even give you to the boss to talk to and he doesn’t like talking, so if your answers don’t make me happy, I will tell him it is your fault he must be disturbed tonight.” He turned and dragged Aran with him.

Aran tried to dig in his heels. “Honestly, I’m not lying!”

It was no use. The man outweighed him by a good eighty pounds, despite Aran’s extra inches. He was going to be dragged along behind him no matter what he did. He couldn’t jump while the man held on to him like this, even if he dared to jump in such a public place. He had to find a way to get Dragović to drop his grip, even for a moment.

“Don’t you dare!” Dajana cried. She threw herself at Dragović, her small fists walloping his shoulder and arm. She wasn’t afraid. She was pissed. Aran admired her courage.

Dragović grabbed Dajana’s arm, too. “You protect him, hey?” he asked, his voice low.

Say no, Aran begged Dajana in his mind. Let her have the smarts to understand she must deny there was anything between them except for a most superficial exchange of pleasantries that strangers used. If they even began to suspect that Aran had been trying to chat her up for weeks now, it would confirm in their minds that he was a person of interest.

“You’re being mean! You’re a brute! Stevan hasn’t done anything! I asked him to come back, do you hear? It was me!”

Dragović shook her. Aran knew how strong he was. He could hear Dajana’s teeth chatter as they knocked together with the force of the man’s shaking. She gave a small cry, abruptly cut off and brought her free hand to her mouth and touched the corner of it. Her fingers came away bloody and she stared at them.

Aran could see the fear take her. It overwhelmed her, blanking out thought. Now she understands, he told himself, mentally sighing. It was too late to undo the damage, though.

“Both of you,” Dragović said. “You’re in it together.”

“I hardly know her,” Aran protested, although he knew Dragović wouldn’t listen. An innocent person would protest, though.

The man worked his lips and tongue and teeth, then sent out a piercing whistle. Aran winced at the sound.

Someone called out from beyond the square and the few people still pulling down their stalls turned their heads to look. They saw Dragović and went back to their business, their backs turned.

Running feet sounded. Heavy feet. Then three more of Kristijan’s men came jogging into the square. They saw Dragović and hurried over.

A fast discussion was held in Serbian. Dajana listened and her face filled with alarm. She protested, tugging on the man’s grip on her arm. If he was squeezing her as hard as he was digging his fingers into Aran’s arm, then her tugging had to hurt like hell.

“What’s happening? What did he say?” Aran asked Dajana.

“They’re going to take both of us to the estate,” Dajana said. “People don’t come back, when they go there! My uncle never returned. My friends. We can’t go there, Stevan. We can’t!”

Before Aran could reply, the men that Dragović had whistled up gripped both his arms and Dajana’s, too. Aran looked around the square, trying to catch someone’s eye. If he screamed and protested enough, then someone would step in, wouldn’t they?

Except no one was there. In the last few minutes, since the men had come running into the square, everyone else had melted away. All that remained was the gathering dark. Even the street lights, nailed at the corners of building roofs, were too far away to expose Dragović.

They were being hauled towards the narrow street that ran off the square, the one that led directly out of town. Dajana was crying now and begging Dragović in a hoarse voice.

Aran realized that his plan to jump away as soon as he got the chance was useless now. He’d got Dajana into this. Now he had to stay and get her out, too.
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Everyone streamed back to the lounge area one by one, where Elle remained by the fire and Marit sat watching her. Neven lingered there, guilt keeping him anchored. The need to rush off and look for Aran as everyone else had was powerful, only it wouldn’t achieve anything. He didn’t have a car and couldn’t tear up the gravel drive as Brody and Veris had done, the Maserati’s engine screaming. He needed to talk to both of them, so he waited for their return.

“Aran is nowhere that I can find,” Rafe reported, for he was the first to come back. “Sydney and Alex and I don’t know the house and all the buildings well, so that doesn’t mean much.”

“He would have come out if he were hiding somewhere, when you called,” Marit told him.

Alex and Sydney were next. They just shook their heads.

Taylor came in and sat on the big square Ottoman, her legs at awkward angles, as she prodded at her phone with furious taps. “Nothing. Not in his bedroom, not in the lounge upstairs, not in the study. He’s not answering his phone.”

Marit sat next to her and put her arm around her waist. “We’ll find him, Mom.”

Alannah was the next one to arrive. She sat on the edge of the sofa cushions, her phone gripped in her hands.

Taylor looked up at Elle. “He is really on that train? He’s…captive?”

Elle nodded. Her eyes were grave. She said nothing.

Taylor moaned and closed her eyes.

Alannah burst into tears and rushed away again, her noisy sobs fading as she climbed the stairs.

Neven said nothing. What could he say? The man who was him had done this. No excuse would ever justify it. Nothing he said could make it better.

Actions were the only defining facts.

The Maserati returned thirty minutes later, moving far more slowly than when it had left.

Veris and Brody came into the house and the room seemed to shrink around them.

Neven got to his feet.

“We found the Mustang,” Brody said shortly. “At the harbor. Nowhere near the festival that Aran told Neven he was going to.”

“He lied,” Alex said. “Why?”

“He went back to Serbia. To Božidarko,” Neven made himself say.

Everyone looked at him. Veris grew still, his gaze sharp.

“There is a girl there,” Neven said. “He has been trying to talk to her for…a while.”

Brody swore and looked at Veris. “Božidarko is crawling with gangsters and criminals. They’re all in the trade, there. He must have gone back and got into trouble in some way.”

Veris nodded. His jaw was working, yet he said nothing.

“If we try to get him back, what will we change?” Brody added. “How much of the future gets fucked up?”

“We can’t go and get him,” Veris said.

Taylor lifted her head. “We have to!” She scrambled to her feet. “I want my son back. Don’t try to stop me, Veris. If you dare speak of not changing timelines, I will…I will…” She shook her head. “Just…don’t stop me,” she finished weakly.

Veris folded onto the sofa and put his face in his hands. His shoulders shook.

Brody gathered Taylor up in his arms and held her, his cheek against her hair.

“I’ll go to Serbia,” Neven said. “I’ll get him back.”

Marit looked at Neven with the same sharp scrutiny her father had just used.

Veris scrubbed at his face with his hands, then looked at him, too. “You can’t.” His voice was hoarse.

“I can. Why shouldn’t I?” Neven asked, fighting to keep his tone reasonable. “I am the only one who can do this. It’s only the past we need to worry about changing. If Elle wasn’t here and hadn’t told us what the future was like, we wouldn’t be having this conversation at all. We would go and get him. Let’s do that.”

Veris swallowed, his throat working. His face was impassive. Neven suspected the light in his eyes was tightly dammed hope. Neven added the final inducement. “I’m going, whether you help me or not. I would much rather have your help.”

Brody kept Taylor’s face hidden against his shoulder, his hand in her hair. His own was filled with acute misery. “Whatever we can do,” he said flatly. “Name it.”

“Brody…” Veris began.

“No.” Brody shook his head. “I don’t care what this does to the timescape. Fuck time. I want Aran back. If I have to break every natural law to do it, I will. And so will you, Veris, so just shut the fuck up and help Neven do this.”

Veris looked at Brody and Taylor for a long moment. Then he got to his feet and wrapped his arms around both of them. He turned his head to look at Neven. His eyes were bleak. “We’ll help. Whatever it takes.”

Neven looked at Elle. “What do I need to do?”

 


 

CHAPTER FIVE
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NEVEN LET HIS GAZE WANDER over the windows once more. On both sides of the lounge and on every pane, down to knee-height, were plastered photos, documents, notes and notations. The entire household had spent an hour printing and pasting. The storyboard was supposed to help him absorb the details of Kristijan Zoric’s life. All it was doing was making him feel overwhelmed.

He had thought he knew a lot about the other Kristijan. Weeks of reading Jovan’s excellent reports and watching from a distance had given him what he thought was a good understanding of Kristijan Zoric, even if he didn’t understand how the man could live this way.

The panes of windows plastered with paper and photos and more proved he didn’t know nearly as much as he thought.

Everyone else was moving around the room, too. Marit had thrust a cup of coffee into Neven’s hands not long ago. Now she was drinking her own cup. Alannah was sitting in the corner of the sofa, her eyes red and downcast. She had refused coffee. No one else needed or could drink the stuff.

On the cushions on the other end of the sofa lay Liberty, Alex, Rafe’s and Sydney’s little girl. She was fast asleep, her back to the cushions, her thumb in her mouth. Deeply black, thick lashes lay against her olive cheeks. Someone had dropped a light blanket over her and every now and again Sydney would come and check on her. The noise in the room and the voices didn’t seem to be disturbing Liberty’s sleep at all.

“It’s deep in the night for her,” Sydney had explained when she saw Neven studying her curiously. “Only, it will be morning soon in Spain and I don’t want her to wake and find us gone.” She had brought her to the house shortly after everyone in the big room had looked to Veris for directions on how to prepare Neven for the big deception.

Elle had left not long after that. She had seemed a little bit sad, yet determined. “This is not my place and time,” she told Veris, when he suggested she stay and help. “I have put you on the path. Now you must find your own way forward and I must return to my own time.”

She had jumped away not long after that. By then, everyone was so busy they barely noticed. Neven suspected he was the only one to regret she was gone. Elle had been a part of his formation as an adult. She had inducted him into the world of travelers.

Every laptop in the house was set up on the coffee table or was sitting on the owner’s knees. Every cellphone was also in use. Veris had personally spoken to Jovan in Macedonia. Jovan was the vampire who had completed all the original research on Kristijan. Veris was tapping him on the shoulder again, for anything else he might know that would help them.

Now that the decision had been made and everyone had turned their backs on the morals of screwing with time, Veris was a powerhouse of energy and drive. As usual, he was directing everyone. However, he was a good leader and had systematically arranged for a complete brain dump of everything they knew about Kristijan.

It had been Alex’s idea to paste everything on the windows, for everyone to examine. “When you’re mulling over things, it helps to have all the facts that might affect the decision there where you can see them in one glance. Diagnostics works when you take everything into account.”

Veris had been walking slowly up and down the windows, studying the documentation, while the last of it was printing out and Rafe and Brody taped it up.

Veris tapped the photo of Remi De Sauveterre with one big knuckle. “This man is the key.”

“To what?” Neven asked.

“Elle said Kristijan was dead,” Brody said. “If that’s true, then how did he die?” He was looking at Neven. “You were there this morning.”

Neven could feel his cheeks heating. He had been forced to confess how often he had been there. They needed to know. They also had to know everything he had learned while jumping to Serbia. Veris and Brody had not exploded the way Rafe had guessed they would. They had brushed it off.

Now Brody was circling back to it. “You said that Remi De Sauveterre was walking around with Kristijan’s men as if nothing had changed.”

Neven nodded. “He was.”

“If Kristijan is dead or missing, then wouldn’t it be natural for his second-in-charge to jump up and down about that?” Veris asked. “Instead, he feeds stray kittens.”

“And knocks people out with beer bottles,” Rafe added.

Alex was standing in front of De Sauveterre’s profile. “The man apparently doesn’t need a gun. Not if any object sitting nearby can become a lethal projectile.”

“If he’s acting as if nothing has changed, maybe he had something to do with Kristijan’s disappearance,” Veris added.

“You think he killed Kristijan?” Neven asked.

“Maybe. He wouldn’t be the first senior lieutenant to stage a coup in order to grab all the power and money for themselves,” Veris replied. “That makes him the key, because we can’t predict what he will do when he sees you, apparently back from the dead.”

“Unless he doesn’t know Kristijan is dead,” Sydney pointed out, as she fought to unfold tape that had stuck to itself.

“Even if the guy is just missing, he’s been gone for over two weeks,” Taylor said. “That’s got to be long enough for even the most slovenly second-in-command to raise an alarm of some sort. As he hasn’t, it means De Sauveterre knows where Kristijan is, or what has happened to him. Either way, you turning up is going to surprise him.”

“This is a man who doesn’t like surprises,” Veris added. “Jovan is pretty certain he’s a vampire, just like Kristijan. He could never get close enough to confirm either of them.”

“They have padding around them,” Neven said. “The padding wears guns.”

“Either way,” Veris continued. “He’s been running Kristijan’s organization for him for a long time, which implies a high level of trust between the two. Which means De Sauveterre would be in on everything that Kristijan is involved in. Including the shipment.” He paused, his throat working.

Everyone was referring to the train of captives as the “shipment”, to take the human factor out of it. It allowed them to think strategically and deal with Aran’s fate dispassionately while they made their plans.

Veris cleared his throat and went on. “When you’re in there trying to cancel the shipment, Neven, you’re going to have to dismantle De Sauveterre’s objections. You’re going to have to have solid business reasons for backing out of the arrangement.”

“Could I just say I’ve changed my mind?”

“Again, you’ll need reasons. This is Kristijan’s most trusted, long-term lieutenant, remember.”

Neven nodded, studying the grainy image of Remi De Sauveterre. Like most of the photos they had, this one had been taken by a long telephoto lens, from far away. It was as clear as the distance could make it, which meant it was fuzzy.

Alex was still staring at the man’s profile. “He’s military. Black ops, I presume, as he doesn’t show up in any military records.”

“French origins,” Rafe added. “The New Orleans he claims as his birthplace might be a work-around, especially if he is Blood.”

“Which means he came out of France,” Veris added.

“You say that as though its significant,” Neven pointed out.

“Few vampires survived the French Revolution,” Brody said. “Almost none, in fact. France has been a black hole for the Blood ever since. Most think the country is tainted and avoid it. The folklore and the superstitions work against the Blood. The French who remember their traditions know how to spot them and what to do with them when they do.”

“There were just as many vampires put to the guillotine during the Reign of Terror as there were French peerage,” Alex said. “The guillotine was an effective execution method for the Blood, which is why they used it.”

“Most of the Blood was part of the nobility,” Veris said. “If De Sauveterre emerged from that, he’s a high-caliber survivor.”

“Survivor enough to kill his boss and grab the power?” Brody asked.

“Maybe,” Veris said. His gaze met Neven’s. “We’re going to have to figure out a way to stop De Sauveterre from dealing with Kristijan a second time.”

“You don’t need anything,” Alex said sharply. “I don’t care how much of a bad-ass survivor the Frenchman is. When Kristijan returns from the dead and the missing, he’s going to rethink his rebellion, especially if Neven acts as if De Sauveterre is still faithful and innocent. He’ll think he’s safely in the clear and will go back to normal.”

Veris nodded. “He’ll subside long enough for you to halt the shipment and get the hell out of there. That’s all you need.”

“I think it’s Usenko that Neven is going to have to worry about,” Sydney said, from the other side of the room. She tapped the window in front of her. “He’s psychotic, at least. Sociopathic, maybe even psychopathic.”

Neven sighed.

“He never moves out of Russia,” Veris said dismissively. “He’s cautious, that way. Neven should never have to deal with him face to face.”

Sydney shook her head. “Neven will have to deal with him and he’ll need to know how. Usenko grew up in the USSR. As an adult, he embraced capitalism, probably because it was the complete opposite of communism. Then there are the scars on his arms.”

“What about them?” Taylor asked curiously. “I saw them, too. In that photo in front of you.” She shivered.

Neven had seen the photo as well. Most of the other images of Usenko showed a white-blond crew-cut man wearing three piece suits and sunglasses. This was the only shot of Usenko without sleeves—a picture of him on a luxury yacht, in swim trunks and a short-sleeved shirt. The scars ran up the inside of both arms, looking pink, shiny and stretched, as old scars did.

“Jovan thinks he got the scars when he was a kid. From hugging a burning oil drum for warmth, then falling asleep against it.” Sydney shook her head. “That’s motive, right there, for some pretty serious mentally scaring, too. He grew up so poor, he had to fight to stay warm and would hug a drum of burning oil to keep it to himself, to the point where he would start frying against it.” Her mouth turned down. “As soon as Kristijan Zoric tries to back out of the shipment deal, Usenko is going to react, because he will do anything to survive. He doesn’t have to leave Russia to do that, either.”

Veris rubbed his jaw. “You may be right,” he admitted.

“Usenko is ruthless. More than Kristijan is. Was,” Brody added.

Rafe pointed to the aerial photo of Božidarko. “How familiar are you with the village and the estate, Neven?”

“Enough to know my way around,” Neven said. “The outside of the estate, anyway. I’m memorizing the floorplan, though.” He lifted the blueprints of the rambling manor house that Kristijan had built on the estate, along with the outhouses and buildings that surrounded it. “Why?”

“You can’t just jump to the village and then walk up to the gates of the estate,” Rafe pointed out. “Kristijan Zoric would never do that. I don’t think you could jump straight into the estate, though. You don’t know it well enough.”

“I know the front of it,” Neven pointed out.

“The front, where all the guards and the gate is?” Veris asked.

Neven ran a hand through his hair. “Yes,” he admitted with a sigh and let the blueprints slide back onto the coffee table.

Alexander pushed a hand into his pants pocket and his head to one side. “How long is it since you got a decent sleep?” he asked.

Veris glanced at Alex, then at Neven, his eyes narrowing.

“It’s been a while,” Neven admitted. “I can fall asleep easily enough. I can’t stay asleep. I wake in the middle of the night and my brain won’t shut up.”

Alex studied him, his lips slightly pursed. “Lack of stimulation will do that. You led an interesting life, before you jumped here. Now you’re safe, comfortable and have no obligations. Your brain is used to thinking hard and making critical, survival-level decisions. That’s why you can’t stay asleep. I’m surprised you’re not having nightmares as well.”

“I am,” Neven admitted. “That’s usually why I wake up.”

Veris crossed his arms. “We can’t send you in sleep-deprived. Your executive decision-making ability will be compromised.”

“I think Neven’s judgement has been screwed for a while,” Rafe said softly.

Neven flinched. He met Rafe’s gaze. Was Rafe wondering if his ill-advised jumps to Serbia were the decision of an exhausted mind?

Maybe they were.

Veris and Alex were looking at each other.

“Twelve milligrams of melatonin,” Alex said. “Just enough to put him to sleep.”

“Benzodiazepine,” Veris said. “It will absolutely work.”

“Too addictive,” Alex replied.

“Hypnosis, then?” Veris suggested. His tone said he was joking.

Alex nodded. “Yes. Hypnosis. Why didn’t I think of that?”

Veris rubbed the back of his neck. “My professor-self is shuddering. Do what you think best, doctor.”

Alex grinned. “Purist.”

Sydney laughed.

Veris looked at Neven. “We’re going to put you to sleep for twelve hours. You’ll wake up a new man, I guarantee it. Then, we send you in.”

“You’re welcome to try,” Neven told them. “I’m the world’s worst hypnosis subject. I like to stay in control too much.”

Alex smiled. “You’ve never been hypnotized by me.”
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Neven woke to grim daylight. Rain tapped against the window and wind was blowing through the trees outside, with mournful, long notes.

He sat up, discovering he was in his bed, wearing nothing. He couldn’t remember going to sleep. He couldn’t remember Alex trying to hypnotize him. He couldn’t remember much beyond telling Alex it would never work on him.

Neven glanced at the clock. It was just after six in the morning. He had slept at least twelve hours.

“Damn…” he muttered wonderingly, staring at the time. He stretched his shoulders and neck. He felt energized and wide awake.

He threw the covers back and got dressed, then made his way downstairs. The papers were still pasted to the windows and he walked slowly alongside them, absorbing the flashes of words and images.

Sydney was in the kitchen, with Liberty in the booster seat, helping her eat breakfast.

“There’s pancake mix next to the frypan,” Sydney said and helped Liberty get her forkful into her mouth.

“I thought you might go back to Spain, where all Liberty’s things are,” Neven said. He mixed up the batter, to make it smooth, while the frypan heated.

“Liberty is a great traveler,” Sydney said. “She has no problems adapting to wherever she finds herself.” Sydney’s smile was full of mischief. “The nomad life is in her blood.”

“If that’s true,” Neven said, pouring three big spoonfuls of batter into the pan, “then I’m surprised Alex doesn’t take off more often. He’s her uncle.”

“An uncle that has done so much wandering in his lifetime, that he’s all done for now.” Sydney shrugged. “When you get to live for thousands of years, waiting eighteen years for your niece to grow up is a mere blink of an eye.”

“Have you developed that perspective yet?” Neven asked her. “You were human for longer than you’ve been a vampire.”

Sydney grimaced. “I think it might take me a while to get there. I’m too mired in human things, still. Alex and Rafe say that is a good thing and that I should savor the human things as much as possible.”

Neven nodded. “I’ve met a great many vampires. Most of them think that way, I’ve found. They all consider their lost humanity a precious thing and appreciate it in others.”

“Are you ready for this, Neven?” Sydney asked.

He glanced at her. “Serbia, you mean? I think so. It hardly matters, anyway. I have to go. I want to go.”

“You were close to Aran, I know.”

“The guilt is huge,” Neven admitted. “It’s not just guilt, though. You—all of you—have been so generous since I landed in your pool four years ago. This is a chance for me to pay some of that kindness back. I would see Taylor smile once more. I would have Veris and Brody laugh again.”

“You want to feel you deserve your place here,” Sydney finished.

Neven stared at her. “Yes,” he said.

Sydney’s smile was bright. “I know, because I was where you were, not so long ago. I wanted to feel I belonged among these people, that I hadn’t worked my way in like an irritating grain of sand, because of circumstances alone.”

Neven dumped the pancakes on a plate and moved over to the table and sat down. He was starving. “I always feel as if I’m here just because I can jump and that’s not good enough to belong.”

“That sense of inadequacy takes a while to go away,” Sydney said. She wiped Liberty’s mouth. “You do have to be careful, though, that you don’t overcompensate and swing in the other direction. Killing yourself trying to keep up with Brody and Veris and Taylor—”

“And Alex and Rafe, too,” Neven said. “They’re impressive in their own way.”

“Yes, but I sleep with them, so I’m biased,” Sydney said with a small smile. “Veris likes you.”

“He does?” Neven was shocked. “Of the three of them, Veris is the one who speaks to me the least. I thought he merely tolerated me because Taylor insists I stay here.”

“You wouldn’t be here if he didn’t like you,” Sydney assured him. “Don’t try to keep up with any of us. No one expects it. Don’t take risks just to try to even up some sort of imbalance that only exists in your mind. Especially while you’re in Serbia. It’s high-risk already.”

“You’re not going to try to talk me out of it, though, are you?”

Sydney shook her head. “There is a part of me that is appalled at the way we are casually disregarding time and the consequences of messing with history. Despite that, I want Aran back more than I care about a future that one person tells us we must change.” She squeezed his wrist. “Be careful, though, Neven. Please? Usenko is crazy. That Remi man is just as dangerous in his own way.”

“I will be careful,” Neven promised her.
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In the end, he jumped straight into the estate. It was Alannah who pointed out the obvious they were all missing. “The guy had to go outside sometimes, right? Neven can jump into the yard and walk inside as if he went out to take a leak or something.”

“Alannah!” Taylor said, shocked.

Alannah shrugged. “I’m just saying.”

The yard where he landed looked different because he was standing on the ground, rather than looking at it from a drone’s perspective. The features were all there, though. They were just as he had seen in the drone scans.

Reassured, Neven pulled his cuffs into place and smoothed down the suit. It was expensive and silky and he’d never worn anything like it. He could see himself getting used to a better quality of wardrobe easily. Veris, who was a surprising clotheshorse with a taste for silk suits, had assured him that Kristijan would not wear anything of lesser quality.

Then, remembering that this was supposed to be his house and his people, that he belonged here, he moved across the yard, heading for the back door that was tucked into the corner of the verandah.

The back door opened onto the big commercial-sized and outfitted kitchen that the estate used to cater the many parties and events that happened here. It was empty at other times and Neven ghosted through the metal and tile room, remembering to walk as if he had every right to be here.

“Flitting through the house will make you look as though you’re sneaking around,” Brody told him. “Walk down the middle of the corridor. Don’t hesitate to open doors. Head for Kristijan’s office at the front of the house first, because that’s what Kristijan would probably do.”

Recalling the layout of the house he had memorized, Neven made himself walk along the passageway that led to the front rooms, staying firmly in the middle of it, instead of cringing along one wall. His heart was straining, thudding in his ears.

Sooner or later he would run into someone. He had spent hours memorizing names and faces of the people that Kristijan kept on the estate. All of them were men, except for one shadowy, grainy black and white image of a woman. No one, not even Jovan with his incredible resources, had been able to figure out where the woman fit into Kristijan’s organization.

The big, formal dining room was just ahead. Neven passed through it, taking in an impression of polished, glowing wood and a crystal chandelier that was modern and square. The drawing room was ahead. He stepped into it. It was empty, too.

Kristijan’s office was straight off the drawing room. It was a suite of rooms, including the office itself, a waiting area at the front of it and a small half-bathroom to one side, plus a kitchen alcove where coffee and other beverages could be made.

The waiting area was just where it was supposed to be. There were three upright chairs, all of them empty and displaying their striped-satin seats. The door into the office was shut. From behind the door came the sound of muffled voices. The door had to be insulated against noise to dampen voices that much. Kristijan clearly didn’t like having his conversations overheard.

Neven drew in a breath, staring at the door. Time to face…whoever was in there.

His heart was hurting now, slamming itself against the inside of his chest and making his ribcage ache. Neven reminded himself yet again why he was doing this. He deliberately invoked a memory of Aran, laughing about something as he sat with his sister, as he nearly always did.

Then he thought about Kristijan and how he might walk into his own office after returning home from…wherever he was right now.

Kristijan certainly wouldn’t stand in the middle of the drawing room psyching himself up. Neven strode forward, trying to project confidence and complete mastery of his surroundings. He put his hand on the door handle and thrust the door open and stepped inside.

There were five men sitting in front of the big desk in the corner. All of them turned to see who had walked in. All of them had a hand hovering over the front of their jackets.

And all of them opened their eyes wide when they saw Neven standing there.

“Gentlemen,” Neven said, in Serbian. He made himself look at the man sitting behind the desk.

Remi De Sauveterre was rising slowly to his feet, a stunned expression in his eyes. He came around the desk, moving quickly, stepped passed the hard chairs the men were sitting on and came right up to Neven. His gaze roamed over Neven’s face. “You’re back!” he breathed as if he was delighted.

Then he put his hands on either side of Neven’s face. “I’ve missed you,” he said, his voice low. He kissed him.

Neven’s thoughts scattered under the impact of his shock.

Why did no one anticipate this? It was the only coherent thought he had.

De Sauveterre was kissing him as if he was used to it, that it was a normal thing. Which meant that Kristijan was used to it, too. Neven tried to stop himself from tightening up, or worse, leaning away from the man. That was the most he could do. He couldn’t begin to try to respond to the kiss. It was beyond his capacity right now to even think about pretending he was glad to be kissed.

Behind De Sauveterre, he heard one of the men chuckle. They were apparently well used to seeing this open affection between the two, as well.

De Sauveterre let him go and turned to look at the men. “Sorry,” he said shortly. “We’ll have to get back to this discussion later. Tomorrow at nine, yes?” He picked up Neven’s hand. De Sauveterre’s grip was cool. The fingers clamped on Neven’s like a vise. “We have…things to discuss. In private. It’s been weeks, after all.”

The men chuckled again as they got to their feet. Their suspicions and alarm had disappeared.

“Welcome back, Kristijan,” one of them murmured. “I hope the court case went in your favor.”

Court case?

Neven realized that a response was required. “I can’t discuss it,” he said shortly. “You understand.”

“Oh yes, I most certainly do.” The man had a pudgy face and mean eyes deep inside the folds. Neven recognized him. Dragović—Remi’s man. Dragović left the room.

De Sauveterre pulled on Neven’s hand. “Come on,” he said shortly, leading him from the room. “Come.” His tone was imperious, as if he expected that Neven would obey him without question. Ahead of De Sauveterre, the men were all streaming through the drawing room, heading for the big foyer and the front door. They were leaving them alone.

Neven’s heart was pistoning along now. Was De Sauveterre taking him where he suspected he was? Was he going to expect to have sex with him?

De Sauveterre didn’t let go of his hand. His grip was ferocious. They walked up the stairs, moving fast, then around the balcony railing and through double doors into a master suite.

Neven glanced at the big bed in the corner and swallowed.

De Sauveterre let go of his hand and shut and locked the bedroom doors. He turned to face Neven and crossed his arms. “Who the fuck are you?” he demanded, his voice a low growl.

 


 

CHAPTER SIX
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VERIS AND ALEX AND BRODY and Rafe, even Sydney and Taylor, had gone over and over with Neven all the possible scenarios that might happen when he confronted Remi De Sauveterre, yet none of them covered this reality.

Something Brody had said came zinging back into Neven’s mind as he stared at Remi De Sauveterre. Sometimes you have to throw caution out the window and just go with your gut.

Neven held up his hand, glad to see it wasn’t shaking. “I know this is a shock,” he said.

“You think?” De Sauveterre said dryly.

Neven had never been this close to the man before. He had always watched him from a distance and that meant he’d missed a lot of detail. This close, he could see that De Sauveterre looked younger than he had guessed him to be. His skin was smooth and fresh.

He was most certainly a vampire. The strength in his grip, the coolness of his flesh, both confirmed that he was. The youthfulness in a man who had been controlling Kristijan’s estate for at least twenty years was another slice of proof.

De Sauveterre had interesting features…when he wasn’t scowling. They were not exactly symmetrical. One brow was held slightly higher than the other. The nose was straight and the jaw was square. His eyes were hazel, the flecks distinct.

He spoke with a preciseness that overcame the mild accent he had when using Serbian. Neven would be interested to see how much accent he had in other languages. Most non-Serbians made the language sound offensive, in their unpracticed mouths.

The simple shirt and trousers the man was wearing were expensive. Neven could tell that much from the crash course in fashion that Veris had put him through. The shirt tugged at the man’s shoulders, which were not spindly at all.

De Sauveterre threw his hand out, indicating the house beyond the locked door at his back. “They all think you were in London being dragged over hot coals by the hardest judge in England. They think you’re Kristijan. Who are you? Because I know you’re not him.”

“I am Kristijan,” Neven said shortly. “I’m just not the Kristijan you know.”

De Sauveterre’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not a stupid man,” he growled. “Explain yourself.”

“What don’t you understand?” Neven said. “I’m a different Kristijan.” He shrugged.

De Sauveterre leaned towards him and sniffed delicately.

If Neven had not guessed he was a vampire already, that little sniff would have told him. De Sauveterre was sampling his scent. 

“You’re human.” De Sauveterre leaned closer. “You look like Kristijan, only older. Ten years, maybe. He didn’t tell me he had a brother.”

“I’m not his brother. I am him. You can test my DNA if you want.”

“You froze when I kissed you. You are not Kristijan,” De Sauveterre said with complete assurance. He walked around Kristijan, taking in every inch of him. “Yet you are a perfect match in nearly every aspect.”

“I don’t know how much plainer I can put it,” Neven said. “I am Kristijan, just from another timeline. You and I don’t know each other in that timeline.”

De Sauveterre grew still. He drew back a little, as his brows came together again. “Timeline?” he said softly.

Coldness trickled through Neven’s veins. “You don’t know about timelines…” he breathed. The coldness grew, as he put it together. The number of people in any given timeline who knew about time travelling was miniscule. Not even every vampire knew, although a larger portion of vampires than humans were aware of time travelling.

They had made another mistaken assumption that because Neven knew about jumping, so had Kristijan. This possibility had not been discussed, either.

It was too late now. Neven had spoken of time. If De Sauveterre was not a stupid man, then he would put it together from that single word.

De Sauveterre rubbed his temple. “Timelines…” He moved around Neven, forcing Neven to turn to keep him in sight. De Sauveterre walked slowly to the padded bench in front of the big bed. He sank onto it, thinking hard. “I’ve heard all the rumors. More than once.” He gripped his knees and looked up at Neven. “It’s true then? Time travel is possible?”

Neven nodded. He would have to worry about the repercussions of this discussion later. Or maybe not. The whole point of him being here was to change the future. If full disclosure helped shift the future away from the bleak outcome Elle had described, he would spill his guts for a week to move it.

“Then you’re from the past?” De Sauveterre asked. Then his gaze dropped to the floor. “No, you’re too old. Yet how can you be from the future? That’s not possible.”

“I’m from an alternative time to this one,” Neven said, interrupting him.

De Sauveterre looked at him once more. “Alternative time?” he repeated. “Einstein’s multiverse theory?” he asked sharply.

“Not a theory, anymore,” Neven said. “Well, not to travelers, anyway.” De Sauveterre’s wisdom was making this easy.

“You really are Kristijan, then?” De Sauveterre asked, getting to his feet once more.

“Yes and no. Kristijan and I are the same people, except we lead very different lives.”

De Sauveterre was circling him again. Examining him from head to foot, like a specimen on a stand. “It is…mind-boggling,” he admitted. “You are so exactly like him, anyone but I would be fooled. You even have the little scar on the corner of your jaw.”

Neven touched the mild indentation on his left jaw. “From bomb shrapnel, when I was fifteen.”

“Yes, that’s what he said, too.”

“Kristijan and I were the same. We were one individual, until the timeline split, somewhere.”

“When did that happen?” De Sauveterre demanded. “You both have the same scar, so not before you were fifteen.”

Neven shook his head. “I don’t know when. It would be impossible to determine. Every single moment, every little thing we do, everything all of us does, has the potential to split a timeline.”

De Sauveterre stopped in front of him once more. “Then why are you here?” he demanded. “Why this pretense?”

“Kristijan isn’t in London, Remi,” Neven said, as gently as he could. “He’s been missing for three weeks, at least.”

“You know that?” De Sauveterre said.

“We do.”

“We?”

“Me, plus those who know I am here.” It wouldn’t hurt now, to let the man know that Neven had friends. “You don’t seem to be surprised that Kristijan has disappeared.”

“It’s been three weeks. In this life, that’s usually a bad sign,” De Sauveterre said slowly. “I’ve been covering with the men—”

“That court case you mentioned?”

“Yes. The case is real enough, only it’s months away yet.” Remi’s eyes narrowed as he considered Neven. “Is he dead?”

“Probably,” Neven admitted.

De Sauveterre drew in a breath and let it out. “I feared so.” His voice was low.

“You aren’t upset.”

“It’s hard to be upset about something I had suspected all along. Having you standing right there makes it seem even more unreal. I’m having trouble accepting that you are not Kristijan.”

“Call me Neven, then. Everyone else does.”

“Your middle name? You hate it.”

“I’ve got used to it. It saves confusion.”

“I can imagine the confusion that it might generate,” De Sauveterre said, his tone back to dry again. “Why are you here, Neven? Why are you pretending to be him? For that is what you are doing, yes?”

“Yes. It is important I be Kristijan for a while.” Neven hesitated. He had jumped two major hurdles without issue because De Sauveterre seemed to be able to think with extraordinary clearness and lack of emotion, when needed. This next hurdle was likely to cause issues, though.

Yet he was committed to the truth, now. Neven laid it down with bare bones and didn’t soften it. “Arkady Usenko has to be stopped. He can’t have the shipment that is going to Russia in two weeks’ time.”

De Sauveterre stiffened. “You know about the shipment,” he muttered, frowning.

“More than that,” Neven told him. “We know that the shipment will start Usenko on a path that will end with the destruction of not just this world, this timeline, but countless others, too. That’s why I’m here. Kristijan is in a position to deflect Usenko and this is the only timeline where I am in it, too. This is the only timeline that will survive…if Usenko is stopped.”

De Sauveterre gripped his head, squeezing tight, as if he had a massive headache. “You speak of timelines as I would a bunch of grapes. Plucked and destroyed, here and there.”

“They destroy themselves,” Neven said. “Just, not this timeline. We’re deliberately changing the future, to let this timeline survive.”

De Sauveterre frowned. “The shipment…it was Kristijan’s great scheme, his crowning ambition. It will give him an unbreakable connection with the biggest power-players in Eastern Europe. If he is dead, then why would I go against that? It would now be his dying ambition. I should see it through.”

Neven’s heart hurt all over again. “How can you?” he breathed. “You know what the shipment is.”

Remi looked at him, his chin down, his gaze direct. “It’s what Kristijan wanted. What you want.”

Neven swallowed. “I don’t want it at all. Even if all our futures were not on the line I still wouldn’t want it.”

Remi moved quickly. Vampire speed. Neven had seen Brody and the others move at that speed and faster at times. Generally, though, they kept themselves to human slow reactions to blend in. Remi wasn’t bothering to hide his nature right now.

What he did do, though, was a shock. He pulled Neven against him, his hand on Neven’s ass. Their hips were mashed together, so that Neven could feel everything through the fine silk fabric, including the bulge of Remi’s cock.

Tension was a band around Neven’s chest, tightening until his breath came hard. “What are you doing?”

This close, Remi’s eyes, with their mix of green and brown, were clear and distinct. He wasn’t backing off. As they were almost exactly the same height, his stare was direct and unwavering. “You say you are to be Kristijan for now?” His spoke in a low voice and his accent was heavier. “Then behave like him. With every mealy word you utter, you tell me you are not him and never could be, so pretend. You will act like Kristijan, or by the gods that rule us I will tear your throat out for the world to see and expose you as the fake that you are.”

Neven’s mind went blank. Just for a moment, he could think of nothing. Fear bloomed, pushing every other consideration aside. All the warnings and cautions that Veris and the others had spoken, everything that he had learned about Kristijan and this man who gripped him, flashed through his mind.

Would Remi really kill him?

Killing was a casual thing to vampires and even more so to Remi, who lived in Kristijan’s sick world.

Neven didn’t know where the strength to speak came from. He didn’t think about the words. He didn’t think about the consequences of uttering them. It came from his gut, unprepared and ill-considered. “I am Kristijan, you ignoramus. Take your hands off me, or I’ll make you take them off.”

Remi’s eyes narrowed. Then he smiled. It was a small expression, a curling of one corner of his mouth. “That’s better.”

He kissed Neven. It was a hard press of his lips.

Neven held still, shocked all over again. It was no less surprising and uncomfortable this second time. His heart raced.

Remi’s tongue pressed inside his mouth.

Neven told himself it was exactly the same as kissing a woman. Except it wasn’t. Not at all. He was incredibly aware of the man’s hand on his ass, the way the fingers were stroking. The skin there tingled under the touch.

Remi drew back, considering him. “You’re soft.”

Neven kept his tone flat. “Let me go.”

The man let him go, yet he didn’t step away. Barely any space was between them. Remi tugged Neven’s lapels into place. “If you are going to be Kristijan, you’d better get rid of this suit.”

“What’s wrong with it?” Neven asked, surprised.

“What’s right with it?” Remi replied. “You had better taste than this.” He moved over to one of the interior doors and opened it, then snapped on the light inside. It was a walk-in closet and it was crowded with clothes. Neven could see the shoulders of dark suit jackets, rods of trousers and shirts. A shelf of folded knitted garments and shelves of shoes.

Remi waved towards the closet. “Your dimensions are the same as his. They’ll fit you as nicely as they fit him.”

Neven stayed where he was. “I’m not going to stop trying to halt the shipment.”

Remi leaned against the door. “You haven’t convinced me it should be stopped, yet. In the meantime, there are twenty-three men on the estate and the whole village itself you have to convince you are Kristijan. If you don’t do better than you did with me, then you’ll end up with a bullet in your brain and the shipment will go ahead.”

Neven drew in a slow breath.

Remi’s mouth turned down. “Hell, they’ll probably shoot me at the same time,” he added.

“Kristijan?” The call was light, feminine and from somewhere outside the bedroom suite.

Remi snapped upright, his lips parting. “Baise moi! London!”

“Calling?” Neven asked, puzzled.

“No, no…fuck!” Remi spoke softly and quickly, coming closer. “London, your fucking wife. She’s outside that door!”

Wife?

Neven had thought his capacity for being surprised had been maxed out. His mind seemed to totter. He thought of the single blurry black and white photo of the only woman that had been spotted in Kristijan’s life.

Remi moved quickly again. A small gale seemed to pluck at Neven’s shirt. He heard the rip of threads and felt the cotton give way. Remi’s hand slid inside, against his bare torso. The vampire’s other hand gripped the back of his neck. “Start pretending,” he growled and kissed him again.

The speed at which everything was happening short-circuited Neven’s thought processes. That was what he told himself, later. The only thought in his mind was the need to convince everyone he was Kristijan. The other Kristijan.

As the doors to the suite rattled and the handle was turned, Neven brought his hands up and held Remi’s face. A flash of surprise moved through his mind. Men did have larger faces…

“Kristijan, are you in here?…Oh.” The woman’s voice was smooth and mellow and English, the rich cadence accenting the Serbian she was speaking.

Remi stepped away, clearing his throat. “Hello, London.” His voice was the driest Neven had heard so far. “I see you made it here in one piece.”

Neven turned to look at her.

It was only because his heart was already racing that he didn’t react to the sight of her. The woman was Elle, his time-travelling mentor…only the details were wrong.

Long legs, encased in dark trousers that hugged every inch. The shoes were high, with the pointed toe that elegant women seemed to like.

Elegance was part of her bone structure yet Neven’s first impression was one of color. Her hair was a rich, deep auburn, shining with health, lying curled on either shoulder, framing her face, while Elle’s had been pure black. Whose was the false color?

Her skin was white, as if her hair had stolen all the color from it. She had offset the paleness with red lipstick that was almost shocking in contrast. Her lips were full, with a perfect little bow in the top one.

The color of her eyes didn’t need enhancement. They were a pure, impossible light gray that looked as if it had been digitally enhanced. The brows rose in strong, dark arches above. Both were exactly the same as Elle’s.

One of the brows lifted even farther when she saw him. The mouth turned down. “I’m interrupting.” She said it as though she didn’t give a damn, or that she might even be pleased about it. Carelessly, she tossed the dark brown leather handbag she was carrying onto the chair in the corner next to her.

Neven could smell her scent. It was a heady thing, sophisticated and layered, bringing to mind crisp autumn days, mulled wine, chilled air and the warmth of a fire in the hearth playing over the skin.

Even her jacket whispered of cool days and indoor pleasures. The leaves scattered over the fabric matched her hair. It was a symphony of hues.

She pushed the open front of the jacket aside and put her fist on her hip. They were generous hips. Neven shifted his gaze upward to her face, aware that he was staring. “Well, I’m here,” she said flatly. “Reporting in, despite your henchman there failing to show up.”

“I didn’t have to go to England to make sure you got on the damn plane,” Remi said. “I didn’t think you’d have the balls to show up after filing that divorce claim.”

She was staring at Neven, as if Remi didn’t exist. “I came to talk about it.”

“You came because if you didn’t show up you wouldn’t get your quarterly support,” Remi replied dryly.

The woman—had Remi called her London?—shifted her gaze to Remi, looking down her nose as if he was a particularly disgusting slug. “It speaks,” she said dismissively. She looked back at Neven. “Can I talk to you?” Her gaze flickered to Remi and back. “Alone,” she added.

Neven’s instinct was to say no in some way. Remi’s responses to the woman were supplying him with large chunks of information about her that Kristijan would have already known. Was he doing it deliberately? It was subtle, if he was. Either way, Neven needed him in the room. He couldn’t face the woman alone. There were too many unknowns.

Remi, though, patted him on the shoulder and straightened up his shirt with a tug and a smile. “Remind London what her place is. All that time in England has made her forget.”

He stepped around London. “Mrs. Zoric,” he said dryly.

“At least I have a legal leg to stand on, maggot,” she replied.

“Not for long, though, hmm?” Remi shut the door behind him, leaving Neven alone with London.

 


 

CHAPTER SEVEN
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LONDON DIDN’T LET HERSELF RELAX once Remi had gone. Remi was openly obnoxious and caustic, while Kristijan hid the dark core of whatever was left of his soul behind soft tones and a reasonable manner. Of the two, she thought Kristijan was just slightly more dangerous, yet she couldn’t discount Remi at all. He was Kristijan’s enforcer for a reason.

Kristijan was staring at her, which reminded her that she’d just arrived. She pushed self-consciously at her hair. “I’ll go and clean up shortly,” she told him, switching to English. “I just couldn’t let this wait, though. I need to talk to you about why I filed the divorce.”

Kristijan didn’t move. “Does anyone call you L?” he asked.

“Not if they expect an answer from me,” she said stiffly. “Look, I know you don’t want to talk about it. You’re probably angry—”

“About the divorce?” He paused. “Name a man that wouldn’t be.”

“The man that does the filing,” she snapped back. “Kristijan, this has to stop.”

“What does?”

“This great pretense that everything is normal, that we have a happy marriage, that you even like me! For heaven’s sake! I’ve been living in England for four years now. How many people do you think you’re fooling?”

He pushed his hands into his pockets, which made the open shirt spread at the front, to reveal silky-smooth, creamy flesh, over the taut stomach. The muscles beneath shifted.

“Will you at least close the shirt up?” she snapped. It was the wrong thing to say. It would make Kristijan think that he was still attractive to her, which he wasn’t. Even if she couldn’t shift her gaze away from his flesh. It wasn’t fair. She didn’t want to be drawn to him. She hated that every time he came into a room, her heart gave a little jump as she took in his height, the dark hair and eyes and the smooth skin. His hands and wrists and what they could do to her behind closed doors.

Six years after meeting him, nothing had changed.

Kristijan pulled the shirt together with one hand. Then she realized the shirt had no buttons. They had been torn off.

Remi.

Her mouth turned down. “Change the shirt,” she said. “I’ll wait.”

Kristijan turned and moved to the closet. The door was ajar, anyway. He closed it nearly all the way, except for a few inches. She could hear him moving around in there.

“What are you doing?” she called.

“Changing the shirt, as requested.”

She blinked. Just like that, he was doing what she asked? Normally, he would growl at her. Something about giving him orders and how much he didn’t like a forward woman.

All her carefully rehearsed arguments designed to persuade him to let the divorce go through uncontested evaporated and she scrambled to regather them.

He opened the door and came out again, fastening the last button on another shirt. The silk trousers were not his usual style, although they did nicely outline his thighs and ass… London blinked and dragged her gaze back to his face.

He considered her. She could see no anger in him, not even the hidden sort that he liked to let simmer below the surface before lashing out at full strength. “You’ve just come from England. Wouldn’t you like to rest first? We can always talk about it later.”

London stared at him. “Who are you and what have you done with the real Kristijan?” she demanded. This was so not what she had expected that she was almost breathless in reaction.

Kristijan seemed to flinch. Or wince. His hand dropped. “I can be a bastard if you find it easier,” he snapped.

She drew in a breath. He had been biding his time. “Later is fine,” she assured him quickly. “As I’m stuck here for another two weeks.” She couldn’t help the bitter note.

“You can always go home again,” he said.

Her mouth opened this time. She could feel her jaw sagging. “Go home?” she repeated, stunned.

Kristijan grimaced. “You’ll still get your money,” he said. “In fact, it is probably a good idea if you do go back to England. Things will not be pleasant around here for the next week or so.”

“Are they ever pleasant?” she asked. The question popped out before she could censor it.

“I suppose not,” he admitted.

He was handing shocks out like sweets. It was too much. Her heart was laboring under too many changes of direction and surprises. “I do think I need to rest…” she murmured.

“We can talk at dinner,” Kristijan added.

“Not if that monster is at the table,” she shot back.

His lips parted. “Remi?” he asked, sounding puzzled.

London tamped down the spurt of pure resentment that shot through her at the way he said the man’s name. “Yes, Remi,” she said flatly.

“You don’t like him, do you?”

“When did you start asking self-evident questions?” She pressed her lips together. “I’m sorry, you’re being reasonable and I can’t adjust that quickly. Forget I said that.”

“Is it just because he’s…?” The little gesture of his hand towards the bed finished the rest of the sentence for her.

“It’s not like you to miss a chance to rub it in,” she said tiredly.

“There’s a big project going on. It’s taking up most of my attention,” he said flatly. “I don’t have the energy to spare for anything else.”

Reassured by the caustic tone, she nodded. “Right. Now I have been duly reminded of my place in your grand schemes. You can tell Remi you did as he suggested.”

His jaw flexed, as he considered her. Why had she ever thought his gaze was warm? It was like looking at two black holes with nothing behind them but the end of worlds and despair. “Remi is a vital part of my business. I shouldn’t have to remind you of that,” he said coolly.

London laughed. She couldn’t help herself. “He’s the reason you have this…business!” She curled her hand up into a fist and made herself stop, even though the words were pushing up behind her teeth, wanting to get out. She wanted to flay him with them, to hurt him as he had hurt her, over and over again.

Remi was dark and scary, for all that Kristijan was darker in looks. The Frenchman always watched her. He constantly measured and assessed and she knew he was sizing her up, considering how much of a danger she was to Kristijan. It was his job to protect Kristijan. He loved his job.

A long time ago, London had come to the conclusion that one day, Remi would kill her. Not because he hated her that much, although he did. He would kill her because Kristijan told him to. That would be the day when Kristijan tired of her and no longer wanted her to be in his life in even the minimal symbolic way she was now.

That was why she had waited four years to file the divorce. She had suspected that filing would trigger Kristijan into hitting back the only way he knew how. Every day since filing the papers, she had watched over her shoulder, expecting Remi to be there behind her, sent to deal with her at Kristijan’s orders.

How did she still have the capacity to worry about the man who had once been her husband in more than name? Remi had warped him, changed him into the cruel, ruthless man he was now.

She blinked, feeling the sting of tears. She turned away abruptly, so he wouldn’t see them. He would be scathing if he did and she didn’t want to deal with Kristijan at his sarcastic best right now. “I’m going to lie down until dinner,” she said flatly. “Can you tell the cook I’ll eat at the usual time?”

“I will.”

She fled, back to the suite that was hers, put aside for her bimonthly visits. The door had a lock and she used it every night, although she doubted Kristijan knew, or even cared that it was barred to him. He had Remi, after all.
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Neven sank back down onto the bench at the foot of the bed once the door was closed. He was shaking.

The anger pouring from her! The resentment and fury in every sentence was almost an assault. Kristijan had made her that way.

Neven went back into the closet and picked up the suit jacket he had been wearing and fished out his cellphone. He sat on the bench once more and tapped out a fast text message to Veris.

need everything you know about London-Kristijan’s wife. She’s HERE!

He didn’t expect an answer, yet he got one almost immediately.

Soonest, guaranteed. Play mean for now. Fits K and will give u time.

The swift assurance unwound some of the tension in Neven’s chest and head. He was developing a headache, a result of all the strange and unexpected reactions and emotions swirling around him.

Play mean.

Veris had nailed Kristijan’s relationship with London neatly through the bull’s eye. The conversation Neven had just had with London had been a minefield of potential explosions. Every time he had given her a perfectly normal response, she had become agitated. Every time he had channeled the frosty, dry tone he’d used with Remi to such effect, she had relaxed.

The iciness was what both of them were used to.

What kind of a bastard was Kristijan? Yes, he was a ruthless businessman, only even the most extreme drug lords in the world doted on their families, while their families tended to love them with open adoration.

London was Kristijan’s wife, Remi was his lover. They both were accustomed to coldness. Sarcasm. What had happened to form Kristijan in that way? What would make him treat the people he supposedly cared for like that?

The door opened again. Remi, this time. The vampire trod lightly towards the bed. “She walked down the hall with the usual amount of steam trailing her. You fooled her nicely.”

“Thanks,” Neven replied.

Remi smiled. “That’s just how he would have said it.”

“Even more thanks.” Neven put the phone into the pocket on his shirt. “Do you know English, Remi?”

Remi wrinkled his nose. “Why?”

Neven shifted back to English. “It’ll reduce the chance of someone overhearing us and hearing the wrong things.”

“I hate English,” Remi said, in English. “Rotten, clipped off, on-the-nose, barbaric-sounding language.” Yet his accent was absent, when he used it.

Neven stared at him, startled. “You sound English.” In fact, he sounded just as London had done—rich, privileged and upper crust.

“I should hope so,” Remi said. “I passed as an Earl for most of the Regency.” He glanced at Neven. “They were ruthless about dealing with fakes, too.”

Neven ignored the implied threat. “Tell me about London…that’s really her name?”

“London McCallum,” Remi said. “It’s her name. A family name or something.” He dumped the handbag London had left on the chair and sat.

“And no one calls her Elle? Not even Kristijan?”

Remi laughed a single dry note. “Not if they want to keep their balls intact.” He crossed his arms. It looked casual, although Neven wondered if it was defensive instead. What was it about London that he was shielding against?

“You met her in London in 2011,” Remi said. “Not long after I turned you—”

“You turned Kristijan?”

Remi’s gaze was steady. “All you have to do is ask.”

Confusion touched Neven. He reached for the defensive crutch that Veris had suggested. He reached for meanness. “Can’t stand the heat, Remi?” he shot back.

“Body heat…mmm. It’s been a while,” Remi admitted. “Horizontally, that is.” His gaze didn’t waver.

Neven felt as though his entire body was flushing. He was aware of the warmth running through him. It was normal body temperature, yet it felt too hot.

He hoisted the defensive shield once more and sought the most sarcastic response he could think of. “It’ll be a good while longer before you do.”

“Kristijan liked sex.”

“I’m not Kristijan, so while the door is closed you’d best remember that.”

“You are repressed, aren’t you? All that human baggage.”

Neven shook his head. “I prefer my sex mixed with genuine feelings. Otherwise, it could be a plank I’m fucking.”

“There’s a lumber shed out the back,” Remi replied.

“I’ll bear that in mind. Enough. Tell me about London. I have to deal with her. I need details.”

“What makes you think I have them to give? London and I are not best buddies.”

“I noticed.” Neven considered Remi once more. The vampire’s arms were still crossed. “You were with Neven when he met London. You let him marry her, anyway?”

Remi’s jaw flexed. For a moment, Neven thought he would change subjects or refuse to discuss it. Then he said quietly; “Kristijan wanted to make me writhe. That’s why he married her.” Then he looked away.

“He didn’t love her?”

“He was besotted. She bowled him over and he would not stop talking about her. I got sick of it and told him that maybe he should marry her and get her out of his system.” Remi’s gaze shifted back to Neven then away again.

“That’s what he did, then,” Neven concluded. “I should be surprised, only I’m fast becoming desensitized to anything he did.”

Remi did look at him then. “He’s kept her dangling for four years. It took two years for her to truly understand his nature and move out, but not before he broke her.”

Neven drew in a breath. “How did he do that?”

“He told her what he was. He told her about me.” Remi shrugged. “He told her the children she wanted would never happen.”

Neven swallowed back the vile taste in his mouth. “She went back to England, then,” he concluded.

“Not before asking him for a divorce,” Remi said. “He beat her into unconsciousness, then told her he would not stand for being publicly humiliated.”

Neven had to consciously remember to breathe. He felt sick. “And she calls you a monster….”

Remi grinned. “I am a monster.”

“She said something about coming back here all the time. He made her do that?”

“To make sure everyone in the village and his men believed she was still his.” Remi shrugged and stood up, as if he was sick of the conversation. “Two weeks, every two months. That was the deal, or he would cut off her support.”

“She doesn’t strike me as the type of woman to accept support.”

Remi shrugged again. “She didn’t have a choice. Constantly travelling like that…it’s not as though she can keep up with a regular job.”

“No income but his…” Neven grimaced. “That’s why she came straight in here, to smooth over filing for divorce. She was…she must have been terrified.”

Remi turned to look at him. “You have a lot to learn about London, if you think she was terrified. She might have been, once. It has morphed into pure hatred now.”

“Kristijan still wanted her here, even though she hated him?”

“That made it even better. It meant that the only thing bringing her back was his control over her life.” Remi’s tone was flat.

Neven frowned. “You and Kristijan were lovers. How can you talk about him so…dispassionately?”

“We’re monsters, remember?” Remi’s tone was indifferent.

Neven pulled out his phone again and sent another text to Veris, giving him London’s full name and nationality. Then he tried to separate the facts of what Remi had told him from the horror they generated. “There are too many layers, too many subtleties involved. I should tell her who I am. That I’m not her Kristijan. It will make things easier. She will be able to relax, too.”

“The last thing you want is for London to look relaxed and happy,” Remi shot back. “It would look out of character and make the men suspicious. You want this shipment stopped, don’t you?”

Neven drew in a breath and let it out, controlling and venting his stress. “Yes,” he said flatly, thinking of Aran.

“The only way you do that is if the world thinks you are Kristijan.”

“Therefore, I must let her hate me,” Neven finished.

“Yes,” Remi said, with relish.
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“AS FAR AS WE CAN figure out,” Veris said, handing Neven the coffee he had requested, “the two met in 2011. Kristijan’s English status lists him as refugee from the Kosovo war, so she would have felt a connection.”

“Why?” Neven asked, as he relaxed back on one of the sofas. Taylor was opposite him, next to Veris. Alex was prowling along the windows, studying all the documentation. He, out of everyone in the big house on Martha’s Vineyard, was more systematic about absorbing the details. Rafe and Sydney and Liberty were not there. They were probably back in Spain. Location jumping—leap-frogging, as Aran called it—made it possible for all of them to move around the world in the blink of an eye. Right now, everyone in the house in Božidarko thought Kristijan was in his study, for that was where Neven had jumped from. He had studied the space behind the desk carefully because he would have to jump back there, too.

“London McCallum—she never did change her name to Zoric—was an only child,” Alex said, from his place by the windows. “Her parents both died in the Underground terrorist bombings in 2005. She was seventeen at the time.”

Veris shook his head. “If Kristijan is the complete asshole you say he is, then she would have been putty in his hands if he played the refugee card properly.”

He was besotted with her. Remi’s refined English accent and dry tone whispered in his mind.

“I don’t think it was one sided,” Neven said. “Not at the beginning, at least.”

“No? Well, it doesn’t matter anyway. She hates him now. That will make things easier for you.” Veris shrugged.

No one seemed to care that a woman could be made to feel so miserable and helpless by another person. Even Veris was dismissing her situation.

“She is a human, Veris,” Neven said. “It would be nice if you keep that in mind.”

Everyone was looking at Neven, surprised.

“I haven’t forgotten,” Veris said. No anger rang in his voice. “It would help you get through this if you didn’t think of her as human, is all I meant. You have to keep the end objective in mind.” He picked up Taylor’s hand.

Stopping the shipment. Saving Aran.

Taylor’s jaw worked. She said nothing, though.

“I haven’t forgotten,” Neven told Veris. “Is there anything else on London?”

“I’ll send it when we do. That’s the broad strokes we could find in the few hours we’ve had. Brody jumped over to England as soon as you texted. He’s going through records on the ground. He did say she volunteers at a group home in Chelsea for mentally challenged adults. She likes caring for people, in other words. Kristijan has probably used that against her for years, to keep her pinned down.”

“How can one man be so evil?” Neven wondered aloud.

“It’s just a matter of degree and perspective,” Veris replied, surprising him by actually answering the question. “We are right now planning on snuffing out millions of lives just by changing the future so we can live. That makes us the same as him. Maybe even worse than him. If I let myself think about that for too long, I start hating myself. I think of Aran instead.”

“You’re saying that Kristijan did everything he did, was the way he was, because he cared?”

“Even crazy people think they’re perfectly sane and reasonable,” Alex said, coming over to the sofa Neven was sitting on. He perched on the arm. “If you can figure out what was driving him, the rest will fall into place.”

“I don’t know that I will have the time to do that. I’ve still got to convince Remi to do things my way, to halt the shipment.”

“I’m surprised he’s even considering it, to tell the truth,” Veris said. “Your instinct to tell him you are Neven was on the money. I wouldn’t have called it that way, myself. Just keep moving forward, one step at a time.”

Neven nodded. “And what do I do with London? I mean, about her being a jumper and Elle in the future? Remi says I shouldn’t even tell her I’m Neven, not Kristijan, because it will change her behavior around him and alert the men that something is not right.”

Alex crossed his arms. “While you’re Kristijan, you can’t tell her what she is. You’re setting up the starting end of a time-loop just by being there and that’s enough.”

“Yes, let it play out naturally,” Veris added.

Neven thought of the tense, fury-filled conversation he’d had with her. “There’s nothing natural about their relationship,” he said. His gut stirred. “Perhaps it would be better to push her back to England, after all. Who knows what is going to happen in the next few days? She’s innocent, unprepared for any of it.”

“Not that innocent,” Taylor said shortly.

Neven looked at her, surprised. It was the first time she had spoken since he had arrived.

Taylor frowned. “She married him. She keeps returning to Serbia, even knowing what he was and knowing about Remi. A purely innocent, moral woman would have found a way to sever her connection to such a man.”

“Oh, harsh,”Alex said, smiling.

“Kristijan didn’t make it easy for her,” Neven pointed out.

“Maybe,” Taylor said. “I’m not saying she’s as bent and evil as Kristijan, only that she’s hiding something.”

“Maybe she still loves him, anyway,” Alex said. “That would bring her back, over and over, wouldn’t it?”

“No one could possibly love Kristijan,” Neven said quickly.

“Not even Remi?” Alex asked.

Neven shook his head. “He wasn’t even upset when I said Kristijan was probably dead.”

“They were together for decades,” Alex said softly. “Love looks different, on different people, yet it has an effect on even the most malicious of them.”

Veris shook his head. “Your faith in the ultimate goodness of human nature is stronger than mine, Alexander. Neven, you can’t send London back to Britain. It’s not what Kristijan would do. He wants her there in Serbia where the world can see his doting wife, which affirms his power over her. She has to stay, for now.”

Neven sighed and got to his feet. He put the empty coffee cup back on the table. “Anything else, before I jump back?”

“We’ll text and email, if we do,” Alex assured him. “It’s about four in the afternoon over there, yes?”

Neven glanced through the clear section of the French doors. The mid-morning sunlight would have been disorienting, except that he had been leap-frogging for years now and had got used to instantly adjusting to local time. “Four, yes,” he said. “London is in her room. God knows where Remi is. He’s a force unto himself.”

“Who was ruling the roost for at least two weeks, while Kristijan was missing,” Veris added. “You need to watch him, Neven. I know his type. I don’t care how long-term their relationship was, De Sauveterre would have no hesitation dealing with anyone who gets in the way of his ambitions.”

Neven thought again of how cool Remi had been when Neven had told him he thought Kristijan was dead. “You may be right,” Neven said. “Time to get back, though. I can’t stay locked in that study forever.”

He gathered himself and jumped. The translation during a leap-frog was rougher than with lateral or timeline-crossing jumps. It took greater concentration and energy to move his body as well as his mind. Leap-frogs could deplete his energy quickly, if he did too many of them at once.

The effort to halt the shipment, though, would tax everyone. He couldn’t complain about the stress of being Kristijan, not when Taylor looked as though she might topple over with worry at any second.

He arrived right behind the big leather office chair at Kristijan’s desk. The door was closed, the room was empty and for the first time Neven felt as though he could relax since arriving here four hours ago. The late afternoon sunlight filtered through lace curtains that looked a lot like the ones he remembered in the house he’d lived in with his parents, before the war destroyed everything.

Neven moved around the desk and over to the door. The chairs that everyone had been sitting in earlier had been neatly stacked to one side, leaving the big, multi-hued carpet in front of the desk bare.

He pulled the door open. It was time to find Remi and decide how best to halt the shipment.

Remi was seated on one of the two upright chairs in a small waiting area. Neven wondered if he was waiting, except that every tense line and bowed curve of his body said otherwise. He was hunched over as if he was in pain, gripping his head with white-knuckled fingers.

Neven couldn’t quite see his expression under his hand, which was shading his face. At the sight of him, though, Neven’s heart gave a little jump and squeezed. For just that one split-second of time, Remi looked like a man writhing with agony.

At the sound of the door opening, Remi straightened up with a snap. His face fell into a neutral expression as he looked up. His eyes narrowed. “I thought you might have fallen asleep in there,” he said dryly.

“I was talking to my friends. Strategizing. Come in for a moment. I want to talk to you.” He went back to the desk.

Remi followed him in. “You weren’t talking to anyone. It was silent in here.”

Neven glanced at the heavy door. “I thought this room was soundproofed.”

“For the average human, it is.” Remi’s smile was wicked.

Neven’s first instinct was to find a lie that would explain the silence. Then he remembered the way both Remi and London had responded to blunt dismissal. He spoke with a careless tone. “I’m here. Let’s talk about the shipment. Shut the door, so no humans can hear.”

Still smiling, Remi went back and shut the door. He didn’t grab one of the stacked chairs. He just stood in front of the desk, his arms crossed, waiting.

Neven didn’t want to sit down and put himself in the lower position, except that he suspected Kristijan wouldn’t have given a damn about it. He sat and pushed the rolling chair back, so he didn’t have to tilt his head up to look at Remi.

“You know the details about the operation. The…” He made himself say it. “The people held captive until the train leaves. We have to do something.”

“Do what, exactly?”

“Shut it down,” Neven said firmly. “Let everyone go. Tell Usenko to find another supplier.”

Remi didn’t move. He didn’t even frown. “You can’t do that.”

“Why not? I’m in control here. I give an order to the men sitting in that bunkhouse at the back of the estate and tell them to let everyone go. What’s to stop me?”

“You have no idea what you’re dealing with,” Remi shot back. “For a start, a flood of homeless, recently detained foreigners stumbling into a little village like Božidarko, looking for help, will raise all sorts of flags with people whose attention you don’t want. Authorities you don’t have in your pocket. Something like that would travel all the way to Belgrade and that’s an even bigger pocket of people you don’t want looking at you.”

“Where are they all now?” Neven demanded.

“They’re safe enough,” Remi said easily. “They’re warm, they’re barely hungry and they have water. They’re better off where they are for now.”

“How can they be? They’re being held against their will.” He shook his head. “This has to stop.”

“Humans and their tiresome insistence upon morals,” Remi breathed, rolling his eyes. “Think it through, Kristijan—”

Neven squashed the impulse to correct Remi. For now, he was Kristijan, so he let Remi continue to speak.

“You cannot simply halt this process. Kristijan would not do that, so you would have to come up with a good reason why Kristijan is choosing to shut it down. Everyone has a stake in seeing this work. Everyone has an interest. The men would resent the loss of one of their biggest pay days ever, just to begin. Then there’s the village, too. Do you have any idea how much revenue flows from this estate into village coffers? There are staff and contractors, sub-contractors and all the support services that go into an operation of this scale.”
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